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Do intermediaries “walk the walk” of talent? This project was initiated by the Global So-
cial Entrepreneurship Network (GSEN) and the BMW Foundation Herbert Quandt, two or-
ganisations supporting and connecting organisations and individuals in the impact space 
globally, after having experienced different talent challenges themselves as well as seeing 
many other organisations in the impact sector face talent-related challenges.

We conducted 20 interviews and surveyed social leaders from over 50 intermediaries –  
foundations, social investors, accelerators, incubators and networks representing 20 dif-
ferent countries – to start a conversation about talent management and local talent trends.

This report should serve as a starting point for the social 
impact sector to begin discussing their talent challenges 
openly. It is a call for joint action.

THIS RESEARCH WAS CONDUCTED IN 2015–16 

WITH THREE PRIMARY GOALS:

To go beyond anecdotal evidence and explore the  
experiences shared by intermediaries in-depth

To understand the variety of talent challenges these  
organisations face

To determine possible solutions both for the organisations 
individually and for the social impact sector as a whole

Management teams, senior leaders, HR departments and line  
managers will find the knowledge and tools they need to design  
a talent strategy that is tailored to their employees

Employees and future leaders will be able to use this report as a 
benchmark and a way to claim the talent management they deserve

THIS REPORT AIMS TO REACH TWO DIFFERENT GROUPS:

A B O U T  T H I S  R E P O R T

1 I N T R O D U C T I O N

 Find out more about the Methodology on page 32.

• 

• 

•

• 
 

• 
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K E Y  F I N D I N G S

1 I N T R O D U C T I O N

Both social entrepreneurs and the organisations that sup-
port them depend on finding and retaining top talent. Al-
though the social impact sector is growing – with more 
and more university courses focusing on creating positive 
impact and an increasingly competitive job market – the 
sector might soon experience a flow of talented people 
leaving, frustrated with an unhealthy work-life balance or 
an underinvestment into culture and talent development. 
Awareness, action and advocacy are needed now. 

Here are some of the findings from our research:

To design and implement an inclusive, overarching 
talent strategy that attracts talent with competitive 
non-financial compensation, an appealing employ-
er brand and innovative job interviews; develops 
talent with a range of learning opportunities, trans-
parent policies and need-based structures; and re-
tains talent by cultivating a caring culture, creating 
awareness of employee well-being and providing 
clear exit strategies. 

The investment made into the individuals that 
shape the social impact sector will determine the 
amount of change the sector creates in the future. 
Openness about talent challenges, peer-to-peer 
support around talent management and sharing of 
resources are necessary measures to contextual-
ise the “popularisation of purpose” trend and build 
a healthy sector. 

Some of the talent challenges that we discuss: leader-
ship development focused solely on the CEO and upper 
management, intergenerational tension, outdated HR ap-
proaches, missing career trajectory and the growing ten-
dency towards short employment relationships: 

REALITY CHECK

IDENTIFYING THE PROBLEM 

POTENTIAL SOLUTIONS

EXTRACTS FROM THE REPORT

ON AN ORGANISATIONAL LEVEL

ON A SECTOR LEVEL

»Talent is your number one asset — 
people drive the mission and are the 
heart of your organisation.«

Carmen Di Rito  [South Africa]

Chief Development Officer of LifeCo Unltd

72% of intermediaries felt that they are experiencing 
challenges around talent that are influencing the ful-
filment of their mission, to varying degrees depending 
on their function: social investors (100%), accelerators/
incubators (86%), network organisations (83%), founda-
tions (42%).

Only 18% of the intermediaries surveyed provide 
a personalised career path for employees, 36% 
offer generalised career paths and 48% do not 
offer career development opportunities at all.

Only one in 10 organisations had a strategic approach 
to managing talent. 62% said that some parts are more 
strategic than others and 22% had no strategic talent 
approach at all, but recognised that they should. 

"With the steadily-growing B-Corps movement a new 
‘competitor for talent’ enters the field that will attract 
some of the brightest minds by providing employees 
with both purpose and profit. In addition, the support-
ed entrepreneurs can also function as ‘competitors’ 

– time and again employees leave to be at the front 
line of impact creation by joining the ventures they 
already know in and out."

"Homegrown leaders should be prioritised for numer-
ous reasons: the hiring process is quicker and cheap-
er, seeing colleagues promoted will motivate employ-
ees and external hires need twice as long to be as 
productive. Of course if the company has outgrown its 
internal talent pool and completely new skillsets are 
required, external hires are necessary and can bring 
new perspectives to the organisation." 

Many intermediaries use HR only for administra-
tive functions – such as employment contracts 
or payroll – without any strategic focus. 

One out of five organisations stated that they 
feel like their staff turnover is high enough that it 
negatively impacts the organisation

Of the organisations we surveyed:

• 
 
 
 
 

• 
 
 

•

• 
 
 

• 
 

•

• 
 

• 
 
 

•

81% believe that a talent strategy is important 
in realising the organisation’s mission faster 
and more efficiently 

58% feel that investing in talent will give 
employees the skills and resources they need 
to help the organisation overcome future 
challenges

50% agree that making talent a priority will In-
crease the knowledge and capabilities within 
the social impact sector more broadly
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More and more, talent is attracted by work that 
aims to do social good rather than purely make 
profit. Long hours and less-than-favourable sala-
ries are tolerated because employees are deeply 
committed to the entrepreneurs they support, but 
this tendency to put purpose before self is often 
taken for granted. It is a sector that is people-cen-
tred with people supporting people, therefore or-
ganisations supporting social entrepreneurs need 
to focus on creating an approach that cultivates 
the talents of their employees so that the ventures 
they support will also thrive.

»Jobs in the sector are often paid less 
than in the corporate sector, there  
are less structured career paths and the 
risk regarding job security is higher.  
But employees are not merely small cogs 
in the machine; often they have to  
take on more responsibil ity much quicker 
which provides a great learning op-
portunity for talents, whilst contributing  
to a cause and make a difference.«

Tom Kagerer  [Switzerland]

Head of Impact and Talent of LGT Venture Philanthropy

1. SOCIAL ENTREPRENEUR SUPPORT ORGANISATION / INTERMEDIARY

Social entrepreneur support organisations, or intermediaries,  
are specialist organisations that combine: 

A commitment to social goals 
A focus on ventures (rather than projects or programmes) 
An intermediary role, aggregating and matching finance, skills,  
physical collaboration space, evidence, technologies and networks ¹

For this research, we focused on foundations, accelerators and incubators, 
co-working spaces, networks and investors that fit the above criteria. 

2. SOCIAL IMPACT SECTOR

Going beyond the definition of the social sector, which is often seen as the vol-
untary sector or non-profit sector, the social impact sector involves for-profit as 
well as non-profit organisations that have the primarily goal of creating positive 
societal or environmental impact. 

3. TALENT

On a personal level, talent is about the individuals – their skills, competencies, 
knowledge, experience, purpose and expertise. On an organisational level, talent 
is about the people who contribute to achieving an organisation’s mission, how 
they contribute and how their abilities are nurtured and developed on a personal 
and professional level.

1 I N T R O D U C T I O N

TA L E N T
T

E
R

M
I

N
O

L
O

G
Y

FOOD FOR THOUGHT ABOUT THE STATE OF TALENT 

IN THE SECTOR, TAKEN FROM OUR INTERVIEWS:

Enthusiasm for purpose-driven careers has swelled 
in recent years, with university graduates and ca-
reer-switchers from the corporate world moving into 
the social impact sector. As the social entrepreneur-
ship sector grows, so too does the need for a support-
ive ecosystem. Will the social impact sector be able 
to attract enough talent to keep up?

In the near future the sector might experience a flow 
of talented people leaving – out of frustration. In the 
race to achieve greater impact with fewer resourc-
es, long hours are expected, which can jeopardising 
a healthy work-life balance. Does the sector under- 
invest in its talent and in its culture?

The social impact sector often fails to compete when 
compared to the corporate sector in terms of clear 
career trajectories, regular professional development 
opportunities and compensated overtime. ² Will the so-
cial impact sector be able to hold on to the talented 
people it attracts?

• 
 
 
 
 
 

• 
 
 
 
 

•

• 
• 
•
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»It is fundamental that support organizations 
recognize the importance of investing
in talent. Without it ,  the other support they 
are providing social entrepreneurs is 
destined to fail .«

In our interviews, intermediaries shared 
their hopes and concerns on the topic of tal-
ent. We recognized refreshing trends, found 
a common desire to share best practices 
and discovered that there is widespread 
interest in having a collective conversation 
about these issues. It was at this point that 
we decided to dive deeper to see if there is 
a talent issue in the areas of attraction, de-
velopment and retention.

The shortage of the right talent has been 
gaining increasing attention in recent years, 
but mainly as it pertains to social entrepre-
neurs, not to intermediaries. Limited capac-
ity and capability has been recognised as 
one of the main challenges hindering many 
social entrepreneurs from realising their full 
potential:

45% OF LATE-STAGE ENTREPRENEURS 

FIND ACCESSING TALENT TO BE VERY 

OR EXTREMELY CHALLENGING

64% OF ENTREPRENEURS REPORT 

LIMITED FUNDS AS THEIR TOP 

HIRING CHALLENGE ³

1 I N T R O D U C T I O N

Much-needed efforts have been made by 
intermediaries to help entrepreneurs over-
come the diverse talent challenges they 
face. Many support organisations actively 
work on improving the talent ecosystem us-
ing tools like e-learning, leadership training, 
talent roadmaps, diagnostics and consult-
ing services to improve talent strategies.

A SELECTION OF PUBLICATIONS EXPLORING 

TALENT CHALLENGES AND SOLUTIONS FOR 

SOCIAL ENTREPRENEURS
F

U
R

T
H

E
R

R
E

A
D

I
N

G

Show me what you can do 
Simon Desjardins and Ross Baird (2015)

The Human Capital Crisis: How Social 
Enterprises Can Find The Talent to Scale 
Rippleworks Global (2016)

Five Keys to Raising Social Enterprises’ 
‘Talent Quotient’ 
Nicole Etchart (2017)

Fixing the Social Enterprise Skill Shortage: 
Why a ‘Fundamental Rethink’ is Needed 
Roshan Paul (2017)

Help Entrepreneurs Raise Talent, 
Not Just Capital 
Rachel Crawford (2017)

As the work of intermediaries focuses increasingly on talent, the 
question naturally arises: do those offering support experience 
talent challenges themselves? And, if so, how are they addressing 
these challenges? How well can the employees of support organ-
isations teach social entrepreneurs about talent when they have 
not experienced good talent development themselves?

DO THE INTERMEDIARIES “WALK THE WALK” OF TALENT?

