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Introduction 
A recurring topic among HR professionals has been the search for an appropriate role and status for practitioners, who have suffered the pain of trying to achieve credibility, recognition and status in the eyes of senior management groups and even employees (Shipton & McAuley, 1993; Legge, 1995). However, despite the inability of the HR profession to resolve its credibility problem, the situation has never been as favourable to HR professionals as it is now in making their mark at the strategy table (Ulrich, 1997). With the emergence of the so-called “knowledge economy” since the late 1980s, more and more personnel managers have shown a willingness to adopt different roles and rhetorics to strengthen the impression of an upgraded position in organizations.
Since the emergence of the HR profession, several labels have been employed, including “Personnel Management”, “Human Resource Management” (HRM), and “Strategic HRM”, and now we have “Talent Management” (TM: Iles 2007). Within such a context, some critics believe that the majority of the changing rhetorics found in the human resource management area are just management fashions (Huczynski, 1993), because they describe the same area and are not significantly distinguished from each other (Lorenz, 1986; Legge, 1995). Meanwhile, a range of academics has adopted an opposite viewpoint that effective personnel practices are surprisingly stable and not particularly faddish; the adoption of such innovative practices will contribute to enhanced financial performance (Pfeffer,1994; Huselid, 1995).

In order to verify these arguments, academics have been keen on comparison studies between different managerial models and concepts in the HR profession. For example, when HRM started to diffuse in the literature and gain more acceptance among practitioners, a host of researchers focused their research interests on the comparison between HRM and personnel management (Foulkes and Livernash, 1982; Du Gay and Salaman, 1992; Price, 1997; Guest, 1987; Fowler, 1987; Armstrong, 1987; Blyton and Turnbull, 1992; Storey, 1989). Similarly, when the term HRM had the prefix ‘strategic’ attached, deliberate comparisons between HRM and strategic HRM were also been conducted by some researchers (Fombrun, et al., 1984; Beaumont, 1992; Mabey et al., 1998).
 More recently, TM as a new managerial concept with regard to HR function has increasingly attracted attention from academics as well as the business world. Notwithstanding these initiatives, there are many gaps and omissions left for further theoretical development because TM is a fairly new concept. For instance, there has not been a systematic comparison between TM and traditional HRM practices, and thus debates are emerging regarding whether TM is just a re-packaging of old ideas and not distinct from traditional HR practices or disciplines. Hence, identifying the differences between TM and HR, linked to corporate objectives, becomes necessary (Likierman, 2007).
Given an absence of clarity in the literature, the aim of the present study is to gain a thorough understanding of TM among multinational corporations (MNCs) in Beijing, and to discover whether TM practices are fundamentally different from traditional HRM.
The emergence of TM in China

Since 1997, when the U.S consultancy McKinsey exposed the ‘war for talent’ as a ‘critical driver of corporate performance’, TM has become an increasingly popular phrase. In the face of ever-encroaching globalization, the People’s Republic of China has enjoyed nearly three decades of economic growth-an average of around 10 per cent per annum over the years since Deng Xiao Ping launched the ‘Open Door’ and ‘Four Modernizations’ policies in 1978 (Newton and Subbaraman, 2002). From the onset of the reforms, dramatic changes have taken place in China’s enterprise structure and management, including the decentralization of planning and decision-making processes, the introduction of responsibility systems enhancing individual accountability for performance, and the encouragement of private and foreign-invested enterprises. Allied with these changes, the Chinese labour-management system is currently also in a state of transition (Warner, 1997, Shen 2007). At the same time, the HR function has also evolved, along with organizations in general (Schweyer, 2004). The changing political environment, reformed legal frameworks and economic pressure have continuously added new dimensions to HRM (Poole, 1997). Most recently, with the widely recognized importance of intangible resources in today’s knowledge economy, attention has focussed upon a new concept, TM, also with respect to the HR function. In China, the exacerbating shortage of managerial talent and aggravating pressure of fierce competition has helped fuel an interest in TM. TM, at least as a newly emerging terminology, has become the latest trend within the field of people management in China as well as in the Western world, particularly in MNCs which are well-exposed to Western management ideology.
Methodology 
Given the questions and issues outlined above, a case study method was selected as the main research methodology. The study was undertaken in Beijing, and the target companies were limited to MNCs, for the following reasons: 

Firstly, there is no homogeneous model of HRM in Chinese enterprises. In state-owned enterprises, the labour management system is as yet a ‘hybrid’ creature, half-way between the old-style Maoist model and a market-driven one, but which has not fully evolved either on Western or East Asian lines. In private and collective enterprises in China it is likely that HRM systems are being reformed differently, on the basis of existing conditions. Meanwhile, in more prominent MNCs, the term HRM is in fact mostly de rigueur (Warner, 2002). Given TM as a newly emerging managerial concept, it would seem more likely that MNCs are establishing their own TM strategies. 

