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Abstract This conceptual paper explores the relationship
between an organization’s exclusive talent management
(TM) practices, employees’ perceptions of the fairness of
exclusive TM practices, and the corresponding impact on
employee engagement. We propose that in organizations
pursuing exclusive TM programs, employee perceptions of
organizational justice of the exclusive TM practices may
affect their employee engagement, which may influence
both organizational and employee outcomes. Building on
extant research, we present a conceptual framework
depicting the relationship between exclusive TM practices,
organizational justice and employee engagement, with
social exchange theory and equity theory as the frame-
work’s foundation. The propositions in the framework are
each supported by the respective literature. The perceived
organizational justice and potential ramifications of
exclusive TM practices for employees who are not inclu-
ded in corporate talent pools is an under-researched topic.
The paper considers the perspectives of employees not
included in corporate talent pools and explores how
exclusive TM practices, as inputs, could lead to negative
employee engagement outputs. In unpacking how exclu-
sive TM practices could impact on employee engagement,
the implications for organizations are underlined. The
ethics and perceived fairness of exclusive TM practices,
which have the potential to marginalize employees and
lead to their disengagement, are considered.

Keywor ds Talent management Employee engagement
Organizational justice Distributive justice Procedural
justice Interactional justice Social exchange theory
Equity theory Human resource management Ethics

Introduction

Exclusive talent management (TM)—the human resource
management (HRM) strategies, policies and practices
where organizations identify and focus resources on a
limited number of ‘talented’ employees, that is high-per-
forming (Lewis and Heckman 2006), or high-potential
employees (Gallardo-Gallardo et al. 2013)—has received
limited consideration from an ethical and organizational
justice (Greenberg 1990) standpoint in the business and
management literature. Greenwood (2002) underlines the
relevance of ethics and justice in HRM. More recently,
Gelens et al. (2013, 2014) unpack the role of perceived
organizational justice in shaping TM outcomes. Similarly,
Lacey and Groves (2014) and Swailes (2013a) have initi-
ated discussion on the ethics and fairness of TM practices.
Nonetheless, there remains a gap in more fully examining
the exclusive TM phenomenon from an ethical and orga-
nizational justice standpoint. There is a particular dearth of
studies concerning the effects of exclusive TM practices at
the micro (individual employee) level (Meyers et al. 2015),
with a pressing need for TM research to place greater
emphasis on employee welfare issues, such as perceived
fairness (Tansley et al. 2013).

This paper’s focus is on exploring these gaps in the
literature, in considering the relationship between exclusive
TM, perceived organizational justice and employee
engagement. In bridging the literature between TM and
employee engagement, we add to the extant research, in
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line with Gelens et al. (2013, 2014), who explore how
perceived organizational justice shapes TM outcomes, and
He et al. (2014), who unpack the effects of perceived
organizational justice on employee engagement. Our paper,
arguing that the perceived fairness, equity and justice of
TM practices is an important area of ethical concern,
explores the possible negative outcomes for the individual
employee resulting from perceived unethical TM practices,
with a focus on the specific TM outcome of employee
engagement. Our paper addresses the micro-level discus-
sion on the effects and consequences of exclusive TM by
theorizing, through the lenses of equity theory (Adams
1963) and SET theory (Blau 1964), how exclusive TM
practices may affect the employee engagement of ‘non-
talented’ employees.

Consistent with Hayibor’s (2017, p. 49) assertion that ‘a
deficiency in the fairness-based perspective’ is its
assumption of homogeneity, we reject that all employees
perceive the fairness of TM in the same way. We accept
that not all employees may be interested in being in talent
pools and that not all organizations utilize workforce dif-
ferentiation. Therefore, we focus directly on the percep-
tions of employees who are in organizations where
exclusive TM practices are followed; who are not included
in the organization’s identified talent pool; and who would
like to be included, and indeed assume they deserve to be
included, in the organization’s talent pool. By concentrat-
ing on this sub-group, we differentiate this paper from
previous studies which treated those excluded from the
talent program (the majority of employees) in a homoge-
nous manner. We explore the role of ethics in an organi-
zational context, where employees may perceive their
exclusion from talent management pools as unfair and
unjust. The theoretical contribution of the analysis and
propositions is relevant, in unpacking organizational justice
to propose how perceptions of the fairness of exclusive TM
(as inputs) can impact upon employee engagement (as an
output). The resultant theoretical conceptualization,
extending on Gelens et al. (2014) and built up from rele-
vant literature on organizational justice, exclusive TM, and
employee engagement, is shared in the paper.

Exclusive TM, commonly practiced in organizations
today (Malik and Singh 2014; Swailes et al. 2014), is at
the crux of our conceptualization. Existing TM studies
have tended to focus on the positive side of the practice,
such as the potential for substantial positive impact on the
organization’s performance (Bhatnagar 2007; Thunnissen
et al. 2013), while ignoring the potential detrimental
impact on those not identified as ‘talented’ (Marescaux
et al. 2013; Meyers et al. 2015). Lacey and Groves (2014)
bemoan the hypocrisy of organizations pursuing corporate
social responsibility (CSR) policies targeted at all stake-
holders, while simultaneously practicing exclusive TM

and denying the majority of employees, who are an
important stakeholder group (Collier and Esteban 2007),
access to targeted development opportunities. In this way,
an elitist (Swailes 2013a), two-tier system and inherent
workforce differentiation (Lepak and Snell 1999) is
perpetuated.

Employers have a moral responsibility to care for their
employees and ‘opportunities for employee development
form part of the overall package of care’ (Swailes 2013a,
p. 37). However, as a minority group, ‘talented’
employees have a disproportionate amount of develop-
ment resources invested in their future (Malik and Singh
2014; Swailes 2013a). This proactive workforce differ-
entiation raises ethical questions, where the dehumanizing
effect of exclusive TM is propounded at the individual
level, with those regarded as ‘non-talented’ excluded,
denied individual agency and labeled inferior (Swailes
2013a). Exclusive TM has negative consequences for
employee inclusion and diversity, marginalizing and
sometimes neglecting the majority of employees (Sheehan
and Anderson 2015), with those excluded ‘harmed by
actions done in the name of boosting organizational per-
formance’ (Swailes 2013a, p. 37). This majority cohort
includes some of those with most to benefit from
investment in their development and future, such as those
with untapped or unrecognized ‘talent’. It also includes all
other employees who should have the right to develop-
ment opportunities and better terms and conditions, in
accordance with the principles of inclusive TM (Festing
et al. 2013; Lewis and Heckman 2006; Swailes et al.
2014). Additionally, the appraisal of employee perfor-
mance and potential, the main form of talent identifica-
tion, can be highly political and prone to bias, leading to
what employees may perceive as unfair practices (Buck-
ley et al. 2001; Soni 2014).