Jenny Everett  [US]

Deputy Director of Aspen Network of 
Development Entrepreneurs (ANDE)

https://www.shellfoundation.org/ShellFoundation.org_new/media/Shell-Foundation-Reports/Show-me-what-you-can-do-Final-low-res.pdf
https://www.research.rippleworks.org/
https://www.research.rippleworks.org/
https://nextbillion.net/five-keys-to-raising-social-enterprises-talent-quotient/
https://nextbillion.net/five-keys-to-raising-social-enterprises-talent-quotient/
https://nextbillion.net/fixing-the-social-enterprise-skill-shortage-why-a-fundamental-rethink-is-needed/
https://nextbillion.net/fixing-the-social-enterprise-skill-shortage-why-a-fundamental-rethink-is-needed/


7

2.

The social impact sector relies on talented people supporting other tal-
ented people, but the quality of the support provided by an intermediary 
will only ever be as good as that of its employees. The social impact sec-
tor is growing and must professionalise its approach to talent in order to 
compete for skilled team members. There are four main reasons why we 
believe this conversation can’t be ignored any longer:

In 2002, there were only a handful of courses on social entrepreneurship and very few 
people were trained to work in the social impact space, making it an uncertain career 
path. “Learning by doing” was the norm until the education system eventually caught up: 
first with non-profit management and later with social innovation or even impact invest-
ment courses and degrees. In 2008, there were around 350 professors or researchers, 
in more than 35 countries, focused on social impact. ⁴ Today many universities offer 
a degree in social innovation, nonprofit management or social entrepreneurship and 
others train students to become a social entrepreneur. UnLtd UK for example assisted 
56 higher education institutions across England to deliver models of support for social 
entrepreneurship in their institutions ⁵ and Ashoka U works with 43 colleges and univer-
sities to foster a campus-wide culture of social innovation. ⁶ Regardless of this positive 
movement in higher education, the opportunities for graduates to grow and nurture their 
talents when entering the social impact sector are limited. One of our interviewees sug-
gested that this might deter some people from choosing a career in the impact sector:

What began with a handful of social entrepreneurs has flourished into a thriving sector. 
In countries such as the United States, Canada, the United Kingdom, Singapore and 
Israel (which were ranked as the best countries to be a social entrepreneur) ⁷, the num-
ber of social entrepreneurs as well as support organisations is growing at a rapid pace. ⁸ 
New terms and concepts have entered the canon, impact measurement is part of the 
daily conversation and organisations such as UnLtd UK even have the ambition to make 
social ventures mainstream. ⁹ On the other hand, in countries such as China or Myanmar 
the sector is relatively young and difficult to navigate. The laws are not as well-suited 
to social entrepreneurship and society doesn’t trust this relatively new concept making 
it especially difficult for intermediaries to find and retain talented individuals. In either 
case, the social impact sector has become a dynamic industry that ought to be recog-
nised as a serious career opportunity.

EDUCATION

GROWTH

»After my dissertation, I  chose the corporate
sector although my passion was call ing me into the 
social impact sector.  I  was keen to make sure
I would be receiving significant training and develop-
ment at such an early stage of my career.«

Tom Rippin  [UK]

Founder and CEO of On Purpose

1 I N T R O D U C T I O N

W H Y  N O W  ?

1. 
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3.

4.

Both within the social impact sector and in 
the corporate world at large, the competi-
tive landscape is undergoing rapid change. 
For example, the steadily-growing B-Corps 
movement ¹⁰ enables for-profit businesses 
to attract some of the brightest minds by 
offering the chance to work for the great-
er good and receive competitive pay at 
the same time. ¹¹ Or in the world of sup-
port organisations, client ventures can also 
function as a competitor: employees at the 
intermediary often leave to join ventures 
that they already know in order to be on 
the front line of impact creation. By being 
aware of the competition for talent, interme-
diaries can benchmark the talent develop-
ment opportunities and compensation, both 
financial and otherwise, necessary to attract 
future employees.

By branding the competition for talent 
as “The War for Talent” in 1998, McKinsey 
openly addressed many taboos surround-
ing the topic in the corporate sector. Their 
core message was simple and it is just as 
relevant in 2017: talent will not only be the 
most crucial resource in the coming dec-
ades, it will also be the one in shortest sup-
ply. Some of the conclusions that McKinsey 
came to back then – “Make talent manage-
ment a burning priority” or “Create a win-
ning employee value proposition” – can 
also be found in this report. ¹² It is time for 
us to learn from more mature sectors and 
openly discuss the challenges of attracting 
and retaining talent.

It is time to have an open dialogue about talent; it is 
time to encourage healthy competition for top tal-
ent; and it is time to increase awareness about the 
challenges facing the social impact sector when it 
comes to attracting and retaining talent. Failure to 
do so could lead to a severe talent shortage and 
to under-resourced organisations in the near future. 
By collecting data and exploring common challeng-
es, we hope to reveal trends, share best practices 

– and break the silence about talent. 

COMPETITION

TIMING

»Success and failure are decided by our 
talent. We rise and fall with our people; 
they are the key starting point.«

Tim Draimin  [Canada]

Executive Director of Social Innovation Generation (SiG)

1 I N T R O D U C T I O N
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Every employee has a different perspective on the talent challenges of 
their organisation and all of those perspectives are valuable; however, 
we chose to limit the scope of this report primarily to senior managers in 
order to look at the issue on a structural level rather than a personal one. 
In this way the findings should be seen as one piece of a larger puzzle. 
It will provide a detailed look at the current state of talent management 
among intermediaries, but it is not the complete picture.

This means that more than two thirds of the participating support organisations are grap-
pling with one of the very same issues they are trying to help entrepreneurs overcome. 
Interestingly the percentage was even higher within social investors (100%), network 
organisations (83%) and accelerators/incubators (86%), but comparably low (42%) 
within foundations. However, foundations play a unique role among intermediaries. 
They are often active in a variety of areas, only one of which is supporting social en-
trepreneurs. As established and financially-secure organisations, foundations either do 
not experience talent challenges (a theory not supported by our interviews) or they are 
simply less aware of the issue.

The majority of intermediaries struggle with talent, although the specifics vary depend-
ing on the size, age, type and country of the organisation. While all 50 organisations 
surveyed invest resources to attract, develop and retain their employees, their methods 
vary significantly.

Only 1 in 10 organisations surveyed had a strategic approach to managing talent. 62% 
said that some parts are more strategic than others, revealing the lack of an overarching 
talent strategy.  22% had no strategic talent approach at all, but recognised that they 
should. Only 6% of participants answered, “No, we don’t have a strategic approach, but 
I don’t feel like we need one” and they were all foundations.

72% OF THOSE SURVEYED FEEL THEIR ORGANISATION HAS 

CHALLENGES WITH TALENT THAT NEGATIVELY AFFECT THE 

FULFILMENT OF THEIR MISSION.

THESE FINDINGS ALIGN WITH WHAT

WAS SHARED IN THE INTERVIEWS:

Many organisations have not standardised their efforts; talent 
development is ad hoc and varies from manager to manager.

Investment in talent is not connected to the overall strategy 
and mission of the organisation.

•

•

2 R E A L I T Y  C H E C K

T H E  TA L E N T  I S S U E

 Talent Strategies are discussed in part three of the Report. 
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Interestingly, the first choice benefits the organisa-
tion, the second the employee and the third the so-
cial impact sector. The correlation between a com-
prehensive talent strategy and mission fulfilment is 
well known, but many leaders also understand that 
investing in talent will effect change in society as 
a whole. 

A common justification given for the lack of a tal-
ent strategy is the growing frequency with which 
employees change jobs. The millennial generation 
typifies this behavior, prompting many leaders to 
ask: why invest in someone who might leave in a 
year? Some organisations, however, have shifted 
their thinking towards the bigger picture and have 
realized that even if an employee leaves, they will 
take skills, values and culture with them to other 
organisations, contributing towards social impact 
elsewhere. For some leaders, turnover is seen as a 
chance to shape the sector as a whole rather than 
just their own organisation.

»We have 35 employees and a 
flat hierarchy. For the very talented 
young employees, development 
opportunities are l imited in the long run. 
With these l imitations, we will  lose 
talented employees who are looking for 
more responsibil ity and a more senior 
position including senior salary. As a small 
foundation, we have to accept this 
and see our development programme as a 
contribution to the sector.«

Rolf Huber  [Germany]

Director of Siemens Foundation

Realising the organisation’s mission faster  
and more efficiently (81%)

Giving employees the skills and resources 
needed to help the organisation overcome 
future challenges (58%)

Increasing knowledge and capabilities within 
the social impact sector more broadly (50%)

»With hiring comes the responsibil ity 
to help people progress – to make sure 
that they are happy when they stay 
and equipped to move on to an exciting 
new job when the time is right.«

»Equipping employees to become 
change makers wil l  benefit society, even 
if that benefit is created with another 
organisation.«

Jon Worren  [Canada]

Senior Director of MaRS Discovery District

Rafael Achondo  [Chile]

Founder of Trabajo con Sentido

2 R E A L I T Y  C H E C K

TOP THREE BENEFITS OF INVESTING 

IN TALENT PROPERLY, ACCORDING 

TO OUR SURVEY:

• 

• 
 

•
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By interviewing 22 leaders in the social impact sector, we uncovered a 
variety of challenges intermediaries experience. Some are only present 
in specific countries, some are specific to certain types of intermediaries 
and others are similar to the challenges faced in the business world. Here 
are some of them: 

Many leadership programs and development opportunities target only 
the founder or CEO of an organisation, which can result in a leadership 
vacuum as regular staff are denied development opportunities and do not 
grow into management roles. 

Tensions often arise when employees that have been with an organisa-
tion for decades collaborate with younger, more recent hires. Their cul-
tures and work-styles are so divergent that without bridge-building efforts 
by senior management, empathy between generations can be very low. 
Intergenerational tension is most common in foundations, but can also 
occur in accelerators, incubators or social investors if they place milleni-
als into a more senior team.

In many organisations in the sector it is not possible to progress to a 
more senior role in the short or even medium term. The majority of entre-
preneur support organisations have between 1 – 200 full time employees, 
with the average being 11.¹³ They usually employ relatively flat hierarchies, 
leaving little room for promotion. In this type of situation, many managers 
choose not to discuss the employee’s career path at all.

In a corporate businesses, the HR department is tasked not only with 
hiring skilled new employees, but also with retaining and developing the 
skills of the talent they already have. In the social impact sector, too many 
organisations only use their HR department for administrative functions, 
like employment contracts and payroll, and they lack any strategic focus. 
Some HR departments are responsible for organizing training or mentor-
ing for employees, but all too often they are not well integrated into the 
organisation and its strategic needs.

LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT FOR ALL OR THE TOP FEW ?

INTERGENERATIONAL TENSION

LACKING CAREER TRAJECTORY OPTIONS

OUTDATED HR APPROACHES

1. 

