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In today’s world, how do you 
compete for “digital” talent?

Not surprisingly, you aren’t the 
only one thinking about this. 
Across the globe and across all 
industries, business leaders are 
facing this challenge. In fact, if 
you aren’t one of those “new kids 
on the block” from the start-up 
hubs, you’re probably behind 
the curve in the digital talent 
war. Building a sustainable talent 
pipeline is more critical than ever 
in a rapidly changing world driven 
by new customer preferences, 
market dynamics and changing 
economics. For business leaders, 
now is the time to think and act.

Going forward, companies will 
face increasing pressure to move 
away from fully owning their 
talent. Everyone is aiming to do 
more with less. Technological 
advancements allow for large-
scale automation and encourage 
moves to leaner, more digital 
business models. But these 
changes need to be delivered 
and sustained, creating demand 
for new roles. Combined with a 
decreasing talent supply, these 
developments are likely to create a 
massive gap in skilled talent.

In order to attract the necessary 
digital talent, we need to think 
beyond the traditional sourcing 
approach. Refining previous 

tactical recruiting initiatives will no 
longer do the trick. Our approach 
to talent sourcing embraces 
models that place collaboration, 
sharing and community-building 
above exclusive access — a 
concept we call “open-source 
talent.” Along with this approach, 
new recruiting propositions need 
to become more experiential and 
appeal to an increasingly complex 
and diverse talent ecosystem. 
Building a talent pipeline in the 
digital era calls for a fundamental 
change in perspective.

Our approach to talent 
sourcing embraces models 
that place collaboration, 
sharing and community-
building above exclusive 
access — a concept we call 
“open-source talent.”
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TALENT SHORTAGE 
AHEAD

To succeed in the digital economy, organizations must build novel, more 
effective propositions — or risk losing market share to new entrants 
whose platforms better align with customer needs. This imperative is 
driving the advancement of digital technologies, big data, machine-
learning techniques and ever-greater connectivity to the internet of 
things. Increasing digitization has also created a demand for relevant 
skills, and, as a result, new jobs have emerged.

Companies looking to tap into the same talent pools as tech giants and 
dynamic start-ups with unique growth opportunities face significant 
recruiting challenges. Traditional organizations are asking how they 
can identify and attract the new digital talent while competing with 
prestigious tech giants and disruptors — as well as with everyone else.

But competition for high-demand talent is driven by more than just 
technological necessity. As companies transform their business models 
into more customer-centric, integrated operations, they need people 
with the ability to facilitate these changes and those who can help them 
collaborate in more agile ways.

The scarcity of this kind of talent is exacerbated by changing 
demographics. What employees expect from their employers and jobs 
today is different from previous generations. Although personality traits 
haven’t fundamentally changed, certain values have.

Whereas previous generations tend to place a slightly higher value on 
security and tradition, millennials and Gen Y are more motivated by 
personal happiness, achieving life aspirations and recognition. They 
demand higher degrees of autonomy and flexibility, more versatile 
career paths, a stronger emphasis on work/life balance and a more 
defined sense of purpose. These workers are increasingly vocal in their 
expectations of work arrangements that put them in control of busy 
personal and professional lives.
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• Examining the personality traits 
of people across generations 
shows little difference in 
average measures.

COMPARISON OF PERSONALITY TRAITS ACROSS GENERATIONS

Source: Mercer Analysis, Sirota Hogan Assessments database

• Values do differ, though — with 
affiliation, fun and recognition 
being more important 
for younger generations, 
particularly millennials.

• We doubt this is a real shift in 
a “new” generational attitude; 
more likely, it’s a consequence 
of youth and life stage.

• We don’t know if Gen Xers had 
the same requirements when 
they were at the same stage.

• That said, we should recognize 
that these attributes are 
important to many millennials 
and tailor roles and brands 
accordingly.
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The term “war for talent,” coined 
in the late 1990s, describes the 
extreme pressure companies face 
in attracting and retaining talent 
in a growing economy with a 
declining labor force. At its core, 
the war for talent assumes each 
company has exclusive ownership 
of top talent. It describes a zero-
sum game where the win of one 
company is the loss of another. In 
other words, an employee of one 
company cannot work for another 
without changing employers.

