
RISK: If risks are known, good 
decisions require logic and 
statistical thinking.

UNCERTAINTY: If some risks 
are unknown, good decisions also 
require intuition and smart rules 
of thumb.

Gerd Gigerenzer

10 Guiding Principles For 
Practitioners

Intuitive Talent Management
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Overview
Over recent years, Big Data promised much in Talent 
World. Its claim: the Four Vs of Volume, Velocity, Variety 
and Veracity would put recruitment and selection, 
performance management, career progression and 
succession planning on a much more systematic footing.

Massive data sets would allow sophisticated number 
crunching locate key patterns for better outcomes in 
employee hire, engagement and retention - and 
organisational success.

A new phase in Talent World was heralded to go beyond 
the limitations of management mis-judgement and 
organisational misunderstandings. Unfortunately, the 
missing V of Value was often neglected.1

Also unsaid was the V of Vanity which forgot that “Big Data 
all comes from the same place - the past.” 

Big Data needs thick data, the 
qualitative insights that reflect 
complex reality. Otherwise it is just 
thick. 

Tricia Wang
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Predictive analytics built on this philosophy. This approach 
translated the gains of Big Data into H.R. metrics to monitor 
activity, track progress and evaluate outcomes. And for a 
while, Human Capital Measurement and indices of 
Organisational Maturity gained popularity. 

This stance, argued rightly, that a shift from the financial 
summary of the annual corporate report to integrate a 
broader sweep of measures would reveal a much deeper 
insight into current and future business performance.

As it turned out, this was not an outstanding success; the 
enterprise struggled with consistency of definitions and the 
validity of its new methodological systems.2

And embarrassingly, in several instances, the algorithms in 
the black box of predictive analytics did not do much for 
diversity and inclusion. Worse it replayed and reinforced 
previous bias.3
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Overview
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Artificial Intelligence now extends this trend for accuracy, 
consistency and speed to replace the error and bias and 
sluggishness of human failings. The narrative continues: data-
driven technology will move us from “folk tales” and “accepted 
wisdom” into an era of scientific talent management. 

Again despite the hype -“generative AI will offer the HR 
discipline several powerfully compelling capabilities…and 
unlock value as the function expands its influence across the 
organisation” - there remains reasons for scepticism. 

Evidence based management (EBM) reinforced this shift in 
emphasis. Drawing on successes from other domains, notably 
medicine, the argument is that Talent World remains stuck in a 
time warp of questionable assumptions and out-dated 
conventions. 

The hope: a rethink of talent management will access empirical 
findings and introduce state of the art science for better design 
and rigour in implementation. And put an end to confusing and 
competing claims of “what works”. Just use computer-based regression and 

correlation analysis to find statistically 
significant influences, then combine them 
to get a perfect fit to the data. When a data 
set is left to speak for itself like this, it 
typically spouts nonsense.

Robert Mathews

Unfortunately, the EBM perspective made little impact. 
Articles, workshops and conferences about its importance 
exceeded the number of examples of impact in real world 
applications.4

Advocates of EBM also struggled to arrive at a shared 
definition of this activity never mind agree a consensus 
about the outcomes - the “base” - of this activity. Within 
talent management, the question remains: what is the 
evidence base of EBM?

At this point, it is easy to empathise with the sentiment of 
Through the Looking-Glass: “The rule is jam tomorrow and 
jam yesterday, but never jam today.”



4

Ten Guiding Principles
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1. Complexity Is Easy But Worse Than Simplicity

2. Why Your Grandmother Knows Better Than The Experts

3. A Supplier Conference Best Avoided

4. Strategy By PowerPoint Is Not A Strategy

5. Incentives Determine Outcomes

6. Snoop-ology and Reasons To Be Uncheerful About the 
Client In a Hurry

7. Data Visualisation: The Conjuring Act of A Chart

8. The Sound of Jingle Jangle: Claim vs Evidence

9. Which Stakeholder Knows, Cares and Does?

10. Emotions Exist For A Purpose; Listen To Them

This article argues that talent management in strategy, design 
and implementation is high risk when it shifts to the technology 
of analytics and “expert” science without intuition.

The proposal is not that practitioners should now reverse out of 
systematic data driven approaches and let intuition return to the 
driving seat. Instead the argument is that there has been a 
downplay of intuition in current thinking and practice. Savvy, 
common sense and wisdom have been neglected. 

Impact in Talent World requires analytical and systematic 
methodologies to work much more closely with intuitive 
judgement.

Intuition guides practice in Talent World, that messy place 
where ambiguity and uncertainty are the norm, not the 
exception. Here it is difficult to work out the problem never mind 
find the optimal solution.

Gerd Gigerenzer, sceptical of the Daniel Kahneman “aren’t we 
all irrational idiots” viewpoint, proposes that heuristics - decision 
making short cuts - represent the “fast and frugal” cognitive 
strategies that work extremely well. 

Intuition underpins this approach. There is strong evidence that intuitions are 
based on simple, smart rules that take into 
account only some of the available 
information.

Gerd Gigerenzer
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Intuition: Is And Is Not

Intuition is not:

The problem is that (talent management) 
ran out of bullets when it assumed there 
was a silver bullet. There is no silver bullet. 
There are always options and the options 
have consequences.

