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Abstract  This  paper  aims  to  offer  a  critical  reflection  on  the  way  Talent  Management  (TM)  is

investigated  in practice,  by  addressing  the key  issues  regarding  the  quality  (in  terms  of rigor

and relevance)  of  academic  empirical  TM research  and  therefore  the  critical  scrutiny  of  TM

scholars’ work.  We  will  argue  that  despite  the  growth  in  the  quantity,  the  quality  of  many

empirical TM papers  is  lagging  behind  and  hindering  the  progress  of  the  academic  field  of  TM.

Based on a  content  analysis  of  174 peer-reviewed  articles  published  between  2006  and  2017,  the

paper outlines  nine  critical  issues  regarding  the  quality  of  the  existent  empirical  TM research.  In

order to  improve  the  positioning  of  the  field  as  well  as  the  impact  of  TM  research  on  practice  it

is absolutely  necessary  for  TM scholars  to  secure  the quality  of  academic  empirical  TM  research.

Also, the  collaboration  between  practitioners  and scholars  should  increase.

© 2019  ACEDE.  Published  by Elsevier  España,  S.L.U.  This  is an  open  access  article  under  the  CC

BY-NC-ND  license  (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).

Introduction

Talent  Management  (TM)  can  be  defined  as  the activities  and

processes  that  involve  the systematic  attraction,  identifica-

tion,  development,  engagement,  retention  and  deployment

of  those  talents  which  are  of  particular  value  to  an organiza-

tion  in  order  to create  strategic  sustainable  organizational

success  (e.g.,  Scullion  et  al.,  2010;  Collings  and  Mellahi,
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2009). In  previous  publications,  TM  has  been  characterized

as  a phenomenon  (Dries,  2013; Gallardo-Gallardo  et  al.,

2015)  that  attracted  much  more  practitioner  interest  than

academic curiosity  (Lewis  and  Heckman,  2006; Cappelli  and

Keller,  2014;  Thunnissen  et  al.,  2013). Despite  the  practi-

tioners’  hunger  for  answers  for their  practical  TM  questions,

the  academic  community  was  not  able  to  make  a significant

contribution  to  the TM  debate.  In fact,  nearly  ten  years  after

the  groundbreaking  study  on  the upcoming  war  for talent

by  the  consulting  agency  McKinsey  (Chambers  et  al.,  1998),

Lewis  and Heckman  (2006)  denounced  the  academic  passiv-

ity concerning  the  topic  of TM. They criticized  the quality  of
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the  conceptual  papers  on  TM  in terms  of definitions,  scope,

coherence  and rigor,  and  pointed  at  the absence  of empirical

research  on  the  matter.  After  some years  of  academic  inter-

est  in TM,  several  scholars  (e.g.,  Collings  and  Mellahi,  2009;

Collings  et al.,  2011;  Thunnissen  et  al.,  2013;  Cappelli  and

Keller,  2014) noticed  progression,  but  the criticism  regard-

ing  definitions,  scope  and  coherence  remained.  Moreover,

each  of  them  echoed  Lewis  and  Heckman  (2006),  and  again

called  for  more  empirical  research  in order  to  gain  a better

understanding  of  how  TM  works  in practice.

These  calls  for more  academic  interest  in the practical

phenomenon  of  TM  did  not  fall  on  deaf  ears.  A bibliometric

study  by  Gallardo-Gallardo  et al.  (2015)  shows  that  the  aca-

demic  interest  in TM  expanded  enormously  since  2010,  and

it  illustrates  that  every  year  more  empirical  TM  papers  than

conceptual  articles  are published.  However,  the  question  is

raised  whether  this increase  in quantity  also  implies  that

the  quality  of  TM  research  has  improved?  In other  words,  did

scholars  also  take  notice  of  the  several  calls  for  more  rigor

and  coherence  in their  TM  research?  In  this paper,  we  will

argue  that  despite  the growth  in the  quantity,  the quality

of  many  empirical  TM  papers  is  lagging  behind  and hinder-

ing  the  progress  of  the academic  field  of  TM.  As  experts  on

the  evolution  of academic  disciplines  reason,  the  mere pres-

ence  of  empirical  research  is  not enough.  In fact,  empirical

research  must  serve  the systematic  development  of the-

ory  and  the  building  of  an  established  body  of  literature

(e.g.,  Bird  et  al.,  2002;  Von  Krogh  et  al.,  2012;  Junghans  and

Olsson,  2014). What’s  more,  in applied  fields  (such  as organi-

zation  and  management  studies)  theory  development  is  not

only  relevant  for  obtaining  academic  knowledge,  but  also

essential  for  having  impact  on  practice.  Theory  developed

through  solid  empirical  research  can  not only  help  to  explain

the  meaning,  nature  and challenges  of  a  phenomenon  ---  such

as  TM  ---  but  also  to  act  in  more  informed  and  effective  ways

in  practice  (Lynham,  2002).

The  process  of  theory  building  in applied  disciplines

relies  on  the  quality  of  the empirical  research  (Lynham,

2002).  More  specifically,  it  requires  rigor  (validity)  and  rele-

vance  (utility  in action  and in solving problems  in practice)

(Lynham,  2002).  Rigor  is based  on  the  systematic  and  consis-

tent  way  theory  is  generated,  verified,  applied  and refined

through  profound  inquiries  in practice  (Lynham,  2002;  Von

Krogh  et  al.,  2012;  Antonakis,  2017).  Rigor  requires  ‘sound-

ness  regarding  its  theoretical  and  conceptual  development,

its  methodological  design  and execution,  its  interpretation

of  findings,  and  its  use  of  these  findings  in extending  the-

ory  or  developing  new  theory’ (Zmud,  1996, p. xxxvii).

Relevance,  on  the  other  hand,  refers  to  the  utility  of the

knowledge  obtained  by  academic  research  for  practice.  It

can  be  achieved  by  taking  the  real-world  context  as a start-

ing  point  (also  see  Boxall  et  al.,  2007), and  through  the

constant  interaction  with  practice  during  the process  of the-

ory  building  (e.g.,  Lynham,  2002;  Von  Krogh  et  al.,  2012;

Antonakis,  2017).  Without  a  doubt,  the concepts  of  rigor  and

relevance  are  closely  related.  In  fact,  Vermeulen  (2005)  puts

it  even  more  critically  and  argues  that rigor  is  the fundamen-

tal  premise  for  relevance  and  its  theoretical  and  practical

impact.

This  paper  seeks  to  offer  a critical  reflection  on  the  way

TM  is  investigated  in practice.  We  are  particularly  interested

in  highlighting  and  discussing  the key issues  regarding  the

quality  (in  terms  of  rigor  and relevance)  of  academic  empir-

ical  TM  research,  and  therefore  the  critical  scrutiny  of TM

scholars’  work.  By  doing  so, we  aim  to  help  TM  scholars

to  overcome  the challenges  that  undermine  the theoret-

ical  and practical  impact  of their  empirical  TM  research.