Secondly, in China “tier-1” and “tier-2” cities, such as Beijing, Shanghai, and Guangzhou, which have less than 20% of China’s population, possess more than 80% of the leadership talent (Lau, 2007). Moreover, based on a countrywide survey, three out of four people who have attended higher education (especially those with a Master’s degree or PhD) want to work in Beijing, Shanghai or Guangdong (Lau, 2007). In consideration of this ‘unbalanced’ development, it would appear more likely that TM will be on the agenda of organizations in these big cities. 
Thirdly, one of the authors/researchers has a number of years’ study and work experience in Beijing, and thus has access to a range of people and organizations there.  
Four in-depth case studies were conducted in Beijing in the IT, health care, and education sectors. Interviewees were provided with an interview schedule and the interviews were semi-structured, planned to last from half to one hour and, with the permission of the interviewees, were tape- recorded, and subsequently transcribed and content-analysed. The interviews were conducted with a range of stakeholders in each organization, always including at least one HR specialist (including the senior HR professional wherever possible), senior and functional managers, and non-managerial staff. In addition, to broaden the perspectives and insights, the researchers interviewed three consulting firms normally regarded as management fashion setters.
Empirical findings 

The case study companies are coded as A, B, C, D, and the three consulting firms as E, F, and G. A is a full-service, full-spectrum communications software company and a market leader in the industry with 25 corporate offices and headquarters in the USA. B is one of the world’s largest IT management software providers, a global company with headquarters in the USA and 150 offices in more than 45 countries. C provides online multi-vendor sales channels for diagnostic, treatment and surgery planning solutions; it is headquartered in London with offices in the USA, Japan and China. D, registered in Canada, is mainly responsible for education investment, management, consultation, communication and cultural media, with 22 branch offices in China and Canada. E is a leading provider of HR outsourcing and consulting services, headquartered in the USA, located in 35 countries and employing approximately 24,000 associates. F is also headquartered in the USA, and is a well-established consulting firm, serving more than 8,000 clients from 88 offices in 47 countries worldwide. G is headquartered in the USA and employs more than 15,000 individuals, serving clients from more than 180 cities and 42 countries worldwide. 

A summary of some of our key empirical findings is provided in Table 1. 

	
	Defining TM
	What is the difference, if any,

 between TM and HRM?

	A


	Competence development but with an organizational focus
	TM breaks HRM’s egalitarianism, tends to favour elites

	B


	Improvement of organizational competence as a whole
	TM is a part of HRM, because its target is part of human resources

	C


	Equal to traditional personnel development
	TM  emphasizes differentiation management, TM ≤ HRM

	D


	A smooth supply of suitable people for key positions
	TM is one part of HRM, a more directed & detailed management

	E


	A series of functional models to guarantee smooth talent supply
	Point of departure for TM is talents, rather than split functional models like HRM

	F


	Life and development cycle of talents
	TM works from the perspective of people rather than management functions

	G


	Competence development of the whole organizations
	TM is discussed from the perspective of organizational development


Table 1 Summary of key empirical findings
Analysis 

The analysis below addresses the following research questions: 

1) Defining TM;
2) Is TM really the same as HRM? 
(1) Defining TM 

A review of the literature focused on TM reveals a lack of clarity regarding the definition and scope of TM, because TM means a host of different things to different people. This was also the case during the interviews. Although different case study companies tend to give their understandings of TM in their own way, the researcher found some aspects in common and explored two strands of perspectives on TM, based on the empirical findings. The first perspective tends to believe that TM covers the same functional areas as HRM, such as recruitment, development, deployment and retention, but with a focus only on top performers and high potentials rather than the whole staff.  In addition, this first conception of TM further distinguished TM from HRM by stressing that TM is a set of practices to ensure different functions are tightly linked with each other instead of being isolated from each other as with HRM. Meanwhile, the second perspective conceives of TM in a totally different way by defining TM as equated with competence development, but with an organizational focus. The paper analyses these two strands of TM in more detail in the following section. 
The first strand defines TM as a collection of typical HR department practices and activities covering functions such as recruitment, development, deployment and retention of talented individuals. For example, the Deputy General Manager from B argued ‘basically, the key functional areas TM covers overlap with those of HRM’. One Teacher from D stated that ‘as far as the scope is concerned, TM basically covers all functional areas HRM is involved in’. 
At this point, the components of a TM system seem to be discussed without producing much new thinking. In fact, different component models of TM put forward by some other authors, in essence, are quite similar to this viewpoint. For example, Morton (2006) depicts eight categories of activities of TM: recruitment, retention, professional development, leadership development, performance management, feedback/measurement, workforce planning and culture. Fitz-enz (2005) argues that TM encompasses six human resources services: staffing, leadership development, succession planning, performance management, training and education and retention. Farley (2005) proposes that TM includes all processes needed to optimize people within an organization. The central issues in this definition of TM are thus to attract, recruit, develop and retain such individuals, and the concept extends through a wide set of activities in these different phases. Therefore, ‘developing, redeploying and retaining top employees’ serves as a general definition of TM. TM is an umbrella phrase which includes employee recruitment, retention, performance management, skills and competency management, succession planning, redeployment, learning management, training, on-boarding, career development processes, internal career centres and internal career paths. 

