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Semantics again: another
interpretation of ‘talent’

In a recent article in the International Herald
Tribune newspaper (April 7 2006), US business pro-
fessor Hal R Varian described the findings of two
studies undertaken recently by American academ-
ics: “Economists have long recognized that physical
beauty affects wages, even in occupations where ap-
pearance does not seem relevant to job performance.
It seems that attractive men and women are paid
more than ordinary people for the same work. The
question is why?”

Appropriately the promoters of the two studies
are themselves economists. The first pair, Markus
Mobius of Harvard and Tanya Rosenblat of Wesley-
an University, reported on an experiment involving
a labour market in which ‘employers™ interviewed
‘applicants’ for the job of solving mazes (tour puzzles
used in intelligence testing). The experimenters first
gave the ‘applicants’ a simple maze to solve in order
to measure their confidence in their own abilities.
Then, five ‘employers’ considered the ‘applicants’ for
a maze-solving job using a variety of interview treat-
ments: “In some cases the employers could examine
only the potential employees’ resumés. In other cases,
they used the resumé and a photograph; the resumé
and a telephone interview; the resumé, a telephone
interview and a photograph; and the resumé, the tel-
ephone interview and a face-to-face interview.”

The conclusions to emerge from this study were
that, while beautiful people are no better than others
at solving maze puzzles, they were a lot more confi-
dent about their own abilities, as the findings from
the first part of the test showed. This was evident to
the ‘employers’ even when they only interviewed the
‘applicants’ over the telephone. In Professor Varians
words, being good-looking seems to be strongly as-
sociated with self-confidence, a trait that is appar-
ently attractive to employers.

Much the same conclusions were arrived at in a
separate study by two other economists, James An-
dreoni of the University of California at San Diego
and Ragan Petrie of Georgia State University. In this
case the tests involved the use of games in which
people contributed to a common goal. “The games
were constructed so that higher individual contri-
butions led to higher overall monetary payouts, but
each person had an incentive to take a free ride on
the others’ contributions.” Again, participants ex-
pected the physically attractive players to contribute
more than the others....

Professor Varian concluded his article by offer-
ing himself and his readers some words of consola-
tion: “Perhaps beauty is a two-edged sword. If you
are beautiful, people expect you to be better than
ordinary-looking people, even in mundane tasks like
solving mazes. But when good-looking people do
not perform as expected, others feel let down. The
rest of us can take solace in the fact that it is easier
for us to meet our expectations.”

So there’s something in this for everyone.

CEO:s from inside or outside? Is leadership circumstantial or a set of personal characteristics?

Talent Management

Focus
External New blood War for
Talent
Internal Acceleration Retention
pools
Circumstantial el e— TT}'PE of
Characteristics alent

How does todays leadership discussion fit
with the ‘War for Talent and the idea of

Acceleration Pools?

For a reference list of further reading
on topics in this issue, please call:
David Parr
Hansar International
Tel: 02/235 26 09
For suggestions and discussion, please call:
Anders Borg
Hansar International
andersborg@hansar.com

Tel: 02/231 06 35




