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Developing a comprehensive 
pipeline strategy
More than recruiting and retention

Today’s global marketplace 
is competitive, lightning fast 
and driven by innovation—the 
ability to push new and devel-
oping technologies to the limit 
to improve the way people live. 
It is also cutthroat, motivated 
by the need to trim costs and 
meet revenue goals. To keep 
up and stay ahead, compa-
nies are chasing after a talented, 
diverse workforce. They know 
that business is only a vehicle for 
innovation, that people, with all 
their passion and brilliance, are 
the true drivers of progress. 
	 While many organizations 
have put in place some of the 

components of a pipeline strategy 
(hiring, mentoring and develop-
ment), few are conceiving of it as 
a comprehensive structure with 
critically connected pieces. All too 
often diversity efforts to attract 
and retain talent are segmented 
and underleveraged.  Each 
element of the process remains 
disconnected from the whole 
and is defined as the purview of 
human resources (HR) rather 
than being owned and accounted 
for by all elements of the business. 
What is missing is the devel-
opment of a clear and compre-
hensive approach to hiring and 
developing a diverse workforce, as 

well as the creation of a culture in 
which people can contribute and 
do their best work. This article 
identifies the key elements of 
such a strategy, as well as the key 
competencies and accountabilities 
needed for its successful imple-
mentation (see diagram A).

Strategic Sourcing: 
Leveraging Your Brand and 
Partnerships
For many organizations, sourcing 
of candidates starts when a 
position opens and HR is called 
upon to deliver an initial slate 
of candidates. In a compre-
hensive pipeline strategy this 
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Pipeline Strategy
Creating a High Performing, Talented and Diverse Workforce

Diagram A. Pipeline strategy: Creating a high-performing, talented and diverse workforce 
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process begins before a specific 
position opens up, and it is usually 
triggered by an organization 
asking: “how are we positioned 
in the marketplace, and why is 
having a diverse workforce impor-
tant to our success?” The answers 
to these questions set the founda-
tion for a strong business case in 
which the comprehensive pipeline 
strategy reflects everything 
the organization does—from 
branding its services and products 
to the way it does business. 
	 This leads to other questions. 
Do collateral materials, adver-
tising and other elements of 
the brand appeal to a diverse 
pool of talent? Is the organiza-
tion known as a good place to 
work for various demographic 
groups? Does the organization 
have a presence in communities 
of color and other communities 
from which the organization is 
seeking to hire talent? Is this also 
true with its relationships with 
colleges, professional organi-
zations, diverse suppliers and 
business partners? Reputation, 
not surprisingly, matters. It is a 
critical component of sourcing, 
and it should be invested in 
proactively and with purpose.
	 For example, in one organiza-
tion the CEO of a utility company 
decided that it was important to 
be more actively involved with 
their diverse suppliers. He saw 
the company had an opportu-
nity to invest in and support their 
suppliers in sustaining long-term 
growth. He made it an expecta-
tion that each of his direct reports 
assist in the development and 
growth of a diverse supplier so 
that the supplier could learn from 
the organization and strengthen 
their abilities and grow their 

business. By taking this proactive 
stance, the company has provided 
more jobs to the community 
within these suppliers, strength-
ened the base of local diverse 
suppliers for other organizations 
and enhanced how the utility 
was known to their customers 
and potential talent. This in turn 
not only supported the suppliers’ 
ability to attract talent but also 
supported the utility’s ability to 
attract greater diversity within 
the community. 
	 As organizations develop a 
strategic approach to sourcing, a 
robust plan must be in place that 
assures: 

relationships with the 
community, customers, 
partners and suppliers are 
maximized;
population needs are differ-
entiated, which means devel-
oping different strategies for 
different populations; 
prospects are diverse and the 
organization hires for talent 
(using networks, relationships 
with professional organiza-
tions, etc); and, 
individual talents are 
recognized.

Hiring: A Process Not An 
Event
Just as important as developing a 
diverse talent pool is an organiza-
tion’s ability to identify and secure 
talent. So it is vital that the person 
responsible for screening candi-
dates have the cultural compe-
tence to effectively review resumes 
and see the value of candidates 
with different backgrounds and 
experiences. Otherwise what 
might be a diverse flow of talent 
can quickly turn into a traditional 
homogenous flood. The same 
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is true of the interview process. 
The more diverse and cultur-
ally competent the panel of inter-
viewers, the more thorough the 
review and the more valued a 
prospective employee will feel.
	 Today’s organizations are 
undergoing a revolution in 
terms of thinking about talent 
and qualifications. As organiza-
tions work globally and as the 
workforce continues to be more 
diverse, organizations can no 
longer hire individuals who only 
have technical abilities. A core 
competency that must be consid-
ered is an individual’s ability to 
work effectively on teams and, 
more important, to work with 
people with different perspec-
tives, backgrounds and abilities. 
Unfortunately, many organiza-
tions only seek skills sets related 
to a specific job as opposed to 
looking for people with talent and 
the ability to engage and work 
with a workforce that is diverse. 
This is why organizations must 
shift from hiring for a position to 
hiring talent—because individ-
uals, high-performing individ-
uals, can not be squeezed into 
traditional roles and will move to 
different positions over time. They 
are living, breathing corporate 
assets, and they have a wide range 
of skills. So the hiring manager 
needs to be skilled in mentoring 
and coaching diverse talent, and 
she or he must be held accountable 
for developing the competency to 
support new hires in succeeding.  
	 It is also worth noting that 
though the expectations of 
today’s employees have changed 
and jobs are viewed as stepping 
stones to better opportunities, a 
30-year career with one company, 
while prehistoric, is not extinct. 
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Thinking of your best talent as 
long-term corporate assets—10, 
15, 20 years—is still a forward-
thinking strategy. 

