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FOREWORD
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You probably have specialists of some kind that are critically important to your business or organization. Do you have a system or architecture that rewards their growth and offers career opportunities that don’t require transition to management work? The Specialist Pipeline provides the architecture.


Built on the same principles and philosophy that made The Leadership Pipeline a global classic, The Specialist Pipeline provides a model for organizing the development and careers of your critical population. The differences in skill requirements, time application, and work values for likely levels of specialist work are spelled out. Why should you pursue this?




	1. Consider the business issues. Organizations of all kinds are always faced with a wide range of challenges. Because organizations must deliver products, services, answers, and more, many of today’s challenges can be expressed as how to questions. Some pressing challenges for today’s businesses include the following:



	
[image: Image] How do I innovate in ways that will grow the business?


	
[image: Image] How do I use AI effectively?


	
[image: Image] How do I satisfy customers better than the competition?


	
[image: Image] How do I attract and retain top talent?


	
[image: Image] How do I improve employee engagement?


	
[image: Image] How do I keep up with technology?


	
[image: Image] How do I assure consistent quality?







	The answer to how is who. There is a strong focus on leaders when thinking about who will provide solutions. However, leaders may think up the answers, but they don’t execute them. In the vast majority of situations specialists deliver the results! They are the answer because they do the work and are closest to it. They innovate, define AI and its use, satisfy customers, and deliver quality. They work more often with each other than they do with their leaders, so they have a powerful effect on retention and engagement.


	2. Consider managing the complexity of this population. There are all kinds of specialist, probably as many as there are specialties. Engineers, scientists, programmers, nurses, doctors, researchers, consultants, analysts of all kinds, financial advisors, architects, talent acquisition and inclusion experts—the list goes on and on. It is a rare organization or business that doesn’t have them. The emergence of the service economy—including information technology, tech, health-care, consulting, financial advisories, and many others—has only increased their numbers and importance. The underlying idea is that specialists have a technology, science, body of information or laws, or some other significant knowledge basis they apply when doing their work. Let’s call it their technology. (They are not usually doing simple transactions.) Each technology is different, so managing them effectively is a daunting task. A systematic management solution is invaluable.


	3. Consider the retention of key talent. If they are critically important and there are many varieties, how do you address their development and careers? How do you retain them? How do you assure yourself that the “technology” they use is up to date and applied appropriately across the organization? What kind of reward system satisfies their long-term needs?





Defining your own Specialist Pipeline is a must for offering legitimate specialist careers and retaining a motivated and productive specialist population. Seeing the path forward is critical for their continued enthusiasm.


If you are leading an organization that relies on specialists, you will improve your ability to lead them and to ensure consistent application of their technology across the organization if you use The Specialist Pipeline.


— Stephen J. Drotter


July, 2022










PREFACE
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My first encounter with thinking in terms of the Specialist Pipeline was in 2005. At that time, I was deputy head of human resources at A. P. Moller-Maersk—a 100,000-plus person conglomerate.


At an executive management meeting, we were introducing a proposal for implementing the Leadership Pipeline concept as our enduring people infrastructure.


At the meeting, a CEO of one of the energy companies asked the question, “What will we then do for our specialists? If we just launch a large initiative for people managers, then we are once again alienating our specialists, and they are actually more critical to us than many of our people managers, as our specialists take a longer time to develop and are harder to replace.”


The point was good—very good.


The result of the discussion was that we needed to go back to the drawing board and come up with something for the specialists before launching a large initiative for people managers.


We spent nine months looking into different specialist roles in different parts of the business. The initial assumption was that it was difficult to create a structure around specialist roles in the same way that the Leadership Pipeline principles create meaning for people managers and help organizations drive performance through leadership.


As I, in my ten years of work within human resources, had been part of recruiting hundreds of senior specialists, I was of course very aware that we had different requirements for specialists based on what level within the organization they were working at—in terms of both depth of knowledge and ability to create results with their knowledge.


However, from looking across very different functions and very different businesses, it quickly became clear that there was a very high correlation between what depth of knowledge was required and what personal capabilities were required to be successful at different specialist levels.


Also, it became clear that the main reasons for some specialists not performing well in their roles was rarely the lack of deep knowledge on their domain of expertise. It was rather their work values, the way they prioritized their time, or their ability to operate across the organization.