Ben Horowitz
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Intuition is:

n the assumption that if it worked yesterday it 
must work today

n the “heart” over-ruling the “head” to allow 
emotions replace logic

n a resort to subjectivity or indefensible bias to 
rationalise decision making

n the realisation that the past - the accumulation 
of wisdom built up over generations - inform the 
present and future

n emotions - an innate sense of what is positive 
and what is negative - cannot be ignored. This 
“gut feel”” may be wrong of course. But it 
shouldn’t be dismissed without asking the 
reasons for our feelings

n an acceptance that large data sets, 
sophisticated number crunching, detailed 
analysis and definitive conclusions is unrealistic 
in much talent management
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Complexity Is Easy But Worse Than Simplicity
Concerned about its leadership bench strength, the 
organisation commissioned a consulting firm to design and 
implement a talent and succession review. After much time, 
effort and cost, the new process is launched. But 
engagement levels in this new methodology were dismal. 

Intuition predicts this. A 150 page manual might look and 
sound the part of systematic rigour. The handbook was 
certainly detailed and comprehensive. 

It was also unworkable. An apparent virtue was the vice of 
low usage rates. 

Faced with this scenario, a progressive member of the 
talent management team asked another consultancy to 
rethink the approach. The outcome: a 5 page check-list for 
the Heads of Business Units to conduct a resourcing and 
development review of opportunities and risks.

The consequence? This alternative minimalist strategy was 
rejected. Simplicity was politically unacceptable given the 
prior investment in the unsuccessful activity.

The permutations of business strategy, organisational 
structure and design, culture and employee working 
practices make Talent World a complex place. 

When it is already hard, why spend time over-complicating it 
with the introduction of long-winded policies, cumbersome 
processes, tortuous project management procedures and 
over-engineered technology?

© Talent World Consulting 2023

Intuition has an in-built mistrust of complexity and a disposition 
towards simplicity. Intuition recognises the risks of complexity 
and the hazards of:

n Fragility. When there are many moving parts, a failure in 
one part breaks the system. Complication introduces more 
components into the talent management machinery. Often in 
the search for perfection, talent management becomes so 
complicated, no one understands how it works

n Short shelf life. Complex inter-dependencies in a system 
limit speed of responsiveness to adapt to change. This is the 
“domino effect”; one “simple” update has knock on effects 
throughout the entire system. And requires expensive 
reboots

n A lack of transparency. Here complexity is designed 
precisely to avoid scrutiny. This is the firm with a past of 
questionable ethics. It now resorts to a combination of 
accounting, legal and HR obfuscation to redirect attention 
from its failings 

In an advertising agency one highly placed 
complicator can undo the good work of a 
dozen simplifiers. 

Bob Hoffman 
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Complexity Is Easy But Worse Than Simplicity
Complexity is “easy”. 

Simplicity is difficult. 

Simplicity requires clear headed thinking in problem 
analysis, a willingness to make tough decisions to prioritise, 
and a refusal to accommodate the unnecessary. 

Our intuition knows this. But often in Talent World, political 
sensitivities and functional interests demand compromises 
that result in dysfunctional complexity.

© Talent World Consulting 2023

Complexity bias is a 
logical fallacy that leads us 
to give undue credence to 
complex concepts.

Shane Parrish
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Your Grandmother Knows Better Than The Experts
In an ironic twist in the world of behavioral science, a 
Harvard professor who studies honesty has been accused 
of data fraud. Over the last few weeks, allegations have 
surfaced against Francesca Gino, a prominent Harvard 
Business School professor who has been accused of 
falsifying results in several behavioral science studies.5

Nassim Taleb suggests: “If you hear advice from a 
grandmother or elders, the odds are that it works 90% of the 
time. On the other hand, in part because of scientism and 
academic prostitution, in part because the world is hard, if 
you read anything by psychologists and behavioral 
scientists, odds are that it works at less than 10%, unless it 
is has also been covered by the grandmother and the 
classics, in which case why would you need a 
psychologist?” 6

A series of scandals that range from clueless incompetence 
to outright fraud has undermined the credibility of the social 
science experts who have shaped much thinking in Talent 
World over recent decades.7

And as Philip Tetlock has pointed out, alarmingly, it is the 
experts who are the most confident and appear most often 
in the media, who are the least competent.8

I knew this report would be a lot 
of bluff  and bananas when I 
saw the world empirical in the 
title.

Bob Hoffman
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Here we enter the world of the BBC docu-sitcom “The Thick Of 
It”:

My expert would totally disprove that. 

Who is your expert?

I don’t know, but I can get one by this afternoon. The thing 
is, you’ve been listening to the wrong expert. You need to 
listen to the right expert. And you need to know what an 
expert is going to advise you before he advises you.9
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Your Grandmother Knows Better Than The Experts
Is Nassim Taleb correct: ignore the experts and listen to 
grandmother?

As is the way with Nassim Taleb he over-states his position. 
But his point is well made. For two reasons.

Firstly, in Talent World, we want in-depth experience and 
specialist knowledge from our experts. But it can be difficult 
to evaluate accurately the claim of this experience and 
knowledge. In addition, David Epstein, in “Range”, makes 
the point that “highly credentialed experts can become so 
narrow-minded that they actually get worse with experience, 
while becoming more confident - a dangerous combination.” 
Narrow expertise misjudges the wider context in which it is 
to be applied. 

Secondly, Charlie Munger’s barber test applies. “Never ask 
a barber if you need a haircut.” Experts in Talent World 
seem to have remarkable proficiency in providing advice to 
support the solution the client wants. This is not expertise 
as informed and independent counsel but as a well 
packaged sales solution.10

People who live by data believe they are 
the ultimate in objectivity. It is 
incomprehensible to them that they are 
just as subjective as everyone else. They 
believe their opinions are facts. And this 
is what makes them really dangerous. 
This is what makes all ‘experts’ 
dangerous. 

Dave Trott
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Our grandmother generally knows what works.