Minbaeva and Collings (2013) argue that one of the
myths regarding TM is the seemingly unquestioned
assumption that talent decisions are fair. Cosier and Dalton
(1983) stress the importance of fairness and equity in the
workplace, forewarning of potentially dramatic ramifica-
tions from an organization’s mismanagement of these
concepts. Likewise, Van Buren III (2008) has highlighted
that organizational justice should be at least a secondary
consideration in management practices in order to be
considered socially legitimate. Fairness, an essential prin-
ciple in ethical leadership (Buckley et al. 2001; He et al.
2014; Soni 2014), normally provokes positive employee
responses (Thornton and Rupp 2016). However, employee
responses to perceived fairness often correspond to their
organizational experiences (Cropanzano and Mitchell
2005), with ‘low perceptions of fairness likely to cause
employees to withdraw and disengage’ (Saks 2006, p. 606).
This aligns with Roof’s (2015) contention that a core
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ethical calling of leaders is to endeavor to ‘satisfy
employees’ higher order needs through elevated employee
engagement’ (Roof 2015, p. 586). Thus, we argue that the
practice of exclusive TM requires unpacking from a fair-
ness standpoint, taking into account the perceived fairness,
equity and justice of TM practices as perceived by
employees who are excluded from TM programs.

The objectives of this paper are twofold: firstly, to
explore exclusive TM practices and the perceived organi-
zational justice of these practices through social exchange
theory and equity theory lenses; and secondly, to propose
potential effects on individual employee engagement
resulting from perceived unethical TM practices. The paper
develops our contention by putting forward a conceptual
framework and propositions for empirical testing, which
link exclusive TM practices, the input, as having an effect
on corresponding employee engagement levels, the output.
This relationship is mediated by employee perceptions of
distributive justice, which, in turn, are moderated by per-
ceptions of procedural (Marescaux et al. 2013) and inter-
actional justice (Gelens et al. 2013; 2014). Distributive,
procedural and interactional justice is applied in the paper
to illustrate the nuances to employee perceptions and
reactions to exclusive TM practices (see also, Gelens et al.
2013, 2014). In the theoretical conceptualization, the act of,
and responses to, exclusive TM in the sphere of exchange
theories and justice are constructed from social exchange
theory (SET) (Blau 1964; Emerson 1976; Gouldner 1960;
Homans 1958) and equity theory (Adams 1963). Specifi-
cally, SET (Blau 1964) and equity theory (Adams 1963)
are utilized to explore the volition that individual
employees have toward their engagement with organiza-
tional practices, and to consider the implications of
exclusive TM practices on the ‘implicit social contract
between an organization and its employees’ (Slack et al.
2015, p. 537). This is in keeping with recent research by He
et al. (2014) and Slack et al. (2015), who employ SET to
unpack the effects that perceived organizational justice and
employee reactions to organizational HRM practices have
on employee engagement with their respective organiza-
tions’ practices.

The remainder of the paper is structured as follows. We
begin with a presentation of the relevant literature, which
informs the propositions’ development later in the paper.
Firstly, we describe exclusive TM and the existing nuances
in the developing literature on TM. Next we unpack the
core assumptions of SET and equity theory, and then we
outline the importance of employee perceptions of HR
practices (exclusive TM being a collection of HR practices
targeted at an exclusive group of employees). Literature on
organizational justice and employee engagement is shared,
and then we present the conceptual framework. Thereafter
the implications of our contribution to theory and practice

are discussed before, finally, setting out the limitations of
the paper and the scope for further research.

Talent Management

Over the last decade, TM has received a large amount of
interest, from both practitioners and academics alike
(Collings and Mellahi 2009; Sheehan and Anderson 2015),
and is now recognized as a key management issue
(Thunnissen et al. 2013). Yet, despite this interest, the
concept still lacks an accepted definition and distinct
conceptual boundaries (Collings and Mellahi 2009; Festing
and Schäfer 2014). The definition of TM adopted in this
paper is the commonly used Collings and Mellahi (2009)
definition, which aligns with the exclusive TM practice of
using a select pool of ‘talented’ appointees to fill ‘key
positions’. They define TM as

activities and processes that involve the systematic
identification of key positions that differentially
contribute to the organization’s sustainable competi-
tive advantage, the development of a talent pool of
high-potential and high-performing incumbents to fill
these roles, and the development of a differentiated
human resource architecture to facilitate filling these
positions with competent incumbents, and to ensure
their continued commitment to the organization
(Collings and Mellahi 2009, p. 304).

Scholars have recently begun to unpack TM and its
ambiguities (see Collings et al. 2015 for a detailed review
of TM). For the purposes of this paper, the focus is on the
inclusive/exclusive dichotomy in TM research, the most
debated tension in the literature (Gallardo–Gallardo et al.
2013).

The exclusive perspective singles out a limited number
of ‘talented’ employees to belong to a talent pool, while the
inclusive perspective includes all employees in the orga-
nization’s overall TM strategy, with developmental path-
ways for all employees (Collings and Mellahi 2009; Dries
2013; Swailes et al. 2014). Inclusive TM follows the
general rule that all employees have their own strengths
and are talented in their own way (Collings et al. 2015). It
is an ethical HRM principle that all employees’ perfor-
mances are to be valued and managed, and they should
have the opportunity to be part of the organization’s talent
program (Swailes et al. 2014). Conversely the exclusive
view, which regards some workers as more talented, and
valuable than others (Dries 2013), is seen by some as being
the main difference between TM and HRM (Collings and
Mellahi 2009). The exclusive approach to TM has become
the more practiced form in organizations today (Garavan
et al. 2012), mainly due to perceived cost-effectiveness and
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efficiency (Huselid and Becker 2011; Marescaux et al.
2013). While Swailes (2013b) notes that examples of
inclusive TM in practice are scarce, examples, such as the
preference for inclusive TM in German small to medium
enterprises (Festing et al. 2013) and the inclusive TM
processes of the British National Health Service (Swailes
2013a), do exist. Sheehan and Anderson (2015) note that
the direction of recent HRM literature, similar to exclusive
TM, is toward a more differentiated and exclusive style of
HRM. It is within this context of increasing focus on
exclusivity and differentiation that our conceptualization is
situated.