Although defining TM in terms of the functions of traditional HR seems to add nothing new to the understanding of how to manage talent, Barlow (2006) asserts that TM could almost become a new label for HRM for managers, as something different that could be found in the comparison between TM and HRM. First of all, as the interviewees argued, the ultimate management objects of TM are top performers and high potentials rather than the whole staff inside their companies. This argument sounds somewhat limited in explaining the meanings of TM as a brand new concept. However, the consultants’ viewpoints might offer some principal reasons for accepting it. According to them, a constant and smooth supply of talent is the end goal of effective TM; all functional areas mentioned above are all at the service of this overall purpose. This understanding of TM echoes some researchers’ viewpoints, for instance, Duttagupta (2005) believes that TM is the strategic management of the flow of talent through an organization; Kesler (2002) and Pascal (2004) state that TM, to some people, is a set of practices to ensure a smooth continuity of talented employees into roles throughout the organization. In this sense, TM programmes are mainly designed to create talent pools that feed particular job classifications and they focus on the individual skills, competencies, and behaviours that make those employees successful in the future. Therefore, on the one hand, TM is not a simple summation of the isolated HR functions; on the other hand, it is not equal to succession planning, and it is oversimplified to use these two terms interchangeably. This perspective has been supported by Blass et al (2006):
‘TM is more than HRM, leadership development initiatives or succession planning. It is the collective approach to recruiting, retaining and developing talent within the organization for its future benefit, and extends beyond the domains listed above to include strategy, organizational culture and change management’ (p. 1).

The substance of this first strand of TM is to effectively combine those two viewpoints in order to guarantee the life and development cycles of particular groups of talents with those formerly split and separated functional areas. 

This second strand of TM is often equated with competence development, but with an organizational focus. Companies A and B are both inclined to define their TM in this way; as is C. Although it also tends to fall into this strand, it goes to extremes by stating that their TM is, to a great extent, equal to the traditional personnel development; in other words, C conceives TM as a large developmental approach, applying personnel development process to everyone in the organization. This viewpoint accords with some academics’ comprehension of TM. For instance, Williams (2000) claims that ‘there is often a wealth of potential  competence waiting to be tapped, released and creatively channelled in most organizations’ (p. 170). Armstrong (2006, p. 389) points out that ‘the approach (of TM) should be one that emphasizes the ability of everyone to succeed and thereby achieve extraordinary results with ordinary people’. Ashton and Morton (2005) similarly state that ‘it (TM) aspires to yield enhanced performance among all levels in the workforce, thus allowing everyone to reach his/her potential, no matter what that might be’ (p. 30). 
Notwithstanding some differences in terminology, there is a consensus among the companies that the substance of this perspective is to keep track of employees’ competence and performance, and ultimately trigger an improvement in organizational competence as a whole. In this sense, this understanding of TM is very similar to some academics, for example, Stockley (2005), who defines TM as:

 A conscious, deliberate approach undertaken to attract, develop and retain people with the aptitude and abilities to meet current and future organizational needs. Talent management involves individual and organizational development in response to a changing and complex operating environment. (http://derekstockley.com.au/newsletters-05/020-talent-management.html, accessed in 2007)
Williams (2000: 82) believes that 

‘The central purpose and effort of talent management is to find, develop and intelligently use outstanding ability and to fulfil high potential to the optimum longer-term advantage of the business---and the individual’. 

Redford (2005) sees TM as an attempt to ensure that everyone at all levels works to the top of their potential, and eventually enhance maximum organizational performance. Williams (2000) argues that TM is essential to catalyse and facilitate organizational learning and the development and use of collective knowledge. Wilcox (2005) conceives of TM as accelerated development paths for the highest potential employees. 

