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Abstract: Despite more than a decade of hype around the concept of talent management, 
we still have relatively limited knowledge regarding its application in practice, particu-
larly in the international context. Developing on Malcolm Gladwell’s infl uential book Th e 
Tipping Point, and in particular his concept of the ‘law of the few’, we argue that it is a few 
key individuals positioned in pivotal roles which make the critical diff erence in terms of 
diff erentiated organizational performance. Drawing insights from the social capital, global 
leadership and global mindset literatures, this paper will be useful to both academics and 
practitioners in helping to conceptualize the important issues around talent management 
in an organizational context.
Keywords: global talent management, global leadership, organizational performance.
JEL codes: L2, M00, M1.

1. Introduction

An underlying premise of much of the recent debate on strategic international hu-
man resource management concerns how multinational enterprises (MNEs) can 
best manage and strategically utilize their human capital to provide a unique and 
sustainable source of competitive advantage and ensure global business success. 
Since a group of McKinsey consultants coined the phrase Th e War for Talent in the 
late 1990s, the topic of talent management has become one of the hottest issues for 
management academics, consultants and practitioners alike. Th ese McKinsey con-
sultants (Michaels et al., 2001) are credited with articulating the key challenges facing 
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organizations with regard to attracting and retaining strategically important employ-
ees. Th eir ideas also resonate with an increasing awareness that it is a fi rm’s human 
resources that provide the only true source of sustainable competitive advantage 
(Lowe et al., 2002; Caligiuri et al., 2005) - the traditional factors of production such 
as raw materials and technology are easy for other fi rms to replicate, thus reduc-
ing any competitive advantage that may accrue (Barney, 1991; Cheese et al., 2008).

Talent management is now regarded by many as one of the most critical HR 
challenges that organizations will face over the next decade (cf. Frank et al., 2004; 
Boston Consulting Group, 2007). A recent report Th e Future of HR in Europe high-
lighted that seven in ten corporate leaders spend in excess of 20 per cent of their 
time on talent management activities (Economist Intelligence Unit, 2006). It seems 
that Chief Executive Offi  cers (CEOs) are increasingly realizing that talent manage-
ment is so important that it cannot be left  to HR alone.

However despite a decade of debate on the importance of talent management, the 
concept itself remains somewhat under-developed and under-explored. Lewis and 
Heckman in a recent review of the area identify “a disturbing lack of clarity regarding 
the defi nition, scope and overall goals of talent management” (2006: 139). In spite 
of the rhetoric of strategic integrated talent management systems in the practitio-
ner literature, paradoxically the evidence suggests that relatively few organizations 
manage talent on a coordinated or eff ective basis (Cheese et al., 2008; Sparrow et al., 
2004). Indeed, the limited available research evidence suggests that while managers 
spend a signifi cant amount of their time on talent issues, they oft en do so without 
a working defi nition of what talent management is. A recent survey from the UK’s 
Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development (CIPD, 2006) found only 20 per 
cent of respondents had a formal defi nition of talent management, although 51 per 
cent of respondents stated they undertake talent management activities. Indeed the 
Boston Consulting Group (2007) found that although viewed as being of critical 
importance, talent management was one of the areas fi rms were least profi cient in.

Talent management is arguably of even greater consequence for MNEs, for a 
number of reasons. First, having a suffi  cient cadre of internationally competent 
managers is viewed as crucial in implementing international strategies and aiding 
growth (Economist Intelligence Unit, 2006; Scullion and Collings, 2006). For ex-
ample, McKinsey (2005) estimates that, in China alone, as many as 75,000 man-
agers with the competence to work in global environments will be required in the 
next 10 to 15 years. Th e magnitude of this challenge is illustrated by their estimate 
that this cohort currently totals as few as 5,000. Second, the complexity of staffi  ng 
in a global context is even greater than in a national context (Sparrow et al., 2004). 
Equally the skill-set required to operate in the global business environment is more 
idiosyncratic and demanding than that required in a national context. Th ird, the 
costs of failure in the global business environment are potentially higher than in 
domestic operations (Dowling et al., 2008). Finally, there is an increasing realiza-
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tion that MNEs are facing ever-increasing diffi  culties in recruiting and retaining the 
desired quality and quantity of managerial talent for their international operations 
(Scullion and Collings, 2006; Sparrow et al., 2004). Th e rapid growth of international 
joint ventures and cross-border mergers and acquisitions combined with the rapid 
growth of emerging markets and, in particular the emergence of India and China 
as global players in the international business environment, has led to an increased 
demand for talent with the competence required to operate in the global environ-
ment (Collings et al., 2007; Schuler et al., 2004).