Exclusive TM, as part of the inclusive/exclusive tension
in TM research, sits among five inter-related tensions in
TM research (Dries 2013). The other four tensions are
firstly the subjective–objective view of talent. The sub-
jective view focuses on identifying and developing ‘tal-
ented’ people, while the objective focus concentrates on
the characteristics of talent, which are reified in high-per-
formance and high-potential employees (Iles et al. 2010).
This perspective focuses on high-performing or high-po-
tential employees, with the selection and identification of
these exclusive employees raising ethical questions con-
cerning hidden biases and workforce homogeneity. Second,
the innate versus acquired perspective centers on the extent
to which talent can be taught or learned (Dries 2013;
Meyers et al. 2013). The innate perspective concentrates on
the identification and selection of ‘talented’ employees, an
exclusive perspective that resonates with our focus on
exclusive TM, and with hidden bias in terms of talent
recognition in organizations. The acquired perspective,
while assuming that talent may be developed, does not
unpack the mechanisms through which employees are
selected for development, which may again be subject to
hidden biases in the organization.

The third tension is the input versus output perspective,
where the central issue is whether talent depends more on
ability or motivation (Gallardo–Gallardo et al. 2013). This
tension conflicts with the premise of SET, as the input
versus output perspective considers ability and motivation
separately, rather than considering the complexity of the
relational and reflexive relationship between ability and
motivation in a social organizational setting. Fourth, the
transferable versus context-dependent perspective looks at
the physical boundaries of talent. The transferable view
posits that ‘talented’ employees will demonstrate their
talents and abilities regardless of the context or environ-
ment in which they are operating (Cappelli 2008). The
context-dependent view assumes there is an important link
between ‘talented’ employees and the context and that
talent is not always readily transferable. Consequently, a
lack of fit between the employee and organizational envi-
ronment may inhibit talent. This perspective sets TM firmly

within a particular organizational, professional and/or
country context, which is relevant for our study in terms of
equity theory and how fairness may be perceived by
employees in different settings. These nuances to TM
theorization underline the academic development of TM
into a more comprehensive and reflexive body of work,
which has yet to reach maturity.

This paper, focusing on exclusive TM practices, argues
that despite the popularity of exclusive TM practices, the
effects of categorizing a small percentage of the workforce
as ‘talented’ and restricting the majority of employees from
privileged development opportunities (Lacey and Groves
2014) are problematic and raise ethical questions (Swailes
2013a). SET (Blau 1964) and equity theory (Adams 1963),
described next, are utilized to unpack the implications of
exclusive TM practices on the individual employee’s
engagement with their organization and its practices.

Social Exchange Theory (SET) and Equity Theory

SET (Blau 1964; Emerson 1976; Gouldner 1960; Homans
1958;1961) and equity theory (Adams 1963) have been
used to explore organizational justice and employee reac-
tions to organizational HRM practices (for example Gelens
et al. 2013; He et al. 2014; Masterson et al. 2000). This
paper utilizes SET and equity theory to explore the effects
of perceived organizational justice on employee reactions
(specifically, employee engagement) to organizational
HRM practices (specifically, exclusive TM practices);
thereby linking the three constructs of exclusive TM, per-
ceived organizational justice, and employee engagement
and attempting to unpack the theoretical relationship
between them.

Much of the early work on organizational justice draws
on SET (Blau 1964; Colquitt et al. 2001), which is built on
the principles of reciprocity and social indebtedness
(Gouldner 1960; Haynie et al. 2016). While there have
been differing views on what social exchange entails, most
theorists concur that social exchange involves interactions
that generate obligations (Cropanzano and Mitchell 2005;
Emerson 1976). Blau (1964) is among the first of the the-
orists to distinguish between exchanges where the nature of
the obligations are specific and purely economic, and those
that were less specific and more social or emotional. SET
helps us to unpack and understand how employee percep-
tions of organizational TM practices may generate either
positive or negative attitudes and responses to the TM
practices (Björkman et al. 2013; Khoreva et al. 2017). Saks
(2006) contends that SET provides a ‘meaningful theoret-
ical basis for understanding and studying employee
engagement’ (Saks 2006, p. 616), as SET helps explain
why, when employees perceive that their relationship with

E. P. O’Connor, M. Crowley-Henry

123



their employer is fair and just, they will reciprocate in kind,
such as with positive behaviors (Blau 1964; Gouldner
1960).

It is these aspects of SET that help explain why an
employee’s organizational commitment is dependent upon
their perception of the value and fairness of the organiza-
tion’s actions as part of their relationship (Collier and
Esteban 2007), or as Slack et al. (2015, p. 537) proclaim
the ‘implicit social contract between an organization and its
employees’. The level of employee motivation for discre-
tionary organizational efforts will vary, with this variance
dependent on the strength of the employee’s social com-
mitment to the organization. Meanwhile, the strength of the
employee’s social commitment to the organization will
depend on how fair, or balanced, the employee perceives
that their organizational efforts and commitments are being
reciprocated by the organization (Saks 2006). Blau (1964)
emphasizes the role and importance of this perception of
balance in social exchange relationships, with a perceived
lack of balance in an employment relationship causing
negative impacts on employee effort and commitment. For
instance, as suggested in this paper, how employees who
are interested in being part of their organization’s talent
pool, but are not identified as ‘talented’, may perceive that
the organization has not fulfilled their side of the exchange
relationship, and thus their relationship becomes unbal-
anced (Blau 1964), which could provoke them to respond
with counterproductive attitudes in an attempt to rebalance
the relationship (Godkin 2014; Hurrell 2016).

Adams’ (1963) equity theory, ‘a dominant theory in
social exchange and justice in organizations’ (Glass and
Wood 1996, p. 1191), is subjective and perception based.
Equity theory contends that employees are not concerned
with final levels of outcome, but motivated by a pursuit of
fairness and are thus more concerned with how fair (they
perceive) their outcomes to be (Hofmans 2012). Employees
will seek to uphold what they perceive to be a fair balance
between what they put into an organization, their inputs,
and what they receive in return or as reward, their outputs
(Pritchard 1968). This input/output ratio is compared to the
input/output ratio of ‘referent’ others, who are fellow
employees considered similar to themselves (Adams 1963).

Equity theory helps explain the psychological processes
shaping the employees’ reactions to being classified as

‘non-talented’, as they strive to uphold what they perceive
to a fair balance between their organizational inputs and
outputs. We contend that employees classified as ‘non-
talented’, but who believe they should be identified as
‘talented’, will compare their input/output ratio to that of
those who were identified as ‘talented’ and included in the
organization’s talent pool. From this comparison,
employees will form a perception of whether the talent
program was fair and just. If the employee perceives the
program as unfair or unjust, that it is lacking in justice
(Greenberg 1990; He et al. 2014), this will impact on the
individual’s relationship with the organization. In turn, this
could lead to negative outcomes, such as a lowering of
work effort, particularly discretionary work effort, or
organizational commitment (Cohen-Charash and Spector
2001; Ghosh et al. 2014; Marescaux et al. 2013). Lack of
fairness in organizational practices may also lead to
harmful and unethical retaliatory behaviors (Skarlicki and
Folger 1997), another potential implication of exclusive
TM practices. Therefore, employee perception, described
next, plays an important role in our use of SET and equity
theory as the theoretical foundations for our conceptual-
ization, showing the relationship between exclusive TM,
organizational justice and employee engagement.

