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T A L E N T  E C O S Y S T E M S  –  
A  N E W  I M P E R A T I V E

In a complex, dynamic and highly interconnected global marketplace organisations face 
increasing pressure for rapid and continuous adaption. 

In this environment, organisations need to concentrate on driving innovation more than ever 
before, to resolve such complex problems and deliver timely and meaningful solutions and products. 
Consequently, internal and external collaboration will be more critical for an organisation’s long-term 
success2.

Key challenges organisations face include:

• Compressed times for satisfying customer requirements.

• Integrating concurrent technologies in the development of new products

• Co-creating products and services in collaboration with customers and partners.

• Fully leveraging exponential knowledge growth in many sectors1.

• Digital disruption of value chains and revenue models.

In parallel, the classical employment model of hiring permanent employees to manage work activities is 
breaking down as employee preferences change and organisations need to tap into capabilities beyond 
traditional boundaries. 

These pressures are mandating a more rigorous  
approach to managing the so called ‘talent 
ecosystem’ to accelerate innovation and develop 
talent pools that can be rapidly assembled and 
reconfigured. In some cases, this will require 
partnering with competitors!

Talent ecosystems differ from traditional 
approaches to contracting and outsourcing in 
that they require a more holistic approach to 
managing critical capabilities and leveraging 
external partnerships and alliances to rapidly 
adapt and respond to shifts in the environment. 

These new ecosystems are made up of five types 
of talent.

Crowdsource 
Talent

Freelance 
Talent

Internal
Talent

Partnership 
Talent

Collaboration 
with Competition

F I G U R E  1 :  T A L E N T  E C O S Y S T E M
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Internal Talent is the ‘traditional’ core team of full- and 
part-time employees that are on the payroll, covered by 
organisational policies and procedures. Typically, there 
is a lot of information readily available on this talent pool 
through the HR Information System (HRIS) and other HR 
platforms, and their training and career development needs 
are managed through internal programs.

Partnership Talent refers to professionals with a distinct 
area of expertise complementary to an organisation’s core 
capabilities or offering who are typically aligned in values 
and contribute to intellectual capital development and 
distribution. They work in structured arrangements and 
information on capabilities and capacity is often relatively 
easy to obtain at an aggregate level.

Freelance Talent refers to professionals who support 
the delivery of standardised solutions or products on a 
one-to-one basis and paid hourly or on a project basis. They 
are typically a single expert or team of specialists such as 
graphic designers/creative/technical writers.

Freelancers now make up an estimated 34 per cent of the 
U.S. workforce, 9 million people and rising in the EU4, and 
around 30 per cent of the Australian workforce.

Crowdsource Talent refers to individuals collaborating 
to create products, services or insights by sharing their 
skills, experiences, ideas and sometimes, though not always, 
without direct ties to the organisation and sometimes with 
no remuneration. Crowd- or open-source talent generally 
operates outside of corporate office and facilities and 
consists of multiple experts building on each other’s 
expertise, for example data scientists who bid to ‘win’ 
challenges with set prize money, hackers who get paid 
through a ‘open bounty’ when they are able to hack into IT 
systems, or developers who contribute virtually to Linux. 

Collaboration with Competition 
An effective talent ecosystem allows organisations to 
cooperate with competitors in a mutually beneficial 
arrangement that results in higher potential benefits for 
both companies. ‘Co-opetition’, or simultaneous competition 
and cooperation, is a growing occurrence in which 
organisations work with competitors to create ‘the pie’, 
before competing for their portion of the pie. Specifically, 
competitors work together to increase the total benefit 
available (making the pie) before competing for the for their 
portion of the improved outcome (slicing the pie).5  

KNOWLEDGE AND SKILLS  
CASE STUDY: P&G

Proctor &Gamble’s (P&G) R&D team 
was asked to develop a strategy 
for leveraging global scientists, 
suppliers, and networks for half 
of their future innovations. The 
idea was not to replace but rather 
to extend the reach, productivity, 
and capability of P&G’s 7,500 
product development specialists 
and researchers by connecting 
them, using both propriety and 
open networks, with suppliers (and 
their 50,000 R&D specialists) and 
scientists around the world. 

