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fundamentals
TALENT STRATEGY AND MANAGEMENT

H ow can we identify learning and create talent development 
strengths and needs for employees and departments while keep-
ing their voices and autonomy central? A standard method may 

be to ask employees to complete a SWOT (strengths, weaknesses, oppor-
tunities, threats) analysis. However, whereas SWOT leaves people feeling 
defeated, a different method—a NOISE (needs, opportunities, improve-
ments, strengths, exceptions) analysis—offers individuals a sense of 
empowerment. The latter can create a way for us to partner with  
workers to develop more explicit areas for their career development.

What’s that NOISE?
When working with staff on career development, employee self- 
reflection and documentation of objectives and goals will ensure 

Move over, SWOT. Guide employees through career development 
conversations with a NOISE analysis.

BY MIKE CARDUS

Amplify the NOISE
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greater buy-in and achievement in the 
development process. Using a NOISE 
analysis in a one-on-one conversation 
focuses the language and efforts in a 
way that highlights what is working 
well, what resources the employee has, 
and how the individual will recognize 
improvements or changes through 
their development.

As workers move through the analysis, 
they will notice and reinforce strengths 
and identify what needs and opportu-
nities exist for their careers, which 
can help employees with their career 
advancement. A NOISE analysis un-
covers or makes more transparent the 
bright spots employees may overlook. 
It can show:

• Current-into-future resources
• What better will look like and how 

managers or co-workers will recog-
nize or notice it

• The needs, opportunities, improve-
ments, and strengths the employee
is already practicing and would like
to increase or decrease

In practice
As opposed to a skills inventory, a set of 
predefined questions, or a Likert scale, 
NOISE uses an ethnographic process 
that entails an informal interview in 
a naturalistic setting. The analysis en-
ables you to ensure that employees have 
agency and use their voices to identify 
each career development area.

Through conversations with you, em-
ployees should construct development 
paths that will enhance the individual 
and the organization. When staff know 
their voice and NOISE analysis areas 
are heard, they become part of their 
TD plan. A wide variety of organiza-
tion development and TD research has 
revealed that when an employee is in-
volved in their TD plan in such a way, 
that increases the likelihood they will 
accept making the improvements.

When having a TD conversation with 
someone, it is best to work through the 
NOISE analysis areas in the following 
steps. Keep in mind that they aren’t 
in NOISE order, because starting with 
a strength-based question creates a 

more positive and robust sense of trust 
and safety. Employees should respond 
to and document their responses for 
each section.

Strengths: What am I good at, and how 
do I know? These are skills and talents 
employees have and what others admire 
or say that the individual excels at.

Questions to ask employees:
• What is working well?
• What evidence do you have that

those strengths exist?
• What do you excel at?
• What do others say are your 

strengths?
Needs: What do I need to improve, or 

what do I need to better achieve goals? 
These are internal factors within the 

worker’s control. They may be resources, 
classes, certifications, materials, people,  
or processes the individual needs to 
meet their goals and improve their 
skills and talent.

Questions to ask employees:
• When you have the skills or talents, 

will your work be better or will you 
be more effective in completing
your work?

• What technical or complex skills
do you need?

• What interpersonal or soft skills
do you need?

• What do you need that you do not
have to complete your work?

Opportunities: How do I identify, 
amplify, or become more aware of what 
opportunities are present and exist? 
These are trends, concerns, and areas 
workers know can make them more mar-
ketable with some focus and effort.

Questions to ask employees:
• When you talk with other compa-

nies, teams, or people from outside
your team or department, what are
you learning and applying that you
ought to learn more about?

• What current talents and skills do
you have that you’re not using to
your fullest potential?

• What skills and talents do you have
that you can use differently?

• What opportunities do you see or 
notice on the horizon or periphery 
that interest you?

Improvements: With my strengths, 
needs, and opportunities, what immedi-
ate actions or changes will I make? These 
immediate improvement areas—internally 
or externally—could improve the worker 
or support the individual’s progress.

Questions to ask employees:
• What minor, concrete improve-

ments can you complete in the
next 90 days?

