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IMPLEMEnTInG A WEb-bASEd REqUISITE TALEnT  
MAnAGEMEnT SYSTEM
by Donald V. Fowke, FcMc

Extracted from the book, Organization Design, Levels of Work & Human Capability: Executive Guide; Editors: 
Ken Shepard, Jerry L. Gray, James G. Hunt, and Sarah McArthur, 2007 - pp. 359 - 373. You may purchase a printed 
copy of the book at Amazon.com or download a free digital copy of the book at Globalro.org

Managing large talent pools in a requisite system can be extremely time-consuming. to assist in what could be 
a monumental task in a large organization, Donald V. Fowke, a former ceO turned consultant, has developed 
a web-based talent pool management system that allows managers worldwide to follow the progress of their
subordinates. Not only does the system ensure uniform treatment of all managers, it provides opportunities 
for feedback and discussion of personal capability assessments. the efficiency of the web-based system also 
involves the Mor’s, who are a critical aspect in talent pool management.

http://www.amazon.com/Organization-Design-Levels-Human-Capability/dp/097838590X/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1339804344&sr=8-1&keywords=organization+design%2C+levels+of+work+%26+human+capability
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This talent management • succession planning system provides 

the structure and discipline within which managers can make 

judgments and decisions and initiate actions needed to supply 

the talent needed for growth as well as to support individuals in 

developing their own capability.

The system integrates requisite organization concepts of structure • 

and development into the only known web-based, user-friendly, 

support for RO’s best management practices. 

It stresses the all-important manager-once-removed concept • 

and describes how processes are designed to overcome the 

common stumbling blocks to keeping vital information up-to-

date, overcoming distortions in judgment, and providing effective 

feedback as part of on-going dialogue.
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It takes time and experience to develop the skill to distinguish between someone who isn’t suc-

ceeding because he or she lacks skilled knowledge and experience from someone who just isn’t 

capable. We found you just have to keep working at it.

This story of an evolving talent management and succession process is told through 
the voice of the vice president of human resources (vP HR) of Owen Chemicals, 
a disguised composite company that allows telling the tale to include the richness 
of experiences in implementing this web-supported system in a variety of settings. 
Following are the concerns of those involved as pertains to their particular roles in 
the company. Their specific concerns will be discussed in this article.

CEO: “I need to know where my business unit heads will be coming from seven 
years from now.”

vice President: “Our young engineers are getting into middle management with-
out having the necessary basic skills in people management.”

General Manager: “We need bosses, and bosses’ bosses, to come to a meeting of 
the minds about what young managers and professionals need to develop fully. It’s 
tough when everybody is moving around the way they do.”

High Flyer: “you know, career visibility is important. I need to know that how 
I’m doing and what I want to do is on the screen of the powers that be. If not, I’ll go 
someplace where I’m seen.”

vP HR: “Our tendency in appointment has been to grab the closest warm body 
and get on with it. to have managers consider a broader group, including people 
they don’t know, they need a simple way of getting the information, which should 
include track record, judgments on potential, and developmental needs.”

COO: “I’ve got accountability for nine direct reports. And I’ve got manager-once-
removed accountability for 47 others. I can’t stay on top of this unless I’ve got all the 
information at my fingertips when I need it, including salary and incentive options.”

vP HR: We have a new CEO. And this was the first thing he put to me. It was 
serious, because he came with a very ambitious mandate to grow the company. I’m 
happy to report I could give him pretty good answers because our Global talent 
Management System puts them at my fingertips. The next day I gave him Figure 
5.3.1, and we spent an hour talking about the developmental experiences needed to 
prepare the most promising candidates. What he was looking for, of course, were 
managers who would be or become capable at stratum v, were motivated, and who 
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FigurE 5.3.1
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we could assure had the necessary skilled knowledge and experience to run a busi-
ness unit.1

you’ll notice that we make a clear distinction between “potential” and “experience.” 
In the beginning our managers tended to mix the two up, thinking that if someone 
had the experience they surely would have the potential. This is nonsense of course, 
and it leads to the “Peter Principle” where people are promoted to their level of in-
competence. you can document experience. Assessing potential is harder.