And even if she does not, we should try explaining our solution 
to her.

If she doesn’t understand it, maybe, we have not either.
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A Supplier Conference Best Avoided

As he stepped into the 
sunlight, he heard the seals 
barking loudly. They must 
have an audience. Slick 
glory seekers. Whiskered 
prima donnas.
Richard Matheson

© Talent World Consulting 2023

In principle, a brilliant concept. An organisation invites vendors 
- current and prospective - to an event which usually combines:

n an overview of the firm’s strategy and priorities for the 
next few years

n a road map for talent management and the implications 
of a shift in process and practice

n break-out sessions for those attending to brainstorm 
ideas based on this update

n a report back with observations and insights to indicate 
how these suppliers can respond creatively to this 
challenge

In practice reality is different to the rhetoric.

Typically, a forecast of outstanding business success is made, 
followed by an aspirational model of talent management to be 
“best in class”. Then the barking of the seals as vendors 
compete for airtime to provide solutions to the challenge. 
Proposals to support this new vision are then invited.

This forum signals a partnership model to engage suppliers in 
the firm’s plans. And at best, vendors are given the opportunity 
to rethink their products and services and how to reposition and 
align them to any shift in direction.
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A Supplier Conference Best Avoided
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Rarely in Talent World does it quite work like that. 

Intuition informs us that genuine innovation does not surface 
from the contrivance of brainstorming sessions among 
competitors motivated to increase their share of the firm’s 
talent management budget. Innovation results from in-depth 
exploratory conversations to share the good, the bad and 
the ugly of activity. This is not a debate expressed openly 
within a conference

Unsurprisingly, smart suppliers avoid participation in this 
activity. Partly because it is largely unproductive, but mainly 
because it is rare that any meaningful assignments emerge 
from these conferences.

Supplier conferences in Talent World are the symptom often 
of a deeper set of issues. Intuition grasps the causes of the 
problem.

This is a talent management team in search of direction and 
looking to vendors to provide a road map, and one that will 
ensure the team will continue to be geographically lost. 

One must avoid the error of the 
preening duck that quacks 
boastfully after a torrential 
rainstorm, thinking that its 
paddling skills have caused it to rise 
in the world. A right-thinking duck 
would instead compare its position 
after the downpour to that of the 
other ducks on the pond.

Warren Buffett
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Strategy By PowerPoint Is Not A Strategy

Hannibal was not briefed by 
staff presenting four options 
on a PowerPoint slide. 
Richard Rummelt

© Talent World Consulting 2023

The conference speaker was inspirational as she outlined her 
organisation’s approach to talent management.

Slide after slide built up a story of an organisation that had 
translated its overall business strategy into a coherent, 
integrated and long-term talent management game plan. The 
presentation concluded. This was talent management aligned to 
strategy, integrating best practice processes, and supported by 
leading edge technology.

Some in the audience looked slightly uncomfortable as they 
contemplated the gap between the approach being presented 
and their own company’s efforts. Their own talent management 
enterprises seemed extremely limited in contrast to this tour de 
force.

Questions and Answers opened up. One conference delegate, 
after congratulating the presenter, asked: “What issues did you 
face in implementation?” An awkward silence before the 
speaker responded “This is phase 1 of design. We haven’t 
begun the process of implementation.”

This is strategy the Shrek way; “The kingdom of FAR FAR 
Away, Donkey? That's where we're going! FAR! FAR!... away.” 
Here the assumption is that a grand vision will direct employee 
energy around a compelling purpose. 
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Strategy By PowerPoint Is Not A Strategy
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This is Four F strategy:

n Fluff: a superficial restatement of the obvious combined 
with a generous sprinkling of buzzwords. The stuff of fluff 
is reassuring as part of a speech. It is not a sustainable 
strategy

n Failing to face the facts: an ideology of hope that the 
dream will make the team work. This is strategy as 
delusion that avoids difficult market place realities and 
customer shifts and competitor threats

n Forgetful: this is corporate amnesia. We have been here 
before and it did not work out too well. No matter. We 
must try harder

n Faffing: the knowing-doing gap in which strategic insights 
remain on the organisational top shelf. Any combination of 
senior executive prevarication, protection of functional 
interests and corporate bureaucracy does the trick to 
ensure business stall

We can all do our part by Preparing 
For The New Future, by Being 
Prepared and Looking Forwarder.

Bob Hoffman

Intuition recognises that a PowerPoint presentation rarely 
provides a meaningful strategy. 

Karl von Clausewitz said that “everything in strategy is very 
simple, but that does not mean that everything in strategy is 
very easy.’”

Intuition knows that strategy - one that makes a difference -
emerges from candid and difficult conversations to identify:

n Differentiation to highlight a distinctive position that appeals 
to customers and maintains distance from competition

n Focus to say no and prioritise how resource will and won’t 
be allocated

n Simplicity to optimise the speed of successful execution

n Responsiveness to adapt to changes in business 
circumstance

n Relevance that evolves over time as market place dynamics 
shift to reposition itself for ongoing customer connection
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Incentives Determine Outcomes
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You are a Divisional Head in an organisation. The CEO 
approaches you to discuss the organisation’s plans for 
talent management over the forthcoming year and asks for 
your support. She wants you to cooperate in a planned 
initiative to accept emerging managers from other business 
units to give them broader organisational experience. 

In addition, you are asked to release some of your people to 
other business areas, providing them with new challenges 
to prepare them for future roles. 

A corporate wide business education programme for fast 
track professionals and managers is planned. You are 
asked to contribute £350,000 from your budget.