2.

3.

4.

2 R E A L I T Y  C H E C K

TA L E N T  T R E N D S
A N D  C H A L L E N G E S
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Consequently, half of the employees in the sector 
don't know how their role will develop and aren't 
supported in their efforts to forge a career path –  
a frustrating situation to say the least.

»I experience it a lot that people feel 
stuck in their roles.«

»In the social enterprise space,  
professional development is often only 
possible through a move to another  
organisation. The problem is often one  
of size — the sector does not have 
enough big organisations that allow for 
regular progression.«

Ryan Grant Little  [Germany]

Project Manager, BMW Foundation

Tom Rippin  [UK]

CEO of On Purpose

OF THE ORGANISATIONS SURVEYED:

18% have set up personalised career paths for  
their employees.

36% offer generalised career paths, but they are 
usually not tailored to employee expectations, 
wishes and development plans.

48% do not offer any clear career development 
opportunities at all.

2 R E A L I T Y  C H E C K

Y E S  —
there is a 
generalised 
career path.

TOTA L :  5 0

Y E S  —
there is a 
personalised 
career path.

N O  —
there is 
no career path.

9

18

23

D O E S  Y O U R  O R G A N I S AT I O N  O F F E R  
E M P L O Y E E S  C L E A R  C A R E E R  
D E V E L O P M E N T  O P P O R T U N I T I E S ?

The general lack of career opportunity in the sec-
tor is one reason for the recent trend of shorter 
employee tenures, which typically last for only 1–2 
years. An extreme case of this can be seen in China, 
where non-profit organisations have annual turno-
ver rates as high as 40%.¹⁴ The main reasons are a 
lack of family support (jobs in the social impact sec-
tor are not broadly accepted within society)  and 
the fact that the largely female workforce does not 
have a very high status in Chinese society.¹⁵ It is 
important that the social impact sector works to-
wards a constructive response to this trend. Many 
people, especially millennials, will leave if offered 
a new experience or higher pay and as millennials 
start families and have children, many will re-prior-
itise between income and purpose.

THE SHORT TERM 
EMPLOYMENT TREND

5.

• 

• 
 

•

I N  W H AT  R A N G E  W O U L D  Y O U  P L A C E 
T H E  Y E A R LY  T U R N O V E R  R AT E  O F 
Y O U R  O R G A N I S AT I O N ?

TOTA L :  4 8

6 5 54

1 0 1 0
8

< 2 % > 30  % I don’t know2  –  5 % 5  –  10  % 10  –  20  % 20  –  30  % 
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SOME REFLECTIONS FROM 

SURVEY RESPONDENTS:

WHEREAS OTHER ORGANISATIONS

THAT EXPRESSED A NEUTRAL IMPACT

STATED THAT:

Our turnover rate is high because we cannot 
compete with market rates. We cannot retain 
good people despite our efforts to provide 
learning opportunities within the organisation, 
flexible working hours, opportunities to take the 
lead on special projects, etc.

High turnover could be a serious problem, but 
the real matter is how to recruit the right people.

It is actually good to develop people and enable 
them to move on. We celebrate this.

We are losing the most talented due to a lack of 
growth opportunities. 

The turnover is not as high in our field offic-
es, but we do have a high level of turnover in 
key positions on the global team based in the 
United States, like fundraising, marketing and 
communications. Having turnover of key posi-
tions like this has had a negative impact on the 
organisation. The turnover is not as high in our 
field offices, but we do have a high level of turn-
over in key positions on the global team based 
in the United States, like fundraising, marketing 
and communications. Having turnover of key 
positions like this has had a negative impact on 
the organisation.

•

•

•

•

•

2 R E A L I T Y  C H E C K

In our survey, 1 out of 5 organisations stated that they feel 
like their staff turnover is high enough that it negatively 
impacts the organisation.

P I C K  T H E  Q U O T E  T H AT  D E S C R I B E S
Y O U R  I N D I V I D U A L  P E R S P E C T I V E  O N
Y O U R  O R G A N I S AT I O N ' S  T U R N O V E R  R AT E .

1 0

2 5

1 3

1

I feel it is at a level  

that negatively 

impacts on our organisation.

I feel it is at a level  

that has neutral 

 impact on our organisation.

I think we could benefit  

from having a  

higher turnover rate.

None of the quotes 

match my opinion.

TOTA L :  4 9
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THE MILLENNIAL GENERATION — 

PAYCHECK AND PURPOSE

D
I

V
I

N
G

D
E

E
P

E
R

In 2017, 38% of millennials planned to leave their current employer in 
the next two years, although this number is slowly decreasing due to 
political and social uncertainty.

The talent challenges from a millennial perspective: lack of leader-
ship-skill development and feeling overlooked are compounded by 
larger issues around work-life balance, the desire for flexibility and a 
conflict of values.¹⁷

•

•

»By 2040, 75% of the workforce in the sector wil l  be  
millennials and, because they are always on the  
move, talent development wil l  play an important role in  
maximising their impact. They are constantly  
looking for new challenges and loyalty is seen differently  
than before. Their work is a lot about: what do I  
want to accomplish, what organisation suits me best?  
We have to look for solutions, such as providing  
more challenging work and incorporating their values  
into the culture. The sector has to understand  
their needs and expectations to move to a new form  
of loyalty.«

Tom Rippin  [UK]

CEO of On Purpose

Cultivating talent is a way to increase  
your organisation's impact.  
The big question: 
DOES YOUR TALENT MANAGEMENT MEET 

THE EXPECTATIONS OF YOUR EMPLOYEES?

The corporate sector has been learning how to manage the millennial generation for many 
years. Millennials want to actively design their future and when feeling stuck, great talents will 
secretly start to search for new challenges elsewhere.¹⁶ A couple of intermediaries shared 
candidly with us that they have simply learned not to hire millennials into positions that require 
stability, such as finance roles.

2 R E A L I T Y  C H E C K

The social impact sector is able to satisfy many millennials’ personal quest for purpose, but 
organisations must also recognise their other needs. Millennials long for a clear path that is 
linked to their personal and professional development and they desire to belong to a larger 
community with common values, behaviors, language, beliefs and power structures with 
which they can work collectively to change society.¹⁸
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People often like to believe that they have a talent strategy because they talk about it 
from time to time or they allow staff members to attend trainings on occasion. Yet with-
out a clearly defined range of development opportunities, corresponding policies and 
the capacity to follow through, there is no talent strategy.

At its core, a talent strategy is about making people feel cared for beyond just their 
work and helping them unleash their potential by creating and maintaining a culture in 
which they can flourish. Providing an environment where employees and volunteers are 
productive and engaged, where they can grow and find fulfillment, should be one of the 
unique selling points of the sector.

Talent strategies differ from organisation 
to organisation and will always need to be 
adapted to the needs of the employees. 
Consequently, there is no formula to fol-
low, but there are some fundamentals that 
every intermediary should consider when 
developing or updating its talent strategy. 
The graph on the right provides an overview 
and suggests a scale of importance of influ-
ential internal and external parameters ac-
cording to our interviewees. It is important 
to pay attention to parameters like budget 
constraints and the concerns of the board 

– and it is vital not to lose sight of transpar-
ency. In a sector that relies so heavily on 
people, the number one rule when building 
a talent-focused culture is to not build a tal-
ent strategy for staff but to build it with them. 

3 TA L E N T  S T R AT E G Y

A  M A J O R  C O M P O N E N T  I N 
S O LV I N G  T H E  TA L E N T  I S S U E

Culture eats strategy for breakfast 
Vanessa Reis, Edge Columbia 
An organisation’s culture is directly influenced by 
collaboration and interactivity. Team interactivity 
is vital for high performance.

A culture of care without compromise 
Michele Booth Cole, Safe Shores 
Follow the “life rules”: respect, responsibility,  
honesty, and kindness as you build your  
organisational culture. 

SCALE OF 
IMPORTANCE
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https://www.pioneerspost.com/business-school/20170906/culture-eats-strategy-breakfast
https://ssir.org/articles/entry/a_culture_of_care_without_compromise
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I N F R A S T R U C T U R E  F O R  A 
S T R O N G  TA L E N T  S T R AT E G Y 

3 TA L E N T  S T R AT E G Y

»Talent is your number one asset — 
people drive the mission and are the 
heart of your organisation.«

Carmen Di Rito  [South Africa]

Chief Development Officer of LifeCo Unltd

Talent is not just a strategy but a 
cultural approach within an organi-
sation. It is about leading with emo-
tions to create a shared approach 
that includes the following: 

Every organisation should share talent responsibilities transparently and show 
clearly where people can engage in the process.¹⁹ A successful organisation 
needs to prioritise talent, recognise it as the backbone of the organisation and 
put authority behind implementing a comprehensive, inclusive talent strategy. A 
good starting point is to find team members who are engaged and passionate 
about the topic, free up some of their time and give them a mandate to question 
existing talent approaches, altering them when appropriate.

Ideally the strategy covers at least a year-long period, but otherwise the scope 
should simply fit the size, type and support that your employees need, whether 
that means your talent strategy fits on one page or 15 pages.

STRUCTURE1. 

McConnell Foundation (Canada) created a committee consisting of HR 
staff and employees from all levels of the organisation, up to and includ-
ing the Vice President, which periodically reviews, revisits, questions and 
updates its talent strategy. Consultation with colleagues ensures that dif-
ferent voices are heard and the strategy is co-designed and backed by 
the senior management.

Siemens Foundation (Germany) makes decisions on performance, de-
velopment, training and incentives at a roundtable involving all manage-
ment and HR staff in order to allow for inter-departmental feedback.

SCOPE2.

TALENT DEVELOPMENT BUDGET

There are three common approaches to making a 
development budget available to employees: 

A personal budget that increases  
with seniority levels 

A team budget that each leader can divide  
between team members as they see fit

A fund for the entire organisation  
that employees can apply for

3.

• 

• 

•
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In our interviews, many organisations shared that 
they don’t promote development budgets and op-
portunities enough or that they lack transparency 
about their training policies. One simple step to-
wards a successful talent strategy is a clearly out-
lined range of opportunities for talent development 
and retention. These opportunities should be ex-
plained during the induction process of every new 
employee and should be accompanied by clear 
policies: who can access resources, what is paid 
for, how to apply, what the criteria for acceptance 
are and what is required as a follow-up.

53% of intermediaries surveyed stated they had budgets 
for professional development and just 38% had budgets 
for personal development. That means that half of the or-
ganisations do not invest in professional development at 
all and our data show that only 22% of foundations and 
9% of social investors provide such opportunities, which 
is worrying. Many organisations, especially incubators and 
accelerators, have restricted or strictly project-focused 
funding.²⁰ However, this is no excuse for failing to design 
a talent strategy or setting aside a small development 
budget, as many opportunities only have low costs asso-
ciated with them.

