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Introduction

1
Introduction

Globalization of business creates an increasingly complex, dynamic and 
challenging business environment. As the world becomes more interconnected, 
technology is advancing, and competition is rising, companies are looking for 
talent who possess the competencies to handle such complex demands. More 
sophisticated competencies are sought after such as creativity, adaptivity and 
the ability to make savvy decisions in times of uncertainty (Chambers, Foulon, 
Handfield-Jones, Hankin, S. M., & Michaels, 1998). According to Axelrod, 
Handfield-Jones, & Welsh, (2001) talented workers can help companies to keep 
their competitive advantage and also raise revenue and profits considerably. 
Globally, however, there is a talent shortage and businesses are looking for 
talent with the right competencies who can create such a competitive advantage 
for businesses (Allen, Bryant, & Vardaman, 2010; Beechler & Woodward, 2009; 
Bhanugopan, Wang, Lockhart, & Farrell, 2017; Dalayga, Mohkber, & Rashid, 
2017;  Shavinina, 2008; Ready & Conger, 2007; Silzer & Church, 2009; Tarique & 
Schuler, 2010). 

Higher education responded to this need for talent with the development of 
Honours Programmes (HP’s), designed to educate talented students who are 
able and willing to do more than the regular programme offers (Wolfensberger, 
2012). However, what competencies these HP’s need to focus on is still unclear. 
A competency framework, also called profile, specifically related to talent 
competencies is necessary to inform the curriculum of HP’s to be able to 
formulate learning outcomes specifically related to talent, which can improve 
alignment between the professional field and education. 

Competencies are described in frameworks and are helpful in identifying which 
competencies are needed from the professional field (Vereniging Hogescholen, 
2011, 2018). Despite many efforts in international business (IB) to describe 
competency frameworks to give direction to education, literature expresses that 
graduates still fail to meet the professional demands and alignment between 
the professional field and education is not achieved (Andrews & Higson, 2008; 
Jackson, 2009; McQuaid & Lindsay, 2005; Oraison, Konjarski, & Howe, 2019; 
Osmani, Weerakkody, Hindi, & Eldabi, 2018; Washer, 2007; Wilton, 2008).

Lack of alignment often exists between the demands of the professional 
field and what graduates have learned (Azevedo, Apfelthaler, & Hurst, 2012, 



10

Chapter 1

Osmani, Weerakkody, Hindi, Al-Esmail, Eldabi, Kapoor, & Irani, 2015; Wilton, 
2008), so implementation of a competency framework in education is not 
without challenges and is not always successful. This may be caused by 
varying interpretations or perceptions of competency frameworks between 
professionals, educators and students. According to Sternberg (2013) educators 
often misperceive what employers want and this contributes to lack of alignment. 
Dragoo and Barrows (2016) stress the need to use common language when 
implementing competency based education to improve alignment. A study by 
Renting Dornan, Gans, Borleffs, Cohen-Schotanus, & Jaarsma (2015) in medical 
education, found that how mentors perceive the competency frameworks may 
be influenced by their knowledge, experience and interpretations and their 
interpretations may not be in line with how it was intended by the professional 
field. Also in HP’s, where students self-direct their learning, students’ 
interpretation of a competency framework may not be in line with how it 
was intended by professionals. According to Fullan & Langworthy (2014), how 
students use and interpret a competency framework is not always as intended 
and more clarity is needed. 

Perceptions on a competency framework for a talented international 
business professional can also vary internationally and this may also influence 
implementation in educational programmes. Insights into international 
perspectives on the competency profile for talent will help to better understand 
how to implement and use it in HP’s.

This thesis contributes to the knowledge and insights regarding the competencies 
describing a highly talented international business professional – here managers 
and leaders – according to professionals themselves, resulting in a competency 
framework or profile related to talent. In addition, international perspectives on 
the competencies of talented international business professionals are obtained, 
which will contribute to better alignment of HP’s in international business 
education with expectations from the field.

Secondly, after implementation of the competency framework for highly 
talented international business professionals, honours students’ perceptions 
and how they work with and interpret the competencies will be studied. This 
offers insights into whether the competencies are interpreted as these were 
intended by the professional field. Differences can be identified and help to better 
fine-tune the HP’s and bridge the gap between education and the profession. 



11

Introduction

1
Competencies in international business
In International business, pertaining to management and leadership, 
competencies have already been researched since McClelland’s publication 
(1973), in which he called for measuring competencies rather than just 
intelligence, leading to the description of many competency-based leadership 
frameworks. 

Competency frameworks are used in competency-based education to guide the 
curriculum in such a way that it prepares graduates for the demands of the 
work field. However, implementation of competency frameworks in education 
is challenging as they appear not to be the clear blueprint education is hoping 
for. Inconsistent and changing competency terminology hinders understanding 
as to their exact meaning, resulting in lack of consensus (Bücker & Poutsma, 
2010; Levy, Beechler, Taylor & Boyacigiller, 2007; Mendenhall, Reiche, Bird 
& Osland, 2012). Examples of this are found in relation to globalization and 
global management competencies. An early descriptive study by Adler and 
Bartholomew (1992), for example, describe the transnational manager rather 
than an international manager and that the transnational manager is skillful at 
working with people from many cultures simultaneously and have a broader 
range of skills compared to an international manager. In a similar train of 
thought, Rhinesmith (1992, 1993) describes the Global Mindset meaning: 
“seeing the world from a broad perspective, looking for unexpected trends and 
opportunities to achieve objectives” (Rhinesmith, 1993, p.24). Later studies 
refer to cultural intelligence (CQ) (Earley & Ang, 2003), described as a set of skills 
to manage effectively in culturally diverse settings and to show the capability to 
interpret behavior and show a level of adaptability (Van Dyne, Ang, & Livermore, 
2010). The terms are related and overlap in the meaning they convey, which at 
the same time mystifies rather than clarifies the concepts. When competency 
frameworks are developed and implemented in training programmes and in IB 
education, it is important that the language used is the same, which is currently 
a problem (Dragoo, 2016; Jackson, 2014). 

Besides lack of conceptual clarity or uniformity, another point of criticism in 
relation to competency frameworks is that they contain too many competencies 
to all master (Conger & Ready, 2004; Wu & Lee, 2007). An example framework 
containing many competencies, is Boyatzis’ (1982) management competency 
model containing five clusters: goal and action management; leadership; human 
resource; directing subordinates; focus on others. Each cluster was subdivided 
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into 19 generic competencies. 

Another example is Rhinesmith (1996) who describes a global leader who 
needs a global mindset including: having a drive for a broader picture, 
balance contradictions, engage process, flow with change, value diversity and 
learn globally. Besides this, another cluster is described containing the skills: 
managing competition, managing complexity, managing alignment, managing 
change, managing teams, and managing learning, each unpacked in more 
specific competencies. 

More competency frameworks containing many competencies pertaining to 
management and leadership followed, along with review studies attempting 
to systematize existing competency frameworks (Boyatzis, 2008; Jokinen, 
2005). Clemmer (2012) argues that in business, trying to train and improve too 
many competencies is not conducive to success. To help facilitate adoption in 
education, it is important to work with a concise yet comprehensive competency 
framework. 

As we face a complex changing economy, with continuing globalization and new 
technologies, new kinds of managerial skills and more sophisticated talents 
are needed (Ashton & Morton, 2005; Guthridge, Komm, & Lawson, 2008; 
Stahl, Björkman, Farndale, Morris, Paauwe, Stiles, & Wright, 2012), but what 
competencies pertain to talent is not yet described. Many competencies have 
been identified as being necessary for international business professionals, but 
they have not been described specifically pertaining to talent only. 

In addition, many existing competency frameworks are often not empirically 
derived and more empirical research is needed to test the validity (Bücker & 
Poutsma, 2010; Suutari, 2002).

While the plethora and diversity regarding competencies and competency 
frameworks show their relevance and importance, it seems that they are not 
concise, uniform and clear and not specifically related to talent only. This, in 
combination with the competency frameworks being unsupported by empirical 
evidence (Suutari, 2002), highlights the necessity of an empirically derived 
competency framework pertaining to talent only in international business 
(Silzer & Church, 2009).
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In order for students in HP’s in international business to formulate clear learning 
outcomes related to a comprehensive, concise competency framework for 
talent, it requires the development of such an empirically derived framework, 
to which we contribute in this thesis. 

Higher education institutions need to educate talented students in HP’s, to 
meet the current demands for talent in the professional field (Wolfensberger, 
2015). This raises the question of what characterises talent, which is not an easy 
concept to define and varies according to the profession.

Talent
In the literature the term excellence is often equated with the terms talent 
and giftedness, and these terms are already described in ancient history. The 
meaning attached to talent changed over time, which may contribute to the 
variety of descriptions and interpretations. The term talent originates from the 
Greek word tálenton, and represented units of weight or sums of money. This 
was in effect the same in those days as the weight of precious metals such as 
silver and gold also represented a sum of money. Later, talent became a unit of 
currency, a coin, which was valuable and worth much money (Tansley, 2011). 
Possessing a talent was rather special and solely for the rich. The value of one 
talent was typically enough to pay a common worker for 20 years. 

In the late middle ages, the meaning attached to talent shifted from economic- 
to human capital and talent was more associated with a special gift, only offered 
by the divine to very few people (Gallardo-Gallardo, Dries, & González-Cruz, 
2013; Tansley, 2011). This change in meaning attached to talent is at the roots 
of the view that talent is an innate gift and only possessed by few people 
(Thunnissen, Boselie, & Fruytier, 2013). The interpretation that talent is a gift 
of god diluted over the centuries and around the nineteenth century, talent 
was more connected to a person’s aptitude and abilities and particularly to the 
demonstration of such abilities (Gallardo et al., 2013; Tansley, 2011). 

In educational psychology, this is in line with theories on giftedness e.g. Gagné 
(2004, P. 11) describes gifts as “the possession and use of outstanding natural 
abilities, to a degree that places a person at least among the top 10% of age 
peers” and talent as “the outstanding mastery of systematically developed 
abilities, called competencies (knowledge and skills), in at least one field of 
human activity to a degree that places a person at least among the top 10% of 



14

Chapter 1

age peers who are or have been active in that field”. In his theory of deliberate 
practice and expertise, Ericsson (1996) states that the term excellence implies 
superiority in performance above that required to be an expert. Sternberg 
refers to giftedness as expertise in development (Sternberg, 2003).

Development of gifts implies the necessity of a context in which to develop gifts 
to talent and typical contexts are as sports, music or science and also in relation 
to the work field. The context in which we explore talent further is international 
business (IB). 

Talent and international business
In the context of international business, talent is often described using four 
dimensions (Thunnissen et al., 2013). These are the subject- and object 
dimension, and the inclusive- and exclusive dimension. The first, subject 
dimension, describes talent as people that are difficult to replace and scarce. 
The second dimension, object dimension, describes talent as characteristics of 
people such as skills knowledge and abilities, referred to as competencies. In 
addition to the subject- and object dimension, sometimes companies adhere 
to an inclusive definition of talent versus an exclusive definition. An inclusive 
definition of talent implies that everyone in the workforce has some talent, so 
it is not reserved for only a few,  and it is important for companies to recognize 
where the area of talent lies in each worker (Buckingham & Vosburgh, 2001). 
However, main criticism of the inclusive approach was that it ignored to 
differentiate contributions of workers, which can make them feel unappreciated 
and reduce motivation (Dries, 2013).

In contrast, in an exclusive definition to talent, talented people are regarded as 
difficult to replace (Garavan, Carbery, & Rock, 2012; Ulrich, & Smallwood, 2011), 
implying that talent is indeed reserved for a few, the high potential, and is used to 
differentiate a select group of the workforce who rank top. Such high potentials 
are also referred to as high performers, star- or A-players who demonstrate 
exceptional ability (Pepermans, Vloeberghs, & Perkisas, 2003). There is a global 
shortage of this select group of potential high performers in IB, and, on a global 
scale, corporations are head hunting to find such talent (Beechler & Woodward, 
2009; Silzer & Church, 2009; Tarique & Schuler, 2010). In this thesis we adhere 
to the exclusive and object definition to talent: a select group of potentially 
high performers or talented individuals, with certain and exceptional skills 
knowledge and abilities, here competencies, who have the potential to excel.
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One way of preparing and shaping talented students is by special educational 
offerings to develop specific competencies related to talent and this is done in 
honours programmes.
 
Honours programmes
Honours education originates from the USA, where it was Frank Aydellotte who 
established the first honours programme (HP) for talented and gifted students. 
He believed that there are “brilliant students who need to be offered greater 
independence in their work, avoiding the spoon-feeding which makes much 
of our college instruction of the present day of secondary-school character” 
(Aydelotte, 1921, p.23-24). This conviction still holds true in HP’s today. The 
number of HP’s grew exponentially in the US and in the early 21st century half 
of all public and private colleges and universities in the U.S.A. offer an honors 
programme (Achterberg 2005; Cognard-Black & Spisak, 2019). 

Dutch national education increasingly realises the importance of educating 
(higher education) students in preparation for excellence to meet the demands 
of the professional field. There is a growing awareness of diversity in students’ 
ability in higher education on graduate-, as well as undergraduate level. The Dutch 
Ministry of Education launched the Sirius Programme, providing government 
funding to also stimulate the development of HP’s in higher education (Sirius, 
2012). This resulted in HP’s being developed in nearly all higher education 
programmes in the Netherlands (Wolfensberger, 2015). Also in Europe, HP’s are 
growing and now exist in 11 European countries (Wolfensberger, 2015). 

HP’s are designed for students who are talented, highly motivated and committed 
(Wolfensberger, 2012). Honours students have the capacity to do more than 
required by the regular curriculum (Clark & Zubizaretta, 2008; Wolfensberger, 
2012). In addition, they have the desire to learn, the drive to excel and are 
typically curious and creative thinkers (Scager, Akkerman, Keesen, Mainhard, 
Pilot, & Wubbels, 2012). Honours students have the need and preference for 
freedom and for autonomous learning (Wolfensberger, Van Eijl, & Pilot, 2012). 
As the characteristics of honours students are different from regular students, 
they need distinct teaching pedagogy to help these students reach their full 
potential (Scager et al., 2012). Wolfensberger (2012) has systematically and 
empirically researched that honours pedagogy is centered around three key 
components: community building; enhancing academic competence, and 
offering freedom (Wolfensberger, 2012). In an honours community, faculty and 
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students have close contact and there is a sense of connectedness, which has 
positive effects on students’ well-being and also academic performance (Zhao 
& Kuh, 2004). The third component, offering freedom, in the honors pedagogy 
allows students freedom to self-direct their learning and to formulate their own 
learning outcomes, based on a competency framework and with educators as 
facilitators of this process. A competency framework related to talent helps to 
guide students in HP’s to formulate clear learning outcomes. 

Designing competency frameworks is a challenge since it is not clear what 
competencies define excellence or talent. How competency frameworks or 
profiles have been developed differs in various higher education institutions 
(HEI’s) in the Netherlands. Some HEI’s have developed a single framework for 
all disciplines and all HP’s, based on literature review, which means that the 
frameworks are more generic in nature (Robbe, Heijne-Penninga, Wijkamp, 
& Wolfensberger, 2016) Examples are the Reflective Professional Profile, 
developed by Saxion University of Applied Science (UAS) and the Profile for 
Innovative Action, developed by Rotterdam (UAS) (Robbe et al., 2016).

Other institutions, like the Hanze (UAS) designed evidence-based competency 
frameworks in collaboration with the professional field, resulting in competency 
frameworks related to one specific profession, such as the Excellent Allied 
Health Care Professional (Paans, Wijkamp, Wiltens, & Wolfensberger, 2013), 
the Excellent Nurse (Paans, Robbe, Wijkamp, & Wolfensberger, 2017)  and the 
Excellent Communication Professional (Fuller, Heijne-Penninga, Kamans, Van 
Vuuren, de Jong, & Wolfensberger  (2018). 

It seems that how competency frameworks for HP’s have been developed 
differs. Some focused more on describing generic competencies (Robbe et al., 
2016) and some more on profession- specific competencies (Paans et al., 2013; 
Paans et al., 2017; Fuller et al., 2018). 

Problem definitions and research questions

In IB, high performers are in great demand, and education plays an important 
role in supplying graduates that are ready for the work field. HP’s prepare 
talented students to meet the needs of the professional field by developing 
the competencies to show excellent performance. Which competencies to 
concentrate on in the HP’s is unclear and this needs to be addressed. 
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In addition, previous competencies research shows misalignment between how 
competency frameworks were interpreted by educators and students, and how 
they were intended by the professional field and our research concentrates on 
these two issues.

Research on competencies is elaborate but entails some problems of clarity, 
conciseness, focus and lack of empirical base. In addition, they are not specifically 
related to talent. In this research project, we have first concentrated on creating 
clarity in this area. We contribute to understanding what competencies in IB are 
specifically related to talent. The first of two main research question is:

1. What characterises talented international business professionals? 
Researching this has resulted in the development of an evidence-based 
empirical competency framework specifically related to talent. In addition, 
international perspectives on the talent competency framework were obtained 
to understand if perceptions of the competencies for talent varied between 
countries. After gaining international perspectives, the competency framework 
was implemented in the HP for IB studies, and we evaluated student perspectives 
on it and how they worked with the profile answering the second main research 
question:
2. What are IB honours students’ perspectives on the HTIBP competency 

profile, and how have they perceived using the profile in their education? 

Thesis outline

In chapter 2 we explore what competencies characterise talented international 
business professionals, as there is yet no agreed, compact, comprehensible and 
empirically established competency framework related specifically to talent 
in this area. The following research questions have been formulated: What 
characterises talented international business professionals? How do these 
characteristics differ compared to competencies necessary for international 
business professionals as described in the literature? 

To answer the first research question, a qualitative multi-method study was 
conducted encompassing focus group interviews and a Delphi procedure. To 
answer the second research question of chapter 2, outcomes of the focus 
groups and the Delphi study were cross- referenced with literature on global 
leadership and management competencies to give insight into possible 
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differences and overlap with literature-based competencies for an international 
business professional.

In chapter 3, as the HTIBP profile was derived from data collected from 
international business professionals within the Netherlands, it was necessary 
to validate the HTIBP profile internationally. Most studies on competencies 
have been conducted from a Western perspective and how talent is perceived 
may differ dependent on geographic location. Chapter 3 is an exploratory study 
to investigate the perception of East Asian- and Western European business 
professionals on the HTIBP talent profile by answering the research question: 
What are East Asian and Western perspectives on the profile of Highly Talented 
International Business Professionals? An online survey was administered to 183 
participants in China, Japan, South Korea as well as in Germany and the UK. 

International perspectives on the talent profile, contributes to better 
understanding of expectations from the professional field. Better understanding 
this, can help to improve alignment within international business honours 
programmes.

Chapters 4 and 5 examine the HTIBP in an educational context. The HTIBP 
profile was used as a competency framework for the design of the HP, and the 
studies in chapters 4 and 5 explore the honours students’ perspectives on the 
HTIPB competency profile, and how they perceived using it.

In chapter 4, we explore honours students’ perspectives on the relevance 
and meaningfulness of the HTIBP competency framework, and how they 
perceived working with it. Experiencing meaningfulness and relevance is 
related to understanding the HTIBP framework. Gaining insights into students’ 
perspectives on the HTIBP competency framework will help educators to 
facilitate and guide students in their learning journey. The research questions 
explored in this chapter are: What are the IB honours students’ perspectives on 
the meaningfulness and relevance of the HTIBP competency profile of highly 
talented international business professionals? As well as: How have the IB 
honours students perceived using the profile in their education?  

To gain insight in the students’ perspectives on the HTIBP competency 
framework, we first explored, using a survey, whether the competencies, and 
in separate questions, the associated items, or behaviours if the HTIBP are 
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‘essential’ for highly talented business professionals. This survey was conducted 
among all year 2 and year 4 HP students of the IB undergraduate programme 
(N= 41). The survey results were then further explored by structured interviews 
to better understand the results from the survey and to add information 
about IB honours students’ perspectives on the meaningfulness and relevance 
of the HTIBP competency profile of highly talented international business 
professionals,-- and how they perceived using the profile in their education. 

The final study, chapter 5, examines how honours students work with the 
HTIBP, and how, in a social constructivist approach to learning, they construe 
their learning outcomes, using the HTIBP as a reference. International business 
education does not always align with the competencies required from the 
professional field and this may be due to lack of common language used by the 
different stakeholders. The research question answered is: How are the learning 
outcomes of honours programmes of IB studies construed by students? 

All 22 HP final-year oral defences held between 2014 and 2016 were video 
recorded and transcribed verbatim for analysis. On the basis of the textual 
analysis of the transcribed capstone video recordings, clusters were formed, 
showing how students of an HP in IB construed their learning outcomes. 

Understanding whether the students’ interpretations of the competencies differ 
from how they were intended by the professional field can help bridge the gap 
and help educators to better prepare students to align with the professional 
field.
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Abstract

Purpose 
The purpose of this paper is to explore the characteristics of talent in relation 
to international business to facilitate selection and development of talent in 
human resources (HR) and human resource development (HRD).

Design/methodology/approach 
A mixed method design was used: focus groups with business professionals 
to identify the characteristics of highly talented international business 
professionals (HTIBP), resulting in a concept profile; Delphi study for 
validation; systematic comparison of the open coding results to existing 
literature to identify characteristics of talent.

Findings
 A specific and concise profile of HTIBP has been developed. This profile has 
five domains: achieving results; communicating; innovating; self-reflecting; 
seeing patterns and interrelationships in a global context. From literature 
cross-referencing, we have identified innovating, being creative and having 
a drive to achieve results are most distinguishing for HTIBP.

Practical implications 
The paper facilitates an ongoing discussion about what constitutes talent, 
and offers new perspectives for companies to consider when selecting and 
developing talent.

Originality/value
The conceptual contribution of the paper offers a fresh and practical 
empirical perspective on what talent entails.

Keywords
Talent management, HRD, Talent, Management, Competencies, Mixed 
method

Paper type
Research paper
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Introduction

Global businesses now realise the importance of recruiting talented workers 
with the potential to perform excellently (Beechler and Woodward, 2009; Silzer 
and Church, 2009; Tarique and Schuler, 2010). There is a growing awareness 
that talent is an asset to many international businesses (Allen et al., 2010; 
Shavinina, 2008). Therefore, the demand for high performers and talented 
workers is increasing globally and talent management has become important 
for multinational companies (Farndale et al., 2010; Florida, 2006). Establishing 
what is meant by talent is a challenge as there is no agreed definition in 
literature (Brown and Tannock, 2009). Besides, the topic of what exactly should 
be managed or what constitutes talent has generally been neglected (Brown 
and Tannock, 2009). The management of talent necessitates the definition and 
identification of talent that is sought (Nilsson and Ellström, 2012). Garavan et al. 
(2012) suggest that what talent is for the purpose of development is important. 
Our study concentrates on establishing what characterises highly talented 
international professionals, based on the views of professionals themselves, 
which can assist in talent identification and development. With international 
business professionals, we refer to individuals with a managerial or leadership 
position in an internationally operating company. Managers play a pivotal role in 
the organisation, and the development of managers should be a key component 
in talent development (Sheehan, 2012, p. 68).

Talent and competencies in international business
Talent can be associated with high performers in a general sense or linked to 
how well an individual can perform in general or related to a specific job (Nilsson 
and Ellström, 2012). In our research, we adhere to the description of individual 
talent as highly performing international business professionals.

Tansley (2011) describes that there are marked differences in the extent to which 
the term talent is used in organisational practice and that individual talent in 
organisations is seen as a complex mix of employees’ skills, knowledge, cognitive 
ability and potential (SKA’s). A talented individual must then possess this mix to 
be able to perform outstandingly, or excellently, to help the organisation attain 
goals. The mix of employees’ SKA’s are referred to as competencies. Whether 
generic or specific competencies, or both, ought to be addressed in talent 
development, is a point of discussion (Garavan et al., 2012).
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Competencies research in international business, trying to establish an “ideal” 
set of competencies, has been ongoing since McClelland (1973) urged to test 
competencies, rather than intelligence. With globalisation in international 
business, demands placed on international managers and leaders are changing, 
and the research into the skillset needed for the most effective, efficient global 
leader has grown exponentially (Boyatzis, 1982, 2008; Bücker and Poutsma, 
2010; Dries and Pepermans, 2012; Jokinen, 2005; Osland et al., 2006; Spreitzer 
et al., 1997).

Describing a set of skills and characteristics of effective leadership can also be seen 
in the studies on emotional intelligence (Goleman, 1998), cultural intelligence 
(Earley and Ang, 2003) and the global mindset (Gupta and Govindarajan, 2002; 
Javidan and Teagarden, 2011; Levy et al., 2007; Osland et al., 2006), and are all 
linked to managerial success and efficacy (Cavallo and Brienza, 2006; Goleman, 
2003; Miller, 1999; Watkin, 2000).

Review studies have attempted to synergise existing literature on successful, 
effective global leadership and management. Jokinen’s review study (2005) 
categorised the abundance of competency descriptions available thus far into:

• core competencies, condition for the development of other competencies, 
often connected to personal characteristics;

• mental characteristics, characteristics that influence the way tasks or issues 
are approached; and

• behavioural characteristics, related to more explicit skills and the ability to 
perform concrete actions and tangible results.

Later review studies (Boyatzis, 2008; Bücker and Poutsma, 2010; Dries and 
Pepermans, 2012; Osland et al., 2006) have described global leadership and 
management competencies, which fit into Jokinen’s categories.