After  all, only  by  the use  of  profound  empirical  research  can

the  field  be developed  to  the next  level.  With  this critical

approach  the  paper  differs  from  previous  studies,  since,  to

the  best  of  our  knowledge,  it is  the first  time  that  the focus

is  on  highlighting  and discussing  rigor  and relevance  issues

in  empirical  TM  research.  Previous  literature  reviews  have

centered  on  offering  an overview  of the field  by  present-

ing  the  main  topics  studied  and  the  related  challenges  up

until  that  moment  (see  Lewis  and  Heckman,  2006;  Collings

and  Mellahi,  2009;  Nijs  et  al.,  2014; Dries,  2013;  Gallardo-

Gallardo  et  al.,  2015;  Collings  et  al.,  2011;  Al Ariss  et al.,

2014;  Cappelli  and Keller,  2014).  This  paper  can  be  seen

as  a  step  forward.  A total  of  174  peer-reviewed  empiri-

cal  studies  published  between  2006  and 2017  (both  years

included)  were reviewed,  and  their  content  scored  for  their

rigor  (in  terms  of  use  of  definitions,  theoretical  foundations

and  research  designs)  and  relevance  (e.g.,  authors  and  their

affiliations  and  focus  of  interest  of  the study).

In  the  following  section,  we explain  the methodology  of

the review  study:  the selection  of  articles,  and  the  cod-

ing and analysis  of  the  content.  After  that,  we  outline  nine

critical  issues  regarding  the quality  of  the  existent  empiri-

cal  TM  research  and  illustrate  and explain  why we  believe

these  issues  exist  based  on  the  findings  of our  review.  The

paper  concludes  with  a discussion  of  the implications  of  our

findings  and we offer  some suggestions  for addressing  these

critical  issues  in future  academic  TM  research.

Method

For  the purpose  of  this  review  study  we  followed  three

sequential  steps  to  select  and  analyze  the empirical  TM  pub-

lications:  data  collection,  data  coding,  and data  analysis.

Step  1: Data  collection

In order  to  identify  and retrieve  relevant  publications  we

utilized  the  two  most reliable  sources  of  data  for  a  large

number  of  bibliometric  studies,  namely  ISI  Web  of  Science

(WoS;  Thomson  Reuters)  and  Scopus  (Elsevier)  (cf. Ciomaga,

2013). The  objective  was  to  identify  all  international  peer-

reviewed  empirical  articles  addressing  TM  from 2006  to 2017

(both  years  included).  Following  Gallardo-Gallardo  et al.

(2015), the  year  2006  was  selected  as  the starting  point

on  the  basis  that  these  authors  did  not  find  any  previ-

ous peer-reviewed  publication  on  TM  of  relevance  before

that  date.  We  excluded  non-empirical  studies  and  other

categories  of  journal  publications  not  directly  referring

to  author’s  research  work  (i.e.,  interviews,  commentaries,

book  reviews)  or  without  an available  authorship.  Also,

research  conducted  in either  a laboratory  setting,  by  math-

ematical  modeling,  or  using  simulation  models  were  not

retained.  Likewise,  we  excluded  conference  papers,  books

and  book  chapters,  monographs,  theses,  and  unpublished

works  due  to  a lack  of  consistent  quality  assurance  mech-

anism  in the  publication  of  these documents  (Arduini  and
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Zanfei,  2014;  McDonnell  et al.,  2017)  and its  limited  impact

on  new  knowledge  in the  field  compared  with  journals

(McWilliams  et al.,  2005).  Moreover,  we  focused  on articles

written  in  English  since  non-English  literature,  with  pre-

dominantly  national  readerships,  has  little  influence  on  the

international  academic  debate  about  a  topic  (Boselie  et  al.,

2005).

The  term  ‘talent  management’  was  used  as  the search

criterion  in  either  ‘title,  abstract  and  keywords’  (Scopus)  or

in  ‘topic’  (WoS).  However,  to  do  a search  as  complete  as

possible  and  following  some calls  for considering  stars’  lit-

erature  (see  Collings  et al.,  2015), we  also  performed  some

extra  searches  combining  frequent  keywords  in this  strand

of  literature  (such  as  ‘A-players’  AND  ‘Strategic  Human

Resource  Management’,  or  ‘Stars’  AND  ‘Strategic  Human

Resource  Management’).  By doing  so,  a few  new  articles

were  found  but  also  again  excluded  for  being  conceptual

(e.g.,  Huselid  et  al.,  2005)  or  not  really  focusing  on  TM  (e.g.,

Oderanti  and  De  Wilde,  2010).

The  searches  resulted  in 389  hits in  Scopus, and  288 hits

in  WoS.  In line with  previous  literature  reviews,  we  found  a

major  overlap  between  results  from  the two  databases  and

duplicates  were  removed.  However,  notice  that  not  all  pub-

lications  appear  in both  databases,  so the choice  for  one

database  or  the other  has an effect  on  the  information  pro-

vided.  Subsequently  we attained  the  full-text  of  the articles

through  the databases,  or  by means  of  any other  chan-

nel  (e.g.,  Research  Gate,  Google  Scholar,  writing  the first

author).  Unfortunately,  33  full-texts  were  not  possible  to

get,  and  therefore  were  excluded.  This  led to  a preliminary

database  of 305 full-text  articles.  After  reviewing  the  full-

texts  of  all  these  articles  and  excluding  those that  did  not  fit

with  the  selection  criteria  (i.e.,  proving  information  about

the  data  gathering/research  methods,  and  not  being  focused

on  TM),  our  final  database  comprised  of 174  publications.

The  descriptive  data  of  each  article  (i.e.,  author/s,  year,

title,  journal,  volume,  issue,  IF,  keywords,  and summary)

from  this  final  list  was  organized  in an Excel  spreadsheet.

This  descriptive  data  was  then  checked  for  accuracy,  mak-

ing  sure  that  the information  was  uniform  and  that  certain

entries  (e.g.  author’s  names,  publications  names  or  years  of

publication)  were  not  misspelled.

Step  2: Data  coding

Following  Potter  and  Levine-Donnerstein  (1999),  we  devel-

oped  ourselves  a coding  scheme  according  to our  knowledge

of  the  field  and the objective  of  this  study:  the  offer-

ing  of  a  critical  reflection  on  the  quality  of  empirical  TM

research.  Regarding  rigor,  we  created  several  coding  cat-

egories  (with  sub-categories)  to  gather  information  on  the

theoretical  frameworks  mentioned  in the publications,  the

presence  of  definitions  for  the  core  concepts  of  talent  and

TM,  and  the  characteristics  of  the  research  designs  adopted

in  the  empirical  TM  studies.  Regarding  the operationaliza-

tion  of relevance,  we  decided  that  at  least  the  main  focus

of  the  study,  as  well  as  the research  context  (country  of

data  gathering,  sector of  industry,  type,  size  and owner-

ship  of  organizations  involved)  would  help  us to  determine

whether  TM  research  addresses  the issues  that  are relevant

for  organizations  in practice,  or, in other  words,  that  it has

the  potential  to  improve  the decision  making  of practition-

ers.  For an  adequate  understanding  of  these findings  the

positioning  of  TM  in the academic  community  (in  terms  of

journals,  authors  and  affiliations)  is  related  to relevancy,

and is therefore  included  as  a coding  variable  in this  review.

