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The Opening Word



Let me begin with a simple proposition and its surprising corollary.


The proposition: Everybody in the new world of business wants to win the war for talent.


The corollary: Everybody in the new world of business is full of crap.


Yes, it’s true that most new-economy types hope to “win” the talent “wars.” You probably do, too. And who could blame you? An endless drumbeat of articles, books, and conferences have pound-pounded this message, whipped us into a martial frenzy, and launched us down the warpath.


But the problem is that all this tub-thumping and war-whooping has filled our heads with nonsense. The so-called war for talent is, to put it delicately, garbage. The very phrase “war for talent,” and the very quest to “win” it, fundamentally misunderstands the place of talent—of skilled, committed, passionate individuals—in the new economy.


Here’s why it’s wrong: People are not prizes to be won, land to be invaded, treasures to be captured. People—and please take notes here—are people. People are human beings. People are an extraordinary—many would say God-created—amalgam of brains and feelings and hopes and fears. People are me. People are you.







Question: Are you war booty? Are you Czechoslovakia, just sitting there waiting for tanks to roll in and occupy?


Didn’t think so.


It’s wrong for other reasons as well. Military metaphors—though appealing perhaps to male business leaders who never served in the armed forces—create a conceptual frame that distorts the true picture of 21st century business.


In war, for instance, one side’s gain usually comes at the other side’s expense. But the new economy increasingly follows the logic not of Norman Schwartzkopf but of Bruce Springsteen, who ended his concerts by shouting, “Nobody wins unless everybody wins!”


What’s more, wars often have well-defined battle lines—the Union vs. the Confederacy, the Allies vs. the Axis, the Vietcong vs. the South Vietnamese. But in the networked economy, it’s not always clear who’s on what side. Today’s competitor could be tomorrow’s partner. Your supplier might seem like a customer one day, your boss the next. You might have an independent contractor working on site and a full-fledged employee working off site.


And let’s be real for a moment. Wars are serious. People die. When was the last time somebody was clipped by sniper fire trying to hire a great Perl programmer? When was the last time a manager earned a Purple Heart for getting her leg blown off saving six comrades?


So let’s kill—yeah, I said kill—the war metaphor, and replace it with something even more serious.


Love.


Yeah, I said love.


It’s true that talent is the difference between success and failure today. The new economy is all about talent. But talent is not some inanimate, amorphous object. Talent is the woman in the accounting department, the guy in the mailroom. Talent is you.
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