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Abstract: Talent management has been a vital performance component in the business sector. The
purpose of this study is to explore how talent management as a product and process innovation stimulator
is recognized and implemented by managers in small and medium-sized enterprises in Ho Chi Minh
City. Through qualitative research design and thematic analysis, 15 semi-structured interview data were
coded and arranged under two general themes and four sub-themes. The results showed that managers
perceive the strategic role of talent management. Talent development and talent retention are two factors
considered to have noticeable impacts on organizational innovation competencies. Talent management
strategies that foster innovation in Small and Medium Enterprises in Ho Chi Minh City can be mentioned:
Linking innovation to the Key Performance Indexes of key positions; Internal mentoring programs for
young talent groups; Talent retention policies with opportunities to develop new products. Meanwhile,
the study also analyzed some businesses that still passively implement talent management, without
clearly linking it to innovation. These findings contribute to both academic and practical insights as they
shed light on the role of each talent management element in innovation and the need for systematic and
effective long-term implementation of talent management in organizational innovation strategies.

Keywords: Talent management, Innovation, SMEs, Ho Chi Minh City.

1 Introduction goals, expertise, empathy, market-oriented consider-
ation, and resources is needed (Vatousios & Happo-
nen, 2021). Aligned with corporate goals, TM prac-
tices enhance innovation and improve corporate per-
formance. Highly motivated and high-performing tal-
ents add value and support the competitiveness of or-

ganizations (Sivasankara et al., 2025). Therefore, ef-

Small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) are ev-
erywhere in the world, regarded as the backbone of
the economic structure of developed and developing
countries (Keskgn et al., 2010), and Vietnam is not
an exception. SMEs, though, lack technological capi-

tal and face financial, human capital, and qualification
barriers. Hence, they struggle in the early phase of in-
novating towards sustainable development.

Talent management (TM) has been a pivotal per-
formance component in businesses. Alzuod (2024)
stated that the paramount objective of a corporation
is to optimize the value of its resources, especially its
employees. TM involves finding, developing, evaluat-
ing, and retaining employees, putting the right individ-
uals into the right jobs at the right moment. Nonethe-
less, through different management practices, an ef-
fective incorporation of TM, competencies, shared

fective human resource management practices ensure
the suitable development of organizations. Strategic
TM thus brings long-term benefits and supports orga-
nizations in achieving long-term success in an unpre-
dictable market (Sivasankara et al., 2025).

Innovation is a critical success component for or-
ganizations in the contemporary landscape, enabling
them to attain expansion and advancement in intri-
cate and competitive settings. Innovation is one of
these strengths, necessitating certain skills from both
leaders and staff members (Marin-Garcia et al., 2011).
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Alzuod (2024)pointed out that talent management and
innovation are closely related because the prosper-
ity of innovation largely depends on the contribution
of human resources. Some researchers argued that
to build creativity in an organization, it is important
to have talented employees who have various back-
grounds, experiences, and knowledge (Alsakarneh et
al., 2023; Mahfouz et al., 2022; Mkhize & Brijball,
2022). Hence, talents are at the core of sustainable
competitive advantage and are the drivers of innova-
tion within organizations (Mohammed et al., 2018).
TM concentrates on attracting, choosing, cultivating,
and retaining personnel possessing the requisite skills,
expertise, and capabilities to fulfil the company’s ob-
jectives.

Although the relationship between talent manage-
ment and innovation has been debated by many in-
ternational studies, there is no in-depth research on
this matter, especially in small and medium-sized en-
terprises in Ho Chi Minh City (Vietnam). SMEs
tend to lack established HR systems and means, and
therefore possess highly contextualized, informal, and
experience-driven TM practices. To address this re-
search gap, the present research aims to investigate
SME leaders’ perspectives and experiences concern-
ing the significance of talent management in foster-
ing innovation. Subsequently, to gain a deeper under-
standing of the ways SMEs enhance innovation based
on TM, this study is expected to provide insights for
researchers and professionals concerning the promo-
tion of innovation mechanisms in Ho Chi Minh City,
specifically among SME:s.