We  considered  the  use  of  citation  records  but,  following

McDonnell  et  al. (2017), rejected  them due  to  the  fact that

most empirical  studies  were  published  within  the last couple

of  years.  We  also  defined  coding  rules  that  contained  def-

initions  of  coding  categories  with  guidelines  for  coders  to

extract  uniform  and  standardized  information  objectively

from  the  manuscripts.

Coding  of  the  journal  articles  involved  three  steps. First,

the  two  researchers  independently  coded  5  articles  ---  ran-

domly  selected  ---  as  a  pretest  of  the  coding  process.  The

coding  data  were  compared,  and  the  few  variables  that  were

interpreted  differently  were  discussed.  As  a result,  the  code

list, coding  normative  and coding  process  improved.  Sec-

ond,  we  divided  the  rest  of  the  sample  equally  between  both

authors.  Each  researcher  content-analyzed  the  allotted  arti-

cles  according  the  adjusted  coding  template  and  normative.

Third,  any  issues  of  confusion  and uncertain  classifications

in our  respective  coding  were  shared and  resolved  between

the  authors.  Also, every  disagreement  was  resolved  through

discussion.  This  careful  and rigorous  crosschecking  ensured

consistency,  and has  reduced  the likelihood  of error.

Step  3: Data analysis

The  charting  of  the content  data  was  done  in another

Excel  file  prepared  according  to  the  coding  template,  so

in  the end  we  could merge  all  information  (descriptive  and

content  information  from  each  article).  Pivotal  tables,  fre-

quency  counts  and  text coding  and  interpretation  were  used

to  analyze  the  data.  While  analyzing  the data  we  recog-

nized  several  flaws  and  weaknesses  in the way  empirical  TM

research  is  conducted,  or  at least  how  it is  presented  in

peer  reviewed  articles.  We  identified  nine  key  issues  which

are  addressed  in  the  next  section.

Key  issues  regarding  the rigor and relevance
in empirical TM research

Issue  1:  An incoherent  and  scattered  community

populated with  ‘newcomers’

According  to  Collings  et  al.  (2015)  TM  is  one  of the  fastest

growing  areas  in  the  academic  field  of  management  stud-

ies.  The  analysis  of  the  bibliometric  data  indeed  shows  a

quickly  developing  academic  field,  in which  the total  num-

ber  of empirical  TM  papers  increases  each  year,  with  a

peak  in 2015  of 29 articles.  Of  the 174  articles  included

in  our  database,  95.4%  (i.e.,  166 articles)  were  published

in 2010  and  later,  especially  from  2012  onwards.  However,

the  growth  in quantity  of  publications  does  not  go hand  in

hand  with  the  development  of a  coherent  academic  field.

On  the  contrary,  publications  are  scattered  across  journals

and  fields,  which  can  be  seen  as  a  symptom of  a  non-mature

field. To  illustrate,  a  total  of  103 journals  were  identified,

of which  most (87  out  of  174  journals;  84.5%)  published  just
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one  article.  Moreover,  despite  the fact  that  most  articles  are

published  in journals  in  the fields  of HRM  and  international

business  and  management  (in  particular,  the  International

Journal  of  Human  Resource  Management  (19 articles)  and

the  Journal  of  World  Business  (12  articles)  stand  out  for

their  number  of empirical  publications  on  TM),  we  see  a

diverse  array  of  journals  that  publish  about  TM,  such as

journals  for  specific  sectors  of industry  (e.g.  Higher Educa-

tion  Policy,  International  Journal  of  Project  Management  or

International  Journal  of  Health  Planning  and  Management)

and  journals  focusing  on  a  specific  geographic  region  (e.g.,

Asian  Business  and  Management  and  Canadian  Journal  of

Administrative  Sciences); most  of  them  have published  just

one  empirical  research  article  on  TM.  The  fact that  the TM

knowledge  is  so  spread  out  prevents  building  on  the  ideas

of  others,  not to  mention  cross-pollination  of ideas  across

knowledge  domains.

There  is  also  a great  diversity  in authors:  a  total  of  390

different  authors  have written  the 174 articles  of this review,

coming  from  225  different  organizations  and  48  different

countries.  A small  group  of  them  published  two  or  more

articles,  with  Scullion  and  Dries  (seven  articles  each)  as

leading  participants  in the TM  debate.  A network  analysis

by  Gallardo-Gallardo  et  al. (2017)  already  illustrated  that

the  rapid  evolution  of  the TM  co-authorship  network  did not

lead  to a  cohesive  community,  since  most  authors  in  the

field  of  TM  have  few connections  to  others  and  the  groups

of  reference  are  many  but  usually  not  connected  to  each

other.  Our  review  adds  that,  in particular,  a large  group  of

‘newcomers’  seems  to  be  involved  in empirical  TM  research,

since  the  majority  of  the authors  (340  persons;  87.2%)  only

published  one  article  and  do  not seem  to  continue  working

on  the  topic  of  TM  afterwards.

Literature  on  the evolution  of academic  disciplines  shows

that  ---  besides  the presence  of  systematic  theory  and  the

use  of  sophisticated  research  designs  and methods  ---  an

established  body  of  literature  as  well  as  institutional  man-

ifestation  in formal  and  informal  networks  are  crucial  for

a  sustainable  development  of  the  field  (e.g.,  Bird  et  al.,

2002;  Arnott  and  Pervan,  2008;  Krishnan,  2009). It helps  to

build  new  research  on  the discoveries  and  findings  of  pre-

vious  research  studies  and  prevents  reinventing  the wheel

(e.g.,  Bird  et  al.,  2002; Von  Krogh  et al.,  2012;  Junghans

and  Olsson,  2014). The  broad  spectrum  of  journals  and the

large  number  of newcomers  in the  field  does  not  have  to

be  a  problem  per  se,  but  this  great  diversity  of journals

and  authors  can  hinder  scholars  to  gain  a  comprehensive

overview  of what  has  been  achieved  to  date  in  empirical  TM

research,  especially  when different  databases  and  search

engines  result  in  different  hits.

