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Reversing Talent Drain and Cultivating High 
Performers with Intentional Networks

Leadership success is fundamentally a networked activity. An 
individual’s ability to lead and achieve results is profoundly influenced 
by the quality and structure of their professional network.

The modern talent landscape presents an urgent challenge for organizations. While headlines 
may suggest a cooling labor market, internal data reveals a “talent crisis hiding in plain sight” 
(Workday, 2025). The Workday Global Workforce Report highlights a significant internal 
talent drain: promotion rates are plummeting, internal mobility is stagnating, and crucially, 
high performers are leaving in search of growth opportunities. This environment fosters 
disengagement, making it difficult to retain top talent. At Network Leader, we understand 
that these challenges are deeply rooted in the often-overlooked architecture of professional 
relationships within organizations.

This e-book outlines how intentional network development, focused on cultivating Open, 
Diverse, and Deep networks, offers a powerful, research-backed solution to reverse talent drain, 
foster internal growth, and ensure your high performers thrive and remain committed.
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The Power of Professional Networks: Retaining and 
Growing Talent

Effective professional networks are not merely a “nice-to-have”; they are a critical asset, 
shaping how ideas are shared, decisions are made, and ultimately, how talent is retained 
and grown within an organization. Traditional approaches to talent management often focus 
on individual skills and competencies, neglecting the immense value of social capital—the 
resources and goodwill that leaders access through their relationships.

Network science offers insights into how relationships impact employee retention and 
performance. While people often think that “more connections are always better” when it 
comes to building one’s network, contemporary research reveals a more nuanced truth: what 
truly matters is helping employees develop the right connections at the right time to improve 
employee commitment and reduce turnover (Cross, Opie, Pryor, & Rollag, 2017).

High-potential leaders thrive when they can strengthen strategic relationships that help them 
manage workload, achieve goals, and increase their visibility. These relationships provide 
crucial access to information, advice, support, and sponsorship, all of which are vital for career 
progression. Mentoring, a key aspect of network development, is strongly linked to positive 
career outcomes, higher job satisfaction, and reduced intentions to leave (Eby, Allen, Evans, 
Ng, & DuBois, 2008). Research has consistently shown that even modest network training can 
lead to substantial improvements in executive performance evaluations, increase promotion 
likelihood, and significantly boost retention (cite?)

Network development is especially critical for internal 
mobility and bridging skill gaps. Organizations 
frequently overlook existing talent, often preferring 
external candidates. By understanding the informal 
networks where work truly happens, organizations can 
identify “network power players” and “brokers” who 
can introduce talent to new roles and projects within 
the company. This approach transforms networks 
from merely reflecting past roles to strategically 
supporting future career goals.

Nurturing Internal Talent and High Performers:
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The “ODD” Advantage: Building Networks for Lasting 
Talent:

Decades of research in network science reveal that whether a network is effective is not just 
about the number of contacts. An effective network has an ODD structure: Open, Diverse, 
and Deep (Willburn & Cullen, 2013). These characteristics are “odd” because they do not 
naturally develop and require purposeful effort to achieve their benefits for individuals and the 
organization.

Open Networks: An open network features connections where an individual’s contacts are not 
all interconnected. Open networks are crucial because they provide earlier access to unique 
information, facilitate the merging of dissimilar ideas, and enhance adaptability to change. This 
structure is strongly linked to higher performance, rapid promotion, greater career mobility, 
and increased influence, directly supporting the growth and retention of your most valuable 
employees (Burt, 1992; Cross, Thomas, & Light, 2008). Conversely, closed networks—where 
contacts are tightly linked—can lead to groupthink, restrict external opportunities, and diminish 
influence, hindering individual progress and encouraging top talent to look elsewhere.

Diverse Networks: Diversity in a network means cultivating connections that span critical 
organizational boundaries: vertical, horizontal, stakeholder, demographic, and geographic 
(Yip, Ernst, & Campbell, 2009). These varied relationships expose individuals to different 
perspectives and insights, which is essential for better decision-making, innovation, and 
problem-solving. Diverse networks are crucial for acquiring a wide range of knowledge and 
experiences necessary for professional development, enhancing their value and establishing a 
reputation that leads to more opportunities and sustained engagement within the organization.

