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Abstract 

 

Purpose:  This thesis takes a contextualised stakeholder approach to exploring alignment between 

organizational talent management and individual career development.  The contribution and nature 

of career conversations as an opportunity for alignment is considered. 

Design:  This qualitative study was conducted in two phases.  Phase one involved semi-structured 

interviews with Human Resources and Organizational Development professionals (n = 30).  Phase two 

involved semi-structured interviews using career narratives with line managers and individuals from 

five case study organizations which were also involved in phase 1 (n = 40).  Data were analysed 

thematically by stakeholder group and within each case study. 

Limitations:  The sample used within the study were not selected to be representative.  The 

conversations described by participants may not be representative of all of the conversations they 

have experienced.  The case study organizations were all UK based. 

Findings: For most HR professionals, talent management was driven by organizational goals with little 

reference to individual needs, hence, alignment was not a priority for them.  In contrast, individuals 

and line managers described a commitment to seeking overlap between organizational and individual 

goals, with some line managers describing their role as ‘brokers’.  Career conversations were seen by 

all stakeholders as an important part of talent management and career development, with the 

potential to be a vehicle for alignment.  Detailed analysis of the career conversations described by 

individuals identified a broad range of helpful conversations, the majority of which took place 

informally.  Additional categories of career shaper (from Bosley et al, 2009) were also identified as 

‘collaborators’ and ‘catalysts’.   A variety of contextual features were found to influence the enactment 

of talent management and career development.  These were summarised as a ‘contextual map’ 

indicating local, organisational and environmental dynamics.   

Originality/value: The research reinforced the value of taking a contextualised perspective of both 

organizational talent and individual career (e.g. Cohen et al 2004; Sparrow, 2014).  It also captured the 

voices of different stakeholder groups (e.g. Collings, 2014; Thunnissen et al, 2013).   
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 

 

1.1 Why this research? 

 

Throughout my own career I have engaged with the careers of others.  When working in 

Human Resources and Organizational Development roles I was accountable for developing career 

management policies, processes and skills.  I subsequently moved into consultancy and have been 

involved in many varied assignments including talent management strategies and individual executive 

coaching.  Within this work I have observed an apparent disconnect between organizational talent 

management and individual career development.  Keen to understand more about this, I started to 

read some of the academic literature.  This confirmed my sense of conflicting assumptions (e.g. De 

Vos & Dries, 2013) and the potential benefit of working across the boundaries of talent and career 

(e.g. Inkson, 2008).  I therefore started to frame a study to look at alignment between individual and 

organizational goals.  Was it possible to have a common goal? If so, how could individuals and 

organizations be supported in finding and achieving this?   

 

Having continued my reading (e.g. Bosley et al., 2009; Kidd et al., 2003; Smith & Campbell, 

2011), I decided to focus my research on workplace career conversations as an encounter where it 

could be possible to identify a common goal and agree a plan to work towards it.  As a starting point, 

I wanted to explore three inter-related areas: the interest and commitment to a common career and 

talent agenda among stakeholders; the conversations which were already taking place and the 

conversations individual and organizations wanted to take place; the possible influence of context on 

the interest in a common agenda and the nature of any conversations. My hope was that this research 

would give me evidence to inform my consulting work, helping me better to support both 

organizational and individual clients.  Furthermore, I hoped to use this study to contribute to further 

theorizing within the fields of talent and career. 

 

Since embarking on this research, the topics of talent and career have continued to be an issue 

of concern for organizations.  For example, a recent Deloitte survey of over 10 000 HR and Business 

leaders (Deloitte, 2017) identified ‘careers and learning’ as the second most important trend they 

were facing (83% rating it as important or very important) followed by ‘talent acquisition’ (81% rating 

it as important or very important). The survey cites a need for ‘new rules’ for careers which are based 
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on meeting employees’ needs and supporting them to find a career direction which works for them.  

This desire for new ways of approaching career to meet the needs of the individual and the 

organization echoes recommendations made by Herriot & Pemberton over 20 years ago (Herriot & 

Pemberton, 1995, 1996, 1997).  Perhaps this new style of career has been and gone, but based on 

more recent literature (e.g. Clarke, 2013) I suggest that such an approach has yet to be adopted.  I 

therefore hope that this research can make a contribution to understanding more about such a joint 

approach.    

 

 

1.2 Research summary 

 

Based on my reading and initial conversations with organizations and individuals I framed my 

research as four interlinked questions.  Within these questions ‘organizational talent’ was used as an 

umbrella term to refer to the current and future people resourcing needs of the organization.   The 

term stakeholders was used to refer to different stakeholder groups, particularly HR as 

representatives of ‘the organization’, line managers and the individual employees.  It was recognised 

that some people could simultaneously belong to more than one stakeholder group.  The term ‘career 

conversations’ was used as a broad description of face-to-face conversations which people regarded 

as being connected to their career in some way.  Thus, conversations regarding personal development 

as well as conversations relating to specific job opportunities could be included if participants 

considered them to be related to career. 

 

RQ1: In what ways do stakeholders seek alignment between organizational talent and 

individual career goals? 

 

RQ2: In what ways do stakeholders see career conversations as an opportunity to align 

organizational talent needs and individual career goals?  

 

RQ3: What types of career conversations are seen to make positive contributions to people’s 

career development?  

 

RQ4: In what ways does organizational context seem to influence the alignment of 

organizational talent needs with individual career goals and the nature of career conversations? 
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1.3 Structure for the thesis 

 

Chapters 2 and 3 introduce a focused review of the career and talent literature.  Whilst 

recognizing the common ground between career and talent, I have chosen to explore these literatures 

separately (in chapters 2 and 3 respectively).  This is for two key reasons.  Firstly, for the senior 

managers and HR people I talk with, talent management is seen as a separate and important topic.  

Secondly, the talent management literature draws on some fields which are not the primary 

considerations of the career literature, but are significant issues for HR professionals when developing 

talent systems for their organizations (e.g. Strategic Human Resource Management). I therefore 

concluded that my understanding of the context for this thesis was best served by looking at the 

literatures separately and then drawing out common themes.  Accordingly, the literature review sets 

out the context for the present study and positions it clearly within the literature for both career and 

talent.  Throughout this, questions emerging from the existing literature are identified and are 

captured as ‘lines of enquiry’.  

 

Chapter 4 describes the methods of the research. Starting with the lines of enquiry emerging 

from the literature review, the research questions are positioned and the research design is described.  

This involved two phases of research.  The first phase was semi-structured interviews with 30 senior 

HR and OD professionals, gaining their perspectives on talent management and career conversations.  

This explored their general thinking, their practical experience and issues of ‘focus and fit’ (Garrow & 

Hirsh, 2008).  The second phase took place within five case study organizations and involved semi-

structured interviews with 40 line managers and individuals.  These qualitative data from both phases 

were analysed thematically.  The intention of the methodology chapter is to provide information on 

the research journey such that others can follow the steps taken and have visibility of the decisions 

and assumptions (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  Detailed examples of the data collection and the analysis 

have been included within the Appendix. 

 

Chapters 5, 6 and 7 take the research questions in turn and explore the findings.  Throughout 

these are related to existing literature and cross-referenced between the different research questions 

to reflect their interacting nature.  A brief overview of the findings is given below. 

 

Finally, chapter 8 provides a conclusion.  Taking the data from the preceding chapters it draws 

together the threads of the findings.  These conclusions report on post-research discussions of the 
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findings with a range of individuals and organizations.  They also cover possible implications of this 

research for the academic community and for practitioners.  Within this chapter I have allowed myself 

to don my consultant hat once more and suggest some practical ways for organizations and individuals 

to use these findings as part of their organizational career or talent management approaches. 

 

 

1.4 Summary of findings 

 

 The findings demonstrated how complex the areas of talent and career are, with many 

cultural, organizational and individual contextual influences.  These were captured as a ‘contextual 

map’ illustrating some of the influences of ‘local dynamics’ (between the local network and the 

individual), ‘organizational dynamics’ (the strategic and cultural variations between organizations) and 

the ‘wider influences’ (economic, social, political, technological and cultural elements).   

 

The findings related to RQ1 (to what extent do stakeholders seek alignment) demonstrated that 

organizational talent management and individual career management are inextricably linked.  There 

was a widespread view that individuals owned their career and the organization facilitated it, with 

both hoping to achieve their goals.   However, the study illustrated the many challenges in delivering 

this from an individual and organizational perspective.  There was a significant difference in the way 

talent and career were viewed by different stakeholder groups.  For the HR participants, the focus was 

mostly on meeting the needs of the organization through formal processes.  Moreover, some of the 

talent management practices they implemented seemed counter to seeking alignment (for example, 

a lack of transparency).  For the individuals and line managers however, the interest was more clearly 

on seeking alignment between the needs of the different parties.  The career narratives of individuals 

indicated that they saw alignment as largely influenced informally at a local level between the 

manager and the individual.  Many individuals did not understand how to proactively manage their 

own career, and they felt they had little support from the organization in identifying and meeting their 

own needs.    

  

The findings for RQ2 showed that all stakeholders could see value in career conversations.  HR 

participants saw these conversations as a formal opportunity for the individual to talk about their 

aspirations and interests.  Moreover, they recognised that such conversations were beneficial for all 

employees, not just those within their ‘talent’ population.  Thus, the HR views on career conversations 

contrasted with their views on talent management, showing a more individual led and inclusive 
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approach.  Individuals and line managers described the value of these conversations in terms of 

helping their career thinking about ‘where am I now’, ‘where am I going’ and ‘how do I get there’.  

They valued open, informal conversations, and were keen to use these to understand common ground 

between their aims and those of the organization. 

 

RQ3 supported previous research that a wide variety of career conversations are helpful to 

individuals.  The particular contribution of this study is to show the value of the line manager 

perspective and to position the nature of conversations taking place within the wider development 

network.  Furthermore, the study illustrated two additional types of conversations which may take 

place, ‘catalyst’ and ‘collaborator’.  Whilst all conversations were seen to provide support to the 

individual and thus help them to achieve their goals, the collaborator and catalyst conversations were 

particularly relevant to the joint achievement of individual and organizational goals.  The other 

conversations played an important role in preparing for collaborator conversations and supporting 

the individual in taking accountability for their career.  Whilst individuals were able to describe many 

positive conversations, there was a desire for more discussion, particularly about future opportunities. 