Employee Perceptions

Employee perceptions of their organization’s HR practices
influence employee reactions to the HR practices (Gelens
et al. 2013; Kinnie et al. 2005; Swailes 2013b; Wright and
Nishii 2006). These perceptions are the outcome of a three-
step process: the intended practice, the actual practice and
the perceived practice (Wright and Nishii 2006; Wright and
Snell 1998). See Fig. 1 below.

Unpacking how employees may react to the perceived
effects of the organization’s practices is fundamental for
our conceptualization. Applying this process to the con-
ceptualization and resultant framework, the intended HRM
practice represents the organization’s planned exclusive
TM program, which is designed to identify ‘talented’
employees and include them in the organizational talent
pool. However, due to a number of influences, such as
institutional or political factors, not all HR practices are

Perceived HRPrac ce
(Perceived Fairness)

Employee/
Organiza on
Rela onship

Intended HR
Prac ce

Actual HR
Prac ce

Employee
Reac on

Developed from Wright and Snell (1998) and Wright and 
Nishii (2006).

Fig. 1 Process model of employee perceptions. Developed from Wright and Snell (1998), Wright and Nishii (2006)
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actually implemented in the intended manner, resulting in a
difference between the espoused practice and the actual
practice (Mintzberg 1978; Wright and Snell 1998). While
actual HR practices exist objectively, they are interpreted
and perceived by each individual employee, creating a
subjective experience. This perception affects the
employee’s reactions, which in turn may affect the
employment relationship and its outcomes, such as
employee engagement, in either a positive or negative
manner (Björkman et al. 2013; Ghosh et al. 2014; Khoreva
et al. 2017; Wright and Nishii 2006). Employee percep-
tions of organizational justice, which is described next,
mediate and moderate the relationship between the orga-
nization’s TM practices and the employee’s reactions to
these TM practices (Gelens et al. 2013, 2014).

Organizational Justice

The ideals of organizational justice have long been rec-
ognized as a foundation for the effective functioning of
organizations and the personal satisfaction of their
employees (Greenberg 1990). Developed from early theo-
ries of social justice, such as Adams (1963) equity theory
and Homan’s (1961) distributive justice theory, organiza-
tional justice (Greenberg 1990) can be defined as the
degree to which an employee believes their relationship
with their organization is fair, equitable and ethical
(Cropanzano et al. 2007; Greenberg 1990; Malik and Singh
2014). A tripartite concept, organizational justice is made
up of distributive justice, procedural justice and interac-
tional justice. Distributive justice, which originates from
Adams’ (1963) equity theory and Leventhal’s (1976) jus-
tice judgement model (Greenberg 1990), is founded on the
premise that human social behavior is ‘conditioned by the
distribution of outcomes’ (Ghosh et al. 2014, p. 631).
Distributive justice considers the degree to which the dis-
tribution, or allocation, of outcomes (such as promotions,
rewards) is fair (Adams 1963; Colquitt 2001; Hofmans
2012). Procedural justice, the perceived justice and fairness
of the allocation process, extends the study of distributive
justice (Greenberg and Folger 1983; Leventhal 1980).
Research has shown that the distribution of outcomes (such
as pay, promotion) is not always as important as the fair-
ness of the allocation process of the outcomes (Cohen-
Charash and Spector 2001; Wan et al. 2012). Finally,
interactional justice (Bies 1987; Bies and Moag 1986) is
based on the perceived quality of the interpersonal treat-
ment people receive while practices are being imple-
mented. Interactional justice operates on the premise that
employees’ perceptions of fairness take into account the
manner of communication and information sharing which
is used and is in essence made up of two separate forms of
justice (Greenberg 1990; Colquitt 2001): interpersonal

justice, relating to the dignity and respect employees
receive from those in authority and informational justice,
relating to how well employees are informed about matters
that affect them.

Two important considerations when examining the
effects of organizational justice are the order and cumu-
lative effects of the concept (Gelens et al. 2013). While the
various forms of justice are accepted as distinct concepts in
their own right, there is evidence of a dependent relation-
ship (Skarlicki and Folger 1997) between the concepts,
particularly between procedural and distributive justice.
The order in which practices, information and planned
outcomes are revealed to employees will also impact on the
employees’ perceptions of justice (Cropanzano et al. 2007;
Folger 1986).

In keeping with the extant literature, we maintain that
perceptions of organizational justice are the link between
exclusive TM and its effects on employee engagement
(Biswas et al. 2013; Cropanzano et al. 2007; Gelens et al.
2014; He et al. 2014; Schminke et al. 2014). Perceptions of
organizational justice are the employee’s subjective per-
ception of their employee–organizational relationship
(Greenberg 1990) and are directly related to the quality of
this relationship (Masterson et al. 2000; Purang 2011).
Justice plays a particularly important role in employee
career development (Wooten and Cobb 1999), especially in
areas concerning the perceived fairness of organizational
decisions affecting employees or their colleagues (Malik
and Singh 2014). If employees perceive their employer’s
TM program as unfair, this may have a negative effect on
their perceptions of organizational justice (Gelens et al.
2014; Malik and Singh 2014). As stated above, the quality
of the social exchanges between the individual and their
organization can be directly affected by these perceptions
of organizational justice. Therefore, employee/organiza-
tional outcomes, such as employee engagement, may also
be negatively affected by perceptions of organizational
justice (Biswas et al. 2013; Frank et al. 2004; Ghosh et al.
2014; He et al. 2014; Malik and Singh 2014).

An important consideration for our conceptualization of
the effects of exclusive TM on employee engagement is
how an employee’s perceptions of organizational justice
can moderate their actions and responses. Distributive
justice was found to have a greater effect at the micro-
level, such as on employee job engagement (Greenberg
1990; Ghosh et al. 2014; McFarlin and Sweeney 1992),
while perceptions of procedural justice have been found to
have a greater effect at the meso-level, such as on orga-
nizational engagement (Cropanzano and Folger 1991;
McFarlin and Sweeney 1992; Saks 2006). For instance,
employees, who are provided with appropriate information,
transparent procedures and fair treatment before any HRM
decisions are made, and they understand the whole process,

E. P. O’Connor, M. Crowley-Henry

123



may have a positive reaction to HRM programs, even if the
outcome is not favorable to them. However, an issue
inhibiting the effective use of this possible buffer to per-
ceived injustice is the secrecy under which some organi-
zations operate their HRM (including specific TM) systems
(Gelens et al. 2013, 2014; Lacey and Groves 2014), which
can prohibit the provision of clear information and open
procedures.

