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Abstract

Talent management in higher education institutes is an underexplored topic.  
Only a small portion of  talent management publications is focussed on  
describing talent management in higher education institutes. In this chapter, 
we give an overview of the most important topics in the talent management 
literature in general and link it to what is known about these issues in higher 
education. It discusses the definition of talent and talent management, the 
talent management process and the multilevel outcomes of talent manage-
ment, the fairness and justice issues related to talent management and the 
importance of embedding the analysis of talent management in its broader 
organizational and institutional context. In the final part of this introduc-
tion chapter, we will explain how the talent management topics are discussed 
in the subsequent chapters of this book.

Keywords: Talent; talent management; academia; university; context; 
performance; outcomes; talent management practices; Open Science; 
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Introduction
The days of  the university as an ivory tower are over. More and more insti-
tutes in higher education are called up to play their part in society (Frank & 
Meyer, 2020), because the level and standard of education and research activ-
ity are critical determinants of  the innovation capacity, the economic prosperity 
and well-being of  a nation or a region (Dutta et al., 2020). In many universities, 
societal impact and public value creation have become part of  the strategic goals, 
integrated in research and education, and as an outcome of research and educa-
tion. More recently, Open Science programmes are becoming an essential char-
acteristic of  higher education, aimed at, for example, open access of  research 
output and publications, the sharing of  high-quality data management and the 
involvement and engagement of  citizens and stakeholders as knowledge produc-
ers (European_Commission, 2019). The worldwide Covid-19 crisis has forced 
societies and academia to search for alternative ways of  cooperation, co-creation 
and knowledge sharing in a joint fight against one of  the biggest global chal-
lenges of  our time.

For universities, the people (human resources (HRs)) are the most valuable 
asset for the success of the organization (Thunnissen, 2016). Although in some 
disciplines (in particular science) the laboratories and machines are essential, in 
the end, academic work is very labour intensive, and it’s the people who shape 
universities through research and education. Therefore, academic performance 
depends on the devotion and specific characteristics of the academic and support 
staff. For performance in research, teaching and societal impact the availability of 
talented, creative, innovative and motivated academics, and support staff  is essen-
tial. The competition for highly educated and academic talents is fierce; also other 
knowledge-intensive organizations are involved in this ‘war for talent’(Holley  
et al., 2018; Stahl et al., 2012). The attraction and retention of qualified and highly 
motivated staff  are key objectives of universities operating in a global competi-
tion for talents. Furthermore, the aforementioned Open Science programmes and 
its operating principles such as involving society, teamwork, open access of out-
put, sharing data, cooperation and academic leadership are also related to people 
management issues and therefore the HRs of academia.

Up until now, research on human resource management (HRM) in higher 
education institutes in general and on talent management in specific is scarce.  
A review of empirical talent management research by Thunnissen and Gallardo-
Gallardo (2017) shows that only a small minority of talent management publica-
tions is focussed on public sector organizations, and within that small portion, an 
even lesser amount of publications is aimed at describing talent management in 
higher education institutes. This raises the question on what do we know on how 
universities attract, develop and retain their talents and how do they support their 
staff  to stay employable and qualified to face the global and local challenges?