P&G’s Connect and Develop network 
uses multiple talent approaches, 
including:

• Hiring retired R&D scientists for 
specific projects (a form of free-
lance talent).

• Conducting competitions for 
technical and product development 
challenges, providing awards for 
specific challenges using propri-
etary and third-party open source 
markets such as InnoCentive.

• Deepening relationships with 
its supplier network to identify 
solutions to product development 
challenges (a form of partnership 
talent that involves licensing and 
purchasing product ideas and 
technologies).
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Technological advances are making this type of collaboration 
and external partnering more feasible. Project teams spanning 
organisational and geographical boundaries, that include 
representatives from supplier companies, customer organisations, 
and independent contracting third parties, can now rely on 
shared databases, cloud platforms, teleconferencing and other 
collaborative software3.

Managing these relationships is no longer solely the role of 
procurement teams or vendor managers. HR will increasingly be 
required to adopt a strategic approach to talent management, 
developing an in-depth understanding of an organisations talent 
requirements, and managing capability and capacity in line 
with these requirements beyond the conventional employment 
relationships.

Careers are increasingly focused on experience, interesting 
projects and personal development rather than status and salary. 
As a result, employer-employee relationships are evolving and 
no longer necessarily begin with a job application and end at the 
completion of a contract. Instead, talent communities and social 
media are making it easy for talent to connect with employers even 
before the opportunity for employment arises, as well as stay in 
touch after completing an engagement. The increased mobility 
of employees, as well as a rise in the number of contingent and 
project-based assignments, means that talent may come and go in 
a company multiple times during their careers. 

 

Developing a talent ecosystem for key 
capabilities will be important to remain 
competitive in an environment of 
continuous disruption and cost pressure

Talent ecosystems 
require a paradigm 
shift: from a narrow 
focus on cost-savings 
to a comprehensive 
view on value 
creation and cost-
effectiveness.
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F I V E  A D V A N T A G E S  O F  T A L E N T 
E C O S Y S T E M S

1 .  C O S T- E F F E C T I V E ,  P R O D U C T I V E ,  F L E X I B L E 
A N D  S C A L A B L E 

Organisations are increasingly challenged by shorter demand cycles and less-predictable, rapidly 
changing customer requirements. Companies with a network of collaborators are better able to be 
flexible and scalable compared to traditional organisations. They are able to increase or decrease their 
size relatively quickly, and can more easily expand compared to other, less collaborative organisations. 
Being able to quickly and effectively create and dismantle teams creates a substantial competitive 
advantage, and enables an agile talent pool that is able to be assembled and organised in response to 
new opportunities and changing market requirements. This also increases the speed that products are 
developed and go-to-market, lowers the cost of product development and process improvement, and 
provides access to new markets and technologies6.

2 .  A C C E S S  T O  C R I T I C A L  K N O W L E D G E  A N D 
S K I L L S 

The rapidly evolving environment in which organistions operate in is intensifying. In industries where 
knowledge is complex, growing, and widely dispersed, the heart of innovation reaches further than 
the traditional organisational hierarchy. Creating an effective talent ecosystem greatly expands 
the availability of, and an organisation’s ability to fully leverage the wisdom of crowds, enabling 
organisations to be enterprising and innovative by exploring new markets, knowledge and ways  
of working7. 

3 .  A B I L I T Y  T O  I N C U B AT E  W I T H O U T  C U LT U R A L 
O R  G E O G R A P H I C A L  C O N S T R A I N T S 

Organisational culture can be a constraint to both innovation and R&D as perceived expectations and 
past ideas can limit ideas produced. Organisations are sourcing their expertise from external and 
divergent thinkers in order to remove this cultural bias and solve problems. 

Recent research has looked at the value of divergent thinkers from analogous fields in R&D and 
innovation, finding that by leveraging the skills and expertise of experts from different fields, 
organisations can achieve better outcomes when resolving complex research and development 
problems8. 

