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The future of talent management will always be discovered on the fron-
tier, and the frontier is always messy. There will always be charlatans selling
snake oil and the latest personality assessments. What can be done? When
operating at the edge of themap, one cannot rely on having the right answers
because the challenges and the answers will be novel. However, adventurers
can rely on the capabilities and processes that allow them to adapt and figure
it out as they go.

A critical question then emerges:What are the processes that can ensure
that industrial and organizational (I-O) psychology is promoting positive
talent management practices at the edge of what is known? Several factors
alreadywork in our favor. For example, our field is grounded in scientific em-
piricism and therefore has a systematic process to test new ideas and build on
previous knowledge; the I-O psychology network includes both researchers
and practitioners who share and argue ideas; and we actively work across
a broad variety of organizations and at multiple levels within organizations
(e.g., individual, team, system). Furthermore, several strategies have been
proposed and adopted in our field to increase our ability to leverage the
scientist–practitioner bridge (Avolio, 2017; Bartunek & Rynes, 2014).

We propose three additional approaches that I-O psychologists should
embrace to remain relevant on the frontier of talent management: (a) Adopt
more action research methodologies; (b) learn how to sell I-O psychology;
and (c) make humanitarian psychology central to our work. Although there
are many potential solutions for dealing with anti-industrial-organizational
psychology (AIO), these three strategies were selected because they address
how I-O psychology can operate at the edge of our knowledge, they are
actionable, and they can interact to enhance each another. In a dynamic
environment, the three elements work together: action research enables
adaptation, selling I-O psychology enables environmental acceptance, and
humanitarian psychology provides direction. In the following sections we
discuss the strategies inmore depth, ways inwhich I-Opsychology has lever-
aged the strategies in the past, and challenges to disseminate the strategies
going forward.

Adopt More Action Research
As organizations are required to adapt more quickly to changing external
realities, they have learned to be more innovative. Our work and research in
I-O psychology couldmirror this approach. The good news is that thismight
simply be going back to the future. Kurt Lewin (1946) introduced the concept
of action research decades ago: find a problem, design a quick study, iter-
ate, design another study, and iterate until a comprehensive answer emerges.
As time progressed, we abandoned this territory (at least in our journals),
favoring complex, well-designed research approaches that are also time
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consuming. Yet, the capacity for well-designed action research is possible.
For example, emerging talent management processes can be studied to iden-
tify the issues that are at play (e.g., Church & Rotolo, 2013), and examples of
simple theory-driven research abound in our history (see Latham [2011] for
instances where the author combined research and practice atWeyerhaeuser
to advance both). I-Opsychology has a long history of operating in themessy
place where science and practice meet.

The opportunity to use action research methodologies could be a real
asset where “fail fast” is an accepted part of an organization’s culture. Big data
provides the means to interactively test and refine talent management theo-
ries and processes. Making this knowledge a sustainable part of I-O psychol-
ogy and testing talentmanagement processes inways that donot have strong,
negative, unintended consequences can be challenging, but they are doable.

Two opportunities could significantly increase I-O psychology’s capac-
ity to operate in this space. First, organizations often guard their data. More
effort in the future could be invested in practitioner–researcher partner-
ships, professional consortia (like the Mayflower Group), and expanding
research samples beyond large corporations. Second, I-O psychology does
not have a journal where applied action research can readily be published.
This is arguably due to the value placed on high-quality, peer-reviewed re-
search, which takes time and resources to produce. The quality of research is
important. For example, one would be right to have misgivings about tak-
ing a new drug that has not undergone rigorous pharmaceutical testing.
However, publishing in premier journals is costly and the lag time too great
for most I-O practitioners. Consequently, results get presented at SIOP or
theAcademy ofManagement, andmost are lost to time. Smaller, incremental
studies rarely become part of the I-O knowledge repository. Comprehensive,
rigorous studies are important but, in a highly dynamic environment, need
to be complemented with a publication outlet for smaller, iterative studies.
Hopefully, the IOPPractice Forumcan begin to address this issue. This could
provide a basis for answering both quick, iterative questions and larger high
impact-high risk questions. As Karl Weick (1984) has noted, some social
problems are so big that an iterative approach is the most effective.