Professional development should equip 
people with skills for doing their job more 
effectively or increase their expertise in a 
specific field. An accountant, for instance, 
could receive training for new accounting 
software or learn about new social financ-
ing models. Personal development should 
focus on soft skills that are beneficial in 
both private and professional settings, like 
management training, conflict resolution 
and communication skills.²¹
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PROFESSIONAL VS. 

PERSONAL DEVELOPMENT

WIDE RANGE OF DEVELOPMENT 
OPPORTUNITIES AND POLICIES

4.

A needs assessment is key to ensuring a 
successful talent strategy. It is important to 
look beyond role descriptions and see em-
ployees as individuals that are only using a 
portion of their skill-set at work.²²

For the leadership team awareness is 
about: hiring needs, succession planning, 
talent development needs and employee 
potential. 

For employees self awareness is about: 
recognising skills, strengths, weaknesses 
and the direction of growth.

NEEDS-BASED PLANNING 
AND AWARENESS

5.

3 TA L E N T  S T R AT E G Y
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    TA L E N T
AT T R AC T I O N

A

In the impact sector there is an opportunity to identify and 
nurture relationships with potential talent before they are 
needed. Social entrepreneurs and their teams, volunteers, 
mentors, pro-bono professionals and many other profes-
sional networks from which to develop a talent pool are 
readily accessible.

The obstacles to attracting talent depend highly on the 
ecosystem of the intermediary. In developing countries 
where the sector is relatively young, the talent pool is 
quite small and can lead to longer recruitment and train-
ing periods, for instance. However, certain challenges are 
universal, like those related to employer branding, talent 
pipelines and financial compensation schemes.

HERE ARE FIVE PRACTICAL SUGGESTIONS SHARED 

WITH US THAT ARE WORTH CONSIDERING:

Non-financial compensation: In our research, the 
most frequently mentioned problem with talent at-
traction was insufficient monetary incentive. An of-
ten overlooked way of overcoming this obstacle is 
non-financial compensation. Offering flexible hours, 
the ability to work from home, extra holidays, part-
time employment, time off for personal develop-
ment courses or promoting a more human-centric 
management style (reacting with understanding to 
family issues, for example) are all measures that can 
help make up for a possible salary gap. Non-finan-
cial compensation should not only be employed for 
retention purposes, but also to persuade the per-
fect candidate to take the job. 

Talent roadmaps: Hiring is often done ad hoc and 
unplanned, which is not surprising given the pace 
and resources in the sector. A talent analysis is 
needed: what skills exist in the team, how are the 
capacities shared and are certain skillsets missing 
when thinking about strategy? Is there burnout po-
tential, is one person holding critical knowledge for 
the organisation? This assessment will make it pos-
sible to design a talent roadmap, providing a clear 
plan for future recruitment.

Talent pipeline: Homegrown leaders should be pri-
oritised for numerous reasons: the hiring process 
is quicker and cheaper, seeing colleagues promot-
ed will motivate employees, external hires need 
twice as long to be as productive and 40% of exter-
nal hires leave or are fired within 18 months.²³ Of 
course if the company has outgrown its internal tal-
ent pool and completely new skillsets are required, 
external hires are necessary and can bring new 
perspectives to the organisation.  ²⁴ Every employ-
ee should be able to see and contribute to a fre-
quently updated talent pipeline with internal and 
external candidates for future hires.  ²⁵

•

•

•

Every organisation has different needs that must be tak-
en into consideration when drafting a talent strategy, but 
here are a few building blocks that every leadership team 
should consider using as part of their talent strategy.

Think of your talent strategy as a house: culture, values, 
people (as holistic individuals) and staff (as employees) 
form the foundation of your talent strategy. The measures 
taken to attract, develop and retain employees in interme-
diaries throughout the sector are the pillars. The roof is 
comprised of add-ons, additional elements that answer the 
specific needs of your organisation and staff.

B U I L D I N G  K I T  F O R  
YO U R  TA L E N T  S T R AT E G Y 
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3

Employer Brand: The publicity that your organisation 
receives in the media can be tremendously beneficial 
for recruiting. An compelling article about your mission 
or a piece that places your organisation in a favorable 
light will potentially result in talent applying for a job 
opening. It is also advantageous to maintain good rela-
tionships with former employees. Investing in a smooth 
and healthy exit will ensure that there are primarily 
positive associations to your organisation.

Job interviews: The interview process shows your 
quality as an employer; therefore it is crucial to design 
a process that will excite the kinds of people you hope 
to hire. Employees want to be challenged and get a 
taste of what working in the organisation would be like. 
They want to determine if the values and culture of the 
organisation are a good fit for them. ²⁶ But it is also im-
portant to remain honest when selling your organisa-
tion. The new hire will experience the reality of the job 
soon enough and demand for good talent is high.

•

•

»We recruit people based on their  
attitude and potential rather than on 
their qualif ications.«

»Empathy, attitude and culture fit 
are more important for us than 
technical skil ls.«

Kate Braithwaite  [UK]

Director of Operations and Quality, UnLtd

Jon Worren  [Canada]

Senior Director of MaRS Discovery District

When recruiting for important positions, 
Life Co. Unltd in South Africa integrates 
elements such as a “meet the whole 
team” afternoon or a “bring your family” 
so that candidates can be sure their new 
workplace it is a cultural and personal fit. 
That way family members can also under-
stand the potential position and support 
the candidate in making a decision that 
will influence their lives as well. This ena-
bles the candidate to fully commit to the 
organisation. ²⁷

Tandemploy revolutionised the hiring pro-
cess in Germany by introducing a model 
of job sharing that allows companies to 
hire highly talented people that either 
cannot or prefer not to work full time, like 
young parents, the elderly or people with 
chronic diseases. By answering a simple 
questionnaire, an algorithm matches tan-
dem partners that share common goals, 
competencies and strengths – a win-win 
concept for both sides. ²⁸
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IN ADDITION TO HARD SKILLS, THREE CORE 

AREAS SHOULD GUIDE DECISIONS FOR  

SUCCESSFUL HIRING:

Values fit. Are the same core values shared? 
Are the objectives, mission and vision of the or-
ganisation aligned with the candidate's personal 
theory of change?

Culture fit. Does the candidate have the right 
work culture? Will he or she integrate well into 
the team and the rest of the organisation?

Personal fit. Did the candidate have a chance to 
evaluate if the potential employer is a good fit? 
Has the organisation outlined career trajectories 
and opportunities for personal growth so that 
the candidate can make an informed decision? 

•

•

•

Career shift or job platforms:  
    Careershifers 
    Good People 
    TBD* Community

Fellowship programmes: 
    On Purpose 
    Amani Institute 
    LGT Venture Philanthropy 
    Acumen 
    ProInspireD
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EXAMPLES OF ORGANISATIONS THAT 

HELP BUILD TALENT PIPELINES

3 TA L E N T  S T R AT E G Y

http://www.careershifters.org/
http://goodpeople.co.uk/
https://www.tbd.community/
https://onpurpose.org/en/
https://amaniinstitute.org/
https://www.lgtvp.com/en/about-us/fellowship/
https://acumen.org/fellowships/
https://www.proinspire.org/?doing_wp_cron=1504734266.0344219207763671875000
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   TA L E N T
D E V E LO P M E N T

B

The importance of talent development was realized by the 
corporate sector decades ago and the social impact sector 
can learn from the many approaches that have been tried 
and tested in the years since then.²⁹

Talent development should involve all levels of employ-
ment – from volunteers to senior management. Everyone 
in the organisation needs to understand the importance 
and value of talent development and embed it into their 
everyday work.

There are four foundational principles for talent develop-
ment. First, as a leader with a busy schedule, it is chal-
lenging to find time to support others (as well as work on 
your own personal development), but nourishing talent will 
retain your team members. Second, personal and profes-
sional development should be treated as two sides of the 
same coin: connecting your employees’ personal journeys 
to their professional development will keep them motivat-
ed and encourage them to bring their whole self to work. 
Third, managers might be responsible for setting up devel-
opment plans and suggesting trainings, but it is ultimate-
ly the responsibility of the employee to make the most 
of their opportunities. Nevertheless, some employees 
will need additional support. Lastly, talent development 
should be aligned with the overall strategy of the organ-
isation wherever possible.

The biggest constraint on talent development is 
usually a lack of time and budget. Investing time 
and money appropriately for talent development 
often seems like a big hassle at first because it 
takes time to establish a culture that really puts 
talent development into practice. But after a while 
those values and beliefs will be embedded in the 
fabric of the organisation, unleashing the potential 
of more and more employees.

When done properly, line managers are building a 
safety net for employees to take on new challeng-
es, develop skills, fail and learn from mistakes – all 
while being comforted, supported and equipped 
with the right tools.

»Talent development is all about 
pushing people beyond their com-
fort zone, but letting them know 
that there is a safety net to catch 
them and propel them back to 
where they need to go.«

Alysson Hewitt  [Canada]

Senior Fellow of McConnell Foundation

THE OPPORTUNITIES FOR TALENT DEVELOPMENT 

ARE ENDLESS AND EVERY ORGANISATION MUST 

DECIDE FOR ITSELF WHICH ELEMENTS TO INCLUDE.

Although it can be difficult, it is imperative to align 
development efforts with practical, on-the-job oppor-
tunities so that employees can apply what they have 
learned. Skills that are not used within a few months 
will be forgotten. Based on the interviews and sur-
veys we conducted, we have created a list of devel-
opment techniques that are compatible with a variety 
of leadership styles and learning types. We did our 
best to provide some kind of ranking and marked the 
elements that we identified as part of a basic talent 
development approach as  and the ones that are 
free of cost as .

3 TA L E N T  S T R AT E G Y
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POSSIBLE DEVELOPMENT 
ELEMENTS

Personal and professional 

development plans

One-on-one meetings

Reflection time

Mentorship

Peer-to-peer

Events & conferences

Employee and line manager craft a 

joint vision with direct steps towards 

employee growth, reflecting the 

performance review as well as 

the organisation's overall strategy. 

Regular check-ins (at least every six 

months) required to be meaningful.

Regular meetings with the line 

manager dedicated to learning 

and reflection and to realising 

development plans. Also a space 

for personal conversations and 

showing real interest.

Regular time to reflect on progress, 

development opportunities 

participated in and what has been 

learned in one’s daily work. 

Internal or external mentors  

that have the specialized 

knowledge needed for specific 

development areas.

Peer-to-peer support between 

colleagues to have conversations 

around development goals  

and progress.

Participation in events  

and conferences.

For a line manager to discuss 

the employee’s strengths and 

weaknesses and influence future 

areas of development depending 

on the needs of the organisation.

To give and receive feedback, 

discuss challenges, successes and 

deepen mutual learning. Especially 

important for following through with 

development plans.