Simultaneous to the increasing recognition of the signifi cance of talent manage-
ment in the global fi rm is an emerging body of research that highlights international 
fi rms are increasingly facing major challenges and constraints in developing a glob-
al talent pool of international managers. Most notably, there are growing restric-
tions on the mobility of managers internationally due to the increasing prevalence 
of dual career couples, continued concerns around repatriation and career issues 
for international assignees, as well as continued uncertainty regarding internation-
al terrorism and political unrest (see Collings et al., 2007; Konopaske and Werner, 
2005). Th ese factors result in managers being less inclined to accept international 
postings and can lead to managers failing to develop the competencies required for 
managing in a global context.

In this paper we attempt to build on the emerging debates on global talent man-
agement through defi ning what we mean by the concept of talent management in 
the global context and considering the key aims of the global talent management 
process. We also draw on Malcolm Gladwell’s (2000) highly infl uential work Th e 
Tipping Point and argue that by focusing global talent management systems appro-
priately, MNEs can reach a tipping point whereby their managerial talent can truly 
contribute to the global business success of the MNE. While recognizing the key 
role of pivotal positions within organizations, the primary focus of the current pa-
per is on the individuals identifi ed as key talent.

2. What is talent management?

We begin by exploring exactly what is meant by the term talent management. Th us 
far, there has been a lack of defi nitional clarity regarding the concept. However, 
most defi nitions suggest the need to identify, select and develop the right people to 
ensure they realize their potential and hence make a positive contribution to orga-
nizational performance. Eff ective talent management seems to be diffi  cult for fi rms 
to get right (see Cheese et al., 2008). Th is is even more the case for MNEs due to the 
added complexity that comes with the territory of operating across numerous na-
tional borders. MNEs need to look across all of its operations, rather than focusing 
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solely on their parent country employees. We defi ne global talent management as 
the strategic international integration of resourcing and development of key talent 
involving the proactive identifi cation, development and deployment of high per-
forming and high potential strategic employees on a global scale. Th erefore it aims 
to facilitate the success of the MNEs’ business operations through identifying, de-
veloping and appropriately deploying the organization’s key managerial talent in 
the context of business needs on a global basis. It goes beyond HR planning for in-
ternational assignments, international managers and high potential managers. It 
also focuses on talent identifi cation, development, deployment and also succession 
planning for key positions within the MNE. Importantly, it recognizes the diff eren-
tial impact of key positions in organizations. In other words, some positions have 
a greater impact on fi rm performance than others, and organizations should focus 
on staffi  ng these positions with key talent. Key proponents of this perspective John 
Boudreau and Peter Ramstad’s (2007) call for a diff erentiation between those orga-
nizational roles which off er the potential for marginal impact vis-à-vis those which 
off er only average impact. Th e use the term talent segmentation to refer to the seg-
mentation of pivotal talent pools where human capital makes the biggest diff erence 
to strategic success. Th ey argue that talent management systems should focus on 
identifying such roles and organizations should focus their talent management ef-
forts on those talent pools in an organization, where a 20 per cent improvement in 
quality or quantity would have the greatest impact on organizational success (see 
also Boudreau and Ramstad, 2005).