Findings by Jepsen and Rodwell (2012) suggest that
gender may also have an effect on perceptions of justice,
with the different sexes affected differently by different
forms of justice. This is not surprising as gender inequal-
ities were found to be a major impairment for development
and meritocracy in the female workforce (Anker 2004;
Tatli et al. 2013), and there is a call for gender differences
to be considered in future organizational justice research
(Jepsen and Rodwell 2012). Given that our analysis is
conceptual in nature, our research echoes this call, as our
paper will be strengthened by empirical research among
employees with different characteristics in order to further
unpack variance and potential inequality.

Employee Engagement

Employee engagement, regarded as crucial for an orga-
nization’s success (Rich et al. 2010), has seen a surge of
interest in human resource development (HRD) circles
and has been the subject of extensive research in recent
years (Ghosh et al. 2014; Roof 2015; Saks and Gruman
2014). With the importance of discretionary effort in the
attainment of organizational goals (Thomas and Rowland
2014), employee engagement has become an important
organizational measurement, with implications for com-
petitive performance. The extant literature advances a link
between employee engagement and organizational justice
(Li 2012), with perceived organizational justice found to
be an important element in employee engagement (He
et al. 2014). Equity theory and SET provide theoretical
explanations for employee engagement in discretionary
activities (as contended by Agarwal 2014, Biswas et al.
2013, Ghosh et al. 2014, He et al. 2014, Li 2012, Saks
2006).

Multiple definitions of employee engagement exist
(Saks 2006), with a general lack of consensus in the lit-
erature on what employee engagement actually means
(Shuck 2011; Shuck and Reio 2014). Saks and Gruman
(2014) highlight two influential definitions of engage-
ment in the academic literature, from Kahn (1990) and
Maslach et al. (2001). Maslach et al. (2001) define
employee engagement as ‘an energetic state of involve-
ment with personally fulfilling activities that enhance
one’s sense of professional efficacy’ (Maslach et al. 2001,

p. 498), with engagement characterized by ‘energy,
involvement, and efficacy’. This defines engagement as
the positive antithesis of job burnout and burnout’s three
dimensions of exhaustion, cynicism, and inefficacy
(Maslach et al. 2001). This paper utilizes Kahn’s (1990)
widely used definition (Ghosh et al. 2014; Godkin 2014;
He et al. 2014; Roof 2015), which is ‘the simultaneous
employment and expression of a person’s ‘preferred self’
in task behaviors that promote connections to work and to
others, personal presence (physical, cognitive and emo-
tional), and active, full performances’ (Kahn 1990,
p. 700). Kahn’s definition is preferred for our study as his
description of engagement involving an ‘employee’s full
self in terms of physical, cognitive, and emotional ener-
gies to work role performances’ (Rich et al. 2010, p. 617)
portrays engagement as a ‘true psychological presence at
and identity with work’ (Macey and Schneider 2008,
p. 12), one which goes beyond basic employee motiva-
tion, with engaged employees fully investing their
‘hands, head, and heart’ into an active, full work per-
formance (Ashforth and Humphrey 1995, p. 110).
Empirical research has linked investments of these three
energies (physical, cognitive, and emotional) to job per-
formance and employee engagement (Kahn 1990; May
et al. 2004; Rich et al. 2010; Thomas and Rowland 2014).
Kahn (1990) also contends that three psychological
states—meaningfulness, safety and availability—are
needed for engagement to happen, with all three psy-
chological states important constructs in creating an
engaged workforce (Harter et al. 2002; Shuck 2011).
Meaningfulness is when employees feel worthwhile,
appreciated and not taken for granted, with all their
efforts, both physical and emotional, recognized and
rewarded. Safety is when employees can commit them-
selves fully and freely to their role, without fearing
negative consequences and feel their organization is
supportive and trusting. Finally, availability concerns
how ready employees are to become engaged and com-
mitted to their role, and depends on employees having all
the necessary resources and supports (physical, emotional
or psychological) needed to cope with both work and
non-work aspects of their lives.

Engaged employees are fully committed to and moti-
vated by contributing to and achieving organizational
goals, but importantly they also achieve self-satisfaction
and feeling of worth in a reciprocal relationship with the
organization (Ashforth and Humphrey 1995; Kahn 1990;
Maslach et al. 2001; Saks and Gruman 2014; Schaufeli
et al. 2002; Shuck 2011). The importance of employees’
self-satisfaction and feeling of worth in a reciprocal rela-
tionship with the organization is reflected in employee
engagement and perceived organizational justice, as
explained through SET and equity theory.
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Toward the Conceptualization

SET and equity theory (Adams 1963; Blau 1964; Hofmans
2012; Slack et al. 2015) are founded on the premise that
employees seek to uphold what they perceive to be a fair
balance between their organizational inputs, and what they
receive in return or as reward, with equity theory allowing
for comparison with referent others. Each employee will
perceive whether their inputs are, or are not, reciprocated
by the organization, and therefore will experience either
more favorable or less favorable perceptions of fairness
and justice (Adams 1963; Colquitt 2001). Following on
from this, we propose that in organizations utilizing
exclusive TM practices, these practices may result in dif-
ferent perceptions of distributive justice for different
groups of employees, in this case, employees not identified
as ‘talented’, but who are concerned with being part of the
talent pool program. Figure 2 (below) sets out our con-
ceptual framework, constructed from unpacking proposi-
tions on exclusive TM, perceived organizational justice and
employee engagement.

It is important to appreciate that there are many different
sub-groupings of employees in organizations, with these
sub-groupings based on either objective or subjective (be-
liefs and attitudes) criteria. Sub-groups based on objective

criteria include those considered ‘talented’ and considered
objectively deserving of being included in the organiza-
tion’s talent pool; those considered ‘talented’, but when
compared to referent others considered to not warrant
being in the organization’s talent pool, and those not
considered ‘talented’ and objectively excluded from the
organization’s talent pool for objective reasons. However,
as the appraisal of employee potential and performance is
frequently based on biased decision-making (Swailes
2013a), the objectivity of some organizations’ TM deci-
sions is open to question.

The TM practices of an organization will be individually
interpreted and perceived by each employee and, from this
subjective experience, each employee will shape their own
reaction to the actual practice. Therefore, as the focus of
this paper is to understand the relationship between an
organization’s exclusive TM practices, employees’ per-
ceptions of the fairness of the exclusive TM practices, and
the corresponding impact on employee engagement, our
focus is on the sub-group based on the subjective criteria of
employee beliefs and attitudes, specifically employees not
labeled as ‘talented’, but who believe they should be part of
the talent pool when compared to referent others.