This paper is devoted to answering the following re-
search questions (RQ): RQ1: How do SMEs in Ho Chi
Minh City identify talent management? RQ2: How do
SME:s in Ho Chi Minh City implement talent manage-
ment to enhance innovation?

2 Literature Review

2.1 Talent management

TM encompasses several perspectives contingent
upon the business situation, generally categorized un-
der the following basic definitional methods. Chen
et al. (2021) delineated that the primary objective of
talent management is to allow employees to display
higher skills and performance and project these onto
the strategic objectives of the organization for its sus-
tainability and growth.Tran (2025) believed that TM
entails attracting, retaining, deploying, and develop-
ing high-potential staff possessing a range of particular

traits that are deemed important to the organization.

While some asserted that TM is a practice rather
than a method, (Alzuod, 2024) opined that others have
defined TM as a process primarily including work-
force preparation, which includes the formulation of
goals, pay budgets, and targets. It also includes recruit-
ment, which integrates both the hiring procedure with
assessment (Jose & Asha, 2019). The organizational
viewpoint significantly influences global HRM tactics
and enhances variations in its practices, particularly in
talent management, across diverse corporate contexts
(Thite etal.,2021). TM has focused not solely on form-
ing a group of employees but also on selecting and
developing talented individuals to unlock their poten-
tial (Vatousios & Happonen, 2021). This investigation
identifies four characteristics based on Mohammed et
al. (2018): “talent attraction, talent training, talent de-
velopment, and talent retention”, which are deemed
more suitable for the setting of SMEs in Ho Chi Minh
City.

2.2 Innovation

The correlation between innovation and organizational
efficiency has been extensively examined in the field
of research. Lukiastuti and Kusuma (2021) defined
innovation as the extent to which an individual or or-
ganization embraces creative concepts prior to others
within the same system. Innovation refers to a fresh or
substantially enhanced initiative undertaken by a firm
to generate value for itself or indirectly for its clients
(Aithal, 2023). Moreover, innovation may positively
affect firms by improving operating efficiency, reduc-
ing costs, or providing new opportunities for expan-
sion and improvement (Sutrisno et al., 2023). In this
context, innovation is perceived as an approach for
achieving a competitive advantage through the appli-
cation of novel technologies or methodologies to cre-
ate new markets or disrupt existing ones.

Specifically, innovation may encompass various el-
ements, including the introduction of new goods or
services, novel manufacturing processes, implemen-
tation of improvements, and the exploration of fresh
markets and vendors within innovative business mod-
els of organizations (Alzoud & Dalain, 2023). Alzuod
(2020) held the view that firms have been compelled
by sustainability issues to implement significant alter-
ations to their products and procedures through inno-
vation. Consequently, innovation correlates positively
with the commercial outcomes of firms (Dadzie et al.,
2021).

The present investigation adopts two dimensions of
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innovation: product innovation and process innova-
tion, based on prior research by Skerlavaj et al. (2010)
and Alzuod and Dalain (2023), which are considered
more suitable for the context and objectives of SME:s.

2.3 Talent management and innovation

Effective talent management techniques enable orga-
nizations to discover and cultivate workers with the
potential for innovation, creativity, and progress. Sev-
eral relevant research findings indicate that innovation
plays a pivotal role in attracting talent and integrating
diverse technologies, including big data analytics, ar-
tificial intelligence, chatbots, social media, video in-
terviews, and teleconferencing, which significantly in-
fluence the development of firms by securing qualified
staff members in the marketplace (Jose & Asha, 2019).
Innovation encompasses not only the generation of
new concepts but also the capacity for their successful
implementation. Consequently, talent management
methods, including training, growth, and career devel-
opment, can empower individuals to acquire the requi-
site skills and capabilities to execute creative concepts
(Odugbesan et al., 2023; Ibrahim & AlOmari, 2020).
Moreover, successful talent management techniques
can uncover possible impediments to innovation, like
inflexible structures, administrative processes, insuffi-
cient interaction, and inadequate management that hin-
der innovation. Overcoming these challenges can cre-
ate possibilities for innovation to thrive (Jose & Asha,
2019). Consequently, technology management and
innovation are interconnected, necessitating organiza-
tions to prioritize both to maintain a sustainable edge
in the market. Numerous prior studies have explored
the connection between TM and innovation, consis-
tently demonstrating a significant and beneficial con-
nection between the two components across various
contexts. Odugbesan et al. (2023), Ibrahim & AlO-
mari (2020), Jose & Asha (2019), Marin-Garcia et al.
(2011), and Mohammed et al. (2018) demonstrated
a substantial positive correlation. It is noteworthy to
take Abdullah & Abubakar (2017) work into consider-
ation as it suggests that future research should empir-
ically examine talent management across multiple in-
dustries, with the potential for others to do the research
and validate it in diverse nations. The research aimed
to investigate the connection between two variables,
TM and innovation. For instance, the study by Ibrahim
& AlOmari (2020), which involved 120 staff members
in senior and middle management roles within Jorda-
nian banks, revealed that TM exerted an important and
beneficial effect on both innovation in products and