Consequently, a key consideration which managers in MNEs must consider is 
the scope of their talent management systems. In other words, how broadly should 
these global fi rms spread their nets when it comes to their talent management sys-
tems? Whilst in a perfect world organizations might identify every individual’s tal-
ents and develop these we argue that a key to the success of global talent manage-
ment systems is to target them appropriately. For example, General Electric’s (GE) 
well-known Session C process involves identifying the company’s top leadership po-
tential at various levels of the organisational hierarchy with an emphasis on succes-
sion planning, providing stretching assignments for top performers and facilitating 
their development within the organization. Th e outcome of this process results in a 
focus on approximately the top one per cent of the organization’s employees or, just 
10 per cent of managerial employees. Th e development programmes in GE focus 
exclusively on the highest performing and highest potential employees. Similarly, 
Anglo-Dutch consumer products group Unilever focuses on only the top 15 per 
cent of its management employees on its high potential list. In total only 500 of the 
company’s 60,000 employees are designated as high potentials (Stahl et al., 2007).

Th e mantra that every individual employee possesses talent and thus should be 
developed so as to increase their contribution to the organization’s performance 
is both appealing and admirable. However its feasibility and usefulness are ques-
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tionable in the current business landscape. Given the fi nancial constraints within 
which even the highest performing organizations operate, it is important to focus 
resources appropriately. Th us, we argue, by focusing on those designated as ‘key’ tal-
ent, resources are appropriately utilized within MNEs. Indeed a quote from George 
Orwell’s political satire novel Animal Farm is somewhat illustrative, “all animals 
are equal but some are more equal than others” (Orwell, 1944: vi). Clearly it can be 
logically argued that theoretically every employee makes a contribution to an or-
ganization’s success. However there are some employees that can make a more tell-
ing contribution in terms of the added competitive advantage they confer on the 
organization (Boudreau and Ramstad, 2007). Th us, while all employees are equal, 
some are more equal than others. In a similar vein, Gladwell (2000) argues that, in 
the context of his discussion social epidemics are driven by a small number of ex-
ceptional people. We argue that success in the global business environment is driven 
by a small number of high potential, exceptional performers, principally manage-
rial employees who fi ll key strategic positions within the MNE’s global operations.

Obviously this raises questions about how you assess “high performance” as op-
posed to “high potential” in a global company. Th is is particularly important in the 
context of some of the challenges around performance management and appraisal 
in the global fi rm. In this paper, we propose that “potential” needs to be assessed 
and defi ned in terms of the organization’s specifi c context while recognizing that this 
context may change over time. Key positions within MNEs vary from fi rm to fi rm 
and indeed from subsidiary to subsidiary. Th e majority of a fi rm’s senior manage-
rial positions in headquarters, regional HQ and business unit or subsidiary opera-
tions will represent key managerial positions in ensuring the success of the MNE. 
However, beyond this, determinations of key positions can include various func-
tional specialists depending on the type of activity performed by a subsidiary or 
business division within an MNE. For example, for subsidiaries involved in glob-
al manufacturing chains, production specialists may be critical, whereas the most 
important staff  in a sales subsidiary may be its marketing personnel. Further, it is 
important that the nationalities of people in these positions are refl ective of the re-
quirements of the position. For example, where sales to local populations represent 
a key requirement of the subsidiary operation, it is likely that marketing positions 
should be localised as far as possible and staff ed with host country nationals. Other 
infl uences will also exist on the key positions in the MNE including the type of the 
subsidiary and the evolution of the role of the subsidiary over time i.e. its place in 
the organizational value chain. Boudreau and Ramstad’s (2007) contribution and 
in particular their HC BRidge® Framework off ers a potentially useful tool for prac-
titioners in engaging with the issue of identifying pivotal talent pools in organiza-
tions. A full discussion of this is however beyond the scope of the current paper. 
Rather the focus of the current contribution is on the characteristics of those key 
talents who should ultimately fi ll those pivotal talent pools.

Review 17.indb   9Review 17.indb   9 2009-11-10   12:33:082009-11-10   12:33:08



10

In this paper using an approach which links social capital, global leadership 
and the global mindset and international HRM, we argue that regardless of func-
tional expertise there are a number of qualities which separate the ‘few’ excep-
tional people from the rest. It is these ‘few’ which can diff erentiate the MNE from 
its competitors and ensure success in the global business environment. We ar-
gue that MNEs can best focus their global talent management programmes on 
people possessing some or all of these competencies. However this contention 
comes with some caveats, obviously those selected must be performing to a high 
level in their current roles prior to their identifi cation as high potential or talent. 
Additionally, an individual’s performance will be contingent on other employees 
and organizational systems. We highlight the key social competencies which can 
potentially diff erentiate an organization’s top performers with the potential to 
perform leadership roles on a global scale from other high performers. In other 
words, our focus lies with those people who possess the potential to ‘tip’ the or-
ganization’s performance and create a truly unique source of competitive advan-
tage in the global business environment.

