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Abstract

Over the course of the last decade, talent management has attracted a great deal of attention
in the academic literature. Even though the field has evolved, much scepticism continues to
surround it, and many questions are still to be answered that may bridge existing gaps
between science and practice. This article offers an alternative perspective on talent
identification transparency, the practice of informing employees of their talent pool

membership.

In line with the social exchange perspective, we propose that even though the reactions of
those employees who are identified as talent and informed of their talent pool membership
seem to be positive, the negative reactions of employees who are either identified as talent
and informed of their talent pool membership, and whose expectations are not as well met, or
employees who are not identified as talent (which is arguably the majority of the employee

population in most companies) may outweigh the positive.

This article adds value to the existing research on talent management, promotes a dialogue,
and encourages new directions in theoretical and empirical research within the field. We
believe that a heightened understanding of ‘the dark side’ of talent identification transparency

may help organizational decision makers in better executing their strategic talent initiatives.

Keywords: talent management, talent identification, talent identification transparency, social

exchange perspective, workforce differentiation
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1. Introduction

Over the course of the last decade, talent management has attracted a great deal of attention
in the academic literature (Ariss et al., 2014; Beamond et al., 2016; Cascio and Boudreau,
2016; Collings et al., 2015; Meyers and van Woerkom, 2014; Morris et al., 2015; Tatoglu et
al., 2016). Scholars from wide-raging academic traditions, such as strategic human resource
management, international human resource management, and organizational behaviour, have
contributed to the talent management debate (Cascio and Boudreau, 2016; Gallardo-Gallardo
and Thunnissen, 2016; Morris et al., 2015; Sparrow and Makram, 2015). Their different
perspectives have each, in their own way, contributed to our current understanding of the
various aspects of talent management, for instance, the definition of talent (Cooke et al.,
2014), talent management philosophies and approaches (Meyers and van Woerkom, 2014;
Morris et al., 2015; Sonnenberg et al., 2014), and talent management practices and activities
(Festing and Schafer, 2014; Vaiman et al., 2012). Even though talent management has
evolved as a research area, much scepticism continues to surround it as a strategic
management activity, and many questions are yet to be answered to bridge the existing gaps

between science and practice (Cooke et al., 2014).

It is becoming imperative to identify and develop a pool of talent in order to meet present and
future organizational leadership requirements (Beamond et al., 2016; Collings et al., 2011;
Tatoglu et al., 2016). However, once a company identifies who the talented employees are,
the question arises as to whether or not the management should inform them of their talent
pool status. This dilemma, or better yet, concept, has been named differently by various
scholars. For instance, Evans et al. (2011, p. 325) refer to it as “transparency about
judgements of potential”, Dries (2013, p. 281) defines it as “labelling of people as talent”,

and Kotlyar et al. (2014, p. 123) as “status-based labelling”. In this article, we refer to the
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concept as talent identification transparency and define it as the practice of informing

employees of their talent pool membership.

Several studies have investigated attitudinal and behavioural outcomes of employees being
informed of their talent pool membership (Bjorkman et al., 2013; Dries and Pepermans, 2008;
King, 2016; Marescaux et al., 2013). These have revealed that employees informed of their
membership tend to react by displaying, for instance, increased discretionary effort and
performance (Becker et al., 1997), enhanced commitment, job satisfaction and organizational
citizenship behaviour (Anand, et al., 2010; Hornung et al., 2010), increased performance and
reduced turnover intentions (Bjorkman et al., 2013). In addition, studies have shown that
differential treatment of employees based on their talent potential creates a ‘continuous
tournament’, where employees are motivated to develop and apply the skills and qualities the
company requires (Hoglund, 2012). Research has suggested that talent identification
transparency leads to an organization’s increased market value, productivity, and retention

(Combs et al., 2006).

Talent identification transparency may be reasonable from a strategic perspective, in the
sense that it reflects positive organizational expectations of employee capability to achieve
future performance and advancement. However, earlier studies have estimated that only one
in three companies discloses information on their talent management decisions to employees
(Dries and Gieter, 2014; Bournois and Rousillon, 1992). Furthermore, although some
companies share talent management decisions with their employees (Krupp, 2008), the
majority prefer to keep the decisions confidential (Sonnenberg et al., 2014). Many companies
consider talent identification transparency risky, since the current relationship between
employers and employees is supposedly less about loyalty and long tenure and more about
self-managed careers and finding a better deal (Dries, 2013). Also, talent identification

transparency may promote inequality between employees, making it a sensitive matter

4
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(Gelens et al., 2013). Human resources are, after all, human beings, who may react
emotionally, both cognitively and behaviourally, when treated differently from others

(Paauwe, 2004).