Extant research contends that the unequal distribution of
resources that exclusive TM entails will have a positive
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effect on the employees categorized as ‘talented’, creating
a positive perception of the value and fairness of the
organization’s actions as part of their relationship (Björk-
man et al. 2013; Collier and Esteban 2007; Gelens et al.
2014; Marescaux et al. 2013; Slack et al. 2015). Therefore,
employees who are identified as ‘talented’ will perceive
that the organization has fulfilled their side of the exchange
relationship, and will experience more favorable percep-
tions of distributive justice (Erdogan 2002; Gelens et al.
2014; Ghosh et al. 2014).

Conversely, our contention is that the unequal distribu-
tion of resources, that exclusive TM entails, will have a
negative effect on the employees who are not identified as
‘talented’, but are concerned with being part of the talent
pool program. For this sub-group, this will create a nega-
tive perception of the value and fairness of the organiza-
tion’s actions as part of their relationship (Björkman et al.
2013; Gelens et al. 2014; Marescaux et al. 2013) and from
this they will perceive that their inputs have not been justly
rewarded and that the organization is not reciprocating
their efforts in a fair or just manner. They will perceive this
as a lack of distributive justice (Erdogan 2002; He et al.
2014), which will impact on the individual’s relationship
with the organization. This is the basis of our first
proposition.

P1. Employees identified as ‘talented’ will be more
likely to perceive higher levels of distributive justice
than employees who are not identified as ‘talented’,
but who are concerned with being part of the talent
pool program. On the other hand, employees who are
not identified as ‘talented’, but who are concerned
with being part of the talent pool program, are more
likely to perceive lower levels of distributive justice.

Perceptions of justice shape employee reactions
(Cropanzano and Folger 1991) and perceived organiza-
tional justice is found to be an important element in
employee engagement (He et al. 2014). Therefore, we
contend that employees’ perceptions of their respective
organization’s exclusive TM practices, via the mediating
role of distributive justice, will have an instrumental effect
on their level of engagement. Using SET as a theoretical
explanation, and building on previous works of academics
such as Agarwal (2014), Biswas et al. (2013), Cropanzano
et al. (2007), Gelens et al. (2013), He et al. (2014), Li
(2012), Marescaux et al. (2013), O’Connor and Crowley-
Henry (2015) and Purang (2011), we contend that
employees identified as ‘talented’, because of their higher
perceptions of distributive justice, will show higher levels
of engagement. However, employees not identified as
‘talented’, but who are concerned with being part of the
corporate talent pool program, will show lower levels of
engagement due to their lower perceptions of distributive

justice. For the latter cohort, the employee perceives an
input/output imbalance in their relationship with their
employer, where they may perceive that the efforts they
have invested in the employing organization are not justly
rewarded or recognized by their employer (He et al. 2014).
The employee will seek to rebalance the relationship, as
they will want the exchange relationship to be what they
perceive as fair. This rebalancing may provoke a response
of counterproductive attitudes and behaviors (Godkin
2014; Hurrell 2016; Saks 2006). This can result in
increased employee turnover (Swailes and Blackburn
2016) and a lowering of work effort (Saks 2006), com-
mitment and engagement (Cohen-Charash and Spector
2001; Ghosh et al. 2014; Marescaux et al. 2013). This is the
basis of our second proposition, and its respective sub-
propositions

P2. Perceived distributive justice mediates the rela-
tionship between exclusive TM practices and
employee engagement.

P2a. In particular, employees identified as ‘talented’,
because of their higher perceptions of distributive
justice, will show higher levels of engagement.

P2b. While employees who are not identified as
‘talented’, but who are concerned with being part of
the talent pool program, and who perceive their
identification as ‘non-talented’ to be unfair, will show
lower levels of engagement.

In further unpacking the different dimensions of
organizational justice, we consider how these may also
influence the employees’ reactions to the organizational
practices of exclusive TM, potentially moderating the
relationship between perceived distributive justice and
employee engagement. Therefore, due to this moderating
effect, we postulate that employees, who are treated with
respect (interpersonal injustice), provided with appropri-
ate information (informational justice), and transparent
and fair procedures (procedural justice), before any TM
decisions are made regarding who is included and
excluded in the organizational talent pool, and who
understand the whole process, will have a more positive
reaction to announced TM outcomes (that is, the identi-
ties of those selected for the organization’s HiPo talent
pool), even if the outcome is not favorable to them
(Biswas et al. 2013; Gelens et al. 2014; Ghosh et al.
2014). Findings from other studies suggest that it is an
organization’s HRM procedures, and not the actual HRM
content, that have a greater influence on employee reac-
tions, which suggests that perceptions of procedural jus-
tice influence employee reactions to HRM programs
(Cohen-Charash and Spector 2001; Katou 2013; Wan
et al. 2012).
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In line with Gelens et al. (2013, 2014) and Marescaux
et al. (2013), we posit that both procedural and interac-
tional justice, respectively, moderate the extent to which
perceived distributive (in)justice impacts upon work out-
comes, with our focus here on employee engagement.
When employees perceive high levels of procedural and
interactional justice, the resultant effects on employee
engagement will be neutral to positive. On the other hand,
when employees perceive low levels of procedural and
interactional justice, the effects on employee engagement
will be negative. However, as previously outlined, a
potential obstacle to the procedural and interactional justice
buffer (Gelens et al. 2013) between perceived distributive
(in)justice and employee engagement is the secrecy under
which some organizations operate their TM systems (Ge-
lens et al. 2013, 2014; Lacey and Groves 2014), which may
prohibit the provision of clear information and transparent
procedures.

Therefore, we contend that employees, those who are
concerned with being part of the talent pool program but
are not recognized by the organization as ‘talented’, will
feel unfairly treated if they perceive that the information or
notice they receive regarding the organization’s talent
management program is incomplete, not timely or lacking
in detail (informational injustice) and/or if the information
is presented to them in an affected manner or one that is
lacking in respect toward their efforts and concern with
being part of the talent pool (interpersonal injustice).
Negative perceptions of unfair interactional or procedural
justice may provoke a stronger negative employee reaction
to perceptions of unfair distributive justice in a desire to
rebalance the relationship and perceived inequity. Con-
versely, an employee’s engagement will be less negatively
affected if they perceive that the organization’s procedural
and allocation process are fair and transparent (Biswas
et al. 2013; Gelens et al. 2014; Ghosh et al. 2014; Katou
2013). This is the basis of our third proposition and its sub-
propositions.

P3. The perceived justice and fairness of both the
allocation process (procedural justice) and the inter-
personal treatment people receive (interactional jus-
tice) while TM programs are being implemented, will
have a moderating effect on the relationship between
distributive justice and employee engagement.

P3a. When employees perceive high levels of pro-
cedural and/or interactional justice, the resultant
effects on employee engagement will be neutral to
positive.