In a nutshell, the focus of TM from this perspective is still not on individual and isolated functional areas, but the strength and weakness of the whole organization, the current and future need for competence and the potential competence gaps that may emerge. In contrast to the first perspective’s end goal which is to achieve a smooth life and development cycle of talents, this second perspective on TM sets the improvement of overall organizational competence as the final purpose, even though the concrete operations might overlap with those of the first group of definitions. 
(2) Is TM the same as HRM? 
Similarities and differences between TM and traditional HRM were also explored in the case study companies:  

Similarities

Two clear similarities between TM and HRM were identified: 

1. Both TM and HRM identify placing the ‘right’ people into the ‘right’ roles as an important means of integrating people practices with organizational goals, including individual development. 

Tichy et al (1982, p.51) argue that ‘an essential process of human resource management is one of matching available human resources to jobs in the organization’, and Huselid (1995) claims that HRM activities involve getting the right person into the right spot (employee skill and organizational structures) in order to contribute to higher productivity. A similar finding was found in the empirical study, typified by the Public Relations Manager at C: ‘simply speaking, TM is to get the right people into the right places, make sure that people and places are well matched’. 
This argument can be found in a wide range of literature on TM; e.g., according to Duttagupta (2005), TM assures that a supply of talent is available to align the right people with the right jobs at the right time, based on strategic business objectives. Stainton (2005, p. 39) claims that ‘talent management is concerned with having the right people in the right roles in the right environment with the right manager to enable maximum performance’.  

2. Both TM and HRM cover the same key functional areas of people management.  

The majority of people management treatises on HRM and TM have identified the same key functional areas. For example Cascio (1998, p. 2) explicitly defines HRM as ‘the attraction, selection, retention, development and use of human resources in order to achieve both individual and organizational objectives’. This is the same as, or similar to, most of the descriptions of TM offered during the interviews. Nearly all the respondents mentioned that their TM projects cover almost all the traditional functional areas of HRM, albeit sometimes with a different focus. This commonality between TM and HRM is also found in the normative literature. For instance, Creelman (2004) defines TM as the process of attracting, recruiting, and retaining talented employees; whilst Knez et al (2004) assert that TM refers to a continuous process of external recruitment and selection and internal development and retention. Thus, HRM and TM share much in common
Differences

Notwithstanding the above, it is important to note some key differences between HRM and TM:

1. For the majority of the interviewees, TM is just one part of HRM. 
TM is talent-focused, with a more directed and detailed focus by management upon certain groups of people, i.e. ‘talents’, as against HRM’s focus on the management of all staff. Except for C, which took a broader view of ‘talents’, all the other companies took this position. For instance, one teacher from D stated,

‘TM is just one aspect of HR…HRM cares about the management of all employees in enterprises; while TM just focuses on the most valuable people in organizations. Therefore, from this point of view, TM is just one part of HRM’. 

This conclusion is directly related to the way in which each company defines talents. If they adopt a relatively narrow, exclusive definition, they will logically come to this conclusion. 

2. TM requires not only the ‘buy-in’ of the HR department and line managers, like HRM, but also that of the senior management team.
Staff in the case study companies unanimously asserted that all stakeholders have to be involved in the process of TM- a ‘talent mindset’ is essential. According to the Sales Manager from A, TM is a top-down process, and the buy-in of the senior management team plays a key role because TM can only be effectively conducted with its support. Her view was that the HR department plays the roles of advocator and designer of the whole system, as well as that of ‘result examiner; in most cases, it also takes the responsibility to coordinate different functional departments in order to guarantee a successful accomplishment of TM activities. As for the other functional departments, they are responsible for concrete operations, but they can always seek guidance and consultancy from the HR departments. In essence, all the other case study companies took this position. 
The normative literature claims that TM will not be a success if it is seen purely as an HR initiative (Clake and Winkler, 2006). It needs to be embedded in the entire organization, led by the senior management team, supported by a range of initiatives developed by HR and implemented by both HR and line managers: ‘Superior talent will be tomorrow’s prime source of competitive advantage; Any company seeking to exploit it must instil a talent mindset throughout the organization, starting at the top’ (Chambers, et al, 1998, p. 48).  

3. TM emphasizes segmentation, while HRM asserts egalitarianism.  

A viewpoint widely held among case study company interviewees is that TM is significantly different from HRM in that the latter treats each employee in the same way and avoids differentiation regarding the allocation of company resources, whereas TM sees the needs of ‘core’ and ‘non-core’ employees as being different, and ‘starts to pay attention to different demands of different groups of people’ (IT support manager from D).