Both talent management scholars and practitioners recognize talent identification
transparency as one of the most significant challenges faced by the human resource function
in the twenty-first century (Dries et al., 2012). However, there has been lack of theoretical
development in this area (Dries and Pepermans, 2008; Gallardo-Gallardo et al., 2013). While
the positive side of talent identification transparency and positive reactions of those
employees who are identified as talent and informed of their talent pool membership have
been studied to a certain extent, the negative side, and negative reactions of those employees
as well as of employees not identified as talent, has only briefly been mentioned in the

previous research (Bjorkman et al., 2013; King, 2016; Silzer and Church, 2009).

We address this gap by offering an alternative perspective on talent identification
transparency and focusing on its negative side, a perspective which to the best of our
knowledge has not been broadly covered in the talent management literature. Our intention is
not to provide an exhaustive list of all the drawbacks of talent identification transparency but,
drawing on the social exchange perspective (Blau, 1964), to highlight some of the most
pressing challenges faced by scholars when conducting empirical research in this area, and

faced by organizational decision makers when administering strategic talent initiatives.

First, in line with the social exchange perspective, we offer a critical overview of talent
identification transparency from an employee perspective, and investigate the negative
reactions of those identified as talent and informed of their talent pool membership. Second,
we highlight some negative outcomes of talent identification transparency for those

employees who are not identified as talent. We then move on to examine talent identification
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transparency from an employer perspective. In particular, we discuss the organizational
consequences of identifying a minority of employees as talent and informing them of their
talent pool status and identifying a majority of employees as ‘non-talent’. Next, we underline
the organizational consequences of leaning too heavily on the merits of the individual work
produced by talented personnel, while underestimating teamwork and the importance of those
employees who are not identified as talent but whose work is crucial for teamwork and
overall organizational performance. Furthermore, we highlight a possible ambiguity and
subjectivity in the talent identification process. We conclude by outlining theoretical and
managerial implications of talent identification transparency as well as some avenues for

future research.

2. Social Exchange Perspective

The social exchange perspective describes social exchange relationships between employees
and organisations (Blau, 1964; Cropanzano and Mitchell, 2005). According to the
perspective, social exchange involves a series of ‘voluntary actions’ (Blau, 1964) that
generate obligations. These interactions are usually seen as interdependent and contingent on
the actions of another person (Blau, 1964; Cropanzano and Mitchell, 2005). These
unspecified obligations rely on the norm of reciprocity (Gouldner, 1960, Saks, 2006),
whereby “individuals reciprocate benefits received in such a way that over the course of time,
a cycle emerges, whereby benefits received generate an obligation to reciprocate, discharge
obligations through the provision of benefit, and so on” (Dulac et al., 2008, p. 1081). In other
words, when employees perceive that their employers invest in the employment relationship,
they feel an obligation to reciprocate this investment (Kuvaas and Dysvik, 2010) and “good
deeds with positive work attitudes and behaviors” (Aryce et al., 2002, p. 268). Researchers

have noticed that when employers invest in individual training and employee development,
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employees are likely to reciprocate through preferred work-related behaviours (Haas and

Deseran 1981; Moorman et al., 1998).

However, successful exchange occurs when there is firm commitment between employees
and employers (Blau, 1964), a so-called psychological contract. The contract focuses on the
exchange of obligations and constitutes an individual’s beliefs about the terms of a social
exchange agreement between the employee and the employer (Rousseau, 1995). It offers “a
way of viewing an exchange relationship as a sequence of contingent transactions that
includes reciprocal promises about what will be exchanged and the extent to which the
subsequent transactions (or missed provisions) fulfil or break those promises” (Dulac et al.,
2008, p. 1082). Social exchange theory implies that the employee’s voluntary actions will be
executed if they anticipate returns from what they have contributed to (Blau, 1964). These
distinct transactions will have certain implications for behaviour (Cropanzano and Mitchell,

2005).