To ensure that experiences are 

turned into knowledge and to 

encourage shifts in personal 

behaviour that allow for more 

efficient work delivery.

To learn new skills and receive 

advice from more experienced 

people who have “been there,  

done that.”

To share responsibility for 

development with other team 

members and to increase team 

bonding, which can be especially 

valuable in virtual teams.

To network and promote thematic 

learning, whether through an 

evening event or a week-long 

conference.

Over 86% of organisations 

surveyed carry out annual 

performance reviews, but only half 

set up personal and professional 

development plans. Even fewer 

have mechanisms in place to 

follow through.

Only half of the organisations 

surveyed have mechanisms like  

this in place to ensure that 

development plan  milestones are 

actually achieved.

Only a handful organisations offer 

time for regular reflection. See 

example below. These times should 

be embedded in the organisational 

culture and implemented at all levels.

48% of organisations have a 

mentorship system in place and  

40% would use mentorship if it  

were offered.

Offered by 43% of organisations, 

whereas 45% would like to see 

this opportunity offered at their 

organisation.

81% offer this opportunity. Highly 

available in the social impact sector.

ABOUTTOOL PURPOSE BENCHMARK

In-class training Sending participants away to 

receive formal training to learn 

about a specific skill, hard or soft.

To enable participants to learn and 

focus on their own development. 

Can vary in scope from half a day to 

a full week.

52% of organisations send their 

employees to trainings while 35% 

wish this would be offered in their 

organisation.

Online Training Using webinars, MOOCs (Massive 

Open Online Courses) or other 

online offers to train employees.

These courses have the benefit that 

they can be integrated into daily 

work and are usually less costly.

50% offer online training; 30% 

would use it if offered.

Work exchange A work exchange with another 

organisation ranging from one week 

to six months.

To enable employees to apply their 

knowledge in a new environment, 

expand their network and gain  

new skills.

Ranked first (86%) in the category 

of “would use if offered.” Only four 

organisations offer this opportunity. 

See example below. 

Pro-Bono /  

volunteering work

Donating one’s time and skills 

to other organisations during  

work hours.

To rejuvenate employees, to 

enable learning by applying skills 

in a different setting and to allow 

employees to support other things 

they are passionate about.

40% offered, 43% would use  

if offered.

Coaching External coaching to develop soft 

skills like communication, conflict 

resolution or time management.

85% of career success depends on 

soft skills and only 15% is attributed 

to hard skills. ³⁰ Developing soft 

skills is especially important when 

nurturing leaders. 

Only 29% of the organisations 

surveyed offer external coaching, 

but 58% would use it if available.

1. 
3 TA L E N T  S T R AT E G Y



22

ADDITIONAL IDEAS

Map out skills or knowledge that every employee should have (e.g. sys-
tem thinking or program management) in a competency framework and 
teach those through learning opportunities required for all team mem-
bers. Another option for development that is free of cost is to compile a 
list of employees’ areas of expertise in which they could train their col-
leagues using real work examples. Lastly, two very simple practices: find, 
reward and scale a best practice of talent development used within your 
organisation and implement the four levels of listening by the Presencing 
Institute to deepen your conversations.³¹

MaRs Discovery District in Canada is hosting monthly lunch-and-learn sessions every 
two weeks, where either an internal staff member or an invited guest shares knowl-
edge about a specific theme. Every employee is also required to take personal and 
professional development (PPD) days to make time for learning and reflection. 

NESsT US provides similar training sessions for its global team. They meet online 
once a month and attendance is required. Implementing talent strategies success-
fully when line managers and employees are not in the same location is difficult, so 
these kinds of measures are fundamental for organisations that operate virtually. 

Social Finance UK offered some of their employees a work exchange with a part-
ner organisation in another country where both parties were able to collaborate and 
learn from each other.

UnLtd Hong Kong sends their employees to conferences or in-class training with the 
expectation that they will share what they’ve learned with selected colleagues or the 
wider community upon their return.

Buddy programmes give team members a chance to explore, 
think out loud, reflect, learn from others and eventually relay 
what they have learned back to the line manager. Peer buddy 
programmes are a great follow-through mechanism for holding 
one another accountable for planned actions. They also offer 
employees another level of depth, a new perspective and a safe 
space within the organisation. It can be done internally or for 
smaller organisations with external partners. Usually this is done 
one-on-one but it is also possible to organise a group of peers.³²
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PEER-TO-PEER BUDDY PROGRAMMES

3 TA L E N T  S T R AT E G Y
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Many of the larger multinational companies ap-
ply the 70/20/10 ratio to talent development ele-
ments. ³³ Pushing the baby out of the nest to teach 
it to fly does not work for everyone. It is important 
to have a thorough understanding of the learning 
style of your team members in order to find the 
right combination of development efforts. 

THE 70/20/10 MODEL —  
COMBINING THE DEVELOPMENT ELEMENTS

70% learning on the job: This happens by tack-
ling new challenges, managing a variety of tasks 
and taking on increasingly complex projects. 
The line manager provides support and guid-
ance, but development comes from the efforts 
of the individual and their eagerness to develop 
personally and contribute to the organisation’s 
mission. 70% learning on the job: Focus on the profes-

sional skill development of your employees by 
understanding and nurturing what they know, 
enjoy and want; emphasise self-reflection.

20% mentorship: This is provided through line 
managers, colleagues or externals who offer 
guidance, create space to voice struggles and 
speak words of comfort and advice. Mutual hon-
esty and courage as well as the ability to receive 
feedback are necessary if you wish to see real 
growth.

20% in-house development: Utilise mentorship 
and coaching from internal experts, peer-to-
peer exchanges with colleagues and knowledge 
from the social entrepreneurs you support.

10% training: This is provided through online 
programs, in-person courses or trainings by 
colleagues. New challenges are great, but in 
the absence of experience and technical skills, 
sometimes training is needed. This also includes 
discerning when new skills are necessary for an 
upcoming challenge and ensuring the person 
has the right tools at hand.

10% external input: Learn from industry peers, 
friends working in other sectors, online courses, 
books, articles, webinars, conferences or formal 
classroom training.

•

•

•

•

• •

OUR SUGGESTION OF 70/20/10 FOR 

THE SOCIAL IMPACT SECTOR

Recognising that you always need to tailor your ap-
proach to the circumstances, we have adapted the 
70/20/10 ratio for intermediaries: 

In the survey, 82% of intermediaries offer oppor-
tunities for junior and middle level employees to 
take on more responsibility and more challenging 
work within the organisation. The fast moving work 
environment of the social impact sector and the 
small average size of intermediaries create a good 
atmosphere for learning on the job. Nevertheless, 
16% shared that this main element of talent devel-
opment is missing in their organisation and that they 
believe it will eventually lead to people leaving.

2.

3 TA L E N T  S T R AT E G Y
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TA L E N T
R E T E N T I O N

C

Many organisations believe that the salary is the 
biggest struggle for retention, but is this true? In 
a survey by The Bridgespan Group, non-profit 
leaders stated that financial compensation is their 
primary retention challenge and lack of growth op-
portunities is second. ³⁴ Four suggestions for over-
coming challenges concerning financial compen-
sation: benchmark your salaries against those of 
similar partner organisations, discuss this concern 
with funders and partners, talk to your employees 
to establish a healthy baseline and be transparent 
about your financial situation.

On the contrary, some intermediaries we inter-
viewed did collect data from people resigning. Sur-
prisingly, they discovered that financial compensa-
tion is often not the main reason for people leaving 
voluntarily – job security and not feeling valued or 
given the appropriate recognition were the most 
mentioned reasons in their organisations. In our 
research talent retention revolved around many 
things: both financial and non-financial compensa-
tion as well as organisational culture and feeling 
cared for.

Most employees are with you because of the purpose of 
their work, but they also expect a positive culture (90%), 
a good work-life balance (88%) and interesting work 
(96%). ³⁵ If employees leave the office every day feeling 
proud of their work and feeling like their contribution 
and the change they are creating is meaningful, the ma-
jority have little incentive to leave. To retain talent, you 
have to design roles that are fulfilling and connected to 
the social impact created by the organisation. And you 
have to understand what motivates people, which can 
vary widely – from personal accomplishment to the creat-
ing change to having great relationships with colleagues. 
 
 
Culture plays a similarly important role in retaining talent 
as it does attracting talent. Employees appreciate working 
for an organisation with a culture of learning, one that cel-
ebrates accomplishments and learns from failures. On the 
other hand, an excessive workload is a risk for retention. It 
is important for employees to be able to share when they 
feel overworked, get support prioritising their responsibil-
ities and obtain realistic timelines from the line manager.

»Raising a family costs money and 
it 's very hard to have both partners 
working in the SE sector. It 's almost 
not feasible.«

Kelvin Cheung  [Hong Kong]

CEO of UnLtd Hong Kong

»Non-financial compensation has 
to be consistent, fair and systemised. 
We have offered compensation  
packages for many years, but are  
recently professionalising them  
to be more transparent and available 
for everybody with clear expec- 
tations, including more flexible work  
t imes, sabbatical t ime and work  
from home.«

Nicole Etchart  [US]

Co-Founder & Co-CEO of NESsT

3 TA L E N T  S T R AT E G Y
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A LIST OF POSSIBLE 

NON-FINANCIAL COMPENSATIONS

A culture that fits employees rather than em-
ployees having to fit the culture. Culture and 
values need to grow with the team and lead-
ership should check semi-annually to make 
sure that healthy habits are being supported 
and that the culture they envisioned is being 
realised in the best possible way.

A healthy work-life balance, which is a topic 
of increasing importance today. The wish to 
spend more time with family – guilt free – is 
an important non-financial compensation.

Personal career paths for every individual 
in an organisation. These can include mile-
stones when new tasks or responsibilities will 
be added to the role, promotions into more 
senior roles or even an eventual exit of the 
organisation to grow elsewhere.

Volunteer opportunities, potentially even with 
a social venture you support, that provide a 
sense of purpose. Corporate volunteering 
programs (such as those by GSK ³⁶ or IBM ³⁷) 
have shown that they increase productivity 
and increase retention.

Well-being opportunities such as mindfulness 
sessions. The mental health of employees is 
just as important as their physical health and 
this is an area of increasing importance within 
organisations. Initiatives such as The Wellbe-
ing Project are striving to put inner well-being 
at the centre of the sector with their motto: 
well-being inspires well-doing. ³⁸

An exit strategy for employees planning 
to leave. This can help make the transition 
smoother both for the team as well as the per-
son leaving.

•

•

•

 

 
•

 
 

• 

 
•

NESsT surveys their employees frequently about 
their motivations and the degree to which the or-
ganisational mission aligns with their personal pur-
pose to see how employees grow over time and to 
make necessary adjustments to their talent strategy.