 

RQ4 illustrated how some of the contextual features (such as culture, organizational goals and HR 

processes) identified in the talent management literature may influence careers.  The perceived 

influence of context on talent management as described by the HR and OD participants was 

considered first.  These data were represented as a contextual map, illustrating influences on the 

enactment of talent management and career development.  This was followed by analysis of the 

reported conversations in each of the five case study organizations.  There were considerable 

variations in talent and career experiences between the case study organizations. This emphasized 

the importance of understanding the context and developing organizational and individual support 

approaches which are appropriate to the context.  The contextual map was applied to these case 

studies as a way of exploring the differences. 

 

 

1.5 Contribution 

 

 As a doctoral thesis this work is intended to make an original contribution.  The findings 

presented here can be considered to support some previous findings, to extend some previous 

research and to challenge certain other findings.  Each of these contributions will be considered briefly 

below.   A full discussion of these can be found in chapter 8.   
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These results support a number of previous findings.  Firstly, the view that there are conflicting 

assumptions between talent and career was endorsed in this study (De Vos & Dries, 2013).  The 

organizational perspective taken by most of the HR participants illustrated the findings of Thunnissen 

et al., (2013a) that focuses primarily on the organization’s perspective, with little consideration of 

other stakeholders.  Moreover, there were many examples of ‘information asymmetry’ (Dries & De 

Gieter, 2014) which could inhibit alignment of aims.  For individuals and line managers however, many 

expressed a desire for an ‘organizational career’ and would like one based on partnership and ongoing 

learning (e.g. Clarke, 2013).  Furthermore, the study supported the suggestion by Inkson (2008) that 

there are potential benefits of bringing the thinking from both fields together.  For example, in this 

study it was shown that talent management approaches could be enhanced through greater 

appreciation and understanding of career self-management research.   The study also supported the 

view expressed by Yarnall (2007) that for many organizations talent management was ‘rebadged’ 

organizational career management.  The varied nature of helpful career conversations was also 

corroborated (Kidd et al., 2003). 

 

This study can also be seen to extend some previous research.  As described above, the 

findings related to RQ3 proposed two additional categories of career shaper roles.  The ‘collaborator’ 

and the ‘catalyst’ provide an extension of the work of Bosley et al., (2009).  These are potentially 

helpful categories in applying the career shaper typology to professional and managerial groups.  In 

addition to attracting further research, they could be used as a way of describing approaches to career 

conversations within a training setting.   A further extension of previous research is the contextual 

map.  This responds to a number of calls and observations in previous research.  For example, Sparrow 

et al.’s, (2011) recognition of the impact of organizational and national context and a bringing together 

of individual and organizational perspectives (e.g. Dries & Pepermans, 2008; Thunnissen, 2013a).  This 

contextual map has potential to be further developed as a diagnostic and practical tool for 

organizations to consider their current and desired approaches to talent management and career 

development.  Finally, the construct ‘career world-view’ (Bosley et al., 2009) was applied in a new way 

to consider the influence of this on career self-management.   

 

Finally, the study challenges some previous perspectives.  In particular, the talent 

management focus on formal talent processes was seen to be potentially limiting in terms of 

supporting individual career development to meet organizational needs.  Individuals largely 

referenced informal, local activities as having the most positive impact on their career.  It is therefore 
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suggested that the informal approaches are given greater visibility.  Those working on talent 

management could find ways in which positive (or helpful) informal approaches can be encouraged 

(without creating more formal process!).  Furthermore, the data in this study suggest that more 

attention in talent management could be given to supporting individuals in taking greater career 

accountability.  In particular, this study indicates that this can be done through more support on career 

self-management and clarifying the ‘career deal’ (e.g. Herriot & Pemberton 1995) rather than 

investing more in formal practices.   The suggestion by some (e.g. Clutterbuck, 2012; Hirsh et al., 2001; 

Smith & Campbell, 2011) that there is a ‘right way’ to conduct career conversations is also challenged.  

The findings in this study indicated that a wide variety of conversations can be helpful to participants 

and there is no prescribed approach.  Furthermore, many helpful conversations can be one-off 

encounters which may not take place within a trusting, mutual relationship. 
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Chapter 2: Career literature review 

 

 

2.1. Introduction 

 

Career has been recognized as an ‘extraordinarily pervasive concept’ (Gunz & Peiperl, 2007:4) 

which is used in ‘myriad ways’ (Cascio, 2007:555).  This has created a diverse theoretical and research 

base, albeit predominantly from a Western perspective (Arnold & Cohen, 2008).    Within the field of 

‘career’ are topics as broad as vocational selection, government education policy and human resource 

management.  Furthermore, each approach tends have its own agenda and taxonomy, often with little 

reference to the others (Inkson et al., 2015; Peiperl & Gunz, 2007).  The literature review presented 

here will focus specifically on the issues relevant to the present study - the intersection of individual 

and organizational career aims.   Firstly, a theoretical overview will provide some perspectives on the 

nature of the individual/organizational interplay in career, with a particular focus on the organizational 

career, psychological contract and power.  Secondly, the role of the individual will be considered 

through reference to literature on career self-management.  This will be followed by an exploration 

of organizational career management.  Other roles will then be considered, with a focus on how other 

parties such as a line manager, mentor or coach can support (or hinder) individual career development 

within an organizational setting.  This will then lead to a specific review of literature on career 

conversations, a central theme for the current study.  Throughout the review of the literature, ‘lines 

of enquiry’ will be identified.  These will be reviewed in the methodology chapter to form specific 

research questions for this study.  In particular, this review of the literature will illustrate the potential 

tension between individual and organizational goals and the opportunity for career conversations to 

be an event where the needs of the individual and organization are both explored. 

 

 

2.2 Theoretical perspectives 

 

Given the breadth of career as a concept, a suitable definition can be difficult to locate.  

However, the definition proposed by Arthur & Rousseau (1996), has been widely cited and positions 

career as ‘the unfolding sequence of a person's work experiences over time’ (Arthur & Rousseau, 1996: 

6).   This definition encapsulates two features of the career concept which are particularly relevant to 

this study.  Firstly, the time dimension; career is dynamic and is concerned with the present and the 
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way it relates to the past and the projected future, so both individual and organizational aims may 

change over time (e.g. Herriot, 1992).  Secondly, careers need to be understood from the perspective 

of the person’s experiences, from within their context, not just in terms of objective measures such as 

career path and promotions or individual subjective measures such as satisfaction, fairness and 

balance (e.g. Clarke, 2013; Young et al., 2002).  However, it should be noted that this definition does 

not situate career within an organization.  Whilst recognizing that not all careers are organizationally 

based, many careers are (a topic to be discussed below). Therefore, an additional element to the 

career definition is proposed, capturing that ‘organizational careers are relationships over time 

between individuals and their organizations’ Herriot, 1992: 3).   

 

Theories of organizational careers have been changing.  Early career theories tended to 

describe careers as linear, often occurring within one organization (e.g. Baruch, 2003, 2006).  

However, there has been growing attention to new career forms such as Hall’s ‘protean’ career (Hall, 

1996), and Arthur & Rousseau’s ‘boundaryless’ career (Arthur & Rousseau, 1996).  These recognize 

that organizations are changing (for example changing structures, a need for increased flexibility, a 

lack of long term employment security) but that there are alternative ways for individuals to meet 

their career needs.  These models encourage career self-management, mobility and employability 

(Eby et al., 2003; Van Buren, 2003; cited in Clarke, 2013).  These new career forms were initially 

considered to herald the end of the organizational career.  However, little evidence has been found 

to support its demise (Arnold & Cohen, 2008; Baruch, 2006; Clarke, 2013).  Furthermore, individuals 

do still seem to continue to conceptualize their career in organizational terms (Dries, 2011).  Clarke, 

(2013) has addressed this anomaly.   Instead of asking if the organizational career is alive or dead, she 

has explored how the concept could be redefined for the twenty first century.  Using a career narrative 

approach and referencing other research, Clarke developed five propositions as summarized in Table 

2.1 below.  These suggest a positive future for a ‘new organizational career’ (Clarke, 2013: 696) which 

incorporates aspects of both boundaryless and protean career concepts.  Whilst recognizing the 

limitations of the study, Clarke calls for further research to explore new organizational careers from 

an organizational and individual perspective.  Of particular interest to the present study is Clarke’s 

assertion that both individual and organizational needs can be met within an equal relationship.  

Others challenge this belief.  For example, Yarnall, (2008) questions the premise of finding common 

career ground, pointing to the almost ‘invariable’ differences between individual and organizational 

aims (Yarnall, 2008: 45).  These arguments will be further discussed in the section on power and 

agency below.   
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Proposition Summary 

1.Organizational careers can 

be flexible, challenging and 

mobile 

More volatile organizational systems and flatter structures have 

challenged the established metaphor of a career ladder.  Broader 

skill sets are valued and many people move across functional 

boundaries often with ‘sideways’ moves and ongoing change. 

2.Organizational careers 

provide opportunities for 

employee development 

Employee development is seen as an essential part of the 

relationship with structured and informal training being offered.  

Some of this may be self-directed, but there can be opportunities 

for personal and career development. 

3.Organizational careers can 

be jointly managed 

Employers can offer career opportunities and support with 

individuals having responsibility to utilize these opportunities.  

The organization is transparent about its expectations and needs, 

and employees look to fulfill these.  

4.Organizational careers 

foster balanced relationships 

There are benefits for the organization (increased employee 

commitment) and to the individual (personal development and 

employability).  The relationship can be characterized by trust 

and loyalty. 

5.Organizational careers can 

hinder mobility 

An organizational career may reduce the interest in employees 

considering alternative career options, leaving the organization 

may be perceived as high risk.  However, tenure within an 

organization is likely to be medium term, so moves to other 

organizations are likely within a career. 

Table 2.1:  Five career propositions, adapted from Clarke (2013)  

 

A second strand of relevant career literature comes from the psychological contract.  This is a 

widely used way to consider the relationship between an individual and the employing organization 

(e.g. Clinton & Guest, 2014; Conway et al., 2014; Herriot & Pemberton, 1996: Rousseau, 1995).  