In the language of “game theory” you have to decide to 
cooperate or defect.11

Cooperate and you sign up to the implications of the 
proposed initiative. Defection: you hold on to your best 
people and refuse to accept any managers from other 
Divisions. And hold back your budget.

This “game” is played in the context that the other Divisional 
Heads are also deliberating whether to cooperate or defect. 
You decide to cooperate, but the other Divisional Heads 
defect. The outcome for you is “Sucker”. You end up as a 
net loser and lose some of your best people and find that 
you have accepted the “problem children” from other 
Divisions. 

The following year the CEO agrees that things have not gone 
well but still looks for your support for the second year of
this initiative. This time you decide to defect. 

The organisational pay off if your Divisional colleagues 
continue to defect is “Punishment”: a smaller pool of talent 
which constrains everyone’s resourcing options for the future 
and everyone loses. 

The desired organisational outcome of course is Reward. If all 
Divisional Heads cooperate, everyone wins through the 
creation of a bigger pool of corporate talent. Why don’t 
organisations achieve the Reward outcome? 
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Incentives Determine Outcomes
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n under-performance is largely ignored, and in some 
instances rewarded with promotion12

n CEO compensation as a ratio to frontline employee 
remuneration continues to sky rocket

n whistle blowers who highlight incompetence and unethical 
conduct face intimidation

n initiatives for a more diverse and inclusive work place 
remain stuck

Show me the incentive and I 
will show you the outcome. 
Charlie Munger

Without understanding incentives, and their impact on 
outcomes, Talent World is an extremely confusing place. It 
is difficult to work out how and why:

Incentives should reward and reinforce desired outcomes. 
This is a basic psychological principle. Do this, get that.

Analytical technologists assume a “rational” world in which 
function follows form in a neat and tidy world.

Intuition, struck by the impact of perverse incentives in 
organisational life, asks: what is being rewarded, not in a 
policy statement, but in reality to identify the forces at work. 
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Snoop-ology and Reasons To Be Uncheerful About the Client In a Hurry
After a 45 minute wait and repeated calls from an 
embarrassed receptionist, the client eventually appears for 
the meeting. A fast walk - almost a jog - to his office. No 
social niceties or any offer of refreshments. Instead an 
interrogation about current and emerging practice in 
succession management, interspersed with the 
interruptions of several telephone calls. Then a curt 
demand that a proposal be sent the next day before a 
Board presentation later in the week.

The proposal was never sent. 

Intuition tells us that this is a client representing an 
organisation on the back foot. 

The irony: a last minute rush conversation about the long-
term future of his business was lost on this individual.

Snooping is what we do. We snoop 
for clues to form an impression 
about a stranger or distil clues 
from CD collections, wilting 
plants, or a rubber chicken 
dangling from an office lamp.

Carolina D'Souza

© Talent World Consulting 2023
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Snoop-ology and Reasons To Be Uncheerful About the Client In a Hurry
Sam Gosling13 suggests snoop-ology as an intuitive insight 
into individuals, groups and organisation. This is the view 
that we can tell much about others through the physical 
environment they create and operate within. This is intuition 
to:

© Talent World Consulting 2023

n attend to the rituals of “meet, greet and exit”

n scan the office space, layout and furniture. This is a 
projection of the person and a statement of how they 
want to be seen when meeting colleagues. Is this an 
environment that keeps a psychological distance or one 
that is welcoming and inclusive?

n check out the diplomas and certificates on the wall. Is this 
a sign that professional credibility matters to the 
individual? Or an indicator of insecurity to validate their 
importance?

n look at the photographs they have. Family pictures are 
obvious. But a three by three foot wedding photo of the 
client (in his early 60s) with a woman in her mid-20s 
seemed odd

n glance at the words of wisdom they provide, typically a 
poster on the wall. This varies from obvious and boring 
homilies to the quirky and eccentric

n look at the books (if any) on the shelf, now a popular back 
drop for Zoom conference calls that has caught out a few. 
Does the collection indicate an active and curious mind? 
Or a set of fossils from the past?

Adam Grant in “Playing Golf, and Other Mistakes CEOs Make”14 

highlights other snoop-ology hazards. The red flags of CEOs 
associated with business decline: 

n playing golf
n making personal use of a corporate jet
n buying a massive mansion
n winning awards
n writing books while serving in office
n serving on many boards for other companies

There is more of this snoop-ology. Size of CEO photograph in 
annual reports is not good. Neither is a temper tantrum when 
faced with a pink wafer biscuit at a meeting.

This is intuition as “small data”, a snap shot in time of a person 
in context.

We can overplay the symbolism and significance of the artefacts 
we encounter in working life. Nonetheless, as Sherlock Holmes 
advises: “It has long been an axiom of mine that the little things 
are infinitely the most important.”

And, in the midst of the busyness of Talent World, sometimes 
we forget that opening our eyes and applying common sense 
provides key insights to inform our judgements.
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Data Visualisation: The Conjuring Act of A Chart
When Jon Stegner saw that his company, a manufacturer, 
was wasting vast sums of money, he knew he’d have to 
persuade his bosses to do something. Stegner asked a 
summer student to investigate a single item - work gloves. 
The eager student reported that the factories were 
purchasing 424 different kinds of gloves, from different 
suppliers and at different prices. Gloves that cost $5 at one 
factory were being billed at $17 in another.

Stegner could have summarised the evidence in a single 
spreadsheet and presented his findings in a pie chart,  
arguing for better purchasing cost control. Instead he 
collected a specimen of all 424 gloves with their price tags 
and piled them on the boardroom table, and invited his 
bosses to see them.