We drafted a high-level framework for a Specialist Pipeline, and we then got the go-ahead to start the implementation of the Leadership Pipeline framework provided that we later launched the Specialist Pipeline too.


However, the success with the Leadership Pipeline concept was immediate and immense, and soon everyone again forgot about the specialists.


I left A. P. Moller-Maersk in 2008 to cofound Leadership Pipeline Institute. For the first six years, we were busy just meeting demands on implementing the Leadership Pipeline. But in 2014, we started getting requests on a Specialist Pipeline concept. A vast number of companies have been successful in implementing the Leadership Pipeline concept, but they were lacking a similar architecture for specialists.


I did not want to write a book about a theoretical Specialist Pipeline model. Like the Leadership Pipeline principles, it had to be anchored in real company structures, real challenges for specialists, and the real job that needs to get done for specialists across organizations.


In 2015, I started working with a number of large international organizations on this topic.


After six years of intense experience exploring specialist roles across functions and businesses, I spent 2021 and 2022 finalizing this book.


Given that specialists are an increasingly scarce resource for many organizations and that they play a critical role in the journey from a hierarchical organization to a knowledge-based organization where decisions are made at the lowest possible level in organizations, I hope you will find this book both timely and useful.


— Kent










SECTION 1



THE BIG IDEA
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CHAPTER 1


INTRODUCTION
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The Business Context


A long-standing focus on leadership development has spanned decades. Substantial amounts of money and effort have been invested in organizations developing managers and leaders, as having competent leaders in an organization is crucial for the survival. But whereas we have a long tradition of structured managerial training for leaders at various organizational levels, things are quite different when it comes to specialists. And while career paths for leaders are clearly visible in most organizations, the lack of a useful architecture for specialists is noticeable.


Many organizations articulate how important specialists are to the organizations. Yet very few organizations have supporting architecture and structured development programs for specialists—at least not beyond a title structure for specialists and purely technical training.




We have a long tradition of developing our leaders to work more effectively as leaders, but we do not have the same tradition of developing specialists to work more effectively as specialists.





Assessing where your own organization is placed in this area is quite simple. You pick twenty specialists within your organization at different organizational levels; then you ask them if they feel that specialists are getting the same attention as leaders and whether being a specialist offers career opportunities similar to those when pursuing managerial careers.




Companies need an enduring specialist architecture that enables the entire organization to work with and talk about people matters in a consistent way.





Companies need an enduring specialist architecture that enables the entire organization to work with and talk about people matters in a consistent way. The architecture needs to set common standards for both performance and potential, differentiated by a layer of management. It should also establish language and processes to address issues, identify problems, and exploit opportunities effectively as well as data for making decisions about everything from job transition to performance.


The lack of focus on specialists and the absence of a specialist architecture present real business challenges. In the following sections, we have addressed some of the most common challenges.





1. FROM HIERARCHICAL TO KNOWLEDGE-BASED ORGANIZATIONS



Many organizations have clear ambitions related to breaking down the hierarchy, getting decisions made at the lowest possible level, having fewer leadership layers, and introducing a more Agile way of working. All these ambitions play out very differently in different organizations, and words are just that—words. They do not mean the same across organizations.


However, there is a common denominator across it all. We need specialists to step up in their roles.


Nowadays, for instance, we experience that a chief technology officer (CTO) has knowledge principals reporting to them. We also experience that environmental, social, and governance (ESG) knowledge principals are only two layers away from CEOs, and similarly, we see diversity knowledge principals reporting directly to the heads of human resources.


However, the general picture remains—specialists are pushed downward from an organizational structure perspective.


There are many executives and high- and low-level middle managers who clearly prefer to have other managers reporting to them. They find that it is simpler in everyday life because they feel that managers do not require the same day-to-day attention as specialists.


In many organizations, we also see that there are large numbers of team leaders only leading one or two people. These teams are often created with knowledge principals or knowledge leaders as the team leaders and then one or two knowledge experts reporting to them.


This has been a common logic for many years, and whereas it certainly has its merits, you end up with many people managers who may not value that job responsibility as well as an additional leadership layer.


Plus, many managers feel that it is only their role to coordinate across the organization rather than letting the specialist operate freely across the organization. The managers experience a sense of “losing control,” and often the specialist further contributes to this situation by not keeping the managers in the loop as to their activities and interactions.


All in all, these circumstances can be major roadblocks toward a flatter, more Agile, and knowledge-based organization.