This literature on competencies is criticised for various reasons. No consensus 
has been reached as to how the competencies of international business 
professionals are labelled, as many competencies recur in different wording 
(Bücker and Poutsma, 2010; Levy et al., 2007; Mendenhall et al., 2012). Also, 
some studies are too descriptive (Bücker and Poutsma, 2010; Jokinen, 2005; 
Morrison, 2000). Some competencies differ from company to company, which 
contributes to conceptual confusion (Morrison, 2000). Additional points of 
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criticism are that there are too many competencies for one single person to all 
master (Conger and Ready, 2004). Osland and colleagues (2006) criticise that 
competency research does not distinguish between essential and non-essential 
competencies and that context is important. Hollenbeck and McCall (2003) 
state that leadership jobs are executed while using different talents at different 
times, and are accomplished in different ways, so there is no need to master 
all competencies. With these points of criticism, it has become apparent that 
clarity is needed especially in the current time.

As we face a complex changing economy, continuing globalisation, new 
technologies, new kinds of managerial skills and more sophisticated talent are 
needed (Ashton and Morton, 2005; Guthridge et al., 2008; Stahl et al., 2012). 
Besides this, ageing population (Calo, 2008) and increased mobility (Basri and 
Box, 2008; Beechler and Woodward, 2009; Tarique and Schuler, 2010) result in 
talent shortages, so there is an urgent need for talent.

Competency models are a blueprint of what talent to develop and are essential 
for the process of developing talent (Rothwell and Kazanas, 2003). However, 
with criticism about the competencies, it is important to establish what 
competencies distinguish highly talented international business professionals 
(HTIBP).

Talent and talent management
Talent management, referring to an organisation’s efforts to attract, select, 
develop and retain talented key employees (Stahl et al., 2007), has emerged as a 
high priority issue for corporations. Conceptualising talent is relevant for talent 
management and development (Tansley, 2011). Talent is oftentimes taken for 
granted and not explicitly defined, (Gallardo-Gallardo et al., 2013). According 
to Wooldridge (2006), companies do not even know how to define “talent”, let 
alone how to manage it.

In their review study on the definitions of talent in a business context, Gallardo-
Gallardo et al. (2013) distinguish the object and the subject dimension 
to conceptualising talent. The object dimension, refers to exceptional 
characteristics and abilities of individuals, and the subject dimension describes 
talent as people who are inimitable, scarce and difficult to replace.
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Our research is linked to the exclusive subject and object view on talent as 
we are concentrating on establishing competencies that are only associated 
with HTIBP. Seeing talent as innate supports that this is an exclusive group of 
people ranking at the top, or an elite subset of an organisation’s population 
(Iles et al., 2010) or high potential and high performers (Ulrich and Smallwood, 
2012). This is in line with giftedness theories, e.g. Gagné’s theory of giftedness 
describes that gifts are innate abilities, and when systematically developed, 
become talent (Gagné, 2004). Sternberg’s definition of giftedness is “expertise 
in development” (Sternberg, 2003, p. 109).

Ericsson’s deliberate practice theory demonstrates a mastery approach to 
talent. Talent is “made” by deliberate practice (Ericsson, 2006),and that 10,000 
hours of deliberate practice are required for reaching “talented” levels of 
performance.

The conceptualisation of talent influences talent management strategies. If 
talent includes everybody in the workforce, this fits an inclusive view on talent 
management. Each employee has a set of strengths and can add value to the 
company (Buckingham and Vosburgh, 2001; Nijs et al., 2014). An exclusive view 
on talent in the workforce, on the other hand, differentiates only employees 
who rank at the top in terms of capability and performance.

A mix of the subject-object dimension to talent and the inclusive-exclusive 
approach to differentiation of the workforce is described in talent management 
literature (Garavan et al., 2012; Iles et al., 2010):

• an “inclusive-subject” approach to talent, whereby talent is an all-
encompassing term, referring to the entire workforce;

• an “inclusive-object approach”, advocating development of talent of all 
employees, allowing everybody to reach his or her potential;

• the “exclusive-subject” approach, with the focus on developing top 
performers with exceptional skills and abilities (Stahl et al., 2007); and

• the “exclusive-object” approach, referring to talent in the right context, 
enabling them to apply this committedly in their job (Huselid et al., 2005).

This article sets out to help along the discussion about what competencies 
(SKA’s) to concentrate on, in HRD, when developing talent. We aim to answer 
the following questions:



33

The characteristics of highly talented international business professionals

2

Q1. What characterises “highly talented” international business professionals?
Q2. How do these characteristics differ compared to competencies necessary 
for international business professionals as described in the literature?

Research methodology

To establish an answer to the first research question, data were collected, 
using the grounded theory approach (Strauss and Corbin, 1990). For the data 
collection, two studies were conducted: focus group design and Delphi study. 
To answer the second research question, a third study was conducted, whereby 
the outcomes of the focus group design and the Delphi study were cross 
referenced with literature on global leadership and management competencies 
based on a review study by Jokinen (2005) with added competencies from 
additional review studies (Boyatzis, 2008; Bücker and Poutsma, 2010; Dries and 
Pepermans, 2012; Osland et al., 2006).

Study 1. Focus group design
Participants and procedure
An inter-professional focus group design was used to explore business 
professionals’ perspectives on excellence. The group dynamics are valuable and 
provide the researcher with the participants’ experience, views and why they 
have certain views (Burns and Bush, 2003; Kitzinger, 1994).

Three focus group discussions were organised with a convenience sample of 16 
business professionals (six participants in group I, five participants in group II 
and five participants in group III). Recruitment of the focus group participants 
took place in The Netherlands. Non-random, judgemental quota sampling was 
used (Burns and Bush, 2003). The focus group participants needed to satisfy the 
following criteria: working as a business professional, at a medium- to large-
sized internationally operating company with a minimum international business 
experience of three years. Medium-sized and large-sized companies defined in our 
research follow the parameters set by the European Union (European Commission, 
2003). The positions of the focus group participants were in middle and senior 
management, for example: Personnel Director, Senior Corporate Sales Director 
Benelux, General Managers, Consultant and Management Trainer, Business 
Innovation Consultant. Industries varied, for example, innovative packaging 
systems, project management recruitment, computer technology corporation.
The focus groups were guided by an experienced moderator. The moderator 
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merely ensured the discussion stayed on track and facilitated the discussion, 
ensuring equal contributions among participants (Greenbaum, 1998). The main 
question posed in the focus groups was: “What do you think characterises 
highly talented international business professionals?”.

A non-participating observer was also present during the focus group discussions. 
Each discussion lasted for approximately 90 minutes. With permission of the 
participants, the focus group discussions were audio-taped.

We identified the point of information saturation by using an iterative process 
as described by Hennink et al. (2010). After each focus group session, variation 
in the issues raised was assessed.

Data analysis
The recordings of the focus group discussions were transcribed verbatim, the 
contents of which were subjected to further analysis, using ATLAS.ti. We used 
the continuous cycle of collecting and analysing data according to grounded 
theory, as described by Hennink et al. (2010). 

The transcripts were coded, using three stages of open, axial and selective 
coding by two researchers to ensure dialogical reliability (Sandbergh, 1997). 
In the open coding stage, constant comparison, using line-by-line coding, was 
conducted to identify broad categories in each individual transcript. In total, 
89 categories were identified in this stage. Axial coding was the next stage in 
the analysis, in which categories were related to each other. This led to the 
identification of domains with items, which were later reduced in the final 
phase of analyses, the selective coding.

Results of study 1
After the assessment of the third focus group session, data saturation was 
reached. On the basis of the textual analysis of the focus group discussions, six 
domains marking HTIBP were established (Table I).

Study 2. Delphi panel for content validity
Participants and procedure
To refine the findings of the focus group sessions and to come to quantifiable 
consensus of what the characteristics of HTIBP are, a Delphi study among 30 
international business professionals was conducted. The Delphi panel members 
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were selected using the following criteria: active career in international business 
for at least 10 years in 33 medium- to large-sized internationally operating 
companies; and a leadership role within the participants’ professional setting. 
This included participants at academic and policy level. Examples of their 
positions in the companies and industries were for example: Chief Executive 
Officer (CEO), key account managers, lector and researcher, Chief Information 
Officer (CIO). Examples of industries are banking, gas trading company and 
insurance. Focus group participants were excluded. 

Table I: Results of Study 1

Domain Description
Analyse complex 
information

Combining expertise from different specialties and seeing 
patterns and interrelationships in a global context.

Communicating Communicating effectively by using language effectively in 
different cultural and professional settings.

Cultural sensitivity Adapting one’s professional approach to another culture 
and showing patience and control in culturally diverse 
environments.

Innovative Thinking of new creative possibilities by “out of the box” 
thinking and improving ideas from others, while inspiring 
others to come up with ideas.

Results oriented Showing perseverance in complex situations, taking 
responsibility for achieving goals, and showing 
entrepreneurship.

Self-reflection Understanding one’s strengths and weaknesses and acting 
upon it. Learning from mistakes and successes to improve 
oneself and taking care of one’s physical health.

We provided the Delphi technique according to Lawshe (1975). To reach 
consensus on the characteristics of HTIBP, a survey instrument was developed 
with a three-point scale about the domains and the items resulting from the 
data analysis of the three focus group discussions. Furthermore, the location of 
the domains and the items was assessed with a four-point scale.

The Delphi method involved a panel of experts, independently providing their 
level of agreement with a series of statements.
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Each expert was asked to express his or her professional opinion on whether 
or not the domains and items as described in the concept profile, meant to 
represent HTIBP, were indeed essential. This was measured by scale anchors: 
“Essential”, “Important but not essential” or “Not necessary”. The Delphi panel 
was repeated to obtain expert opinions until consensus was reached.

Of 30 contacted experts, the Delphi panel had 22 respondents in phase one, 
and 19 respondents in phase two.

Data analysis
The content-validity ratio was calculated as a means of quantifying the degree 
of consensus in the Delphi panel. This was done in accordance with the method, 
developed by Lawshe (1975), as described by the formula:

CVR=

In the formula, CVR represents the content-validity ratio, ne represents the 
number of Delphi panellists indicating essential about a specific domain or 
item and N represents the total number of Delphi panellists. The CVR ranges 
from 1 to 1. When all panellists indicate “essential”, the CVR is computed to 1. 
When half the panellists indicate “essential”, the CVR is zero. Values below zero 
indicate that the panellists reject a domain and/or an item (Lawshe, 1975). Only 
domains and items containing positive ratios, above 0.0, are considered as a 
component of the profile of HTIBP. 

The panellists were asked to give their opinion on the content of the concept 
profile in two rounds. After having made mutations to the concept profile 
derived from the CVR calculations, this was repeated in a second round.

Not only content but also the location of domains and items was assessed by 
the Delphi panel in both rounds. The same procedure was followed, as with 
the assessment of content, with the difference that a four-point Likert scale 
was used (1 “The item is located entirely correctly” to 4 “The item needs to be 
relocated to another domain”). If 50 per cent of panellists assessed the item to 
be located entirely correctly, then the item was relocated.

Results of study 2
Round 1. As a result of the first Delphi round (Table II), 17 items were accepted 

ne - N/2
N/2
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by the Delphi panel. For the second Delphi round, one item was rejected and the 
“Cultural Sensitivity” domain was renamed to “Acting in an International Context”. 

Table II: Content validity ratio (CVR) after Delphi round 1

Domains and items Judged as 
‘essential’ 
by 
n -/-experts

Ratio 
(r)

Achieving results 15/19 0.58
Showing entrepreneurship 11/19 0.16
Showing perseverance in complex environments 14/22 0.27
Taking responsibility for achieving goals 18/22 0.64

Acting in an international context   7/19 -0.26*
Adapting one’s professional approach to another culture 14/19 0.27
Showing patience and control in culturally diverse 
environments 

16/22 0.45

Combining expertise from different specialties 16/22 0.45
Seeing patterns and inter-relationships in a global context 19/22 0.73*

Communicating 15/19 0.58
Continuing to ask questions to get a clear understanding of the 
situation 

15/22 0.36

Listening actively to identify a problem or an opportunity 20/22 0.82
Using language effectively in different cultural and professional 
settings

19/22 0.73

Innovating 14/18 0.56
Coming up with creative ideas proactively 13/22 0.18
Improving ideas from others 14/22 0.27
Keeping up with the latest professional developments 19/22 0.73
Setting new quality standards   8/19 -0.16*
Showing inventive, new possibilities by thinking ‘out of the 
box’

19/22 0.73

Self-reflecting 15/19 0.58
Improving oneself beneficial to the organisation 14/19 0.47
Showing independence in thinking of new possibilities 16/19 0.68
Understanding one’s strengths and weaknesses, and acting 
upon it 

14/22 0.27

Notes: *Changes after Delphi round 1: Acting in an international context was placed as a 
domain and Seeing patterns and interrelationships in a global context as an item. Setting 
new quality standards was rejected.
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Round 2. After the first Delphi, the revisions were subjected to a second Delphi 
panel round (Table II), resulting in consensus on the following domains as being 
essential for HTIBP: “Achieving Results” (r = 0.58), “Communicating” (r = 0.58), 
“Innovating” (r = 0.56), “Self-reflecting” (r = 0.58). However, the renamed domain 
“Acting in an International Context” did not achieve consensus among the panel 
members (r = -0.26). More than 50 per cent of panel members (10/19) stated that 
this domain was important but not essential to distinguishing talent. Remarks 
from panel members indicated that “international context” is so fundamental to 
being an international business professional that it is not a characteristic of highly 
talented professionals but rather a prerequisite for inclusion in the category of 
international business professional. In addition, the items within this domain all 
achieved consensus as being essential, “adapting one’s professional approach to 
another culture” (r = 0.27), “showing patience and control in culturally diverse 
environments” (r = 0.45), “combining expertise from different specialties” (r 
= 0.45) and “seeing patterns and inter-relationships in a global context” (r = 
0.73). Further testing of the item “Seeing Patterns and inter-relationships in 
a global context” as an appropriate domain instead, resulted in the highest 
consensus (r = 0.73) and was included in the final HTIBP profile (Figure 1).

The Delphi rounds have resulted in an evidence-based HTIBP profile, consisting 
of five domains. HTIBP possesses the following mix of the HTIBP profile.

• Seeing patterns and interrelationships in a global context: HTIBP see patterns 
and interrelationships, while combining expertise from different specialities 
in an international context, and in culturally diverse environments, where 
HTIBP remain patient, show control and can adapt the professional 
approach to other cultures.

• Achieving results: HTIBP achieve results and take responsibility for 
this, through showing entrepreneurship and perseverance in complex 
environments.

• Communicating: In addition, HTIBP have strong communication skills by 
listening actively for problem or opportunity identification, ask the right 
questions to be able to do so. They can use language effectively in different 
cultural and professional settings.

• Innovating: Besides characteristics pertaining to seeing patterns and 
interrelationships in a global context, achieving results and communicating, 
HTIBP are also innovators who not only improve ideas from others, but 
who also come up with creative ideas and new possibilities proactively and 
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display “out of the box” thinking. Linked to this, HTIBP also wish to keep up 
with the latest developments.

• Self-reflecting: Finally, HTIBP are self-reflecting, understand their strengths 
and weaknesses and act accordingly and improve themselves, beneficial to 
the organisation. In addition, they show independence in thinking of new 
possibilities.

 
Figure 1: Profile of highly talented international business professionals 

Study 3. Cross referencing with literature
Procedure
The findings of the focus group discussions and the Delphi panel rounds 
have been cross referenced with literature on competencies necessary for 
an international business professional. This has been done by cross checking 
the 89 codes, 6 domains and the 18 items as part of the open coding stage 
of the focus group design, against competencies described in multiple review 
studies (Boyatzis, 2008; Bücker and Poutsma, 2010; Dries and Pepermans, 
2012; Jokinen, 2005, Osland et al., 2006) (Table I). This was conducted by two 
researchers independently from one another so as to ensure dialogical reliability 
(Sandbergh, 1997). The findings of the two researchers were compared until 
consensus was reached.

HTIBP
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Results of study 3
The analysis has shown that the profile of HTIBP could not be completely 
placed into the literature-based competencies for an international business 
professional. The domain “Seeing patterns and interrelationships in a global 
context” can be recognised in seeing the bigger picture, systems thinking and 
deductive reasoning, divergent thinking and pattern thinking. Furthermore, the 
domain “Communicating” is recognised in the review literature in the social skills, 
but also in cultural sensitivity, cross-cultural sensitivity and the global mindset. 
Finally, the domain “Self-reflection” can be recognised in the self-awareness 
and engagement in personal transformation and also in inquisitiveness and in 
resourcefulness. While these domains can be found multiple times in the review 
literature, this is not the case with the two remaining domains “Innovation” and 
“Achieving results”. We have found that the domain “Innovation”, with the item 
“Creativity”, could as such, not be recognised in review studies. Innovation and 
creativity were considered to be essential for HTIBP by focus group and Delphi 
participants. In the final HTIBP profile, it can be seen that “Innovation” is one of 
the five domains. Secondly, the domain “Achieving results” concerning “having 
a drive and being driven” were not clearly represented in the literature as such. 
In the recent review study by Dries and Pepermans (2012), the term “drive” 
occurs and mostly related to being motivated and showing perseverance. The 
items “having a drive and being driven” do not refer to personal engagement 
but rather to business performance and achieving results. The HTIBP domain 
“Achieving results” is meant to underpin the importance of having a drive to 
achieve results. 

Discussion and conclusion

This study has identified competencies essential for HTIBP, according to 
professionals themselves. The study shows five domains: “Achieving results, 
Communicating,  Innovating,  Self-reflecting  and  Seeing  patterns  and 
interrelationships in a global context” and 16 items (Figure 1). Cross references 
with the review studies showed that the domain “Achieving results”, with the 
items “having a drive and being driven” as well as the domain “Innovation”, with 
the item “creativity” in particular, are distinct characteristics of HTIBP. These 
were not explicitly found in the literature.

As the field has been under study since the early 70s, it is not surprising that there 
is already an abundance of competency literature, and alongside that, many lists 
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of competencies related to the international business professional. However, 
our study delivers a concise list of competencies specifically relating to HTIBP, 
established in the view of international business professionals themselves. As 
global companies increasingly realise the importance of talented workers (Allen 
et al., 2010; Tarique and Schuler, 2010), we have concentrated our study on 
competencies for talent. Our study has resulted in a set of competencies required 
for talented workers to attain excellence. The advantage of such a specific set of 
competencies is twofold. On the one hand, they are manageable for one single 
person to master, a known point of criticism of competency literature (Conger 
and Ready, 2004). On the other hand, only those competencies essential to 
HTIBP have been distinguished. Not distinguishing essential from non-essential 
competencies is other criticism made in relation to the competency literature. 
The HTIBP profile is evidence-based and compact with only five domains and 16 
items, with behavioural aspects, making it rather practical and useful.

Literature expresses the importance for an international business professional 
of having a global mindset (Osland et al., 2006) and cultural intelligence (Earley 
and Ang, 2003). This global mind set and cultural intelligence is included 
in the HTIBP profile and can be found in the domain “Seeing patterns and 
interrelationships in a global context” and in the domain “Communicating” 
explicitly in the behaviour aspect “using language effectively in different cultural 
and professional settings”. However, a global mindset needs be combined with 
certain behavioural attributes, which will lead to certain actions that impact 
organisational performance (Levy et al., 2007). These other behavioural 
attributes can be found in the other domains of the HTIBP profile.

The domains “Self-reflecting, Communicating, Seeing patterns and 
interrelationships in a global context” are found to be essential to HTIBP, and 
identified in the literature, implying that these are competencies necessary for 
a competent international business professional as well as for HTIBP. HTIBP 
possess the spectrum of the five domains of the HTIBP profile, including 
“Innovation” and “Achieving results” and this may not be the case for a competent 
international business professional. Talented individuals are expected to display 
a spectrum of competencies that are part generic and part contextual (Garonzik 
et al., 2006). Furthermore, the extent to which the characteristics are present 
in international business professionals on the one hand and highly talented 
international professional on the other might differ.
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Our study found that, when compared with the literature, the domain “Achieving 
results”, with the items “having a drive and being driven”, and the domain 
“Innovation”, with the item “creativity“ in particular, are distinct characteristics 
of HTIBP.

The importance for HTIBP of being driven and being innovative and creative is in 
line with the literature related to giftedness. Gifted is a term that is used, next 
to the term talent, to describe business professionals who are considered to 
perform outstandingly in their field. Shavinina (2008) describes entrepreneurial 
giftedness as being creative by constantly generating ideas on how to make 
money and being innovative. Well-respected scholars in the field of giftedness 
theories mostly integrate creativity in their models, like Renzulli’s (2002) 
taxonomy of behavioural characteristics of giftedness, of which creativity and 
the concept of task commitment, i.e. motivation turned into action, form part. 
Creativity is also one of four domains of natural aptitude in Gagné’s (2004) 
Differentiated Model of Giftedness and Talent. Sternberg’s (2003, 2005) WICS 
model of giftedness links creativity to talented individuals and to business 
leadership in that creative skills are needed to generate fresh ideas and to who 
embodies creative vision.

The HTIBP profile combines existing competencies literature in the field of 
international business, with the literature about high “giftedness”. Giftedness, 
described in relation to individual’s superior ability, is in line with the exclusive 
view on talent management. Companies often connect performance to talent, 
in line with giftedness scholars’ conception that talents are developed gifts 
(Gagné, 2004; Sternberg, 2005). Companies need to provide ample opportunity 
for talent to emerge in their talent management architecture (Gandz, 2006). 

In the continuum of exclusive object-subject view on talent management, this 
research contributes particularly to the exclusive object approach, as we have 
established the competencies (SKA’s) of HTIBP.

Implications for theory and practice
The HTIBP domains consist of mostly generic skills, which is a valuable 
contribution to the question whether companies ought to address generic or 
specific skills in their talent management programmes (Garavan et al., 2012). 
Besides, this study provides companies with a clear idea of what competencies 
and characteristics are needed in their talent pool, which helps them build a 
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talent-rich pipeline without blockages (Gandz, 2006).

HTIBP, possessing the spectrum of the domains, are able to see patterns and 
interrelationships in a global context, and show independently what needs to 
be learned for what purpose. A shift to self-managed learning seems in line with 
our results (Garavan et al., 2012). Companies should consider offering HTIBP 
more freedom in developing their assignments so as to allow them to direct 
their own learning, while also achieving results and taking responsibility for this. 
This would form a mutually beneficial symbiotic relationship. Companies would 
not only be able to keep talent, but also to attract more talented workers.

The importance of talent is also seen in higher education, where talented 
students are prepared for a career. The HTIB profile can also be used as a guide 
to develop such talent programmes. Talent programmes are strongly upcoming 
in Europe (Wolfensberger, 2015) and are designed to prepare talented students 
for “excellence” (Sirius Programme, 2012; Lanier, 2008). The talented students, 
for whom those programmes are designed, differ from other students with 
respect to the talent factors: intelligence, creative thinking, openness to 
experience, the desire to learn and the drive to excel (Scager et al., 2012). Such 
students also like to construe their own learning. Further research should be 
conducted how best to implement the HTIBP into talent programmes to create 
a best fit between preparing talented students to become talented workers 
who can perform excellently or outstandingly.

The programmes should place particular emphasis to the domains “Achieving 
results” and “Innovating”. The remaining domains should also be developed. 
Finally, a practical implication of the profile is that it is usable as a selection tool 
in the recruitment process of talented students for such programmes.

Limitations of the research
Our research has a few limitations. First, the focus group discussions were held 
in English, which may have disrupted the flow of participants’ contributions and 
their ability to express themselves. Presumably, this was not a problem for the 
participants as they had been informed beforehand that, if necessary, a switch 
to their native language would be no problem and this was not asked for.

Secondly, the research was conducted among internationally operating 
companies located in The Netherlands. There might be cultural bias in the 
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conception of what are essential characteristics of HTIBP. Same is true for 
specific industry backgrounds. Company requirements as to size and operating 
internationally were made; however, specific industry background was not a 
selection criteria. This would be an interesting avenue for additional research as 
is international validation.

Concluding remarks
Talent has become important for international business, and the competencies 
describing a highly talented international business professional needed to be 
established (Brown and Tannock, 2009). We have empirically established a 
compact, clear overview of competencies, related to describing HTIBP. These 
professionals possess the spectrum of the five domains of the HTIBP, of which 
two are most distinguishing.

We link to theories on giftedness and offer new insights for talent management 
and talent development. With the HTIBP profile, companies can identify talent 
and also offer opportunities for such employees with respect to development or 
guidance. Companies are advised to allow HTIBP to construe their own learning 
from their own experiences obtained.

This information will become increasingly relevant as talent shortages will 
continue for the foreseeable future, and organisations should not become 
complacent (McDonnell and Collings, 2011).
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Abstract

There is a global demand for talented managers and leaders. To meet this 
demand, higher education institutions are developing talent programs. 
However, international perception of talent is diffuse. In this study, our profile 
of highly talented international business professionals was internationally 
validated by 172 participants, representing East Asia and Western Europe. 
Results indicate consensus on three domains: communicating, achieving 
results, and seeing patterns and interrelationships in a global context. 
Strikingly, diverse country-specific interpretations of the accompanying 
behaviors were observed. The findings contribute to the talent literature and 
offer insights for educational practitioners when developing competence 
frameworks for talent or professionalization programs.