Issue  2:  Cashing  in  on  the TM  label

Unfortunately,  the attractiveness  of  the  ‘hot  topic’ of  TM

has  side  effects.  First,  in  selecting  and analyzing  the arti-

cles  in  our  review  we  noticed  that  many  scholars  may  be

trying  to  benefit  from  the increasing  academic  and  prac-

titioner  interest  in TM  by  using the  terms  ‘talent’  and/or

‘talent  management’  to  just  make  their  paper  sexier.  This

tendency  became  apparent  in the final  stage  of  the  selec-

tion  process.  We  reviewed  the  full-texts  of  the 305  articles

in our preliminary  database,  in order  to  assess  whether  the

articles  indeed  fit the selection  criteria.  In line  with  pre-

vious  TM  literature  reviews  (see  Gallardo-Gallardo  et al.,

2015;  McDonnell  et al.,  2017), we  found that TM  terminol-

ogy  was  sometimes  used  in key  sections  of  the manuscript

(e.g.  title,  abstract,  recommendations  for  further  research)

to  catch  the attention  of  the reader,  but  without focusing

on  the topic  of  TM  at  all. These  scholars  seem  to  use  TM  as  a

synonym  for  HRM  or  leadership  development.  This  incorrect

labeling  resulted  in  the  exclusion  of nearly  a quarter  of  the

articles  (70  articles)  in the preliminary  database.

Second,  the  immense  attractiveness  of  TM  also  applies

to  academic  journals  that  want  to  offer  the latest trends

and  debates.  This  would  explain  the aforementioned  wide

array  of academic  outlets  for  disseminating  TM  empirical

research.  However,  this broad  spectrum  of  journals  is  not

only  a  symptom  of a  non-mature  field  but  also  could  be  a

sign  of  the difficulties  of  having  a paper  published  because

of  the increasing  competition  (Antonakis,  2017). Scholars

pushed  by  the  ‘publish  or  perish’  academic  motto  do not

hesitate  to go for  all  the possible  outlets (no  matter  the

field)  in which  they  can  present  their  research.  Those  jour-

nals  for specific  sectors  of industry  or  journals  focusing  on

a  specific  geographic  region  can  be interesting  channels  to

share  academic  knowledge  with  practitioners  in a  specific

sector  --- which is  related  to  the relevance  of  the  research

--- yet  they  often  lack  an Impact  Factor  (IF). The  IF  is  used

to  evaluate  the journal’s  reach  compared  to  other  journals

in  its  subject  area, and according  to  several  authors  (e.g.,

Adams,  2009;  Ponomarev  et al.,  2014)  the journal’s  IF can

be seen as  a proxy  indicator  of  research  quality.  Despite  the

fact  that  a  total  of  58.8%  of  the  articles  in our database  were

published  in  a  journal  with  an IF,  41.2%  were  from  journals

without  an IF.  Furthermore,  in particular  since 2015, we  see

that,  each year, more  articles  are  published  in non-IF  jour-

nals  than  in IF journals.  This  could, again,  be a  sign  of the

difficulties  having  a  paper  published,  but  also  as  an indica-

tor  of low-quality  research.  Many  of  the  problems  discussed

below,  such as  the  absence  of definitions  and  information

about  research  methods,  occurred  in non-IF  journals.

Issue  3: Incoherent  theoretical  development

The  conceptual  development  of the  TM  field  has  been

addressed  before;  several  scholars  have  criticized  the  TM

literature  for  a mishmash  of  definitions  and  theoreti-

cal  assumptions  that  lead  to  inconsistent  ‘stories’  (e.g.,

Gallardo-Gallardo  et  al.,  2015).  One  may  assume  that this

would  not  happen in empirical  research,  because  an  ade-

quate  use  of theory  to  conceptualize  and  to frame  the issue

and  the operationalization  of theory  into  clear  concepts

and  definitions  are  essential  to  build  a  solid  research  design

(Lynham,  2002;  Vermeulen,  2005).  Nonetheless,  during  the

review  we were  confronted  with  haphazard  theory  devel-

opment.  First,  we  found  that  half  of  the empirical  articles

(86  articles,  49.4%)  did not mention  any  theoretical  frame-

work  at all:  the  authors  of  these  publications  do  not use  any

existing  theory,  nor  adapt  or  modify  any  existing  theory  or

develop  new  theory  to  frame  and  justify  their  study.  In  line

with  the aforementioned  observations,  the majority  (59.3%)

of  the  non-theoretically  informed  articles  were  published  in
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journals  without  an  IF (yet,  note that  40.7%  of  them  were

published  in  journals  with  an IF).  Moreover,  some  studies

testing  hypotheses  (29.7%;  19  out of  64; e.g.  Khoreva  et  al.,

2017)  --- by  which one would  assume  a decent  theoretical

underpinning  of  the  hypotheses  ---  did  not have  any  theoreti-

cal  framework  at all,  which clearly  raises  doubts  about  their

quality.  It  should  be  said  that  during  the  period  between

2012  and  2014  inclusive,  the number  of papers  present-

ing  a  theoretical  framework  was  considerably  higher  than

those  lacking  it.  However,  most  of  the  literature  from  that

period  was  published  in high  impact  journals  by  renowned

researchers  in the  field  (e.g.  Farndale  et al.,  2014). From

2015  onwards,  more  researchers  entered  into  the  field  of

TM  to  publish  their  work,  yet  with  less  attention  to  quality

since  more  than  60%  of  the articles  published  since  2015  did

not  pay  any  attention  to  conceptual  development.

Second,  while  analyzing  the other  half  of  the articles

that  do  have  a  clearly  specified  conceptual  framework  (88;

50.6%),  we  discovered  that  many  authors  use  theories  super-

ficially.  For  instance,  theory  is  used only  to  emphasize  a  line

of  reasoning  in the  introduction  section  rather than  consis-

tently  applying  theoretical  models  and  concepts  throughout

the  whole  research  paper  in order  to  explore  new  perspec-

tives  and  to reinforce  TM  foundations.  This  random  and

inconsistent  use  of  theory  hinders  fundamental  theoreti-

cal  scaffolding  (e.g.,  Lynham,  2002;  Von  Krogh  et  al.,  2012;

Antonakis,  2017).  Moreover,  although  we  found  an expected

consistency  between  the  conceptual  framework  used  and

the  topic  of  interest  of  the  study,  in the studies  focusing

on  TM  issues  at the organizational  level  (e.g.,  TM  outcomes,

relationship  between  TM  practices  and  outcomes)  there  was

no  clear  dominant  framework.  In other  words,  it is  difficult

to  find  a  dominant  framework  for the  academic  quest  for

the  meaning  and value  of  TM  at the  organizational  level  of

analysis.  The  lack  of  conceptual  development  in and  ambigu-

ous  theoretically  framing  of  empirical  TM  research  and  its

findings  weakens  the fundamental  pillars  of  the field.

Issue 4:  Carelessness  in  defining  core concepts

After  the  development  of  an  explicit,  informed  conceptual

framework  it  is  essential  to  translate  the conceptual  model

into  clearly  defined  and  observable  concepts  (Lynham,

2002). The  core  concepts  of  the  studies  in  our  review  are

talent  and  TM,  so now  the  questions  arise  if  and  how  these

core  concepts  are operationalized  in empirical  scholarly

research.  As regards  to  the TM  concept,  we  found that  not  all

studies  are  accurate  or  clear  in  operationalizing  and defin-

ing  it.  Nearly  a quarter  of  all  articles  (40  articles;  22.9%)

does  not  present  any  definition  on  TM  at all; surprisingly,

almost  73%  of  them  were  published  in a  journal  with  an  IF.