If we are to break down hierarchies and create more Agile organizations, we have to integrate specialists much more effectively into the game.


Replacing more hierarchical structures with knowledge-based, Agile, or networked-based organizational structures requires that specialists are equipped to be able to operate not only through their managers but also independently across the organization and up in the organization on their own.




If we are to break down hierarchies and create more Agile organizations, we have to integrate specialists much more effectively into the game.





But these requirements are not necessarily relevant to all specialist roles. The point is that different specialist roles will have different requirements on how you need to be able to operate as well as different requirements on the depth of knowledge. And people managers need to understand and appreciate this differentiation and operate with it in their way of selecting, developing, and assessing the performance of specialists.


This is where the Specialist Pipeline architecture comes in.


The Specialist Pipeline architecture highlights the different requirements. This enables the people managers to support the specialist in operating effectively and support them in their transition into the given role. Likewise, the specialist can carefully assess whether they are interested in moving into the different specialist roles. Not every specialist would like to operate as required for the most senior specialists.







2. AVOID SPECIALISTS PURSUING PEOPLE MANAGER ROLES FOR THE WRONG REASONS


In organizations not operating with a specialist architecture, career opportunities are experienced as limited for many specialists unless they chose the people manager or project manager career path. Of course, you could argue that there are at least horizontal career opportunities available. But that goes for everyone. So the specialist may, in all fairness, still feel that their opportunities are more limited within the organization.


Envisage an employee who is a specialist in their heart and mind but wants to make a vertical career move. What do they do if there is nowhere to go? In an organization in which the specialist architecture is absent, they can only move vertically by taking on a people manager role, such as a team leader role or a project manager role.


And this is where the lack of vertical career moves becomes a business problem.


Too many frontline managers are facing hard times in their people manager roles. They were selected for the frontline manager roles, as they were the best-performing specialists on their teams. They accepted the jobs, as these were their opportunities for vertical career moves. Now they must create value by getting results from the people they manage rather than their own work as high-performing individual specialists, which is what brought them to the attention of their organizations initially.


But instead, we often end up with a frontline manager who does not value the managerial part of their job.


The typical challenges for this group of frontline managers are that they




	• do not balance time between leadership work and individual contributor work well,


	• feel disturbed in their work when direct reports approach them with questions,


	• compete with their direct reports about “who knows best,” and


	• do not react in a timely manner to address a lack of performance among their direct reports—rather, they take on more work themselves to compensate.





The collateral damage resulting from a frontline manager not performing well in the managerial role is that the manager of managers steps down and covers the bases for the frontline manager. This can mean having an increasing number of skip-level conversations, engaging themselves more in the selection and development of their direct reports, and micromanaging the performance process.


While this can work out well in the short term, the long-term consequences are that the real manager-of-managers’ work is not getting done, and each leadership layer starts operating at too low a level, disabling the entire performance pipeline of the organization.


But why did the manager of managers select the specialist for the frontline manager role in the first place?


Over time, I have had the opportunity to facilitate numerous people review sessions. This is what happens when, at review sessions, you are not able to articulate leadership potential versus specialist potential. If potential is mostly about moving to the next level, and there is no additional specialist level, then we end in this situation.


Have a look at your own organization. How many frontline managers can you identify who would have been better off in a specialist role? And how many would have chosen that career path if only they had felt that it was possible?


This will only change when you have a truly attractive specialist architecture in place in your organization.







3. ATTRACT AND RETAIN SPECIALISTS


Specialists are increasingly scarce resources. For companies to retain specialists, they must be offered development opportunities and career paths in the same way people managers are.


There are a number of common shortcomings in most organizations’ approaches to specialists. Some companies hastily established three career paths: one for people managers, one for specialists, and one for project managers. But often the career path for specialists ended in a title structure in which the titles were assigned based on the depth of knowledge, seniority in the role, or simply the immediate need to retain them.


In the short term, this often works. However, people are too smart for this in the long run.




How many frontline managers can you identify who would have been better off in a specialist role? And how many would have chosen that career path if only they had felt that it was possible?





In our encounters with specialists, we regularly hear comments like these: “I got a new title, but I didn’t experience any difference in my job,” or “My promotion to lead expert meant basically nothing. It wasn’t a new job, just a new title.”


