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Do Social and Environmental issues affect 
the talent appeal in a country? 
By Christos Cabolis 

  
The IMD World Talent Ranking captures a country’s efforts to develop local talent while 
being able to attract overseas staff. It describes the quality of the talent pool available in an 
economy. The ranking assesses 63 countries using three factors. The Investment and 
Development factor evaluates the resources committed to the development of homegrown 
human capital. The Appeal factor observes the extent to which a country attracts foreign 
talent and retains local talent. Finally, the Readiness factor measures the quality of the skills 
and competencies available in a country. 
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Perusing the most recent talent ranking enables us to identify common characteristics among 
the high performing countries in talent development and appeal. The data show that the 
quality of life and the composition of the labor force are intertwined with the talent 
competitiveness of a country. For instance, it seems that the higher the quality of life and the 
availability of skilled labor, the higher the talent ranking in an economy.   

Figure 1 illustrates this relationship. It presents the association among the quality of life, the 
availability of highly skilled labor, and takes into consideration the size of an economy by 
accounting for its population. In the horizontal axis we account for a country’s quality of life. 
The data comes from responses we receive from upper- and mid-level managers who 
participate in the IMD Executive Opinion Survey (discover our methodology). In the vertical 
axis we present the response of executives to the question “Skilled labor is readily available” 
in your country. Finally, the scale of the bubble indicates a country’s size of the population. 
Figure 1 shows that top performers in talent competitiveness are small and medium 
economies, with European countries dominating the rest of the economies in the sample. It 
also outlines that countries that exhibit high level of quality of life alongside availability of 
skilled labor, exhibit higher ranks in talent competitiveness.   

 

Figure 1. Quality of life, availability of highly skilled workers and country’s population size 

 

 

Source: IMD World Competitiveness Center (2018) 

 

What are the measures that exhibit high correlation with the attractiveness of a country as a 
talent destination?  

Economies at the top of the IMD World Talent Ranking are among the richest countries in 
the world. A strong positive association between GDP per capita -a common proxy for the 
average level of wages in a given country- and a country’s ranking is, therefore, expected. In 

https://www.imd.org/globalassets/wcc/docs/methodo/imd_world_talent_competitiveness_ranking_methodology.pdf
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fact, a high level of income per capita is expected to be an important factor for both attracting 
foreign highly-skilled professionals and retaining homegrown talent. However, the shape of 
the curve shown in Figure 2 reveals that the relationship between the two indicators is not 
linear. Instead, after reaching the point of 70’000 USD (PPP), wages are not the dominant 
criterion for attracting talent in a country. 

 

Figure 2. Talent competitiveness and GDP 

 

Source: IMD World Competitiveness Center (2018), OECD, IMF and national sources 

 

Which variables beyond income then contribute in making a country appealing to the world 
talent pool? In other words, what does a person who is considering remaining or relocating to 
a place take into consideration? 

Among others, a country’s provisions to address the social and environmental needs of its 
citizens may also be an important component in employment decisions. These aspects are 
depicted by the Social Progress Index, generated by the Social Progress Imperative. The 
index quantifies three important dimensions: basic human needs, wellbeing and opportunity.  

Figure 3 portrays the relationship between the Appeal Factor and the Social Progress index. 
It is an interesting and complex relationship. Low levels of the Social Progress index are 
associated with low levels of Appeal. In fact, during a certain range, small increases in the 
index are related with decreasing levels of Appeal. This is reversed for high levels of the 
Social Progress index.  
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Figure 3. Attractiveness and social progress 

 

Source: IMD World Competitiveness Center (2018) and Social Progress Index (2018) 

 

In effect, countries that address the social and environmental needs of their citizens 
effectively correlate with countries that are identified as having high Appeal in the world 
talent pool. This again suggests that non-social progress factors (such as wages) can only go 
so far in attracting talent to a country. Therefore, to attract and retain talent, decision makers 
must emphasize and develop aspects beyond economic incentives. 
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