This concept is similar to crowdsourcing in that complex innovation issues are work shopped by 
individuals from external, analogous fields, The experts discuss and work through possible solutions 
from their different professional background, without being constrained and influenced by who the 
organisation is or what the organisation may want as a solution. Leveraging external parties and 
crowdsourcing helps drive innovation, and leads to the delivery of ideas and solutions that otherwise 
could not have been developed internally, consequently generating economic value and sustaining a 
firms competitive advantage. 
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4 .  B U I L D I N G  A N  M & A  P I P E L I N E 

Organisations are able to leverage talent ecosystems to determine the cultural fit and complementary 
nature of capabilities from external organisations in order to succeed in the market. This could enable 
a more strategic means of vetting potential opportunities for partnerships, joint ventures or merger/
acquisition activity. 

5 .  P O S I T I V E  I M P A C T  O N  E M P L O Y E E  V A L U E 
P R O P O S I T I O N 

A strategically designed talent ecosystem positively impacts an organisation’s overall Employee Value 
Proposition (EVP), increasing their ability to access and attract the talent required to complete the 
work that needs to be done. 

As well as creating broad, diverse talent models that can leverage talent from almost anywhere in the 
world, talent ecosystems enable a more flexible, open-style of working amenable to the preferences 
of today’s younger, more connected workers. Over half employees report that flexible working 
arrangements, containing one or more of telecommuting, virtual teams, flexible time and pay plans, and 
temporary, project based assignments are highly effective at attracting qualified employees, and 60% 
stated that these arrangements are effective in retaining employees.9 This is likely to be paramount in 
maintaining satisfaction and engagement with the modern workforce, who are increasingly looking for 
meaning in their work, and autonomy to build their career on their own terms.

Talent ecosystems give employees the opportunity to progress 
their career beyond the limits of the traditional organisational 
structure, leveraging opportunities and projects within the 
ecosystem to build their expertise and experience.  
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T H E  C H A L L E N G E S  O F  M A N A G I N G 
T A L E N T  E C O S Y S T E M S
There are four key challenges and risks associated with talent ecosystems that need to be identified 
and managed in order to ensure optimal outcomes for all parties involved. 

 1.  PROTECTION OF INTELLECTUAL PROPERTY  
If not managed correctly, talent ecosystems, comprised of a peripatetic employee 
base may pose a risk to organisation’s intellectual property (IP). Valuable experts 
and contributors with no loyalty to their ‘employer’ may be able to replicate and 
scale up innovations, and potentially collaborate with competitors. Whilst this 
is the best of free market operations, limited restrictions and rapid knowledge 
transfer capabilities pose a challenge to corporate desire to own and control all IP. 
Organisations desire to maintain ultimate control and high levels of bureaucracy are 
cumbersome and restrictive in talent ecosystems. Thus, companies must rethink 
their perspective on IP, adopting a more strategic approach and taking calculated 
risks in sharing information and propriety in order to drive innovation. 

 2.  PROTECTION OF CUSTOMER OR SUPPLIER RELATIONSHIPS  
As well as fundamentally changing the nature of customer/supplier relationships, 
talent ecosystems add another layer of complexity for organisations. Specifically, 
by adopting a more open model, partners may leverage customer or supplier 
relationships that are accessible via the ecosystem to their own advantage, 
in competition with the organisation. Organisations need to be proactive in 
developing and maintaining trusting and constructive relationships with customers 
and supplier, as well as with ecosystem partners to increase transparency and 
mitigate this risk.

 
 

3.  PROTECTION OF REPUTATION 
Talent ecosystems can decrease an organisations control over the delivery of 
products and services, increasing the difficulty of monitoring and overseeing the 
work of external partners compared to permanent employees. Ecosystem partners 
may not deliver services or products to expected quality levels, which necessarily 
will have implications for an organisations reputation and competitiveness. 
This necessitates the development of new governance and quality assurance 
frameworks, including appropriate legal arrangements, to ensure standards and 
reputation are maintained.