This causes specialists to seek opportunities elsewhere. From a business perspective, we need to ask ourselves: What is the cost of losing good specialists, and what is the gain by being able to retain them, on average, two or three years longer? Or what would be the gain of having an employer brand among specialists that better attracted specialists to the organization?


In companies that have integrated people review processes as part of their performance reviews, they often finish the session by discussing what the most critical roles are and who the most critical people are. The most critical people are often those who are hard to replace, and special measures must be taken to retain them and to develop potential successors. The interesting part is that during sessions that I have facilitated, specialists were clearly overrepresented in this category—simply because they can be hard to replace, and it can slow down projects significantly if they leave.




The Leadership Pipeline model has helped thousands of organizations and millions of leaders. The Specialist Pipeline model will do the same for specialists.





One would have thought that the most critical people in any organization would be the more senior leaders, given that they have greater titles and higher salaries. However, we are in an increasingly complex technological business environment that is continuously accelerating. I have witnessed many discussions in which the management team agreed that even if one of the best-performing senior leaders left, then they could find a solution over three months without any significant loss in business performance. But that is not the case with many senior specialists.








The Foundation of the Specialist Pipeline Concept


The Specialist Pipeline concept as outlined in this book has been developed over the past seven years. The work with the Specialist Pipeline is inspired by the book The Leadership Pipeline: How to Build a Leadership Powered Company, by Charan, Drotter, and Noel. The Leadership Pipeline model has helped thousands of organizations and millions of leaders. The Specialist Pipeline model will do the same for specialists.


The model and process were developed based on extensive empirical and practical experience, involving specialists from all types of functions and specialists across the world.




INTERVIEWS WITH MANAGERS OF SPECIALISTS


We have interviewed/discussed the specialist role with more than two hundred managers of specialists.


Examples of important areas of investigation include the following:




	• What does it take to be successful at different specialist levels?



	
[image: Image] Time application


	
[image: Image] Required skills


	
[image: Image] What they need to value in their jobs







	• What does good performance look like in the different specialist roles?


	
• What have been the typical transition issues for specialists when they move from one role to another?


	• Why are specialists often not represented at higher levels of the organization? How does that affect the organization at its most fundamental levels?


	• How has the specialist role changed over the past four to five years?










INTERVIEWS WITH SPECIALISTS


We have conducted more than 150 interviews with specialists.


Examples of important areas of investigation include the following:




	• When you were promoted to your current role, how did your job change, if at all?


	• How do you create results in your current role?


	• To what extent does your personal performance depend on the performance of your colleagues, peers, or external partners?


	• What transition support did you get from your immediate manager or the organization?


	• For those moving into specialist roles for a people manager role: What was it like making this move, and which people manager skills are you still using in your specialist role (if any)?










WORKSHOPS WITH SPECIALISTS


During a five-year period, we had the opportunity to work in three-day intensive workshops with more than five hundred specialists. The workshops were designed as specialist transition programs for the different specialist levels but were simultaneously also used to validate what it takes to be a successful specialist at the various levels. Accordingly, the transition programs were adjusted over these four years as we developed more thorough insight into the transition challenges for specialists.


Consistently over the five years, we asked the following questions during the workshops:




	A. What were the two or three main challenges you faced during the first three to six months after moving into your current specialist role?


	B. What things do you miss from your manager that would improve your everyday performance?


	C. What two or three areas would you like to spend more time on in your current position but seem unable to find time for?


	D. What are the two or three most important skills you have come to realize you need in a specialist role at your current level versus a specialist role at a lower level?










WORKSHOPS WITH HR FUNCTIONS AND FUNCTIONAL HEADS


We have conducted numerous workshops in which we have mapped functions or entire companies for different specialist roles. The focus was to conclude how many different specialist levels you most often need to map in your organization.


Accordingly, the Specialist Pipeline concept is not a comprehensive theory. Rather it is a simple empirically based hands-on concept, describing the typical specialist roles occurring within most organizations, that allows you to build your own Specialist Pipeline architecture.


The Specialist Pipeline offers first principles for mapping and building an efficient architecture for developing, assessing, and selecting specialists. It defines the critical transitions in terms of work values, time application, and skills that specialists are faced with when moving from one specialist role to another, and it helps to define the expected performance standards for each specialist role in the organization.


Naturally, an organization must identify its own unique structure, but our findings reveal three levels that apply to most organizations.