Rational argument based on a well presented evidence is 
powerful. Influence that appeals to others’ emotions, in 
Stegner’s case  - “what a waste” - is even more compelling.

All data visualisation tells a story. 
And you need to ask yourself why you 
are being told that story? What are the 
motivations behind it? 

Tim Harford
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Advances in data analytic methodologies, interactive reporting 
and visualisation software provide an array of presentational 
options to inform and enlighten. In theory.

In practice, after the “that’s cool” response, our intuition 
triggers an uneasiness about the presentation. Our intuition is 
correct as we think about the process in which the visualisation 
was created and explained.

n Problematic data

n Presentational distortions

n Misguided extrapolations
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Data Visualisation: The Conjuring Act of A Chart
Problematic data
An appealing graphic to combine a compelling chart format, 
a well-judged colour palette with animation is an aesthetic 
wonder.

Dazzled by the visuals, we sometimes forget to ask: what 
data sits behind it?

This is to ask the awkward questions about how the data 
was collected? Over what time-scale? What is the sample 
size and representativeness of this data set? And how 
“clean” is the data in the first place?15

Benchmark comparisons, much loved by executives to 
check how the organisation stacks up against others, can 
misinform. Here the visuals of the firm’s apples are 
displayed against the pears of an inappropriate reference 
point.

Data sliced and diced by bio-demographics can also 
mislead. When, for example, survey data is broken down 
and compared across any permutation of organisational 
level, business function, employee status - without informed 
statistical procedures - reported differences by each 
variable will be a mess of confounding factors.

© Talent World Consulting 2023

Presentational distortions
Data visualisation is a conjuring trick. 

Impressed by the showmanship of the presentation we fail to 
spot the sleight of hand that magics up the display. The visual 
analyst is a master of illusion drawing on a range of deceptions.

The tricks of the trade in data visualisation include:

n Axes cropping to look only at a selection of the overall 
dataset. This exaggerates the pattern to typically make 
relatively modest differences look much larger (or smaller) 
than they are

n Binning in which the visual analyst resets the number of 
data points to group the scores into categories that 
oversimplify a complex pattern

n Pie charting, especially in a three dimensional format, to 
obscure differences and make it difficult to analyse the 
information meaningfully

One global consulting firm has turned the stunt of data 
visualisation into an art form by deploying dynamic reporting to 
shift the thresholds to adjust leadership scores on “demand”. 
The outputs of the visuals bear no relationship to the intentions 
of those providing the inputs. But it sells additional consulting 
services to clients now in fear that the “sky is falling on their 
heads.”
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Data Visualisation: The Conjuring Act of A Chart
Misguided extrapolations
Flawed conclusions and recommendations arise from bad 
data that is mis-represented in statistical conjury. This is not 
enough. The facilitator of this magic is also skilled in 
shaping the audience’s expectations of what this means.

This is the explanation of the visual analytics to put a spin 
on the findings. Occasionally there is a positive 
interpretation and the reassurance that all is well. More 
often the presentation ends with a warning of an 
organisation heading to “hell in a hand cart”. 

© Talent World Consulting 2023

Tactics here include:

The outlier game. This highlights the most extreme negative 
finding to announce a trend with the potential to wreak 
organisational havoc. Matthew Stewart compares management 
consulting to disaster films: “both confront the prospect of 
destruction of life as we know it.”

Contrived analogies. The CEO script of the “burning platform” 
has thankfully lost credibility, not, least because those business 
leaders who adopted the image in their employee 
presentations went on to see their businesses fail and their 
careers end.16  But metaphors persist to terrify and horrify.

Appeal to envy. This interpretative trick provides examples of 
best practice from well known admired firms. This is not so 
much the arousal of fear and more the tempting suggestion 
that the organisation is missing out on an important 
transformational trend. This tactic creates the sense that 
opportunities are being lost and urgency is now required to 
catch up. 

Visuals have now replaced windy reports. Largely for the 
better. But if we don’t spot the hoots and toots of presentational 
spin we either focus on stuff that doesn’t matter too much or 
ignore the stuff that does.17

The consultant invented a new 
mathematical technique dubbed the Two-
Handed Regression. When the data on the 
correlation between two variables revealed 
only a shapeless cloud he would simply 
place a pair of meaty hands on the 
offending bits of the cloud and reveal the 
straight line hiding from conventional 
mathematics.
Matthew Stewart, The Management Myth
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The Sound of Jingle Jangle: Claim vs Evidence
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The jingle jangle fallacy is a problem of language. 

When we assume two different applications are the same 
because they have the same label, this is jingle. 

When we think two similar applications are different because 
they have different labels, this is jangle. 

This provides much scope for confusion in Talent World. And 
much breathless hype in which claim runs way ahead of 
evidence.

When, for example, Grit appeared on the scene, it was 
jangle that provided the marketing genius with the claim 
that: “Self-discipline accounts for more than twice as much 
variance as IQ.”

Grit sounded different and practitioners assumed it was 
different. As it turned out, Grit was largely a combination of 
Big 5 personality traits and added little to prediction. It may 
even have had negative consequences.18

An alternative strategy within Talent World is to put jingle at 
the centre of product development and marketing. This is 
the strategy of positioning the new application as identical to 
an established product. This is the cuckoo in the talent 
management nest. It promises similar results, but because it 
is in fact very different, it fails in future real life applications.

Extraordinary claims require 
extraordinary evidence. 

Carl Sagan
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There is nothing wrong in principle with the jingle of new 
applications. Talent management needs to communicate 
solutions for assessment, development, performance 
management etc in ways that resonate with the challenges 
that organisations face. And to apply terminology that is now 
fashionable.