2.1 Talent identification transparency from the employee perspective

One of the intentions of talent identification transparency is to create and maintain durable
ties between employees and employers (Bjorkman et al., 2013). Employers may fulfil their
obligations in the reciprocal relationship with employees by identifying them as talent and
informing them of their talent pool membership. Talent identification transparency may thus
serve as a signalling instrument to express the importance and value of the employee (Festing
and Schéfer, 2014). This may in turn lead to psychological contract fulfilment for the newly
informed talent, and consequently to the desired attitudes and behaviours, such as increased
work engagement (Joyce and Slocum, 2012) and reduced employee turnover (Ballinger et al.,
2011). As noted by Bjorkman et al. (2013), talent identification transparency may be

perceived as an indication that the focal employee’s contribution to the company has been
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valued, and that the employer has fulfilled its contract by deciding to invest in the employee’s

career.

In line with the social exchange perspective, we argue that talent identification transparency
can be perceived as an indication of the employer’s higher expectations of the talent. In
response, the selected employees may have an instant expectation of a promotion, salary
raise, or an aspiration to participate in a training program or specific developmental activities.
In addition, those employees who are informed of their talent pool membership may
reasonably expect elevated levels of support and resource allocation. However, the employers
may not offer these items rapidly, since they may believe that the newly informed talent
needs first to mature in their current position. In such a scenario, those employees identified
as talent, inspired by their newly acquired status but disappointed by the unfulfilled

expectations, may opt to look for career opportunities elsewhere (Campbell and Smith, 2008).

Following the social exchange perspective, we also suggest that when employees are
identified as talent and informed of their talent pool membership, they may be more likely to
monitor closely how the employer delivers its promises. For instance, if an employee
informed of their membership and coping with an intensive talent program finds no
opportunities for promotion, they may conclude that the employer does not fulfil its promises,
in other words violates the psychological contract. This can subsequently lead to decreased
levels of loyalty and other negative attitudinal and behavioural outcomes on the part of the
employee. Talent identification transparency may thus cause perceptions of a breach of

psychological contract, if expectations are not fulfilled (Dries and Gieter, 2014).

As already noted, talent identification transparency may be perceived by talent as a signal of
their employers’ higher expectations of them. The ambitions of the informed employees may

also consequently increase. Some scholars state that talent identification transparency might
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in fact cause arrogance, complacency, and loss of motivation to work (Dries and Pepermans,
2008). Those employees who are identified as talent and informed of their talent pool status
may believe they are assured a spot in their organization’s leadership and may thus lose their
motivation to work hard for it (Dries, 2013). This is perhaps one of the reasons why in the
academic world some department heads are hesitant to award tenure to young professors, as
they assume it may lead to decreased motivation and lower productivity in the newly tenured
faculty (Yining et al., 2006). Talent identification transparency can also cause those
employees who are identified as talent and informed of their talent pool membership to
become less interested in challenging themselves and more so in ‘looking important’
(McDonnell, 2011). In contrast, those employees who are not informed may persist in
progressing to fulfil their employer’s expectations by exploring new ways of doing their job

rather than having to look and act according to their talent status.

Another possible scenario could be a (sometimes perceived) failure of employees identified
as talent and informed of their status to fulfil an employer’s expectations. Such employees
may exhibit, for instance, increased sensitivity to feedback, workaholism, stress and burnout

(Dries and De Gieter, 2014; Kotlyar et al., 2014).

Identifying a limited number of employees as talent and informing them of their talent pool
status may yield high inequality in the allocation of resources and may consequently lead to
perceptions of unfairness among employees not identified as talent. These feelings of
unfairness can be expressed in several ways. First, employees not identified as talent may
suffer demotivation and, therefore, view their ‘non-talent status’ negatively in terms of not
feeling appreciated by the employer. This can cause increased stress levels, lower confidence
and self-esteem, and conceivably increased turnover intentions. Second, talent identification
transparency may run the risk of disengaging those employees who are not identified as

talent. The transparency can also lead to frustration and dissatisfaction among employees not

9
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identified as talent (Bothner et al., 2011). As noted by Larsen (1998), the more top managers
invest attention and resources in those employees identified as talent and informed of their
talent pool membership, the more others become jealous. As a result, the performance of
those employees who are not identified as talent might decline. Finally, employees have a
tendency to overestimate their own contributions and thus expect high outcomes (Gelens et
al., 2013). In that sense, those employees who are not identified as talent might still expect
high outcomes, and may perceive they are not genuinely valued and cared for when they
become aware they are not in receipt of the same outcomes as members of the designated

talent pool (Gelens et al., 2013).