He could have very good confidence in the data, because it represents judgments 
by each candidate’s manager and manager-once-removed, the boss’ boss so to speak, 
as you can see in Figure 5.3.2.

That was not always the case. When we started with talent management five years 
ago, we relied heavily on expert interviews by our consultants to assess current po-
tential capability. This got us started in a practical way, and as our managers worked 
with ideas of distinct strata for managerial work, they got to be pretty good at distin-
guishing, for example, between somebody capable at stratum III high or stratum Iv 
low. you can see in Figure 5.3.2 how these judgments are recorded in our system.

One should not underestimate both the importance and difficulty of getting man-
agers competent in this area. It has taken us a couple of years to help our managerial 
team understand the seven strata in our company and, through “gearing” sessions, 
learning to distinguish between those who could do the job and those who couldn’t. 
Part of the problem is that managers are often not comfortable about making judg-
ments about people in front of their peers. And changing this requires developing 
the confidentiality norms in the group so that what someone says about a person 
stays in the room. At a technical level, it takes time and experience to develop the 
skill to distinguish between someone who isn’t succeeding because he or she lacks 
skilled knowledge and experience from someone who just isn’t capable. We found 
you just have to keep working at it.

We know that high-potential talent needs to be identified early. Men and women 
who will be business leaders at stratum v and above need to make the turn from front-
line manager at stratum II to manager of managers at stratum III before age 27. And they 
need to be able to assume general management roles in stratum Iv before age 43.

vice President: “Our young engineers are getting into middle management with-

1 The concepts of strata and developmental path used are inspired by Cason and Jaques, Human Capability, Cason Hall 
Publishers, Gloucester MA, 1994.
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out basic skills in people management.”
The literature about developing leaders is clear about the importance of man-

aging “turns.” Making a turn is moving from one managerial stratum to the next. 
Stephen Drotter, for example, distinguishes among mastery potential, the ability to 
do better at the same level of work; growth potential, the ability to do bigger jobs at 
the same level in the near term; and turn potential, the ability to move to a higher 
stratum in three to five years.2

We have many engineers who start at the company doing technical work. They 
aren’t necessarily the best people-people, but they are promoted to senior manage-
ment. It is critical to provide them with the necessary skilled knowledge, training, 
and experience to manage people. That is why we make such a point of having man-
agers routinely assess subordinate skills in the managerial practices, as you can see 
in Figure 5.3.3. So when our system alerts, as it does in Figure 5.3.2, that an indi-
vidual is coming up on an important turn, we pay close attention to his or her ratings 

2 Charan, R., Drotter, S., and Noel, J. The Leadership Pipeline: How to Build the Leadership Powered Company. San 
Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2001.

FigurE 5.3.2
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on the managerial practices. We’ve learned that these skills need to become second 
nature, and the best time to get it right is before the turn from stratum II to stratum 
III. For a young engineer doing a first supervisory job at level II, we need his or her 
immediate superior at level III to coach intensively on the managerial practices. And 
we insist that the manager-once-removed (at level Iv) ensure that those skills are 
developed before we move them on. 

General Manager: “We need bosses, and bosses’ bosses, to come to a meeting of 
the minds about what young managers and professionals need to develop fully. It’s 
tough when everybody is moving around the way they do.”

One of the principles of requisite organization is that the manager-once-removed 
is an important key to the development of leadership talent. We found leadership 
development perhaps the hardest thing we had to learn to do as a company. At very 
senior levels, the manager-once-removed scope can feel overwhelming. A group 
vice-president, for example, may have as many a seven business units reporting to 

FigurE 5.3.3
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him or her. The number of subordinates once removed could easily number 40 or 50 
stratum Iv or high stratum III managers.

We have gearing sessions, where our corporate executives and business unit pres-
idents review talent together. I know this is the way Jack Welch insisted on doing it 
at General Electric. to the degree we have been successful with this, it has improved 
our executives’ understanding of what we are measuring, such as current potential 
capability, as opposed to how it is being applied right now, as well as what that long-
term potential might be. I’d consistently recommend we do more of it.

