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In today’s global economy, human 
capital ingredients such as knowledge, 
experience, competencies and skills 
need to be sustained and increased, 
not only in service organisations or 
in knowledge intensive industries but 
across all types of organisations and 
all industry sectors. Academic research 
papers and consultant survey reports 
have during the past decade over and 
over again reinforced the notion that 
strategic talent management is – or at 
least ought to be - at the top of the HR 
agenda within multinational enter-
prises (MNEs). However, despite a 
widespread acceptance among business 
leaders of the fact that managing talent 
matters, corporate HR functions are 
still struggling to emerge as talent lead-
ers within their organisations. 

If HR professionals in the future want 
to move from being modest and marginal 
to significant and strategic as talent leaders, 
then they will need to effectively address the 
challenges of lack of ambition, lack of buy-
in, lack of ownership, lack of collaboration, 
and lack of situational (and organisational) 
adaptation within their organisations. 

The Role of Global Mobility 
within Global Talent 
Management
From an organisational perspective, global 
talent management can be defined as the 
processes aiming to attract, grow, reward, 
and retain an organisation’s human capi-
tal (Hogan, 2009). Talent management 
processes such as performance manage-
ment, compensation management and 
recruiting are often cited by HR decision 
makers as top priorities of their organisa-
tions. Simultaneously these HR decision 
makers highlight that succession plan-
ning, goal management and recruitment 
are still in fact weak points within their 
organisation (Forrester, 2008). Within 
these organisations the business case for 
strategic global talent management has 
probably not been properly formulated 
and/or implemented.

According to a 2012 Conference 
Board survey of 776 executives, talent 
was identified as a key factor address-
ing other top business challenges such 
as business growth, innovation and cost 

optimisation. (Conference Board, 2012).
Although talent management is increasingly 

seen as a critical issue, many of the organi-
sations that have increased their invest-
ment in human capital question whether 
it is paying off. Earlier this year the results 
from Mercer’s new Talent Barometer Sur-
vey indicated that 60% of organisations 
worldwide report increasing their invest-
ment in talent in recent years. However, a 
much smaller percentage of respondents, 
24%, say their plans are highly effective in 
meeting immediate and long-term human 
capital needs (Mercer, 2013). These types 
of results bring into question whether the 
right type of human capital investments 
are being made by organisations.

During the economic downturn the 
shift of Global Talent Management from 
focus on overall talent reviews of entire 
employee populations to a streamlined 
focus on key strategic roles and the iden-
tification of high potentials became even 
more pronounced. The organisational 
talent strategies developed under these 
circumstances often lacked breadth as it 
focused primarily on activities for one 
segment of an organisation’s entire work-
force. More long-term talent approaches 
aiming at “building” talent internally ver-
sus “buying” talent from the global talent 
market were significantly downsized by 
many organisations. What this means is 
that organisations today find themselves 
with global talent strategies and proc-
esses that are suboptimised. While an 
organisation’s existing talent management 
approach may successfully address the 
leadership development needs of its top 
leaders in the organisation, it may ignore 
the fact that its HR processes are still 
developed in professional silos that co-
exist but do not necessarily collaborate. 

Due to an ageing population in most 
industrialised countries, most organisa-
tions will face an increasing skilled talent 
shortage in the future. In order to attract, 
develop and retain the talent needed, 
organisations will need to ensure that 
their entire workforce is appropriately 
segmented, and that appropriate strate-
gies catering to both organisational and 
individual needs across identified talent 
categories are developed. All organisa-
tions need a mix of talent characteristics 

to be successful, and future global talent 
management strategies should therefore 
ensure that the right talent mix is success-
fully sustained. It is important to note, 
that, although a crucial component of a 
strategic talent management strategy, the 
needs of an organisation’s high potentials 
will by itself not bring about a total global 
talent mobility transformation within the 
organisation.

An IBM research study from 2008 
made it transparent that “only 13% of 
organisations believe they have a very 
clear understanding of the skills they will 
require in the next three to five years”. 
In addition, only 13% of organisations 
believe that they are very capable of iden-
tifying individuals with specific expertise 
within the organisation (IBM, 2008). 

Lack of integration within the HR func-
tion greatly impedes the possibility of cre-
ating and implementing a coherent global 
talent strategy. Even within HR processes 
such as global mobility management, many 
organisations still find it a challenge to effec-
tively link and align the various elements 
required for the efficient management of its 
expatriate population, as responsibility for 
the component parts often resides in differ-
ent parts of the business. 

Effective global mobility management 
requires co-operation between the business 
unit leaders, talent management, compen-
sation and benefits, process and commu-
nication, third-party providers (including 
outsourcing) and, of course, the employee 
and his/her family (Mercer, 2010).  