2.2 Talent identification transparency from the employer perspective

According to the social exchange perspective, employers’ positive expectations of employees
often boost their performance, motivation and self-esteem (Kierein and Gold, 2000; McNatt,
2000). This raises a question of validity of talent identification transparency. The positive
affirmation of being informed of talent pool membership may lead to the higher performance
of talent pool members through their increased self-confidence and role commitment. The
criterion applied to talent identification — expected employee performance at a later point in
time — may be partially attributed to self-fulfilling prophecy, which involves a person or a
group of people acting in accordance with the expectations of another (Dries, 2013; Kierein
and Gold, 2000). However, the so-called ‘success syndrome’, a tendency whereby early
career sponsorship of employees identified as talent, and informed of their talent pool
membership, may lead to their exceptional success without being able to separate out and
measure whether that success is attributed to their talent or to the additional organizational
support they gained because of their talent status (Ishida, Su and Spilerman, 2002; McCall,
1998). In that case, talent identification transparency may lead to performance improvement

only in those employees identified as talent and informed of their talent pool status.

10
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Companies tend to identify 5% to 20% of all employees as talent, with 10% being the most
common measure (Silzer and Church, 2010). Identifying a minority of employees as talent
and informing them of their talent pool membership could have a negative impact on the
majority, thus generating a negative overall impact on organizational outcomes. The Gelens
et al. (2013) proposal of aggregating a large number of high turnover intentions among those
employees who are not identified as talent with a limited number of low turnover intentions
among those employees who are identified as talent and informed of their talent pool

membership, may still result in a low overall retention rate at the organizational level.

Hence, even though the reactions of those employees who are identified as talent and
informed of their talent pool status tend to be positive (Bjorkman et al., 2013; Gelens et al.,
2013), negative reactions on the part of those employees not identified as talent, which is
arguably the majority of the employee population in most companies (Silzer and Church,
2009), may outweigh positive reactions of members of the designated talent pool.
Additionally, allocating a large proportion of organizational resources to a small number of
employees identified as talent and informed of their status, may damage organizational image
and morale, and cause resentment among employees not identified as talent (DeLong and
Vijayaraghavan, 2003). In contrast, employers that identify all of their employees as talent
may experience greater positive employee outcomes when adequately investing in their

training and development.

Talent identification transparency may also challenge focusing too heavily on individual
talent. An excessively strong focus may weaken teamwork as a result of zero-sum reward
practices (i.e., practices whereby only some team members are rewarded, causing an overall
negative or neutral effect; the positive effects of some receiving a reward do not outweigh the

negative effects of most not) (Gallardo-Gallardo et al., 2013). This may precipitate an

11
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atmosphere of destructive internal competition that may in turn decelerate the learning and

dissemination of best practices across the company (Walker and LaRocco, 2002).

Open, trustworthy relationships and strong networks play a crucial role in sustaining
competitive advantage. Employees not identified as talent may have an essential role in
effective team performance and, by association, other individuals’ performance (McDonnell,
2011). While these employees may not have the same potential as talent, their influence on
overall organizational performance can be significant due to a particular set of skills,
knowledge or networks they possess. Talent identification transparency and an overemphasis
on those employees identified as talent and informed of their talent pool membership may
thus discourage the development of overall organizational spirit (Gallardo-Gallardo et al.,

2013).

3 A critical review of the talent identification process

While interest in talent identification has grown over the years, and a significant number of
articles has focused on the magnitude of evaluating and identifying employees who have the
supreme differential impact on business strategy (Al Ariss et al., 2014; Bjérkman et al., 2013;
Collings, 2014; Morris et al., 2015), some disagreement regarding the talent identification
process has emerged (Dries and Pepermans, 2008; Gelens et al., 2013; Silzer and Church,
2009). Since talent identification transparency is one of the primary outcomes of the talent

identification process, it is essential to pinpoint the fragile side of the process.