And a strategy of jangle can provide disruptive innovation by 
offering cost effective alternatives to the options available 
from current vendors. 

But to avoid confusion in evaluating the claims, both jingle 
and jangle solutions need to provide evidence of genuine 
improvements over existing methodologies. 

Intuition listens to the sound of jingle jangle and avoids 
following the hype of Mr Tambourine Man.

Talent World “jangles more 
noisily than a gamelan 
orchestra.”

Professor Adrian Furnham
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In any organisational implementation scenario there are 
three categories of player. Those who:

n Care; these individuals are concerned to do what is right 
and is best, and who want to take pride in working for an 
organisation which isn’t only successful now but has the 
momentum to keep succeeding in future. Those who 
care have the commitment to raise the difficult issues 
and highlight the need for change.

n Know are the insightful individuals who see through the 
superficial issues to identify the dynamics underpinning 
problems. They contribute intelligently to the formulation 
of solutions. It is those who know who provide a realistic 
appraisal of the options to navigate through the 
complexities of design and implementation. 

n Can are the powerful individuals who, by virtue of their 
status within the hierarchy, reputation or the sheer force 
of their personality, command the loyalty and backing of 
key groups. These are the influential players in a position 
to make things happen, or indeed, stop a new initiative 
immediately in its tracks. 

This is an under-looked organisational grouping, comprising at 
times an unlikely set of individuals but whose attitude to 
proposals is vital to make progress.

Intuition recognises the “law of the few” and identifies and 
focuses on this key group of individuals.

Design and implementation in Talent World would be a relatively 
straightforward business if those who “care” were those who 
“know” and “can” who are also highly connected. The challenge 
is that rarely do these types of player coincide. Instead those 
who “care” may lack the power to deliver and those who “know” 
with the insight to penetrate the issues, may be disengaged from 
the process. 

While the data-analytical technologists like to spend time with 
those who “know”, intuitive practitioners in Talent World work 
with those who care and can do with connections. 

There is an important sub category of those who can: those 
who are connected. These individuals have a network of 
connections throughout the organisation to build or block 
support. They may not have formal status or power but their 
extended relationships, not simply with many others but to 
lots of different people, give the “connected” important 
organisational influence.
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In The Enemy Within, an episode of Star Trek, Captain James 
Kirk - due to a transporter malfunction - has been split into two 
beings. “One is cool, calculating and rational. The other is wild, 
impulsive and irrational. Kirk must make a command decision 
to save the landing party now stranded on the planet because 
of the malfunctioning transporter. Because his intellect and 
intuition have been split, Kirk is paralysed with indecision.”19

Star Trek would go on to use this struggle between intellect 
and intuition as an ongoing story line in future episodes.

Data-analytical technologists love the puzzles of Daniel 
Kahneman:

“A baseball bat and a ball cost $1.10 together, and the bat 
costs $1.00 more than the ball, how much does the ball cost?” 

And when we get the answer wrong - which we do - this is
proof that intuition, our System 1 thinking - is hopeless and 
hapless.

But hold on. Kahneman’s book “Thinking Fast And Slow” 
presented cognitive puzzles in laboratory settings based on 
student samples. Here the flaws of System 1 thinking were 
largely an outcome of his artificial riddles.20

There was much less prominence to the genuine problems we 
encounter in the real world, the ones that the emotions of 
System 1 are well adapted to solve.

Imagine a Talent World without intuition. In this thought 
experiment, we must make judgments about:

Big Data now looks extremely small. The predictive algorithm 
whirs away in search of a better equation. And evidence based 
experts have no “next slide” on the moral quandaries facing 
organisations.

Here we have to listen - not to the head of the intellect - but the 
emotions of the heart. 

n complex issues where the facts are not known; there is no 
“research has found”

n trade-offs between options are fuzzy; the upside of a 
decision competes with the downside

n tricky ethical and moral dilemmas; what is the right thing to 
do?

It took millions of years for our 
instincts to develop. It will take 
millions more for them to even 
vary. 

Bill Bernbacht
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The Myers Briggs Type Indicator is dismissed as a personality 
parlour game in polite psychometric society. It does however 
highlight an important distinction between Thinking and Feeling. 

Those high on Thinking see the emotions and sentiments of 
intuition as a barrier to systematic rationality, a blockage to better 
outcomes. And no doubt this is often the case.

Conversely, those who score high on Feeling are often dismayed 
by the clumsy attempts of the Thinkers to impose order on a 
disorderly world. Particularly when this order is based not on “hard 
facts” but on flawed opinions from the analysis of vested interests.

The Captain Kirk principle reminds us that intellect and intuition 
are complementary not competitive.21

An intuition is neither caprice 
nor a sixth sense but a form of 
unconscious intelligence. 
Gerd Gigerenzer
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Advocates of analytical technology are keen to provide 
solutions to reduce costs, improve efficiency and increase 
accuracy. However, these short-terms gains in cost and 
efficiency have not seen much uplift in productivity and 
innovation.

The savvy talent management practitioner draws on intuition 
to ask:

n Does this practice “work” anywhere? The issue here 
is not that the practice is being used, or being applied by 
any number of progressive firms, but is there a 
connection between this practice and sustained business 
performance? One that is expressed as a grounded 
account of positive improvements of organisational 
importance, not as a statistical abstraction.

n If it works, will this practice work within this 
organisation? The practice may have validity 
elsewhere, but will it work for us, given our strategy, 
structure and culture, and level of organisational 
maturity? This is the nuance of intuition that asks “why it 
works”. Without a theory of cause and consequence, this 
solution may or may not work in a specific context.

n If it will work for us, is there any potential downside 
over time? Rarely does a talent management practice 
have no downside. Apart from considerations of cost and 
time, do we know the specific downside? Is this a 
downside we can manage to avoid any negative 
consequences? Do the benefits of the upside exceed the 
risks of the downside? . 