Keywords

Highly talented international business professionals; international business 
education; international perceptions; talent 
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Introduction

International business education programs prepare students to meet the demands 
of internationally operating businesses. With globalization, increased mobility, and 
new technologies, these demands are rapidly changing and more sophisticated 
skills are needed (Basri & Box, 2008; Dieck-Assad, 2013; Milhauser & Rahschulte, 
2010; Stahl et al., 2012). Global companies realize that talented workers offer a 
competitive advantage (Allen, Bryant, & Vardaman, 2010; Buckingham & Vosburgh, 
2001; Mellahi & Collings, 2010), resulting in a strong demand for highly talented 
workers, with a set of competencies deemed critical by companies (Azevedo, 
Apfelthaler, & Hurst, 2012). This demand for talent impacts education, where it 
is increasingly important to prepare talented students to become highly talented 
workers. Special talent programs in higher education are being developed to prepare 
such talent with the specific set of competencies required from the professional 
field (Bullock, 2015; Lanier, 2008; Wolfensberger, 2015). Talent programs, here 
called honors programs (HPs), are defined as “educational offers for talented 
students in higher education” and are designed for talented students who want to 
do more than the regular program offers (Wolfensberger, 2015). What the specific 
set of competencies is, to become a highly talented professional, should be clear 
so to educate these talented students in special HPs, and talented professionals in 
professionalization programs. Moreover, gaining international perspectives on what 
constitutes highly talented international business professionals will enable better 
alignment between undergraduate business honors education and the expectations 
of global businesses, which are not always in line (Abraham & Karns, 2009).

Much competencies research has been conducted in an American and Western 
context (Vilkinas, Shen, & Cartan, 2009), but due to increasing globalization and 
the emerging East Asian market, it is important to include Asian perspectives 
on talent competencies. This study concentrates on broader international 
perspectives on competencies of highly talented international business 
professionals, including East Asian and additional Western perspectives.

Literature review
Talent in international business and education
Talent is described in relation to giftedness, innate to few individuals. These gifts 
become talent when developed (Gagne, 2004; Persson, 2014). In the context of 
international business, this description of talent is referred to as the exclusive-
object dimension (Gallardo-Gallardo, Dries, & Gonzalez-Cruz, 2013). Exclusive 



54

Chapter 3

refers to a select group of gifted employees, the high potentials (Thunnissen, 
Boselie, & Fruytier, 2013), and object refers to their characteristics, skills, 
knowledge, and abilities, or competencies, they possess to perform far above 
average (Stahl et al., 2007). In this study, we adhere to the object dimension to talent.

Competencies for international business managers and leaders have been 
researched since the 1970s (Boyatzis, 2008; Bücker & Poutsma, 2010; Dries & 
Pepermans, 2012; Jokinen, 2005; McClelland, 1973; Osland, Bird, Mendenhall, 
& Osland, 2006), and only since the late 1990s in relation to talent (Ashton 
& Morton, 2005; Guthridge, Komm, & Lawson, 2008; Stahl et al., 2012; van 
Heugten, Heijne-Penninga, Paans, & Wolfensberger, 2016). However, many 
concerns about competency frameworks are described, for example, that 
they are conceptually confusing (Levy, Beechler, Taylor, & Boyacigiller, 2007; 
Mendenhall, Reiche, Bird, & Osland, 2012), not concise (Conger & Ready, 2004), 
and not related specifically to talent (Brown & Tannock, 2009).

In response to such concerns, van Heugten et al. (2016) published the talent 
profile of highly talented international business professionals (HTIBP), concisely 
describing competencies only related to talent. The HTIBP talent profile has 
five domains and 16 subcategorized items, or behaviors, which can be used for 
identifying and developing talent.

Research question
Whilst van Heugten et al. (2016) add to the literature on what constitutes talent 
in international business, their research has been conducted in a single European 
country, a valid point of criticism on competencies research since perceptions 
of competencies may vary between countries (Suutari, 2002). Besides, East Asia 
is becoming an increasingly important destination for international business 
students, and in turn, East Asian international business students increasingly 
visit European destinations (Organization for Economic Cooperation and 
Development, 2013). By gaining additional European perspectives as well as 
East Asian perspectives on the talent profile, HPs can use this information to 
better prepare talent for the global workplace.

Therefore, our exploratory research question is the following: What are East 
Asian and Western perspectives on the profile of HTIBP?
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Research methodology

To gain international perspectives on talent, an online survey was conducted. 
For this survey, the talent HTIBP profile was used (van Heugten et al., 2016). This 
profile consists of five domains (achieving results, communicating, innovating, 
seeing patterns and interrelationships in a global context, and self-reflecting), 
subdivided into 16 items (Appendix 1). The HTIBP profile has been developed 
in the Netherlands by a mixed methods approach, using focus group design 
and Delphi study for validation. The latter was conducted administering an 
online survey with the concept profile, asking the Delphi panel to indicate their 
level of agreement to the domains and items, leading to the final HTIBP profile 
representing the perspectives of professionals on talent (van Heugten et al., 
2016). In the present study, international perspectives on this HTIBP profile were 
gained by administering the same online survey in the respective countries.

Participants
In total, 183 participants were recruited from East Asia (China, Japan, South 
Korea) and Western Europe (Germany and the United Kingdom). These countries 
have been ranked among the highest gross domestic product, showing their 
economic performance and their growing importance in international business, 
with Asia as a strong upcoming market. These countries are also important 
stakeholders in international exchange among higher education students 
(Nuffic, 2015; Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development, 2013).
Participants were purposefully selected using the following criteria: at least eight 
years of experience in international management or leadership positions, or high 
profile positions at academic or policy level related to international business.

Participants in China, the United Kingdom, and Germany were recruited 
by senior undergraduate international business students of the respective 
nationalities employed by the researchers. Students used their personal 
network, social media, contact lists, available databases, and personal calls. 
Participant recruitment in South Korea and Japan was carried out by a local 
recruitment agency.

Survey
Survey design
As we were interested in international perspectives on the talent profile, this 
has led to the following survey questions, divided into four sections. In section 
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1, participants were asked to provide demographic information.

In section 2, participants were asked to provide their professional opinion 
on 16 items and, in a separate question, on the domains of the HTIBP profile 
(Appendix 1). Respondents were asked if the items shown represent highly 
talented international business professionals. This was measured by scale 
anchors: essential, important but not essential, or not necessary. The question 
for all items was, “to what extent do you consider the characteristics listed 
below important in determining the profile of highly talented international 
business professionals?”

The question for the five domains was, “to what extent, in your opinion, do 
the domains listed below, with the corresponding items, contribute to defining 
highly talented international business professionals?”

Besides their opinions on whether the items and domains contribute to defining 
talent in international business, participants were asked, in section 3, to indicate 
whether the items had been correctly categorized under the appropriate 
domain. The statement per domain was, “the items listed below fit within 
the domain ‘…’ for highly talented international business professionals.” The 
statement was scored on a 4-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (completely 
agree) to 4 (completely disagree). A score computed between 70% and 100% 
indicated the items fit the respective domain.

In survey section 4, participants answered open questions regarding whether any 
domains, items, or anything else was missing in the profile. In a separate question, 
participants were given the opportunity to provide any additional comments.

Survey administration
The survey was administered online and participants entered via an email 
link, containing background information. The survey was available in English, 
Chinese, Japanese, and South Korean. It was translated back into English to 
ensure that the message conveyed stayed the same.

Submitting completed surveys was possible once, as per IP address, to 
prevent multiple submissions by single participants. All data were processed 
anonymously.
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Data analysis
Validity of the data was checked by calculating the content validity ratio (CVR 
ratio) to quantify the degree of consensus. In accordance with Lawshe (1975), 
the following formula was used: CVR = (Ne – N/2)/(N/2), where CVR represents 
content validity ratio, Ne is the number of participants indicating “essential,” 
and N is the total number of participants. This yields values ranging from C1 
to -1. Only domains and items containing positive ratios of 0.0 and above, are 
considered essential.

Findings
In total, 183 responses were received from five participating countries, 
summarised in Table 1. As four surveys were incomplete and seven respondents 
did not meet the selection criteria, those survey results had to be excluded from 
analysis.

Table 1. Demographic information.
Variable Germany United Kingdom Japan South Korea China
No. of 
participants

31 33 45 45 18

% Males 80.6 71.9 80 77.8 61.1

Age (mean ± SD) 46.4 ± 10.8 43.8 ± 9.3 49.4 ± 7.4 45.1 ± 8.0 39 ± 8.1 

Years of 
experience 
(mean)

15.6 15.9 19.6 12.0 9.8

Note. Participants were 172 international business professionals from five countries 
who completed an online survey to provide international perspectives on the five 
domains and 16 items of the talent profile described in the profile of highly talented 
international business professionals (van Heugten et al., 2016). 

Different international perspectives
Our research question was focused on gaining international-, specifically, 
East Asian and Western European perspectives on the talent profile of HTIBP. 
Therefore, we will describe the survey results at country level as well as at 
aggregated level.

At country level (Table 2), only one domain, communicating, receives general 
agreement to be distinguishing for talent (CVR: Japan 0.47, South Korea 0.51, 



58

Chapter 3

China 0.67, Germany 0.79, United Kingdom 0.88). Although the items belonging 
to this domain show intercountry variation, South Korean participants did 
not rank any as being essential to talent. In fact, South Korean participants 
structurally have a divergent view and have not agreed on any items, belonging 
to any domains to be distinguishing for talent, apart from one item, taking 
responsibility for achieving goals. Although outliers can provide a rich source 
for further thinking (Huberman & Miles, 1994), it does inhibit aggregation of 
results at regional level. Therefore, South Korea has been excluded for further 
analysis, which will be discussed more elaborately subsequently.

The item “using language effectively in different cultural and professional 
settings” within the domain communicating has different international 
perspectives. Although Japanese participants regard it to be distinguishing for 
talent, Chinese participants do not (CVR: Japan 0.29, China ¡0.11). Also, German 
respondents do not regard this item as distinguishing for talent, while the UK 
respondents (marginally) do (CVR: Germany -0.16, United Kingdom 0.00).

Similar intercountry variation is seen in the domain seeing patterns and 
interrelationships in a global context, for example in the item combining 
expertise from different specialties (CVR: Germany ¡0.42, United Kingdom 0.03, 
Japan 0.64, China ¡0.44). In contrast, the item showing patience and control in 
culturally diverse environments is regarded by all countries as distinguishing for 
talent (CVR: Germany 0.03, United Kingdom 0.27, Japan 0.20, China 0.11).

Also within the domain achieving results, international perspectives differ 
whether the behaviors are perceived as distinguishing to talent. The behavior 
showing perseverance in complex environments is not regarded as essential 
for talent by German participants, differently than participants from United 
Kingdom, Japan and China (CVR: Germany -0.03, United Kingdom 0.56, Japan 
0.20, China 0.29). Surprisingly, the item showing entrepreneurship is only 
considered as essential for talent by Chinese participants (CVR: Germany -0.16, 
United Kingdom -0.09, Japan -0.16, China 0.22).
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East Asian and Western European perspectives
Our research question concentrated on the regions East Asia and Western 
Europe, therefore, we aggregated the data per region. Level of agreement on 
the domains and items of the profile at regional level is depicted in Table 3.

Three domains are seen as distinguishing for talent by both regions: (a) 
communicating (CVR: East Asia 0.51; Western Europe 0.84), (b) seeing patterns 
and interrelationships in a global context (CVR: East Asia 0.26; Western Europe 
0.05), and (c) achieving results (CVR: East Asia 0.12; Western Europe 0.57). A 
number of items belonging to these domains showed inter-regional variation at 
aggregated level (see Table 3).

The self-reflecting domain is regarded as essential in East Asia (CVR: 0.19), 
but not by professionals in Western Europe (CVR: ¡008). And the innovating 
domain was only considered distinguishing in characterising highly talented 
international business professionals by East Asia (CVR: East Asia 0.12; Western 
Europe -0.18).

Additional survey results
Survey section 3 gauged whether the items had been correctly categorized 
under the appropriate domain. Results show high levels of consensus, ranging 
from 80% to 100% agreement, with one slightly lower consensus of 73% for the 
item showing perseverance in complex environments. 
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Finally, in section 4, as far as any missing items and domains goes, suggestions 
were made related to the HTIBP profile: Germany: sense of humor, positivity, 
trust in ability of colleagues, and soul; United Kingdom: building credibility 
in a new environment; Japan: English ability, happiness, and stability; China: 
language ability.

Discussion and conclusions

In line with the increased global demand for talent (Beechler & Woodward, 2009), 
the literature expresses the need for a description of competencies perceived 
as essential for talented professionals in international business, not only in 
Europe but also in East Asian perspectives (Litrell, 2002; J. Wang, 2011; L. Wang, 
James, Denyer, & Bailey, 2013; Wickramasinghe & Zoyza, 2009; Yamazaki, 2014).

By conducting a survey in different countries in the regions East Asia and 
Western Europe, we obtained insight into international perspectives on the 
competencies of talented international business professionals. Our findings 
contribute to better alignment of HPs within international business education 
with expectations from the field. Aggregated results indicated consensus 
between Western Europe and East Asia on the three domains of the talent 
profile: (a) communicating, (b) achieving results, and (c) seeing patterns and 
interrelationships in a global context. However, perceptions of the behaviors 
belonging to these domains show variation per individual country and region.

Communication is the domain of the talent profile most clearly seen by 
international business experts from East Asia and Western Europe as 
distinguishing for talent. The importance of communication for business 
managers and leaders has been described in the literature (de Waal, van der 
Heijden, Selvarajah, & Meyer, 2012; House, Hanges, Javidan, Dorfman, & Gupta, 
2004; Trinka, 2004) and is also recognized in business education (Du-Babcock 
& Tanaka, 2013; Morreale & Pearson, 2008; Waldeck, Durante, Helmuth, & 
Marcia, 2012). In their review study, Conrad and Newberry (2012) described 24 
communication behaviors desired in business, and the HTIBP profile describes 
the three related specifically to talent, which should be the focus of HPs. Our 
research indicates that perception of communication behaviors could be 
culturally specific, congruent with the literature (Samovar, Porter, McDaniel, 
& Roy, 2014). For example, the regional variation found in continuing to ask 
questions to get a clear understanding of the situation, is in line with the 
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expected responses from two different cultures: the individualistic, low power 
distance culture, such as Western Europe on one hand, and high power distance, 
collectivist cultures, such as East Asia on the other hand (Hofstede, 1984). In 
high power distance, collectivist cultures, managers and leaders are expected 
to know the answers, and asking questions may be seen as lack of expertise or 
even a weakness (Hofstede, Hofstede, & Minkov, 1991). Hall (1976) describes 
high-context versus low-context cultures and in high-context cultures such as 
Japan and China it may be offensive to continue asking questions. However, 
Germany not perceiving the behavior using language effectively in different 
cultural and professional settings as being distinguishing for talent, whereas the 
United Kingdom (marginally) does, suggests that communication behaviors are 
country specific (Waldeck et al., 2012). One may wonder if cultural dimensions 
can be a good explanation for our results. Trompenaars, & HampdenTurner 
(2011) proposed that culture is how groups of people interpret things and 
the meaning that they attach to them. Our exploratory research was focused 
on gaining insights into perceptions of talent by business professionals from 
different national perspectives; future researchers can clarify the underlying 
reasons why certain perceptions are held. It is nonetheless important to prepare 
talented international business professionals to be adaptable communicators, 
who are aware of cultural differences and can code switch as the specific cultural 
context requires.

Similar patterns were identified for the two other talent domains: achieving results 
and seeing patterns and interrelationships in a global context. There is consensus 
on the importance of the domains, but with country-specific perceptions of the 
behaviors. The importance of achieving results and taking responsibility for 
achieving goals is in line with the literature, where being performance-oriented 
is found to be one of six global leadership dimensions in the extensive GLOBE 
research (Dorfman, Javidan, Hanges, Dastmalchian, & House, 2012). Also, the 
seeing patterns and interrelationships in a global context is domain described 
in international business, for example, in relation to being culturally intelligent 
(Earley & Ang, 2003), managing effectively in culturally diverse settings (Earley 
& Peterson, 2004), having a global mindset (Gupta & Govindarajan, 2002; 
Javidan & Teagarden, 2011; Javidan, Dorfman, De Luque, & House, 2006; Levy 
et al., 2007; Osland et al., 2006), and being adaptable (Emmerling, Boyatzis, 
Gutierrez, Spencer, & Zhu, 2012; Molinsky, Davenport, Iyer, & Davidson, 2012).
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Differences in perceptions between countries were also found regarding the 
domains and items related to innovation and self-reflection. Professionals may 
have thought that some items are mandatory for all ordinary professionals, and 
not specifically for talented professionals.

Suutari (2002) called for more perceptions of competencies for talent, and we 
have found that three talent competencies are perceived as distinguishing for 
talent by both East Asia and Western Europe. However, every country or region 
emphasizes certain behaviors more than others. Such varying perceptions of 
the behaviors belonging to talent, creates a necessity to be adaptable to the 
various contexts. Osland et al. (2006) contend that requirements for leaders 
and managers can vary by level, culture, and situation, making it important to be 
able to decide which competency to deploy in a certain context. Morrison (2000) 
suggested that leaders need a set of context-specific skills as every situation 
is unique. Our research confirms that, in different contexts, specific behaviors 
related to talent competencies are not perceived the same. Early and Peterson 
(2004) argued that in education, we need to create cultural chameleons, who 
are highly adaptable in different situations.

In response to the high global demand for talent in international business, 
HPs are growing, especially in Europe. Our research adds, besides Western 
perceptions, East Asian perceptions of talent, which provides valuable insights 
into the design of HPs, aiming to better prepare talented students to excel in 
the global market. According to our results, we recommend HPs of International 
business schools to focus on educating graduates who are able to see patterns 
and interrelationships, achieve results, and communicate effectively, while 
considering the cultural context or setting.

HPs can expose students and faculty to a multitude of cultural experiences, and 
apply the required competencies in real situations by encouraging participation 
in international exchange and work placement programs. McCarthy and 
McCarthy (2006) referred to experiential learning, integrating students’ 
academic knowledge with direct learning experiences like in internships and 
job-shadowing, or different training interventions. However, it is unattainable 
to expect and train students for all cultural contexts and settings (Earley & 
Peterson, 2004). Helping students to recognize and reflect on their behavior 
becomes increasingly important (Gregersen, 2015). With our research showing 
varying perceptions of the behaviors of the talent domains, the ability to modify 
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and adapt own behavior according to the cultural environment and context 
becomes more important than trying to train all. To achieve international 
corporate results, adaptability is thus key and is described as the new competitive 
advantage of the 21st century skills (Robles, 2012). 
 
Recommendations for future research
Due to resource limitations, we studied a selected number of countries, limiting 
the generalizability of the results. However, the countries included in the study 
were chosen due to their growing importance in international business, and 
because they are important countries of origin and destination for international 
business students (Nuffic, 2015, Organization for Economic Cooperation and 
Development, 2013). Although the sample size of 172 respondents is limited, 
it is sufficient to provide insights into international perceptions of talent. Our 
findings can be used to provide direction for future researchers, for example 
by expanding our datasets and by conducting in-depth interviews to begin to 
understand why our results occur. Also, the open-ended questions in section 4 
provide a first inventory of possible missing domains or items from the talent 
profile, and future in-depth research is needed to better understand this.

Furthermore, the results from South Korea led us to exclude these from our 
analysis at this point. Careful cross-checking for possible misinterpretations 
of scales by experts did not explain the negative CVR scores. Despite having 
excluded South Korea from the aggregated results in this study, these findings 
should still be used in future research to further investigate South Korean 
participants’ opinions on the HTIBP profile by conducting additional in-depth 
interviews, for instance.
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Abstract

Competencies deemed relevant and meaningful by international business 
professionals and implemented in IB education, still do not produce work-
ready graduates. This may be because these competencies are not perceived 
as relevant or meaningful by students. This study was conducted to gain 
students’ perspectives on the relevance and meaningfulness of the HTIBP 
talent competency framework, and how they perceived working with it. 
Results show that the five competency domains of the HTIBP competency 
framework are perceived as relevant and meaningful by students, in 
alignment with the professional field, this was not the case for few 
associated items (behaviours) ‘showing entrepreneurship’ and ‘improving 
ideas from others’. The lack of clarity of these behaviours resulted in less 
experienced relevance and meaningfulness by students. Our findings will 
help educators to better facilitate students to understand the meaning and 
relevance of competencies. This may help to improve alignment with the 
professional field.

Key words

talent competencies; business education; student perception; 
meaningfulness; 
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Introduction

In a changing and globalized environment, undergraduate international 
business (IB) education faces challenges to prepare students for high levels of 
performance to meet the needs of the professional field (Jackson, 2013; Tarique 
and Schuler, 2010). This is attained by developing competencies and other 
characteristics needed to function and thrive in employment (De Vos, De Hauw, 
& Van der Heijden, 2011). In higher education, learning outcomes are therefore 
often formulated in terms of competencies, a coherent set of knowledge, skills 
and abilities (Van Merriënboer et al., 2002). Competencies are presented in 
frameworks which are used to design education (Allen, Ramaekers, & van der 
Velden, 2005; Boyatzis 2008, Chyung, Stepich, & Cox, 2006) aiming to prepare 
students for their working life and career success (Biemans, Nieuwenhuis, 
Poell, Mulder, & Wesselink, 2004; Boyatzis, 2008; De Bruijn & Leeman, 2011). 
Competency frameworks are also used as a tool for the professional field and 
higher education to ensure that the interpretation of the competencies is 
the same between stakeholders (Tran, 2015). Despite much effort to improve 
alignment between education and the professional field, it is not yet optimal 
and the graduates are not always work-ready (Jackson, 2009; McQuaid & 
Lindsay, 2005; Osmani, Weerakkody, Hindi, Al-Esmail, Eldabi, Kapoor, & Irani, 
2015; Tran, 2015). 

Literature describes possible factors that may contribute to lack of alignment 
between education and the professional field of international business. For 
example, business schools do not always choose to concentrate on the same 
competencies that businesses do (Abraham & Karns, 2009). Some competencies 
may be inadequately addressed while some may be overrepresented in the 
curriculum. Another possible contributing factor to lack of alignment is that 
the competency frameworks may not be clearly described and the language 
used may be confusing (Dragoo & Barrows, 2016; Jackson, 2014). If competency 
frameworks are not clearly described, this may cause differing interpretations 
between educators and the professional field (Jackson, 2014). Therefore, it is 
important for the professional field and the educators to collaborate and align 
with each other so that the competency frameworks are interpreted and used 
as intended. 

To improve this alignment also student opinions and interpretations of 
competency frameworks play an important part. If the competency frameworks 
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are not clearly described, they may be confusing and difficult to work with for 
students. If students work with the competency framework incorrectly, they may 
not learn what is intended and what the professional field renders important. 
Clarity and relevance of competencies is especially important in a social 
constructivist view on learning where students themselves construe learning 
outcomes based on competency frameworks. In this type of education students 
are stimulated to use experiences to construe new meaning (Bruner, 1990). In 
this setting, educators fulfil the role of facilitator or mentor (Schell, 2000). They 
help students to understand the meaning, relevance and meaningfulness of the 
competency framework used, and guide students to design their own learning 
outcomes. 

According to Tymon (2013), to ensure alignment between education and the 
professional field, students need to regard the competencies as relevant and 
meaningful. However, research of Dragoo & Barrows (2016) and Nodine (2016) 
showed that competency frameworks are often not clear to students. Therefore, 
the aim of this paper is to research  student perspectives on the clarity and 
relevance of competency frameworks. 

By researching student perspectives on relevance and meaningfulness of 
competencies, educators can better facilitate and support students and help 
them where needed. They can support students in formulating their personal 
learning outcomes in relation to the competencies and improve alignment with 
the professional field.

Relevance and meaningfulness 
When the relevance of competencies is clear the underlying meaning behind 
the competencies is also clear and this is mutually inclusive. When students see 
the competencies as meaningful and relevant this influences their motivation to 
understand and work with them (Vansteenkiste et al., 2006).

A theory concerned with motivation is the self-determination theory (SDT), 
which describes that intrinsic motivation is stimulated when three basic needs 
are met: the need for relatedness, competence, and autonomy (Ryan & Deci, 
2000). To meet the needs of feeling competent and experiencing autonomy, 
seeing the relevance of tasks – in this case the competency profile – is important 
(Ryan & Deci, 2000).When students understand the relevance and goals of the 
competencies, they are better able to assess their capabilities and this can 
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enhance their feelings of competence (Jang, Reeve, & Deci., 2010). When the 
need for competence is met, students may feel better equipped to handle more 
autonomy, to make choices concerning their goals and to formulate their own 
learning outcomes. 

Competency frameworks can be a guide for students on which to base their 
learning outcomes, and therefore it is important that the relevance of the 
competencies is clearly communicated to students  in order to achieve the learning 
that is intended (Beck & Kosnik, 2006; Moeller, Theiler & Wu, 2012; Mouratidis, 
Vansteenkiste, Michou, & Lens, 2013; Reeve, 2009). As students relate relevance 
and meaningfulness of the competencies to their understanding of the contents 
of them, it makes clear descriptions of the competencies important (Dragoo 
and Barrows, 2016; Jang et al, 2010). Especially in the context of being offered 
freedom and autonomy, interpretation of the competencies by students when 
formulating learning outcomes may vary and may further enhance the gap 
between what professionals want graduates to learn and what they actually learn. 

Honours education
Honours programmes (HP’s) provide a setting in which a social constructivist 
view on learning is advocated. These programmes are described as study 
programmes linked to higher education, designed for students, who are able 
and willing to do more than the regular programme offers (Scager, Akkerman, 
Keesen, Mainhard, Pilot, & Wubbels, 2012; Wolfensberger, 2015). Learning 
outcomes in HP’s aim to prepare high performers and have become increasingly 
popular due to the increasing demand for high performers in the workplace 
(Wolfensberger, 2015), and this is also the case in international business 
(Beechler & Woodward, 2009; Farndale, Scullion, & Sparrow, 2010; Florida, 
2006; Silzer & Church, 2009; Tarique & Schuler, 2010).