On-boarding: Building 
Loyalty
So what determines how long 
a person will stay with an 
employer? Money and advance-
ment opportunities may seem like 
the obvious answers, but what 
makes an individual fulfilled in 
their career is often more subtle 
and can be measured by the 
extent to which they feel valued 
and able to contribute. While the 
interview and selection process 
is the first opportunity for a 
prospect to experience a compa-
ny’s brand, how an organization 
introduces a person to their work, 
colleagues and company (the 
process known as on-boarding) is 
the real first impression.
	 Effective on-boarding begins 
with an orientation that sets 
realistic and tangible expectations 
about the employee-work relation-
ship, as well as provides an intro-
duction to corporate benefits and 
policies. It also includes offering 
employee access to a wide range of 
internal and external networks—
and providing the time and space 
for individuals to fully engage 
in those networks, which helps 
extend the brand. 
	 Buddies are also a great way 
to support new employees. By 
providing insight into the nuances 
of the company, buddies can 
help facilitate a quick acclima-
tion to the work culture for new 
people. The system can be even 
more effective by pairing new 
employees with both a recent hire 
and a veteran, which provides a 
broader perspective. It is impor-

tant that buddies be given the 
room to spend time with the new 
hire and, when appropriate, be 
provided with proper training. 
	 Finally, all new employees 
should be subject to a 90-day 
review. The intention of the review 
is not to measure job performance 
but to assess what is going well 
and, more important, identify 
what the company can do better 
throughout the on-boarding 
process. If done effectively, this 
90-day review can be a valuable 
learning tool for the organization.

Talent Development and 
Promotion: Treating People 
Like Assets
Arguably the greatest measure 
of an organization’s successful 
commitment to diversity and 
inclusion is its ability to promote 
from within. Like sourcing, this 
is part of the strategic effort that 
focuses on developing a diverse 
pool of talent. Unlike sourcing, 
this effort is internal and hinges 
on providing a structure where 
career development is available 
to everyone, high performers 
are identified and nurtured 
and managers are rewarded for 
mentoring and coaching the next 
generation of leaders. 
	 As is the case with every stage 
of the Pipeline Strategy, diver-
sity is a key factor in talent devel-
opment and promotion. It is not 
good enough to have a diverse 
pool of internal talent, there must 
also be diversity among the high 
performers and the opportunities 
afforded to them. If there is not, 
the lack of desired result is more 
likely attributable to a breakdown 
in systems and structures than to 
a lack of diverse, high-performing 
individuals.

Culture is Key: Developing 
Processes and a Work 
Environment That Enables 
People to Do Their Best Work

Whether it is fair to say today’s 
businesses are skating on thin ice 
is debatable. However, it is fair 
to say that any organization that 
does not create a culture of inclu-
sion—an environment where 
people feel fully respected, valued 
and seen for who they are, where 
they have the supportive energy 
to do their best work—will have 
difficulty performing and getting 
long-term results. 
	 Foundational to an inclu-
sive environment is a culture 
of respect and fairness. Respect 
means that people feel valued for 
their unique talents and perspec-
tives and that they feel included 
in conversations about the direc-
tion of the team, especially in 
regard to their work, and the 
company. Fairness means that 
people of all backgrounds and 
identity groups are afforded 
the same opportunities as their 
colleagues, from access to career 
development to flexible work 
schedules, promotional oppor-
tunities, rewards and coaching, 
among others. And respect and 
fairness start at the top. Leader-
ship must clearly articulate the 
organization’s mission, values 
and core business objectives 
throughout every level of the 
enterprise, and they must do so 
in a way that connects with the 
people.

“In skating over 
thin ice our safety 

is our speed.”  
Ralph Waldo Emerson
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Keeping Score: Measuring 
What Matters
If the Pipeline is seen as 
the artery of the organiza-
tion, in terms of channeling 
talent throughout all levels of 
the organization, then new 
measures must be created to 
assess its effectiveness. A score-
card can be developed to track 
how well managers hire and 
develop individuals of diverse 
backgrounds for their work 
teams, and to what extent 
managers treat these individ-
uals as corporate assets. For 
example, how well do managers 
retain new talent? We know from 
recent studies by the Society 
for Human Resource Manage-
ment that it costs at least two 
times an individual’s salary to 
recruit someone. Therefore it 
is critical to measure how well 
managers retain new hires from 
all backgrounds and how well 
they coach, develop and promote 
that talent.
	 If people and talent are a 
company’s core assets, then 
measuring the effectiveness of 
leaders to manage these core 
assets becomes critically impor-
tant. This requires a new defini-
tion of accountability that drives 
bottom-line business perfor-
mance. Accountability must be 
expanded to include how well 
managers create a work environ-
ment in which all people at all 
levels can do their best work 
and feel engaged and valued for 
their contributions, whether it 
be through employee surveys or 
tracking the productivity and 
innovation level of work teams.
	 The Key is to remember that 
measurements and account-
ability are only tools for gauging 

organizational effectiveness. They 
identify areas of weakness that 
can be addressed and improved 
upon. This is particularly true in 
regard to the Pipeline Strategy, 
where the emphasis is not on 
keeping up in today’s global 
economy but getting ahead 
through sourcing, high reten-
tion, leadership development and 
building a culture of inclusion 
that enables people to contribute 
their best work—a strategy that 
not only meets the challenges 
of today and tomorrow but also 
does it in a way that returns 
people to where they belong…in 
the driver’s seat of progress. 

Special thanks to Rohini Anand, 
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