Practically speaking, however, our executives are too much on the move internation-
ally to be able to do enough of this. We have learned to do this on the fly through our 
Global talent Management System, which is now web-based and therefore accessible 
from anywhere in the world. For those who like to work on long international or cross 
country flights, we make a disk-based version of their talent pool available to them.

The key to this, of course, is having all the information available in the same place 
in electronic form, as in Figure 5.3.4.

FigurE 5.3.4
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No more papers or forms that they need to lug around, which of course they won’t 
do. So the Global talent Management System incorporates historical effectiveness 
appraisal data, so that both managers and managers-once-removed can see how 
individuals have done in each job they’ve had with the company. This is important, 
because track record is a very good predictor of potential, and we need to balance 
our sense of potential with measures of actual performance. The file also contains 
information on work history in previous employment, which is helpful in forming 
an opinion of what gaps need to be filled, as in Figure 5.3.5.

Overall, we want the managers and managers-once-removed to agree on some-
thing we call “future predicted applied capability.” This is a considered opinion, tak-
ing into account all of the data including forecasts of mature potential capability. 
We want agreement on how far the individual is likely to rise in this company, as 
indicated in Figure 5.3.6. Through cyberspace, we get independent readings from 
managers and managers-once-removed, and very often there is close agreement be-
cause our executives have become increasingly skilled as they have worked with the 

FigurE 5.3.5
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system. Of course, where there is disagreement we need to go back to them to sort 
it out, sometimes by email or by phone, and sometimes by sitting down together to 
hash it out.

Every year we want the manager and the manager-once-removed to agree on a 
developmental plan for the individual. We ask the individual to take the initiative in 
this because our philosophy is that people are accountable to take initiative for their 
own development.3 So, the first ideas to appear in Figure 5.3.7 are entered by indi-
viduals, in terms of the experience they feel they need and the kind of educational 
programs that would help them as individuals. 

Because the manager-once-removed is accountable for the long-term develop 
ment of the people who work for his or her direct reports, this person has a key 
role in this area. He or she can take a point of view that may make it tough for the 
manager short term, but is beneficial in the long run. He or she has access to roles 

3 Editorial note:  According to Jaques’s and Brown’s model, the manager is accountable for development of an employee 
for his or her current role and the MoR is accountable for his or her development for future roles)

FigurE 5.3.6
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in other operating units or other businesses that might provide needed rounding. In 
the end, of course, we want a meeting of the minds. In practice, the most back-and-
forth, and face-to-face discussion usually takes place around the highest potential 
people, as it should.

High flyer: “you know, career visibility is important. I need to know that how 
I’m doing and what I want to do is on the screen of the powers that be. If not, I’ll go 
someplace where I’m seen.”

One of the really important HR jobs here is keeping the Global talent Management 
System files up-to-date and the processes moving. At corporate headquarters, we 
are accountable for managers in stratum Iv roles and higher, which means plant 
managers, and equivalents in other functional areas. We rely on business unit HR to 
handle stratum I to III. Their work is very important, because they are the source of 
the talent stream we count on for the future.

We have a profile for each individual updated each year, like that in Figure 5.3.8. 
This snapshot is produced from our system, and is a good summary. We make this 

FigurE 5.3.7
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profile available to each individual every year. When we started out, our consultant 
insisted on having each individual review the profile for material errors before let-
ting managers see it. We think it is important that the system be transparent, that 

FigurE 5.3.8
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people know what their file says about them. you’ll notice that Figure 5.3.8 shows 
“mature potential” clearly. What this reveals is how far we think the person can go: 
what stratum they can eventually reach. Some companies keep this opinion hush-
hush, because they are afraid of de-motivating people by telling them there are lim-
its to their potential. Our experience has been that people usually are realistic about 
this. We like to be able to say, for example, someone has growth potential in stratum 
III and that he or she will likely have turn potential to a general management role in 
stratum Iv by age 50. Then we and the individual can focus our attention on what 
skilled knowledge and experience are needed to actualize this, and how we can work 
together to make it happen. We think this is better than fostering unrealistic ambi-
tions, or beating around the bush.