In the HP in IB, the competencies for high performance have been described in 
the competency profile for highly talented international business professionals 
(HTIBP) (Van Heugten, Heijne-Penninga, Paans, & Wolfensberger, 2016), 
developed in co-operation with the professional field. The HTIBP profile is used 
to inform the HP of the competencies and the associated behaviours that need 
to be further developed. HP Students use the HTIBP to design and formulate 
their own learning goals, and these are discussed with their mentor. At the 
end of a learning activity, the HTIBP competency framework is used to check if 
students have achieved their planned learning outcomes .
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Honours students have certain characteristics that differ in a number of areas 
from regular students. They are typically curious and intrinsically motivated 
(Scager et al., 2012) and desire more thought-provoking and challenging and 
complex tasks (Shore & Kanevsky, 1993). In addition, they have a creative and 
innovative mindset (Banis-den Hartog, 2016), are “more flexible in their use of 
strategies, have better memories, know more, and prefer complexity” (Scager, 
Akkerman, Pilot, & Wubbels, 2014, p. 659). Honours students do not like courses 
that are completely structured and organised (Reis & Renzulli, 2010), and they 
have a need for autonomy to direct their own learning and formulate their own 
learning outcomes (Wolfensberger & Offringa, 2012). 

That makes honours programmes a very suited context to research students’ 
perspectives on the HTIBP competency profile and whether they perceive the 
profile as relevant and meaningful in their education. 

Therefore, we have formulated the following research question(s): 
1. What are the IB honours students’ perspectives on the meaningfulness and 

relevance of the HTIBP competency profile of highly talented international 
business professionals?

2. How have the IB honours students perceived using the profile in their 
education?

Materials and method

Context of the study
The study was conducted at the Hanze University of Applied Sciences in 
Groningen, the Netherlands. Students of the honours programme (HP) which 
is part of the undergraduate programme in the field of International Business 
Studies (IBS) participated. This HP is extracurricular and students receive 
30 ECTS credits after completion in addition to the total of 240 ECTS credits 
awarded for the four year undergraduate programme. The HP starts in the 
first semester of the second year of the IB programme and continues through 
to year four. Talented and motivated students within IBS apply to participate 
in the programme by submitting a written portfolio and attending individual 
and group interviews. The profile of highly talented international business 
professi onals (HTIBP) (van Heugten et al., 2016) is used as the competency 
framework (Table 1). 
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Table 1. HTIBP profile describing the domains and items (behaviours) of highly talented 
international business professionals (van Heugten et al., 2016)

Domains                         Items (behaviours)
Achieving results Showing perseverance in complex environments

Taking responsibility for achieving goals  
Showing entrepreneurship  

Communicating Using language effectively in different cultural and 
professional settings
Continuing to ask questions to get a clear 
understanding of the situation 
Listening actively to identify a problem or an 
opportunity 

Innovating Coming up with creative ideas proactively
Improving ideas from others 
Keeping up with the latest professional developments
Showing inventive, new possibilities by thinking ‘out of 
the box’

Seeing patterns and 
interrelationships in a global 
context

Adapting one’s professional approach to another 
culture 

Combining expertise from different specialties
Showing patience and control in culturally diverse 
environments 

Self-reflecting Showing independence in thinking of new possibilities
Understanding one’s strengths and weaknesses, and 
acting upon it 
Improving oneself beneficial to the organisation 

The HTIBP competency profile has been established in collaboration with the 
professional field and consists of five domains and 16 items or behaviours that 
characterise excellence (van Heugten et al., 2016). Honours students construe 
their own learni ng, using the HTIBP as their reference, and at the end of their 
learning journey, the HTIBP is used to inform the final evaluation and assessment.
At the start of the HP, students are assigned a mentor, who acts as a facilitator 
to guide students through their learning process and with whom an individual 
learning plan is discussed. Students choose areas that are specifically beneficial 
to them personally and professionally, and formulate learning goals, which 
are focused towards the domains of the HTIBP. They will base this selection 
upon the domains of the HTIBP in which they still need to develop, and will 
discuss this with the mentor who will ensure that the choices are in line with the 
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personal or professional goals. Where applicable, the students’ learning goals 
are discussed with an external professional expert.

Students are encouraged to develop their competencies by taking part in 
(external) projects and assignments, courses, and activities related directly back 
to their personal goals and professional development and are free to select one 
of the five domains of HTIBP to be enhanced by a project, assignment, activity 
or course of their own choice. Students and the mentor collaboratively write 
learning outcomes.

Additionally, there are also some projects, courses and activities offered in the 
HP, from which students may select one that best fits their own goals. Students 
have freedom to choose whether they want to demonstrate their learning 
orally, by making a presentation, or in writing, in the form of a written report or 
by continual assessment.

Participants and procedure
The IB HP programme aims to teach students to become highly talented 
international business professionals. To gain insight in the students’ perspectives 
on the HTIBP competency framework, we asked them whether the competencies 
are essential for highly talented business professionals using a survey. This survey 
was conducted among all year 2 and year 4 HP students of the IB undergraduate 
programme (N= 41). Students have had some business project- and placement 
experience to have an informed opinion. Students in year 3 were excluded from 
the study due to the fact that they were doing a study- and work placement 
abroad and were not active participants in the HP during that time. The survey 
was administered on paper during the introduction weeks held prior to the start 
of the academic semesters in September and February of the academic years 
2015 and 2016. All data were processed anonymously.

The survey results were further explored by structured interviews to better 
understand the results from the survey and to add information about IB honours 
students’ perspectives on the meaningfulness and relevance of the HTIBP 
competency profile of highly talented international business professionals and 
how they perceived the use of the profile in their education. 

The interviews were conducted following a structured interview guide (Appendix 
2) according to Hennink, Hutter, & Bailey (2010). All final year undergraduate 
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IB programme students who participated in the HP (N=12) were invited per 
e-mail to participate in the interview. These students did not participate in 
the survey. Informed consent was collected prior to the interviews and the 
researchers ensured that all data records were kept confidential in line with 
ethical considerations described by Hennink et al., (2010, p.63). In total 10 
students participated and the interviews were conducted in June 2016. The 
main researcher conducted the interviews as she was not part of the HP faculty 
and therefore not involved in teaching or coaching the targeted students. The 
interviews lasted between 30 and 40 minutes and were audio recorded for which 
permission had been obtained. The interviews were transcribed ad verbatim, 
and the texts were anonymized to avoid identification of the interviewees 
(Hennink et al., 2010, p.63). Students’ names have been replaced by letters. 

Instruments
Survey 
For the present study, the survey used to establish the HTIBP competency 
framework, was applied (van Heugten et al., 2016). In 2016, this survey was 
distributed among international business professionals to gauge their level 
of agreement on whether the domains and the corresponding items are 
distinguishing for talent. In this study, as we were interested in the student 
perspectives on the talent profile, the same survey was conducted among 
honours students. The survey was set up as follows: 

In section 1 of the survey, students were asked to provide demographic 
information. 

In section 2 of the survey, the students’ agreement on the 16 items of the HTIBP 
profile, was gauged. Respondents were asked if the items shown represent 
highly talented international business professionals. This was measured by scale 
anchors: ‘essential’, ‘important but not essential’, or ‘not necessary’ (Lawshe, 
1975). The question asked for all items was: “to what extent do you consider 
the characteristics listed below important in determining the profile of highly 
talented international business professionals?” This was repeated in a separate 
question for the domains of the HTIBP profile. The question for the five domains 
was: “to what extent, in your opinion, do the domains listed below contribute to 
defining highly talented international business professionals?”
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Interview
We conducted structured interviews with open questions related to 
understanding the results from the survey and to understanding students’ 
perspectives on the HTIBP. 

The interview consisted of four main questions, each subdivided into smaller 
sub-questions. The first main question enquired about the low scoring items 
in the survey to understand possible underlying reasons. The questions asked 
were: in a student survey, the behaviour ‘showing entrepreneurship’ is, on 
average, not perceived as essential to talent (and in the professional field it 
is). What is your opinion on this? This question was repeated for the item 
‘improving ideas from others’. The domain ‘innovating’, while ranked positively, 
was included in the interview to better understand the view that one of the 
related behaviours within this domain was perceived as not distinguishing for 
talent. The question asked was: In a student survey, the domain “innovation” is, 
perceived as essential to talent. What is your opinion on this?

The second main question was related to gaining insights into students’ 
perspectives on the meaningfulness and relevance of the HTIBP. The questions 
asked were: what domains and or behaviours of the HTIBP profile are (the most 
and the least) meaningful/ significant to you and could you explain why?

The third main question was related to assessment. One interview question 
was dedicated to asking students how the competencies were assessed and 
whether this method of assessment was meaningful to them.

The last main interview question was to gauge students’ general opinion on using 
the HTIBP profile in the HP, whether the profile was regarded to be complete or 
would need to be adapted. The questions were: how did you perceive working 
with the profile? Are there any domains or behaviours that are missing from the 
HTIB profile? 

Data-analysis
The survey results were analysed by calculating the content validity ratio (CVR 
ratio), a method used to gauge agreement among raters regarding how essential 
a particular item is (Lawshe, 1975). In this study the degree of agreement on 
whether the domains and items (behaviours) in the HTIBP profile are perceived 
as essential to talent, is gauged. In accordance with Lawshe (1975), the following 
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formula was used: CVR = (Ne – N/2)/(N/2). CVR represents content validity ratio, 
Ne the number of participants indicating that the item (behaviour) or domain 
is “essential”, and N the total number of participants. This formula produces 
values ranging from +1 to -1. Values of 0.0 and above are regarded as positive 
values, whereby a value of 0.0 shows that half of the raters agree that an item 
or domain is essential and a value of 1.0 shows full consensus (Lawshe, 1975).
The interviews were recorded and transcribed and the transcripts served 
as sources of data for content analysis and were subjected to a qualitative 
deductive analysis. 

All transcripts were read and the questions highlighted to identify them 
throughout the transcripts. Based on the answers to the questions, the 
results per question were summarised, which was done by two researchers 
independently. The summarised answers to the questions were compared 
between the researchers and possible discrepancies or inconsistencies were 
carefully discussed and adapted where necessary. 

Results

Student perspectives on the HTIBP profile
On the basis of the survey we obtained insight into students’ perspectives on the 
HTIBP, and a summary of these results can be found in Table 2. This is followed 
by the results from the structured interviews, related to understanding the 
survey results better and to understand students’ perspectives.
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Table 2. Content validity ratio (CVR) honours students

Domains and items (behaviours) Judged as 
“essential”
by n -/- 
honours 
students

Ratio
(cvr)

Domain Achieving results 30/38 0.58
Showing perseverance in complex environments 25/41 0.22
Taking responsibility for achieving goals 33/41 0.61
Showing entrepreneurship 14/41 -0.32

Domain Communication 35/38 0.84
Using language effectively in different cultural and professional 
settings

29/41 0.41

Continuing to ask questions to get a clear understanding of the 
situation

29/41 0.41

Listening actively to identify a problem or an opportunity 32/40 0.60

Domain Innovating 25/38 0.32
Coming up with creative ideas proactively 22/41 0.07
Improving ideas from others 11/41 -0.46
Keeping up with the latest professional developments 24/41 0.17
Showing inventive, new possibilities by thinking ‘out of the box’ 28/41 0.37

Domain Seeing patterns and interrelationships in a global 
context

27/38 0.42

Adapting one’s professional approach to another culture 35/41 0.71
Combining expertise from different specialties 29/41 0.41
Showing patience and control in culturally diverse 
environments

35/41 0.71

Domain Self-reflecting 30/38 0.58
Showing independence in thinking of new possibilities 24/41 0.17
Understanding one’s strengths and weaknesses, and acting 
upon it

35/41 0.71

Improving oneself beneficial to the organisation 25/41 0.22

Students regard the five HTIBP domains as essential for highly talented 
international business professionals (communication CVR 0.84; seeing patterns 
and interrelationships in a global context CVR 0.42; innovating CVR 0.32; 
achieving results CVR 0.58; self-reflecting CVR 0.58). 
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Besides the domains, the associated behaviours belonging to the domains 
(represented by the items) are mostly regarded as essential. Levels of consensus 
about the behaviours vary, particularly for the behaviours belonging to the 
domain self-reflecting, whereby understanding one’s strengths and weaknesses 
has a high CVR (0.71) and showing independence in thinking of new possibilities 
has a low, albeit positive, CVR (0.17).

Two behaviours are not perceived as essential by students which were considered 
essential by the professional field. These are ‘improving ideas from others’ (CVR 
-0.46), belonging to the domain innovating, and ‘showing entrepreneurship’ 
(CVR -0.32), belonging to the domain achieving results. In the interviews 
students were asked to give their opinion on the negative survey ratio’s and 
they indicated that the meaning of the behaviour ‘showing entrepreneurship’ 
was unclear to them. They elaborated that if entrepreneurship referred to 
starting up a new business, it would not be regarded as essential. However, 
with the meaning of having an entrepreneurial mindset and creating projects 
and coming up with ideas, then it would be regarded as essential. Students 
mentioned that they were unsure how the term was intended. The following 
quote illustrates: 
…”what is entrepreneurship? I think it’s a very vague word.. . Is entrepreneurship 
setting up your own business, is entrepreneurship thinking out of the box? ... “ 
the word entrepreneurship is so vague and so hard to grip..”. (Student H)
 
The second negative survey ratio ‘improving ideas from others’, was regarded as 
essential by the interviewees, which was not in-line with the survey results. In 
the interviews students elaborated that, especially in the field of international 
management, the ability to spot potentially good ideas and build on them by 
giving good feedback was seen as distinguishing for talented professionals.

The interview results revealed that the domain self-reflecting was the most 
meaningful to all students. Students described self-reflecting as a powerful 
competency for performance analysis and self-improvement. Comments 
included for example: “It is a nice tool to discover strengths and weaknesses and 
areas to improve.” (Student A) “Through self-reflection you learn to understand 
better and gain insight in how to judge your own work.” (Student B)
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In addition, students commented that learning to self-reflect did not occur in 
the regular IB undergraduate programme: “It was never emphasized before.” 
(Student A)

In addition to self-reflecting, the other four domains; achieving results, 
communicating, seeing patterns and interrelationships in a global context 
and innovation, were found to be meaningful by the interviewees, but less 
frequently and with certain conditions related to meaning. For example the 
domain achieving results was mentioned as meaningful but only in relation 
to the importance of the journey and not the result themselves. Innovating 
when equated to being creative and out of the box thinking was meaningful to 
students but not in relation to product innovation. Some quotes to illustrate are: 
“Because innovating is something like creating, something new right? I have 
like kind of stronger relationship with creativity. “(Student C). “I cannot relate to 
innovating”. (Student E) “innovating is quite vague”. (Student I). 

Using the profile in education
In general, students experienced working with the HTIBP to be meaningful. It 
provided direction of how to fill in their desired learning and having the freedom 
to do so was particularly stressed as useful. Some quotes to illustrate are:
“In hindsight I think it was really useful because using the profile you were really 
specific about the goals that you wanted to achieve”. (Student A) .. “it helped 
me realise what I need to focus on”. (Student F) .. “The thing I really value is the 
freedom of seeing the goal of any domain in the way you wanted”. (Student B)

Also, using the framework again as a reflection tool to see if the learning 
outcomes had been achieved was mentioned.
 
Interview results regarding assessment of the competency framework showed 
that assessments were mostly done by students’ giving presentations to the 
rest of the HP students and their mentors at the end of completed projects 
or at the end of the study semester. They were asked to reflect upon their 
learning journey. Prior to this, students had set up learning outcomes based 
on the HTIBP in collaboration with their mentor. Students commented that the 
feedback on their learning outcomes by their mentor and feedback on their 
learning journey and the end-of-projects- and semester presentations, was 
especially meaningful to them. 



89

Student perspectives on the IB talent profile

4

“It’s sharing experiences and getting feedback on that, on an appropriate level”. 
(Student J). “ regarding the seminars we are assessed through a presentation. I 
think it’s a very good thing. .. “ you can see other people’s learning journey.. “.. 
So, the assessment of self-reflection is done really really well”. (Student I)

In addition, students embraced learning that occurred outside of the scope of 
what was planned, and found it to be useful. In that context, it was mentioned 
that in the students’ perspectives standard assessment would not work and 
that working with feedback and reflection was much preferred. The following 
quote illustrates this viewpoint: 
.. “putting that in a standard assessment form I think does not work so well. 
Because it is not about knowledge or skills or even not about competencies. It’s 
about application”. 

Discussion and conclusions

This study was conducted to gain students’ perspectives on the relevance and 
meaningfulness of the HTIBP competency framework and how they perceived 
working with it. Results of this study show that the five domains of the HTIBP 
are regarded as relevant and meaningful, in alignment with the professional 
field. However, not all, but most, behaviours were regarded as meaningful 
by students. About working with the profile, students experienced it as 
meaningful as it was a compass and offered direction to students for how to 
fill in their desired learning. Connected to this, the freedom to do the former 
was experienced as particularly meaningful. In addition, students perceived the 
framework as a meaningful tool to reflect on their learning and to see if the 
learning outcomes had been achieved.

Although students confirm the relevance of the five HTIBP competencies, they 
were critical of the relevance and meaningfulness of some behaviours. Cases 
in point are ‘entrepreneurship’ and ‘innovation’. Entrepreneurship was only 
regarded as meaningful in relation to having a creative and entrepreneurial 
mindset, and not in relation to a business start-up. Students explained that 
having an entrepreneurial mindset is the underlying skill to help achieve many 
things such as a successful business start-up. Entrepreneurship literature 
shows a development and expansion in the meaning attached to the term 
entrepreneurship. It expanded from idea generation and related business 
ventures, to a broader definition, related to behaviours associated with 
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entrepreneurship (Johnson, 2001) and to human capital and the mindset needed 
to discover opportunities to exploit and develop (Marvel, Davis, & Sproul, 2016). 
With the focus on interpretations of entrepreneurship changing, consensus on 
the term is missing (Johnson, 2001; Zhao, 2005). In education, it is important to 
develop the right skills in relation to entrepreneurship and according to Neck and 
Green (2011, p. 55) “entrepreneurship is complex, chaotic, and lacks any notion 
of linearity”, also confirmed by a more recent study by Attali and Yemini (2017). 

Against this backdrop, and in relation to the results of our study, two things 
emerge; firstly, the term entrepreneurship is used in the HTIBP framework as 
a behaviour for the domain ‘achieving results’, whereas it seems that the term 
entrepreneurship itself has behaviours that can be attached to it (Neck and 
Green, 2011). It may then be better suited as a domain with its own behaviours. 
This would create the clarity that is currently missing and needed for students 
to regard it as meaningful. Without full grasp of what the term entails, 
misunderstandings will occur. Secondly, students’ opinion that relevance is 
attached to the broader meaning of entrepreneurship as a mindset, seems to 
be in line with the development of the term over time and thus frequent and 
constant updating of the meaning attached to competencies in competency 
frameworks is necessary.

A similar interpretation condition for students to regard it as meaningful was 
attached to ‘innovating’, where students only found it to be meaningful if it referred 
to creativity and out of the box thinking and not in relation to product innovation 
only. Students commented that one can be creative without necessarily relating 
it to new product innovation. Innovating closely ties in with entrepreneurship 
literature and both are regarded as mutually inclusive (Veeraraghavan, 2009). 
Innovation is seen as coming up with something new, and creativity is the 
underlying multifaceted force that drives innovation and creativity becomes 
innovation when the idea is put into practice (Veeraraghavan, 2009). According 
to Lewrick, Omar, Raeside, & Sailer, (2011) innovation is not necessarily invention 
but rather means being creative in applying what others have invented. The 
term innovation also seems to be interpreted and explained differently and, 
similarly to entrepreneurship, it is a complex term, which needs further details. 
If differences in interpretations and explanations exist in the professional field 
itself, it may not be surprising that this is also the case when it filters through in 
education and also proves to be difficult to understand in an educational setting.
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The results from this study show that students discuss the meaning in relation to 
the competency framework and this may be of concern in a more general sense. 
It shows that meaning attached to certain competencies or behaviours is not 
always evident, leading to differences or disagreement in interpretation, and 
this may be the case for more competencies and on a broader scale. Similar lack 
of alignment between what the professional field intends and how this aligns 
with actual learning in an educational setting is seen in other professional fields. 
Examples can be found in relation to medical- and pharmacy education where 
the need for better communication between educators and the professional 
field is necessary to improve alignment (Paradis, Zhao, Kellar, & Thompson, 
2018; Frenk, Chen, Bhutta, Cohen, Crisp, Evans, … & Kistnasamy, 2010). 

This spurs the need for constant communication and updating of competency 
frameworks and their associated behaviours to ensure their meaning and 
interpretations are up-to-date, clear and similar between all stakeholders. In the 
context of social constructivist view on competency-based education, whereby 
students construe their learning outcomes based on a competency framework, 
it becomes especially important to also involve students as stakeholders in 
this process of communication about the intended learning outcomes to align 
with the work field. Besides, as teachers are facilitators and guide students 
through the learning process, they need to stay up-to-date with meaning and 
interpretation of competency frameworks to ensure that, with the contents 
being clear, related meaningfulness can be experienced among students. 

Besides results related to interpretation and attached meaningfulness, a further 
notable result is that meaningfulness was attached to a competency that was 
novel to students. This was the case with the competency self-reflection. It was 
new and never offered in the regular IB programme and therefore, students 
regarded it as meaningful.

González-Cutre, Sicilia, Sierra, Ferriz, & Hagger, (2016) define novelty as 
“the need to experience something not previously experienced or deviates 
from everyday routine” (p. 159). They propose that novelty is a fourth basic 
psychological need to drive motivation in addition to the current three in the 
self-determination theory competence, relatedness and autonomy (González-
Cutre et al., 2016). If meaningfulness is related to having a novel experience, 
or experiencing something novel is considered as one of the basic motivation 
needs, then this will make adding novel competencies relevant.
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In addition to self-reflection being novel and therefore meaningful, the 
meaningfulness of the self-reflection domain was further enhanced as students 
perceived it as a binding and omnipresent component of the HP. Self-reflection 
was used as a powerful means to reflect on the other competencies of the 
HTIBP competency profile, making it relevant and meaningful to students when 
working with the HTIBP profile. Self-reflection stimulates critical thinking, which 
is an important skill that is needed for continuous learning and improvement. 
The ability to reflect is regarded as an important skill for life-long learning 
(Helyer, 2015) and an important 21st century skill. 

The results of this study give some initial insights related to student perceptions 
on the relevance and meaningfulness of the competencies and if this aligns with 
the professional field. In students’ perspectives meaningfulness of competencies 
is connected to clarity and novelty of them, and this may help educators to 
better facilitate students. By better facilitating students, this may contribute to 
improving alignment with the professional field.

Limitations
As data collection was restricted to one educational institution, transferability 
of the results is limited. Data collection and analysis in multiple IB HP’s would 
improve transferability and may be considered for future research. 

The responses of the interviewees may have contained acquiescence bias. 
However, ensuring that the interviewer was not an HP faculty member may 
have minimized this.
The anonymity associated with the survey may have encouraged participants to 
be more critical. 

In the present study, we have not interviewed faculty to obtain their perspectives 
on the HTIBP as it was beyond the scope of the present study. As faculty may 
transmit their opinions to students through coursework and interactions, this 
would be a valuable area for further research.

Practical implications
Despite the aforementioned limitations, the research results may inspire 
some suggestions as to how to improve alignment between education and the 
professional field.
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To help students experience the competencies as relevant and meaningful, 
clarity of them can be enhanced. Plenary sessions or webinars prior to working 
with the HTIBP profile to explicate how the behaviours to the domains are 
intended by the professional field may be organized. Additionally, involving 
senior students who can also communicate about meaning or interpretation of 
competencies to students will be beneficial. Furthermore, frequently checking 
meaning and relevance with the professional field can help with students seeing 
them as meaningful too.

In addition, calibration between stakeholders may also lead to novel additions to 
the competency framework, currently perhaps missing. Our research suggests 
that experiencing novel competencies is related to experiencing meaningfulness, 
making novel additions to the competency framework important. More flexible 
competency frameworks, allowing for adaptations and additions would be 
beneficial.

Besides clarity and novel competencies being associated with experiencing 
relevance and meaningfulness, also educators, in their role as facilitators 
and mentors can specifically address relevance and meaningfulness of 
competencies with students prior to working with them. Thereby it becomes 
relevant to ensure that educators have sufficient and relevant business related 
experience to be able to do this. In part, this may also mean having to allocate 
extra funding for additional training or business exposure for educators. Besides 
educators, involving business professionals themselves to enhance relevance 
and meaningfulness for students is important. Business professionals can be 
invited as guests speakers to communicate relevance and meaningfulness of 
competencies. In addition, organising dialogues between alumni and students 
can be another way of helping students to perceive competencies as relevant 
and meaningful. 

Our research also shows that self-reflecting was regarded as a powerful means 
of managing students’ own learning and while it was one of the domains of the 
HTIBP, students applied self-reflecting to all the HTIBP domains. If self-reflection is 
a means for improvement and self-improvement, it could receive focus in regular 
IB programmes, currently neglected (Longmore, Grant, & Golnaraghi, 2018). 
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Abstract

International business education does not always align with the 
competencies required from the professional field. This may be due to the 
lack of common language used by professionals, educators and students. 
This study was conducted to understand how honours students construe 
the competency framework of their IB programme. Results show that 
students mostly describe the competency framework differently from how 
it was intended by professionals. New meaning to existing competencies 
was given and new competencies were construed that did not relate to the 
competency framework but to pedagogy. The findings will help educators to 
better align with the professional field.