The Global Mobility field has become 
increasingly complex due to the emergence 
of an array of international assignment 
types (long-term assignments, short-term 
assignments, developmental assignments, 
project assignments, inter-regional assign-
ments, commuter assignments, rotational 
assignments etc.). Assignment types are 
often governed by separate policy docu-
ments and they have separate compensa-
tion models to regular local employment 
in locations. However, depending on the 
maturity of an organisation’s overall tal-
ent strategy, the act of sending employees 
abroad on international assignments still in 
many ways remain simply a way to “get a 
butt in the seat”, rather than an integrated 
sub-process to an organisation’s overall 
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global talent management strategy put 
in place to ensure that the right talent is 
indeed selected for the right international 
assignment opportunity. 

Many international assignments are 
thus still filled in an ad-hoc fashion, 
but implementing appropriate linkages 
between assignment selection and over-
all organisational talent review and suc-
cession planning processes could help to 
ensure that the right candidate with the 
right skills is offered the right interna-
tional assignments at the right time.  

An area that needs further development 
and sophistication in many MNEs is the 
initial assessment and selection phase of 
potential international assignees. For this 
to occur, better internal HR coordination 
and collaboration is required and a close 
cooperative relationship needs to be estab-
lished with the business. More sophisti-
cated assessment and selection processes 
in conjunction with better defined inter-
national assignment objectives would also 
result in a better fit between the role to be 
filled and the selected candidate. 

Unclear expectations of an incumbent 
in an expat position will inevitably make 
it hard to identify what the key skills and 
competencies of a potential incumbent 
should be. In many organisations the 
selection process also needs to expand 
to include both the potential assignee 
and any accompanying family members. 
Organisations also need to look into how 
they can best fulfill the differing needs of 
international assignees. One-size-fits-all 
global mobility processes have a hard time 
appropriately addressing the diverse needs 
of assignees across assignment types and 
family situations.

However, it also needs to be stressed 
that there is of course much more to 
global talent mobility than the manage-
ment of international assignments, which 
makes the process of developing an appro-
priate global talent management strategy 
tailored to an organisation’s particular 
needs an even more complex undertak-
ing. At the societal level, mobility of talent 
takes many forms, including movement 
of employees within and across organisa-
tions as well as migration of people within 
and across sectors and regions of the glo-
bal economy. It also encompasses organi-
sational investments in the development 
of required skills and knowledge and 
decisions on where to locate future jobs 
(World Economic Forum, 2012). 

Addressing global talent management 
aspects on this societal level requires 

organisations to reach out and establish 
necessary relationships with new types of 
stakeholders.

Global Talent Mobility - What 
Is Stopping Us?
I would like to offer up the following 
reasons why organisations continue to 
struggle with implementing effective 
global talent mobility: lack of ambition, 
lack of buy-in, lack of ownership, lack of 
collaboration, and lack of situational (and 
organisational) adaptation.

Several studies have indicated that there 
in fact is a lack of ambition among organ-
isations, and among HR professionals in 
general, to build the necessary capabilities 
to be able to work strategically and collab-
oratively with global talent management. 
As long as a few talent management ini-
tiatives and/or a written policy document 
or two exists, for instance regarding sen-
ior leadership development, it is in many 
organisations belief that strategic talent 
management can be ticked off the organi-
sational to-do-list. The ambition level 
however, needs to be raised significantly if 
we are to bring about real change.

There seems to be a lack of buy-in, espe-
cially at higher leadership levels, regarding 
the necessity of a coherent global talent 
management strategy within the organi-
sations which often results in sub-optimi-
sation as some aspects of talent manage-
ment receive a lot of attention while other 
aspects simply are not addressed at all.

Corporate HR functions need to build 
a stronger business case outlining how glo-
bal talent mobility transformation will add 
value, and get better equipped to discuss 
with business leaders which type of global 
talent mobility approach would best suit 
the specific needs of their organisation. The 
HR professional's role is changing and new 
types of skills and abilities will be required 
to act as internal talent leaders.

Even in cases where a global talent 
management strategy has been devel-
oped and a decision regarding world-
wide implementation has been taken, 
the roll-out phase often suffers from 
a severe case of “it’s not my job” atti-
tude. Such lack of ownership makes it 
extremely difficult to bring about sus-
tainable change within any organisa-
tion. Business leaders look to the Corpo-
rate HR function to ‘just do it’ and HR 
professional's in turn struggle to gain the 
breadth of knowledge and insight into 
business reality that is needed to develop a 
global talent management approach that 

builds upon an already existing alignment 
between the organisation’s HR  and  busi-
ness strategies.

Lack of collaboration within the HR 
function, or between different depart-
ments or business units of the same global 
organisation, effectively hinders successful 
strategic global talent management. Suc-
cessful development and implementation 
requires the active involvement of a wide 
variety of internal and external stakehold-
ers that are willing to engage in new ways 
of collaborating across departments and 
regional boundaries. While ‘divided we 
stand’ remains the status quo within Cor-
porate HR functions, we will continue to 
see a business reality where there is insuf-
ficient collaboration and internal align-
ment between HR professionals working 
with talent management issues regarding 
recruitment, performance management, 
succession planning or international assign-
ments. The end result of such internal mis-
alignment is often a parallel development 
of competing HR initiatives rather than 
collaboration towards a common goal. 