Deep Networks: Deep networks are characterized by high-quality relationships built on trust, 
frequent interaction, and reciprocity. These strong ties are fundamental for exchanging 
valuable information, resources, and skills. They provide critical social support and 
camaraderie, and the guidance and sponsorship that is vital for career progression. Deep 
networks ensure employees have trusted allies and advocates who can champion their 
advancement and provide crucial support during challenging times, significantly impacting 
their job satisfaction and commitment to the organization. Without such depth, relationships 
remain superficial, and the network’s potential for talent development and retention remains 
largely untapped.
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Network Leader’s Solution: Intentional Design for 
Future-Fit Talent

The current talent landscape demands more than traditional HR practices; it requires a 
strategic investment in developing the social capital of your workforce. Network Leader 
empowers organizations to equip their leaders and high-potential employees with the tools 
and strategies to cultivate the vital relationships that drive both individual and organizational 
success. We enable data-driven, research-backed solutions with intentional network 
development.

Our approach begins with the Leader Network Diagnostic (LND), a proprietary tool that brings 
network science to life. The LND is more than just an assessment; it’s a powerful diagnostic 
that visualizes and analyzes the effectiveness of an individual’s core professional network 
across its openness, diversity, depth, and resource richness. This personalized feedback 
enables leaders to identify where their network is strong and where it requires strategic 
adjustments to align with their career aspirations and organizational goals. 
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Network Leader’s methodology for intentional network development 
is built on three core pillars:

1. Awareness: We help leaders recognize how their natural human tendencies—such as 
proximity, immediacy, and homophily— often lead to the unconscious formation of closed and 
less effective networks. By understanding these “blind spots,” employees can break free from 
patterns that stifle effectiveness, innovation, and personal growth, enabling them to actively 
build and maintain connections that will expand their influence and opportunities within the 
organization, rather than merely replicating their past successes.

2. Intentionality: Our diagnostic guides leaders to strategically plan their network development, 
ensuring their relationships are aligned with their future career trajectory and the evolving 
needs of the organization. This forward-looking approach is crucial for growing internal 
talent, especially high performers, as it encourages them to identify and cultivate the specific 
relationships that will provide the resources, sponsorship, and developmental opportunities 
needed for their next role, rather than waiting for opportunities to simply appear.

3. Actionable Practices: We translate abstract network theory into concrete, daily strategies 
that integrate seamlessly into an employee’s workflow. These aren’t generic networking tips; 
they are proven practices, such as “seeing humans, not titles,” “making it easy to meet you,” 
and consistently “thinking: how can I make others successful?”. By adopting these practices, 
leaders build trust and reciprocity, fostering relationships that provide vital resources. These 
strategic interactions directly contribute to retaining high performers by ensuring they feel 
valued, supported, and continuously developed within the organization.
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Contact us to learn more about how professional network 
analysis can improve your team or organization.

Follow us on LinkedIn

Conclusion

Organizations are losing top talent and struggling to foster internal growth. This “hidden talent 
drain” jeopardizes not only current performance but also future adaptability and innovation. The 
solution lies in a strategic reinvestment in human potential, specifically through the deliberate 
cultivation of robust professional networks.

Network Leader equips organizations and their leaders with the scientific insights and practical 
tools needed to transform this challenge into a competitive advantage. By fostering Open, 
Diverse, and Deep networks and embedding intentional network development into their talent 
strategies, organizations can:

•	 Boost Retention: Create a sense of belonging and provide clear pathways for growth, 
reducing the likelihood of high performers seeking opportunities elsewhere.

•	 Accelerate Internal Talent Growth: Empower employees to access the resources, 
mentorship, and sponsorship needed to thrive and advance within the organization.

•	 Enhance Adaptability: Build a more resilient and innovative workforce, capable of 
navigating complex changes and embracing new opportunities like AI integration.

Investing in intentional network development is more than just a talent initiative; it’s a 
fundamental commitment to empowering your people and ensuring your organization’s 
sustained success. Partner with Network Leader to unlock the full potential of your talent and 
build a truly future-fit workforce.

https://www.networkleader.com/get-started
https://www.linkedin.com/company/network-leader
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