McConnell Foundation’s Vice President John Caw-
ley takes people working at the foundation on what 
has become known as “John walks”. Every Friday 
he invites a different employee to take a walk with 
him up a hill near the office to chat about life, listen 
to their stories, share his experience and provide 
advice.

Tandemploy practice what they preach: on their 
website you will find two profile pictures for every 
team member – one professional portrait and one 
of them pursuing one of their hobbies – and even 
their two female CEOs are job sharing. ³⁹ 

Akina Foundation implemented a very simple but 
powerful measure to help their employees find a 
healthy work-life balance: their email program won’t 
load or send emails between 6pm-8am.
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Flexible Working Hours

Work from Home

Unpaid Sabbatical

Team Building activities

Paid time off to participate in 

courses, further education, etc.

AVAILABLE

8 4 %

8 6 %
4 2 %

6 6 %

5 3 %

NOT REQUESTED

4 %

0 %

2 5 %

4 %

1 7 %

WOULD BE GREAT 

IF VAILABLE

1 2 %

1 4 %

3 3 %

3 0 %

3 0 %

3 TA L E N T  S T R AT E G Y
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A  F E W 
F I N A L  T I P S

D

You need to take a deep breath and always be willing to 
question your talent strategy and practices. It is a mara-
thon not a sprint. Sadly, many organisations try to sprint: 
new questionnaires are sent out without developing an 
overarching talent strategy, or money is made available 
without first setting up development plans. Leaders are 
sometimes surprised that their teams are not responsive 
to such ad hoc efforts, but if you have hired talented peo-
ple who are hungry to learn and change the world together, 
you will have to do better.

Talent work should never be done in isolation, regardless 
of who is responsible. Create ownership throughout the 
organisation and give room for feedback:

There is only so much change an individual can handle, 
which is why internal change management should not be 
overlooked. A talent strategy should have a step-by-step 
six-to-twelve-month implementation plan. Prioritise big 
wins and rank by urgency. You need to make sure that 
people have time to integrate changes into their work be-
fore introducing something new. Make sure that you ac-
knowledge busy seasons by including breaks in the plan.

The intention and potential impact of the talent strategy 
needs to be understood and agreed upon by all teams, 
including every line manager and every employee, with 
a commitment to follow the suggested timeline. Without 
buy-in from the line managers, your strategy will be dead 
on arrival. It cannot be a box-ticking exercise, but one that 
people are invested in, with practices that suit both the 
people and the organisation.

INCLUSIVENESS

CHANGE MANAGEMENT

ONBOARDING

A survey or a meeting with all employees can help you 
understand the wishes and expectations of your staff.

Create regular opportunities for feedback on your tal-
ent strategy; listen and consider.

Promote your talent development offer and make the 
decision-making process transparent.

When thinking of new practices, make sure employees 
would use it. The best tool is useless if it doesn't match 
their learning styles.

•

•

•

•

»At the end of the day the actual work 
to develop employees and make the  
culture come to l ife is in the hands of  
each supervisor. You highly depend  
on each of them.«

Ding Li  [China]

Vice President of the Non-Profit Incubator

"Be Brutally Honest: Share the frustra-
tions, challenges and demands of the 
job upfront. No sugar coating. Share 
who and what the organisation is – 
authentically." 
Carmen de Rito 
LifeCo UnLtd South Africa 
The Art of Unleashing Talent 

"The role of managers is evolving 
towards coaching and away from 
directing. When you take a coaching 
approach, you foster a culture of trust, 
possibility, openness and resource-
fulness." 
Gaby Fisher 
MaRs Discovery District 
Prioritise Time and Space for 
Real Learning & Development

"No talent development budget, 
no problem." 
Heidi Kikoler 
Return on Talent 
3 Completely Free Ways to 
Begin to Bring the Best Out of 
the People You Lead

2.

1. 

3.
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ADVICE FROM INTERMEDIARIES 
FOR INTERMEDIARIES — 
OUR TALENT BLOG SERIES

3 TA L E N T  S T R AT E G Y

https://ssir.org/articles/entry/the_art_of_unleashing_talent
https://www.pioneerspost.com/business-school/20170710/make-time-real-learning-and-development
https://www.pioneerspost.com/business-school/20170710/make-time-real-learning-and-development
https://www.tbd.community/en/a/bring-out-best-your-team
https://www.tbd.community/en/a/bring-out-best-your-team
https://www.tbd.community/en/a/bring-out-best-your-team
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4 S O LU T I O N S

O N  A N 
O R G A N I S AT I O N A L  L E V E L

The bottom line is this: not investing in talent will actually be more 
risky and more expensive. Setting up a talent strategy is a step 
towards solving many of the talent issues that were shared with 
us. Nevertheless, we want to take a deeper dive into possible 
solutions to the different challenges explored above and which 
measures can be taken. 

Most employees will at some point take the lead of a project, an event or a team 
and therefore need to know how to be a leader, which necessitates a collective 
leadership approach. For example, UnlLtd UK enabled 40 of their employees, 
across all levels of seniority, to participate in a coaching training to improve their 
quality of leadership, talent development and team performance.

Wants, needs and behavior not only differ from individual to individual, but also from generation to 
generation – sometimes to an even greater degree. Creating space for dialogue and acknowledging 
different strengths enable collaboration to flourish across generations, but this is only possible when 
leadership is aware of the tension. Not a best practice but, in our opinion, the best practice is the So-
cial Innovation Fellowship introduced by the McConnell Foundation in Canada. In recognition of these 
intergenerational challenges, senior fellows nearing the end of their careers act as mentors, sharing 
their wisdom and experience with younger Social Innovation Fellows. ⁴⁰

It is crucial to have a clear structure in place that allows a talent 
strategy to be implemented and regularly updated. There are four 
main groups that should share talent-related responsibilities.

INCLUSIVENESS

INTEGRATIONAL TENSION

CLEAR RESPONSIBILITIES

The CEO and leadership team live the culture and invest their time into 
talent management, leading by example. Furthermore, they clearly com-
municate the importance of attracting and retaining high-quality talent.

Line managers are close to the employees, they know how to make them 
thrive and where they need support. They should create and execute the 
talent development plans, with the talent specialist near at hand.

A talent committee considers all voices when developing the talent strat-
egy and aims to continually improve the strategy and its execution.

The talent specialist implements the talent strategy. Through a close re-
lationship with the supervisors, they maintain an overview of the talent 
pipeline, the roadmap and where there is potential for development  (ex-
plained under talent attraction). Additionally, they are the go-to person for 
employees to openly share tensions or conflict within the organisation. In 
smaller organisations the talent specialist often plays other roles as well, 
but capacity and decision power are necessary.

•

•

•

•

WHO DOES WHAT?

  See Explanation of “Talent Pipeline” and “Talent Roadmap” in the “Talent Attraction” on page 18.

3.

2.

1. 
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4 S O LU T I O N S

The issue of shorter employment relationships and higher turn-
over rates was shared many times in the interviews conducted, 
which is why we offered many different solutions to this trend in 
the survey. Participants ranked the provided solutions equally 
highly as “worth a try” and “great response”:

The publicity your organisation receives in the media (sec-
tor specific or mass media), in print, on television, on the 
radio and online is important for recruiting. Storytelling, 
transparency and critical reflection are necessary when 
targeting the media. The brand you construct and the sto-
ry you tell will vary depending upon who you would like 
to attract. ⁴¹

Some organisations compete for talent with the corpo-
rate sector and some don’t. Do you really know who you 
are competing against when recruiting? It is important to 
be aware of your competition when hiring in order to bet-
ter customise the financial and non-financial compensa-
tions you offer.

Point C includes transitions without judgment, official exit 
strategies and support during the process. When there 
is enough openness for employees to express thoughts 
about moving on, line managers can offer additional re-
sponsibility, a promotion or look for a replacement early 
on. Being involved in the process of helping an employee 
find a position elsewhere allows you to suggest recent or 
potential future partners and can turn a transition into a 
good thing for both parties.

THE SHORT TERM EMPLOYMENT 
TREND & CAREER TRAJECTORIES

INNOVATE TO BUILD YOUR EMPLOYER BRAND

KNOW YOUR COMPETITION FOR TALENT6.

Increase the focus on personal  

and professional development

NOT A GOOD  

RESPONSE
WORTH A TRY GREAT RESPONSE

Offer more challenging work and new 

responsibilities (new projects, tasks, etc.)

Improve openness about  

employees moving on

4 %

1 0 %

6 %

4 5 %

4 8 %

4 8 %

5 1 %

4 2 %

4 6 %

A

B

C

»People leaving can be a chance to educate 
more people about your organization and  
the sector. Turnover has the potential to be a  
diffusion strategy that helps you to be on  
the agenda of social innovation, through which 
you affect people and spread your word.  
Let them move.«

Ding Li  [China]

Vice President of the Non-Profit Incubator

Who are the true leaders in your or-
ganisation? Are they equipped to de-
velop their teams (which could, for ex-
ample, also be a group of volunteers)?

Are there any groups or individuals in 
your organisation that have different 
backgrounds? Is your structure and tal-
ent strategy set up to create synergies 
and play to their respective strengths?

Are the talent responsibilities clearly 
divided in your organisation? Who is 
or could be your talent specialist? Do 
you have the capacity and budget to 
actually deliver?

Do you plan a career path with each 
employee so that they know what to 
work towards and can get trained ac-
cordingly?

Do you experience a short turnover 
cycle within your organisation? What 
is the answer that works best for you? 
How can you adapt your culture and 
talent strategy accordingly?
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REFLECTION QUESTIONS TO HELP YOU 

DISCUSS THE CHALLENGES AND 

POTENTIAL SOLUTIONS WITHIN YOUR 

ORGANISATION:

4.

5.
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O N  A  S E C TO R  L E V E L

»A lot of organizations face challenges 
with talent in China, no one openly  
discusses it but cooperation on the issue 
is wanted.«

Ding Li  [China]

Vice President of the Non-Profit Incubator

Organisations, individuals and the sector as a whole suffer from the talent issue, 
but no one feels responsible to do anything about it. ⁴² Organisations in the impact 
space can solve many of these challenges by investing time and effort into learn-
ing from each other, inspiring each other to live up to their values and leading by 
example. At the moment, each organisation is working on their talent issues in 
isolation. How can organisations collaborate more and tackle these diverse talent 
issues together? 

Most organisations have strategic collaborations or partners that they regularly 
deliver projects with. Why not start a talent work group with organisations that 
are familiar to each other to design and improve talent strategies? 