Although this is still the case for 
many jobs, in an era of shifting 
focus from ownership to access 
and the sharing economy, a more 
fluid mindset will give employers 
an advantage. In markets where 
changing demographics make top 
talent increasingly scarce — even 
as skills requirements are rapidly 
changing — smart companies are 
looking for innovative ways to 
access talent.

These dynamics will gradually 
change our perceptions about 
the need to “own” talent, with the 
focus of the recruiting function 
evolving from acquisition to 
curation. The fluid pipeline 
of the future will be built by 
organizations that embrace 
the principles of open-source 
talent: collaboration, sharing and 
community-building.

The table on the following page 
shows the potential benefits as 
companies put open-source talent 
principles into practice.

EXPANDING THE TALENT 
PIPELINE

In an era of 
shifting focus 
from ownership 
to access and the 
sharing economy, a 
more fluid mindset 
will give employers 
an advantage.
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COLLABORATION SHARING COMMUNITY BUILDING

Objective Build a more successful, broader, 
higher-quality talent pipeline by 
collaborating across employers in the 
recruiting process.

Expand your existing talent base and 
leverage your own talent ecosystem 
by sharing employees more effectively 
within and across companies.

Increase the effectiveness of your future 
talent base by becoming part of the 
communities where these employees 
exchange ideas, learn and develop 
critical skills.

Questions  
to consider

• Would a software developer who 
advanced to the final stage of 
the selection process at Google 
or Amazon but didn’t get the job 
be a good candidate for other 
organizations?

• How much time will an 
organization save by tapping 
into this recruitment pipeline?

• Would the selection process 
require fewer interviews than if the 
organization started from scratch?

• Are companies effectively leveraging 
their internal talent pools?

• Instead of hiring new software 
engineers each time needs arise and 
managing them in traditional silos, 
can companies manage these talent 
pools more effectively by applying 
common marketplace principles?

• Would a person who completes an 
online MIT data science curriculum 
be a potential candidate for 
companies seeking data scientists?

• The candidate has not only 
received a top-quality technical 
certification but also demonstrated 
a set of behaviors characteristic 
of top performers, such as a 
mindset of continuous learning 
and the resilience to complete such 
demanding coursework online. 

Making it work • With a solution such as CareerArc’s 
Candidate Care online platform, 
companies can help qualified 
candidates who aren’t a good fit 
find their next employers.

• Other employers benefit by being 
able to tap into a proven talent 
pipeline, while candidates who 
benefit from this service become 
positive advocates.

• Platforms like Catalant help 
companies develop internal gig 
marketplaces to share employees 
between departments and business 
units — just as they might leverage 
freelance talent. An employee in 
Department A can apply for projects 
that align with her interests in 
Department B.

• Platforms such as WorkMarket allow 
companies to curate and manage 
their freelance talent ecosystems. 
Organizations can also give other 
companies on the platform access to 
their talent pools.

• With a massive open online course 
(MOOC), such as edX1, learning, 
community building, assessment 
and hiring can be collapsed into 
a single process. This creates 
opportunities for faster, cheaper 
and more-targeted talent-pipeline 
building compared to traditional 
campus recruiting.

• Companies such as Microsoft and 
GE already target specific courses 
on edX, guaranteeing interviews 
to anyone who completes them. 
This helps build relevant candidate 
pools more quickly, globally and 
at minimal cost. At the same time, 
companies associate themselves 
with these capability areas and 
become visible to potential 
candidates before the competition 
for graduates really begins.

1 Founded by Harvard University and MIT in 2012, edX is an online learning destination and MOOC provider.
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BECOMING AN ATTRACTIVE 
EMPLOYER FOR DIGITAL TALENT

Promises made through the 
recruiting process should be 
authentic. In today’s connected 
world (and with platforms such 
as Glassdoor2), employees and 
candidates hold employers 
accountable for the claims  
they make.

But just delivering on these 
promises isn’t enough. 
Employees, like consumers, look 
for experiences — now more 
than ever. Organizations that 
effectively communicate and 
deliver valuable experiences will 
succeed in attracting talent in the 
new age. Traditional employee 
value propositions should be 
expanded to address the needs 
of all talent pools an organization 
will access. We think the term 
talent value proposition better 
addresses these needs.