Jean-Jacques Rousseau observed: “There are two things to be 
considered with regard to any scheme. In the first place, Is it 
good in itself? In the second, Can it be easily put into practice?”

70 years ago the brilliant Paul Meehl compared actuarial and 
clinical predictions in psychology and asked: “Shall we use our 
heads or shall we follow the formula?” 

He concluded: “Mostly we will use our heads because there just 
isn’t any formula.” 

In short there is no algorithm for life. 
We have to use our judgement 
continually to decide how best to act 
in a given state of affairs.

Stephen Fowler
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A consulting firm network, connected to experienced 
practitioners and expert professionals, we access specialist 
skill sets in critical thinking and innovation for rapid design, 
implementation and evaluation across a range of talent 
management challenges, from recruitment and selection, 
learning and development, career management and 
succession planning.

More insights can be downloaded at: 
https://talentworldconsulting.com/insights

“A To Z and Back Again: Adventures and Misadventures in 
Talent World is available at:
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Back-Again-Adventures-
Misadventures-Talent/dp/1914424204/

About Talent World Consulting

https://talentworldconsulting.com/insights
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Back-Again-Adventures-Misadventures-Talent/dp/1914424204/
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Back-Again-Adventures-Misadventures-Talent/dp/1914424204/
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1. Can Big Data be too clever by half? The irony in which Big Data 
profiler Nigel Oakes of Strategic Communication Laboratories which 
spun into Cambridge Analytica was skewered by a simple check of his 
CV. https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2017/mar/04/nigel-
oakescambridge-analytica-what-role-brexit-trump

How the pandemic highlighted the fragility of AI and Big Data
https://www.technologyreview.com/2020/05/11/1001563/covid-
pandemic-broken-ai-machine-learning-amazon-retail-fraud-humans-in-
the-loop/

With everyone from politicians to billion-dollar corporations looking to 
Big Data for answers to big questions, it (a Google search application to 
predict stock market moves) holds vital lessons for all of us. And 
topping the list is: never let go of common sense. Robert Matthews
http://www.thenational.ae/uae/science/the-bitter-truth-about-big-
data#full

2. One proponent of this approach found itself placing a firm later 
accused of industrial scale levels of corruption as a “top of the pops” 
exemplar of organisational maturity whilst highly successful firms 
languished at the bottom of this consultancy’s rankings. 

We have been here before. The misjudged claims of McKinsey’s “War 
For Talent” research indicated that businesses who adopted its 
recommendations did worse over time than those which ignored its 
prescriptions.

3. Predictive algorithms are not without their hazards. When Amazon 
adopted Artificial Intelligence to review job applicant resumes, the 
intention was to widen the talent pool by scanning the internet for 
suitable candidates. The consequence: the new recruiting engine did 
not like women. The problem for Amazon was that the training set was 
overwhelmingly based on a male data set, a reflection of male 
dominance across the tech industry.

Amazon, after several attempts to fix the problem, abandoned the project. 
Jordan Weissmann notes: “What happened at Amazon really highlights 
that using such technology without unintended consequences is hard. And 
if a company like Amazon can’t pull it off without problems, it’s difficult to 
imagine that less sophisticated companies can.”

4. “EBM posits that decision making should be based on the “best 
available evidence.” This sounds logical, until you realize that the best 
available research includes seriously flawed studies.” 
https://www.strategy-business.com/blog/Caveat-emptor-CEO?

5. Harvard professor who studies honesty accused of falsifying data in 
studies; https://www.theguardian.com/education/2023/jun/25/harvard-
professor-data-fraud

6 .An Expert Called Lindy, Nassim Taleb; https://medium.com/incerto/an-
expert-called-lindy-fdb30f146eaf#.h2ikeddwu

7. Why Most Published Research Findings Are False
John Ioannidis; 
https://journals.plos.org/plosmedicine/article?id=10.1371/journal.pmed.00
20124

8. The Economist asked four Finance ministers, four chairmen of 
multinational companies, four Oxford academics, and four London rubbish 
collectors to generate 10 year forecasts against several key economic 
metrics. The results weren’t too impressive for any group when analysed 
10 years later; however, the rubbish collectors tied with the company 
chairmen; the Finance Ministers were worst. 

When Tetlock ran a Google search of the experts he found  the more 
famous the expert, the accuracy was worse. Super Forecasters, Philip 
Tetlock

9. Who is your expert; https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lADB9Qu53CY

https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2017/mar/04/nigel-oakescambridge-analytica-what-role-brexit-trump
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2017/mar/04/nigel-oakescambridge-analytica-what-role-brexit-trump
https://www.technologyreview.com/2020/05/11/1001563/covid-pandemic-broken-ai-machine-learning-amazon-retail-fraud-humans-in-the-loop/
https://www.technologyreview.com/2020/05/11/1001563/covid-pandemic-broken-ai-machine-learning-amazon-retail-fraud-humans-in-the-loop/
https://www.technologyreview.com/2020/05/11/1001563/covid-pandemic-broken-ai-machine-learning-amazon-retail-fraud-humans-in-the-loop/
http://www.thenational.ae/uae/science/the-bitter-truth-about-big-data
http://www.thenational.ae/uae/science/the-bitter-truth-about-big-data
https://www.strategy-business.com/blog/Caveat-emptor-CEO
https://www.theguardian.com/education/2023/jun/25/harvard-professor-data-fraud
https://www.theguardian.com/education/2023/jun/25/harvard-professor-data-fraud
https://medium.com/incerto/an-expert-called-lindy-fdb30f146eaf
https://medium.com/incerto/an-expert-called-lindy-fdb30f146eaf
https://journals.plos.org/plosmedicine/article?id=10.1371/journal.pmed.0020124
https://journals.plos.org/plosmedicine/article?id=10.1371/journal.pmed.0020124
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lADB9Qu53CY
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10. James Thompson borrowing from poet Ezra Pound’s typology of 
writers identified six types of psychologists. Our rethink for talent 
management experts.