Key words

business education; intended learning; alignment; talent; social 
constructivism
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Introduction

Undergraduate international business (IB) education aims to prepare and equip 
students with the competencies that meet the demands of the workplace. 
Therefore, to meet these challenges, competency development is increasingly 
playing an important role in higher education (Azevedo, Apfelthaler, & Hurst, 
2012).

Competency frameworks are often developed in collaboration with the 
professional field (Van Heugten et al., 2016; Jackson, 2009) to ensure alignment 
between the demands of future employers and graduates’ competencies. 
However, literature expresses that IB education does not adequately prepare 
graduates for workplace requirements in that their skills and those required 
for employment do not always align (Andrews & Higson, 2008; Jackson, 2009; 
McQuaid & Lindsay, 2005; Washer, 2007; Wilton, 2008). The reason for this non-
alignment could be lack of common language (Dragoo & Barrows, 2016). It may 
also be the case that the language used by educators concerning competencies 
differs from how students talk about it and that intended learning differs from 
learning in action.

In the constructivist view of competency based education (CBE) in higher 
education (Beck & Kosnik, 2006), students construe their own learning and 
formulate their learning outcomes, based on competency frameworks. 
Understanding how competencies and learning outcomes are spoken about 
and the language used in how they are construed, will provide more insight 
into differing interpretations of the competency frameworks. Moreover, it 
will help educators to guide students in formulating their learning outcomes 
and choosing their projects. Therefore, in this study, we concentrate on how 
students construe the competency framework of their educational programme.

Competencies and competency based education
Competencies are described as a range of skills, knowledge and abilities (SKA’s) 
necessary to be successful (Boyatzis, 2008). Since McClelland’s appeal to test 
for competencies rather than intelligence (McLelland, 1973), research on 
competencies for successful international management and leadership skills 
has grown exponentially leading to a myriad of competency models (Dries & 
Pepermans, 2012; Jokinen, 2005). This focus on competencies in the profession 
is also reflected in higher education. Competency based education (CBE) became 
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popular concentrating on the ability of learners to demonstrate the SKA’s that 
they have learned. In CBE, curriculum design is centred around competency 
frameworks (Allen, Ramaekers, & Van der Velden, 2005; Boyatzis 2008, 
Chyung, Stepich, & Cox, 2006) to help identify and assess the necessary SKA’s. 
Competencies are described in frameworks at international and national level 
and are used to scaffold education (Tremblay, Lalancette, & Roseveare, 2012; 
Vereniging Hogescholen, 2011; Voorhees, 2001). They assist at programme 
level in effective learning and development by identifying the behaviours, SKA’s 
necessary for graduates and are translated into concrete actions (Allen, et al., 
2005), specific learning outcomes (Pepper, 2011) and assessments. Competency-
based learning is learner focused, and the instructor acts as facilitator, allowing 
for independent learning. CBE aligns well with the social constructivist view of 
learning where independent study is also imperative. 

Social constructivism
The social constructive approach to learning is a branch of constructivist learning, 
based on Piaget’s theory of learning (Kivunja, 2014). Knowledge is individually 
constructed by experience rather than just acquiring it (Schell, 2000). Students 
construe their own understanding and knowledge by experiencing things and 
using this experience to construe new meaning (Applefield et al., 2000; Bruner, 
1990; Fullan & Langworthy, 2014). Vygotsky’s social constructivism stresses the 
importance that learning is a social and collaborative activity rather than an 
individual one (Powell & Kalina, 2009). Learners bring their own worldviews and 
cultural backgrounds to the learning context, allowing for multiple perspectives. 
In the social constructivist paradigm, students are responsible for their own 
learning, design their own learning outcomes and the teacher is a facilitator of this 
process. However, students’ conceptions and interpretations of competencies 
may differ from how they were intended by the professional and educational 
field, based on personal beliefs, experience or knowledge (Renting et al., 2015), 
and it is important that professionals, teachers and students interpret and speak 
about the associated learning outcomes the same way to ensure alignment 
between intended learning, learning in action and the professional field. 

Alignment of education and the professional field
Alignment of intended learning outcomes, learning in action and experienced 
learning is known to be lacking (Biemans et al., 2004; Fullan & Langworthy, 2014; 
Mulder, 2003; Mulder, 2012). Previous literature describes that competency 
frameworks are often not made specific enough (Allen et al., 2005; Biemans 
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et al., 2004), are poorly defined and therefore leave room for ambiguity (Lans, 
Hulsink, Baert, & Mulder, 2008; Wesselink, Biemans, Mulder, & Van den Elsen, 
2007). This leads to diverse interpretations of the frameworks and construction 
of diverse learning outcomes. Much research on competency frameworks for 
IB education has been conducted (Allen et al., 2005; Azevedo et al., 2012), but 
understanding how students interpret and construe competency frameworks 
and whether it matches intended learning is missing in the literature (Walker, 
2008). 

Sternberg (2013) contends that educators often misperceive what employers 
want, and it will be interesting to regard this from the students’ perspective. 
According to Walker (2008), student perspectives on learning outcomes to 
determine curriculum and course objectives are often not considered. Better 
understanding of how students construe the competencies offered in the 
frameworks, contributes to insights into whether intended learning matches 
learning in action. Lack of alignment can be identified, and if students do 
not learn what has been intended, it can be addressed. Educators can better 
facilitate and guide students’ learning.

The current study is conducted to understand how students construe 
the competency framework into learning outcomes and whether their 
interpretation aligns with how it was intended by the professional field. We 
have chosen an educational setting which embraces the social constructivist 
view of learning, talent programmes. Talent programmes, here referred to as 
honours programmes (HP’s), are defined as educational offers for students in 
higher education and are designed for students who want to do more than the 
regular programme offers (Wolfensberger, 2015). Honours students are curious 
and motivated (Scager et al., 2012), prefer autonomy and less structure (Marra 
& Palmer, 2004; Wolfensberger, 2012). They do not feel challenged by pre-
structured courses (Reis & Renzulli, 2010) and are able and motivated to receive 
more autonomy. This plays an important role in directing their own learning, in 
line with a social constructivist stance.
We have formulated the following research question: how are the learning 
outcomes of honours programmes of IB Studies construed by students?
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Research methodology

Context of the Study 
The research has been conducted at the honours programme (HP) as part of 
an IB undergraduate programme at a University of Applied Sciences in the 
Netherlands. The HP is an enhanced educational programme of 30 credits in 
addition to the four-year undergraduate IB programme. The HP commences in 
the first semester of year two of the IB programme through to year four. It is 
intended for talented students who are selected based on their performance in 
the regular programme and their intrinsic motivation to participate in the HP. 
The honours curriculum is based on the competency framework and profile for 
Highly Talented International Business Professionals (HTIBP) as show in Table 1.

The HTIBP profile was established empirically with professionals in the field 
of international business and describes five domains (Achieving Results, 
Communicating, Innovating, Seeing patterns and interrelationships in a 
global context and Self-reflecting) with 16 behaviours that distinguish talent, 
distributed throughout the five domains (Van Heugten et al., 2016).

The pedagogy used in HP’s is based on three key components: creating a 
community, enhancing academic challenge and offering freedom (Wolfensberger, 
2012). In ‘creating a community’, honours students are encouraged to interact, 
provide feedback and show commitment to learning through knowledge sharing 
thus creating a sense of connectedness. For the component called ‘enhancing 
academic challenge’ honours students, undertake challenging interdisciplinary 
tasks, embrace multiple perspectives, challenge status quo on varied academic 
and social issues offered during courses, and apply this knowledge to (business) 
projects. The third honours pedagogy component ‘offering freedom’, provides 
students with a degree of freedom to make informed choices on areas they 
wish to explore, and they are given room to construe their own learning in 
those areas. Students operate in an environment which facilitates sharing views 
and being open to alternative approaches to a problem.
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Table 1. HTIBP: profile describing the domains and items of highly talented international 
business professionals (van Heugten et al., 2016).

Domain Items
Communicating Using language effectively in different cultural and 

professional settings

Continuing to ask questions to get a clear 
understanding of the situation 
Listening actively to identify a problem or an 
opportunity 

Seeing patterns and 
interrelationships in a 
global context

Adapting one’s professional approach to another 
culture 

Combining expertise from different specialties
Showing patience and control in culturally diverse 
environments 

Innovating Coming up with creative ideas proactively
Improving ideas from others 
Keeping up with the latest professional developments
Showing inventive, new possibilities by thinking ‘out of 
the box’

Achieving results Showing perseverance in complex environments
Taking responsibility for achieving goals 
Showing entrepreneurship 

Self-reflecting Showing independence in thinking of new possibilities
Understanding one’s strengths and weaknesses, and 
acting upon it 
Improving oneself beneficial to the organisation 

During the first and second semester of year two, students work on various 
projects and interdisciplinary tasks in areas students wish to explore. They are 
linked to the domains and behaviours of the HTIBP and discussed with their 
mentor.

In year three, honours students spend one year abroad. Six months are 
spent working at an internationally operating company and the remaining six 
months are spent on studying at an IB partner university to fulfil their study 
requirements. In the final year of the HP, students hold a capstone defence, 
a final-year culminating assessment. They explain their learning journey 
throughout the HP in relation to the HTIBP profile, by summating how they 
construed their learning outcomes during the entire HP, providing information 
suited for our analysis.
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The oral defences consisted of a 10-15-minute presentation followed by 
a question- and-answer session. During the question and answer sessions 
students had the opportunity to justify, elaborate on, or further analyse their 
work in front of a panel of honours mentors and lecturers.

Participants and procedure
A census of all 22 HP capstone defences held between 2014 and 2016 was 
conducted. The first cohort of students using the HTIBP profile would graduate 
in 2014. Based on audibility and how extensive the honours students fulfilled 
their capstone assignment, four capstones were discarded, leaving 18 capstone 
video’s totalling 498 minutes, suited for analysis. The videotaped oral defences 
and the following question-and-answer sessions were transcribed verbatim. 
The completed transcripts were compared to the recordings to ensure accuracy. 
In addition, the transcripts were anonymised by removing names and any other 
identifiers from the transcripts (Hennink, Hutter, & Bailey, 2010). The raters 
were independent evaluators, neither lecturers within the HP nor involved in 
the process of mentoring students in their capstone experiences. Students’ 
names have been replaced by Participant (P), plus a random number. 

Data Analysis
A qualitative content analysis approach has been employed to analyse the 
textual data with the purpose of gaining insight into how the learning outcomes 
have been construed by honours students (Hennink et al., 2010; Miles & 
Huberman, 1994). 

The capstone defence transcripts were coded using open- axial- and selective 
coding, as described by Hennink et al. (2010), using software for qualitative data 
analysis, ATLAS.ti. In the open coding stage, line-by-line coding was conducted to 
identify broad categories in each individual transcript, not limiting our analysis 
to codes related to the HTIBP profile but to include all aspects of the students’ 
learning journey. Two independent researchers coded individually to ensure 
inter-rater reliability (Sandbergh 1997).

After analysing 10 video transcripts, saturation of data, using an iterative process 
as described by Hennink et al. (2010) was identified. Two additional transcripts 
were coded, and saturation was confirmed when no new codes were selected. 
Therefore, the remaining transcripts were not included. 
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In the next stage, the axial coding stage, all codes were compared and grouped into 
clusters, in a consensus meeting between the researchers. Hennink et al. (2010), 
describes these clusters as what a group of codes collectively reveals. These 
clusters were later reduced in the final phase of analyses, the selective coding.

While not limiting analysis to the HTIBP profile, and remaining objective in the 
coding stages, both researchers have been actively involved in the creation 
of the HTIBP. To avoid bias, the clusters and their underlying codes were also 
critically considered by a further three independent researchers, without 
knowledge of the content of the HTIBP profile. After a consensus with those 
three independent researchers, the clusters were finalized. In the next stage, the 
findings were then compared to the HTIBP framework to identify how students 
themselves have construed the HTIBP in their own honours learning journey. 

Findings
On the basis of the textual analysis of the transcribed capstone video recordings, 
clusters were formed, showing how students of an HP in IB construed their 
learning outcomes. The results are presented by explicating the clusters in 
alphabetical order. For each cluster the behaviours leading to that description, 
are presented, and then supported by quotes from the analysis. A summary of 
the overall results is found in Table 2.

Achieving Results
Students described achieving results in the context of managing to achieve 
something through projects abroad or by using an opportunity and often spoke 
about the approach or method used. For example by realising that taking 
small steps is better and more manageable than taking large steps, and by 
setting realistic goals and expectations. For example P1 stated the importance 
of adapting and “thinking about more realistic goals, and we could still do 
something, and even if we didn’t take big steps like we wanted to, we took small 
steps, and these small steps also helped.” (P1). 

In addition, the journey on the way to achieving results is often described. 
As part of that journey, enjoying yourself and also showing perseverance are 
spoken about. For example students should be “… striving to have fun and do 
what they enjoy and by doing that, achieving these things.” (P2).
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Table 2. Summary of eight clusters, describing how Honours students construe their 
learning outcomes

Cluster name Description
Achieving results How to achieve results, and the journey to achieving 

results
Broadening perspective Possessing the desire and ability to gain contextual 

intelligence
Community Sharing and feeling of belonging to members of the 

same community and external community with the 
sense of contributing to society

Courage Not being afraid of the unknown and daring 
Effective communication in 
different settings

Asking questions and listening. Cultural contexts in 
which to apply language.

Experiencing freedom Having choices and freedom to explore own learning
Innovation Creativity, inventiveness and solving problems in this 

manner
Personal development Personal awareness, growth, development, insights, 

reflection and self-discovery 
 

Broadening perspectives
Students described they learned to see multiple perspectives and more 
viewpoints or alternatives, as illustrated by some quotes: “….. the honours 
programme taught me to look in more different directions, and I think before 
I was really focused on this one thing and didn’t really think about other 
opportunities and so I think in a sense that thinking about alternatives definitely 
has benefitted me.” (P4). “The conclusion was that we perceive risk to our own 
limited frame of references and if we manage to expand our frame, we are able 
to estimate the risk more precisely.” (P1)

Broadening perspectives was spoken about from a standpoint of personal 
development, and in relation to becoming more open-minded and more aware 
of the world. As P5 expressed: “Honours allowed me to broaden my mind, and 
explore the areas where I was blind. This required an open mentality to further 
develop my personality.” 

Community
In this cluster the internal- and external community were described. The 
internal community included comments about how having a sense of belonging 
and having peer feedback helped learning. For example P2 said: “… because it is 
the true capacity to unlock one’s real potential with the help of someone else” 
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and P6 said: “… getting ideas, sharing and learning from the group as well as 
feeling understood contributed to learning.”

External community was mentioned in relation to being selfless, doing something 
for other people, giving something back to the community, learning to network 
and to working with external stakeholders to achieve a common goal. Example 
quote is “… showed me that everybody is capable of doing something let’s say 
that is not simply for themselves.” (P7).

Courage
Students described learning outcomes in terms of how to handle uncertainty, 
cope with hesitation and fear and how to find the courage to do something new 
or different and how to challenge themselves to do something they disliked. 
For example, participants mentioned: “I do not know where my aspirations will 
drive me, but I am certain that I want to explore life to its fullest. I want to 
inspire people to overcome their fears while being an example and facing mine” 
(P6). “I was also afraid and mostly had social fears, and I knew that there were 
a lot of things that I had to do and I had to jump off my tower to get there, and I 
used the honours way to get off my tower and feel all these things.” (P3). 

Effective communication in different settings
Students spoke about this in terms of ‘using communication in different 
cultures and contexts’ but also in terms of ‘learning to listen’ and ‘asking deeper 
questions’. Example student quotes are “….so I think based on the leadership 
course, what I learned, what I can also use later is to listen to people, and accept 
different ideas and opinions…., and I try to combine all the ideas” (P9). “…..
listening to others is also kind of an art but sometimes you cannot always just 
bring up your own ideas…” (P8). Communication is used as a tool to become 
more open-minded by listening to others and by combining different ideas.

Experiencing freedom 
The importance of freedom here for students lies in the possibility of having 
choices within the educational programme and enjoying having such freedom. As 
freedom is a core component of the pedagogy used in HP’s, and as it is a common 
trait of honours students to desire such freedom, it resonated in how students 
construed their learning outcomes. Students mentioned for example: “…. I liked 
that you had to find something you enjoy and then you had to back it up so well 
that your mentor was going to say: “I am giving you permission to look into it” (P2).
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Innovation
Having new inventive ideas, and making something from scrap, but also 
learning to spot opportunities, being creative and thinking out of the box were 
described. Also personal development that came along with innovation, such 
as facing challenges, not following pre-determined trails and rules all the time 
and trying to structure and synergise various ideas was described. Examples 
quotes are: “… I think what honours taught me is how to not play by the rules. 
Honours actually taught me how to think outside of the box ....” (P2). Also, “So 
this year taught me to be your own maker and not to follow predetermined 
trails because sometimes your life is in a shaker which makes you vulnerable to 
other people’s take” (P5). 

Personal development
This cluster included descriptions of all aspects within personal development, 
such as personal growth, the discovery of personal identity, self-awareness, 
self-knowledge and insight. These personal development aspects, in turn, are 
often addressed in the context of students’ learning experiences, journey, 
and explorations which, through reflection, led to such awareness. Gaining 
personal insight is also described in relation to discovering personal strengths 
and weaknesses thereby realising that the mind-set can be different or change. 
Some example quotes to illustrate are: “I really learned to listen to myself, to 
listen to my body whatever my body is telling me, and I really learned to reflect 
on myself, my actions and my strengths and my weaknesses.” (P9) “….in order to 
succeed in a business world you have to be aware about your personality. And 
not only in the business world but also in your private life.” (P6) “…I was always 
doing things according to what I was supposed to do to, but I never took the 
time because to really say: why do I do it?”. (P7).

Discussion and conclusion

As alignment of intended learning outcomes, learning in action and experienced 
learning in IB is known to be lacking (Andrews & Higson, 2008; Jackson, 2009), 
this study was conducted to understand how honours students construed the 
HTIBP competency framework and if their interpretations differed from how 
they were intended. The present study results confirm that students interpret 
and mostly describe the competency framework differently from how they 
were intended by professionals, with the exception of communication. Students 
have added new meaning to existing competencies in the HTIBP framework: 
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‘achieving results, innovating, seeing patterns and interrelationships in a 
global context.’ In addition, they have construed new clusters: ‘experiencing 
freedom, courage, community and personal development’ that were not in the 
framework, inspired by the HP pedagogy.

That students give new meaning to those competences might be because of 
the differences in the context in which the competencies are construed and are 
learned. For example, the domain ‘achieving results’ is construed from students’ 
perspective in terms of the process and journey of learning, as opposed to the 
professionals’ interpretations of having and taking responsibility for achieving 
results. Jackson (2014) states that enactment of the competencies in varying 
contexts influences perception. For students, the journey and process of learning 
are their result, whereas from the perspective of experienced professionals, 
achieving results is spoken about in terms of responsibility. In higher education 
the demands of the professional field, as defined in the competency frameworks, 
should take precedence. Too much freedom for students to define learning goals 
can lead to misalignment. Bounded freedom in the form of increased guidance 
from mentors or facilitators to ensure alignment is needed. Krahenbuhl (2016) 
cautions against offering too much freedom as students may lack sufficient 
experience and insight to construe meaning in line with the demands of the 
professional field.

Dragoo and Barrows (2016) argue that a common language should be used 
when implementing competency based education. This makes ‘translating’ 
competency frameworks from the professional- to the educational context 
relevant to improve a common understanding to enhance alignment. For 
example the domain ‘communication’ was construed by students in alignment 
with how it was intended by educators and professionals. Perhaps this is 
because communication is already well-established and well-described in IB 
(De Waal, Van der Heijden, Selvarajah, & Meyer, 2012; House, Hanges, Javidan, 
Dorfman, & Gupta, 2004; Trinka, 2004) as well as in educational programmes 
(Conrad & Newberry, 2012; Morreale & Pearson, 2008; Waldeck, Durante, 
Helmuth, & Marcia, 2012). Communication recurs in all practical assignments 
in many different forms and varying contexts during IB programmes and 
HP’s, including international work- and study placements. Also, as part of IB 
education, students work in multicultural settings and need to behave in a 
culturally sensitive communicative manner. It might be that experience with 
and exposure to various aspects and contexts of communication contributed to 
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clarity on how communication was intended, contributing to good alignment. 
Besides adding new meaning to existing competencies, additional clusters, not 
present in the HTIBP competency framework, were construed by students: 
community, experiencing freedom, courage, and personal development. 

Community is described by students as a sense of belonging to a group and 
to sharing knowledge and experiences and learning from each other. It links 
to the HP pedagogy component ‘creating a community’ in which teachers are 
facilitators and mentors who show connectedness and interest in the students 
and who are available for them. 

Similarly, the clusters experiencing freedom and courage are construed 
by students, without these being in the competency framework. Students 
appreciated the challenge of exploring what to learn and how to achieve such 
learning. The HP pedagogy component freedom is set out to stimulate such 
behaviours, facilitated by the mentoring approach of the HP teachers. The self-
managed approach to learning evokes exploring and considering alternatives 
and processes (Zimmerman, 2002). Students learn to become independent and 
adaptable thinkers who have the courage to handle freedom.

When in self-managed learning in education, experiencing freedom is construed, 
it would also be desirable in a work-related context to allow high performers 
to develop further. According to Persson (2014) this is currently a challenge 
for many businesses, and the workplace does not offer enough flexibility and 
freedom for high performers to blossom. 

Limitations of the research
This study was conducted within a group of honours students. As honours 
students have specific characteristics, extrapolation of our results to other 
groups ought to be carefully considered.

The student body of HP’s in IB has a high degree of cultural diversity, which may 
have influenced their perceptions. A study by Van Heugten et al. (2017) shows that 
perceptions of the behaviours belonging to the HTIBP competency framework 
differ in Western Europe and Eastern Asia. It would be interesting to research if 
cultural background would affect how competency frameworks are construed. 
This can be achieved by expanding future research to include all new HP students 
in IB, thus increasing the number of students contained within each cultural group. 
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It must be acknowledged that the participants, may have included socially 
desirable answers due to the assessment context. The self-reflection ethos 
within the HP, where critical reflection is promoted and rewarded, would reduce 
the chance of social acceptability bias being present in the capstone defences.
The generalisability of the results is limited due to data collection being restricted 
to one educational institution. Validation would require data collection and 
analysis in multiple IB HP’s.

In the present study, we have not included an assessment of faculty interpretation 
of the domains and behaviours in the HTIBP. As faculty may transmit their 
interpretations to students through coursework and interactions, this would be 
a valuable area for further research.

Practical implications
The present study shows that when students are offered the freedom to 
create their own learning in a social constructivist paradigm, using competency 
frameworks, these frameworks provide direction but are not totally 
representative of learning in action. Honours students use different words in 
how they construe their learning outcomes and more learning occurs than is 
offered in competency frameworks. When more is learned than intended, it 
can be regarded as an enrichment (Conlon, 2004). Students may learn new and 
relevant things not yet captured and updated in competency frameworks. This 
provides valuable information which can be used to inform course development 
and to cross-reference with the professional field to better adopt the language 
used in competency frameworks and also to fine-tune and update existing 
frameworks. This is especially useful in continually and rapidly changing markets 
(Sternberg, 2013). The freedom offered to students in a self-directed approach 
to learning, and the learning that is construed beyond what is intended, may 
provide useful information and contribute to bridging the gap between higher 
education and professional life (Banis-Den Hertog, 2016).

Differences in interpretation of competency frameworks result in insights in 
the gaps between what professionals expect from graduates and what these 
graduates possess. Such differences need to be discussed and when new 
students are presented with a competency framework, it is important that the 
language used is clear to them (Westera, 2001). In education, enough time 
needs to be reserved to allow for frequent communication between teachers, 
students and the professional field to discuss the meaning attached to existing 
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and also new competencies. Using the words of how more senior students have 
construed their learning outcomes can help achieve better alignment. Educators, 
documentation and all other communication should use the same vocabulary 
as the professional field and curriculum development should reinforce this. 

Competency frameworks ought to be updated frequently to stay in tune 
with a continually developing globalised world, which also involves frequent 
monitoring and communication with the work field.

The freedom given, using the social constructivist approach, needs to be 
bounded more closely by the competency profile to satisfy the requirements of 
the professional field and improve alignment. More flexible frameworks could 
include an empty domain that is used freely for possible additions, instead 
of trying to capture all in a set one-size-fits all framework, subject to review 
relatively infrequently. Although, in their guidance facilitators should keep the 
competency framework in mind to enhance alignment. Also how students 
construe these frameworks needs to be monitored regularly to confirm 
alignment or to identify lack thereof.

So by investing more time in education in discussing competency frameworks 
with all stakeholders, including the students, and by facilitators aligning 
their guidance with these frameworks, alignment between education and 
professional practice can be significantly improved.
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Background

Two societal developments have inspired this research project: First, in the field 
of international business, there is a shortfall in satisfying the global demand 
for talent, but what characterises talent needed clarification, especially for 
educational- and development purposes.

Second, society increasingly realizes the importance of educating talent 
in special programmes, honours programmes (HP’s) in higher education 
to prepare talented students for the demands of the workplace. However, 
alignment between what the professional field requires from graduates and 
what graduates have to offer is not always achieved.

The aim of this thesis was therefore to contribute to understanding what 
characterises highly talented international business professionals (HTIBP) and 
to gain insights into how students use and interpret the HTIBP competency 
framework in practice. This contributes to understanding what the competencies 
of a highly talented international professional are and whether the competencies 
are interpreted by students as these were intended by the professional field to 
better prepare graduates to meet the talent demands of the workplace.

The following research questions were answered: 
1. What characterises talented international business professionals? 
2. What are IB honours students’ perspectives on the HTIBP competency 

profile, and how have they perceived using the profile in their education?