processes.

3 Method

The present study employed qualitative approaches,
applying inductive thematic analysis as suggested by
Braun and Clarke (2022). The process involved the
following steps: (1) familiarization with data, (2) ini-
tial coding, (3) theme review, (4) theme identifica-
tion and labeling, and (5) reporting. The qualitative
approach was employed to delve into people’s expe-
riences, perceptions, and practices of talent manage-
ment in driving innovation in small and medium-sized
enterprises (SMEs). This methodology enables the
researcher to investigate phenomena within a setting
that is challenging to adequately depict by quantitative
methods (Mohammed et al., 2018; Vatousios & Hap-
ponen, 2021; Odugbesan et al., 2023; Alzuod, 2024).

Research samples were selected using a purposive
sampling method to ensure participants possessed
practical experience in organizational innovation and
human resource management. SMEs were recruited
through professional networks, professional connec-
tions, and internal referrals with the following criteria:
(1) the company is located in Ho Chi Minh City, (2) it
has been in operation for three years or above, and (3) it
possesses activities related to human resource develop-
ment and product or process innovation. In total, the
study interviewed 15 HR managers and leaders across
10 companies, within four main sectors of technology,
services, manufacturing, and education, to achieve di-
versity and opportunities to reflect the character of
SME:s in major cities (Table

Table 1. Demographics of participants.

@ (%)
Male 7 46.7%
Gender Female 8 53.3%
Technology 5 33.3%
Specialized Services . 5 333%
Manufacturing 3 20.0%
Education 2 13.3%
Years of experience 2 3 years o 60.0%
> 5 years 6  40.0%

The data collected through semi-structured inter-
views, adapted from Skerlavaj et al. (2010), Mo-
hammed et al. (2018), Alzoud & Dalain (2023). The
questions in the interview were categorized into four
themes of content: (1) managers’ recognition of the
contribution of talent management to innovation, (2)
adopted talent management practices and policies, (3)
drivers and barriers of innovation, and (4) suggestions
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to improve the impact of talent management in stimu-
lating innovation. Each interview lasted around 40-60
minutes, was conducted face-to-face or via the inter-
net, and was recorded with participants’ consent, and
transcribed in their entirety for analysis and coding.

On research ethics, the participants were properly
informed of the reason why, the content, and the right
to withdraw from the study at any point in time without
penalty. The participation was fully done on a volun-
tary basis and with informed consent. Anonymity and
confidentiality in data were also assured, not reveal-
ing the identity of individuals or companies through-
out the entire process of data collection, processing,
and publication of results.

For further validation of the credibility of findings,
two main strategies were used by the research team.
Cross-comparison of data between different partici-
pants and across areas using data triangulation offered
stability as well as completeness of the themes derived.
Second, peer debriefing was achieved through disclos-
ing the coding, analysis, and interpretation process to
lecturers and external researchers, which helped re-
view the validity, reduce personal bias, and increase
the study’s objectivity.

4 Results and Discussion

4.1 Results

This section presents the results of 15 semi-structured
interviews with managers at SMEs in Ho Chi Minh
City. The study focused on exploring the relation-
ship between TM and innovation. Thematic analysis
helps identify two main themes and four prominent
sub-themes in the interview data.