Inventors: the pioneers who explore, discover and find new ways of 
thinking about people and organisational performance. They sometimes 
get it wrong, but their creative thinking and ideas trigger a new way of 
thinking with business impact.
Masters: who combine a number of these findings and deploy them 
more effectively than the Inventors. These are the builders who translate 
concepts into practical applications for today’s world
. 
Diluters: they come after the first two kinds, but don’t do that good a job. 
The output of these experts is a bit like the blur of a page after several 
iterations of photocopying. This expert takes the short-cut to avoid hard 
thinking to apply a quick solution. This is talent management as a focus 
on the “what” without an understanding of the “why” and “how”.

Consolidators: those valuable experts whose judgement and diligence 
translates insight into practical wisdom. The consolidators understand 
the importance of rethinking the issues within context to translate the 
possible into the probable.  

Flashy: this is the “all fur coat and no knickers” expert whose research is 
“on the light side” and lacks originality. With sufficient chutzpah and 
panache this expert lands book deals and conference bookings.

Fire Starters: this is the expert who starts a new craze in talent 
management. There are two variations; the first is the individual whose 
restless love of novelty commands interest. The second is the expert 
who isn’t crazy but desperate for any permutation of attention, sex and 
money to achieve their purpose.

11. The Prisoner’s Dilemma; https://www.wallstreetmojo.com/prisoners-
dilemma/

12. An empirical investigation of the antecedents,  behaviours, and 
outcomes of bad leadership; Journal of Leadership Studies, 2007

13. “Snoop-ology; What Your Stuff Says About You”, Sam Gosling
Also recommended:  “Small Data: The Tiny Clues That Uncover Huge 
Trends”, Martin Lindstrom

14. “Playing Golf, and Other Mistakes CEOs Make”, Adam Grant; 
https://positiveorgs.bus.umich.edu/news/playing-golf-and-other-mistakes-
ceos-make/

15. The problem is that Big Data forgets the clean up; 
http://techcrunch.com/2015/07/01/enterprises-dont-have-big-data-they-
just-have-bad-data/

16. Nokia's chief executive to staff: 'we are standing on a burning platform;
https://www.theguardian.com/technology/blog/2011/feb/09/nokia-burning-
platform-memo-elop#

17. The converse of course also applies. Sometimes it is only when a 
number is displayed visually that we gain insight into the significance of 
the number. What does a correlation of 0.5 look like? Pretty much like  
anything you want. 

18. Grit seems to be largely a combination (repackaging) of the constructs 
of conscientiousness and emotional stability in which Grit correlates 
around 0.7 or thereabouts. After the hype, a massive back pedal as for 
Grit as a measure in selection. With questions like: “I finish whatever I 
begin” it is hardly surprising Grit lacks grit as a practical selection tool.
http://www.npr.org/sections/ed/2015/05/13/405891613/a-key-researcher-
says-grit-isnt-ready-for-high-stakes-measures

19. From “The Science of Good and Evil”, Michael Shermer

https://www.wallstreetmojo.com/prisoners-dilemma/
https://www.wallstreetmojo.com/prisoners-dilemma/
https://positiveorgs.bus.umich.edu/news/playing-golf-and-other-mistakes-ceos-make/
https://positiveorgs.bus.umich.edu/news/playing-golf-and-other-mistakes-ceos-make/
http://techcrunch.com/2015/07/01/enterprises-dont-have-big-data-they-just-have-bad-data/
http://techcrunch.com/2015/07/01/enterprises-dont-have-big-data-they-just-have-bad-data/
https://www.theguardian.com/technology/blog/2011/feb/09/nokia-burning-platform-memo-elop
https://www.theguardian.com/technology/blog/2011/feb/09/nokia-burning-platform-memo-elop
http://www.npr.org/sections/ed/2015/05/13/405891613/a-key-researcher-says-grit-isnt-ready-for-high-stakes-measures
http://www.npr.org/sections/ed/2015/05/13/405891613/a-key-researcher-says-grit-isnt-ready-for-high-stakes-measures
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20. As Gerd Gigerenzer points out in “The Bias Bias in Behavioral 
Economics”, these cognitive stunts based on laboratory experiments don’t 
reflect choice and decision making in the real world. 
https://www.prospectmagazine.co.uk/magazine/behavioural-economics-
did-kahneman-and-tversky-change-the-world

21. “It may be the “combination of statistical and judgemental methods is 
associated with the highest predictive accuracy.” 
The Accuracy of Combining Judgemental and Statistical Forecasts; 
https://pubsonline.informs.org/doi/10.1287/mnsc.32.12.1521

https://www.prospectmagazine.co.uk/magazine/behavioural-economics-did-kahneman-and-tversky-change-the-world
https://www.prospectmagazine.co.uk/magazine/behavioural-economics-did-kahneman-and-tversky-change-the-world
https://pubsonline.informs.org/doi/10.1287/mnsc.32.12.1521