We  also  found  that a total  of  15.5%  of  the  papers  include

a  summary  of  multiple  TM  definitions  without  clearly  advo-

cating  for  one,  or  present  a vague  and  indirect  indication

of TM  (18.4%).  Only  43.1%  (75  articles)  present  an  explicit

definition  of TM,  often  opting  for  quoting  another  authors’

definition  (70.4%)  rather  than  giving  their  own  (29.6%).  The

definitions  of Collings  and  Mellahi  (2009)  and of  the  CIPD

(2006,  2008)  were the  most  cited  ones.

Subsequently,  we  investigated  whether  talent  was

defined  and  in what  way.  In particular,  the talent  concept

seems  to  be difficult  to  define  clearly;  empirical  TM  schol-

ars  are rarely  precise  about  what  they  mean  by  talent.  Most

of the  writers  usually  take  the  talent  concept  for  granted.

In  fact,  56  articles  (32.2%)  do  not present  any  definition  at

all,  and 58  articles  (33.3%)  define  it vaguely,  for  example  by

referring  to  ‘‘employees  with  strong  aspirations  for high  per-

formance  and self-development’’,  ‘‘the  brightest,  the  best

and  the most  fitting’’,  or  ‘‘the  best  people’’.  To  be clear,

only  a very  small  portion  of the articles  in our  review,  16.7%,

contains  a clear  definition  of  the talent  construct.  This  raises

the  question  whether  defining  talent  is not  interesting  and

important  anymore  to  TM  scholars,  whereas  it was  one  of

the  core  debates  in the 2000’s  as the  field  emerged.

Recent  reviews  of  the literature  (Gallardo-Gallardo

et al.,  2015;  Gallardo-Gallardo  and  Thunnissen,  2016)  show

a  growing  consensus  about  the definitions  of  talent  and  TM.

In  particular  scholars  from  the  field  of  business  and  mana-

gement  ---  who,  as  we  have  seen,  dominate  the  field  of  TM

--- seemed  to  have  adopted  an exclusive  approach  to  TM

(Thunnissen  and  Gallardo-Gallardo,  2017). The  articles  in

our  review  confirm  this trend  with  their  focus  on  a  specific

group  of scarce  and valuable  employees  (such  as  managerial

talent  or  people  fulfilling  executive  positions,  high  perform-

ers  lawyers,  or  talented  academics;  e.g.,  Farndale  et  al.,

2014;  Thunnissen,  2016),  yet  this  only applies  to  the small

group of  articles  that  offered  a definition  of TM  and  talent.

Due  to the  lack  of  definitions  in  the  majority  of  publications,

it  is  not  clear  exactly  what  is  studied,  how  the  researchers

involved  in the study  position  themselves  in the ongoing

debate  about  talent  and  TM,  and  in what  way  the research

can  be  useful  for  other  studies.

Issue  5:  Lack  of transparency  regarding  research

methodology

After the  conceptualization  phase  it  is  time  to  develop  an

appropriate  research  design  to  assemble  data  in  practice

(Lynham,  2002;  Zmud,  1996). In  our  preliminary  database,

not  all  articles  provided  sufficient  information  about  their

research  design,  which  made  it difficult  to determine  the

academic rigor  of  the study.  Therefore,  in the  final  stage  of

the  article  selection  process  we  excluded  61  peer-reviewed

articles  from  our  preliminary  database  (20%)  because  of  the

absence  of  a method  section,  a clear  description  of  the

methodology  used,  or  any  information  about  data  gather-

ing.  As  a  result,  all  174 articles  in the  final  database  did

explain  their  methods  for  data  gathering  and  analysis.  They

often  provide  information  about the country  or  region  in

which the data  is  collected,  but  the information  about  the

organizational  context  is scarce.  The  articles  contain  lim-

ited information  about  the size,  the ownership  and the scope

of  the  organization  (e.g., national,  multinational).  For  ins-

tance,  59.2%  of  the  articles  does  not provide  information

about  the size or  the type of organizations  involved  in the

study.  This  absence  of  information  hints  at selection  often

based  on chance  instead  of academic  interest  in TM  in a

specific  type of  organization.  Moreover,  not  providing  such

information  precludes  transparency,  which  could  raise  skep-

ticism  about  the study.
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Issue  6:  Fuzzy  research  designs

In  a  developing  field,  it  is  quite  common  to start with

descriptive  and  qualitative  research  with  small  samples  such

as  case  studies  to  get  a  deep  understanding  of  the nature

of  a  phenomenon  (Von  Krogh  et  al.,  2012). In  a maturing

field,  more  sophisticated  research  designs  and  statistical

techniques  and  larger  datasets  are more  appropriate  (Bird

et  al.,  2002). In  the early  years,  as  could  be  expected  in

an  emerging  field,  qualitative  TM  research  was  most  preva-

lent,  but  since  2011  ---  quite  soon  after  the first  empirical

TM  studies  appeared  --- the  amount  of  quantitative  research

increased  significantly.  To  date,  empirical  research  on  TM

is  more  often  quantitative  (48.6%)  than  qualitative  (37.2%).

Despite  the  increase  in  quantitative  research,  the  research

designs  are  often  quite  simple:  descriptive  research  (63.2%),

using  relatively  small  data  sets (less than  50  respondents

(65  articles;  37.4%)  or  between  50  and  150  respondents  (26

articles;  14.9%)).

Most  quantitative  studies  make  use  of  conventional

research  designs,  such as  web-based  surveys,  question-

naires,  or  structured  (telephonic)  interviews  (e.g.,  Tymon

et  al.,  2010;  Tatoglu  et  al.,  2016;  Festing  et al.,  2013),

which  are  analyzed  by logistic  regression  (e.g.,  De Vos

and  Dries,  2013), and  structural  equation  modeling  (e.g.,

Kontoghiorghes,  2016). Qualitative  research  frequently  con-

sists  of  in-depth  and semi-structured  interviews  in single

or multiple  case  studies,  sometimes  supported  by  partici-

pant  observation  and/or  analysis  of  secondary  data  (e.g.,

Kim  and  Scullion,  2011;  Festing  et  al.,  2015). Mixed-method

approaches  occur  infrequently  (14.9%).  All  in all,  despite  the

fact  that  the  field  is  in a  growing  stage  (Gallardo-Gallardo

et  al.,  2015),  the research  designs  and methods  adopted  in

many  empirical  studies  shows that  the field  remains  far  short

of  maturity.