Figure 1.1 illustrates the three major specialist roles identified during the research. Smaller organizations often tend to only have two distinct specialist roles, whereas large organizations often have four distinct roles. But for the overall understanding of the concept, we will focus on the three major roles in this book.
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Figure 1.1: Copyright Leadership Pipeline Institute








The three core specialist roles can be named knowledge expert, knowledge leader, and knowledge principal. In chapters 4, 5, and 6, we will explore each of these roles in depth.


The term professional is used for the broader population of the organization, those who are neither in specialist roles nor in people manager roles.


As you familiarize yourself with the three core roles and the dimensions that distinguish them, you will find yourself instinctively mapping your own organization and thinking about how performance requirements and development plans should be aligned with these roles.


The first step in understanding the Specialist Pipeline is appreciating that a specialist is not just a specialist. There are different levels of specialists with very different routes to being successful.


The second step in understanding the Specialist Pipeline is appreciating that when a specialist moves from one role to another, they need to develop a unique set of work values, time application, and skills to be successful in a particular role.




The first step in understanding the Specialist Pipeline is appreciating that a specialist is not just a specialist. There are different levels of specialists with very different routes to being successful.



















	WORK VALUES


	How you believe you add value in your job and to the business







	TIME APPLICATION


	How you need to spend your time to be successful in the job







	SKILLS


	Specific capabilities required to be successful in the job










In chapter 3, we will further elaborate on the meaning of work values, time application, and skills. For now, we will just share the definitions.









How the Specialist Pipeline Concept Helps Organizations



The model we present has the potential to change the conversation for most businesses. Most organizations acknowledge that specialists have been underprioritized. Not acting on this is not due to the lack of goodwill but simply to the lack of a sustainable model to handle the challenges.


The Specialist Pipeline model helps the organization, the managers of specialists, and the specialists themselves.














	ORGANIZATIONAL


	Increases efficiency by enabling a more Agile way of working and a less hierarchical decision-making process







	Enables specialists and leaders to switch between a specialist and a people manager track without experiencing it as a demotion







	Increases attraction, retention, and motivation of specialists by offering a strong value proposition that acknowledges the critical roles specialists play in the organization







	MANAGERS OF SPECIALISTS


	Helps clarify and align performance expectations in specialist roles







	Helps set meaningful development objectives and develops specialists “on the job”







	Creates better opportunities to have constructive conversations about career development and actual accomplishments in relation to expected results







	SPECIALISTS


	Provides an attractive career path and a “real” alternative to choosing the leadership track







	Provides a transparent framework for performance, development, promotion, and future growth








While reading this book, you will begin to appreciate how this can apply in your organization.


Some have already experienced the Specialist Pipeline concept within their organizations, and below we have listed some typical reactions.


From managers of specialists, we hear:




	• “Differentiating between specialist levels has helped me set goals for specialists at the level appropriate to them. Prior to this, I simply saw specialists as a single group of employees.”


	• “The Specialist Pipeline helps me better define what specialist roles I actually need in my organization.”


	• “The transition concept in terms of work values, time application, and skills has helped me understand why some of my specialists—especially at higher levels—don’t deliver the desired results.”


	• “The Specialist Pipeline has helped me have a more meaningful dialogue about development with my specialists. We used to only focus on technical skills; now it’s completely different.”





From specialists, we hear:




	• “The Specialist Pipeline helps me have a better dialogue with my boss about how I should spend my time to create the most value.”


	• “Having become acquainted with the typical transition pitfalls experienced by specialists, it’s clear to me why I’ve had challenges in my job.”


	• “I suppose I’ve always had expectations that my manager would clear the way for me, set goals for me, and make sure I was involved in the right places in the organization since I am just a specialist. But it’s clear to me now that the one person who can best ensure that my expertise is used properly by the right people is me.”





And from human resources, we hear:




	• “We thought we had a specialist architecture, but in reality, we just had a title structure.”


	• “We used to design our specialist architecture around the external job classification system that we use for salary benchmarking. We now realize that this system is too hierarchical in its way of scoring jobs. It doesn’t take the real value added by specialists into account.”


	• “More people now see a meaningful specialist career path, and people managers are more willing to move into specialist roles for a period of time.”





In the next chapter, we’re going to flesh this out. Here you will follow three distinct specialists and learn what they experienced moving from one specialist role to another. We recommend you carefully read the tales of these three specialists, as this will give you a hands-on, practical understanding of the Specialist Pipeline.