A starting point to set this up can be a panel discussion focusing on the talent 
challenges in your local ecosystem. The workgroup should bring together repre-
sentatives of all ranks who have an ear in their organisation – ideally their talent 
committee. Specific themes could focus on how to design: 

Potential costs can be shared between organisations

The workload of research efforts can be divided

More expertise can be brought into the discussions

Inspiring examples can be exchanged

Difficulties along the journey can be discussed  
and solved jointly

Talent pools

Development plans

Non-financial compensation packages

Talent issues

TALENT WORK GROUPS

HERE A FEW BENEFITS:

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

The Aspen Network of Development Entrepreneurs (ANDE) has 
both global and regional learning labs for their members (inter-
mediaries) to discuss talent challenges for the small and growing 
businesses they support. This could be replicated with a focus on 
talent for intermediaries.

G
O

O
D

P R A C T I C E S

1. 

4 S O LU T I O N S



30

AN ONLINE PLATFORM

LEARNING FROM THE CORPORATE SECTOR

IMPACT SECTOR SPECIFIC DATA

SHARING TALENT STORIES 

PEER-TO-PEER TRAINING

LEADERSHIP TRAINING

... would share information, templates, solutions, best prac-
tices according to team size and allow benchmarking. This 
would be a resource that talent specialists, members of 
the talent committee or HR could turn to preventing them 
from starting at zero. This kind of initiative would also ben-
efit social entrepreneurs when intermediaries can show-
case their own strategy, policies and processes to them.

... which has been competing for the best candidates for 
decades and has developed many best practices. Of 
course a one-to-one adoption of practices won't be pos-
sible because of the differences between the sectors, but 
the social impact sector is still relatively young, both in 
general and with its approach to talent, so there is a great 
opportunity to learn.

... to benchmark against other sectors and compare sala-
ries, compensation packages and development activities.

... with honesty to raise awareness, break 
the silos and empower every line manag-
er to invest into their teams while equally 
empowering employees to demand a tal-
ent strategy that works for them.

.... between organisations and across 
sectors so that learning, experience and 
best practices are shared.

... should be accessible to all seniority 
levels. Potentially more training oppor-
tunities that are tailored to the social 
impact space could be offered. Many 
organisations shared that the range of 
offerings is limited.

Knowledgeable online resources and toolkits by the 
Bridgespan Group tailored to talent challenges of 
non-profit organisations:

Nonprofit Human Capital Management 
Resource Center

Talent Assessment and Development

Nonprofit Hiring Toolkit

Nonprofit Leadership Development : 
What’s Your “Plan A” for Growing Future Leaders?

• 

•

•

•

»The social impact sector is sti l l  at  
an early stage and has diverse  
talent problems that can't besolved  
with a simple approach. But the 
question remains: Who will  take  
responsibil ity?«

Cliff Prior  [UK]

CEO of Big Society Capital

2.

6.

5.

3.

4.
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http://www.achievemission.org/resources/resourcecenter/
http://www.achievemission.org/resources/resourcecenter/
https://www.bridgespan.org/insights/library/nonprofit-management-tools-and-trends/talent-assessment-and-development
http://Nonprofit Hiring Toolkit
https://www.bridgespan.org/bridgespan/Images/articles/nonprofit-leadership-development-whats-your-plan-a/nonprofit-leadership-development-guide.pdf
https://www.bridgespan.org/bridgespan/Images/articles/nonprofit-leadership-development-whats-your-plan-a/nonprofit-leadership-development-guide.pdf
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5 C O N C LU S I O N

W O R K I N G  TO WA R D S  
A  H E A LT H Y  S E C TO R 

Around two thirds of the organisations stated that they 
are having challenges with talent that are influencing the 
fulfilment of their mission — there is a talent issue for in-
termediaries in the social impact sector. In this report we 
mapped out these challenges facing the social impact 
sector, outlined ways for each organisation to start or 
improve their talent efforts, shared best practices from 
around the world, visualised data to facilitate bench-
marking and suggested solutions both for organisations 
and the sector as a whole.

In some ways the conversation is about supporting each 
intermediary to attract, cultivate and retain their employ-
ees, but even more it is about changing the scope from 
an employer brand to “sector brand.” Even while man-
aging talent in a single organisation, ultimately you are 
managing the talent of the sector. A shift in mindset is 
required: talent development that doesn’t pay out in your 
organisation will still create impact. Organisations must 
collaborate to create a sector that not only has purpose 
but is also professional and cares deeply for its people. 
The way talent is treated now, how individuals are invest-
ed in and what opportunities they are given to grow, will 
decide what kind of talent the sector attracts in the future.

Every organisation should strive to develop a talent strat-
egy that is tailored to their employees, aligned with their 
mission and contributing to the goals of the organisation. 
Without a talent strategy, long-term success depends on 
the motivation of each line manager, which can lead to 
an inconsistent quality of work and potentially to frustrat-
ed employees.

Individual action by organisations to mirror their employ-
ees’ needs is a necessary and healthy way forward, but it 
is not enough. Talent is a theme that isn't yet openly dis-
cussed  as a priority within the social impact sector — no 
one likes sharing moments of failure or weakness. How-
ever, every organisation in the sector is aiming for impact, 
every intermediary is working towards social change, 
and many already do so collectively, so what is holding 
the sector back from openly sharing best practices and 
experiences related to attracting talent, from building a 
culture with healthy habits and developing and retaining 
excellent employees?

Many entrepreneur support organisations invest 
a lot of time and effort into figuring out their talent 
strategies, but most only take a professional ap-
proach after they have experienced the negative 
impact of not having done so before. The sector 
can’t turn a blind eye to its own talent challeng-
es. If team members don’t have a positive talent 
development experience because their key advo-
cates in the support organisations do not know 
what it means to implement and experience good 
talent management, how meaningful can that 
support be? Intermediaries need to practice what 
they preach. 

»The whole sector could work on talent 
retention together by showing the  
joint values, emphasizing the common 
purpose and increasing the appeal  
of the work.«

George Khalaf  [US]

former Director Middle East and  
North Africa of Synergos

This research was conducted to initiate an open 
discussion about overcoming the talent issues of 
intermediaries in the social impact sector. Right 
now there is a great opportunity to shape the in-
termediaries in the social impact sector and en-
sure that they will continue to attract and retain 
great talent. Attitudes toward talent need to shift 
to not only include one’s own organisations, but 
also the social impact sector as a whole. evolving 
and the sector needs to change with it. We can't 
create the change the world needs without talent-
ed, full-hearted and deeply motivated people.
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M E T H OT H O LO G Y

This project was initiated by the Global Social Entre-
preneurship Network (GSEN) and the BMW Foun-
dation Herbert Quandt, two organisations support-
ing and connecting organisations and individuals 
in the impact space globally. Having experienced 
different talent challenges themselves as well as 
seeing many other organisations in the impact sec-
tor face talent-related challenges, they created this 
initiative. It entailed the following elements: 

Both organisations agreed on a list of interme-
diaries that should be interviewed to get a better 
understanding of the talent situation in the sector. 
When talking about talent we included all aspects 
of talent management, from attraction and devel-
opment to retention. The 20 in-depth interviews 
explored some of the following questions:

Through the interviews it was possible to identify 
some common talent trends within the sector and 
create a survey to understand if those challenges, 
trends and possible solutions reflect the reality on 
the ground in the sector. GSEN designed a survey 
that broadly covered the following overarching top-
ics (full survey questions available on request): 

Our evaluation of the interviews shaped the 
questions for the survey and formed the 
qualitative data that we cited in this report, 
either as direct quotes or when indirectly re-
ferring to the interviews.

How do you define talent?

Is your organisation facing any challenges 
around talent? If yes, which ones?

Does your organisation have a specific  
approach to dealing with these challenges, 
does it have a talent strategy?

How could the talent management of your 
organisation be improved?

In order to implement a successful talent  
strategy, what type of support would you  
like to have available?

Are you aware of any effective talent  
practices at other organisations?

INTERVIEWS (22 PEOPLE)

SURVEY (49 RESPONDENTS)

•

• 

• 
 

• 

• 
 

•

awareness of the talent challenge (both for  
the sector and the individual organisation)

benefits and risks that arise when not  
investing in talent

strategic talent management  
(approaches and responsibilities)

elements of a talent strategy that would enable 
a sector-wide benchmark (personal and profes-
sional development, non-financial compensa-
tion, talent trajectory, etc.)

• 

• 

• 

•

In December 2015 and January 2016, the survey 
was shared with the GSEN network and the inter-
mediaries of the interview phase were also invited 
to forward the survey to their networks. In total we 
had 51 responses of which two weren't complete, 
leaving us with 49 completed surveys. Additionally, 
six were submitted anonymously (an option we pro-
vided) and we also included those in the analysis. 
Four organisations had more than one respondent, 
but upon comparing responses we realised that 
they represented quite different opinions and in-
cluded both in the results (Often even awareness 
of personal development offers varied within one 
organisation). 

This collective data is the source behind the quan-
titative data we cite when speaking about survey 
findings in this report.

2.

1. 
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TALENT BLOG SERIES

ARTICLES AND RESEARCH

We asked some of the leaders in the impact space to share in-
teresting talent solutions, unique experiences and advice with the 
wider sector in a blog series. Some of these posts influenced this 
report. The blog posts were published through a global series on 
12 different online magazines. You can find links to all of them un-
der the hashtag #talentsummer below. More info on the talent pro-
ject itself can be found on the project page of the GSEN website.

In preparation, we read more than 30 talent-related articles, aca-
demic papers, books and research reports from the corporate and 
the social impact sector examining different aspects of the talent 
cycle. There is little research available on talent challenges specif-
ic to intermediaries, but many of the findings related to non-profit 
organisations or social entrepreneurs were applicable to entre-
preneur support organisations. We also had the opportunity to 
speak with some of the organisations tackling talent for non-profit 
organisations or social entrepreneurs, such as Simon Desjardins 
(formerly with the Shell Foundation) and Monisha Kapila from Pro 
Inspire. A full list of sources included in this report can be found 
under references.

6 F I N A L  N OT E S

Others included: university-based research project, co-working/
network, consultancy, education, bank, talent intermediary, inter-
national NGO, school, intermediary.

76% of the survey respondents are 30–50 years of age, almost all 
are in management positions (CEO, VP, MD or Department Direc-
tors) and 78% lead a team between one and 40 people, with the 
average team having eight members. The gender of the partici-
pants was quite balanced with 46% male and 54% female.

We hoped to have a representative sample 
of organisations in the impact sector. Opin-
ions from 20 countries are represented in 
the survey and four additional countries 
participated through the blog series and the 
interviews, leading to a total of 24 countries. 
But the sample size was too small to be able 
to compare talent issues between regions.

The participating organisations are a sam-
ple which will not represent the whole sec-
tor, but their responses show a tendency 
and start the conversation. We didn't ask 
organisations for their size, age or financial 
health, although these factors will influence 
talent strategy. Including those data points 
would have necessitated a bigger data pool, 
an interesting idea for further research. In 
this research our focus was to provide an 
overview of global ta-lent challenges and 
make suggestions for solutions.