However, some claim it is a somewhat vague construct (e.g. Conway & Briner, 2002; George, 2009), 

leading to suggestions that it should be viewed as a metaphor rather than a theory (Guest & Conway, 

1998).   As with any metaphor, there are numerous descriptions of what it means, but George (2009) 

summarized it as follows; 

‘the general consensus would appear that the psychological contract is promisory, implicit, 

reciprocal, perceptual and based on expectations’ 

George, (2009: 3) 

Many claims have been made for the impact of psychological contract. Following a review, Conway & 

Briner (2005) conclude that it is a fairly strong indicator of an individual employee’s attitudes and a 

less strong indicator of their behaviour.  Contract breach appears to have a stronger influence than 

contract fulfillment, negatively impacting levels of trust, commitment and employee investment 
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(Conway & Briner, 2002; George, 2009).  A recent study (Clinton & Guest, 2014) found a link between 

psychological contract breach and voluntary turnover, suggesting that behaviour can be influenced 

when there is a perceived breach. With changes in organization’s employment relationships (as 

described above), it is recognized that a range of psychological contracts are likely to operate.  Building 

on transactional and relational contracts, Rousseau & Wade-Benzoni (1995) suggested an ‘attachment 

map’.  This captured the timeframe of a relationship (short or long-term) and the level of 

embeddedness (internal or external).  The map enabled different types of career relationship to be 

described as shown in Figure 2.1 below.   The ‘core’ relationship represents the classic relational career 

epitomized by a fair exchange, ongoing investment and a mutually beneficial relationship (e.g. 

Rousseau, 1995).  Relationships representing ‘new’ style careers may start in one of the other 

quadrants depending on the set-up of the relationship and the preferences of the individual (Inkson 

et al., 2001). However, these too could develop and change over time with more being expected of 

the relationship as the psychological contract moves towards the longer term and insider positions.  

When discussing the impact of psychological contract it is therefore important to consider the nature 

of the employment relationship, recognizing that different psychological contracts are likely to 

operate in different circumstances.   

     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.1: Individual-organizational attachment map, from Rousseau & Wade-Benzoni 

(1995) 

 

Within the research on career and psychological contract three perspectives are particularly 

relevant to the current study. Firstly, there is work on HR systems and processes which form part of 

the psychological contract, communicating promises and future expectations (Aggarwal & Bharguva, 
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2009; Rousseau, 1995; Sturges, et al., 2000).   Strong HR systems have been associated with an 

increase in job satisfaction (Berg, 1999).  Formal and informal career processes are part of these HR 

processes (Slay & Taylor, 2007).  The individual will have expectations and will evaluate the extent to 

which they perceive these expectations have been met and this may impact outcomes (such as 

attitudes and organizational commitment).  Some research indicates a low level of satisfaction with 

training and career development within organizations (e.g. George, 2009; Robinson & Rousseau, 

1994), which could negatively impact psychological contract fulfilment.  Secondly, is the research on 

social exchange of career self-management whereby those who engage in career self-management 

directed at furthering their career within the organization are likely to expect additional help and 

support with their career development (DeVos et al., 2003).  This has been referred to as a ‘virtuous 

circle’ of career self-help and career management help (Sturges et al., 2002).  For example, a study 

with graduates demonstrated that those who did more networking attracted and received more 

informal career help than those who did not invest time in the initial activity (representing an example 

of Social Exchange Theory).  A follow-up study, (Sturges et al., 2005) found a link between individual 

career management behaviours and perception of psychological contract fulfilment.  Thus it can be 

seen that psychological contract is a useful concept for exploring the intersection between individual 

and organization in terms of career.  

 

The third perspective of psychological contract theory relevant to this study concerns trust 

and its influence on career.  Trust has been linked to constructs of organizational justice which includes 

distributive justice, procedural justice and interactional justice (e.g. Aggarwal, 2014; Aryee et al., 

2002). Herriot & Pemberton (1995) describe the breakdown of trust between employees and the top 

management in their organizations.  Citing the downsizing activity of the early 1990’s they portray 

managers whose ‘feelings of equity and trust have been violated, and their very identity threatened’ 

(Herriot & Pemberton, 1995: 62).  They discuss feelings of employee powerlessness as trust in the old 

psychological contract disappears.  According to Herriot et al. (1998) there are three ways in which 

trust is eroded by top management: reneging on obligations; using rhetoric (such as ‘old is bad, new 

is good’) to deceive and prioritizing their own needs above those of other employees.  They proceed 

to propose ways in which to rebuild trust, which they indicate is essential to sustainable organizational 

performance.  They suggest recognizing that transitions will be ongoing and that they need to be 

incorporated into organizational career management thinking.  Based on this premise, they 

recommend a four-stage model for career contracting: informing the other party of wants, needs and 

offers; negotiating who will deliver and provide what; monitoring the delivery of the contract; 

renegotiating and exiting.  This approach involves making the psychological contract for career explicit 
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in an attempt to build trust (Herriot & Pemberton, 1996, 1997).  Such overt contracting creates a 

change from the normally ‘implicit’ nature of the psychological contract (George, 2009).   

 

From the above it can be seen that psychological contract provides a helpful lens to use when 

considering the relationship between the employee and the organization in terms of career.  However, 

it should be noted that psychological contract is complex and the impact of breach may vary for 

different people.  For example, according to an individual’s personality they may engage in different 

relationships and may respond to perceived breaches in different ways (e.g. Conway & Briner, 2005).  

Furthermore, the ‘organization’ is not one entity and individuals may have different levels of trust with 

their supervisor than they do with the ‘organization’ (Aryee et al., 2002).  Similarly, a breach in 

psychological contract may influence an individual’s contribution to the organization, but may not 

influence their relationships with co-workers or customers (Conway et al., 2014).  Within this study 

these nuances of the psychological contract will help to develop understanding of the mutual 

expectations and perceived social exchange between the different stakeholder groups. 

 

The third element of career literature to be explored in this theoretical overview concerns 

power and control.  There are many aspects of power and control research which can be applied to 

career.  Whilst recognizing that power and control has an influence on much career literature (e.g. 

trust within the psychological contract as covered above), there are three areas of particular relevance 

to this study: discourses of mutuality; self-management as a form of control and structuration theory.  

Each of these areas shall be considered.  However, firstly it is helpful to locate this discussion within 

the context of some wider research on power and control.   

 

Many of the ideas in this area are drawn from Foucault’s work (e.g. Foucault, 1982).  Drawing 

on Bentham’s vision of a Panoptic tower, (where individuals are aware that they can be observed at 

any time and they won’t know if it’s happening), Foucault suggested that this represents the way 

discipline and punishment operate within modern society.  Accordingly, people are classified as 

individuals, but systems are in place to encourage people to conform to the norm and the system will 

take action when they do not conform.  At an organizational level management control can be 

achieved through surveillance and communication of expected norms through processes such as 

assessment, appraisal, feedback on values, professional training exams. Power and knowledge are 

central to this approach, with the relationship between them recognized as complex and iterative, 

rather than causal (e.g. Damodaran & Olphert, 2000).  The question is less who has the power, but 

rather ‘how people are constituted by the effects of power’ (Stead & Bakker, 2010:51). 
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Discourses describe the way in which a phenomenon is socially and personally represented as 

‘a set of meanings, metaphors, representations, images, stories, statements and so on that in some 

way together produce a particular version of events’ (Burr, 2003:64).  As such, a prevailing discourse 

is unlikely to be conscious or questioned, thereby influencing the power relationship.  Key for this 

study is an understanding of prevailing discourses on the mutuality of the individual/organizational 

relationship.  This clearly links to the discussion on psychological contract above in terms of the level 

of trust that employees feel.  Do individuals perceive that their organization has their best interests at 

heart?  Does the organization trust that the individual is committed to performing to the best of their 

ability? There are differing views on this.  Feldman (1988), highlights a long-term incompatibility of 

personal and organizational goals.  Meanwhile Herriot (1992), positions mutuality as achievable, but 

recognizes this is based on the assumption that organizations are ‘a social collaborative activity rather 

than a controlling manipulative one’ (Herriot, 1992:127).  If the mutuality discourse is unquestioningly 

adopted, the assumption is likely to follow that the organization will act in the interests of the 

individual and vice versa.  Such an assumption could conceal a number of power dynamics.  For 

example, if trusting the organization’s intentions, an individual may not question a lack of 

transparency.  This however, gives additional power to the organization, termed by Dries & De Gieter 

(2014) as information asymmetry.  

 

The organization does not necessarily have all of the power. Indeed, as Foucault highlighted, 

power relations are complex and not necessarily repressive (Burr, 2003).  Individuals can manage 

themselves in a way to exert power too.  For example, uncertain careers could contribute to 

individuals categorizing their knowledge as career capital and thus choosing to withhold it as a type of 

security (Kamoche et al., 2011).  Individuals who feel required to work long hours in pursuit of a 

promised career may engage in ‘political misbehavior such as deception’ (Vardi & Weitz, 2004:506).  

Furthermore, some employees may choose to refuse career development or promotion, preferring 

their status quo rather than complying with the social norm of ambition (Hube, 2004, in Cascio, 2007).   

  

The interplay of power between the individual and the organization can be explored through 

reference to structuration theory (Giddens, 1976, 1991).  This challenges the dualist notion of 

structure (control through social rules) and agency (individual freedom), suggesting a symbiotic 

relationship between the two.  Such interplay is captured in the work of Grey, (1994).  He conducted 

a study of 100 people of all levels in an accountancy firm and tracked the normalizing and surveillance 

aspects of their careers (starting with the selection process).  He found numerous examples of 
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individuals actively managing themselves in order to achieve the career, for example, managing the 

boredom of the early years of audits by re-framing it as ‘this is getting me where I want to be’ (Grey, 

1994: 487).   Interestingly, the employees involved in the study seemed to ascribe to the mutuality 

discourse as many saw disciplinary and surveillance activities as support, helping them to achieve their 

career goals.  Similarly, Lips-Wiersma and Hall (2007) recognize an interplay between the individual 

and organization, referring to it as; 

‘a kind of ‘organizational dance,’ a highly interactive mutual influence process, in which both 

parties are at once the agent and the target of career influence’ 

 Lips-Wiersma & Hall (2007:771) 

 

This section has introduced some career theory relevant to the present study.  From this, some 

lines of enquiry emerge. How do people experience an organizational career and how does this reflect 

the ‘new organizational career’ suggested by Clarke (2013)?  How implicit are career deals and are 

there any examples of formal contracting as suggested by Herriot & Pemberton (1997)? What do 

individuals want and expect from their employer in terms of career support and opportunities and 

how well do they feel this is being delivered?  What discourses do people use to describe alignment 

of individual and organizational goals and how do they describe the ‘dance’ between the different 

parties (Lips-Wiersma & Hall, 2007)?    