• What areas can you improve based
on your strengths, needs, and
opportunities?

• What works well that you can im-
prove or do more of?

• What area of improvement do you
hear from team members that will
be easy for you to accomplish?

• When applying your talents, what
actions will team members see
you doing that you are not cur-
rently doing?

Exceptions: Looking at strengths, 
needs, opportunities, and improve-
ments, what am I already doing (even 
a little) that I should sharpen and put 
more energy into? These are areas of 
needs, opportunities, improvements, 
and strengths that are currently tak-
ing place. By identifying what is 
happening, the individual stands 
higher odds of increasing what is 
working well and decreasing what 
is not working well.

Question to ask employees:
• Of the needs, opportunities, im-

provements, and strengths listed, 
what is happening, even a little bit?

NOISE uses an ethnographic process 
that entails an informal interview in 
a naturalistic setting.
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Talent action plan
After they answer the above questions, 
ask the employee to take a week to re-
read, edit, think, and reflect on their 
responses. Following a reflection period, 
meet with them again to talk through 
these action questions:

• How do you use your strengths to
take advantage of opportunities?

• How do you close the gap on needs
that are preventing you from taking
advantage of opportunities?

• How can you better understand the
opportunities and increase their 
odds of happening?

• What improvements can you put
into practice quickly? Which will
need some expert support and ad-
vice? Which will yield good results 
and play to your strengths?

As individuals complete the analysis 
and share their responses, next iden-
tify areas for their TD plan. Think of the 
analysis as a method to gather infor-
mation, and work with the employee to 
better understand and articulate their 
strengths, needs, opportunities, im-
provements, and exceptions. Synthesize 
their responses into a straightforward 
development plan with goals, excep-
tions, and focus areas for the employee.

From narrow to broad 
application
A NOISE analysis is not limited to in-
dividual employees; it can also benefit 
entire departments or organizations. 
As a consultant, I have partnered with 
many TD professionals and HR business 
partners to implement the framework 
more broadly. The process is similar; 
however, when you use it for your TD 
department, you will need some skills in 
qualitative data analysis.

If you have access to people-analytics 
staff, ask them to complete a qualita-
tive analysis of the responses for the TD 
areas. If you don’t have access to such 
staff, place the responses into word 
cloud software or read through the re-
sults and highlight consistent trends 
of strengths and talent needs. As you 
review the responses, you will notice 
trends and consistent areas of need; 

those are the larger TD areas where you 
may want to place training resources.

For example, I conducted a TD NOISE 
analysis for the product development 
department of about 125 people at a 
large bank. The HR business partner 
within the department sent an intro-

ductory email about identifying talent 
strengths and needs and arranged for 
several virtual meetings with small 
groups of three to five people. In the 
virtual meetings, which the business 
partner and I facilitated, each person 
worked through the analysis and shared 
their responses. After the meeting, the 
participants reviewed and reflected on 
their analysis and emailed it and the tal-
ent action plan responses.

The internal HR business partner, 
the TD practitioner, and I spent about 

three hours reading all the responses 
and creating a document that identi-
fied trends and interesting outliers. As 
we reviewed the results and discussed 
the responses, TD needs emerged. The 
HR business partner and TD practitioner 
were surprised to see how many staff 
members wanted training and support 
on using Agile frameworks and coaching 
for stakeholders who are not directly on 
their teams but have a sizable impact on 
their productivity. The HR business part-
ner and I shared the qualitative results 
with the executives in the department, 
and they approved funding and direct 
incorporation of the results into the de-
partment’s strategic priorities.

Real change
A NOISE analysis is a way to gather voices 
and listen to your team’s or organiza-
tion’s talent, strengths, and needs. When 
people know they are heard and see their 
own words in TD plans, change happens, 
and it sustains. The analysis gives you 
agency and direction over TD, present 
and future.

Mike Cardus is an organization devel-
opment specialist for a comprehensive 
cancer center; mike@mikecardus.com.

Listen to your team’s 
or organization’s 
talent, strengths, 
and needs.
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