4.1.1 Perceptions of Small and Medium
Enterprises on the role of talent
management in innovation

The role of TM in innovation. The majority of par-
ticipants (86.7%) believed that TM plays a central role
in stimulating creativity, transferring knowledge, and
creating a foundation for technological and product in-
novation at SMEs in Ho Chi Minh City. One manager
stated:

“Talents not only bring ideas but also have the abil-
ity to turn ideas into concrete products. Without them,
any innovation plan would just remain on paper.” (P6,
HRM leader at SME in the field of technology)

12 out of 15 participants also emphasized that TM
is not simply about recruitment but an overall strategy,

involving the identification, nurturing, and retention of
people who have the ability to transform the organiza-
tion.

”[ don’t think talent management is just the job of
the HR department. For us, it is the foundation to pro-
mote creative thinking, transfer knowledge, and nur-
ture truly innovative ideas.” (P3, Manager at SME in
the field of education)

TM factors that have the strongest impact on in-
novation. Of the four TM factors (attract, train, de-
velop, and retain), retention and development are con-
sidered to have the greatest impact on innovation. As
one respondent shared:

“Good R&D personnel need a stable environment
and development opportunities. If they cannot be re-
tained, the company loses its ability to compete cre-
atively.” (P2, HRM leader at SME in the field of edu-
cation)

80.0% of participants mentioned the importance of
innovation-oriented training, helping employees up-
date technology trends, develop critical thinking, and
creativity.

“Talented people cannot develop if they are not de-
veloped. We try to create conditions for them to learn
continuously and feel recognized, because only then
can they contribute creatively.” (P1, HRM leader at
SME in the field of services)

4.1.2 Talent management practices and
strategies that promote innovation in
Small and Medium Enterprises in Ho
Chi Minh City

Specific examples of TM driving innovation. In-
terviews noted numerous specific cases where TM di-
rectly contributed to product and process innovation.
For example:

“A young engineer proposed a new packaging
method that saved costs and increased product shelf
life. He was then placed in the key innovation team.”
(P7, HRM leader at SME in the field of services)

This suggests that when employees with creative po-
tential are identified and empowered, they can create
significant innovation value.

”Our organization has an ‘Innovation Corner’ pro-
gram where anyone can submit ideas. This helps em-
ployees feel that their voice is valued.” (P12, Manager
at SME in the field of education)

TM strategy in the enterprise. The majority of
companies (10 out of 15 investigated SMEs) ac-
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counted for 66.7%, implementing TM integration
strategies with the goal of innovation through: Link-
ing innovation to the KPIs of key positions; Internal
mentoring programs for young talent groups; Talent
retention policies with opportunities to develop new
products.

“We aligned KPIs for strategic locations, requir-
ing not only sales but also at least one process im-
provement initiative per quarter. Mentors not only
guide work but also discuss creative thinking. Thanks
to that, young people confidently propose changes.”
(P15, Manager at SME in the field of manufacturing)

However, some businesses (33.3%) still passively
implement TM, without clearly linking it to innova-
tion, including insufficient feedback channels, ineffi-
cient retention strategies, and challenges in assessing
the impact of talent management on leading to a waste
of internal potential innovation results. One person
commented:

“Sometimes we only focus on recruiting good peo-
ple, but there is no mechanism for them to promote
their creativity. There are many ideas, but some-
times the company lacks a clear evaluation mecha-
nism. Many suggestions are ignored or do not receive
feedback, making people gradually reluctant to con-
tribute.” (P9, HRM leader at SME in the field of tech-

nology)

4.2 Discussion

The present investigation primarily sought to investi-
gate the influence of TM on innovation within SMEs in
Ho Chi Minh city. The analytical results demonstrated
that TM has a positive and considerable impact on
innovation. The interview findings also showed that
SME managers in Ho Chi Minh City do not consider
TM as a simple human resources activity but rather a
strategic aspect that is imperative for building the in-
novation potential of the organization. In other words,
they believe that TM not only fills open positions but
also serves as a platform for attaining creative think-
ing, knowledge transfer, and acquiring a competitive
advantage through new processes or products. This is
in line with the result of Mohammed et al. (2018), who
discovered that TM serves as a mediator between or-
ganizational capabilities and innovation performance.