 

 

2.3 Career self-management 

 

In response to recent changes in organizational careers, many have suggested that individuals 

should now recognize that career is their personal responsibility, and therefore not expect 

organizational support (George, 2009).   However, the relational approach to psychological contract 

considered above indicates a shared responsibility, a view supported by Clarke’s, (2013) career 

narrative interviews.  Both agree that the individual has some responsibility, so what does this mean?  

Career self-management can be seen as a process which requires a number of skills and practices 

(Inkson et al., 2015).  Both skills and practices elements shall be considered below with a focus on 

career self-management for people who already have experience of work, rather than for those faced 

with initial vocational choice.   

 

The career self-management process is typically positioned as a structured cycle of goal 

setting, planning and action (e.g. Greenhaus et al., 2009; Seibert et al., 2013).  This is considered an 



16 
 

ongoing process, taking place within roles as well as involving changes of role (Inkson et al., 2015).  

One model of career planning is shown in Figure 2.2 below.  Proposed by Hirsh (2008), this model 

clearly shows the interactive nature of career planning and differentiates ‘thinking about careers’ from 

‘taking career action’.   Within this model some of the actions people can do are apparent.  For 

example, they can build self-knowledge, get involved in discussions and consider career options.  The 

model also captures elements of the organizational context through reference to thinking about 

‘future business needs’.   This context is broadened by Inkson et al. (2015) to include other aspects of 

the ‘careerscape’ (Inkson et al., 2015: 294) such as possible longer term economic, technological, 

demographic and political changes.  However, whilst this model is presented as a logical and conscious 

process, it should be recognized that much of career planning may be unconscious and intuitive 

(Kreishok et al., 2009), so surfacing a person’s views and perceptions may be difficult. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.2:  Individual career planning model, from Hirsh (2008) 

 

A more specific set of career self-management actions were proposed by Sturges et al., (2002).   

This is reproduced in table 2.2 and lists observable behaviours for supporting career development.  

The networking section captures elements of building a network and using it to develop skills.  The 

importance of a network to career is widely recognized (e.g. King, 2004; Seibert et al., 2013).  However, 

people have different resources available to them when building and harnessing a network.  
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Iellatchitch et al., (2003) refer to Bourdieu’s work (e.g. Bourdieu, 1986) in describing career capital.  

They define career capital as; 

‘different modes of support the individual obtains and has at his/her disposal and may invest 

for his/her further career success’  

(Iellatchitch et al., 2003:5).   

They suggest this is composed of three types of capital: economic (what I possess); social (who I know 

and who knows about me) and cultural or informational (durable cultural and educational resources).  

It therefore follows that those with high social capital within a career area will be more advantaged in 

networking activities than those without such social capital.  

  

Networking 

• I have got myself introduced to people who can influence my career 

• I have talked to senior management at company social gatherings 

• I have built contacts with people in areas where I would like to work 

• I have pushed to be involved in high profile projects 

• I have asked for career advice from people even when it has not been offered 

• I have asked for feedback on my performance when it was not given 

• I have refused to accept a new role because it would not help me develop new skills 

Mobility 

• I have made plans to leave this organization once I have the skills and experience to move on 

• I have made plans to leave this organization if it cannot offer me a rewarding career 

Practical 

• I have kept my CV up to date 

• I have monitored job advertisements to see what is available outside the organization 

• I have read work-related journals and books in my spare time 

• I have looked outside the organization for career related training or qualifications 

• I have taken on extra activities which will look good on my CV 

Visibility 

• I have made sure I get credit for the work I do 

• I have made my boss aware of my accomplishments 

Table 2.2:  Career self- management items, from Sturges et al. (2002)  

 

Whilst the Sturges et al., (2002) list of career self-management activities is helpful, its focus 

on the observable behaviours may overlook some of the ‘thinking about careers’ aspects in the Hirsh 

(2008) model above.  For example, building self-knowledge through reflecting on values, interests, 

skills and aspirations.  The list includes actions for developing a career within the current organization 

and also for considering a career beyond the current employer.  However, it appears that ‘career 

agility’ (Inkson et al., 2015: 297) is not captured.  This draws on the work of the protean career (e.g. 
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Hall, 2004), characterized by transitions and continuous learning.  It is suggested that career agility 

can help people to adapt better to changing situations and opportunities. 

 

An alternative framework for considering career self-awareness into action can be found in 

Bosley et al. (2009).  Whilst this was proposed as a framework for reviewing the impact of career help 

(see section 2.5 below), it provides some additional ways for conceptualizing career self-management.  

Building on Parsons (1909) and Super (1990) they identify three elements: career self-concept; career 

world-view and career direction/opportunities. Career self-concept captures a dynamic view of self, 

incorporating self-awareness (values, strengths, aspirations, beliefs), professional identity and general 

view of self.  Career world-view is a concept which emerged from their research and describes the 

individual’s understanding of how careers work.  This is likened to a personal career theory and 

includes occupational and organizational understanding about how to access opportunities, an 

understanding of the implicit career rules (Bailyn, 1989).  Career direction/opportunities describes the 

more observable elements of career.  This is likely to be influenced by career self-concept and career 

world-view, but may also be influenced by wider social structures, economic conditions and 

geography.  All three of these are likely to play a part in career self-management.  In particular, 

referring back to Hirsh’s (2008) model, building career self-concept may be a helpful element of ‘self-

knowledge’ and career world-view may be a helpful addition to ‘career options’.  Raising awareness 

of these would enable people to understand which beliefs and assumptions are helping them and 

which may be limiting their opportunities.  

 

This section has described a number of approaches and considerations of career self-

management.  From this, further lines of enquiry emerge.  How do individuals engage in career self-

management and in what ways does this reflect existing models (e.g. Hirsh, 2008; Sturges et al., 2002)? 

What do stakeholders see as the role of individuals in managing their own career? How do people 

explore the ‘careerscape’ within their organization and beyond it (Inkson et al., 2015)?  How do career 

self-concept and career world-view seem to influence career action (Bosley et al., 2009)? 

 

 

2.4 Organizational career management 

 

Historically organizations have played a significant role in mapping career development for 

their employees (e.g. Baruch, 2006; Lips-Weirsma & Hall, 2007).  This has often been done with little 

reference to individual career development approaches (e.g. Bagdadli, 2007; Savikas & Lent, 1994).  
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However, some suggest that as new forms of career emerge, the role of the organization is still 

important, albeit different from the previous role (e.g. Baruch, 2006).  This section will explore views 

on the nature of this changing role and then consider ways in which the organization can manage 

careers.  This will enable further lines of enquiry to be developed.  However, firstly it is helpful to 

define what is meant by ‘the organization’? It is, after all, made up of individuals and groups rather 

than being a single entity.  Furthermore, it is in a state of constant flux, responding to its environment 

(Stacey, 2011).  Each individual employee is likely to experience the organization in a different way, 

dependent on their experiences, the people they interact with, their personality and many other 

factors.  Moreover, the term potentially hides a degree of complexity and may indicate an assumption 

that leaders and managers have some power or control over the direction of a group of people (a 

discourse strongly challenged by Stacey, 2011).  However, in our common way of describing work, we 

readily attribute characteristics to ‘the organization’ and this forms part of people’s narrative about 

their careers (e.g. Clarke, 2013).  Therefore, whilst recognizing the limitations of the term, it will be 

used as a shorthand for those in positions of authority and influence who share a commitment to 

achieving an agreed set of overall goals.   

 

The changing nature of organizational support for careers has been discussed for some time 

(e.g. Herriot et al., 1998; Hirsh & Jackson, 1996; Parker & Inkson, 1999).   In particular, the increased 

focus on the individual (for example with protean and boundaryless careers) can create problems for 

organizations which primarily view their people as a resource to be managed (Inkson et al., 2015).  

Recognizing a change in the balance of career accountability between the individual and the 

organization, Lips-Wiersma & Hall (2007) identified two possible scenarios.  In the first scenario, the 

organization would stop any involvement in career management and career development with the 

individual taking full accountability.  The second scenario involved an ongoing role for the 

organization, but in a more challenging way than historically.  They summarized this new approach 

stating;   

 

‘it requires a systemic approach where the whole system is able to respond competently and 

flexibly to the career aspirations of the individual while also integrating these with the strategic 

direction of the organization’  

 (Lips-Wiersma & Hall, 2007:788).   

This, they suggest, requires business-wide involvement and clear communication of expectations to 

individuals, thus repeating the recommendations of Herriot et al. (1998) discussed above.  Further 

changes that have been suggested include a fundamental transition of the employment relationships 
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from ‘employees as contractors’ to ‘partners in a joint venture’ (Parker & Inkson, 1999:84).  These 

approaches both assume that organizations will take an approach based on mutuality (in line with 

Clarke’s proposition three, 2013).  However, as discussed above, this discourse can be challenged and 

may not be appropriate for all organizations, depending on their strategic aims and source of 

competitive advantage.  For example, applying the individual-organizational attachment map of Figure 

2.1  (Rousseau & Wade-Benzoni, 1995), organizations may pursue different approaches with different 

employees.  They may adopt a partnership approach with ‘core’ employees, but may choose a 

transactional relationship with temporary employees or those contributing specialist skills for a 

particular project. 

 

A further change in organizational career management is the emergence of extensive 

literature and research in the field of talent management.  The work on talent management has 

attracted much interest, and draws on career concepts and vocational psychology in addition to other 

fields such as Strategic Human Resource Management (Dries, 2013; Lewis & Heckman, 2006).  

Inevitably this creates some overlap in literature, concepts and practice and some have questioned 

whether they are separate or if talent management is simply a ‘re-badged and repackaged career 

strategy’ (Yarnall, 2008:5).  However, as stated in the introduction, for this thesis the literature on 

talent and career are being explored separately.  Themes from both shall be used to inform the 

development of the research questions and the analysis of the findings.   

 

So, what do organizations do to help them to manage careers?  A wide variety of policies, 

processes and practices can be included within the umbrella of organizational career management.  In 

essence these help the organization to manage people before they join, when they are employed and 

as they leave the organization (Sonnenfeld & Peiperl, 1988).  Sturges et al. (2002) matched their list 

of individual career actions with a similar list of what the individual could expect from the organization.  