  4.  KNOWLEDGE RETENTION/EXTERNAL DEPENDENCY  
Depending exclusively on external, ecosystem partners for certain activities 
can create vulnerability and dependencies. This will need to be mitigated from a 
planning and contractual perspective. 

Whilst these challenges may present significant hurdles, the benefits substantially outweigh the risks. 
Taking a proactive approach to identifying and mitigating risks enables a more seamless transition into 
a talent ecosystem.
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S T A R T 
D E V E L O P I N G 
Y O U R  
T A L E N T 
E C O S Y S T E M

Map your 
critical capability 

requirements 
as an organisation and by 

function/domain.

1
2

Identify the elements 
of these capabilities that 
need to be managed and 

developed in-house and which 
capability areas need to be 

complemented through 
outside partners.

Identify partners 
that would 

complement specific 
skill areas to give you 

the required 
competitive 
advantage.

3
Develop an 

engagement plan with 
these partners, both 

as an organisation and 
by function/domain.

4

Enable your internal 
leaders and broader 

workforce to manage 
and maximise these 

partnerships.

5

Continuously 
review how the 

effectiveness and value 
creation of these 
partnerships for 

your organisation, 
and adapt as 

required.

6
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 T A L E N T  E C O S Y S T E M S  R E A D I N E S S 
A S S E S S M E N T
H O W  P R O F I C I E N T  A R E  Y O U R  TA L E N T  E C O S Y S T E M S 
M A N A G E M E N T  P R A C T I C E S ? 

The below survey will help you assess the extent to which your organisation reflects a best practice 
model when it comes to managing talent ecosystems. Use the following simple scoring system to rate 
your organisation. 

2 = True for our organisation  1 = Partly true for our organisation  0 = Not true for our organisation

Shifts Score

1 Does your organisation have a clear view on current and future capability 
requirements to compete, be distinctive and succeed in the market?

2 Does your organisation have a clear view of workforce segments (i.e. a 
distinction between Innovation, R&D and other functions) and how capabilities 
are sourced in each of these segments?

For example: 
 
R&D/Innovation 
Marketing/Sales/Services 
Corporate Services (HR, Finance, IT, Legal) 
Supply Chain, Distribution

3 Is the Talent Ecosystem approach part of your Employee Value Proposition?

4 Are you promoting your partnership arrangements to candidates and/or 
employees as part of your Employee Value Proposition? 

5 Does your organisation have an engagement strategy to partner with vendors, 
freelancers, universities, research organisations, competitors, etc.?

6 Do you have a cost-effective and productive way of leveraging talent resources 
to gain requisite and critical capabilities to succeed in the market?

7 Does your organisation proactively engage with competitors and customers? 

8 Is there a policy or structured way of cooperating with competitors to foster 
innovation?

9 In your organisation, can internally created innovative ideas incubate without 
cultural constraints?

10 Does your organisation have a deliberate and clearly documented approach 
to Talent Ecosystems management (e.g. integrated in the annual strategy and 
planning process, clear governance/accountabilities)

11 Can your organisation identify all relevant data to manage the Total Workforce 
(employees, partners, freelancers, crowd-sourced resources, contractors, 
etc.)? 
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Shifts Score

12 Can your organisation determine and manage talent ecoshystem data such as 
total cost, performance, expertise/skills/experience, demographics, etc.) to 
gauge their value? 

13 Is engagement for your Talent Ecosystem driven by individual contacts or is 
there a deliberate organisational approach to engagement with your Talent 
Ecosystem?

14 Do you encourage employee mobility throughout your Talent Ecosystem to 
foster relationships and employee career development?

15 Does your organisation leverage capabilities / talent made available through 
the Talent Ecosystem as part of your corporate development plan and M&A 
strategy?

TOTAL

If your organisation scored …

20 – 30 points: Best practice organisation – your capability management and engagement for today 
and the future is clearly mapped out. 

10 – 19 points: Talent Ecosystems management and engagement is in need of greater attention.

0 – 9 points: Poorly positioned for the demands of Talent Ecosystems management and engagement.
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