3.1 Ambiguity of talent identification process

Transparency of talent management procedures is a precondition for enhancing perceptions
of fairness among those employees who are not identified as talent (Dries, 2013). However,

companies tend to be reluctant in openly communicating matters related to talent

12
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management in general and talent identification in particular, since it may cause arrogance in
those identified as talent and informed of their talent pool membership, and jealousy in those
who are not (Larsen et al., 1998). As noted by Eisenberg and Witten (1987), although a
transparent communication strategy is generally the most ethical approach, it is not always

strategically appealing, especially when privileged positions in companies need to be filled.

There are a number of reasons why companies may be hesitant to communicate issues related
to the talent identification process, and these are commonly used to legitimize companies’
choice not to be transparent in questions related to the process. These include concerns about
creating high expectations in terms of promotions, development opportunities and resource
allocation; about sacrificing flexibility to make promotion decisions based on intuition rather
than standardized assessments; about forming ‘career guarantees’ and creating arrogance
among employees identified as talent and informed of their talent pool membership; about
fears of forming peer envy, frustration and distrust among those employees not identified as
talent; and about being overly restricted by rules and regulations (Bothner et al., 2011; Dries

and De Gieter, 2014; Silzer and Church, 2010).

In addition, while delivering a positive message — informing employees of their talent pool
membership — is a positive and fulfilling procedure, delivering a message to employees not
identified as talent can be difficult and may require a superior set of managerial skills.
Companies and supervisors may find it challenging to be sufficiently sensitive and provide
adequate explanations when communicating negative news, such as not including a certain
employee in the talent pool. This may explain the existing secrecy concerning the talent
identification process. Hence, the typical mode of communication related to the process
seems to be a ‘strategic ambiguity’, deliberately avoiding openness and clarity (Dries and De
Gieter, 2014). This generates information asymmetries where one party has more or better

information than another (Stiglitz, 2002). Following this logic, those employees who are

13
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identified as talent and informed of their talent status may receive more information, while
those not identified as talent may receive only some information. This can trigger incorrect
assumptions on the part of employees not identified as talent; since they possess little
information, they may ‘fill in the blanks’ using whatever cues or signals they receive from the
company (Dries and De Gieter, 2014), which in turn may lead to detrimental organizational
outcomes. However, it should be noted that even under conditions of secrecy and strategic
ambiguity, information about talent identification tends to ‘leak’ to employees in 90% of

cases, which may have even more serious consequences (Bournois and Rousillon, 1992).

3.2 Subjectivity of talent identification process

Evaluations of performance and potential tend not to be based on objective indicators alone
but also reflect somewhat subjective judgments made by top and line managers (Pepermans
et al., 2003). Hence, the talent identification process is fundamentally subjective, and at risk
of bias (Silzer and Church, 2010). The assumption that talented employees are essentially
different from others might not take into account the fact that ‘A-players’ can look like ‘B-
players’ under certain conditions, and vice versa (Netessine and Yakubovich, 2012).
Performance appraisals by an employee’s supervisor are likely to be incorporated into most
talent management systems, yet only provide information on past performance against set
objectives (McDonnell, 2011). Such appraisals tend not to identify an employee’s potential to
take on more important strategic roles (McDonnell and Collings, 2011). In addition, more and
more scholars realize that the manifestation of talent in the workplace depends not only on
innate factors, but that latent (i.e., hidden, untapped), intervening (i.e., concerted, deliberate)
and evolving (i.e., experience-based) components also play a crucial role in talent formation
(Dries, 2013; Meyers and van Woerkom, 2014; Silzer and Church, 2010). Thus, the value and

objectivity of performance appraisals in the talent identification process remain questionable.

14
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Some employees may take on highly visible project work or become members of high-
performing teams, which may increase their chances of being identified as talent (Makeld et
al., 2010). Yet, employees in less observable areas (both within organizational ranks and
geographically) may be particularly strong but fail to receive the same degree of attention.
“For example, in peripheral subsidiaries of which the decision makers have relatively little
knowledge, persons who have gained more visibility through, e.g., superior language skills,
may be more likely to be included in a talent pool than others who have similar performance
appraisal evaluations but who have not been equally visible” (Mékeld et al., 2010, p. 140).
This may lead to feelings of injustice and unfair treatment among those employees who have
not been identified as talent. Some researchers associate organisational injustice with
retaliation, turnover, lower job satisfaction, and lower organizational commitment (Simons
and Roberson, 2003). Enhancing the transparency and objectivity of talent identification is
likely to reduce negative intentions to leave the organization expressed by people who have
not been identified as talent due to their limited “visibility” in the organization. Furthermore,
decision makers may intentionally or unintentionally favour members of their own groups.
Alternatively, decision makers may be either hesitant or unwilling to identify their best
employees as talent because of the risk of losing them due to their increased expectations and

perceived employability (Mékela et al., 2010).