Issue  7:  Untraceable  and misleading  respondents

Regarding  the respondents,  we  see  that  senior  and/or  mid-

dle  managers  (16.8%)  and  HR  representatives  (9.8%)  are  the

usual  people  involved  in the  study, investigating  their  per-

ceptions  on  the TM  activities  in the organizations.  We  found

only  six  studies  that  have  incorporated  the perspectives  of

line  managers  (e.g.,  Stahl  et al.,  2012;  McCracken  et al.,

2016).  There  is  a growing  interest  in considering  employees

(i.e.,  those  commonly  labeled  as talent  or  the comparison

between  talent  and  the ‘non-talent’)  as  research  partici-

pants  since  2013  (10%  of  all  articles)  in order  to  measure

employees’  perceptions  and reactions  to  TM. Some  studies

focus  solely  on  investigating  employees’  perceptions  (e.g.,

Tymon  et  al., 2010),  while  others  also  include  other  stake-

holders  in  their  study  (e.g.  Thunnissen  and  Van  Arensbergen,

2015).  Notwithstanding,  a reasonable  portion  of  the 174

articles  did not provide any  information  about  the  type of

respondents  (59.2%)  nor  about  the  size  of the research  pop-

ulation  (33.9%;  59  articles).  A worrisome  discovery  is  that

we  found  some  concerning  inconsistencies  regarding  the

research  population.  For instance,  there  is  one  study  that

claimed  to investigate  employee’s  perceptions  of  and  sat-

isfaction  with  the TM program  but  used  HR practitioners  as

respondents.  In  this particular  study,  the data  represents  the

viewpoints  of  HR  practitioners  on  these  practices  and  pro-

grams  and  not  those  of  the employees  themselves.  Again,

skepticism  about  such studies  emerges  and  accentuates  the

lack  of  attention  for  rigor  in publications.

Key  issue 8:  Relevant  research,  yet  with  a

selective scope

Reports  of several  large  consultancy  agents  (e.g.,  Deloitte,

2011;  Towers  Watson,  2014; Boston  Consulting  Group  (BCG),

2014;  Mercer,  2019)  indicate  that  organizations  are  strug-

gling  with  attracting  key  talents,  top  performers  and

managerial  potential  (Towers  Watson,  2014;  Mercer,  2019)

to  fill  open  positions,  and with  how  organizations  can  make

their  talent  programs  more  effective  in order  to  retain  talent

(BCG,  2014).  The  review  shows  that  academic  TM research

explores  the field  from  many  different  directions;  the main

topics  of  interest  show  a broad  variety.  Yet,  there  is  indeed

a  large  interest  in gaining  insight  into  how  TM  works  in

practice.  One  third  of  the  studies  (35%)  investigates  how

a  specific  TM practice  is  carried  out, whether  there  is  a

relationship  between  the conceptualization  of  talent  and

TM  practices  or  between  TM  practices  and outcomes  (e.g.,

Festing  et  al.,  2015;  McDonnell  et al.,  2016). The  current

academic  interest  in  the identification  and attraction  of  tal-

ent  seems  to  be lower  than  in the  past  (Gallardo-Gallardo

and  Thunnissen,  2016) and  it is  replaced  by  an increasing

interest  in  retaining  and  developing  talent.  Research  is pri-

marily  focused  on  the  implementation  of  practices  regarding

training  and  development  (16.5%),  performance  manage-

ment  and  compensation  (15.5%),  retention  (14%),  staffing,

succession  planning  (12.5%),  and  management  development

(11%).  Also  the  effects  of  TM  in  terms  of  outcomes  is  a

key  research  topic.  Nearly  one fifth  (18.5%)  of  the arti-

cles  is  focused  on  TM  outcomes,  either  at  the  national

or  regional  level (3 articles;  e.g.,  Furusawa  and Brewster,

2015), the  organizational  (13  articles;  e.g.,  Farndale  et  al.,

2014;  McNulty  and De Cieri, 2016)  or  the HRM  system  level

(e.g.  in  terms  of  a  flexible  workforce)  (9 articles;  e.g.,

Swailes  and  Blackburn,  2016;  Khoreva  and  Vaiman,  2015),

or  the  employee  level (20 articles;  e.g.,  Dries  et  al.,  2012;

Claussen  et al.,  2014).  In  particular,  the  outcomes  at  the

employee  level  have  gained  academic  interest,  mainly  from

psychologists,  during  recent  years.

Thus,  it  seems  that TM  scholars  focus  on the  current  TM

challenges  by  which  organizations  around  the world  are  con-

fronted  (i.e.,  TM  research  is relevant).  However,  our  study

reaffirms  the  criticism  about the  prevailing  orientation  in TM

literature  toward  MNC’s  and  private  organizations  (Collings

et  al.,  2011;  Thunnissen  et al.,  2013).  Most research  is  con-

ducted  in large organizations  (27%  of all  174 articles),  and

organizations  operating  on a  global  scale  (21.8%).  TM  issues

in  small  and  medium-sized  organizations  (e.g.,  Valverde

et  al.,  2013),  and/or  in  organizations  operating  in one

single  country  and  on  public  sector  organizations  (e.g.,

Poocharoen  and Lee, 2013)  attract  much  less  academic

interest.  So,  there  is a  selective  scope  in academic  empirical

TM  research,  addressing  the TM  issues  that  are particularly

relevant  for a  select  group  of  organizations.
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Issue  9:  Loosely  embedded  in  context

To  achieve  a rigorous  understanding  of  what  happens  in

practice  and  why,  the impact  of  the  broader  organiza-

tional  context  has to  be  considered  in both theoretical

frameworks  (in  search  for  moderators)  and  research  designs

(contextually  based research)  (Boxall  et  al.,  2007;  Johns,

2006). We  therefore  were  curious  about  the  research  con-

text  that  caught  academic  interest.  Earlier  we  mentioned

that  methodology  sections  often  lack  information  about the

organizational  context.  With  respect  to  the region  in which

the  data  was  collected  (not  necessarily  the home  base  of

the  authors),  we  found  that  TM issues  are studied  in  a broad

variety  of  countries.  When  we  group  these  countries  into

geographical  regions  we  see  that  31.6%  of  the data  was  col-

lected  in  a  European  country  (e.g.,  the Netherlands,  United

Kingdom,  Spain),  but  we  notice  an  increasing  interest  in TM

in  the  Southern  and  Eastern  Asia regions  (e.g.,  India, China,

Malaysia).  What  is  more,  we  found  a  difference  in aims,

research  questions  and topics  among  regions  (i.e.,  the loca-

tion  of  business  or  organizations  under  investigation).  This

indicates  that  each region  (or  even  country)  seems  to  have

different  needs  or  problems  to  solve,  so the  TM  practices

under  investigation  were  different.  This  implies  that  TM  is

context  dependent.

