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The Disruptive Talent Factor 

Overview  
Leading a new business venture is not for the fainthearted. Selecting the right leaders for 
these ventures can be equally daunting. When confronted with these challenging talent 
decisions, the Board of Directors at AB Agri trusted Business Psychologists to guide them. 
This case study describes their journey. 

Challenge 
The Power of Disruptive Talent 
AB Agri’s profit target was ambitious and aggressive: grow EBIT from £35m to £100m over 
six years. A key component of the strategy was a New Ventures Programme: an investment 
in new agricultural technologies, including alternative proteins and data analysis in farming.  

Stakeholders agreed that the New Ventures Programme was radically different from AB 
Agri’s core business and would be controversial internally; highly ambitious and, ultimately, 
high-risk.  

Appointing the right individuals to lead and populate each venture was critical. Leaders and 
teams would need to take risks, challenge the existing business model and make bold 
decisions. Organisation Effectiveness consultants from OE Cam described these individuals 
as ‘Disruptive Talent.’ 

The Psychology of Disruptive Talent 
Martyn Sakol, Managing Partner of OE Cam, described Disruptive Talent as, "individuals 
who think and act differently, innovate, challenge conventional wisdom, spot trends, see 
commercial opportunities, and tenaciously find ways to achieve success.” However, he also 
pointed out, “Disruptive Talent can derail. You need to make sure employees are properly 
supported, both when they're working individually, and as part of a team." (Quoted from BBC 
News report by Elizabeth Hotson, July 2015.) 

So, in working with AB Agri, the first challenge for the Business Psychologists was that 
traditional assessment techniques would not correctly identify these individuals, as they 
tended to be outliers in terms of assessment scores. Identifying Disruptive Talent required 
Business Psychology expertise, specifically in designing unconventional assessment 
exercises and profiling candidates.  

Additionally, the environment would have to allow the disruptive characteristics to function 
effectively, to flourish rather than be minimised. As it was recognised that these pioneering 
and progressive individuals would have a range of traits that could potentially derail the New 
Ventures Programme, it was imperative to put in place the right coaching support for both 
the individuals and their teams. This was a requirement for which Business Psychologists 
were very well suited.  

Business Psychologists at OE Cam were commissioned to provide relevant, in-depth 
psychological expertise for the New Ventures Programme. They were required to identify 
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New Venture leaders, put together the right mix of people in their teams, and provide 
ongoing individual and collective support to increase the probability of success.  

Approach 
Creating a Framework 
First, OE Cam commenced work on creating a Competency Framework. This would enable 
the identification and subsequent optimisation of Disruptive Talent. OE Cam worked with AB 
Agri’s Board of Directors to identify the skills, behaviours and characteristic strengths 
required of leaders for New Ventures. 

Information was gathered using a methodological variation of repertory grid analysis, 
devised by George Kelly in around 1955. Developed within personal construct theory, 
repertory grid methods represented a widely used set of techniques for studying personal 
and interpersonal systems of meaning. An interesting feature of the OE Cam methodology 
was that it combined aspects of both idiographic assessment, which strived to reveal unique 
dimensions of a given respondent’s outlook, and nomothetic research, which sought general 
patterns across people. (Hermans, 1988.) 

This process of data collection from the Board involved considerable facilitation by the 
Business Psychologists because the Board was signing off on characteristics that were very 
different from those in the core business. 

Designing the Assessment 
Two of the priority factors identified for focused assessment in candidates for New Venture 
leader roles were:  

• Tolerance of ambiguity  

• Capacity to influence 

These two factors informed the design of exercises at the assessment centres. 

Ambiguous instructions were used for exercises in the assessment centres to observe how 
Candidates interpreted vague directions, how they behaved when they read them and how 
they approached the exercises. 

OE Cam favoured using a work samples test, as these typically had high criterion validity 
(Roth, Bobko & Mcfarland, 2005). These were adjusted however, to address the New 
Ventures environment. Creative simulations were designed based on actual case studies 
from the past, where actions and outcomes were known. But the data Candidates were 
given was inconclusive. This allowed for assessment of how they influenced in a scenario 
where they could not prove they were ‘right,’ and they did not have data to support their 
position. 

Setting Standards 
The Assessment approach was informed by phenomenological psychology (Snygg & 
Combs, 1949 and 1959). A response to a situation is often not based around what actually 
happened but, instead, on the perceptions and feelings of each individual. According to 
phenomenological psychology, behaviour determined by the conscious self, described as 
"the phenomenal field," could only be understood if the observer saw the world through the 
individual subject’s eyes and mind. On this basis, Carl Rogers pioneered person-centred 
therapy and proposed attempting to put the observer in closer contact with a subject by 
recognising their subjectivity in an experience (Rogers, 1977). 
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So the Assessors would not take a traditional approach, analysing individual assessment 
data and comparing it to effective individuals in other organisations. Using traditional 
approaches and averaging competency scores would be ineffective in predicting success for 
Disruptive Talent. Individuals who could be described as Disruptive Talent were typically 
outliers, with very high and very low scores on different behavioural indicators – even within 
a single competency. As a result, Assessors introduced a range-based approach for 
reviewing performance and did not average individual data.  