CHAPTER 2


THE CAREER STORIES OF THREE SPECIALISTS
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Before describing the concept itself, let’s detail specific examples of specialist careers.


These case studies represent three unique career paths and show how, for a specialist, a career can unfold by




	• moving between different areas of expertise within the same function,


	• building upon an area of expertise and thereby achieving a job of great influence and high complexity, and


	• combining horizontal and vertical career steps.





The individual stories illuminate the path of going from a professional/employee role without being responsible for a defined domain of expertise to stepping into the highest level within an organization. The three basic specialist levels are knowledge expert, knowledge leader, and knowledge principal. These roles and the transitions between them are the core of the Specialist Pipeline. Time alone does not make for someone stepping successfully from one role to another. It comes down to the change in how the job is defined and what the specialist is held accountable for.


This way of thinking about specialist careers is illustrated in the stories of Susan, John, and David.




Susan, the HR Specialist:


From Recruitment Specialist to Overall Responsibility for Organizational Diversity


In pursuing a professional career, it is not necessary to stay within an original area of expertise. Susan’s career demonstrates how a person can move from one area of expertise into another related field.




SUSAN IS EMPLOYED AS A RECRUITING SPECIALIST


When twenty-eight-year-old Susan had her newly minted university degree in hand, she got her first job as a recruiting consultant in an HR department at a major international medical device company that had twenty thousand employees and operations in more than thirty countries. Susan had a master’s in HR but didn’t have any previous experience with this type of business, and she did not envision working in the field forever. She accepted the job in the hope that it might ultimately pave the way to other HR-related tasks in the company. The position was in the Dutch HR department, which was just one of the company’s many European offices. But it happened to be the headquarters of the Western European region. When she accepted the position, she didn’t know that the relatively random job selection would lead her all the way to an executive role in HR. It was to be a journey that took her from creating results on her own to producing results through the organization.







RECOGNITION OF SUSAN’S SKILLS


In the beginning, Susan’s day consisted of many in-person interviews with applicants—up to twenty-four a week—in addition to screenings by telephone. She rapidly gained extensive experience in interviewing techniques. Within the organization, there was fairly strong competition among the inexperienced but newly educated employees, so to distinguish herself, Susan mulled over how, in her position, she might address one of the challenges that she saw the company facing—namely, that only 70 percent of newly qualified hires continued to work in the company after two years.


“The competitors pay higher wages.” “We don’t provide any significant challenges after a few years.” “It’s only natural to seek experience elsewhere at other companies.” Those were the explanations given by managers in the company for the low retention rate, but Susan doubted that these comments reflected the whole story. The company used a number of tools in the recruitment process, including psychometric tools to test cognitive skills and personality profiles. Susan quickly developed an interest in these assessment tools as a possible way to help predict the success of new employees. She hypothesized that if, over time, a better match could be found between the employees’ basic needs (as identified in their personality profiles) and the actual scopes of their jobs, they would probably be less likely to look elsewhere.


During the first few years, Susan often hit the mark with her recommendations. The applicants she selected quickly achieved success in the company, and relatively few resigned within the first twelve, eighteen, and twenty-four months. Her skill was noticed in her department, where she was often asked for advice about which personality profiles suited the various positions. At the management level, Susan’s skills were being noticed too.







SUSAN STEPS INTO THE KNOWLEDGE EXPERT ROLE


After approximately two years, Susan had positively established herself as a recruiting advisor, and she was called in for a conversation with her manager.


“Do you foresee taking on a management position one day, or would you rather specialize in recruitment for now?” the manager asked.


Susan quickly replied that she hadn’t yet decided on one direction or another. “I would much rather keep the door open to both possibilities,” she answered.


The manager continued. “Whether you are a manager or a specialist, it’s good to have an area of expertise—one area that you’re known for. I would like to know if you’d be interested in taking on a specialist’s role as a knowledge expert in recruitment for a couple of years.”


Susan wasn’t quite sure what it entailed and asked the manager directly. “Am I not already something of a specialist, since I am not managing any people?”


“You aren’t a specialist just because no one is reporting to you. You have built a domain of expertise over the past year, and as a specialist, you’re held accountable for proactively making your insights and skills available to your colleagues,” the manager replied.


“Can you elaborate on that?” Susan asked.