Furthermore, based on collected data, talent devel-
opment and retention were identified as the two drivers
with the most influential effect on innovation in SMEs.
Managers opine that talent needs a secure setting, op-
portunities for growth, and timely appreciation to con-
tribute to innovative activities effectively and sustain-

ably. Furthermore, this finding is consistent with the
four-factor model of TM (attract, train, develop, retain)
in the study of Mohammed et al. (2018). While previ-
ous quantitative studies often consider TM as an over-
all factor, this study clearly upholds the differentiation
of the roles of each component in TM, with develop-
ment and retention being the main pillars for innova-
tion capability.

In addition, some participants also mentioned
innovation-led training as one important supporting
aspect. This is in accordance with the findings of
Odugbesan et al. (2023) and Ibrahim & AlOmari
(2020), who emphasized that process innovation is
likely to be driven by frontline employees who need
to be adequately trained in a manner that will en-
able them to identify and propose opportunities for
improvement. Further, the research also shows that
most of the firms have instituted some programs,
such as idea suggestion schemes, in-house mentoring
schemes, or development streams related to innovation
goals. These actions demonstrate the practical role of
TM in creating value through innovation.

However, there is a clear difference between orga-
nizations whose TM strategies are integrated into in-
novation and those that implement TM passively. The
majority of participants acknowledged that while they
were recruiting talented people, they lacked systems to
harness their creativity — a common dilemma in orga-
nizations transitioning from traditional to innovation-
oriented management models. This result extends the
findings of Vatousios & Happonen (2021), who sug-
gested that TM should be integrated into a compre-
hensive digital transformation and innovation strategy,
rather than being implemented as discrete programs.

Although the role of TM is perceived positively, its
implementation still faces a range of practical chal-
lenges such as: Lack of evaluation and feedback mech-
anisms for HR initiatives; Loss of talent due to inef-
fective retention policies; Lack of clear training for in-
novation; Lack of tools to measure the impact of TM
on innovation outcomes. These are barriers consistent
with the findings of Mohammed et al. (2018) that if
TM is not strategically linked to innovation, organiza-
tions will find it difficult to transform individual capa-
bilities into long-term competitive advantage.

5 Conclusion

This study is devoted to exploring how managers in
SME:s in Ho Chi Minh City perceive and implement
talent management (TM) as a driver of product and
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process innovation. By means of qualitative investi-
gation and thematic analysis according to Braun &
Clarke (2022), two overarching themes and four sub-
themes were generated, which significantly encapsu-
late the experiences, perceptions, and practices of TM
management in this field. The results indicate that not
only do managers acknowledge the strategic contribu-
tion of TM, but they are also implementing a range
of practical actions to link TM to organizational ca-
pabilities for innovation. But this deployment is un-
equal across companies, and there are still difficulties
in systematically installing TM into innovative strate-
gies. Particularly, the study identifies that talent de-
velopment and retention are two drivers demonstrat-
ing the greatest impact on innovation capacities. Real-
world examples point out that with well-designed TM
being adequately supported mechanisms, it can create
enormous value for innovation, allowing organizations
to react and develop rapidly in a competitive environ-
ment. However, in the case of some SMEs, barriers
such as the lack of feedback systems, poorly estab-
lished recognition systems, and inability to assess TM
performance have prevented them from enjoying the
maximum application of their human assets’ power in
innovation. This reveals that there is still an awareness-
practice gap, and there is a need for more strategic ac-
tions by leaders.

To expand on the current results, future studies can
conduct qualitative comparison studies across indus-
tries with different innovation characteristics, such as
High-tech, Pharmaceutical & Medical, Manufactur-
ing, Education & Training, Public Sector, services, etc.
It is also recommended to apply mixed methods to
quantitatively measure the relationship between TM
factors and innovation indexes, combined with a qual-
itative viewpoint to fully support the results from dif-
ferent perspectives. Further research should also be
carried out to meticulously explore the role of organi-
zational culture and leadership in implementing TM
towards innovation.
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