And, to ensure inter-rater reliability on newly established criteria, competency checklists and 
observation schedules were consistently referred to and checked throughout the recruitment 
process. 

Making Recommendations 
The recommendation process, after the assessment centre wash up session, was rigorous. 
(“Wash-up” is the term often used to describe a meeting of Assessors, when they come 
together at the end of an assessment centre to discuss observations and undertake peer 
review, or moderation if required, to reach consensus conclusions on Participants.) Output 
included identifying the ‘right’ Disruptive Talent, their development opportunities and 
cautions, considering whether associated risks could be sufficiently mitigated.  

A series of bold decisions were made. The Business Psychologists recommended 
appointing several individuals to New Venture roles that went against strongly held existing 
views (based on performance in the current business). They were confident however that, 
with the right support, these individuals would deliver what the business needed them to 
deliver. 

Measuring Success 
The success of the project was to be measured against three criteria: 

• The New Venture meeting business objectives (milestones) including product proof 
of concept; factory build on time, on budget, and product sales 

• Earnings Before Interest and Tax (EBIT) growth 

• The New Venture Leads’ performance ratings  

Significantly, the reward structure agreed for the work highly incentivised the Consultants to 
achieve shared success with the client. OE Cam chose to enter into a gain share agreement 
whereby the fees for the work would increase or decrease based on the success or failure of 
the New Ventures Programme. As a vested stakeholder, OE Cam had greater freedom to 
impact critical success factors and prioritised working collaboratively with Project Leads to 
deliver project success. This innovative gain share agreement supported a truly collaborative 
approach to assessment, selection and development.  

Outcome 
New Venture Success 
In Year 1, New Ventures were ideas discussed by a Board of Directors with data indicating 
there were five areas of technology in agriculture that had potential for growth in the coming 
years. 

OE Cam facilitated an initial strategy discussion with the Board at concept stage. They then 
partnered with AB Agri to assess all people for New Ventures, provide coaching to key 
individuals and support a number of teams to maximise collective effectiveness across 10 
countries. 
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By Year 4, AB Agri’s EBIT had grown from £35m to £60m, with three of the five new 
ventures contributing significantly to profitability, or on track to do so. 

• One of the ventures, AB Neo went from idea to proof of concept and delivered £1.8m 
in sales in three years 

• An Anaerobic Digestion venture was meeting all key performance indicators and had 
been given further funding 

• The Alternative Proteins venture was meeting all key performance indicators and 
growing across continents 

Talent Nurtured and Governed  
This exceptional organisational challenge called for an exceptional approach to selecting 
talent. If decisions had been made based on the psychometrics alone, many of the most 
successful leadership appointments made in the New Ventures Programme would have 
been rejected because they had quite extreme, even ‘risky’ psychological profiles.  

The Business Psychologists’ insightful, holistic assessment was, however, validated. The 
Disruptive Talent individuals consistently behaved in line with OE Cam’s holistic 
assessment.  

The accuracy of the assessments was closely monitored by AB Agri. All members of the 
Disruptive Talent population were assigned a Coach and their performance was closely 
monitored on a quarterly basis.  

Outcomes were measured on a quarterly basis, against the initial objectives set out, and at 
the Year 1 review OE Cam were rewarded on the gain share agreement based on: 

• New Ventures meeting milestones  

• Increase in earnings and profitability 

• The performance ratings of the New Venture Leads (who became known as 
Managing Directors once the ventures went live) 

In fact, OE Cam exceeded its monthly retainer as the client judged their contribution to be 
outstanding in delivering the objectives of the New Ventures Programme, including direct 
contribution to revenues and EBIT. 

The Programme subsequently broadened out with OE Cam supporting AB Agri with their 
international acquisitions, organisation design and assessment of senior people in critical 
support functions (Human Resources, Information Technology and Marketing).  

Reflection 
The Practitioners’ starting point was an understanding of the need to embrace the 
excellence of Disruptive Talent, their continuum was in identifying, engaging and supporting 
this talent whilst harnessing it to eliminate the possibility of derailment. Their confidence in 
the efficacy of this unique, high-risk approach was such that they were prepared to have a 
financial stake in its success, to have their success defined by that of the client. 

A key learning point was the necessity of ensuring specific recommendations were followed 
through. For example, when the Project Leads resisted support, they needed to influence 
them to change their behaviour, while working with the AB Agri Board to put the right 
governance in place.  
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