3. Th e law of the few

As suggested above, a key argument in the current paper is that it is a few ‘key’ or 
‘talented’ people within an organization which can provide a unique source of com-
petitive advantage for the MNE. Building on Gladwell’s (2000) work we argue that 
these people possess one or more of three key characteristics. Firstly, they tend to 
be ‘mavens’. Gladwell informs us that the term maven derives from the Yiddish, and 
put simply means one who accumulates knowledge. Notably, when they tap into 
relevant information, they are not reluctant to share it and indeed take a degree of 
pleasure in sharing this information. Th is last point is particularly important in the 
context of the MNE, it is vital that this knowledge base expands into more than one 
market or country and refl ects the MNE’s global footprint for competitive advan-
tage to accrue. Secondly, they are ‘connectors’ in that they simply know lots of peo-
ple. In other words, they have strong networks. Th eir social capital developed from 
their experience in international markets adds considerable value to the MNE. Th e 
remaining fundamental characteristic is the ability to be a ‘salesperson’. Gladwell 
(2000) argues that a key characteristic of these salespeople is that they possess the 
art of persuading people when they are unsure of what they are hearing. Although 
the title given to this characteristic may be somewhat misleading in the context of 
our discussion it is nonetheless useful. We consider it to be indicative of the key role 
which an organization’s global talent must perform in leadership roles and in many 
ways is refl ective of global leadership challenges more generally. We now discuss 
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each of these factors in detail in relation to their relevance for global talent manage-
ment in the multinational enterprise.

4. Mavens

With the services sector now consistently accounting for the bulk of global foreign 
direct investment, the move towards the ‘knowledge society’ shows no sign of abat-
ing. Consequently, the accumulation and diff usion of knowledge emerges as ever 
more vital and the potential benefi t MNEs may receive from mavens become clearer. 
Mavens are primarily characterized by their ability to accumulate and impart knowl-
edge. A true interpretation of Gladwell’s (2000) model focuses on ‘market mavens’ 
or ‘price vigilantes’ who play a key role in regulating markets through monitoring 
price trends, working out where the best deals are in the market and widely shar-
ing this information. Obviously, in the global business environment, mavens can 
play a similar role but we argue that their importance comes from their broad busi-
ness awareness. Simply, they are aware of business trends, whether that is with re-
gard to pricing, supply or consumer demand. At a more fundamental level they are 
also acutely aware of how to best take advantage of the international marketplace 
through global supply and commodity chains, potential industry collaborations, 
transfer pricing, profi t repatriation and taxation regimes. Th is knowledge spans be-
yond simple accounting benefi ts however, and may include innovative solutions in 
a number of technical and fi nancial areas. Th e signifi cance of knowledge is recog-
nized by Cheese et al. (2008: 14-15) who trace the shift  from tangible to intangible 
sources of competitive advantage in explaining the premium between market value 
and book value for organizations. Specifi cally, they argue “in this new economic 
world, it is less valuable to own a piece of land than to know when to sell it and re-
locate activity somewhere else”.