In general there also seems to be a lack 
of situational adaptation of strategic glo-
bal talent management approaches. Stahl 
et al. (2007, 2012) emphasise the impor-
tance of the alignment of talent manage-
ment practices and activities with the 
internal and external environment of the 
organisation. ‘Practices are only “best” in 
the context for which they were designed’ 
(Stahl et al. 2012, p. 26). The question 
is whether organisations in general have 
sufficiently mapped out the current and 
future talent needs of their own organisa-
tion before trying to implement a “one-
size-fits-all” talent management solution. 

International HR professionals now 
need to decide what future role they want 
to play as talent leaders within their organ-
isations – remain modest and marginal, or 
become significant and strategic?

Modest and Marginal 
The current role of the HR function is 
overall both modest and marginal when 
it comes to strategic talent management 
today. HR professionals express little 
interest or ambition to move outside of 
their comfort zone, which is a must in 
order to create the necessary internal and 
external relationships needed to be an 
effective strategic business partner. HR 
professionals need to actively seek sup-
port from their employers to gain further 
insight regarding business strategy in 
order to ensure that the HR strategy really 
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takes its starting point in the organisation’s 
business strategy and actively supports the 
organisation’s vision of what it wants to be 
able to accomplish from both in a short-
term and a long-term perspective. 

If HR professionals do not demand 
their place in strategic discussions regard-
ing strategic global talent management, 
they might as well have been ‘benched’ 
for the rest of the game.

Significant and Strategic 
The aim of a successful global talent 
management strategy should be that it 
offers a global platform developed accord-
ing to your organisation’s needs which 
allows your organisation to segment its 
global workforce populations and enables 
the organisation to differentiate its talent 
management processes and tools accord-
ing to diverse needs.

Becoming significant and strategic 
is all about HR professionals applying 
enhanced skills regarding active listen-
ing and timely response to developments 
within the field of strategic global talent 
management. The saying ‘if there is a will, 
there is a way’ certainly holds true here. 
Unless HR professionals in fact show an 
active interest in business strategy and 
a willingness to be the one to reach out 
and initiate the necessary conversations 
with business leaders, I have a feeling that 
within ten years from now we will still be 
discussing missed opportunities and lack 
of strategic global talent management 
maturity within organisations.

Global Talent Mobility - 
A Window of Opportunity
So why should we care about Global 
Talent Mobility? Organisations seem 
to be doing okay whether or not they 
have implemented state-of-the-art stra-
tegic talent management practices. My 
answer would be that handling global 
talent mobility appropriately makes 
good business sense in more and more 
types of organisations. 

Multinational enterprises need to have 
a strategic plan for how to handle global 
talent mobility, because otherwise they 
will simply not succeed in attracting, 
developing and retaining the right mix of 
talent they need to support future busi-
ness growth. Traditional talent channels 
are ‘drying up’ and organisations need 
to identify new and innovative ways to 
ensure that the right talent is put in the 
right position at the right time. In order 
to create a strong value proposition to 

business  leaders ,  integration and 
collaboration will need to be core guiding 
principles within every HR function.

Global talent mobility can in addition, 
no longer be seen as something that only 
matters for multinational enterprises with 
worldwide operations. As the use of an 
ever increasing range of information and 
communication technologies (ICT) con-
tinues to help expand the global reach 
of small and medium-sized niche com-
panies worldwide, the traditional view 
that organisations internationalise or “go 
global” in an incremental fashion is no 
longer valid. 

Smaller, entrepreneurial organisations 
that are in fact global from the very start 
are growing in numbers worldwide. Many 
of these fast growing companies have an 
immature HR function (if they have one 
at all) and in fact often grow organically 
utilising social networking and informal 
headhunting to begin with. The global 
economy has created a need to handle 
diversified global talent mobility regard-
less of the stage of organisational (and HR) 
maturity across all types of organisations. 
This means that global talent mobility all 
too often is handled in an ad-hoc fashion 
rather than professionally through a struc-
tured and strategic approach. 

Moving forward – one step at 
the time
My advice would be to break down the 
seemingly gigantic undertaking that is 
strategic talent management into manage-
able pieces. The first step as an Interna-
tional HR professional would be to famil-
iarise myself with my organisation’s busi-
ness strategy. Do I really understand what 
the business strategy in fact will require of 
the HR function and me as an HR profes-
sional? If not, is there someone I can turn 
to in order to get that clarified? Once that 
direction is set, then it is time for the sec-
ond step that involves self-reflection both 
at the level of the HR function and at the 
level of each HR professional. What are 
our/my own strengths and weaknesses in 
the talent management field and how can 
we/I best address them? Finally, know-
ing what needs to be done, the next step 
would be to identify the internal and 
external stakeholders that can help us/me 
realise the vision of becoming a significant 
and strategic partner regarding global tal-
ent mobility. 

All HR professionals wishing to be 
significant and strategic should as soon 
as possible initiate the conversation with 

business leaders: “How can I partner with 
you (regarding global talent mobility) to 
ensure business success?”
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