In the next section, we will give an overview of the most important topics in 
the talent management literature in general and link it to what is known about 
these issues in higher education. In the final part of this introduction chapter, we 
will explain how the talent management topics are discussed in the subsequent 
chapters of this book.
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The Meaning of Talent and Talent Management
Talent management is often described as the systematic attraction, identification, 
development, engagement/retention and deployment of talents (e.g. CIPD, 2006; 
Scullion et al., 2010; Steward & Harte, 2010). Within their talent management 
definitions, authors adopt different terms for ‘talent’, for example, ‘excellent abili-
ties’, ‘key employees’, ‘stars’ or ‘high potentials’. Since the rise of the topic of 
talent management nearly 25 years ago, there has been an intensive debate on the 
definition of talent. Even up until now, new academic publications appear with 
novel insights regarding the conceptualization of talent (Gallardo-Gallardo &  
Thunnissen, 2019; Skuza et al., 2022; Vardi & Collings, 2023). In 2013, Dries 
(2013) gave a solid ground to the debate by identifying five tensions in the litera-
ture regarding the definition of talent. The first tension refers to object versus 
the subjective perspective on talent (Gallardo-Gallardo et al., 2013). The sub-
ject approach focusses on the identification and development of talented people, 
while in the object approach, talents are identified as characteristics of people 
(referring to skills and qualities). The second tension in the literature discusses 
whether or not to differentiate in the workforce and highlights the difference 
between an inclusive versus an exclusive approach. The inclusive approach is 
based on the assumption that all employees are talents or have talents valuable 
to the organization and the whole workforce should benefit from talent manage-
ment investments. The exclusive approach is aimed at a select group of employees, 
namely those individuals who can make a difference to organizational perfor-
mance (Tansley et al., 2007), and assumes that only this select group should ben-
efit from the talent management inducements. The third tension – input versus 
output – refers to the distinction between skills, motivation and effort, on the one 
hand (input), or on the outcomes in terms of excellent performance and success, 
on the other hand (output). The fourth tension focusses on the question whether 
talent is innate (‘you either have talent or you don’t’) or, on the contrary, can be 
acquired and/or further developed. Finally, the fifth tension deals with the discus-
sion of whether a talent is universal and transferable to each context or whether 
talent is context dependent and that talents in one context are not necessarily 
relevant in the other context. The academic literature has been criticized for offer-
ing a binary conceptualization of talent (Vardi & Collings, 2023). The ‘either/or’ 
approach as becomes apparent in the aforementioned tensions is not recognized 
by organizations in practice, as we see that next to the single inclusive and the 
inclusive approaches also more hybrid or mixed forms exist within organizations. 
We call for a more nuanced approach to the topic and build insights from para-
dox theory, encouraging a transition from ‘either/or’ perspectives to ‘both/and’ 
perspectives. (Dries, 2022; Skuza et al., 2022; Thunnissen et al., 2013; Vardi & 
Collings, 2023) and urge scholars to do more research on this nuanced or bal-
anced approach to talent management. They have two arguments for that: on the 
one hand, a balanced approach is more in line with the plural occurrence of tal-
ent management in practice; on the other hand, the ‘either/or’ single approach to 
talent definition makes the company vulnerable as it is not using the full potential 
of talent management.
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In short, for organizations, the main question regarding talent is whether the 
organization needs to differentiate its workforce (inclusive vs exclusive approach) 
and on what basis (people or characteristics; potential or performance; etc.). 
We see two main approaches that integrate some of the tensions mentioned 
before. Although the inclusive approach could be focussed on people (subjects), 
we see that the accent is put on the object approach, in particular highlight-
ing the importance of  strengths. Strengths are personal characteristics that 
allow employees to perform well or at their personal best, and in this case, tal-
ent management can be interpreted as the identification, appreciation and use 
of  the strengths of  employees, assuring that all employees work in a context 
and organizational climate that enables them to use and develop their talents  
(Meyers & Van Woerkom, 2014; van Woerkom & Meyers, 2015). The strength-
based approach is mainly aimed at empowering and motivating employees and 
enhancing employee well-being and commitment. The exclusive approach, on 
the other hand, is more performance oriented, with the assumption that high-
performing employees will increase organizational performance (Thunnissen 
et al., 2013). Regarding the exclusive approach, the conceptualization of talent 
management by Collings and Mellahi (2009) is dominant. In their 2009 article, 
Collings and Mellahi argue that the starting point of  talent management should 
not be the identification of talent but the identification of the key positions that 
are crucial to the survival and performance of  the organization. Once these piv-
otal positions are determined, talent management is aimed at identifying the 
best-performing employees and creating talent pools to develop and prepare 
them for fulfilling these positions.