Sometimes people disagree with what we say about their potential, and we think it 
important to keep an open mind. We follow the practice of reviewing this every year. 
In some cases we will get third-party assessments done to sort out differences.

The profile makes for a talking point with the manager-once-removed. Managers-
once-removed try to touch base, however briefly, with every subordinate-once-re-
moved during the year. They tend to do this as they move around the company in the 
normal course of business, or maybe at annual offsite meetings.

For high-potential talent, managers-once-removed and managers sit down to-
gether with the individual for a good discussion. This ensures that good feedback 
is given from the immediate boss, and the boss’s boss has firsthand exposure to 
the individual, and the individual can be assured that the manager-once-removed is 
looking out for him or her, and considering options in other divisions or units that 
may fit with the development plan.

Individuals keep their file up-to-date, with courses they take etc., and importantly 
with the first draft they make of their developmental plan. Individuals need to take 
initiative in making what is in the plan happen, to the degree they are within their 
authority. Superiors and HR need to open the way for other things.

Overall, this system keeps people from getting lost and overlooked, and we have a good 
track record of keeping the talent we want and need to support our future growth. 

vP HR: “Our tendency in appointments has been to grab the closest warm body 
and get on with it. to have managers consider a broader group, including people 
they don’t know, they need a simple way of getting the information, which should 
include track record, judgments on potential, and developmental needs.”
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This has maybe been the toughest thing to implement. It requires managers to 
be willing to bend their urgent priorities a bit to get a solution that is better for the 
company as a whole. The key to it has been HR managers developing computer skills 
and spending the time sifting through the files, so that an array of alternative can-
didates comes up. to the degree that we have lead time with retirements or known 
moves, this allows us to make use of emerging vacancies to take staffing actions that 
are better for the people in the system and best for the company. Our better HR 
managers take their laptops into the boss’s office, plug it into the on-line system, 
project it onto the wall, and run through a series of options.

COO: “I’ve got accountability for nine direct reports. And I’ve got manager-
once-removed accountability for 47 others. I can’t stay on top of this unless I’ve got 

FigurE 5.3.9
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all the information at my fingertips when I need it, including salary and incentive 
options.”

It will be clear that we had the COO’s concerns in mind when we put the system 
together the way we did.4 As a matter of fact, we are still working with an awkward 
interface with the payroll system, but we are gradually getting to full integration.

Most recently, we have implemented a compensation module, based on “felt fair” 
pay structures. Now managers can make salary adjustment, short-term incentive 
and long-term incentive recommendations right in system, in the full context of all 
the information about individuals, as indicated in Figure 5.3.9.

Overall, we have a living, evolving system that provides the structure and discipline 
within which managers, from frontline to CEO, can make the judgments, take the de-
cisions, and initiate the actions needed to build our inventory of talent, globally.

Of course, we didn’t arrive to this happy state overnight, or all at once. We have 
been working at it for about seven years now. We started with clarifying the lev-
els in our organization in terms of strata. We did this in rough terms, recognizing 
that we were a stratum vII company made up of a dozen or so stratum v business 
units. Within each of these we could see stratum Iv general managers and senior 
functional jobs, supported by what we call directors at stratum III. Then we have 
frontline managers at stratum II. And as the company got bigger we had created 
group vice presidents at stratum vI. We didn’t worry too much about a finer grid 
within strata, nor did we try to get the gaps filled or compression relieved. We left 
that for later.

We hired a skilled consulting firm to create the initial profiles of our stratum 
III+ people. Our goal has been to have our own managers skilled at making new 
profiles and keeping the talent pool up to date, but we couldn’t start there because 
our people didn’t have the skilled knowledge and experience to do it. We asked our 
consultants to feed back the draft profiles to individuals and to provide packages of 
profiles to each manager and manager-once-removed. And we asked our consultant 
to coach our managers on how to use the profiles, give the feedback, and get a good 
dialogue going. Then we insisted that our managers do the job of coaching as man-
agers and mentoring as manager-once-removed.

