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! In today's turbulent times, the view from German philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche is 
particularly relevant: 'he who has a why to live can bear almost any how'. There's 
little doubt about the fragile state of our economy but if we are to recover fully from 
the downturn and build solid foundations for going forward, there is another 
potentially deeper and damaging recession that employers must deal with.

! This is what Dr Judith Bardwick, author of One Foot out of the Door describes as 
"the emotional or psychological recession" which many members of our workforce 
still find themselves trapped in. Fearful of what happens next and exhausted by the 
ravages of the past two years, many employees are simply unable to be as 
productive, creative or innovative as they or their bosses would like or indeed need 
them to be.

! While these feelings are a by-product of the extreme economic operating 
conditions they come as a more direct result of how individuals feel they have been 
treated by the organisation. Preoccupied by the bottom line and business survival, 
many bosses have been unable to truly engage or connect with their people, 
leaving workforces feeling undervalued and uninspired and therefore unwilling to 
go the extra mile. In many cases, work and the workplace, a bedrock for so many 
people and through which much of life is experienced, has simply lost meaning. In 
short, Nietzsche’s 'why to live', as far as the workplace is concerned, is currently 
absent and the next big talent management challenge is finding ways to get it back.

! The importance of employees finding meaning at work shouldn't be 
underestimated. HR Guru, Dave Ulrich contends that "making meaning makes 
money". "Investors ascribe about 50 per cent of a firm’s market value to the 
intangibles of a firm, the reputation and ability to predict future earnings. When 
employees have more meaning and purpose, the investors can have more 
confidence in the stream of future earnings," says Ulrich. He goes on to say that 
there is a direct link between meaning and productivity: "Productivity is often found 
in discretionary energy more than programs and policies. Employees who get more 
back will give more. Leaders who are meaning makers create value for multiple 
stakeholders."

! The value of employee engagement is known. What is required today though is a 
far deeper and more sophisticated level of engagement. Organisations need to 
build an emotional connection with employees and it needs to happen at a macro 
and micro level.

! Leaders need to provide strategic direction and ensure the values of the 
organisation are correctly communicated. This means far more than posting a set 
of values on the wall or a website but conveying the true spirit of the organisation 
to the workforce, spelling out how it makes a difference in the wider environment 
and what principles it holds dear. Such clarity helps employees to connect their 
personal values, ambitions and motivations with those of the organisation.
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At a micro level managers need to tap  into this connection to drive action. Creating local conversations which 
help employees to understand where the company is headed, how it is going to get there and specifically 
what they need to do to help  it get there. They also need to understand the set of emotions that employees 
are currently experiencing – such as feeling undervalued, vulnerable and in some cases suffering from 
survivor guilt because they still have jobs and colleagues don't – and learn how to manage these.

Both have their challenges for HR: managers have spent years failing to acknowledge that emotions are 
important in the workplace and HR needs to reverse this thinking, as well as put in place the foundations for 
engagement at a macro level.

It will go a long way to creating the right environment for both to happen if HR can help  the organisation 
move from the old industrial age practices and the command and control style of management to one that 
capitalises on the knowledge and talents of the workforce and which delivers value for both employer and 
employee. This means engendering a culture and putting in place systems that ensure employees are given 
a voice and feel listened to.

Coupled with this, those responsible for the talent within the organisation need to be able to look at external 
expectations of customers and translate these to the internal behaviours of their employees, attuning the 
workforce to the needs of the marketplace and therefore making their voice all the more relevant.

What we are talking about in broad terms is creating sustainable organisational performance by balancing 
the demands of today's competitive marketplaces with the needs of the organisation and its workforce to 
adapt and change and, ultimately, to thrive. I call this organisational fusion and it relies on a number of 
factors being in place for it to happen. Achieving it will be much easier if a high octane accelerant is used, 
which in this case is a set of guiding principles to help  HR and talent management professionals to create 
the right conditions .

These principles include some of those already discussed such as encouraging employee voice, tuning into 
customer needs and shaping internal behaviours and acknowledging that emotions matter. But one of the 
central tenets of the high octane approach is to take a systemic view at all times and understand that an 
individual's behaviour and performance are affected on a number of different levels: intra-personally, inter-
personally and by the relationship  they have with the organisation as a whole. Individuals are part of the 
organisation and both are component parts of a system. This system is dynamic and ever-changing with a 
multitude of driving and restraining forces which influence the behaviour of all the component parts. Because 
of this, understanding any situation in the workplace must be based on system-wide analysis.

Another of the guiding principles is to focus on strengths, what is right and working well in addition to what is 
wrong. The prevailing model of management has been to focus on what is problematic. Also focusing on 
strengths can have a far more energising and engaging effect on the workforce.

As an example, the divisional Board of a FTSE 100 wanted to put a stretch leadership standard in place to 
enable the business to meets its growth objectives as well as distinguish itself against the competition. 
Leaders self assessed against the standard and results were used to build a picture of team strengths and 
development needs. The increased awareness of each other's strengths enabled the team to set up more 
effective task teams to address pressing issues and a strengths-based development programme delivered 
improved board effectiveness, engagement and teamwork.

In many ways the recession has presented an opportunity for HR to rewrite the script as far as talent 
management is concerned. This means ensuring they understand that to harness potential and talent and 
improve performance, employers must embrace what it means to be human and balance this with the needs 
of the business to create a win- win for all stakeholders. If they manage to achieve this, meaning will start to 
return to the workplace.
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In essence, HR professionals need to become the artisans of meaning. It won't happen overnight and there 
isn't a magic recipe but rather the profession needs to take a craftsman- like approach. Seizing opportunities 
to infuse meaning into the overarching employment experience and relationship  and its supporting HR and 
talent practices. All of this will take engagement to a heightened new level. This is the next step  in talent 
management.

HR and Talent leaders are uniquely placed to balance business demands with the needs of the organisation 
and its workforce to adapt, to change and ultimately thrive. Truly fulfilling this role will create a more 
sustainable future for all of the organisation’s stakeholders.
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