Further, when mavens tap into relevant information, they are willing and able to 
share it with colleagues and other relevant stakeholders and indeed take a degree 
of pleasure in sharing this information (Gladwell, 2000). Again in the context of 
MNEs, it is important that this knowledge base expands into other country opera-
tions, otherwise potential competitive advantage will not materialize (McDonnell 
et al., 2010). Indeed, the number of employees who have a truly global grasp of the 
MNEs’ global operations and knowledge of these relevant operations and markets 
is likely to be limited. Arguably one of the outcomes of an eff ective global talent 
management system will be the deployment of this business awareness in individu-
als. Th us, a key challenge for talent management systems will be the inclusion of a 
range of talented individuals of diff erent nationalities refl ecting the organization’s 
global footprint within talent systems. Indeed, Cheese et al. (2008) identify the 
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need to embrace diversity as a key talent imperative in the new economy, a view we 
clearly share. Th is adds to the argument against MNEs solely using parent-country 
nationals (PCNs) to staff  key positions in their foreign operations as it means the 
organization is failing to utilize all its potential talent. Th e inclusion of talented per-
sonnel across countries and the tapping of their knowledge through connections, 
discussed below, should facilitate the availability of this knowledge within the MNE. 
Th e notion of mavens also points to the importance of cross-functional awareness 
among talent in MNEs. Eff ective talent management systems should emphasize a 
shift  from organizational structure and systems which perpetuate silo mentalities 
whereby key individuals are restricted to opportunities within certain functions or 
silos. Th e restriction of talent development beyond a silo retards the ability of ma-
vens to accumulate knowledge within the MNE.

5. Connectors

As noted above connectors are defi ned quite simply as people with well-developed 
networks of contacts relevant to the global business operations. What makes these 
connectors special in Gladwell’s (2000) discussion is their ability to span many dif-
ferent worlds refl ecting a wide range of networks developed through diff erent ar-
eas of their lives both personally and professionally. Th e notion of connectors reso-
nates with emerging discussions of social capital in the global context (Kostova and 
Roth, 2003; Lengnick-Hall and Lengnick-Hall, 2006; Taylor, 2007). As a concept, 
social capital is based on the importance of relationships (both within and outside 
the organization) in helping to transmit information to those who require it on a 
timely basis. In basic terms, who you know is as important as what you know. For 
MNEs social capital is important for a number of reasons. Th e most obvious of 
these is the ability to source and disseminate important information. Being able to 
access the extant knowledge from across the MNE’s international operations pro-
vides the fi rm with the opportunity of benefi ting from competitive advantage over 
local fi rms (Kogut and Zander, 1993). Given that MNEs operate across a number 
of culturally and institutionally diverse locations and the complexity of operating in 
these countries knowing where to source relevant information is hugely important. 
Connectors who can bridge these diff erent operations are particularly important 
to MNEs in managing linkages between the MNE’s spatially dispersed operations. 
In social capital terms these connectors fi ll the structural holes between the diff er-
ent operations and act as linking pins or coordination devices between people who 
might otherwise remain to a large degree unconnected (Kostova and Roth, 2003; 
Taylor, 2007). A key challenge for MNEs will be to facilitate connectors in building 
these linking roles. Although there is a lack of empirical evidence on this specifi c 
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topic, the logic of social capital would suggest that a degree of face-to-face interac-
tion would be necessary to establish these links and to develop trust.

In addition, contacts developed through social interaction can provide a sup-
port network in diffi  cult or challenging times (Lengnick- Hall and Lengnick-Hall, 
2006). Th ey provide the opportunity to get advice from colleagues or others who 
may have relevant experience in specifi c situations. In essence this can operate as a 
type of informal mentoring relationship. Th us an individual’s web of contacts with-
in and external to the fi rm will be key in their successful performance in the global 
landscape. It is also important that this web of contacts refl ects the global footprint 
of the MNE’s operation in that an individual will be expected to have networks in 
a wide range of countries outside of their home to be eff ective as a connector in a 
multinational context.

Signifi cantly, these social networks do not always have to be highly developed. 
Indeed, building on Granovetter’s (1973) work, it has been argued that having a 
number of more superfi cial relationships or acquaintances which he terms ‘weak 
ties’ can be as, or even more, important than well developed or ‘strong ties’ or friend-
ships in terms of building social capital. Th is is because these weak ties tend to exist 
in realms diff erent to friends and indeed provide access to diff erent social networks 
than friends. We have already argued that it is imperative that there are ties across 
the diff erent countries which are of relevance to the organization. Logically, these 
ties are more likely to be weaker than networks in the home country unless the in-
dividual has spent a signifi cant amount of time in the foreign location, for example, 
on a long-term international assignment. Th is means that individuals can access 
a much broader range of networks than those available through stronger ties and 
expanding the potential for sourcing relevant information for problem solving and 
improving individual and organizational performance. For example, an executive 
who frequently travels around foreign locations and develops a web of contacts in 
these varied locations is likely to have a well developed network of global contacts. 
However it is unlikely that the ties will be particularly strong due to the more infre-
quent and shorter meetings which characterize international business travel. With 
traditional long term international assignments no longer being viewed as the de-
fault option in global staffi  ng as shorter term assignments and shorter international 
business trips grow in popularity (Collings et al., 2007), there is great potential for 
the development of greater numbers of ties.

