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In t his art icle Dr David Pendlet on 
and Megan J offe 
consider 
Edgecumbe’s 
approach t o 
assessing and 
developing t op 
t alent . 

Too often, business 
books and journals 
f lat ter only to 
deceive. They claim 
to provide access to 
the Holy Grail: the 
keys to success. 
Many alternat ives 
have been offered 
over the years 
without much good evidence 
to support them. We have heard 
about everything from zero based 
budgeting to customer service and 
scenario planning. The only obvious 
conclusion is that the Holy Grail is 
elusive and may even be mythical. 

If business success came down to a 
formula, most businesses would do 
well. But it is not too difficult to 
conclude from a wealth of evidence 
that people deliver success. So we 
have to figure out how to bring out 
the best in our people, whatever 
else business success depends 
upon. 

One of the 20th century’s greatest 
business leaders was Jack Welch at 
GE. Not everything he did has 
proven to be transferable to other 
organisat ions but his most 
fundamental belief is signif icant. He 
claims that: 

 “Great people not great 
strategies are what made it  
work. We spent extraordinary 
t ime recruit ing, training, 
developing, and rewarding the 
best.”  

 

Similarly, Jim Collins, whose 
excellent research on company 
transformations is summarised in his 
2001 book “Good to Great”  put it  like 
this:  

“ In a good to great 
transformation, people are not 
your most important asset. The 
right people are” . 

The diff iculty we face as business 
leaders is how to judge who are the 
great people, or the right people. 
Every organisat ion has its own 
framework for making assessments. 
The competencies of one 
organisat ion are seldom the same as 
any other organisat ion so we are 
faced with a fundamental problem. 
Success in one environment will not 
necessarily predict  success in 
another. In the same way, a posit ive 
evaluat ion under one organisat ion’s 
competency framework will not 
necessarily read across to another. 

 

Dr David Pendlet on and 
Megan J offe 

David Pendleton is a Chartered 
Psychologist  with a doctorate in 
Psychology from Oxford University, 
an Honorary Fellow of the Royal 
College of General Pract it ioners, 
and an Associate Fellow of Säid 
Business School and Templeton 
College Oxford. 

Megan Joffe is an organisat ional 
psychologist  who specialises in the 
assessment and development of 
senior execut ives and talent 
management programmes. 

Their clients include financial 
services, energy, airline and rail 
industries, hotels, government 
bodies, and the pharmaceutical 
industry.  
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Assessing and developing top talent 
What  are your Pr imary Colours? 

A met hod for assessing underlying capabilit y 
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We have t r ied t o make sense bot h 
of t he fact ors t hat  cause 
managers and professionals t o 
succeed, and of t he compet ency 
frameworks we have encount ered 
in our client  companies.  

There are three fundamental and 
underlying capabilit ies that have 
emerged and we have put them 
together in our Primary Colours 
model or framework. All 
competencies seem to be made up 
of these three underlying 
capabilit ies. The first is cognitive 
ability, the second is skills with 
people and the third is operat ional 
capability.  

We have called these: Strategic, 
People and Operat ional capabilit ies. 

The Primary Colours model can be 
used in several ways: 

� � For assessing and measuring the 
underlying capability of the 
talent in your organisat ion; 

� � To describe jobs, people and 
development needs; 

� � To describe and set object ives; 

� � To integrate information easily 
into an organisat ional talent 
management database. 

 

St rat egic capabilit y  

St rat egic capabilit y is required t o set  t he 
direct ion of t he organisat ion by being able t o see 
opport unit y, underst and r isk and make 
judgement s and decisions.  

Delivery capabilit y  

Delivery capabilit y is about  get t ing t he job done 
well. 

People capabilit y  

People capabilit y covers t he full array of 
int erpersonal skills and leadership behaviours 
required t o make t he organisat ion funct ion day in, 
day out . 

All compet encies 

seem t o be made up 

of t hese t hree 

underlying 

capabilit ies. The f irst  

is cognit ive abilit y, 

t he second is skills 

wit h people and t he 

t hird is operat ional 

capabilit y.�

Edgecumbe’s Primary Colours?    

Most  fundament ally, 

Pr imary Colours 

provides t he 

organisat ion wit h a 

common language...  

Most fundamentally, Primary 
Colours provides the organisat ion 
with a common language for people 
and organisat ional development 
processes such as recruitment, 
appraisal, talent ident if icat ion, 
succession management, 
management development and 
performance management.  

 The appeal of the model is its 
simplicity. If your organisat ion 
already has a competency model or 
qualit ies framework that describes 
the required tasks and behaviours of 
the management group, the Primary 
Colours will map on to it . So will the 
frameworks of other organisat ions 
and this makes comparisons 
possible. How else can you judge the 
comparat ive strength or your 
management team? 