“Well, if you say yes to the position, you should be aware that your days will change somewhat. Until now, you’ve had to conduct a certain number of interviews and screenings per week, but the total number will be lower because you’ll need to devote time to guiding and training your colleagues in recruitment. You will also be responsible for making sure that all recruiters use our psychometric tools properly and achieve the same good results in hiring that you do. You will have to be in contact with the head office’s recruitment expert and ensure that we carry out global decisions related to recruitment.” The manager paused briefly and continued, “It’s no secret that the HR leadership team wants you to begin guiding and training colleagues so others can benefit from your knowledge and achieve the same results.”


Susan was truly overwhelmed.


“It all sounds so exciting, but I probably ought to think it through and consider the pros and cons,” she replied. “Can I let you know within the next few days?”


On the way home, her mind was spinning. If Susan were totally honest with herself, she found it a bit tiring when colleagues asked for her counsel on various topics. Of course, it was nice to be asked and to feel appreciated, but it was also frustrating—maybe because she was so often interrupted and taken away from her own work. She also couldn’t help but think that if she were to conduct fewer interviews with prospective job candidates, how would she be sure that the right people were being matched to the right jobs? She was concerned about being held responsible for something she would have no direct control over. What if her colleagues didn’t listen to her advice? She had no doubt about pursuing a career. She just wasn’t clear about whether she should take the managerial or specialist road. But no matter which route she might choose, she knew there would be an emphasis on her ability to train colleagues and achieve results through and with others. The next day she said yes to the job.


As a recruitment specialist in a knowledge expert role, Susan would exercise her ability to conduct job interviews but also learn how to train her colleagues to conduct interviews. The recruitment of new candidates would still be her primary area of expertise, and she would now have insight into more than half the new employees pursuing a management career. Together with the company’s talent and leadership development teams, she would set out to examine what qualities and personality profiles they needed to keep an eye out for in the recruitment process in order to retain talent into the future. Through this, Susan would build insight into how the company develops managers and leaders and which courses should be offered—knowledge that she would actively use as part of attracting new employees.







SUSAN STEPS INTO THE KNOWLEDGE LEADER ROLE


From her specialist role in recruitment, Susan knew that the company employed both women and men with leadership profiles and managerial and leadership ambitions. In fact, they employed roughly equal numbers of men and women with such attributes. Accordingly, Susan wondered why the company was still ending up with many more male than female managers. Since it couldn’t be due to the recruitment process, she thought the problem must lie elsewhere.


Strictly out of interest, Susan had an ongoing dialogue with the global team responsible for leadership development along with the team responsible for succession planning to discuss why the proportion of women in leadership roles was so limited. Susan’s insight in assessing leadership potential and interest in leadership development caught the attention of the head of leadership and talent.


Approximately two years after taking the job as a specialist, Susan was invited to what turned out to be an interview, where she was offered a position as a knowledge leader in managerial and leadership development, reporting to the head of leadership and talent development.


“Well, the idea is that we will innovate our leadership development approach to create greater synergy between the hiring of managers and the development of them,” the head of leadership development said.


Susan wasn’t comfortable with the title of knowledge leader, and as she pointed out, she was not an expert in leadership development.


“I understand,” the head of leadership development replied. “But you know very well what it takes to be a manager and leader in our company. You also know the people we typically look for to fill leadership roles. What you lack is experience with the design of leadership development, so you will have to develop this part. But it’s important that you understand that you don’t always have to fill out a role 100 percent before taking the role, and being an expert is not only a question of the depth of your knowledge—it’s about the results you create in the role. In the role of knowledge leader, you will be working with external experts in leadership development too. What we will really hold you accountable for is how many managers actually participate in the courses, how participants assess the courses, how much they actually learn from the course, and how they change their behavior. This will be tested before a course, immediately after, and again three months later. Over the longer term, we will look at leaders who have participated in the courses to see if their scores have improved on the annual engagement survey. Here, we are looking particularly at the ten immediate manager questions.”


“I see,” Susan said as they discussed back and forth. “But I believe that there are many other things also influencing people’s behavior besides leadership courses.”


“In this job, there has to be a focus on behavioral change,” the head of leadership development insisted, “and serving as knowledge leader means you create results through colleagues. You will not only be measured on what specific work you do but also on the real results of that work. So don’t plan on just being responsible for the content of leadership courses; also think strategically about their impact. If that means working with other departments and building close relationships with other stakeholders, it will be a natural outcome for the position.”