However,  as  the review  illustrates,  scholars  did not  nec-

essarily  conduct  a  contextualized  research  design  in which

they  deliberately  make  use  of  the context  to explain  what

happens  in  practice.  Johns  (2006)  claims  that  the impact  of

context  on  organizational  behavior  is  insufficiently  recog-

nized  or  appreciated  by  researchers,  and  the same  occurs

in  the  TM  literature.  Although  some  scholars  (namely  those

doing  research  on  Global TM or  in  a European  region)  show

an  increasing  awareness  of  the relevance  of  contextual

research,  most  of  the studies  were  not  designed  to  explicitly

identify  contextual  factors  of  influence.  If contextual  fac-

tors  were  identified,  it  was  merely  a  fortunate  side  effect

of  these  studies.  In  those  cases  that  contextual  factors  were

explicitly  explored,  they  were  mainly  focused  on  identi-

fying  factors  that  affect  the first  step of  the TM  process,

i.e.  the  intended  TM  strategy.  For  example,  a  subset  of

the  articles  investigates  how  TM  is  understood  and shaped

within  organizations,  in particular  whether  there  are  dif-

ferences  in the  shaping  of  TM  in  some  specific  countries

(i.e.,  non-Anglo-Saxon  countries  and  in emerging  markets)

or  in  a  specific  sector  or  type  of  organization  (e.g.,  Skuza

et  al.,  2013;  Ewerlin  and  Süß,  2016). Academic  research  on

contextual  factors  affecting  TM  implementation  or  its  effec-

tiveness  is  practically  absent,  which hinders  the  possibility

of  gaining  a complete  understanding  of  how  TM works  in

practice.

Finally,  we  want  to point out the ‘academic  bubble’

in  which  the data  are  produced.  The  majority  of  the  174

articles  (84.5%)  were  co-authored,  and this  collaboration

is mainly  focused  on  the academic  community.  Academic

institutions  lead  empirical  TM  research  published  in peer-

reviewed  articles,  since  most authors  work  in academia.

Only  a  total  of  26  (6.6%)  authors  have  non-academic

affiliations,  mainly  in consultancy  firms  (e.g.  Accenture,

Enaxis  Consulting,  Ernst  & Young,  Hay  Group),  manufac-

turing  and  IT companies  (e.g.  Belzona  Polymerics,  Ltd.,

PepsiCo,  Inc.,  Moxie  Software,  Inc., DAL  Group)  and  some

in  public  institutions  (e.g.  West  Yorkshire  Police,  Qual-

ity  Assurance  Netherlands  Universities).  These  26  authors

have  contributed  to the production  of  29  articles.  The

majority  of  these  papers  were  written  in collaboration

with  an author  from  an  academic  institution.  So, although

the  research  is  done  in  practice,  the  collaboration  with

practice  in sharing  the  knowledge  from  research  is  lim-

ited.

Discussion

The  academic  field  of  TM  is  highly  active,  and  finally  seems

to  have  caught  up  ---  at least  in  the  quantity  of publications  ---

with  the  practitioner  interest  in the topic.  However,  for the

development  of  the field  and  its  impact  on  both  academia

and  practice,  solid  empirical  TM  research  is  needed. In

short,  its quality  is  more  important  than  its quantity.  In

order  to  progress  as  a field  and  to  contribute  to  a thor-

ough  understanding  of  the  TM  issues  in  practice,  both  rigor

and  relevance  in empirical  research  are  key  (Lynham,  2002;

Antonakis,  2017;  Von Krogh  et  al.,  2012;  Vermeulen,  2005).

The  aim  of  this  paper  has  been  to  offer  a  critical  reflec-

tion  on  the way  in which  TM  is  investigated  in practice.

Despite  the  enormous  growth  in  academic  interest  in TM,

we  must  conclude  that  the  quality  of TM  research  ---  at least

how  it  is  presented  in publications  ---  is  in  many  cases  worri-

some.

How  relevant  is  empirical  TM?

Does  empirical  research  really  address  the  issues  that  are

relevant  for organizations  in practice?  In  general,  academic

TM  research  meets  expectations.  Even  though  the articles  in

our  database  could  be  seen  as  biased  since  they  are  mostly

written  by  scholars  and  for  a scholarly  audience  (Cascio

and  Aguinis,  2008),  we  can  conclude  that  the majority  of

the  studies  are  indeed  focused  on  issues  that  large  con-

sultancies  mention  as crucial  contemporary  concerns,  i.e.,

the  attraction  and  retention  of  key talent,  top perform-

ers and  managerial  potential  (BCG,  2014;  Deloitte,  2011;

Towers  Watson,  2014;  Mercer,  2019).  We do,  however,  see

some  limitations  regarding  the  relevance  of  academic  TM

research.

First,  the focus  in academic  research  projects  is  on  a

select  group of  organizations,  that  is large,  private  organiza-

tions  operating  at a  global  or  international  level (i.e.,  MNC’s

and  international  firms)  and a  select  group  of  employees

(i.e.,  managerial  talent  or  people  fulfilling  executive  posi-

tions).  This  implies  that  the  findings  are  only relevant  for

this specific  group  of organizations  and  employees.  More-

over,  with  an  accent  on  the exclusive  TM  approach,  the

findings  are  only applicable  for  organizations  adopting  an

exclusive  approach,  while  in  practice  both  the inclusive  and

the  exclusive  approach  occur  (e.g.,  Farndale  et  al.,  2014;

Stahl  et al.,  2012).  This  may,  again,  illustrate  the  lack  of

relevance  of  empirical  TM  research  for practice,  echoing

the  ongoing  concern  regarding  the science-practice  gap  (see

Aguinis  et  al.,  2010).

Second,  we  can  conclude  that  in  most  cases  the  research

done  is  not  contextually  based:  information  about  the  orga-

nizational  context  is  often  absent,  and  if present,  it is  often
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aimed  at  introducing  the study  and framing  the research

question  and  aim,  instead  of justifying  the  research  design

and  clarifying  and  explaining  the findings  of  the study  after-

wards.

Third,  collaboration  between  practitioners  and  scholars

---  at  least  in publishing  ---  is  limited.  Lynham  (2002)  states

that  theory  development  relies  on  the continuous  interac-

tion  between  research  and  practice.  Although  it is  difficult

to  assess  the interaction  in  a  publication,  only  a  handful

of  publications  are  co-authored  by  authors  working  in non-

academic  organizations.  Thus,  Hambrick’s  (1994)  concern

about  the  minimal  visibility  and minimal  impact  of schol-

ars  in  organizational  sciences seems  as  timely  and current

today  in  our  field.

Fourth,  the question  arises  whether  current  TM research

is  sufficiently  ‘future  proof’.  Several  reports  point  at the  way

technological  and social  forces  are  transforming  what  work

will  look  like  in the future  (WEF,  2016; Lanvin  and  Evans,

2017;  Mercer,  2019),  and  this  will  have  an impact  on  the

attraction,  selection,  development  and retention  of  talent.

Nonetheless,  these  future  TM  issues  are not yet  explored  in

empirical  TM research.

Is  empirical  TM research  rigorous  enough?