In spite of this, it is important not to underplay the importance of strong ties or 
‘high quality connections’ which can be very valuable in specifi c situations. However 
strong ties are more diffi  cult to build in global organizations due to the spatial 
spread of the fi rm and the relative lack of physical interactions between individu-
als. Nonetheless, high quality connections are clearly more durable and are more 
likely to withstand tension in relationships and diffi  cult circumstances and also to 
facilitate the transfer of more complex or tacit knowledge around the organization 
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(Lengnick-Hall and Lengnick-Hall, 2006). In the global sphere it appears impor-
tant that strong ties between managers at diff erent locations are facilitated through 
relatively sustained relationships between individuals. It is arguable that such re-
lationships are most likely to be developed through immersion of individuals in 
subsidiary locations. Th is is most likely to be achieved through traditional expatri-
ate assignments which involve the transfer of individuals to a foreign location on 
a three to fi ve year assignment. Th ese expatriate managers will have strong ties in 
a relatively small number of locations which will refl ect their international assign-
ment history. Alternatively, strong ties could be developed through the inpatriation 
of foreign employees to the headquarter operation on a semi-permanent basis. Th is 
will allow these assignees to develop relatively strong ties with the corporate head-
quarter stakeholders. It is also plausible that strong ties could be built up based on 
less intense but relatively frequent interactions which are sustained over time. Hence, 
the possibility exists that international business travel, frequent international net-
working opportunities and the like may build strong ties within the MNE. We ar-
gue that the key success metric will be the connectors themselves and their innate 
ability to build relationships with key stakeholders around the global organization.

6. Salespeople

Given that Gladwell describes salespeople as those who have “the skills to persuade 
us when we are unconvinced of what we are hearing” (2000: 70) we link the sales-
people construct to the illusive notion of a global leader. Th is is based on the idea 
that one’s success as a salesperson and a global leader is impacted by one’s charis-
ma, general interpersonal skills and arguably emotional intelligence. In the global 
business arena, a key challenge for salespeople will be developing an awareness of 
cultural idiosyncrasies and cues and the ability to adapt their social interactions 
appropriately to diff erent national cultural contexts. Although recognizing that the 
topic of global leadership has a relatively short heritage, organizations and indeed 
management scholars have struggled to defi ne adequately the capabilities required 
of global leaders. However there is a degree of agreement that it requires a mind-
set greater than a particular skill set and is more aligned to a frame of reference 
which allows one to view the world in a diff erent way (Briscoe and Schuler, 2004; 
Osland et al., 2006). Some of the principal characteristics of a global mindset are 
being able to manage global competitiveness, work and communicate with diff er-
ent cultures, manage uncertainty and manage global complexity, contradiction and 
confl ict (Briscoe and Schuler, 2004). Th is mindset facilitates decision making and 
the interpretation of business requirements and trends which transcend the barri-
ers created by an ethnocentric view of the world or a perspective which is limited 
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to a particular national culture. Decision making which is overly ethnocentric may 
result in biases created by cultural or institutional traditions in a particular coun-
try. It may also limit the options available to engage with the complex business and 
management issues which emerge in a global context (Osland et al., 2006).