P3b. Conversely, when employees perceive low
levels of procedural and interactional justice, the
effects on employee engagement will be negative.

The conceptual model, constructed from the previously
shared three propositions, which originated from findings
in the extant literature, is presented in Fig. 2. The model
provides a framework that explores the relationship
between an organization’s exclusive talent management
(TM) practices, employees’ perceptions of the organiza-
tional justice of exclusive TM practices, and the corre-
sponding impact on employee engagement. Next, we
discuss this conceptualization further.

Discussion and Conclusion

The aim of this paper is to explore, from a micro-level/
individual employee perspective, the relationship between
exclusive talent management, perceived organizational jus-
tice and employee engagement. The impact of exclusive TM
practices on employees’ perceptions of justice and fairness is
essential at the meso-level for organizations to understand,
as these impacts can have significant practical consequences
in terms of employee and organizational outcomes, includ-
ing discretionary effort (Thomas and Rowland 2014) and
employee engagement (He et al. 2014).

The organizational practice of exclusive TM, where only
some select employees are considered ‘talented’ or ‘more
talented’, rendering the ‘non-talented’ employees to ques-
tion the fairness and justness of such practices (Gelens et al.
2013; Sheehan and Anderson 2015), requires deeper atten-
tion from an ethics standpoint. It raises ethical concerns at
the individual, inter-group and organizational levels when
this two-tier categorization of employees potentially harms
those who are excluded from talent management programs
by its inherent elitism and discrimination (Swailes 2013a).
In our analysis in this paper, we propose that those ‘harmed’
employees respond by trying to rebalance the social
exchange they have with their organization, which may
result in reduced employee engagement. Since ethical con-
cerns are used as a foundation from which to develop
minimum standards to evaluate HRM practices (Greenwood
2002), this suggests that the conceptualization is also
important in developing and encouraging further research
and discussion on both the ethics and business outcomes of
exclusive TM practices. We contend that these ethical issues
concerning exclusive TM can lead to an absence of per-
ceived justice in an organization’s HRM practices, and that
this can lead to negative micro- and meso-level outcomes,
such as in reduced employee engagement and increased
employee turnover rates. This suggests an organizational
and leadership disconnect between the intended ethical
practices of inclusion, and the actual practices of exclusion
as reified in exclusive TM.

Firstly, we suggest that employees identified as ‘tal-
ented’ will have more favorable perceptions of distributive
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justice, while employees not identified as ‘talented’, but
who are concerned with being part of the talent pool pro-
gram will have less favorable perceptions of distributive
justice. Secondly, we propound that perceived distributive
justice mediates the relationship between exclusive TM
practices and employee engagement, where those identified
as ‘talented’ will show higher levels of engagement, and
those identified as ‘non-talented’ will show lower levels of
engagement. Thirdly, we argue that both procedural and
interactional justice will have a moderating effect between
the employee’s perception of distributive justice and
employee engagement.

Our propositions are in line with Gelens et al.
(2013, 2014) and supported by the findings of Ghosh et al.
(2014), He et al. (2014) and Saks (2006) that the various
forms of justice predict and determine employee engage-
ment. The propositions are also consistent with the work of
Wooten and Cobb (1999) who assert that organizational
practices and career development interventions are ‘prone
to perceptions of distributive, procedural and interactional
fairness’ (Wooten and Cobb 1999, p. 177) by employees.
Existing studies also link the organizational commitment of
employees to their perception of the value and fairness of
their organization’s actions (Björkman et al. 2013; Gelens
et al. 2014; Slack et al. 2015). However, our research
reveals a gap in the literature, on both the organizational
justice and ethics of exclusive TM, and the impact of
exclusive TM on employees not considered ‘talented’. This
paper contributes to addressing this gap by engaging in
micro (employee)-level analysis of how exclusive TM
practices, as inputs, may lead to positive or negative
employee engagement outputs, and makes an important
contribution to the recently begun, but limited, debate on
the organizational justice and ethics of exclusive TM (see,
for example, Downs and Swailes 2013; Lacey and Groves
2014; Swailes 2013a). While not all employees are trou-
bled over exclusive TM (Swailes 2013a), this paper con-
centrates on those who are concerned with their selection
(or not) for TM programs, and considers how these
employees’ perceptions of organizational justice toward
them (in being ‘talented’ or not) impacts on their work-
place engagement.

The overarching premise in this paper is that employees,
who are recognized by the organization as ‘talented’, will
have a positive perception of the value and fairness of the
organization’s actions as part of their relationship (Björk-
man et al. 2013; Gelens et al. 2014; Marescaux et al. 2013;
Slack et al. 2015). In being included in the talent pool, they
will experience greater perceived organizational support,
recognition and development, leading to greater organiza-
tional commitment (Gelens et al. 2014; Marescaux et al.
2013; Vosloban 2013), lower turnover intentions (Björk-
man et al. 2013; Snell 2009) and higher perceptions of

justice (Gelens et al. 2014) and fairness (Ghosh et al.
2014). As these have been recognized as antecedents to
engagement (Saks 2006; Vosloban 2013), we contend that
exclusive TM affects employee engagement (Huselid and
Becker 2011; O’Connor and Crowley-Henry 2015).

Conversely, employees, who are identified as ‘non-tal-
ented’ but consider themselves as ‘talented’, are likely to
negatively react to the perceived injustice of this non-
recognition (Gelens et al. 2014; Lacey and Groves 2014;
Malik and Singh 2014; Marescaux et al. 2013). Employee
reactions to perceived injustice have been found to result in
dissatisfaction (Wan et al. 2012), low commitment and
poor performance (Mahajan and Benson 2013), with some
employees withdrawing and becoming disengaged (Frank
et al. 2004; Ghosh et al. 2014; Saks 2006). This supports
Marescaux et al.’s (2013) finding that workforce differen-
tiation, which is at the core of exclusive TM, leads to
negative employee and organizational outcomes.

As shown earlier in the paper, there is often a difference
between espoused, actual and perceived HRM practices,
with existing research suggesting that even the best plan-
ned TM strategies could result in consequences the orga-
nization did not envisage. As noted by Marescaux et al.
(2013), the existing research in TM and workforce differ-
entiation tends to focus on the positive side, such as cost-
effectiveness and retention (Collings and Mellahi 2009;
Huselid and Becker 2011). However, some authors argue
that the unseen costs of exclusive TM, such as high rates of
turnover among the ‘non-talented’, are not taken into
account in the assessment of exclusive TM (Pfeffer 2001),
with workforce differentiation becoming a ‘double-edged
sword’ as the losses among employees identified as ‘non-
talented’ may minimize or even outweigh the benefits
accrued from the increased performance of those identified
as ‘talented’ (Marescaux et al. 2013). This argument has
led to a call for TM to be understood as a relational con-
struct (Al Ariss et al. 2014), where, individual, organiza-
tional, institutional and national relationships are taken into
account. This would involve researching further how
employees perceive their respective talents are being
managed in the organization and their varying reactions to
these perceptions. This is an important effect of workforce
differentiation that has been under-explored to date
(Huselid and Becker 2011).