Susan spent the next few days looking back on her career and noted that over the last few years, she had become accustomed to relinquishing control and producing results indirectly. But could she live with the prospect of waiting twelve to eighteen months after the first course was held to get a full overview of the results? At the same time, she also knew that some countries’ organizations had their own leadership development programs. Without any formal decision rights, she would need to convince the entire organization to go in the same direction. It was to be a long night of weighing the pros and cons. She was attracted to the prospect of having much more influence, not only in the Dutch department but also internationally, and regardless of whether she chose to continue in a managerial or specialist capacity, she would have to expand her area of expertise. She concluded that the disadvantage of not having control but only influence in relation to the results that she would be evaluated on would be offset by the benefit of having more impact on the company as a whole. The next day she accepted the new position as a knowledge leader in leadership development.


She threw herself into the creation of a new training program, and along with a few colleagues and some people outside the company, she launched a new leadership course. It was so powerful that it spread throughout the company. Satisfaction indicators were good, and measurements indicating changes in knowledge, attitude, and behavior were good as well. Though the final results would show up only after twelve to eighteen months in the form of results from the engagement surveys, they would make it possible to clearly see that the scores of the course attendees were on the rise as well.


Susan now had influence on both the recruitment of future managers and the development of managers. Still, she found it difficult getting enough women into managerial positions.







SUSAN STEPS INTO THE KNOWLEDGE PRINCIPAL ROLE


Susan wasn’t the only one who found it problematic that there were too few women in managerial roles. One day, the chief human resources officer (CHRO) invited Susan to lunch to talk about a new initiative.


“I am simply thrilled with your performance in leadership development, and I understand that you’re still engaged with how to get more women in management as a side project. In top management, we’re clear about the deficit of women executives in the company’s top tier, too, and we know that it could become a commercially competitive advantage to have more women in managerial roles. So we’ve decided to create a new position: head of diversity, with a special focus on gender diversity. It’s a vice president role by title, and the person would report to me, but as such, you wouldn’t have employees who report directly to you. It’s a specialist position at the knowledge principal level, and the reason I invited you to lunch was to see if it might be something for you.”


“OK, but what resources will actually be available when there are no employees to draw on?” Susan asked.


“You may get some interns for the manual part of the work, but it would fall to you to figure out how we get this to happen within the rest of the organization. We can discuss how we would involve the rest of the HR departments in the individual countries, along with how we would engage the top management group. But you must also understand that the reason it is a knowledge principal position is that we do not have any quick answers or solutions. Our competitors haven’t broken any ground in this area, so you can’t look to them. Actually, there aren’t many success stories in this area at all. You need to create the success story—and before our competitors do.”


Susan pointed out that this was a rather wide and imprecise description of the job.


“It’s true that the job is rather simply defined. You need to double the percentage of female managers within four years, and the job probably can’t be described with more precision than that. But you would have to come up with the solution for how we do it. The demand it issues is about thinking strategically and innovatively. That’s why we call it a knowledge principal role,” the CHRO said.


“That’s a clear organizational goal,” Susan replied. She couldn’t avoid worrying about what the lack of staff to help her would mean, though. Of course, she would be in close contact with many senior managers, and it could be a great career advantage for her if she were to do well. She would be able to establish internal working groups and committees, but in the knowledge principal role, larger organizational goals were what had to be achieved. And what if she couldn’t deliver the expected results? Plus, it could easily take three to four years before seeing any results. That’s a long time to stay motivated without seeing the fruits of one’s labor. But Susan wouldn’t let it deter her.


“You’ve really piqued my interest, but before I make a decision or say yes, I’d like to hear what other results would be expected from me.”


“The goal is also that you become internationally recognized for your work. It would strengthen our image in relation to recruitment and the retention of female leaders. You’ll become a senior figure within this domain of expertise.”


“What do you mean by a ‘leading figure’ in this context?” Susan asked.


“That you become an international leading expert in diversity and, for example, are invited to speak at conferences and are being quoted in newspapers, magazines, and journals.”


“The task of building a company reputation and building an international network is compelling to me,” Susan responded. “But it’s a completely different job and very far from what I come from, so I have to give it some serious thought.”


On the way home from work that day, Susan thought it could be an exciting new challenge to be a thought leader, but she was unsure how to arrive there without additional guidance. She took the following week to weigh up the pros and cons, and on Wednesday afternoon, she pressed the call button.


“If you do create the position, you can count me in.”
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