The academic literature available on talent management in higher education 
shows a preference for the exclusive talent management approach (Björkman  
et al., 2022; Thunnissen & Buttiens, 2017). The scarcity of positions but also the 
inherent system of competition within academia emphasizes the importance of 
performance, and only the most excellent academics will be selected for a tenure  
and an academic career. We notice a fundamental debate in line with Open  
Science and Recognition and Rewards transformations on the concept of 
‘excellence’. In itself, the concept of ‘excellence’ implicitly assumes some kind of 
high performance linked to specific goals, for example, research success in terms 
of publications, citation impact and received research grants. In their publication 
on talent management in business schools, Björkman et al. (2022) take a subject 
approach to talent, as they identify two groups of faculty that are most likely 
to be at the centre of business schools’ exclusive talent management activities: 
faculty on a tenure track career path and ‘star’ tenured faculty with exceptionally 
strong track records. The tenure track scholars represent the future of the busi-
ness school, and the tenure track offers these excellent scholars the succession 
plan to become a full professor once they fulfil the criteria for tenure. The tenure 
track is regarded as the best way for the university to enhance their performance 
and professional development and to keep this group engaged and motivated 
(Björkman et al., 2022). The ‘stars’ are, according to Björkman et al. (2022), the 
most experienced, tenured faculty, who outperform their peers in research and, in 
the context of business schools, also in executive education programmes and in 
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a high media profile. In contrast to Björkman et al. (2022), Thunnissen and Van 
Arensbergen (2015) have taken an object approach to talent and tried to identify 
the main characteristics of a talented academic. They also found the dominance 
of an exclusive performance-oriented talent management approach. A talented 
academic excels because of the traditional academic abilities (i.e. scientific under-
standing and academic expertise) but also offers extra, non-scientific skills: nowa-
days an academic talent is able to communicate, enthuse and inspire others, is 
proactive and able to market his or her ideas and research (Thunnissen & Van 
Arensbergen, 2015). Also, a strong passion for science, a high motivation and 
the ability to work very hard is of importance and will help you to survive the rat 
race in academia. High (proven) performance is up until now the most distinctive 
feature of academic talent and in particular outstanding research performance 
visible in many top-ranking publications and a high rate in acquiring research 
funding. The study of Thunnissen and Van Arensbergen (2015) shows that the 
precise operationalization of talent is highly subjective and contextual: the several 
stakeholders within academia – HR, management, employees – each have their 
own interpretation of what makes someone talented, and the operationalization 
of talent differs between the academic disciplines. However, at critical moments –  
such as career promotions or granting a research grant – the best track record in 
research performance is decisive (van Arensbergen et al., 2014; Van den Brink & 
Benschop, 2012).

A Multiactor and Multilevel Perspective on Talent 
Management Practices
The conceptualization of talent is important because it has implications for the 
talent management practices induced by the organization (Meyers et al., 2020; 
Meyers & Van Woerkom, 2014; Skuza et al., 2022). According to Meyers and Van 
Woerkom, (2014), the fundamental underlying assumptions and beliefs about the 
nature, value and instrumentality of talent held by an organization’s key deci-
sion-makers are essential determinants of the specific shape of HR practices. For 
example, an inclusive and developmental perspective would imply investments in 
learning and development practices available to all employees, as an exclusive and 
stable talent philosophy could lead to putting accent on attracting the best top 
talents available on the labour market (Meyers & Van Woerkom, 2014). The idea 
of talent philosophies affecting the implementation of talent management also 
implies that talent management is more than an objective and rational process. 
The individuals’ cognitive representations of the world affect how they perceive 
and act upon things (Meyers et al., 2020). Several recent talent management pub-
lications have focussed on the impact of mental models or talent philosophies of 
HR professionals on the development and implementation of talent management 
strategies (Dries, 2022; Meyers et al., 2020; Meyers & Van Woerkom, 2014). The 
usual suspects in talent management research are top and middle managers and/
or HR professionals, as they examine their perspectives regarding the intended 
talent management strategy and its presumed contribution to organizational per-
formance. Stahl et al. (2012) and Anlesinya et al. (2019) claim that that successful 
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companies are aware that the talent management process includes multiple own-
ers: not just HR and top management but managers at all levels. Only a handful 
of publications include line managers as research participants (Bos et al., 2020). 
More recently, we see a growing number of studies investigating the perceptions 
and experiences of another important stakeholder: the employee (De Boeck et al., 
2018; King, 2016). De Boeck et al. (2018) did a review on research on employee 
reactions to (exclusive) talent management and found mixed signals in the lit-
erature. On the one hand, they found that, in the exclusive approach, employees 
labelled as talents were more committed, engaged and willing to perform, but, on 
the other hand, these studies could not give a clear proof of these outcomes being 
related by talent management practices as control groups with ‘non-talents’ were 
absent in these investigations. Moreover, they also found negative effects of being 
labelled as talent: it rises expectations and demands put on talents and could lead 
to turnover (De Boeck et al., 2018).