This thesis contributes to the IB talent literature with the development of an 
evidence-based competency framework specifically related to talent, the HTIBP 
profile, described in chapter 2. In addition, in chapter 3, we explored if the HTIBP, 
as described by international business professionals in the Netherlands, was 
regarded as distinguishing for talent internationally. Chapters 4 and 5 is where 
theory meets practice, the HTIBP competency framework is implemented in an 
HP for IB, and it is described how students perceived the HTIBP and how they 
worked with it.
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How is talent characterised in international business

The first question of this thesis was: how is talent characterised in international 
business?

We have contributed with the clarification of what characterises talent in 
international business with the development of a competency profile for talent, 
the HTIBP, established in collaboration with the professional field, and which 
was not yet described before (Figure 1). 

Figure 1: The HTIBP competency profile

The HTIBP has five domains: (1) achieving results; (2) communicating; (3) 
innovating; (4) self-reflecting and (5) seeing patterns and interrelationships 
in a global context, with 16 associated behaviours. The HTIBP competency 
framework is concise and shows mostly generic competencies for development 
of talent. Until now, it was unclear whether to address generic- or specific skills 
in company talent management programmes (Garavan, Carbery, & Rock 2012), 
and our research contributes to this understanding. When comparing the 
HTIBP to existing management and leadership competency frameworks, certain 
overlap exists, however, the HTIBP contains only competencies related to talent 
and other competency frameworks may contain competencies that the HTIBP 

HTIBP



125

General Discussion

6

does not. We contribute to the literature with a competency framework only 
for talent, distinguishing essential from non-essential competencies, addressing 
a relevant point in the literature (Osland, Bird, Mendenhall, & Osland, 2006).

The HTIBP was established empirically with international business professionals 
in the Netherlands. When exploring how IB professionals from the regions 
East Asia and Western Europe perceived the HTIBP profile, we found a 
degree of consensus on the domains ‘communicating’, ‘achieving results’, 
and ‘seeing patterns and interrelationships in a global context of the profile’, 
and that internationally these domains were perceived as distinguishing for 
talent. However, perceptions on the specific behaviours related to the talent 
competencies varied substantially from country to country. These findings link 
to previous literature stating that context is important for adapting how to 
behave (Morrison, 2000; Osland et al., 2006). 

When exploring HP students perspectives on the HTIBP profile, consensus on 
all the domains of the HTIBP profile was found but not on two behaviours; 
‘entrepreneurship’ and ‘innovation’. Especially when it concerns the behaviours 
of the talent domains of the HTIBP, varying perspectives from both IB 
professionals in individual countries as well as from HP students is found. 

Varying perspectives on the behaviours of the HTIBP talent domains may 
relate to lack of alignment between education and the professional (Azevedo, 
Apfelthaler, & Hurst, 2012; Osmani, Weerakkody, Hindi, Al-Esmail, Eldabi, 
Kapoor, & Irani, 2015; Wilton, 2008). Behaviours regarded as important in one 
context, may not be regarded as important in another, and this means that 
alignment may be achieved in one setting and not in another. Our research 
findings imply that it is important to understand the context in which you act 
and then to adapt the behaviour accordingly. Reeves & Deimler (2011) describe 
the ability to adapt as to “read, decode and act on external signals of change” 
in a dynamic world (p. 137) and it is regarded as a competitive advantage for 
IB. According to Robles (2012) adaptability is an important 21st century skill in 
today’s highly competitive and globalized world. The ability to decode and (re)
act accordingly, can help to improve alignment with expectations from the IB 
professional field. Earley and Peterson, (2004) explain the need for students 
who are highly adaptable in different situations and our research confirms this. 



126

Chapter 6

The HTIBP competency framework for talent is the base for talent definition in 
international business. The five domains of the framework can be used to give 
direction as to what competencies distinguish talent. With varying perspectives 
on the associated behaviours to the talent domains, it is challenging to 
come up with one single competency framework containing behaviours that 
universally align with the expectations of the IB professional field. Rather than 
trying to capture all behaviours relevant for talent, it is important to possess 
the adaptability skills to attune to the local context and adapt the possible 
behaviours accordingly, and the HTIBP framework can be implemented flexibly 
to guide this process. 

The HTIBP competency profile, or framework, resulting from our first 
research question, was translated to practice in the design of the HP in the IB 
undergraduate programme IB at the Hanze University, the Netherlands and is 
described in Appendix 3. Besides the HP curriculum being based on the HTIBP 
framework, HP students use the competency framework to self-direct their own 
learning, in line with the social constructivist view on learning (Beck & Kosnik, 
2006), which is embraced in HP’s. The honours pedagogy component ‘ offering 
freedom’ gives students a degree of freedom to make informed choices on 
areas they wish to explore (Kingma, Heijne-Penninga & Wolfensberger, 2018; 
Wolfensberger, 2012). During the first and second semester of year two of the 
HP, for example, students do various projects and interdisciplinary tasks in areas 
students wish to explore, and are linked to the domains and behaviours of the 
HTIBP. Students are given freedom to construe their own learning in those areas, 
and to formulate their own learning outcomes based on the competencies of 
the HTIBP. The teacher is a facilitator of this process. The contents of the HP can 
be very diverse, depending on the various projects the students choose to work 
on. However, the focus is on shaping highly talented international business 
professionals, in alignment with the expectations from talent in IB, is the central 
goal of the HP (Appendix 3). 

How honours students worked with and perceived the HTIBP in practice, and 
whether this is in alignment with business professionals, will be discussed in 
the next section. 
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The HTIBP profile in honours education

The second research question of this thesis was: What are IB honours students’ 
perspectives on the HTIBP competency profile, and how have they perceived 
using the profile in their education?

In chapter 5 of this thesis, we describe how honours students construe the 
HTIBP competency framework into learning outcomes and whether their 
interpretations of the HTIBP align with how it was intended by the professional 
field. Results showed that alignment was largely missing and that students 
construed the competencies of the HTIBP profile mostly differently from how they 
were intended, and in addition, added new competencies to the HTIBP profile 
that were not presented by the HTIBP but seemed mostly inspired by pedagogy. 

Our findings contribute to understanding the alignment problem described 
in literature: alignment between the professional field and education is often 
not achieved (Andrews & Higson, 2008; Azevedo, Apfelthaler, & Hurst, 2012; 
Jackson, 2009; McQuaid & Lindsay, 2005; Osmani et al., 2015; Washer, 2007; 
Wilton, 2008). It is suggested that differences in interpretations of competency 
frameworks between educators and the professional field, may contribute to 
lack of alignment (Dragoo & Barrows, 2016; Fullan & Langworthy, 2014; Renting 
Dornan, Gans, Borleffs, Cohen-Schotanus, & Jaarsma, 2015; Sternberg, 2013). 
Often, how competencies are interpreted, is described from the perspective 
of the professional field and educators, but not from students’ perspectives 
(Dragoo & Barrows, 2016). We have researched this from an HP student 
perspective and confirm that in a social constructivist setting, in which honours 
students are offered the freedom to design their learning outcomes, student 
interpretations of the competency framework also differ from how they are 
intended by professionals. 

Dragoo & Barrows (2016) explain that the language to describe the 
competencies is not always the same and is thus interpreted differently. We 
found this to be the case with, for example, the behaviour entrepreneurship, in 
the HTIBP competency framework. Students were unclear whether its meaning 
was related to new business start-ups or to having an entrepreneurial mindset, 
and coming up with ideas. When exploring entrepreneurship further in the IB 
literature, the ambiguity about the term was also described. It may than not 
be surprising that the meaning of entrepreneurship is also unclear to students 
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when they work with it. This puts extra emphasis on using clear, understandable 
words and descriptions in competency frameworks to avoid such differences 
in interpretations (Dragoo & Barrows, 2016; Jackson, 2014). Especially when 
facilitating autonomous learning and offering students the freedom to design 
their learning outcomes, clarity is important.

According to Tymon (2013) clarity of the underlying meaning of competencies 
is also associated with experiencing competencies as meaningful. According 
to Mouratidis, Vansteenkiste, Michou, & Lens, (2013) and Reeve, (2009), 
communicating the relevance of learning outcomes and assignments to 
students will facilitate their understanding of them, and this will facilitate 
autonomous learning. In our student perception study on the relevance and 
meaningfulness attached to the competencies (chapter 4 of this thesis), we 
found that honours students regarded the behaviours of the competency 
framework that were unclear to them as not relevant and not meaningful. For 
example the term ‘innovation’ was not regarded as meaningful, and this was 
because students were not clear on the underlying meaning. Competencies 
that were clear to students were not mentioned by them as not meaningful. 
Our research supports the need for clarity of the meaning of competencies as 
it influences the meaningfulness experience for students. When students see 
the competencies as meaningful and relevant this influences their motivation 
to understand and work with them well (Vansteenkiste, Lens, & Deci, 2006) and 
this may contribute to improving alignment with how the competencies are 
intended by the professional field. 

In addition to meaningfulness being attached to the meaning of competencies 
being clear, we also found that students attached meaningfulness to novelty. 
Novel competencies, not experienced before, were regarded as especially 
meaningful to students. For example, the domain self-reflecting was particularly 
mentioned by students as meaningful, and this was related to it being missing 
in the regular IB programme and was therefore new to students in the HP. By 
allowing the freedom and autonomy to students to direct their own learning, 
novelty experiences are evoked. Novelty and novelty experience are discussed 
in Ryan and Deci’s self-determination theory (2000). This theory describes three 
basic innate and universal psychological needs that drive intrinsic motivation: 
competence, relatedness and autonomy, and that novelty and novelty seeking 
behaviour is associated with autonomy. A recent study by González-Cutre, 
Sicilia, Sierra, Ferriz, & Hagger, (2016), propose novelty to be considered as a 
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fourth basic psychological need to drive motivation as a basic constituent of 
intrinsic motivation. This recent discussion elevates the relative importance 
of novelty, and that novelty in fact drives motivation itself. Our study results 
confirm that students experienced the novel competency self-reflection as 
relevant and meaningful. According to Niemiec & Ryan, 2009; Vansteenkiste et 
al., 2012, higher intrinsic motivation, in turn, increases performance and well-
being. 

Chapters 4 and 5 of this thesis set out to answer how the implementation of a 
competency framework for talent in honours programmes works out in practice. 
The studies point out that that when offering students in HP’s the autonomy to 
direct their own learning, and formulate their own learning outcomes based 
on a competency framework, this may not be conducive to alignment with 
the professional field. Offering freedom leads to learning that is not necessary 
in alignment with what is intended, and this way assurance of learning may 
be jeopardized. Our research results underpin that clarity in the descriptions 
of the behaviours in the competency framework is of key importance when 
offering autonomy to students to direct their own learning. This could mean 
that the freedom offered may need to be adapted, and more structure and 
guidance may need to be implemented to ensure that the interpretations of 
the competency framework are the same between stakeholders. Kirschner, 
Sweller & Clark (2006) and Krahenbuhl, (2016) believe that students with not 
much experience may discover many things, but that these discoveries may be 
incorrect or untrue and may lead to misconceptions that are difficult to correct. 
Counterarguments could be that too much structure may hinder creativity 
or deliver students that learn to comply rather than think critically and 
independently (Havnes & Prøitz, 2016). For students to self-direct their learning 
prepares them for more 21st century skills and stimulates creativity, critical and 
adaptive thinking. According to Sternberg (2013) this is what employers want. 

Our research study 5 showed that students mostly did not learn what was 
intended, and that they learned more than intended when they construed their 
own learning outcomes. Learning more than intended, could be an enrichment 
(Conlon, 2004). Students may learn things not yet present in the competency 
framework and this can be used to evaluate possible future renewals. Such new 
learning could provide input to update curriculum development (Kao & Mao, 
2011). Also, offering students autonomy has shown to deliver novel learning, 
and this is learning that students would otherwise not have experienced. Novel 
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learning is regarded as meaningful and therefore motivating to students.

When implementing competency framework in HP’s, alignment between 
intended learning and learning in action is not always guaranteed, and our 
research findings suggest some courses of action that may be considered in 
order to improve alignment, elaborated on in the practical implications of this 
thesis.

Strengths and limitations

The primary strength of this thesis lies in the multi-method approach used. 
Qualitative research methods – focus groups and a Delphi study –  were used 
to design and validate the talent competency profile. In addition, international 
perspectives on the domains and the behaviours of the competency framework 
were researched using a quantitative survey across eight countries representing 
Western Europe and Eastern Asia. This contributed to understanding that 
internationally, different emphasis is placed on the behaviours associated 
with the talent domains, making it difficult to create one universally agreed 
competency framework for talent. It appears to be of crucial importance to 
communicate with all stakeholders about the specific interpretation of the 
competency profile on a regular basis. In this way an increased understanding 
is provided, related to talent competencies descriptions, communication and 
interpretation and this impacts alignment with the professional field. 

An additional strength of this thesis is that student perspectives on the 
HTIBP competency profile have also been researched and what effect that 
implementation of the competency profile has on student formulated learning 
outcomes. Our research shows the importance of including student perspectives 
in future research and communication about the competency profile.

This thesis has created awareness of the importance of involving all stakeholders 
- practitioners, educators and also students - in the process of competency based 
curriculum development and implementation. The international validation of the 
HTIBP competency framework for talent, raised the issue that the interpretation 
of some of the behaviours in the HTIBP profile, may be culturally determined, 
emphasizing the need for adaptability in HTIBP professionals. In connection to 
this, the questionable validity of the South Korean dataset in our study should 
be mentioned. The survey results were so different from the other results in 
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all other countries that they could only be defined as an outlier and excluded 
from the analysis. The reasons for the differences need further investigation. 
The method of data collection in South Korea was outsourced to a local agency. 
It needs to be mentioned that the questionnaires, though translated into the 
local language, and  back-translated to English, and administered by a local 
agency, may still have suffered from misinterpretation or cultural bias. Possible 
inhibitions may have prevented the participants from asking questions in 
relation to the questionnaire. 
A repeat survey could be conducted and compared to the results of the first to 
test for validity. The divergence of results between South Korea and the other 
countries cannot be explained by cultural difference alone. 

Further research encompassing a wider variety of regions and countries could 
provide fruitful avenues for further studies. 

The study in chapter 4 of this thesis researched students’ perspectives on the 
HTIBP competency framework and whether students regarded it as relevant and 
meaningful. Incorporating the results of the study in chapter 3, in the analysis of 
chapter 4 would have been interesting. However, as the studies were conducted 
concurrently,  this was not possible. 

The HTIBP competency framework was implemented in one IB HP programme in 
the Netherlands. While this gives a good indication of how the profile is used and 
interpreted by students, it would be valuable to extend implementation of the 
profile to more contexts. This would improve the transferability of our findings.

The results of the student perceptions on the HTIBP profile, showing divergence 
in interpretations between students and IB professionals, raises the question 
to what extent faculty interpretations of the competencies influences student 
perceptions. As focus of this thesis was to concentrate on students’ perspectives, 
researching faculty perspectives was beyond the scope and would be interesting 
for future research.
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Practical implications

Despite the aforementioned limitations and possible areas for future research, 
this thesis offers interesting insights for using a competency framework for 
talent in HP’s with a view to further improving alignment with the professional 
field. 

Table 1. Practical suggestions for HP design

Topic Action Practical suggestion
Competency 
framework

Establish a competency 
framework in line 
with the requirements 
for talent from the 
professional field. 

Discuss and calibrate intended 
meaning of the competencies in 
the framework with all stakeholders 
(faculty, students and the professional 
field) prior to implementation

Intake procedure Select HP participants for 
potential and willingness 
to participate in the HP

Use the competency framework to 
guide the selection procedure as 
suggested in Appendix 3, Table 1.

Implementation Ensure alignment Design a regular monitoring, control 
and communication process between 
three stakeholders: the professionals, 
educators and students to ensure 
alignment with the professional field
Create a buddy system with senior 
students to help new students 
interpret the competency framework

Explain meaningfulness 
and relevance of the 
competencies

Involve HP alumni and IB business 
professionals to share their 
perspectives 

Offer freedom and 
autonomy

Add an open domain to evoke novelty 
learning

Use the competency 
framework to inform and 
guide

Learning outcomes formulated by 
students as well as final evaluations 
and assessments are informed by the 
competency framework domains and 
behaviours.

Mentor support Mentors and students frequently 
meet to discuss progress based on the 
formulated learning outcomes. 
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Insights into how honours students have perceived and worked with the HTIBP 
competency framework, as described in chapters 4 and 5, will help to direct 
educational practice in order to align better with the professional field and help 
to enhance existing HP’s. In Table 1, some practical suggestions have been made 
in order to operationalize implementation of a competency profile for talent in 
an honours programme.

Competency framework
A talent competency framework should be (developed) in line with the 
requirements of the professional field. The method using focus group design and 
Delphi study to design the competency framework, as described in chapter 2 of 
this thesis, can be replicated to other contexts. To ensure clarity on meaning, prior 
to using the competency framework for programme development, calibration 
sessions regarding the interpretation of the behaviours in the competency 
framework between the educators as well as the professional field ought to be 
organized. Involving students as stakeholders as well in this early stage of the 
process is advised. Mutual sharing of perspectives between all stakeholders can 
contribute to improving alignment. This should be an iterative process to check 
the current relevance of the competency framework with the demands of the 
professional field. This information can then be used to update the competency 
framework to ensure continuing alignment.

Intake procedure
Most HP’s have an intake  procedure and the talent competency framework 
can be used in this stage to raise awareness of the competencies that potential 
students will be working with in the HP. 

The talent competency framework can also be used to evaluate students’ 
potential and willingness to develop these competencies in the course of 
the HP. An example is the HP selection procedure of International Business 
studies (IB) at the Hanze University of Applies Sciences (UAS). All IB students 
in the last semester of their first academic year, are eligible to apply for 
the HP by completing an application portfolio (Appendix 3, Table 1). The 
application portfolio tests various competencies that are also present in the 
HTIBP competency framework. Evaluating does not imply that applicants 
must already possess all the competencies, but rather it refers to checking 
for potential and willingness of students to (further) develop certain areas. 



134

Chapter 6

Following an evaluation of the application portfolio, students may be called to 
interview, further exploring these competencies.

Implementation
As students use the competency framework to design their own learning 
outcomes, setting up a communication process to ensure alignment between 
the three stakeholders – the professional field, educators and students – as to the 
intended meaning of the domains and especially the 16 associated behaviours 
to the domains, is advised. Involving senior honours students, for example, 
could be a means of ensuring that the domains and the associated behaviours 
are interpreted as intended by new honours students. Setting up a buddy system 
would be a way to team new honours students with more senior honours students. 
HP alumni can be invited to share their work experience in relation to the 
domains and behaviours of the HTIBP competency framework to gain insights 
as to their actuality. Such insights can also be used to explicate the meaning of 
the competencies and the behaviours and can further improve alignment. 

Involving the professional field, can, besides helping to explicate the meaning 
associated with the domains of the competency profile, also be a way to help 
students better understand the relevance and meaningfulness of the various 
domains of the competency framework, and the two purposes are connected. 
Perhaps inviting guest speakers, organizing workshops, company visits, 
interviews, or skype presentations with high performing IB professionals, are 
possible ways of engaging with the professional field with the aim to helping 
students understand the meaningfulness and relevance of the competencies.

The competency framework ought to be implemented flexibly to allow for 
adaptation of it to changing circumstances. A suggestion is to include an ‘empty’ 
or open domain to the competency framework to be filled in by students to cover 
their personal suggestions and interests in the field of IB. This is done together with 
their mentor. By allowing for an open domain student- and mentor perspectives 
can be included in the control process to check if the competency framework is up 
to date. Recurring suggestions and competencies not present in the competency 
framework can be gathered over a period of time. This empirical evidence from 
student- and mentor suggestions can then be checked for trends. Recurring 
competencies, not present in the competency framework, can be used as a base 
for new focus group discussions and presented to a Delphi panel for consensus, 
and the competency framework can be adapted and updated accordingly. 
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Allowing students the freedom to pursue individual interests also ensures the 
novelty experience rendered so very meaningful to talented students. Novelty 
relates to autonomy and while both are perceived as meaningful to students and 
stimulate students to become independent and adaptable thinkers, we found 
that offering autonomy is best combined with some structure and direction. 

During the HP, students carry out different projects and interdisciplinary tasks in 
areas that students wish to develop further, and these are linked to the domains 
and behaviours of the HTIBP. The learning outcomes students formulate for 
each project or task, are linked to and based a certain domain and behaviours 
of the HTIBP profile. The teacher is a facilitator and mentor of this process. 
How students interpret the competency framework and design their learning 
outcomes based on it, for example, must be frequently discussed with the mentor, 
guiding the students so they interpret the competency framework as intended 
and to check students’ progress. In addition, the learning outcomes students 
formulate can be cross-checked with the professional field, and discussed prior 
to working with them. At the end of the projects, tasks or learning journey, the 
HTIBP can also be used as a guideline for possible evaluations and assessments. 
An example is the final capstone presentations, described in chapter 5, given 
by final year HP students presenting their learning journey during the HP and 
relating this to the HTIBP profile.

Conclusion

In International business, the quest for talent is ongoing, and in higher education, 
students are prepared to align with the needs of the professional field. In this 
thesis we aimed to enhance our understanding of how the professional field 
in IB defines talent, so this can inform the curriculum of honours programmes. 
We have empirically designed and validated a competency framework only for 
talent to serve as this basis for HP. Also, we have contributed to an international 
discussion on how the characteristics of talent in IB are defined. 
Evaluations of implementation of the competency framework in the IB honours 
programme, have contributed to increasing our understanding of how to 
improve alignment between intended learning and learning in action. 

The suggestions that we have made for HP design will hopefully be an inspiration 
for other educators when designing an honours programme, in alignment with 
the needs and requirements of both honours students and professional practice.
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Summary

Higher international business (IB) education has a responsibility to prepare 
graduates to be ready to enter the professional field and competency 
frameworks are used for educational programme design and alignment with 
expectations from the professional field. In IB there is an increasing demand 
for talent and special programmes in higher education are developed, so called 
honours programmes (HP’s) to educate talented students. However, there is not 
yet a clear dedicated competency framework that describes the competencies 
for talented IB professionals. In this context, this thesis first concentrated on 
what competencies characterise talent in IB, for implementation in honours 
education. 

Despite competency frameworks informing educational programmes, problems 
with alignment between what the professional field expects from graduates 
and what graduates have to offer exist. Therefore, the second main topic of 
this thesis concerns how honours students perceive and work with the talent 
competencies during their honours programme. 

Chapter 1 describes the growing importance of competencies and competency 
frameworks in international business (IB) for development and educational 
purposes, and the challenges that are presented when looking for a competency 
framework related specifically to talent. 

The growing demand for talent in international business is recognised in society, 
and special programmes, honours programmes (HP’s) in higher education, are 
designed to prepare talented students for the demands of the workplace. Which 
competencies HP’s ought to concentrate on when educating talent in order to 
align with the demands of the professional field is not yet clear. This raises the 
question of what characterises talent, which is not an easy concept to define 
and varies according to the profession.

Competency frameworks are an important tool to inform higher education 
programmes and despite much effort to improve alignment between education 
and the professional field, it is not yet optimal and the graduates are not always 
work-ready. This may be because the right competencies are not developed or 
because the competencies were not perceived as intended by the professional 
field. How honours students perceive and use competencies in practice may 
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differ from how these are intended. Identifying differences can help to better 
fine-tune the HP’s and to further improve alignment between intended learning 
and learning in action. 

The need to enhance our understanding of what competencies characterise 
talent in IB for implementation in HP’s, and to understand how students 
perceive and work with these competencies to further improve alignment with 
the professional field  leads to the following two central research questions of 
this thesis:
1. What characterises talented international business professionals? 
2. What are IB honours students’ perspectives on the  HTIBP competency  
 profile, and how have they perceived using the profile in their education?

Chapter 2 describes a qualitative multi-method study to develop and validate 
a competency framework specifically related to talent. Focus groups with 16 
IB professionals were conducted, and the findings of these interviews were 
the basis of the conceptual framework. A Delphi procedure with a panel of 
22 IB professionals with an active career of at least 10 years in a leadership 
role in a professional setting, was used to validate the conceptual framework. 
The framework consists of 16 items, also called behaviours, organised into five 
domains: Achieving Results,  Communicating, Innovating, Seeing patterns and 
interrelationships in a global context and Self-reflecting. The outcomes of the 
focus groups and the Delphi study were cross- referenced with literature on 
global leadership and management competencies to give insight into possible 
differences and overlap with literature-based competencies for IB professionals. 
The competency framework, referred to as the HTIBP competency framework 
or profile, provides an empirical basis to guide the contents of higher education 
honours programmes. Educating honours students to be able to use the spectrum 
of the five competencies of the competency framework in professional practice, 
is an important challenge for higher education HP’s.

We further explored the HTIBP competency framework (profile) by investigating 
international perspectives on the competencies of talented IB professionals 
in Chapter 3. In a quantitative study with 183 participants from East Asia and 
Western Europe, we explored if there was international consensus on the 
domains and items (behaviours) of the profile of highly talented international 
business professionals. The results illustrated that there is consensus on three 
domains of the HTIBP profile: Achieving results, Communicating, and Seeing 
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patterns and interrelationships in a global context. We also found that every 
country or region emphasizes certain behaviours more than others and this 
contributes to the realisation that students must develop being adaptable to 
the various contexts. According to our results, we recommend HPs in IB higher 
education to focus on educating graduates within the spectrum of the HTIBP 
competency profile, while also considering the specific cultural context or 
setting. With this study we contribute to an international discussion about the 
characteristics pertaining to talent in IB.