These are listed in Table 2.3 below and are presented in the original format, showing both formal and 

informal practices.   

 

Formal Practices 

• I have been given training to help develop my career 

• My boss has made sure I get the training I need for my career 

• I have been taught things I need to know to get on in this organization 

• I have been given a personal development plan 

• I have been given work which has developed my skills for the future 

• My boss has given me clear feedback on my performance 
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Informal Practices 

• I have been given impartial career advice when I needed it 

• I have been introduced to people at work who are prepared to help me develop my career 

• I have been given a mentor to help my career development 

• My boss has introduced me to people who will help my career 

Table 2.3: Organizational career management items, from Sturges et al. (2002)  

 

The inclusion of formal and informal practices is also echoed by Hirsh, (2008), however, she 

takes a wider perspective and identifies a range of activities, stating; 

‘Some of the most important enablers of career development would not generally be seen as 

career processes at all’  

Hirsh, 2008:5 

Within this she includes job design, selection, development and performance appraisal.  A diagram 

illustrating the ‘web’ of possible career support is shown in Figure 2.3 below.  An even broader range 

of possible organizational career management practices is given in Inkson et al. (2015).  Adapting work 

from Arnold (1997) and Arnold & Cohen (2013) they list 19 possible activities.  In addition to activities 

identified by Sturges et al. (2002) and Hirsh (2008) they include more detailed practices.  For example, 

they reference internal vacancy notification, career paths, secondments, development centers, job 

rotation schemes, succession planning and outplacement.  This suggests that there are many possible 

mechanisms for organizations to support individual career management through formal processes 

and through informal career advice and support.   

 

However, in practice it seems that many organizations are not utilizing these mechanisms and 

that in general, career support is seen as weak.  Perhaps, rather than being a shared accountability 

between individual and organization it is more important to employees than it is to employers; 

‘It is a key issue for employees and they are amazed and frustrated that organizations do not 

engage in it properly’  

Hirsh et al. (2001: 2) 

Certainly, these perceptions would account for the generally low satisfaction with career development 

highlighted in the psychological contract section above (e.g. George, 2009).  
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Figure 2.3: Web of possible sources of career support, from Hirsh (2008) 

 

 

There are many potential lines of enquiry emerging from the literature reviewed in this 

section.  Firstly, seeking to understand the organizational aims and intentions behind career 

management practices and the extent to which this applies to all or some employees.  To what extent 

do organizations view alignment of career aims and organizational needs and a partnership approach 

as desirable (Clarke, 2013; Lips-Wiersma & Hall, 2007)?  In what ways are there different aims for 

different groups of employees (Rousseau & Wade-Benzoni, 1995)? Secondly, considering the specific 

practices through which these aims are enacted.  What formal and informal organizational career 

management practices are operating and how do these reflect approaches suggested in the literature 

(e.g. Hirsh, 2008; Inkson et al., 2015; Sturges et al., 2002)?  
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2.5. Other parties in career management 

 

A variety of people may be involved in supporting the career development of an individual 

(Bosley et al., 2009; Kidd et al., 2003).  This may be as part of operationalizing a formal organizational 

approach or it could be informal.   This section will explore the nature of this support, starting with 

the line manager through whom a lot of the organizational career management processes described 

above are delivered.  The role of mentor will then be considered before describing the work by Bosley 

et al. (2009) on career shapers which provides a typology for the nature of support given by other 

parties.  As with the other sections, this will enable further lines of enquiry to be identified.   

 

The line manager is often recognized as having a significant role to play in an individual’s 

career development (e.g. Hirsh 2008, Schein, 1978; Yarnall, 1998).  Moreover, the line manager’s 

contribution to encouraging employee growth and development can have a significant influence on 

employee trust in organizational leadership (Gordon et al., 2014).  It is widely suggested that the line 

manager’s role in career development is increasing as HR devolve more of their work to line managers 

(e.g. Perry & Kulik, 2008; Renwick & MacNeil, 2002).  Furthermore, the perceived shift from 

organizationally managed careers to jointly managed careers has also been linked to an increasingly 

important role for the line manager (e.g. Yarnall, 1998).  As part of research into the line manager’s 

impact on individual voluntary career development activity, Yarnall (1998), summarized the existing 

literature on the manager’s role.  This was categorized under three headings as seen in Table 2.4.  

These items clearly link with career self-management as described above.  For example, they support 

an individual in both ‘thinking about careers’ and in ‘taking career action’ (Hirsh, 2008).  They can also 

be seen to illustrate the Bosley et al. (2009) categories: career self-concept (through feedback and 

support on goals); career world-view (though communicating the meaning of career development and 

information on future opportunities) and career opportunities and action (through providing learning 

opportunities and job redesign). 

 

Devolvement of career responsibility to the line does not seem to have been entirely 

successful and there is often a gap between the practices espoused by the HR function and those 

which are enacted through the line manager (Purcell & Hutchinson, 2007).  Indeed, the study by 

Yarnall (1998) concluded that it was rhetoric to see managers as proactive developers of their team.  

However, when pushed by team members who were keen on career development, managers did 

provide more support.  Many explanations are given for the variable performance of line managers in 

taking on devolved HR activities.  Purcell & Hutchinson (2007), cite a range of studies when 
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summarizing the explanations as lack of training, lack of interest, work demands, conflicting priorities 

and manager’s self-serving behaviour.  A study by Paustian-Underdahl et al.  (2013) also identified the 

influence of biographical information (such as personality characteristics, work and life experiences) 

on the perceived supportiveness of supervisors.  Moreover, with regard to career development 

specifically, whilst many organizations position career development as a line manager accountability, 

few clearly define what specifically they expect managers to do as part of this (Yarnall, 2008).  

Managers may also lack training in how to fulfill this role.   For example, only 5% of organizations 

questioned in a CIPD survey had trained their line managers in how to support career management 

(CIPD, 2003).  This theme is picked up on by Hirsh, (2008) who recommends skilling managers to 

provide effective career support to their team members in both formal and informal settings.   

 

Promoting career development 

• Communicating the importance of career development 

• Communicating the meaning of career development 

• Raising awareness of the benefits of career development 

• Creating a climate for suitable development e.g. providing opportunities for staff to share 

learning experiences with their peers 

• Encouraging the use of development resources 

Spending time with staff individually on career development issues 

• Acting as coach and counsellor 

• Providing feedback on individual performance 

• Providing information on future opportunities within the organization 

• Supporting individuals that are examining their career goals and plans 

• Being a resource and source of ideas for development options 

• Helping to identify and overcome obstacles to development 

• Acting as a sounding board 

• Setting realistic expectations 

Taking actions to further their staff’s development 

• Championing career interests 

• Redesigning jobs to create more challenging opportunities 

• Reinforcing development of staff through reward 

Table 2.4: The role of line managers in career development, Yarnall (1998: 381) 

 

An alternative perspective on the line manager role in career development has been proposed 

by Crawshaw & Game (2015), applying attachment theory.  Attachment theory focuses on the 

dynamics of a relationship, suggesting that secure relationships are formed through repeated ‘care 

giving’ and this creates a ‘secure base’ from which individuals can be self-reliant (e.g. Bowlby, 2005).  

Crawshaw & Game (2015) conducted a qualitative study to explore the nature of line manager-

individual relationships in a career development context.  They found that despite a wide range of 
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organizational support (such as internal vacancies, career counsellors and annual career development 

reviews), individuals saw career development as their accountability.  However, the line manager was 

perceived as a partner in this process.  In particular, people valued line managers who demonstrated 

acceptance of the employee and were accessible in terms of physical availability with a willingness to 

listen.  They also valued awareness of where the person wanted to go, often supported through 

informal interactions and collaborative career planning and decision making, respecting independence 

but also being willing to influence others. These findings were further developed through a large 

survey.  This supported the finding that in the context of career development, line managers are 

perceived in a caregiving role as described by attachment theory.    

 

Mentoring is an established form of work-place developmental and career support (Arnold & 

Cohen, 2008; Eby et al., 2010).  Whilst definitions of mentoring are often contested, most agree that 

a mentor supports the growth and development of a protégé (e.g. Higgins et al., 2007).  Many cite 

benefits for both the mentor and the protégé (e.g. Higgins et al., 2007).  However, it is difficult to 

establish cause and effect in something as complex as mentoring (Arnold & Cohen, 2008).  The 

functions of mentoring were summarized by Kram (1985) as ‘career’ functions (e.g.  sponsorship, 

coaching, access to development opportunities and understanding how to manage the political 

environment) and ‘psychosocial’ functions (e.g. role modelling, emotional support and friendship).  

Early studies reviewed the impact of mentoring in terms of career success as measured by pay and 

promotion (Dougherty & Dreher, 2007).  However, over recent years the conceptualization of 

mentoring has changed.  It has developed from largely being seen as a single, long-term, formal 

hierarchical relationship aimed at facilitating career progression to include multiple, shorter term 

relationships focused on broader development (Higgins & Kram, 2001).  Using social network theory, 

Higgins and Kram label this career support a ‘developmental network’ (Higgins & Kram, 2001: 264).  

This is likely to include informal, self-forming mentoring relationships which some research has found 

to be particularly effective (e.g. Ragins & Cotton, 1999).  The network may also include the line 

manager as a mentor (e.g. Eby & McManus, 2004; McCarthy & Milner, 2013).  Whilst common, there 

are concerns that it may be difficult for line managers to act as mentors for the same reasons identified 

above with regard to line manager career support.   

 

Research has explored the influences on successful mentoring at both individual and 

organizational level.  The findings include differences in terms of protégé personality and career stage 

and the mentor’s personality and educational experience (Higgins et al., 2007).  At an organizational 

level Higgins et al. (2007), suggest that there has been little research beyond exploring factors which 
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may affect the initial forming of mentoring relationships.   One consistent feature of positive 

mentoring is positioned as the quality of the relationship (e.g. Eby et al., 2010; Kram, 1996).  In their 

‘critical but appreciative analysis’ of the psychology of careers, Arnold and Cohen (2008), summarize 

findings on the nature of helpful relationships in careers.  They refer to these as ‘real relationships’ 

characterized by closeness, support, a focus on subjective rather than objective outcomes and ideally 

a genuine knowledge and care for the other person.  This has similarities with the attachment theory 

findings of Crawshaw & Game (2015) described above.  However, Arnold & Cohen (2008), conclude; 

‘there is little direct evidence that mutuality and sharing are essential features of effective 

career networks, nor that people are seeking closeness in their career related relationships’  

Arnold and Cohen, 2008:32 

This is consistent with the findings on ‘anatomy of credibility’ of career helpers (Bosley et al., 2007) 

discussed below.   