Wright and Nishii (2007, 2013) have developed a multilevel HRM process 
model, in which they identified these multiple actors as well as their role in the 
different stages in the HRM process. The first stage refers to the intended HRM 
practices: the development of the policies and decision-making regarding HRM 
often developed by HR and top management. The actual HRM practices, the 
second stage in the talent management process, concern the implementation 
of HRM by line managers in different levels in the organization. The activities 
of the line managers have a signalling effect on the employee perceptions and 
experiences with talent management: the perceived HRM practices. These per-
ceptions and experiences influence employee behaviour, which in turn affects the 
outcomes on the team and organizational level. In the ideal world, there is full 
alignment between the intended, actual and perceived HRM practices result-
ing in HR contributing to excellent organizational performance, yet in practice, 
there are often significant differences between the intended, actual and perceived 
practices due to mediating factors inside and outside the organization and the 
involvement of stakeholders. This deviance can hinder the effectiveness of the 
HR strategy. Within the academic field of talent management, the attention was, 
as we mentioned earlier, put on investigating the development of intended tal-
ent management strategies (Thunnissen & Gallardo-Gallardo, 2017). Thunnissen 
and Gallardo-Gallardo (2017) were the first to adapt a multiactor and multilevel 
perspective on talent management. Although research on the multilevel talent 
management process is scarce, during recent years, the implementation of talent 
management is getting more attention as well as talent management being the col-
lective responsibility of multiple stakeholders (Anlesinya et al., 2019; McDonnell 
et al., 2023).

Regarding the implementation of talent management in the context of higher 
education, research shows that the accent is put on the identification and attraction 
of talent (Thunnissen et al., 2021). Although human development and training are 
core activities for universities their is little attention for talent development and 
retention for the academic staff (Björkman et al., 2022). For the early career scholars, 
investments in training and development are offered, but for the senior staff, there are 
hardly any specific development practices and they mainly develop themselves ‘on 
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the job’ (Björkman et al., 2022; Thunnissen, 2016). For the senior positions perfor-
mance, appraisal is a key talent management activity (Thunnissen, 2016). Björkman  
et al. (2022) point at two crucial decisions in attracting talent: the initial decision 
to offer an applicant an assistant, professorship position and the tenure decision. 
These decisions are mainly based on formal performance systems, which most uni-
versities have (Björkman et al., 2022). Nonetheless, research by Van den Brink (Van 
den Brink & Benschop, 2014; Van den Brink & Stobbe, 2009) revealed that the 
recruitment and selection process was, despite the regulations and protocols in the 
formal performance systems, highly informal and not transparent. Her research 
in particular pointed at a gender bias in the selection of professors, due to closed 
procedures (which are not open to competition), scouting via the informal, male 
academic networks and the limited number of females in the selection committees, 
and a lack of transparency in selection procedures and practice. Skuza et al. (2022) 
state that the increasing role of managers in talent selection has the risk of subjec-
tive bias. Van den Brink (Van den Brink et al., 2013; Van den Brink & Benschop, 
2014) affirms this and calls academic managers (i.e. professors in supervising or 
management roles) gatekeepers, because they determine who may enter (or not) the 
academic community and who can pursue an academic career. At each stage in the 
academic career, this gatekeeping process is present, and in each stage, excellence 
is re-assessed and rewarded with a temporary position. The early-career academ-
ics who will stay in academia first have to accept a number of temporary contracts 
as post doc researcher or assistant professor (Van Balen et al., 2012), with each 
time the insecurity whether he or she will be able to continue the research activi-
ties. In the last decades, this job insecurity also includes the senior academic posi-
tions (Thunnissen, 2016), having a negative impact on their well-being (Thunnissen  
et al., 2021). Björkman et al. (2022) also state that the exclusive talent management 
approach might be visible in higher rewards and benefits for the talents than for 
the non-talents. The authors expect all higher education institutes to experience the 
pressure to offer the going market rate for outstanding academics, although this 
might be more difficult for public schools. They also expect more individualized 
star faculty work arrangements to attract and retain the talented academics.