Contr ibution and Implications for Practice

In unpacking how exclusive TM practices can impact on
employee engagement, through the mediating and moder-
ating role of perceived organizational justice, the paper has
practical relevance for organizations, specifically for
Human Resource (HR) practitioners and organizational
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leaders in highlighting the relationships between specific
HR practices and employee/organizational outcomes (em-
ployee engagement and its organizational effects) at both
the micro- and meso-levels. The conceptualization is also
relevant for academics in the HRM domain in presenting
the nuances in the relationship between exclusive TM,
organizational justice and employee engagement. The
paper contributes directly to the literature on TM, partic-
ularly on exclusive TM, by highlighting ethical concerns
with exclusive TM practices (perceived organizational
justice) and business ramifications (implications on
employee engagement).

Decision makers for HRM programs and practices
within organizations and those responsible for the imple-
mentation of TM procedures should consider a balanced
representation of the potential ramifications of exclusive
TM practices from the perspectives of all employees
affected by these TM practices. An important consideration
for organizations, when regarding the effects of exclusive
TM on all employees, is how an employee’s perceptions of
organizational justice can moderate their actions and
responses to the TM practice. The literature suggests that
open and fair procedures should be available to, and
understood by, all employees who are interested in a talent
management program. In reality many organizations can-
not provide all their employees with all the supports and
outcomes they may perceive that they deserve (such as, in
this paper, inclusion in the organization’s exclusive talent
pool), but what they can offer all employees are transpar-
ent, fair and open opportunities for development and pro-
motion. Our contention is that if employees perceive that
the procedures for choosing who is part of the talent pro-
gram (procedural justice) are fair, and they are treated with
dignity, respect and are informed about procedures and
processes that affect them (interactional justice), that they
will be more satisfied with the outcomes reached (dis-
tributive justice), even if the outcomes are less than
favorable for them. Therefore, procedural and interactional
justice may be used as a moderating buffer against the
negative effects of perceptions of distributive injustice.
This is developed through our propositions and presented
in our conceptual framework (see Fig. 2).

When implementing TM practices, HR managers and
practitioners should emphasize consistency and trans-
parency in their practices. They should elucidate and be
open about their TM procedures, creating awareness
among employees. Only then can fairness become a posi-
tive influence on employee perceptions. The order effect of
justice is vital at this stage. Employees must be provided
with the clear and transparent procedures, and be treated
equitably and with respect before the actual selection or
commencement of the talent management program (that is,
whether or not they are included in the talent pool).

Finally, when organizations implement TM programs, it
is important that they use selection procedures that permit
those the organization considers ‘non-talented’ to demon-
strate their potential contributions. This will display fair
procedures for all employees, and will affect the input/
output ratio perceptions of employees, as they will perceive
that their organizational relationship is based on fair and
open procedures, and thus will be less likely to form neg-
ative perceptions of justice.

Limitations and Recommendations for Future
Research

This is a conceptual paper, with the conceptual framework
developed from the extant literature across exclusive TM,
organizational justice and employee engagement. The
propositions which form the basis of the framework serve
as researchable propositions for future research. Empirical
testing is required to validate the propositions made in this
paper. This testing could take the research approach of an
employee survey, collecting data on the TM practices in a
particular organization, whether or not the respective
employee is included in the talent pool (along the lines of
the survey conducted by Gelens et al. 2014), whether the
employee is concerned with being part of the talent pool,
employee perceptions concerning the TM program and
procedures, and their resultant engagement levels. Such a
study on a large scale could determine the different sub-
groups within organizations (such as those considered
‘talented’, or those who considered ‘non-talented’ but who
are concerned with being part of the corporate talent pool
program) as well as other particular characteristics (such as
age, gender or nationality) in order to unpack intersec-
tionality nuances. The survey could be designed to identify
how the organization’s talent management program
impacts employees’ perceived organizational justice and,
in turn, their levels of employee engagement. These con-
structs are measurable with proven scales, such as the Rich
et al. (2010) scale for employee engagement and the Col-
quitt (2001) scale for organizational justice.

Such a study could be augmented by qualitative inter-
views with a purposefully chosen sample. This would give
a deeper understanding of the individual employee’s per-
ceptions of the organizational practices and their reactions
to these practices, allowing for a richer interpretation of the
implications and effects of exclusive TM and perceived
organizational justice on employee engagement. As these
perceptions and reactions are subjective, an in-depth
qualitative study would allow a deeper understanding of
how, at employee level, TM practices influence employee
perceptions, and how these perceptions influence the
employee’s reactions.
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Given that gender may have an effect on employees’
perceptions of justice (Jepsen and Rodwell 2012), a limi-
tation of this study is that our framework makes no
allowance for possible gender (or other individual attri-
butes and characteristics) differences. This will need to be
examined further and will have to be controlled for in
future testing, as gender inequalities have been found to be
a significant impairment for recruitment, development and
meritocracy within the female workforce (Anker 2004;
Tatli et al. 2013).

A further limitation of our paper is at the unit of analysis
and discussion. Addressing a gap in the reviewed literature,
the framework focuses on micro-level analysis and does
not develop or discuss in depth the meso-perspective from
the organization’s viewpoint with regards to the organiza-
tion’s TM practices. While one could argue that exclusive
TM, through the creation of competition among employ-
ees, has positive motivational effects and performance
implications, with a trend among employees to request
‘more individual treatment and recognition based on their
distinct competencies and needs’ (Gelens et al.2013,
p. 342), this would need to be empirically tested and
weighted against the potential negative implications dis-
cussed in this paper. Another limitation is that the extant
research fails to focus on the wider macro-level societal
ramifications of exclusive TM practices on workforce
discrimination and inequality.

There is much scope here for other researchers to extend
the discussions in this paper to a multi-level domain,
exploring the spill-over effects of exclusive TM practices
across the individual employee, organizational and societal
levels. Our propositions do, however, suggest the organi-
zational implications of employee engagement, rendering
the model of importance for organizations, as levels of
individual employee engagement will result in meso-level
effects for the organization.

Overall, the paper encourages further research and more
discussion in the area, particularly on the effects on the
individual workers categorized as ‘non-talented’. Our
review lays the foundation for future empirical work to test
the propositions that have been presented, with further
work and review required to deepen the understanding of
potential outcomes from the organizational practices of
exclusive TM, for the betterment of individual employees,
organizations, and ultimately society.
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