 

A wider review of the contribution others can make in supporting individual career 

development was investigated by Bosley et al., (2009).  Exploring ‘shaping encounters’ (Bosley et al., 

2009: 1488) of non-managerial employees they used career narratives to build deep understanding of 

how participants made sense of career support they had received.  The encounters included some 

short one-off interactions as well as some longer-term relationship based support.  Focusing on an 

individual’s perception was important to create meaning and to recognize some of the inherent 

complexities in managing a career such as the tension between individual agency and organizational 

constraints.  The narratives were subsequently analysed to develop a typology of career helpers, with 

a commitment to descriptions which would be easily understood and recognized by those who had 

contributed to the research.  Five career shaper roles were identified and are summarized in Table 2.5 

below.  The typology was positioned as a starting point, reflecting what emerged from the participants 

involved in the study.  It was recognized that other categories, for example relating to non-directive 

listening and support, could emerge with a different participant group.  These descriptions illustrate 

that in addition to formal career helpers within an organization, (such as managers and HR 

professionals) many people may informally perform such a role (e.g. colleagues).   Furthermore, a wide 

variety of career help can be valued by participants, some of this may be relationship based but there 

can also be a value in more transactional career support (for example with a gatekeeper or 

intermediary).  

 

 

 



27 
 

Role Description 

Advisor - suggestions • Offer opinions and suggestions which help to shape career view 

and actions in pursuit of career such as work experience, skills 

and job search techniques.  Has little impact on career self-

concept 

• Can include professional career advisors, managers, colleagues 

and family members  

Informant - knowledge • Provide information and insights into specific job vacancies and 

occupations, without obviously influencing choices.  Can help 

shape career self-concept which has a subsequent impact on 

career direction 

• Often includes friends, family members, managers, colleagues 

and training staff 

Witness - feedback • Share perceptions of individual strengths and weaknesses, 

shaping career self-concept and aspirations, thereby affecting 

career direction 

• Commonly managers, but can also be training and HR 

professionals, colleagues or family members 

Gatekeeper - 

opportunities 

• Have the power to provide or restrict access to jobs.  Can be 

proactive (approaching individuals with roles, thus shaping 

career direction) or responsive (responding to requests for 

different roles or development opportunities, either positively or 

negatively) 

• Often managers or HR professionals 

Intermediary - 

intervention 

• Able to positively influence on behalf of someone, sometimes 

there is little evidence that they were involved, but a belief that 

they have helped in some way 

• Mostly managers, can be colleagues and family members 

Table 2.5: Career shaper roles identified through the research, adapted from Bosley et al., 2009 

 

This section has considered the role of other parties in supporting career development.  

Having discussed literature on the role of the line manager, mentors and wider career support, it is 

possible to identify three specific emerging lines of enquiry.  Firstly, what do stakeholders view as the 

line manager’s role in career development, and how is this enacted (e.g. Yarnall, 1998)?  Secondly, 

relating to a network of career support, who do people seek career support from (Higgins & Kram, 

2001)?  Thirdly, in what ways are other parties seen to shape and support career development (Bosley 

et al., 2009). 
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2.6 Career conversations 

 

Understanding the role of the individual, the organization and other parties is helpful in building 

the picture of career.  However, it can remain somewhat abstract until consideration is given to the 

actual mechanisms through which individual and organization can work together on career issues.  

Career conversations provide one of these mechanisms.  They are an event at which both 

organizational and individual perspectives may be represented and they can be a key action in a joint 

career project (Young et al., 2002).     Career conversations are widely recognized as a tool in helping 

people with career self-management and therefore form a crucial career development activity (e.g. 

Hirsh et al., 2001; Hirsh, 2008; Yarnall, 2008).  This awareness seems to be widely recognized in the 

HR community too, for example, the CIPD website (2016) includes a number of resources and opinion 

pieces about the importance of quality career conversations.  However, it seems that career 

conversations are not being consistently used as a mechanism to support career development.  For 

example, Yarnall (2008) stated; 

‘one of the biggest gaps in career processes is a lock of honest discussion with most individuals 

about their perceived potential and the realistic options open to them’.  

Yarnall, (2008: 132) 

Furthermore, a study by Right Management (2010), involving 28 000 employees in 15 countries 

concluded that career discussions between employees and their immediate managers were very rare.   

 

Workplace career discussions were studied by Hirsh et al. (2001, see also Kidd et al., 2003, 

2004).  Before undertaking the research, they took a mutual benefits stance to career development, 

with the individual benefitting from access to interesting work (including upwards and lateral moves) 

and the organization benefitting from a supply of higher skills and a more flexible workforce.  They 

recognized that many individuals needed ongoing help and support with their careers in terms of 

information and advice on specific jobs, business direction and relevant skills for the future.  They 

suggested that much of this information and advice was likely to be delivered through conversations.  

However, they were concerned that provision of workplace career conversations was poor and that 

there was little research in this area. They therefore undertook research to explore the key features 

of effective conversations (effective as defined by the receivers of the conversations).  They were 

interested in understanding the setting, who the conversation was with, who initiated the 

conversation, how the behaviours and relationships were described and the outcomes.  Through semi-

structured interviews and some surveys they collected accounts of 198 career discussions, 162 of 

which were described as positive.  A summary of the results is presented in Table 2.6 below. 
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Who the discussion 
was with 

• Manager (not boss) 26% 

• Boss 21% 

• Mentor or coach 14% 

• Specialist external advisor 12% 

• HR personnel 11% 

• Facilitators at external events 8% 

• Friends/work colleagues 8% 

Setting for the 
discussion 

• Informal (not part of HR process) 50% 

• Mentor/coaching 14% 

• Follow-up meetings 14% 

• Events 8% 

• Appraisal/development review 7% 

• Regular internal meeting 4% 

• Meeting with external advisor 3% 

Most commonly 
mentioned qualities 
and behaviours of 
discussion ‘givers’ 

• Personal qualities 56% 

• Challenge and advice 49% 

• Facilitative skills 46% 

• Information giving 46% 

• Giving feedback 33% 

• Managing the session 25% 

• Status, knowledge and experience 10% 

Most commonly 
mentioned qualities 
and behaviours of 
discussion ‘receivers’ 

• Preparation before the session 12% 

• Facilitative skills 11% 

• Probing 8% 

• Personal qualities 7% 

• Gathering information 7% 

Outcomes of effective 
career discussions 

• Future direction 65% 

• Self-insight 61% 

• Awareness of opportunities 53% 

• Feel-good 51% 

• Job move 35% 

• On-going dialogue 25% 

• Political awareness 25% 

• Skill development 22% 

• Career skills 22% 

• Contacts 14% 

• Commitment and retention 11% 

• Secondment 4% 

Table 2.6: Summary of effective career discussion findings, adapted from Kidd et al. (2003, 2004). 

 

These findings relate to much of the other research reviewed in this chapter.  For example, 

the wide range of people involved in providing informal career discussions supports the 

‘developmental network’ idea of Higgins & Kram (2001).  The provision of feedback and information 

is similar to items in the line manager role of career support (Yarnall, 1998).  The outcomes described 

are examples of the framework suggested by Bosley et al. (2009).  For example, self-insight will 

influence career self-concept, political awareness is part of career world-view and a job move is an 
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example of a career opportunity.  Likewise, consistent with Bosley et al. (2009), many of the 

conversations described by participants had a number of outcomes.  The research also reinforced 

some concerns regarding the line manager’s ability to take on a career development role with their 

team.  Many participants were negative about their experiences of talking with their boss about their 

career and stated that they found it difficult (Hirsh et al., 2001). 

 

As shown in Table 2.6, ‘personal qualities’ of the givers were mentioned by 56% of the 

participants.  This category incorporated behaviours which supported trust and openness, for 

example, honesty, frankness and being non-judgmental.  Furthermore, respondents indicated it was 

‘important that the giver had the individual’s best interests at heart and no particular agenda of their 

own’ Kidd et al. (2004:236).  This is consistent with other research described above (e.g. Kram, 1996) 

and the finding by Bosley et al. (2007) that partiality was an important characteristic of career helpers.  

However, the findings of Kidd et al. (2004) do not constitute direct evidence of the necessity of these 

qualities within a career network (Arnold & Cohen, 2008).  Challenge and advice were the most 

commonly mentioned interpersonal skills of givers of effective career discussions (mentioned by 49%).  

The description of this category included challenging an individual’s self-perception, perceived 

barriers and rationale for different career choices.  One common feature of this category was 

reference to being ‘pushed out of the comfort zone’ Kidd et al. (2004:237).  Two further categories 

were mentioned by 46% of respondents each.  ‘Facilitative skills’ covered questions, listening and 

showing empathy.  These descriptions are similar to those described by Bosley et al. (2007) as part of 

relationship credibility.  ‘Information giving’ included very specific advice as well as more general 

information on a range of career options.  This ‘information giving’ combined with the ‘status, 

knowledge and experience’ behaviours mentioned by 10% of people relates to the Bosley et al. (2007) 

description of the relationship between the organization and the helper.   Bosley et al.  (2007) 

concluded that valued helpers had some or all of three qualities: a relationship between the helper 

and the structure (contributing power, influence and knowledge); a relationship between the helper 

and the receiver (contributing personal knowledge, care and support); partiality (a sense of someone 

on your side).   

 

The outcomes of these career discussions were categorized based on the data rather than 

using pre-defined constructs (Kidd et al., 2003).  As shown in Table 2.6, twelve categories of outcome 

were identified with many respondents reporting outcomes in a number of categories from one 

discussion.  Four of these categories were mentioned by at least half of the participants.  Firstly, future 

direction (65%), which included thinking about possible career options, making a decision on these 
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options or developing a specific plan.  Self-insight was the second most common outcome (61%), 

leading to greater awareness of strengths, weaknesses, aspirations and values.  The third most 

common outcome was titled ‘awareness of opportunities’ which included internal and external 

opportunities and some of the processes for accessing them (with political awareness captured as a 

separate category).  Feeling good or motivated about self, work or career was also mentioned by more 

than half of the respondents (51%). This emotional response to positive career discussions was also 

evidenced in the rich and positive language used by many participants when describing their 

experiences. In addition to describing what was on the list of outcomes, Kidd et al. (2003) observed 

an interesting omission.  They point out; 

‘Very rarely did anyone remark on how a career discussion had led them to be more ‘satisfied’ 

with their career or their job, despite the prevalence of the terms career satisfaction and job 

satisfaction in the literature of career interventions’ 

Kidd et al. (2003:130) 

This reinforces the value of using respondent-generated categories rather than pre-defined ones. 