4 The Global talent Management System is implemented in Filemaker Pro.
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It took maybe three years of iteration to get this about right across most of the 
company, breaking down reluctance to have candid discussion, building skills in giv-
ing feedback and interaction, and using gearing sessions when we could get them to 
get some consistency in our understanding of strata, skilled knowledge, and experi-
ence, the importance of style, and so on.

The results have been quite successful. We have developed a talent management 
succession planning system that provides effective feedback as part of the on-going 
dialogue, which is integral in developing the talent needed for the continued growth 
of the company.

aBout thE author

Donald V. Fowke, FCMC is an experienced consultant in strategy, organization, 
and people development using the concepts of global organization design. He has 
assisted in defining business strategy and plans for companies in a variety of in-
dustries, designed organization structures, and change management programs to 
ensure implementation and follow-through on the strategy, assessed executives, 
and managers against the needs of the new roles, implemented talent pool systems. 
He has designed compensation incentives and “felt-fair” rewards throughout the 
organization. 

Fowke holds a B.E. in mechanical engineering and a diploma in business admin-
istration from the University of Saskatchewan and an S.M. from MIt’s Sloan School 
of Management. He was visiting scholar at the Graduate School of Public Policy at 
the University of California at Berkeley. He was chairman and chief executive officer 
of Hickling-Johnston Limited for ten years and managing director of William M. 
Mercer Limited for five. He is a professional engineer and a Fellow of the Institute 
of Management Consultants of Ontario. He was, for 12 years, a member of the 
young Presidents’ Organization, and is currently a member of the World Presidents’ 
Organization.

You may order a printed copy of the entire book from Amazon.com



GO SOciety purpOSe and valueS Statement

To support the organizing of work in a responsible, fair and healthy manner 
in which people are led in a way that enables them to exercise their 
capabilities.

The Society believes this requires applying a systems framework* emerging 
from reflective inquiry in which levels of work and capability are the initial 
paradigm and growth in human awareness is the essential process. 

The benefits are organizational effectiveness, fulfilled people and 
organizations designed for value-creation, sustainability and social well-
being.

* Note: inspired by the work of Wilfred Brown and Elliott Jaques

The Global Organization Design Society was founded in 2004 to establish 
and operate a worldwide association of business users, consultants, 
and academics interested in science-based management to improve 
organizational effectiveness. 

The GO Society fulfills its purpose by: 

•	Promoting	among	existing	users	increased	awareness,	understanding	and	
skilled knowledge in applying concepts of Levels of Work Complexity, 
Levels of Human Capability, Accountability, and other concepts included 
in Requisite Organization and/or Stratified Systems Theory. 

•	Promoting	among	potential	users	of	the	methods,	appreciation	of	the	
variety of uses and benefits of science-based management, and access 
to resources. The GO Society supports the learning and development 
of current and future practitioners by holding world conferences and 
professional development workshops, publishing books and a journal, and 
maintaining a resource-rich web site with related articles, monographs, 
books, videos, blogs, discussion groups, and surveys. 

GO BOard memBerS

Michelle Malay Carter, USA

Barry Deane, Australia

Don Fowke, GO Chairman, Canada

Azucena Gorbaran, Argentina

Jerry Gray, Canada

Jan Åke Karlsson, Sweden

Nancy Lee, USA

Ken Shepard, GO President, Canada

George Weber, GO Secretary 
and Treasurer, Canada

GO editOrial BOard 

Kenneth	C.	Craddock,	M.P.A.,	M.A.

Décio Fabio, Portuguese Editor

Jerry	L.	Gray,	Ph.D.	

Owen	Jacobs,	Ph.D.

Harald Solaas, Spanish Editor

Ken	Shepard,	Ph.D

WeB adminiStratOr

Javier Castro
javiercastro@globalro.org

GlOBal OrGanizatiOn 

deSiGn SOciety

32 Victor Avenue 
Toronto, ON, Canada M4K 1A8 
Phone:	+1	317	644	0472		
Fax:	+1-647-438-5656		
Email: info@GlobalRO.org
http://GlobalRO.org

GO SOciety SpOnSOrS