Although we tried our best to create a safe 
space, participants may not have shared all 
challenges openly.

To understand all of the talent challenges 
intermediaries face, in-depth research into 
the perspective of employees and their ex-
perience with talent management would be 
necessary. This was unfortunately beyond 
the scope of this report, which was limit-
ed primarily to senior managers in order to 
look at the issue on a structural level rather 
than a personal one. Our findings should be 
seen as one piece of a larger puzzle.

PROFILE OF THE SURVEY PARTICIPANTS:

LIMITATIONS

NETWORK

FOUNDATION

ACCELLERATOR /  
INCUBATOR

SOCIAL  
INVESTOR

OTHER

15

12

12

5
6

http://www.gsen.global/projects/talent-in-the-social-impact-sector
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A B O U T  U S

6 F I N A L  N OT E S

GSEN is a global network of organisations supporting ear-
ly-stage social entrepreneurs. Our vision is for social en-
trepreneurs to be able to access great support no matter 
where they live.

Every year, GSEN members support thousands of social 
entrepreneurs across the six continents to create sustaina-
ble social change in their communities. GSEN brings these 
support organisations together to enable them to improve 
the support available to social entrepreneurs around the 
world. GSEN creates a community of practitioners who 
share know-how, best practices and innovations, building 
the foundations for a more robust social entrepreneurship 
ecosystem.

Anne has worked with a variety of intermediaries and NGOs and 
experienced their unique strengths, challenges and perspec-
tives in order to gain the knowledge necessary for her to realise 
her ikigai (reason for being): creating collaborative impact. Over 
the years her wish to break down silos and enable joint action 
has been shaped by organisations such as the BMW Foundation 
(Germany, Canada), the GSEN (UK) and smaller NGOs such as 
Irrsinnig Menschlich (Germany) and Kuyasa Kids (South Africa).

The research and global blog series produced for this project builds on Anne’s passion for inviting 
various players to share openly, raise awareness and co-create solutions to tackle a relevant but 
rarely addressed topic: talent. At her day job, Anne is the Global Partnership Coordinator with Im-
pact Hub Company, where she is focused on the strategic collaborations with WWF and the Robert 
Bosch Foundation, specifically on relationship building and program design. She also manages 
beyond (un)employment, a year-long convening program that takes participants on a journey of 
learning and solution development towards implementing collaborative action

Anne holds a B.Sc. in Business Administration with a focus on Public and Non-Profit Management.

Find out more at: www.gsen.global

Find out more at: http://bmw-foundation.org/

The BMW Foundation Herbert Quandt promotes 
responsible leadership and inspires leaders world-
wide to work towards a peaceful, just and sustain-
able future. Through our activities, we aim to ad-
vance the Sustainable Development Goals of the 
United Nations 2030 Agenda.

GLOBAL SOCIAL ENTREPRENEURSHIP NETWORK

ABOUT THE AUTHOR — 
ANNE MERKLE

BMW FOUNDATION HERBERT QUANDT

THE FOUNDATION ...

inspires leaders through our leadership pro-
grams and encounters to take their social and 
political commitment to the next level — across 
communities, cultures and countries.

connects leaders through our global BMW 
Foundation Responsible Leaders Network, a di-
verse, collaborative and joyful community that 
drives positive change.

invests in impactful organizations while en-
couraging leaders to embrace venture philan-
thropy and impact investing as effective tools 
for social change.

• 
 
 

• 
 
 

•

http://www.gsen.global
http://bmw-foundation.org/
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This report is a joint effort by intermediaries around the world, which is why I would like 
to thank the following organisations for taking the time to share their talent challenges 
and solutions, but also their leadership experience. All of these organisation care deeply 
about the talent challenges of the social impact sector and hope to jointly overcome the 
silence surrounding the topic.

Krisztina Tora for the hours invested and patience with  
this project over the years. 

Joel Attar for the support to bring the project to the finish line.

Peter Ptashko for the social media love.

Ryan Little, who initiated the talent project, provided many  
hours of talent development to myself during the process  
and shared valuable feedback.

Parminder Jutla from UnLtd UK, who supported the work  
right from the start and always pushed a bit further.

Kiran Sahib from Armani Institute, Kelvin Cheung from UnLtd  
Hong Kong and Rosalind Holley from UnLtd UK who dedicated  
their time to provide final feedback on the report to make it  
even more insightful.

Heidi Kiloler, who supported the initial phase of the project  
and shared her talent coaching experience.

Without Adele Grison the data file would have not turned into interesting facts.

Sarah Thorndyke and Johnny Adams did great editorial work.

Marleen Böcker for giving the report its human look and making it an enjoyable read.

A special thanks to the amazing individuals who provided 
invaluable insights and feedback on the report :

THE GSEN TEAM

DEEPLY CARING INDIVIDUALS THAT WORKED 

VERY HARD IN THE BACKGROUND

M A N Y  T H A N K S !

http://www.marleenboecker.com
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Organisations had three different ways to participate in the talent project: through the 
interviews, the survey or by writing a post for the talent blog series. The majority of or-
ganisations listed below participated through the survey. 

Ākina Foundation  (New Zealand)

Amani Institute  (Kenya & Brazil)

ANDE  (US)

AVPN  (Singapore)

Big Society Capital  (UK)

BMW Foundation Herbert Quandt  (Germany)

Business Launchpad  (UK)

Calouste Gulbenkian Foundation  (Portugal)

Centre for Social Innovation  (Canada)

Community Foundation of Ottawa  (Canada)

Conveners.org  (US)

CSIP – Center for Social Initiatives Promotion  (Vietnam)

Edge  (Columbia)

EVPA  (Belgium)

Enterprise Growth Services- Ernst Young  (UK)

Fondation de Luxembourg (Luxemburg)

Fondazione Lang Italia  (Italy)

IES  (Portugal)

Impact Hub Company  (Global)

Initiative for Responsible Investment  (US)

Ivey Foundation  (Canada)

Laidlaw  (Canada)

LGT Venture Philanthropy  (Switzerland)

LifeCo UnLtd  (South Africa)

MaRS Discovery District  (Canada)

Matteria  (Chile)

McConnell Foundation  (Canada)

NESsT  (US)

Non-Profit Incubator  (China)

On Purpose  (UK)

Project ahead  (Italy)

Robert Bosch Stiftung GmbH  (Germany)

SEA - Social Entrepreneurs Agency  (Portugal)

Siemens Stiftung  (Germany)

SITAWI  (Brazil)

Social Finance  (UK)

Social Innovation Generation  (Canada)

Social Investment Lab  (Portugal)

ST Capital  (Mexico)

Synergos  (US)

Tandemploy  (Germany)

TBD*  (Germany)

Toru - the idea tree  (Bangladesh)

UnLtd  (Hong Kong)

UnLtd  (India)

UnLtd  (Indonesia)

UnLtd  (UK)

Unreasonable Institute  (US)

Village Capital Group  (US)

Yunus Social Business  (Global)

Roshan Paul  (Co-Founder and CEO (Kenya))

Jenny Everett  (Deputy Director)

Sarah Davies  (Talent Specialist)

Ryan Little  (Project Manager- Social Innovation)

Luís Jerónimo  (Project Manager at the Human Development Programme)

Yen Tran  (Talent Consultant)

Jon Shepard  (Director)

Gabriela Gandel  (Global Managing Director)

Tom Kagerer  (Head of Impact, Operations and Talent)

Carmen di Rito  (Chief Development Officer)

Jon Worren  (Senior director of venture and corporate programs) 

Allyson Hewitt  (Senior Fellow, Social Innovation)

John Cawley  (Vice President)

Nicole Etchart  (Co-Founder & Co-CEO)

Ding Li  (Vice President)

Tom Rippin  (CEO)

Ralph Huber  (Managing Director)

Jane Newman  (International Director)

Tim Draimin  (Executive Director)

Georg Khalaf  (Director of the Middle East and North Africa region)

Cliff Prior  (CEO)

Kate Braithwaite  (Director of Operations and Quality)

ORGANISATION 
( listed in alphabetical order )

INTERVIEWEE AND TITLE at the moment of the interview  
( if organisation participated in the interview phase )

L I S T  O F 
O R G A N I S AT I O N S
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CONTRIBUTORS TO THE TALENT BLOG SERIES

↑ 
BACK TO 

TABLE OF CONTENTS

Carmen Di Rito 
Chief Development Officer 
LifeCo UnLtd South Africa 
The Art of Unleashing Talent 
STANFORD SOCIAL INNOVATION REVIEW

Gaby Fisch 
Director of Talent Development 
MaRs Discovery District 
Prioritise Time and Space for 

Real Learning & Development 
PIONEERS POST

John Cawley 
Vice President 
the McConnell Foundation 
Reflections on Talent: 

an Intergenerational Perspective 
ALLIANCE MAGAZINE

Roshan Paul 
Co-Founder & CEO 
Amani Institute 
A Bigger Challenge than 

Supporting Social Entrepreneurs 
NEXT BILLION

Nicole Etchart 
Co-Founder & Co-CEO 
NESsT 
Five Keys to Raising Social 

Enterprises’ Talent Quotient 
NEXT BILLION

Rafael Achondo 
CEO 
Matteria 
Millennials Seek Shift in 

Workplace Culture 
ASPEN NETWORK OF  

DEVELOPMENT ENTREPRENEURS

Tom Rippin 
CEO 
On Purpose 
Why we have to move beyond 

the Social Entrepreneur 
PEBBLE MAGAZINE

Heidi Kikoler 
Coach  
Return on Talent 
3 Completely Free Ways to Begin to 

Bring the Best Out of the People You Lead 
*TBD – formerly THE CHANGER

Ding Li 
Vice President 
Non-Profit Incubator (NPI) 
The Key to Developing the 

Social Sector in China 
STANFORD SOCIAL INNOVATION REVIEW

Vanessa Reis 
CEO 
Edge Colombia 
Culture Eats Strategy for Breakfast 
PIONEERS POST

Jana Tepe & Anna Kaiser 
Co-Founders and Job-sharing CEOs 
Tandemploy GmbH 
The End of Talent Management 
INNOVATION EXCELLENCE

Ryan Little 
Consultant and former Project Manager with  
BMW Foundation Herbert Quandt 
Ramping Up Talent Acquisition 

for the Social Sector

Naomi Ryland 
Co-Founder & CEO 
*tbd (formerly the Changer) 
Attracting a Younger Generation of Talent

Rachel Crawford 
Portfolio Programme Manager 
Talent in Emerging Markets, Village Capital Group 
Help Entrepreneurs Raise Talent, 

Not Just Capital

Krisztina Tora 
Lead  
Global Social Entrepreneurship Network 
Talent Challenges in the Startup Social 

Entrepreneur Support Space
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→ More Info on GSEN's  
"The Talent Blog Series"
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