 

The results of the above study confirmed the benefits of career conversations for individual 

career development.  Rather than the prescribed conversations of formal processes such as appraisal, 

they found that individuals benefited from different types of career discussion at different times.  

Thus, sometimes it was helpful to have a reflective conversation, sometimes to receive honest and 

frank feedback, whilst at other times it was helpful to be given information which could help with 

career decision making and planning.  Whilst positive conversations brought positive results, there 

was also a reported risk – if the conversation was viewed as negative it was unlikely to lead to any 

action and was likely to have a negative emotional effect.  They concluded that career discussions 

were a key tool for career development and that investment should be made in learning how to do 

them well, (as part of mainstream training rather than a separate initiative).  As a contribution to such 

learning they developed a detailed checklist for givers and receivers of career discussions, linking to 

four stages of career discussions which they identified Hirsh et al. (2001).   The stages were: setting 

up the discussion; establishing trust; sharing information and agreeing action.   

 

The research by Hirsh et al. (2001) was conducted within five case study organizations.  All 

organizations had established career development approaches and a commitment to providing career 

support.  Within the original findings, overviews of the organizations are given (Hirsh et al. 2001) and 

the potential impact of organizational and wider contextual factors is raised.  There were some 
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differences identified in who the career discussions took place with, but wider contextual differences 

were not extensively explored.   

 

The above research demonstrates that the respondents benefitted from career discussions 

with a variety of people in a variety of ways.  However, this research did not situate these 

conversations within the context of other career development activities (individual or organizational).  

The lines of enquiry are therefore an attempt to broaden the understanding of career conversations 

from all stakeholder perspectives.  Accordingly, the emerging lines of enquiry are: what do different 

stakeholders see as the contribution of career conversations?;  what types of conversations are valued 

by each stakeholder group?; in what ways do conversations seem to be influenced by organizational 

context?  

 

 

2.7 Summary and conclusion  

 

A wide variety of career literature has been explored in this chapter.  Career has been 

positioned as a dynamic concept relating to an individual’s work experiences.  A number of theoretical 

perspectives have been introduced and the ‘new organizational career’ (Clarke, 2013) has been 

suggested as an alternative to the ‘boundaryless’ and ‘protean’ career forms.  This new career form is 

based on a belief in mutuality – meeting the needs of the individual and the organization.  However, 

not all agree that this is possible (e.g. Yarnall, 2008).  The degree of perceived alignment between 

individual career and organizational resource needs will therefore be an interesting topic of study.  

Given the seemingly changing nature of careers, the individual is seen as having an increased level of 

accountability for managing their career.  This has raised questions regarding the role of the 

organization in career development and the role of the individual in their own career self-

management.  This chapter has presented some approaches to both organizational career 

management and individual career development which have emerged from previous research.  Many 

organizational career management activities are dependent on the contribution of the line manager, 

and the nature of the line manager’s role has been discussed.  Furthermore, other parties may form 

part of an individual’s career network and their contribution has been explored.  Career conversations 

have been described as a mechanism through which career support can be given.  The nature of these 

career conversations has been discussed, citing previous research.  This chapter has highlighted the 

potential tension between individual and organizational goals. 
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Throughout this review of the career literature, a number of lines of enquiry have been 

identified.  These are summarized in Table 2.7 below.  The talent literature will be reviewed in the 

next chapter, with additional lines of enquiry emerging.  These shall then be brought together in the 

methodology chapter (chapter 4), with both literatures used to inform the approach to the present 

study. 

 

Theoretical perspectives • How do people experience an organizational career and how does 

this reflect the ‘new organizational career’ suggested by Clarke 

(2013)?   

• How implicit are career deals and are there any examples of 

formal contracting as suggested by Herriot & Pemberton (1997)?  

• What do individuals want and expect from their employer in 

terms of career support and opportunities and how well do they 

feel this is being delivered?   

• What discourses do people use to describe alignment of 

individual and organizational goals and how do they describe the 

‘dance’ between the different parties (Lips-Wiersma & Hall, 

2007)?    

Career self-management • How do individuals engage in career self-management and in 

what ways does this reflect existing models (e.g. Hirsh, 2008; 

Sturges et al., 2002)?  

• What do stakeholders see as the role of individuals in managing 

their own career? How do people explore the ‘careerscape’ within 

their organization and beyond it (Inkson et al., 2015)?   

• How do career self-concept and career world-view seem to 

influence career action (Bosley et al., 2009)? 

Organizational career 

management 

• To what extent do organizations view alignment of career aims 

and organizational needs and a partnership approach as desirable 

(Clarke, 2013; Lips-Wiersma & Hall, 2007)?   

• In what ways are there different aims for different groups of 

employees (Rousseau & Wade-Benzoni, 1995)?  

• What formal and informal organizational career management 

practices are operating and how do these reflect approaches 

suggested in the literature (e.g. Hirsh, 2008; Inkson et al., 2015; 

Sturges et al., 2002)?  

Other parties in career 

management 

• What do stakeholders view as the line manager’s role in career 

development, and how is this enacted (e.g. Yarnall, 1998)? 

• Who do people seek career support from (Higgins & Kram, 2001)?  

• In what ways are other parties seen to shape and support career 

development (Bosley et al., 2009). 
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Career conversations • What do different stakeholders see as the contribution of career 

conversations?;   

• What types of conversations are valued by each stakeholder 

group?;  

• In what ways do conversations seem to be influenced by 

organizational context?  

 

Table 2.7: Career literature review lines of enquiry 
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Chapter 3: Talent management literature review  

 

 

3.1.  Introduction 

 

There has been growing interest in talent management over the past decade, from both 

academics and practioners (Dries, 2014).  The field has been dominated by practice based research 

and many writers have commented on the ongoing lack of empirical research (Collings & Mellahi, 

2009; Lewis & Heckman, 2006; Thunnissen at al., 2013b, Thunnissen, 2016).  This, combined with the 

relative newness of the field creates a number of challenges for the academic researcher.  For 

example, there is no agreed definition of talent management, there is debate concerning the 

theoretical foundations and there is little consensus on the role of the individual.  Given this context, 

the current literature review will provide a broad introduction to the talent management literature, 

starting by considering what talent management ‘is’, followed by a brief overview of the research 

background and a summary of key findings from the practice based literature.  Having established this 

overview, I will then focus more specifically on mutuality and alignment within talent management, 

followed by the role of talent conversations.   This review will help to identify ‘lines of enquiry’ 

emerging from the existing literature which are further discussed in the methodology section and used 

to frame the research questions for the current study.  In particular, this literature review will draw 

attention to questions of stakeholder alignment, organizational and cultural context.   It will also 

identify a gap in research on talent conversations. 

 

 

3.2 What is talent management? 

 

 Talent management is an emerging topic which is gaining credibility as a field of academic 

study (Dries, 2013; Sparrow et al., 2014a).   Whilst many of the tools for talent management have been 

around since the 1950s (Capelli, 2008), the term ‘talent’ in the current context first appeared in the 

1990s in the well-known McKinsey article, ‘The War for Talent’, (Chambers et al., 1998).  Whilst there 

is no agreed definition of talent management, it is generally recognized as encompassing the 

systematic attraction, identification, development, engagement/retention and deployment of talents 

(e.g. Farndale et al., 2010).  However, a consistent definition of talent management remains ellusive.  

Indeed, Thunnissen et al. (2013b) in their literature review of 62 peer reviewed articles observed that 

half of the articles they included had no clear description or definition of talent management.  
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Academics cite this lack of a clear definition, claiming agreement is important and will enable the 

development of more robust theory (Collings, 2014b; Iles et al., 2010; Nijs et al., 2013).  However, at 

this stage in the field’s growth, Sparrow et al. (2014a) point out that the lack of agreed definition may 

support greater innovation and avoid a politicized academic debate.  With this in mind, some 

alternative definitions are introduced below. 

 

One widely cited definition is offered by Collings & Mellahi (2009). They build on the work of 

Lewis & Heckman, (2006) and define talent management as;  

“activities and processes that involve the systematic identification of key positions that 

differentially contribute to the organization's sustainable competitive advantage, the 

development of a talent pool of high-potential and high-performing incumbents to fill these 

roles, and the development of a differentiated human resource architecture to facilitate filling 

these positions with competent incumbents, and to ensure their continued commitment to the 

organization”  

Collings & Mellahi (2009: 304). 

This definition is broad and encompasses four main approaches to talent management (people, 

practice, position and pool) which shall be further explored in the next section on theoretical 

foundations.  A  similar definition is proposed by Scullion & Collings (2011) to capture the nature of 

global talent management to include; 

‘all organizational activities for the purpose of attracting, selecting, developing and retaining 

the best employees in the most strategic roles’, recognizing the need to balance ‘global 

strategic priorities as well as the differences across national contexts’   

Scullion & Collings (2011:6).   

 

A further way to consider the definition is to review the intended outcomes, using this to infer 

the meaning and scope of talent management.  Thunnissen et al. (2013b) cited a number of studies 

(e.g. Davies & Davies, 2010; Ready & Conger, 2007) to identify different levels of outcomes and effects.  

They concluded that talent management outcomes were to attract, motivate and retain, enabling the 

organization to meet their resourcing needs, reducing the gap between supply and demand of talent. 

However, this outcome view has been challenged by Capelli (2008), who comments that talent 

management in itself is not the intended outcome, rather the intention is to increase overall 

organizational performance in the eyes of the shareholder, i.e. to support achievement of the financial 

goals.  Thus, organizational success would be a measure of talent management effectiveness.  

However, there remains no clear way of measuring the impact of talent management.  Indeed, there 

http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1090951613000771#bib0010
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have been calls for this to be a focus of future research (e.g. Sparrow & Makram, 2015; Tarique & 

Schuler, 2014; Thunnissen, 2016). 

 

A very different approach was taken by (Nils et al., 2013).  Rather than starting with what 

talent management does, they started with trying to understand what talent is. Accordingly, they 

conducted a multidisciplinary review of definitions of talent and then applied them to talent 

management.  This identified excellence as the main evidence for talent and incorporated insights 

from human resource management, gifted education, positive psychology and vocational psychology.    