According  to  Vermeulen,  rigor  is  the principal  requirement

for  each  research  project:  ‘‘research  that is  not  rigorous

(.  . .) cannot  be  considered  relevant’’  (Vermeulen,  2005,  p.

979).  We  conclude  that  the rigor  in current  empirical  TM

is  worrisome.  First  of  all,  too  many  publications  do not

get  the  basics  right.  The  large  proportion  of  articles  that

we  had  to  exclude  (a total  of 43%  of the papers  in the

preliminary  database)  is striking.  Exclusion  was  based  on

a  tangential  approach  to the topic  and/or  the absence  of

any  information  about  the research  methodology.  What  is

also  worrisome,  is  the large proportion  of  articles  in our

final  database  that  (1)  does  not pay attention  to  concep-

tualization  (49.4%  articles  has  no  theoretical  framework);

(2)  is  negligent  in  offering  definition  of  the  core  concepts

(i.e.,  talent,  32.2%;  TM,  23.0%); and/or  (3)  does  not  pro-

vide  any  information  about  the  organizational  context  of

the  research  (59.2%),  nor  the type  of  organization  (59.2%),

nor  the  type  or  number  of  respondents  (33.8%) involved  in

the  study.  In addition,  we  found many  other  cases  in which

details  are  lacking:  we  highlighted  the superficial  use  of

theoretical  frameworks,  the  vagueness  in the operational-

ization  of  talent  and  TM,  and the  mismatch  between  the

research  aim  and  the  research  population.  These  details

do  not  imply  that  the research  is necessarily  unreliable,

yet  the  fact  that  this  information  is  not  provided  in  the

article  could  make  this  research  appear  less  reliable  and,

above  all,  this  does  not  help  other  scholars  to  understand

fully  the  utility  of  the  findings  for  their  own  research;

not  to  mention,  their  low utility  for  practitioners.  In fact,

the  non-existence  of  research  design  information  makes  it

more  difficult  to determine  whether  new  research  can  build

on  previous  findings,  which  in turn  hinders  the systematic

development  of  theory.  This  lack  of transparency  also  brings

into  question  the possible  advances  achieved  to  date within

the  field.

Is  TM  research  critical  enough?

The  aforementioned  problems  mainly  occur  in  manuscripts

published  in journals  without  an IF,  which  are criticized

for  lower  guarantee  of  quality  and impact  (Hoeffel,  1998).

According  to  Gardfield  (2006),  the journals  with  higher  IF

include  the most  prestigious  and more  critical  publications.

However,  since  2014,  the number  of  empirical  TM  research

papers  published  in journals  without  IF exceeds  the number

of  publications  in  journals  with  IF.  Most of  the most  recent

TM  research  can therefore  be seen  as  lacking  impact  or  pres-

tige;  in  other  words,  it  can  be perceived  as  low quality.  This

also  affects  the  perception  of  the  relevance  of TM  research

in and  for  the  academic  community.  That  said,  we  also  feel

the  need  to  qualify  our  conclusions  here.  After all, not  all

articles  published  in non-IF  journals  are of  bad  quality,  and,

likewise,  not all  articles  published  in  journals  with  an  IF are

rigorous.  In order  to  improve  the  positioning  of  the field  as

well  as  the  impact  of  TM  research  on  practice,  it is  abso-

lutely  necessary  to  secure  the quality of  academic  empirical

TM  research.  It is  about  getting  the basics  right!

Likewise,  it  is  fundamental  that  in our  studies  we  draw

from  previous  research  findings  to  develop  a body  of knowl-

edge  and  theories  of how  and how  well  TM  works  in  practice.

The  challenges  regarding  the rigor  and  relevance  in empiri-

cal  TM  research  raises  the question  whether  TM  scholars take

a  critical  stance  toward their  own  work  and toward  the work

of  others.  While  reviewing  articles,  we  often  had the  impres-

sion  that  the data  were  gathered  for other  purposes  than

exploring  and  explaining  the phenomenon  of  TM  in practice.

According  to  Antonakis  (2017), scholars  reframe  their  data

in order  to  have  their  research  published,  which affects  the

impact  and quality of  academic  research.  A lot  of scholars,

many  of  them  newcomers  to  the field,  are eager  to  pub-

lish  about  TM  and  use  a  broad  variety of  journals.  Antonakis

(2017)  argues  that  being  over-productive  as  field  (quantity)

can  lead  to fragmentation,  which  is a  threat for  the truthful

understanding  of  a phenomenon,  i.e.  theory  development.

Also,  the  field  of TM  shows  signs of,  what  Antonakis  (2017)

calls,  disjunctivus.  We  see  some dominant  topics  in empir-

ical  TM  research  (e.g.,  the implementation  of  TM  practices

or  the conceptualization  of  TM  in practice),  yet  even  within

those  domains  research  and  findings  are not connected  as

parts  of  the recurring  cycle  of  theorizing  and  research  in

practice.  This  results  in a fragmented  body of  knowledge.

Recommendations

In order  to secure  the  quality  of  empirical  TM  research  our

main  recommendation  is  that  TM  scholars,  in general,  need

to  be more  precise  and  rigorous  in how  they  approach  their

research  and  publications  in academic  journals.  We  repeat

again:  it is  important  to  get  the basics  right.  Moreover,  to

advance  the  field,  scholars  could  take  a  more  critical  stance

toward  their  own  work  and  toward  the  work  of  others.  To

achieve  this,  senior  scholars  in the  academic  TM  community

should  take  a leading  role.  They  can  use  their  experience

to  stimulate  newcomers  ---  often  with  less  experience  in

academic  research  ---  to  strengthen  the  quality  of  their

research.  This  can be done  by  collaboration  in research

projects,  but  also  in the process  of  reviewing  peer-reviewed
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articles  by  offering  helpful  reviews  to  authors,  and  by

suggesting  accurate  advice  to  journals  about  manuscript

publication.  We  also  encourage  the established  TM  schol-

ars  to  build  a  bridge  with  other  disciplines,  by  collaborating

with  scholars  from  other  academic  traditions  in research

projects,  who  take  in  their  acknowledged  theoretical  frame-

works  to  innovate  empirical  TM  research  and to  contribute  to

understanding  the phenomenon  of  TM  in practice.  Further-

more,  although  the total  numbers  are still  limited,  content

analysis  on  some  of  the  more  dominant  topics  may  now  be

possible,  in  order  to identify  patterns  or  hypotheses  relevant

for  theory  development.  For example,  recently  De Boeck

et  al.  (2018)  published  a  valuable  publication  with  a content

analysis  on  empirical  research  on employee  reactions  to  TM

and  developed  a model  regarding  the impact  of TM  at the

employee  level  which  can  be  tested and  refined  again  in

future  research.  All  in all, it is  important  that  TM  schol-

ars  are  systematic  and profound  in the  way  they  design  and

conduct  their  research  design,  as  well  as  being  aware  of  the

role  of  their  work  in the theory  development  regarding  the

understanding  of ‘phenomenon’  of TM.
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