4. Discussion and Conclusions

Talent management has emerged as a distinct strategic activity, because it calls for a greater
focus on employees and positions that have the greatest differential impact on business
strategy (Beamond et al., 2016; Collings et al., 2011; Morris et al., 2015; Tatoglu et al.,
2016). Talent management endeavours are considered very positive acts — doing something
for your best employees, investing in their development, building on their potential and,

consequently, assisting talent in making the best use of their strengths and diminishing their

15
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weaknesses. At the same time, in many companies even mentioning talent identification can
make employees feel rather nervous. They might think ‘What if | am not a talent?’, or ‘If I
am a manager, will 1 need to tell some of my subordinates that they are not as talented as they

think they are?’

Talent management is a young and still developing research field (Collings, 2014; Tatoglu et
al., 2016), and scholars need to incorporate multiple perspectives in order to gain a profound
understanding of this prominent yet under-researched topic. While the majority of the
literature indicates that talent identification transparency produces positive outcomes (e.g.,
Bjorkman et al., 2013; Stahl et al., 2012), our paper focuses on the critical issue of informing
employees of their talent pool status. We first examined talent identification transparency
from an employee perspective. Despite the positive outcomes of talent identification
transparency for those employees identified as talent and informed of their talent pool
membership, we suggest such transparency may also have negative consequences for them.
In line with the social exchange perspective, we argue those employees may view the
acquired rank as an indication of the employer’s higher expectations of them, which may in
turn result in an increase in their own expectations and ambitions. If these aspirations are not
fulfilled in a timely manner, talent may face stress, job dissatisfaction, and anxiety, and

consequently may start seeking job opportunities elsewhere.

Furthermore, according to the social exchange perspective, one of the intentions of talent
identification transparency is the creation of durable ties between employees and employers,
which is likely to lead to psychological contract fulfilment for those employees who are
identified as talent and informed of their talent pool membership. But once the employee is
informed of their status, they may closely monitor how the employer delivers on its promises.
If the employer does not deliver, the psychological contract is likely to be violated, which

may subsequently lead to various negative attitudinal and behavioural outcomes.

16
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In this paper, we have also discussed negative consequences of talent identification
transparency for those employees who are not identified as talent. We further contend there
can be negative consequences attached to designating someone as a talent, because the
corresponding meaning could be interpreted as everyone else is talentless, which can in turn
promote feelings of unfairness. As noted by Larsen (1998), the more attention and resources
top managers invest in those employees identified as talent and informed of their talent status,
the more others become jealous. Following the social exchange perspective, we thus propose
that those employees who are not identified as talent may suffer from demotivation and
dissatisfaction, and may view their ‘non-talent status’ negatively in terms of not feeling
appreciated by the employer. This can cause increased stress levels, frustration, and
decreased confidence and self-esteem, resulting in increased turnover intentions and poorer

performance.

We have also raised several general comments related to the negative side of talent
identification transparency from an employer perspective. Particularly, we discuss the
organizational consequences of identifying a minority of employees as talent and informing
them of their talent pool membership, and the corresponding meaning of this to the majority
of employees who might perceive themselves as ‘talentless’. A strong focus on employees
identified as talent and informed of their talent pool membership may discourage the
development of the overall organizational spirit and promote destructive internal competition
among those not identified as talent. We have also discussed the drawbacks of an excessive
focus on the work of employees identified as talent and informed of their status, and of
undervaluing teamwork, and the significance of those employees not identified as talent but

whose work is crucial to overall organizational performance.

17
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Finally, we have expressed our concerns about the ambiguity and subjectivity of the entire
talent identification process, which may instigate arrogance in employees identified as talent

and informed of their talent pool membership, and bitterness in those not identified as talent.