The HTIBP competency framework (profile) was used to develop the IB 
honours programme curriculum at the Hanze, UAS, and this enabled us to gain 
insights into students’ perspectives on the HTIBP profile and how students 
have perceived using it. In chapters 4 and 5, we describe honours students 
perspectives on the HTIBP profile, and additionally, if they regard the domains 
and behaviours relevant and meaningful. As honours students construe their 
own learning outcomes, based on the HTIBP competency framework (or profile), 
we researched, in chapter 5, whether students construe the competency 
framework (profile) in alignment with how it is intended by the professional 
field. 

Chapter 4, describes an explorative qualitative study using a survey and 
structured interviews. 

First, a survey was held among 41 honours students from years two and 
four. We asked the survey participants whether the competencies and, in a 
separate question, the associated behaviours in the HTIBP competency profile, 
or framework are ‘essential’ for highly talented business professionals. To 
better understand the survey results and to add information about students’ 
perceptions on the relevance and meaningfulness of the HTIBP profile and 
how they perceived using the profile in their learning, additional structured 
interviews were held among 12 honours students, not survey participants. 

Student survey results show consensus on the five domains and the behaviours of 
the HTIBP profile, and on all but two behaviours: Entrepreneurship and Improving 
ideas from others. Data from interviews showed that  ‘entrepreneurship’ and 
‘innovation’ were perceived as not relevant and meaningful. Students indicated 
that the meaning behind entrepreneurship and innovation was not entirely 
clear to them. Unless competency frameworks are clear to students, this may 
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cause them not to regard them as relevant or meaningful, and this, in turn, may 
contribute to differing interpretations of them, or to not working with them 
as they were intended. This leads to students not learning what is intended 
and this affects alignment between expectations from the professional and 
education.   

The final study described in chapter 5, concerns a qualitative study among 
honours students that concentrated on how honours students work with the 
HTIBP, and how, in a social constructivist approach to learning, they construe 
their learning outcomes based on the HTIBP competency framework. 22 HP 
final-year oral defences held between 2014 and 2016 were video recorded 
and transcribed verbatim for analysis. In the oral defence, students explained 
their learning journey throughout the HP in relation to the HTIBP profile, by 
summating how they construed their learning outcomes during the entire HP. 
On the basis of the textual analysis of the transcribed capstone video recordings, 
clusters were formed, showing how students of an HP in IB construed their 
learning outcomes. The analysis of the data revealed that students mostly 
describe the competencies in the HTIBP framework (profile) differently from 
how they were intended by the professional field. New meaning was added to 
existing competencies and in addition, new clusters were construed that were 
not in the HTIBP competency framework and seemed inspired by the honours 
pedagogy.

The results of this study indicate that international business education does 
not always align with the competencies required from the professional 
field, and this may be due to lack of common language used when working 
with the competencies. We contribute to the understanding that students’ 
interpretations of the competencies differ from how they were intended by the 
professional field, and this can help educators to better prepare students to 
align with the professional field.

Chapter 6, the concluding chapter, starts by reviewing how each of the studies 
contributes to the central research questions: What characterises talented 
international business professionals? and What are IB honours students’ 
perspectives on the HTIBP competency profile, and how have they perceived 
using the profile in their education?
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Talent in IB is described in the competency framework, the profile of highly talented 
international business professionals (HTIBP). The HTIBP competency framework 
consists of five, mostly generic domains, i.e.: Achieving results; Communicating; 
Innovating; Self-reflecting and Seeing patterns and interrelationships in a global 
context, each with certain associated behaviours. In the complex, demanding 
and dynamic workplace, talented IB professionals possess the spectrum of 
the five domains, are able to see patterns and interrelationships in a global 
context, and show independently what needs to be learned for what purpose. 
International perceptions show a degree of consensus on the domains: 
Communicating, Achieving results, and Seeing patterns and interrelationships 
in a global context. Country-specific perspectives on the specific behaviours 
vary. The HTIBP provides a framework for and gives direction to the design of 
higher education talent programmes, honours programmes (HP’s) and provides 
a basis for reflective and developmental activities on all the relevant talent 
competencies. It is important to prepare adaptable communicators, who are 
aware of a varying contexts and who are able to code switch as the specific 
cultural context requires. 

After the practical design of the IB HP, using the HTIBP, we were able to gauge 
students’ perspectives on the HTIBP profile, and how students perceived 
using the profile. Student perception on the domains and behaviours of 
the HTIBP profile was mostly aligned with the professional field, but not 
all. ‘Entrepreneurship’ and ‘innovation’ were not regarded as relevant and 
meaningful, and the underlying reason students indicated was lack of clarity 
on the underlying meaning, causing students to perceive them as not relevant 
and meaningful. Additionally, meaningfulness was attached to learning that was 
novel to students. Students explained that ‘self-reflecting’ offered a learning 
experience that they had not previously experienced and particularly found this 
to be meaningful, relevant and also motivating. It is important to explicate to 
students how the competencies are intended for students to regard them as 
relevant and meaningful and, in turn, to ensure students work with them as 
intended. This will further improve alignment with the professional field. In a 
social constructivist setting, students had the freedom to design their learning 
outcomes based on the HTIBP profile, and they construed the domains mostly 
not in alignment with how these were intended by the professional field. New 
meaning to existing domains was added, and new clusters were construed not 
in the competency framework. Calibration between stakeholders is important, 
and this may also lead to updates and novel additions to the competency 
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framework, currently perhaps missing. Competency frameworks are dynamic 
and emerge from ongoing discussions between students, faculty and the 
professional field, and should be revised and enriched regularly. After identifying 
strengths and limitation of this thesis, practical implications are identified that 
I think are essential conditions to be met when implementing competency 
frameworks in HP’s to further improve alignment between education and the 
professional field. To conclude, this thesis ends by offering a table with practical 
suggestions to operationalize implementation of a competency profile for talent 
in an honours programme.
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Appendix 1

HTIBP: Profile of Highly Talented International Business Professionals, van Heugten et 
al. (2016)

Domain Items
Communicating Using language effectively in different cultural and 

professional settings
Continuing to ask questions to get a clear 
understanding of the situation 
Listening actively to identify a problem or an 
opportunity 

Seeing patterns and 
interrelationships in a global 
context

Adapting one’s professional approach to another 
culture 

Combining expertise from different specialties
Showing patience and control in culturally diverse 
environments 

Innovating Coming up with creative ideas proactively
Improving ideas from others 
Keeping up with the latest professional developments
Showing inventive, new possibilities by thinking ‘out 
of the box’

Achieving results Showing perseverance in complex environments
Taking responsibility for achieving goals 
Showing entrepreneurship 

Self-reflecting Showing independence in thinking of new possibilities
Understanding one’s strengths and weaknesses, and 
acting upon it 
Improving oneself beneficial to the organisation 
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Structured Interview guide 

Area Questions
Exploring survey results 1.  In a student survey, the behaviour ‘showing 

entrepreneurship’ is, on average, not perceived as 
essential to talent (and in the professional field it 
is). What is your opinion on this? 

2.   In a student survey, the behaviour ‘improving 
ideas from others’ is, on average, not perceived as 
essential to talent (and in the professional field it 
is). What is your opinion on this?

3.   In a student survey, the domain “Innovation” 
is, perceived as essential to talent. What is your 
opinion on this?

Students’ perspectives 
on the relevance and 
meaningfulness of the HTIBP 
profile

4.   What domains and or behaviours of the HTIBP 
profile are the most meaningful/ significant to 
you?

4a. Could you explain why?
5.   What domains and or behaviours of the HTIBP 

profile are the least meaningful/ significant to 
you?

5a. Could you explain why? 
6.   Are there any domains or behaviours that you 

have not used? 
Assessment 7.   How have the competencies of the HTIBP profile 

been assessed?
7a. Have you perceived the assessments as 

meaningful?
7b. Could you explain why?

Students’ perspectives on 
working with the HTIBP 
profile

8.   How did you perceive working with the HTIBP 
profile? 

9.   Are there any domains or behaviours that are 
missing from the HTIB profile?
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Appendix 3

Honours talent programme student handbook international 
business school

This document has been written by the Honours Programme Coordinator, 
Gemma Coughlan. For the purpose of the dissertation, modified by Petra van 
Heugten.

Programme type
The Honours Programme (HP) is an enhanced educational programme of 30 
credits in addition to the regular 4 year undergraduate IB Programme. 

Intake and selection process
All students in IBS, in the last semester of their first academic year are eligible to 
apply for the HP. They are required to complete an application portfolio (Table 
1), and this portfolio has the following components which evaluates* various 
competencies:

Table 1. Application portfolio to evaluate potential for participation in the HP. The 
application portfolio is Based on the profile of highly talented international business 
professionals (HTIB), (van Heugten, et al., 2016).

Application Component Competencies 
Curriculum Vitae Professional communication

Innovation
Achieving results

Letter of Motivation Communication
Seeing patterns and interrelationships

Grade list Achieving results
Letter of Reference Self-reflecting

Communication
360 degree self-analysis Self-reflecting

Communication
Seeing patterns and interrelationships

Creative Essay Communicating
Seeing patterns and interrelationships
Innovating

*By evaluating these competencies, it is meant that students have shown some ability 
to either have demonstrated them already or at least show willingness and potential to 
develop in this area.
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Following an assessment of the application portfolio, students may be called to 
interview, further exploring these competencies. 

Target group
The HP is intended for the most talented and motivated students within IBS 
who are looking for an opportunity to develop personally and professionally. If 
you are ambitious, an “out of the box” thinker, a dedicated student who enjoys 
challenging assignments and is willing to take on more than average workload, 
you should take part in this programme. The main focus is upon the student 
developing in line with the HTIBP competency framework or profile. Students 
should show some competencies in these areas and be motivated to develop 
them further in the programme.

Programme aims
On a macro level, the IB HP aims to support talented students build upon 
their main phase education to allow them to realise goals and skills beneficial 
for professional excellence in their professional field. The HP will provide 
enrichment opportunities centred upon the student’s individual goals, and is 
designed for development of depth of knowledge and skills in their chosen 
profession, exploration of interdisciplinary topics as well as active engagement 
in the international community. The IB HP also strengthens relationships and 
networks with its students to maintain lifelong connections with the school 
as valued alumni. Through the development of modules, workshops and/or 
information for the HP, the regular main phase IB programme has benefitted 
as teachers can use the developed material in regular classes. There are also 
interesting and informative lectures presented for/by Honours students that IB 
students can attend. 

On a micro level, the HP  aims at professional excellence by building highly 
talented international business professionals, whose notable features 
are centred around the HTIBP competency profile domains and items (or 
behaviours):

• Achieving results 
• Showing perseverance in complex environments 
• Taking responsibility for achieving goals
• Showing entrepreneurship

• Communicating 
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• Using language effectively in different cultural and professional settings 
• Continuing to ask questions to get a clear understanding of the situation
• Listening actively to identify a problem or an opportunity

• Innovating 
• Coming up with creative ideas proactively 
• Improving ideas from others
• Keeping up with the latest professional developments
• Showing inventive, new possibilities by thinking ‘out of the box’

• Seeing patterns and interrelationships in a global context
• Adapting one’s professional approach to another culture
• Combining expertise from different specialties
• Showing patience and control in culturally diverse environments

• Self-reflecting 
• Showing independence in thinking of new possibilities
• Understanding one’s strengths and weaknesses, and acting upon it
• Improving oneself beneficial to the organisation

The IB HP embraces the social constructivist view on learning and students, design 
their own learning outcomes, using the HTIBP competency profile as a guide and 
the teacher is a facilitator of this process. In this setting, the key components of 
honours pedagogy are: creating a community, enhancing academic competence 
and offering freedom based on the work of Wolfensberger (2012, P. 38) and the 
HP challenges the students to master and receive the following:

• Creating a Community
• Interaction, (peer) feedback, active learning – building effective 

relationships between the teachers and other honours students.
• Encouragement, joy, inspiration – strategies and forms of teacher 

behaviour that create a positive and supportive spirit.
• Availability, interest in students, commitment – strategies and forms of 

teacher behaviour that make the teacher part of the community in a 
practical and personal sense.

• Enhancing academic competence
• Multi and interdisciplinary thinking, multiple perspectives – strategies 

for providing content, both academic and societal, and supporting 
connective thinking.

• Scholarly teaching, academic depth, involvement in research – 
strategies that support the development of in depth analytical thinking 
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and of research skills.
• Challenging learning tasks, difficulty, and acceleration – the range of 

strategies that create challenge, both in quality (difficulty, complexity) 
and in quantity (pacing, size of tasks).

• Offering freedom
• Flexibility, allowing for self -regulation, openness – strategies that create 

space for students’ questions, choices and initiatives, scaffolding.
• Innovative teaching, experimentation, fun – strategies that foster the 

sense and excitement of experimentation.
• Professionalism, novice relationship, challenge – strategies that treat 

honours students as ‘junior colleagues’ in research and education 
(activities).

Content and working methods
Each year in honours, there are different working methods that students will 
encounter. Fundamentally, the student is responsible to design their own goals 
(personal and professional) at the beginning of the year (traditionally during the 
Boot Camp) in consultation with their mentor. The student then selects various 
experiences/courses/workshops/qualifications that they will complete over the 
year to fulfil their chosen goals. These goals should be achieved by using the 
different areas or working methods listed below: 

• Advanced Business Content
• Seminars
• Community
• Interdisciplinary
• Mentoring
• Portfolio

There are various degrees of bounded freedom within these content areas. 
Shaping the HTIBP is the central goal of the IB HP. Therefore, the contents of the 
programme can be very diverse, depending on the various projects the student 
chooses to work on. The focus, however, is on International Business and 
developing the competencies needed for each student’s specific career goals.

Each year there are different responsibilities regarding the minimum amount of 
work to complete across these six areas. It is a student’s responsibility to ensure 
they have completed the minimum amount or work to earn their honours 
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credits for a year. The honours credits are awarded at the end of the academic 
year pending a sufficient assessment from two independent mentors.

Advanced business content
This is a student-designed aspect. The directed assignments provide opportunity 
to explore areas relevant to the student’s chosen field. There are three main 
ways to fulfil this content area:

1. Students will join a project presented to them by the programme 
coordinator. There are a number of projects available for students to 
proactively participate in each semester. They are spread across different 
content areas, and will always have a professional expert as the project 
leader. The projects will go into depth regarding a specific business related 
area, they will be linked to real life businesses/situation where possible. 
Examples of some available projects are;
• Advanced stock market training: exploring different investment styles 

and techniques; Is there a good and a bad approach in investments; 
Which methods are applied by successful investors; What makes 
investors successful; What is value investing, and how can you apply it; 
Applying your regular IB knowledge in practice. On top of this, students 
can come up with their own input.

• TopSim Change Management intensive: the goal of this gamification 
workshop is to experience challenges and the further development 
of management skills within the scope of a department manager 
through the use of a simulation programme. The focus is on real-
life challenges of a department head, managing a change together 
with her employees. The participants are going to have the role of a 
group of consultants, dealing with organizational change and change 
management within a department; personality profiles/types and 
how they can influence a change; conflicts and networks between 
department members and how this influences leadership; motivation 
at the workplace and how to build commitment towards a shared goal; 
decision-making, recommending interventions and directly receiving 
feedback on their effect 

• Train the Trainers: a set of 8 workshops in which students learn 
techniques for training; from working with the client (establishing 
customer needs), designing trainings, through to final delivery. 
Workshops will cover concepts of inspiration, public speaking, body 
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language, vocal techniques and improvisation skills. Students will 
present ideas, thoughts and workshops throughout the project upon 
which feedback is given. The final assessment is for each student to give 
a comprehensive 1 hour training workshop that shows competencies 
in the areas presented in the previous workshops.

2. The student can choose to take other classes to fulfil this assignment, if 
they can justify the importance and relevance of it to their specific learning 
journey. A student may choose to either dive deeper into a specific area of a 
course they currently follow, explore a new field or course relevant to their 
professional goals, or participate in a supervised research assignment. They 
can follow a course within IB in greater depth by having separate sessions 
with the lecture and by completing extra assignments. Alternatively, 
courses can be followed within another educational institution, online or 
within a professional institute allowing students to complete recognized 
qualifications in a professional area e.g. accountancy.

3. Students can design their own project. They select an appropriate external 
mentor as a supervisor; formulate their own contract clarifying both the 
process and assessment of the project. Students are especially encouraged 
to participate in research projects and international projects. Prior to the 
start of the project, students will define the process and project outcomes 
and include these in discussion with their honours Mentor. 

There is a degree of flexibility within these projects as this allows for a very 
specific and personal development for the student. 

Seminars
The seminar thematic blocks are characterised by the hands-on and 
interdisciplinary approach, focusing on current issues and innovation in 
the selected topic area. Involvement of professionals from the field (guest 
lecturers) is encouraged, as are practical assignments, workshops for 
preparation and enrichment. Each session relates to the overall thematic 
block. Different sessions are held each week to explore each seminar subject 
in an interdisciplinary fashion. Students will use this block to create their own 
development opportunities based on their individual goals and or weaknesses 
by running parallel research, as per the assignment given by the coordinator for 
that seminar.  
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Students in all years are blended together for these seminars to take advantage 
of a variety of experience and perspectives. This also offers a unique experience 
within the programme to work with peers in different years allowing a 
connectivity and expansion of knowledge, thinking and opinions.

The student’s research for this module is predominantly self-taught, and 
progress is monitored by the mentor throughout the semester. Students are 
challenged to select a relevant topic, conduct research, analyse, write, debate, 
and ultimately present their findings both written (Executive Summary) and 
orally (Final Seminar Presentation). Teachers facilitate and act as resource 
persons where possible. Modules will have themes such as Communication, 
Innovation and Personal Leadership.

Community projects
The HP asserts that students should play an active role as leaders not only in 
business but also by providing service as a leader in the community.  For this 
aspect, the group of IB Honours students, as a whole, collectively run the non-
profit foundation Hanze Worldwide, focused upon knowledge exchange and 
societal empowerment across borders. The students strive for a lasting effect 
and positive publicity for their initiatives. 

The students are expected to decide on which role they will take within the 
running of the foundation (events, communications, finance etc.) and should 
collectively decide upon their goals for the project and communicate these 
to the community leader for approval. They are required to identify, plan and 
execute their own community initiatives and reflect upon those experiences. At 
the end of each academic period, students receive formative feedback on their 
performance.

The main initiative for the non-profit foundation Hanze Worldwide in the 
2018/19 academic year was to organize and operationalise a TedX style day 
focused upon a topic of the students’ choice. 

As an extension of the foundation, there are annual summer schools that take 
place in East Africa. The summer schools will focus on different subjects such as 
societal empowerment, entrepreneurship, energy etc.  
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Below are some examples from work that was done for the foundation in the 
past: 

In the summer of 2013, 11 students and 3 mentors flew to Kenya to work for 5 
weeks on various projects around the Mombasa area. The project was based on 
an initiative of Condor Airlines. Having flown to and from Mombasa for many 
years, the flight crews have been aware and involved with various projects in the 
local area that needed assistance. As the flight crews only have a few days lay 
over, they never had the time to invest in these projects. Therefore a partnership 
was formed by which Condor sponsored the flights and the students spent time 
working on the projects.  A year was spent with the entire IB Honours Team 
fundraising and preparing for these projects, gathering culturally specific data 
and developing various strategies. Three main projects in Mombasa were:

The fire brigade
Many people in Mombasa were unaware of what the fire brigade actually did 
or even how to contact them. The students ran a marketing campaign across 
the city, advertising the capabilities and contact details of the fire brigade. They 
worked closely with the fire team to also offer fire safety training within schools.

The Blue Bell nursery
This school had been having many issues with their finances. They were unable 
to keep track of their accounts due to a lack of training amongst the staff. The 
students worked closely with the staff to train them on how to use an accountancy 
system that the students had designed specific to their needs. This was also made 
possible by the students fundraising money to provide a laptop for the school.

St Joseph’s House of Hope 
This school was in great need of teaching assistance. They have many students 
and just a few teachers. The honours students created 2 courses that each 
lasted for 5 weeks. The first course focused on business administration, and 
was given to students alongside their normal lessons. The second course was 
held on Saturdays and focused upon entrepreneurship. This course was open 
to members of the local community who wished to start their own businesses. 
In recent years the foundation has been running a collaborative summer school 
in collaboration with the University of Dar es Salaam in Tanzania. For an example 
of some of the summer school experiences, please see: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1q9xqpR5LrA



163

Appendix

A

Interdisciplinary projects
The main principle behind the interdisciplinary line is to encourage students to 
experience working and learning in an area outside of International Business, 
but one that will overall add to their professional development. For example, 
taking a course in graphic design to benefit a marketing career goal; learning 
about psychology to enrich a career in Human Resources; or even taking a Stand 
Up Acting Course to overcome fears of public speaking. There are two main 
ways that students can participate in interdisciplinary modules. The first option 
is to sign up for one of the interdisciplinary modules arranged by the Hanze 
Honours College. These are run within the different Honours programmes of all 
schools within Hanze University of Applied Sciences, Groningen. Interdisciplinary 
workshops address societal or innovative topics related to the main focus of 
the schools or Centres of Knowledge.  A list of available modules is emailed 
to honours students prior to each academic period. Workshops will focus on 
a variety of themes and include guest lectures, participatory assignments and 
debate. Each school will offer a minimum of one module per year, at least four 
per year are in English. IB students are allowed to follow workshops in Dutch or 
English. The second available option is for students to enroll in a class/module/
course that they find outside of Hanze Honours College. This can be done by 
utilising online courses from website such as:

• https://www.coursera.org/
• https://www.canvas.net/
• http://academicearth.org/universities/
• https://www.usva.nl/en/courses/courses-overview/categories/

The student should then discuss this with their mentor explaining their reasoning 
for wanting to complete this course, the anticipated workload, and expectation 
for the final assessment. Pending approval from the mentor, the student can 
follow this course.

During time abroad during year three of the IB undergraduate programme, 
six months are spent working at a company and six months they study at a 
partner university. During the latter, honours students should enroll in one 
class totally outside their field of professional interest. This can be on any topic 
of their choice. The Honours Coordinator or mentors can assist with these 
arrangements in advance of the student’s arrival at the partner university. The 
students are encouraged to think outside the box – maybe a new sport, an 
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art course, literature? It can be anything but NOT a business related course. If 
finding or enrolling for such a course at the partner school is not possible, the 
student ought to find another course given locally. Many community clubs and 
the local libraries advertise courses which are very low cost. 

Mentoring
Once selected for honours, students are paired with one of IB’s honours 
mentors. This pairing process is based upon a culmination of different factors. 
Cultural components are important, but also the development of competencies 
plays a key role. The mentor who is most likely to develop the talent profile 
competencies in the student is the one most likely to be assigned. The mentors 
all have very different personalities, cultural backgrounds, working experience 
etc. and by selecting a mentor who will best ‘compliment’ the competencies 
they need to develop will be paired with the student. 

Good mentors help students gradually understand how their objectives fit 
into the HP. As the relationship evolves, mentors expect and encourage their 
students to accept increasing responsibility and more complex challenges. It 
is essential to keep in mind that IB HP is the beginning rather than the sum of 
the student’s career. The mentor’s “end game” requires assisting the student in 
successfully launching that career.

During mentoring sessions the students are encouraged to use their time 
effectively. Mentors work with the student on developing schedules and meeting 
benchmarks. Share techniques and practices that have been useful for others 
but do not insist there is only one way. Rather, help them blaze their own trail 
and devise a plan that keeps them on it.  The mentor will oversee professional 
development. Mentors help their mentees become full-fledged members of a 
profession and not just students.

One of the challenges that incoming honours students have is making the 
transition from the format of the ‘regular’ IB education – the short-term goals, 
predictable closure and tight structure of course work – to the unfamiliar, loosely 
structured, and relatively open-ended approach of the HP. Mentors sometimes 
need to be directive, maintain a short-term focus, and assign concrete tasks and 
deadlines. As students become more proficient with the basics, the mentors 
pay increasing attention to their progress both as students, by acting as a 
consultant or sounding board, and as professionals, by socializing them into 
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the culture of their disciplines. The former means suggesting lines of inquiry 
and options for solving problems and discussing potential outcomes. The latter 
means encouraging the development of communication and networking skills.

The HP mentoring sessions are designed to provide insightful feedback and 
guidance in support of the student’s professional and personal objectives; 
to encourage students to maximise their potential by addressing personal 
development; to cultivate a lasting professional relationship (with IB) which 
continues after the student’s graduation. There is a real focus upon personal 
progress and individual goals.

Portfolios
Towards the end of each academic year in honours, students submit a portfolio 
that presents their development over the year. This is the final, and arguably 
most important, aspect of the year. The portfolio should bring together the 
competencies learned throughout the year with the creativity, personal 
branding and specialization developed during the HP.

Students are asked to reflect upon and defend their personal and professional 
learning journeys throughout the year, focusing on the five competency domains 
of the HTIBP profile. The student should show what they have achieved during 
their year and how this will benefit them in their future. 

Students need to focus upon their skills and development in these key areas 
that comprise the HTIBP:
 
• Communication
• Seeing patterns and interrelationships
• Innovation
• Achieving results
• Self-reflection

The components of the portfolio are as follows:

• HTIBP development; using 360ᵒ feedback from self, mentor, friend, 
professional, and family member, the student should show the way 
different stakeholders view their competences, and give specific examples 
of how this perception has been gained.
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• A strengths and cautions report; using various tools such as PI, IDI, MIBT, 
Strength Finder etc. the student should present their strengths and how 
they can utilise them, and also their weaknesses, and what they plan to do 
to develop them.

• Resume; following the CV workshop, students should present an updated 
resume that showcases their skills/experiences.

• Goals for the year; a critical reflection report on what goals the student had 
set at the start of the year, what they chose to do to achieve these goals, 
how they reflect on this experience and learning, and what goals they have 
set themselves for the coming year.