Selling I-O Psychology: If You Can’t Beat Them, Join Them
Rotolo et al. (2018), citing Miller and Hartwick (2002), note several charac-
teristics of business fads that I-O psychologists should be able to do as well
as, if not better than, AIOpractitioners. After all, theory- and evidence-based
approaches to science mirror what makes a good fad. They build on previ-
ous findings (“novel but not radical”), look for generalizable results (“one-
size-fits-all” solutions), prioritize parsimonious theoretical explanations
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(“simple”), and find ways to integrate talent management initiatives within
other organizational processes (“easy to cut and paste”).

Furthermore, if anyone should be able to leverage evidence-based prac-
tices to “sell” ideas, should it not be us? After all, psychology is the place
to find research-based, applied strategies to persuade and make things stick
(e.g., Cialdini, 2008; Heath & Heath, 2007). Similarly, I-O psychology pro-
fessionals know which practices are most likely to promote organizational
change and intervention sustainability (Hedges & Pulakos, 2002; Yost et al.,
2011). For example, we know how to craft research-based practices to iden-
tify and involve key stakeholders, build top management support, and use
feedback processes to improve program effectiveness.

Of course, it is one thing to knowwhat to do andquite another to actually
do it. I-O psychologists are well-trained to identify best practices logically
and rationally. In their first jobs, many I-O psychologists tend to start con-
versations with phrases like “Research would suggest” but soon realize that
this approach is not particularly compelling to most people. A host of other
research-based influence tactics are available, such as inspirational appeals
(Lee, Han, Cheong, Kim, & Yun, 2017). In the future, we need to get much
better at applying the influence tactics and change management processes
that are readily available to us.

For the Sake of What? Humanitarian I-O Psychology
Action research gives I-O psychologists a way to meet some current
organizational demands (particularly for haste) while maintaining some
degree of empirical rigor and creating opportunities for “selling” ideas that
will be adopted. However, as Rotolo et al. (2018) note, some talent man-
agement trends evolve so quickly that they are not answerable with empir-
ical data. This brings us to a third strategy for operating at the edge: Use
humanitarian I-O psychology to identify the questions that matter (Left-
kowitz, 2010). Thus, even in the absence of knowing if a process will lead
to higher organizational performance, we can sometimes determine the ac-
tions that will facilitate other important dimensions or enhance societal
well-being.

Strong value positions are helpful because they provide a basis for al-
ternative epistemologies and decision-making heuristics in the absence of
empirical data. For example, values can (and should) be used to answer
questions such as, is this talent management intervention morally right?
Or, what are the ultimate goals and criteria that should be used to assess
whether an appraisal process is “effective”? With a defined I-O psychology–
based values system, Lefkowitz (2010) argues, “We’d still develop perfor-
mance appraisal standards and evaluation systems but only if we were
assured that the organization provides adequate means and opportunity
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for all employees affected to meet those standards and a safe mechanism
for employee appeals” (p. 297). In the absence of an established moral
values system, we risk reflexively adopting a business’ values (Lefkowitz,
2008), which, depending on the business, can perpetuate AIO talent
management.

Humanistic values and the treatment of employees have been discussed
in the I-O psychology literature (Leavitt, 2007; Sikula, Olmosk, Kim, &
Cupps, 2001). However, some have argued that the moral and ethical values
of our field are also often missing from the broader conversation (Katzell &
Austin, 1992; Salas, Kowzlowski, &Chen, 2017). Consequently, wemust sur-
mise what humanistic I-O values (Lefkowitz, 2010) would look like beyond
American Psychological Association ethical guidelines to further promote
humanistic organizational theories and practices (Ghoshal, 2005). For exam-
ple, in talent management, relevant questions include: What is a compensa-
tion structure that prioritizes (or at least does not undervalue) the dignity of
workers?How canwe design a process for contesting performance appraisals
that creates the greatest social justice for all? Does our talent management
system give all workers the opportunity to thrive?

Conclusion
In combination, these three practices—action research, selling I-O psychol-
ogy, and humanistic I-O psychology—should significantly increase I-O psy-
chology’s ability to operate on the frontiers of talent management now and
in the future. We know what to do ... time will tell if we do it.
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Big data and its applicability to talent management (TM) as defined by Ro-
tolo et al. (2018) has already been recognized by many outside the field of
I-O psychology. The market is beginning to include offerings from vendors
for products that use some combination of big data techniques to process
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