5. Implications and recommendations for managers

Companies are currently investing significantly in talent management development, and the
consequences of talent identification transparency are crucial to their future competitiveness
(Dries, 2013). Thus, a better understanding of ‘the dark side’ of talent identification
transparency and the overall talent identification process may enable more accurate choices
on the part of organizational decision makers. Companies should bear in mind that even
though the reactions of employees identified as talent and informed of their talent pool
membership may seem to be positive, they may be outweighed by the negative reactions of
employees who are identified as talent and informed accordingly but whose expectations are
not then met, and by the negative reactions of the employees not identified as talent — which

is arguably the majority of the employee population in most companies.

If a company decides to inform the selected employees of their talent pool status openly, the
following processes should be implemented. First, on informing employees of their status,
organizational decision makers should bear in mind that employee expectations and
ambitions may rise as a result. While employees may interpret talent pool membership as a
signal from the employer that they can expect preferential treatment from now on, employers
might not share that concept of the implications of talent identification. They may see it as an
opportunity for newly informed talent to demonstrate their capabilities and take their career
into their own hands (Dries and De Gieter, 2014). Therefore, if a company decides to inform
the selected employees of their talent pool membership, it needs to discuss the expectations

and obligations of both parties (employer and employee) openly and straightforwardly.
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Second, all the procedures related to the talent identification process should be clear and fair.
Managers need to remember there is no such thing as ‘a little transparent’. Cropanzano et al.
(2007, p. 43) noted that “if you can’t give people the outcome they want, at least give them a
fair process”. When procedures are transparent and in accordance with the rules set, and clear
and adequate explanations for not being a member of a talent pool are provided, employees
may find it harder to misinterpret and imagine overly positive outcomes, making them less
likely to perceive unfairness and react with negative attitudes and behaviours (Gelens et al.,

2013).

Overall, companies are advised to demonstrate consistency in the way they identify talent,
engage in shared decision-making to avert personal self-interest, and provide employees with
opportunities to express their thoughts and opinions (Lind and Kulik, 2009). Although the
introduction of talent identification and talent pool membership may be an organization’s
legitimate response to a changing business environment, and signal a shift to a more
proactive culture of employee development and performance management, it needs to fit with

other talent management practices and reinforce the core values and mission of the company.

6. Future research

Despite massive interest, it remains somewhat unclear how talent identification transparency
affects employees either psychologically, in terms of their attitudinal outcomes, or physically.
We therefore need to improve our understanding of the concept of talent identification
transparency and how best to deal with it. More theoretical and empirical work is needed, and
we hope the present article will stimulate researchers to generate new empirical studies that

advance our understanding of the concept.

Future research should pay more attention to the impact of talent identification transparency

on the realization of individual well-being for both members and non-members of the
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designated talent pool. Furthermore, because talent identification transparency is a dynamic
and ongoing concept, future longitudinal research is encouraged to investigate whether
attitudinal and behavioural outcomes of members of the designated talent pool and non-

members transform over time in response to talent identification.

Next, it would be particularly valuable to uncover whether employee and employer attitudes
to talent identification transparency depend on a societal context, specifically national
culture. For instance, power distance, the extent to which employees tolerate and expect an
unequal distribution of power in the company, might impact the extent of talent identification
transparency (Gelens et al., 2013). Employees in high power distance cultures may be more
likely to accept interpersonal inequalities, compared with employees in low power distance
cultures who tend to emphasize equality. In a similar vein, we suggest that companies with
high power distance cultures will experience a greater likelihood of informing the selected
employees of their talent pool membership, while companies with low power distance
cultures may be more likely to construct a benevolent and equality-sensitive organizational

atmosphere, where talent identification transparency will not be relevant.

Employee and employer attitudes towards talent identification transparency may also depend
on a company’s Strategy, convictions and culture. Companies that believe employees can
only make decisions about their future within a company if they know the company believes
in their potential, will experience a higher likelihood of informing the selected employees of
their talent pool membership, while companies that believe talent identification transparency
may inflate the expectations of some (i.e., those identified as talent) and destroy the hopes of
others (i.e., those not identified as talent) may be less optimistic about talent identification
transparency. Furthermore, whereas an exclusive, output-oriented approach to talent
identification transparency is more likely to be a good fit in a company with a meritocratic,

competitive environment and an up-or-out promotion system, an inclusive, process-oriented
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approach may be more likely to fit well in a company with an egalitarian, diverse-friendly
and team-oriented environment. We believe our critical review of talent identification
transparency will help set the stage for what we hope will be an abundance of new research

on talent management.
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