Fairness and Justice Issues Regarding Talent Management 
Implementation
With its accent on the exclusive and performance-oriented approach to talent, 
the most important decision in the academic talent management approach is the 
decision whether or not the academic staff  member obtains tenure, as the career 
path structure is ‘up or out’ (Björkman et al., 2022). A substantial part of the 
literature on talent management in higher education is focussed on the percep-
tions of academic staff  regarding their academic career and the obstacles they 
are confronted with while developing and deploying their talents and pursuing 
an academic career (van den Besselaar & Sandström, 2015; Waaijer et al., 2018). 
On the one hand, we see publications that investigate the stress, frustration and 
disappointment attached to these obstacles but also the perseverance to continue 
the academic career despite the obstacles (Mattijssen et al., 2021; Van Balen  
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et al., 2012; van der Weijden & Teelken, 2023). On the other hand, studies show 
career changes and turnover of academics because they experience a psychologi-
cal contract breach and wish to pursue a career outside academia (Teelken & Van 
der Weijden, 2018; Van der Weijden et al., 2017).

These findings hint at issues regarding the (perceived) fairness in these cru-
cial decisions, and the ethical issues related to excluding certain groups of the 
workforce. Exclusive talent management denies a large portion of the work-
force the opportunity to realize their potential, to become star performers and 
to flourish as valued employees (Anlesinya & Amponsah-Tawiah, 2020). Kwon 
and Jang’s (2022) critical review on talent management literature identifies four 
themes underpinning the dysfunctional aspects of exclusive talent management 
and workforce differentiation practices. The first theme is organizational justice, 
referring to a fair treatment with due consideration for the employee’s well-being. 
A distinction between the fairness of outcome distributions and allocations (i.e. 
distributive justice), the fairness of the procedures used to determine the out-
comes and distributions (i.e. procedural justice) and the importance of the quality 
of the interpersonal treatment people receive while procedures are implemented 
(i.e. interactional justice) can be made (Colquitt et al., 2001; Greenberg, 1990). 
Kwon and Jang (2022) state that talent identification is the most sensitive stage 
in terms of its effects on employees’ perceptions. Employees identified as talents 
may get extra benefits because of their talent status, resulting in higher commit-
ment and engagement of the talents but also causing perceptions of injustice in 
talent identification procedures by the non-talents which may make them cynical 
and less productive (De Boeck et al., 2018; Gelens et al., 2013; Kwon & Jang, 
2022). The second and the third themes identified by Kwon and Jang (2022) refer 
to ethics and internal competition. The competition inherent to exclusive talent 
management may cause a ‘burning out culture’ that pushes talents to take high 
responsibilities and to be available for work constantly. It may also diminish inter-
nal collaboration and threaten a learning climate in the organizations because of 
the overestimation of the talent’s abilities and underestimation of the abilities 
of those employees not labelled as talents (Kwon & Jang, 2022). Recent research 
shows that a fair, learning and caring-ethical organizational culture contributes to 
positive employee reactions (i.e. the perception of being able to develop and use 
their talents) (Helfenrath et al., 2023). Finally, the search for specific talents may 
lead to homogeneous workforces, which overlooks the increasing diversity on 
the current national and international labour market. Anlesinya and Amponsah-
Tawiah (2020) plea for a responsible talent management construct that addresses 
the concerns of all stakeholders, including employees and society. This respon-
sible approach includes inclusivity, corporate responsibility, equity and equal 
employment opportunities for all employees, in order to achieve sustainable out-
comes such as decent and quality work, employee well-being and organizational 
well-being. The question raises whether the current exclusive talent management 
approach, and its dysfunctional aspects, will stand with the current developments 
in academia such as the rise of movements such as Open Science and Recognition 
and Rewards.
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