We measure the ability of individuals 
under these headings so that we can 
discover what comes easily to them 
(strengths); what they can learn and 
improve, but may never master 
(development needs); and what they 
will always find diff icult  
(dependencies). In this way we 
explode the myth that all 
deficiencies are development 
opportunit ies. They are not, but 
some are and it  is important to be 
able to tell the difference. 
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As well as assessing t he t alent  in 
t his way, we need t o underst and 
t he organisat ion’s journey. It s 
or igins and recent  hist ory help us 
t o underst and what  has 
cont r ibut ed t o it s success and it s 
current  posit ion. We t hen need t o 
underst and where it  is heading, 
it s specif ic challenges and t he 
values and behaviours t hat  it  will 
need in order t o achieve it s goals. 

These two exercises allow us to 
complete the talent audit at  
organisat ional level. However the 
third step of the process is to look 
at the leadership teams that exist  in 
each of the crit ical parts of the 
organisat ion. We do this by working 
with department leaders to get 
clarity about their specific purpose 
and tasks. Then we analyse the 
team’s profiles to see how closely 
they fit the leadership needs of the 
department going forward. Most 
people have strengths in one or two 
of the Primary Colours but it is rare 
to f ind anyone who is strong in all 
three; hence the need  
for teamwork. 

In order to carry out the 
assessments in the talent audit , we 
consider evidence from a variety of 
sources which could be collected 
either in one-to-one interviews or 
through an assessment centre: 

� � psychometric and ability tests; 

� � a semi structured 
psychologically based career 
interview; 

� � recent performance and 
behaviour; 

� � possibly a 360° feedback; 

� � and group exercises (if using 
an assessment centre 
approach). 

We report  our assessments either 
using the client ’s own organisat ional 
competency model grouped under 
Primary Colours, or under the 
Primary Colours direct ly.  

Under the heading of Strategy we 
include Analyt ical Power, Strategic 
Thinking, Decision Making and 
Judgment, and Innovat ion.  

Under the heading of People we 
include Coping with Pressure, Team 
working, Insight and Learning,  
and Impact.  

Under the heading of Delivery we 
include the operat ional issues of 
Drive for Results, Customer Focus, 
Performance Management, and 
Achieving Change. 

These results are fed back carefully 
to individuals and their development 
needs highlighted. The data are also 
aggregated to provide an overall 
report on the bench strength of the 
organisat ion or team. 

Most  people have 

st rengt hs in one or t wo 

of t he Primary Colours 

but  it  is rare t o f ind 

anyone who is st rong in 

all t hree: hence t he need 

for t eamwork.  

The need for generalist s and specialist s 

The Primary Colours describe 
generalists’ capabilit ies. 
Organisat ions also need top level 
specialists. Our assessments indicate 
whether an individual is better 
considered as a generalist or a 
specialist . We use a system we have 
dubbed ‘Technical Traffic Lights’ in 

which a red indicates a specialist , a 
green indicates a generalist and an 
amber shows someone in transit ion. 
The same applies to jobs so that 
careful matching is possible. 

Our assessment s 

indicat e whet her an 

individual is bet t er 

considered as a 

generalist  or a 

specialist . 

The talent audit     

...report  on t he bench st rengt h of 
t he organisat ion or t eam. 
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recruitment, promotion or succession 
management purposes. There would 
also be a wealth of detail available 
but the essence is simplicity itself. 

Matching is the best method for 
ensuring cont inuing quality of 
delivery in the organisat ion as a 
whole.  

To quote Marcus Buckingham and 
Curt Coffman in  
‘First  Break All The Rules’ (2005);  

“People don’t change that much. 
Don’t  waste time trying to put in 
what was left out. Try to draw out 
what was left in. That is hard 
enough.”  

A job such as Commercial Direct or 
of a large corporat ion may require 
highly developed st rat egic abilit y, 
reasonably highly developed people 
skills and a rock solid abilit y  t o 
deliver result s. If  t hese 
requirement s were expressed in 
t erms of our Primary Colours and 
each on a f ive-point  scale: t he job 
requirement s may be summarised 
as 5:3:5 .  

Assessments carried out as described 
above would also enable an 
individual’s capabilit ies under these 
three main headings to be rated on 
the same five-point scales. A matching 
process could be init iated whether for 

Matching people to roles 

EDGECUMBE GROUP 
Formed in 1995, t he f irm is a unique blend of occupat ional psychologist s, 
HR consult ant s and business people. Since incept ion it  has grown st eadily 
in t erms of size and reput at ion. We believe passionat ely t hat  t he leaders in 
any organisat ion creat e t he condit ions for success and t herefore we focus 
our work on t he leaders t o enable t hem t o posit ively inf luence t he cult ure, 
climat e and performance of t heir  organisat ions. 

We work in 4 dist inct but complementary ways: 

Employee Engagement  

Research, analyt ical tools and programmes to improve morale, communicat ion 
and performance 

Talent  Management  

Assessment and development of senior people 

Leader Development   

We develop the leadership needed for your organisat ion to thrive 

Team Transformat ion 

Intensive team development that transforms performance 

When I looked at  my research not es and int erview 

t ranscr ipt s from t he execut ives we’ve int erviewed, one 

t heme t hat  comes t hrough is t hat  t heir  great est  decisions 

were not  what  but  who. They were people decisions. 

Collins, J . (2005). Fut ure Magazine. J une. 

To discuss your 

specif ic needs call 

David Pendlet on on 

0117 925 8 8 22 . 
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