By mining what we’ve learned 
from customer engagement 
and drawing analogies to the 
workforce, we’ve identified four 
key levers for creating a winning 
talent value proposition. In the 
digital era, top talent will be 
attracted to companies that:

• Allow them to live and work 
“in flow”

• Know them best — and, as 
a result, personalize their 
experience propositions

• React fastest to their interests, 
needs and personal challenges

• Are truly authentic

Create an experience that 
allows employees to live and 
work “in flow.” The essence of 
the talent value proposition is 
a seamless, unified experience 
across work and life enabled by 
constant connectivity and intuitive 
interfaces. In creating their talent 
value propositions, companies 
should be willing to actively 
 learn and crowdsource ideas  
from existing employees and 
associates — just as they do 
when designing for customer 
experience. A truly differentiating 
talent value proposition actively 
engages current and potential 
employees to shape the 
workplace together.

Leverage knowledge and 
personalization. Every 
interaction becomes a valuable 
data source. Understanding 
both the surface needs of 
employees and the fundamental 
drivers of their behaviors will 
help companies build more-
personalized propositions that 
align with and support a greater 
purpose. Such personalization is 
crucial for attracting top talent.

Align your proposition with 
the interests of today’s 
workforce. It’s time to rethink 
the fundamentals of HR. Consider 
the annual salary review or the 
annual performance cycle. These 
processes were designed in an 
era that has little in common with 
how we live today. Yet, to a large 
extent, they still form the basis 
for how we manage our people. 
The most successful employers 
will challenge these norms and 
redefine people management with 
“people” and not “management” 
as the driver.

Be authentic. A successful 
talent value proposition delivers 
a unique sense of purpose, 
a differentiated career and 
well-being experience, and 
competitive compensation and 
benefits — fully in sync with 
the company’s vision, business 
strategy and operating model.

These levers are in stark contrast 
to how most companies operate 
today. However, some companies 
are exploring new boundaries 
in creating a unique experience 
for all applicants while fostering 
cultural changes for existing 
employees.

2 Glassdoor is a website that provides anonymous review of companies and management.
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Unilever’s goal to become a  
more digital organization led 
them to develop a new talent 
acquisition model.

After a series of pilot programs, 
Unilever now recruits through  
an automated screening platform 
using video interviews, where 
interviewees upload a self-filmed 
video. After the video is evaluated 
by machine-learning software, 
successful candidates are referred 
to in-person interviews. New 
recruits sign contracts on  
smart devices, and tailored 
applications enable the initial 
onboarding process.

Unilever is not only hiring the 
digital talent it’s looking for 
but has significantly reduced 
recruiting time and marketing 
costs while enhancing its brand 
image in the digital space. At 
the same time, it delivers a new 
employee experience before  
the employee even joins the  
company, setting the stage  
for what’s to come.

UNILEVER:  
A CASE STUDY IN ACQUIRING TALENT IN THE DIGITAL AGE

Improved  
candidate experience

Decreased  marketing 
expenditure

80%+ positive feedback  
from candidates

3%+ decrease in 2016,  
down to €7.731 million

Optimized  
recruiting time

Optimized  
candidate selection

75% reduction in  
recruiting time

90% reduction in 
 time-to-hire

Offer rate up from  
63% to 80%

Acceptance rate up from  
64% to 82% 

Unilever’s new talent acquisition model has resulted in:
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CONCLUSION

Sophisticated talent that is technologically savvy, globally astute and 
operationally agile will be critical for competing in the future. Creating 
an effective talent value proposition is a crucial first step in gaining 
access to this talent.

The factors that gave rise to the war for talent are as relevant as ever. 
But the old rules of exclusive ownership and a zero-sum game no longer 
represent a winning strategy in this rapidly changing talent landscape. 
Employers that deliver experiences with seamless integration that are 
both personalized and responsive will have a critical advantage over 
their competitors on this new playing field.

By embracing access and talent-sharing to complement exclusive 
ownership, companies can create new possibilities for procuring talent, 
collaborating with other organizations tapping into the same talent 
pools. Digital technologies will enable reliable access to talent on 
demand, allowing companies to build curated talent pipelines faster, 
smarter and more cost effectively.

New, successful talent acquisition models will be built on collaboration, 
sharing and community-building. In an era of new possibilities, the war 
for talent will only be won by adopting this new mindset and embracing 
open-source talent.

Sophisticated talent that is 
technologically savvy, globally 
astute and operationally agile 
will be critical for competing 
in the future. 
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