The HR manager from company A explained this phenomenon with reference to Maslow’s need-hierarchy: the needs of employees with different performances and potential are different; therefore management means and methods for them should be distinguished. TM stresses favouring the deployment of company resources towards ‘selected elites and key employees’ (sales manager from A). The Finance manager from company A pointed out: ‘It is a kind of waste of a company’s resources to manage employees without any particular emphasis in pursuit of egalitarianism’. The HR manager from company B echoed the above: ‘Traditional HRM means that enterprises equally distribute their resources; while TM emphasizes a differentiated distribution of resources’.

Similar positions in the normative TM literature can be detected. For example, Ledford & Kochanski (2004, p. 217) argue that ‘Segmentation, that is the division of the workforce into parts that are treated differently, is fundamental to talent management… Successful organizations tend to have a dominant talent segment, while their weaker peers have a bit of everything. But no company can be all things to all people’. Chambers, et al, 1998, p. 51) claim that ‘Ideally, a company should simply figure out who it is aiming for, and make sure its brand is tailored to the talent segment it seeks to attract’ (Whilst traditional HRM stresses managing human resources as the organization’s most important asset and main source of competitive advantage, it also advocates egalitarianism, considering everyone as (potentially) equally capable. TM advocates take the opposite perspective, arguing that employees should be distinguished from each other in terms of their performance, potential and core competencies (Berger, 2004). TM stresses ‘talentism’ (Lin, 2006) and is premised on the classification of employees, viewing segmentation as, in effect, a practical version of labour economics. Without segmentation, managers would treat all employees as equally valuable, regardless of their performance, competence, potential, or other characteristics that distinguish them from each other. This is seen as potentially creating unnecessarily high costs in recruiting, hiring, training, developing, and compensating employees. 

4. Starting points. 

The starting point of HRM, according to the senior consultants respectively from E and F, is that HRM concerns the accomplishment of separate functional models, such as recruitment, training, development, and assessment; its focus is not people but the successful fulfilment of each function. On the other hand, the starting point of TM is people, namely talents. Under TM, management functions are no longer seen as divided, but as linked, tightly coupled with each other around talent. Consequently, the ultimate result of TM is a smooth supply circle of talent. A senior engineer from B commented:
‘before, we only had a selection mechanism, we lacked the corresponding management means and methods aiming at those selected top talents in the following course…the current TM makes the management of those specific group of people systematized’.  
According to the senior consultant from E, this can be seen as a fundamental change in thinking. However, it is just such a change that enables TM to gain its popularity in the management world. 
The above comparisons between TM and HRM ideology and practice demonstrate that it is unacceptable to conclude that TM is completely new or a repackaging of HR practices. TM has emerged and developed in its own particular social and economic contexts and time period, inheriting from and building upon existing practices, norms and processes, and drawing upon an extant language which defines what an organization needs from its employees to meet its performance requirements, both now and in the future. Therefore, TM contains elements of HRM. As Associate HR generalist from company B observed:
‘TM is a logical result of the further development of HRM, it is not something completely different and isolated from HRM, it is a kind of management developing and evolving on the basis of HRM; moreover, it is still covered by HRM’. 

Conclusion 

The paper illustrates that the topic of TM has been enthusiastically pursued in businesses in China as well as academia. However, there is not a single concise definition shared by all organizations, even though two strands of understanding regarding TM have been explored in this study.

In addition, the history of the HR profession has witnessed several different labels and approaches, often overlapping in time, such as personnel management, HRM, strategic HRM, and now TM. Some writers have argued that these concepts lack distinctiveness in relation to each other. Through comparing models of HRM with normative and empirical findings relating to TM, our research has found that TM is not completely identical to or purely distinguished from traditional processes.  The views that TM is either nothing new nor completely new cannot stand repeated deliberation.  It is too arbitrary to simply conclude that TM is completely new or a repackaging of the current HR practices. TM has elements of both. Paterson, director for regional business units at Hay Group, asserts that ‘there is an element of talent management being both a soundbite and a bandwagon’ (Warren, 2006, p. 29), a view also supported by Guest’s statement ‘TM integrates some old ideas and gives them a freshness’ (cited by Warren, 2006, p. 29). Certainly, the emergence and development of TM has its own context, and the evolution of its concept and technique is not happening in vacuum. Therefore, an effective approach to TM should inherit from and build on existing processes, provided that these are already using a common language to define what an organization needs from its employees to meet its performance requirements, both now and in the future.

Finally, this study only concerns well established and recognized MNCs. Other types of enterprises, such as state-owned, private and joint-venture enterprises may show other features, because different types of businesses do not necessarily fall into the same trajectory of management. Hence, it is worth conducting further investigation into TM in those companies in the future. 
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