More specifi cally from a leadership perspective, Gladwell’s characterization of a 
salesperson resonates quite closely with Osland and colleagues defi nition of global 
leadership as “a process of infl uencing the thinking, attitudes and behaviors of a 
global community to work together synergistically toward a common vision and 
common goals” (2006: 204). However as of yet the academic literature has provided 
relatively little insight on this important concept. We do however have some insights 
on the competencies of the eff ective global leader. In this regard the competencies 
of the global leader have been summarized as composing of: cross-cultural relation-
ship skills, traits and values, global business expertise, cognitive orientation, vision-
ing and global organizing expertise (Osland et al., 2006). Th is list, summarized in 
table 1, is wide-ranging and varied and it is unlikely that all eff ective global leaders 
will display all of these competencies. Indeed, it is important to recognize that the 
requirements of diff erent roles may call for specifi c leadership requirements among 
individual managers. Hence, we call for a contingency approach to global leadership, 

Table 1. Global leadership competencies

Global leadership dimension Attendant competencies
Cross-cultural relationship
skills

cultural sensitivity, appreciate diversity, constructive dialogue
motivate/reward others, develop others, empowering others share 
leadership responsibility
social literacy, cultural literacy

Traits and values inquisitiveness/curiosity, resourcefulness, optimism character/
integrity, energetic, emotional intelligence
resilience to stress, tenacious
stable personal life, life balance
personal literacy

Global business expertise global business savvy, technologically savvy, business literacy
customer orientation, external orientation, results orientation
maintain competitive advantage

Cognitive orientation global mindset, open-minded, thinking agility, cognitive 
complexity
managing uncertainty
behavioral fl exibility

Global organizing expertise team building, builds partnerships, architecting/designing
Visioning articulates a tangible vision and strategy, envisioning articulates 

values
catalyst for cultural change
catalyst for strategic change

Adapted from: Osland et al. (2006, p. 209).
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i.e., one which emphasizes the generic competencies required by the global leader 
while allowing scope for additional requirements of specifi c posts. In this regard, 
we argue that the characteristics of the Gladwell’s salespeople are signifi cant over-
arching competencies of the global leader.

Th e ability to persuade and infl uence people is a key requirement in any lead-
ership position. Th e challenge for the global leader is to create a shared vision for 
the enterprise on a global scale. More signifi cantly it is important to ensure that all 
relevant stakeholders buy into this vision regardless of their cultural background 
(Osland et al., 2006). Th e diffi  culty of this challenge should not be underestimated 
but we argue that a true salesperson can go a long way toward achieving this goal. 
Th ose with this competence are likely to be relatively scarce in most MNEs and thus 
a key challenge for the MNE is to identify and appropriately deploy these salespeople.

7. Conclusion

Despite talent management representing one the hottest buzzwords amongst the 
HR community, the concept suff ers from a paucity of theoretical development. 
Th is paper represents an important addition to the literature in terms of insights 
into global talent management from an approach which links social capital, global 
leadership and global mindsets and international HRM. Given the lack of theory 
in the fi eld (for notable exceptions see Boudreau and Ramstad, 2005; 2007; Lewis 
and Heckman, 2006), this paper represents an important step in assisting managers 
to conceptualize the important issues around talent management in the organiza-
tional context. Building on Gladwell’s (2000) Law of the Few, we argue that MNEs 
should focus on identifying, developing and retaining its ‘key’ personnel. By doing 
so, these organizations have the potential to gain a competitive edge over their com-
petitors. We also argue that the identifi cation of key strategic positions, where talent 
can make a diff erential impact in terms of organizational performance, may be as 
signifi cant as identifying the talent to fi ll these positions. Certain positions have a 
greater impact on organizational performance than others and it is these positions 
that should be fi lled with the fi rm’s most talented people.

However, we also urge a word of caution. As eloquently articulated by Jeff rey 
Pfeff er (2001), it should be recognized that fi ghting the war for talent where there 
is too strong a focus on individual performance can also have a number of disad-
vantages which are oft en ignored in the literature. It can encourage destructive in-
ternal competition and underplay teamwork. Further, there is also a tendency to 
exaggerate the talents of external staff  at the expense of internal staff  which can de-
motivate a large section of the workforce. Th us it is vital that a critical approach to 
global talent management is adopted which examines the contribution of teams 
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as well as individuals. Also, there is a need for further research on the lack of inte-
gration of the key elements of global talent management systems which have been 
identifi ed as a major weakness. Th is will allow us to better understand the key link-
ages and barriers to achieving integrated global talent management systems as well 
as the links between talent management and business strategy.
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