• Brag book; this is a showcase of accomplishments. The brag book is a great 
way to tell your story and prove you are the right person for the job no 
matter what industry you are in. It is meant to substantiate the information 
you have included in your resume. Note each accomplishment and gather 
documentation that supports it. For example, if your resume states that 
you earned the “Gold Cup Award” in your present job, include a copy of the 
award certificate in your brag book

Students are required to submit their portfolio to two mentors (assigned by 
coordinator) in period 4. The Coordinator will act as a 3rd marker if needed. 
They will also be called to a defence during period 4 in which the assessors can 
clarify the information and ask questions about the students’ development. 

In their fourth year, before graduation, honours students give a final 15-20 
minute capstone presentation, a final year culminating assessment. Students 
explain their learning journey throughout the HP, specifically in relation to 
the HTIBP profile, by summating how they construed their learning outcomes 
during the entire HP.

They may wish to reflect upon their time in honours; perhaps give words of 
wisdom; share a talent; or otherwise as well. The community present, including 
the mentors or other honours students, may ask questions at the end. Once a 
student has completed this final capstone presentation, they have successfully 
completed the HP.
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Samenvatting

Na afronding van de hoger beroepsopleiding International Business(IB), 
dienen studenten voldoende voorbereid te zijn op de IB beroepspraktijk. Een 
competentieraamwerk is geschikt voor de inrichting van het onderwijs en 
aansluiting op deze beroepspraktijk. 

In IB is er veel vraag naar talent en steeds meer instellingen ontwikkelen 
daarom speciale onderwijs programma’s, ‘honours programma’s (HP’s), die 
zich richten op het opleiden van gemotiveerde en talentvolle studenten die 
meer willen en kunnen dan het reguliere programma biedt. Echter, er is nog 
geen competentieraamwerk beschikbaar gericht op talent. Daarom richt dit 
proefschrift zich eerst op de vraag welke competenties een getalenteerde IB 
professional beheerst om zo te komen tot een competentieraamwerk voor 
talent. Dit ontwikkelde raamwerk wordt vervolgens in het IB HP gebruikt 
en hebben we onderzocht wat de perceptie van honours studenten op het 
competentieraamwerk van een getalenteerde IB professional is, en hoe ze met 
het competentieraamwerk werken en of dit aansluit bij de beroepspraktijk.

Hoofdstuk 1 beschrijft het toenemende belang van competenties en 
competentieraamwerken in international business (IB) voor ontwikkel- en 
opleidingsdoeleinden, en de uitdagingen die gepaard gaan met het zoeken naar 
een duidelijk competentieraamwerk specifiek gerelateerd aan talent. 

Competentieraamwerken bieden een hulpmiddel om hoger onderwijspro-
gramma’s in te richten zodat ze aansluiten bij de eisen en wensen van het 
werkveld, echter de afstemming tussen deze eisen van het werkveld en wat 
afgestudeerden te bieden hebben is nog niet optimaal. De reden is dat wellicht 
niet de goede competenties worden aangeboden en ontwikkeld, of dat de per-
ceptie van studenten op deze competenties anders is en ze de competenties 
anders gebruiken en interpreteren, dan bedoeld door het werkveld. 

Het vaststellen van mogelijke verschillen in perceptie en interpretatie van de 
competenties kan helpen met het fine-tunen van HP’s en het verbeteren van de 
afstemming tussen onderwijs en het werkveld.

Het belang van het verkrijgen van meer inzicht in welke competenties bij 
een getalenteerde IB professional horen en wat de studentperceptie op 
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deze competenties is, en hoe ze ermee werken in de onderwijspraktijk heeft 
geresulteerd in de centrale onderzoeksvragen van dit proefschrift: 
1. Wat karakteriseert getalenteerde IB professionals? 
2. Wat zijn de percepties van IB honours studenten op het HTIBP competentie 

profiel en hoe hebben ze het werken met het competentie raamwerk 
(profiel) in het onderwijs ervaren? 

Hoofdstuk 2 beschrijft een explorerend kwalitatief onderzoek om een 
competentie profiel (raamwerk) specifiek gerelateerd aan IB talent te 
ontwikkelen. Op basis van 3 focusgroep gesprekken met in totaal 16 IB 
professionals is een conceptprofiel ontwikkeld. Dit conceptprofiel is vervolgens 
door een panel van 22 experts, met minimum van 10 jaar ervaring in een 
leiderschapsrol in IB, nader gevalideerd. Het gevalideerde IB talent profiel 
of competentieraamwerk, bestaat uit 16 items (gedragingen) behorende 
bij 5 domeinen: Behalen van resultaten (Achieving results); Communiceren 
(Communicating); Innoveren (Innovating); Zelfreflectie (Self-reflecting) en Het 
herkennen van patronen en onderlinge relaties in een internationale context 
(Seeing patterns and interrelationships in a global context). Deze resultaten 
zijn vervolgens vergeleken met de in de literatuur beschreven management en 
leiderschap competenties om inzicht te krijgen in verschillen en overlap tussen 
de IB competenties uit de literatuur en competenties zoals beschreven in het 
ontwikkelde IB talent profiel. Het IB talent profiel, het profiel van de getalenteerde 
(‘highly talented’) internationale business professionals (HTIBP), biedt een 
empirisch onderzocht competentieraamwerk specifiek gerelateerd aan talent. 
Het is van belang dat honours studenten het spectrum van de 5 competenties 
van het talent profiel geïntegreerd kunnen toepassen in de praktijk. Het hierop 
voorbereiden van toekomstig getalenteerde IB professionals, is een belangrijke 
uitdaging voor IB HP’s.

We hebben het HTIBP competentieraamwerk nader geëxploreerd in een 
internationale context. De internationale perspectieven op het HTIBP 
competentieraamwerk zijn beschreven in de studie in hoofdstuk 3. In een 
kwantitatieve studie met 183 participanten van Oost Azië en West Europa 
hebben we op basis van een survey-onderzoek vanuit internationaal perspectief 
gekeken naar consensus op de domeinen en items, of gedragingen, van het 
HTIBP profiel. De resultaten laten zien dat er internationale consensus is met 
betrekking tot de domeinen: Behalen van resultaten; Communiceren en Het 
herkennen van patronen en onderlinge relaties in een internationale context. 
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Echter, er werden ook duidelijke verschillen in perceptie op talent gevonden 
tussen de verschillende landen. Per land werden andere gedragingen gezien 
als onderscheidend voor talent. Deze bevinding maakt het belangrijk voor 
studenten om gedragingen te kunnen aanpassen aan de verwachtingen in de 
verschillende contexten. HP’s in IB, moeten het spectrum van de 5 domeinen 
ontwikkelen bij studenten, maar studenten leren tegelijk om de lokale en 
culturele context in acht te nemen. Door de internationale percepties op 
het HTIBP competentieraamwerk te onderzoeken, dragen we bij aan de 
internationale discussie over talent in IB. 

Het HTIBP competentie raamwerk (profiel) is vervolgens gebruikt om een HP 
IB bij de Hanze Hogeschool te structureren en in te richten. Dit gaf ons de 
gelegenheid om inzicht te krijgen in de student perceptie op het HTIBP profiel 
en hoe studenten het ervaren om in de onderwijspraktijk met het profiel te 
werken. In hoofdstukken 4 en 5, doen we verslag van de perspectieven van 
studenten op het HTIBP profiel en aanvullend of ze de domeinen en gedragingen 
(items) van het profiel als relevant en betekenisvol hebben ervaren. Honours 
studenten stellen hun eigen leerdoelen op, gebaseerd op het HTIBP competentie 
raamwerk (profiel), en hoofdstuk 5 beschrijft een studie waarbij is onderzocht 
of studenten het competentieraamwerk hebben geïnterpreteerd zoals dit is 
bedoeld door de IB beroepspraktijk. 

Hoofdstuk 4, rapporteert over een praktijkgerichte studie, waarbij een survey 
en daarna gestructureerde interviews werden gebruikt. De survey werd 
afgenomen onder jaar twee en jaar vier studenten uit het HP. De participanten 
werd gevraagd of ze de domeinen, en in een aparte vraag, de gedragingen 
(items) van het HTIBP essentieel vinden voor getalenteerde IB professionals. 
Daarna zijn verdiepende interviews gehouden met 12 honours studenten, die 
niet deelnamen aan het survey-onderzoek, om de uitkomsten van de survey te 
verdiepen. Aanvullend hebben we in de interviews gevraagd of studenten de 
domeinen en gedragingen (items) van het profiel als relevant en betekenisvol 
hebben ervaren. 

De survey resultaten laten een hoge mate van consensus zien op het HTIBP profiel. 
Alle domeinen en alle gedragingen, op twee na, werden gezien als essentieel 
voor talent. De twee gedragingen die studenten niet essentieel vonden waren: 
Ondernemerschap en Het verbeteren van bestaande ideeën van anderen.  De 
verdiepende interviews laten zien dat de studenten Ondernemerschap en 



172

Chapter A

Innoveren niet relevant en betekenisvol vinden. Participanten gaven hierbij 
aan dat de betekenis behorende bij Ondernemerschap en Innoveren voor hen 
niet helemaal duidelijk was. Het ontbreken van duidelijkheid leidde ertoe dat 
studenten de gedragingen als niet relevant en betekenisvol hebben ervaren. 
Het is belangrijk de betekenis van de competenties goed uit te leggen, zoals 
ze zijn bedoeld door het werkveld, om te bevorderen dat studenten ze beter 
snappen en ze eerder als relevant en betekenisvol ervaren. Dit zal bevorderen 
dat studenten het competentieraamwerk interpreteren zoals beoogd, en dat 
kan de afstemming tussen de eisen van het werkveld en onderwijs verbeteren.  

De laatste studie in hoofdstuk 5, doet verslag van een kwalitatieve praktijk-
gerichte studie onder honours studenten waarin wordt onderzocht hoe, in de 
sociaal constructivistische context, studenten het HTIBP competentieraamwerk 
interpreteren en hun leerdoelen formuleren aan de hand van dit competentier-
aamwerk. 22 presentaties van laatstejaars HP studenten, gehouden tussen 2014 
en 2016, zijn op video opgenomen en getranscribeerd. Tijdens de mondelinge 
presentatie, vatten studenten hun leerweg door het gehele HP samen in relatie 
tot het HTIBP competentieraamwerk, en hoe ze hun leerdoelen in de loop van 
het HP aan de hand van het HTIBP competentieraamwerk hebben geformuleerd. 

De analyse van de data liet zien dat de studenten de competenties van het 
HTIBP competentieraamwerk veelal anders interpreteren dan bedoeld door het 
werkveld. Nieuwe betekenis werd gegeven aan bestaande competenties uit het 
HTIBP raamwerk en daarnaast werden nieuwe competenties beschreven die 
niet in het competentieraamwerk stonden maar die lijken te zijn geïnspireerd 
door de honours pedagogiek. 

De resultaten van deze studie laten zien dat competenties niet altijd worden 
geïnterpreteerd zoals bedoeld door het werkveld, hetgeen aansluiting van 
het onderwijs op de beroepspraktijk niet ten goede komt. De wetenschap 
dat studenten de competentieraamwerken veelal anders interpreteren dan 
bedoeld, wanneer ze hun leerdoelen formuleren, helpt om opleiders hiervan 
bewust te maken zodat zij de studenten beter kunnen begeleiden om het 
competentieraamwerk te interpreteren zoals het is bedoeld door het werkveld 
en zo de aansluiting met het werkveld verder te verbeteren.

Hoofdstuk 6, het afsluitende hoofdstuk, beschrijft hoe de afzonderlijke 
hoofdstukken bijdragen aan de centrale onderzoeksvragen: 
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Wat karakteriseert getalenteerde IB professionals? en Wat zijn de percepties 
van IB honours studenten op het HTIBP competentie profiel en hoe hebben ze 
het werken met het competentie raamwerk (profiel) in het onderwijs ervaren? 
Talent in IB wordt beschreven in het profiel van de getalenteerde (‘highly 
talented’) IB  professionals (HTIBP). Het HTIBP competentie raamwerk bestaat 
uit vijf, veelal generieke domeinen: Behalen van resultaten; Communiceren; 
Innoveren; Zelfreflectie, en Het herkennen van patronen en onderlinge relaties 
in een internationale context, elk met bijbehorende gedragingen. 

 In een complex en dynamisch werkveld, bezitten getalenteerde IB professionals 
het spectrum van de vijf domeinen. Ze zijn verder in staat om internationaal 
patronen en onderlinge relaties te ontdekken en ze kunnen inschatten wat nodig 
is in een bepaalde context en wat er geleerd moet worden om een bepaald doel 
te bereiken. 

Internationale percepties op het HTIBP profiel laten consensus over zien over het 
belang van drie domeinen voor talent: Behalen van resultaten; Communiceren; 
en Het herkennen van patronen en onderlinge relaties in een internationale 
context. 

Tussen individuele landen was er echter ook sprake van verschillen in de 
perceptie op talent. 

Het HTIBP competentieraamwerk biedt een hulpmiddel om talentprogramma’s 
in het hoger onderwijs, honours programma’s, in te richten en biedt tevens een 
basis voor reflectie op en het ontwikkelen van de relevante talent gerelateerde 
competenties. Het is daarbij van belang om adaptieve communicators op 
te leiden, die zich kunnen aanpassen aan steeds veranderende culturele 
contexten, waar nodig. Na de ontwikkeling van het IB HP, gebaseerd op het 
HTIBP competentieraamwerk, hebben we in deze onderwijspraktijk kunnen 
onderzoeken wat het student perspectief is op het HTIBP profiel en hoe ze 
hebben ervaren om met het profiel te werken. Studenten perceptie op het 
HTIBP profiel sluit aan bij de perceptie van het werkveld met uitzondering van 
Ondernemerschap en Innoveren. Dit werd door studenten als niet relevant en 
niet betekenisvol ervaren omdat de betekenis behorende bij Ondernemerschap 
en Innoveren niet duidelijk was voor de studenten. Daarnaast werd iets nieuws 
leren als relevant en betekenisvol ervaren, zoals het domein Zelfreflectie, 
waarmee studenten nog niet eerder hadden gewerkt. Het is belangrijk om, bij 
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het werken met competentieraamwerken, de betekenis van de competenties 
te expliciteren zoals ze zijn bedoeld door het werkveld, zodat studenten de 
betekenis snappen en ze deze eerder als relevant en betekenisvol ervaren. 
Dit zal bevorderen dat studenten met het competentieraamwerk werken 
zoals beoogd, en dat de afstemming tussen de eisen van het werkveld en 
onderwijs wordt verbeterd.  In een sociaal constructivistische setting, hadden 
studenten de vrijheid om hun leerdoelen op te stellen gebaseerd op het 
HTIBP competentieraamwerk. Studenten interpreteerden de domeinen van 
het raamwerk niet in afstemming met hoe deze waren bedoeld door het 
werkveld. Aan bestaande domeinen werd nieuwe betekenis toegevoegd, en 
nieuwe domeinen werden toegevoegd die niet in het HTIBP raamwerk staan. 
Regelmatige onderlinge afstemming tussen alle stakeholders is belangrijk. 
Competentieraamwerken zijn dynamisch en dienen regelmatig verrijkt en 
herzien te worden door met elkaar het gesprek te blijven voeren.  

Ter afsluiting in dit proefschrift worden een aantal praktische implicaties 
beschreven en inzichten gegeven voor het werken met een competentieraamwerk 
voor talent in HP’s, en hoe de aansluiting op de beroepspraktijk kan worden 
verbeterd. Tevens worden zwakke en sterke punten van dit werk benoemd en 
suggesties voor vervolgonderzoek beschreven. Het proefschrift eindigt met 
een tabel met praktische suggesties die als handvat kunnen dienen om de 
implementatie van een competentieraamwerk voor talent in een HP te kunnen 
operationaliseren.
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Dankwoord

Ik heb altijd al de wens gekoesterd om te promoveren en die wens is nu bijna 
vervuld, het proefschrift is bijna af. Het afleggen van een PhD traject doe je 
niet alleen, daarom wil ik graag iedereen bedanken die me heeft begeleid, 
geadviseerd en geholpen. 

Marca Wolfensberger, mijn co-promotor, is de eerste persoon die ik graag wil 
bedanken. Ik ben bij de kenniskring van jouw lectoraat begonnen en heb daarna 
de kans kregen om met een PhD te starten op het gebied van talent. Ik kan me 
herinneren dat je eerste advies was om van 5 tot 10 wetenschappelijke journals, 
de relevante publicaties van de laatste 10 jaar te lezen! Dan het liefst dit nog 
even presenteren tijdens de kenniskring vergadering. Je weet van aanpakken en 
je hebt altijd veel ideeën. Ik heb veel van je geleerd en wil je bedanken voor je 
advies, je steun en je goede ideeën.

Debbie, je bent een top promotor. Bij ons overleg was ik in het begin vaak best 
gespannen, omdat je zulke ontzettend goede en scherpe vragen stelde en ik 
altijd overal goede antwoorden op wilde hebben. Dat was nergens voor nodig, 
want het is gewoon heel leuk om met je te sparren en praten over het onderzoek 
en natuurlijk ook andere dingen. Het is knap hoe je altijd aanknopingspunten 
en mogelijkheden ziet en hoe je soms met 1 regeltje of in 1 zin een probleem 
kan oplossen. Je hebt me ook alle vrijheid gegeven en toevertrouwd en dat was 
helemaal geweldig. Enorm bedankt voor de fijne tijd.

Marjolein, ik heb veel van jou geleerd en ik vond het altijd fijn om samen met jou 
data te verzamelen en te analyseren en de inhoud van de artikelen te bespreken. 
Je was altijd kritisch, maar dan op een hele positieve en constructieve manier 
en liet me reflecteren en zo soms mogelijkheden bedenken die ik zonder jou 
hulp misschien niet zo zou hebben bedacht. Je wist me altijd te motiveren en 
dat maakt samenwerken met jou heel plezierig en daar heb ik van genoten.

Patricia, jij hebt me ook veel goede adviezen gegeven en ik heb veel van je 
geleerd. Je gaf snel feedback op stukken die ik je stuurde en ik vond het dan 
altijd fijn om daar dan toch nog even over te praten. De rust die je uitstraalt en 
waarmee je dingen uitlegt, is bewonderenswaardig. Het was heel fijn met jou te 
hebben gewerkt. Ik ben heel blij dat je mijn paranymf wilt zijn. 
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Wolter, helemaal in het begin heb jij me op weg geholpen als dagelijks begeleider, 
en ik wil je bedanken voor de plezierige samenwerking.

Dan wil ik ook graag de collega’s van de kenniskring van de onderzoeksgroep 
Talent Development in Higher Education and Society. Nelleke, Elanor, Ari, 
Maarten, Ingrid dank jullie wel dat we vrijdags tijdens ons vaste uurtje van 9 tot 
10 uur vaak samen hebben kunnen sparren. 

Ook de collega’s met wie ik bij mijn school, International Business Studies (IBS), 
al heel lang een kantoor deel en die me vaak hebben horen praten over mijn 
PhD onderzoek wil ik bedanken. Froukje, Ilse, Angeline, Lucie, Jan-Roelf en Koos, 
bedankt voor jullie luisterend oor en ook de gezelligheid, natuurlijk. Ook heel erg 
bedankt Ning Ding. Tot op de dag van vandaag ben ik verbaasd over de snelheid 
waarmee je werkt en hoe goed je bent met het kritisch bekijken van data. 

De Hanzehogeschool heeft middels haar promotieregeling dit onderzoek 
gefaciliteerd en gefinancierd, samen met de RUG, en daarvoor ben ik erg 
dankbaar. Mijn teamleider bij IBS, Ritva Laurila, en later Linda Onderwater, 
bedankt voor jullie steun. Ook de Deans, Paul Ganzeboom en daarvoor Bram 
ten Kate, bedankt voor de steun en het vertrouwen in mij. 

De samenwerking met studenten van IBS en van het honours programma is zeer 
zeker belangrijk te noemen. Het was heel inspirerend, jullie zijn top. Thanks! 
Gemma Coughlan, de honours programma co-ordinator bij IBS, het is geweldig 
om met je te werken. Het is zo fijn te zien hoe het onderzoek echt in de praktijk 
wordt gebruikt en hoe enthousiast jij altijd bent over onze honours studenten. 
Ik ben blij dat ook jij, samen met Patricia, mijn paranymf wilt zijn.

Dan kom ik toe aan het bedanken van mijn familie. Pap en mam, ik wil jullie 
allebei bedanken voor alles wat jullie voor me hebben gedaan. Ik weet hoe trots 
jullie op me waren en toen ik vertelde dat ik promotieonderzoek ging doen, 
glunderden jullie allebei. Het mocht niet zo zijn, ik heb van jullie allebei afscheid 
moeten nemen tijdens mijn PhD reis. Dit is het aller moeilijkste wat ik ooit in 
mijn leven heb moeten doen. Het was te vroeg. Toch resoneerde bij mij jullie 
woorden “gewuen doon” en “haot dich haoks”, “gewoon doen” en “hou je 
haaks”, en ik heb de moed verzameld om verder te gaan met mijn onderzoek. 
Nu is het zover; pap en mam, het is gelukt. Hartstikke bedankt voor alles en “ich 
hoj van uch”. 
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Mijn broers en hun gezinnen leefden ook erg mee met mijn promotietraject 
en de vraag “hoe gaat het met je onderzoek” hoorde er gewoon bij. Bedankt 
allemaal voor jullie interesse en voor jullie steun.

Lieve Ian, bedankt voor je steun, je geduld, en voor het overnemen van taken 
in en om het huis, en voor onze zaak. Toen je vader, Jim, overleed zijn we ook 
daar samen doorheen moeten gaan en je bleef sterk. Het was soms best veel 
allemaal en fijn dat je me steeds hebt geholpen. Rick en Anouk, lief dat jullie 
ook zo betrokken waren bij mijn PhD reis en af en toe vroegen jullie “mama, 
wanneer ben je klaar?” Jullie doen heel goed je best op school en daar ben ik 
heel trots op. Nou Rick en Anouk, mama is klaar!
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Florida, Detroit, and in Paisley, Scotland where she was invited to be a keynote 
speaker.

At IBS, Petra fulfilled more roles, such as HELO (Hanze Electronic Learning 
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Petra is married to Ian Fitzgerald, whom she met in America 31 years ago. They 
live together in Leek with their son Rick (2004) and daughter Anouk (2007).





184

Research Institute SHARE 

This thesis is published within the Research Institute SHARE (Science in Healthy Ageing 
and healthcaRE) of the University Medical Center Groningen / University of Groningen.
Further information regarding the institute and its research can be obtained from our 
internet site: http://www.share.umcg.nl/ 

More recent theses can be found in the list below. (supervisors are between brackets)

2019
Löwik CAM
Early prosthetic joint infection anfter primary total joint arthroplasty; risk factors and 
treatment strategies (prof SK Bulstra, dr M Stevens, dr PC Jutte)

Bosker RJI
Teaching, learning and implementation of laporoscopic colon surgery
(prof JPEN Pierie, prof RJ Ploeg)

Graaf G de 
Eyes on the prize: early economic evaluation to guide translational research; Examples 
from the development of biomarkers for type 2 diabetes
(prof E Buskens, dr D Postmus)

Bernardes TP
Hypertensive disorders of pregnancy; occurrence, recurrence and management
(prof HM Boezen, prof P van den Berg, prof BW Mol, dr H Groen)

Tuitert I
Synergies and end-effector kinematics in upper limb movements
(dr RM Bongers, prof RJ Bootsma, prof E Otten)

Velthuis F
Unraveling the complexities of enacting change in undergraduate medical curricula
(prof ADC Jaarsma, dr E Helmich, dr H Dekker)

Brown NJL
Can positive emotions improve physical health? An examination of some claims from 
positive psychology
(prof AV Ranchor, dr CJ Albers)

Hagedoorn EI
Collaborative partnership between family caregivers and nurses in the care of older 
hospitalized persons (prof CP van der Schans, prof T Jaarsma, dr W Paans, dr JC Keers)



185

Botes R
Aging and wellbeing: investigating elderly preferences and values
(prof E Buskens, prof AVR Ranchor, dr KM Vermeulen)

Ong KJ
Economic aspects of public health programmes for infectious disease control; studies 
on Human Immunodeficiency Virus & Human Papillomavirus
(prof MJ Postma, prof M Jit, dr K Soldan, dr AJ van Hoek)

Oosterhaven J
Hand eczema; impact, treatment and outcome measures
(dr MLA Schuttelaar, prof PJ Coenraads)

Postma DBW
Affordance-based control in running to catch fly balls
(prof KAPM Lemmink, dr FTJM Zaal)

Nuenen FM van
Screening of distress and referral need in Dutch oncology practice
(prof HBM van de Wiel, dr JEHM Hoekstra-Weebers, dr SM Donofrio)

Olthof SBH
Small-sided games in youth soccer; performance and behavior compared to the official 
match (prof KAPM Lemmink, dr WGP Frencken)

Yin H
Epidemiology and treatment of mental disorders in a rapidly developing urban region in 
China; a study of prevalence, risk factors and e-applications
(prof RA Schoevers, dr KJ Wardenaar)

Kuipers DA
Design for transfer; figural transfer through metaphorical recontextualization in games 
for health
(prof JPEN Pierie, dr JT Prins)

Belak A
The health of segregated Roma: first-line views and practices
(prof SA Reijneveld, prof A Geckova, dr JP van Dijk)

Kieffer TEC
Adaptation and modulation of memory and regulatory T cells in pregnancy
(prof SA Scherjon, dr MM Faas, dr JR Prins)

For earlier theses visit our website