‘Talent refers to systematically developed innate abilities of individuals that are deployed in 

activities they like, find important and in which they want to invest energy.  It enables 

individuals to perform excellently in one or more domains of human functioning, 

operationalized as performing better than other individuals of the same age or experience, or 

as performing consistently at their personal best’                                                                           

Nijs et al. (2013: 182) 

This definition goes beyond the dominant ‘human capital’ stance (e.g. Farndale et al., 2010) and gives 

greater prominence to the individual’s perspective.  This definition was developed into a model and a 

series of propositions which shall be explored in the next section on research background.   

 

 These examples capture some of the challenges with defining talent management.  Is it about 

the activities that take place?  Is it about the nature of talent? Is it about the organizational outcomes? 

Is it about development?  Furthermore, considering a constructionist perspective, does it matter what 

it ‘is’?   Indeed, perhaps it is appropriate to embrace the different perspectives and use this to build a 

rich understanding of the talent management landscape.   

 

 

3.3.  Research background 

 

 Whilst largely situated within the field of HRM and organizational behaviour (Nijs et al., 2013; 

Thunnissen et al., 2013a), talent management draws on many disciplines with their own established 

theoretical foundations (Collings, 2014a; Dries, 2013). Within the peer reviewed journals there tend 

to be three streams of literature: definitions of talent and talent management;  the aims and impacts 

of talent management; talent management activities and practices (Thunnissen et al., 2013b).   A full 

review of these is beyond the scope of this thesis.  However, an overview of the most common 

approaches will be given, building on the Collings & Mellahi (2009) definition of talent management 

http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1053482213000326#bb0450
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given above. This will be followed by some additional perspectives including the propositions by Nijs 

et al., (2013).  Rather than presenting these as competing alternatives, the intention is to illustrate the 

breadth of the field and to echo the stance of Sparrow et al. (2014c) that there are merits in talent 

management being positioned as a ‘bridge field’ (Sparrow et al., 2014c: 279) drawing on varied 

literature and thinking from across disciplines.  This combination of viewpoints will enable ‘lines of 

enquiry’ to be identified which inform the present study.   

 

 The definition given by Collings & Mellahi (2009), can be separated into four different 

approaches to talent management.  One focuses primarily on people, one on practice, one on 

positions and a final one on strategic pools.  Each has an underlying philosophy of what is most likely 

to contribute to organizational success and draws on different elements of Human Resource 

Management theory.  This approach has been further developed by Sparrow et al. (2014b) to indicate 

the strategic context within which each is most likely to be beneficial.  A summary of each approach 

is given in Table 3.1 below. Whilst these are presented as alternative approaches it is recognised that 

in many situations a combination of approaches will be appropriate (Sparrow et al. 2014b).   

 

Focus Summary  

People  Star performers are seen as the source of competitive advantage. 

Most likely to be appropriate in an environment of high stability in an 

organization with a people focus.  This enables differential performance to 

be observed and standards to be developed for assessment of people’s 

ability to impact on a known problem.  The focus is on the people who can 

make a differential contribution, the ‘A’ players with high value and high 

uniqueness. 

Practices Competitive advantage seen as driven by adherence to excellent practice. 

Most likely to be appropriate in an environment with high stability and high 

process focus.  Talent is considered as human capital and thus talent 

management encompasses all key people activities such as recruitment, 

succession planning a development, but with the implication that it should 

be done faster and across the whole enterprise, using data to drive 

improvement. 

Key positions Systematic identification of key positions which have a major impact on 

ongoing competitive advantage (not just leadership positions). 

Most likely to be appropriate in an environment of strategic uncertainty with 

a high process focus.  Differentiation of roles by strategic importance to ‘A’, 

‘B’ and ‘C’, with a focus on the attraction, recruitment, development and 

retention of people to fill these roles. 
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Strategic talent 

Pools 

Focusing on strategically important groupings or clusters of talent to meet 

possible future needs.  Most likely to be appropriate in an environment of 

high strategic uncertainty and high people focus.  Closely aligned to 

succession and strategic workforce planning with a key task of projecting the 

needs of the organization and the progression of employees.  Uses data 

analytics, scenario planning and forecasting, with HR informing key business 

decisions.   

Table 3.1: Alternative approaches to talent management, adapted from Collings & Mellahi (2009); 

Sparrow et al. (2014b) 

  

Each approach is seen to have merits and drawbacks.  For example, the people approach has 

been criticized for its focus on individuals as the source of competitive advantage, which other 

organizations could easily replicate through recruiting these people (e.g. Pfeffer, 2001).  Others, (e.g. 

Gelens et al., 2013) have highlighted the potential negative impact on those not identified as ‘talent’.    

The practice approach (dominant in much of the practitioner literature) has been challenged for failing 

to account for organizational context and alignment between the organization and individual goals 

(e.g. Stahl et al., 2012).  These approaches all tend to lead to differential treatment of certain 

employees based on perceived value to the organization.  Their value can be assessed using a matrix 

such as the HR architecture model (Lepak & Snell, 1999) which assesses human capital in terms of 

value and uniqueness, thereby identifying which groups to invest in most.     

 

The propositions for talent management developed Nijs et al. (2013) challenge the largely 

human capital oriented perspective of the approaches outlined above.  Rather than assuming 

employees are focused on creating value for their organization, they recognize the unpredictability of 

people’s motivations and behavior. Accordingly, they take a more psychological stance to build 

understanding of the talent construct.   The propositions relate firstly to the definition, stating that 

talent can only be measured where it is operationalized as having an ability element (with innate and 

developed abilities) and an affective element (incorporating motivation and interest).  The next 

propositions relate to the implications of an interpersonal or intrapersonal focus (with those taking an 

interpersonal more likely to focus on differentiated talent management strategies).   The final 

propositions illustrate how talent can be measured and identified within talent management.  They 

suggest that measurement of talent varies according to how it is operationalized (thus a focus on the 

ability component is likely to lead to use of standardized tests, whereas a focus on the affective 

element is more likely to use self-report measures).    Furthermore, they support the view of others 

(e.g. De Vos & Dries, 2013) recommending that the definition of talent adopted by an organization 

should reflect its strategic goals.  Thus, depending on strategy and culture, an interpersonal or 
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intrapersonal definition of talent may be adopted.  For example, in my consulting work I have 

experienced a small start-up organization where every employee was encouraged and supported to 

be their intrapersonal best.  I have also encountered a sales-focused competitive environment with a 

focus on being better than others, an interpersonal approach.  Nijs et al. (2013) summarize with a call 

to provide focused activities to support ‘developed ability’ and to help individuals to identify their 

motivations and interests.  

 

Thunnissen et al. (2013b) aimed to broaden the talent management debate to reflect the 

needs of the different actors involved and a recognition of the importance of context.  They critiqued 

the dominant approaches for example, the focus on employment practices not work practices (Boxall 

& Macky, 2009).  They also challenged the unitarist perspective which assumes that ‘the organization’ 

is one entity with everyone aligned behind the same goals, neglecting to explore potentially conflicting 

goals.  Furthermore, they applied the managerialist criticisms of HRM to talent management, with 

talent management tools providing control to assist in the ultimate aim of making more money, an 

aim which may fit the purpose of some organizations but may be inappropriate to apply to other 

bodies such as public sector organizations.  They proceeded to argue for a pluralist approach, whereby 

multiple perspectives are held and applied at the same time, complimenting each other.  This, they 

suggest provides a more appropriate model of a complex organization, leading to a richer 

understanding.  They propose three new perspectives which they advocate are used to extend current 

thinking on talent management.  These are summarized in Table 3.2 below.  Thunnissen et al. (2013a) 

position their paper as highly conceptual.  They suggest further avenues for research including 

understanding how organizations are defining and operationalizing talent and expanding the scope of 

talent management research into organizations with aims which are not economic (e.g. voluntary 

organizations).  They also suggest an exploration of talent management from an individual’s 

perspective rather than just from the HR or manager perspective.  Thunnissen (2016) conducted a 

study which included individual experiences of talent management, findings are discussed below in 

the section on mutuality.  These three suggestions for research are partially addressed in the present 

study.  A further suggestion, exploring the impact of talent management at a societal level is not 

explored.   

 

Employment – work 

relationship 

Recognise that the relationship between employer and employee is an 

exchange, covering both economic and social elements.  This will 

broaden the activities and practices considered within talent 

management, for example, through increased consideration of the 

psychological contract.   
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Ongoing influence of 

actors at multiple levels 

Rather than the current narrow focus on systems and instruments, 

recognize that the system influences the actors and vice versa.  This 

encourages a clearer focus on the employee and the broader 

environment rather than concentrating solely on the organizational 

perspective.   

Beyond economic view Majority of talent management writers focus on economic value and 

assume that rational objectives are behind decisions and actions.  

However, there can also be non-rational objectives at play such as 

cultural norms, symbols and beliefs (as emphasized in Institutional 

theories) and wider social benefits could also be considered. 

Table 3.2: Additional talent perspectives, adapted from Thunnissen et al. (2013a) 

 

Another critical perspective is drawn from the Resource Based View (RBV) of strategy (e.g. 

Barney, 2001).  This suggests that competitive advantage is not derived solely from market position, 

but rather from the ability to develop, use and protect core competencies which are important for the 

future (Hamel & Prahaled, 1994, in Stacey, 2011).  The RBV holds that competitive advantage is 

difficult to replicate as it is situated in the history, culture, skills and practices of the organization.  

Bowman & Hird (2014) applied RBV to talent management, showing how it challenges the prevailing 

assumptions.  For example, individual leaders will not be the primary source of competitive advantage 

and are unable to create value in isolation from the team and wider organizational context.  Similarly, 

because value creation is contextualized, a leader who performs well in one environment may not be 

able to repeat this in another situation.  They also highlight a risk that early talent identification 

reduces the diversity that is needed to enable an organization to continually adapt.  Furthermore, they 

challenge the notion that talent in one firm will be of value to another firm as much of an individual’s 

value lies in their tacit knowledge of the organization.  They conclude with some implications for talent 

management practice.  They recommend a focus on understanding what drives competitive 

advantage within the organization and recognizing that many contextual elements combine to create 

success.  Alongside recognizing the contribution of talent, they point to the essential role of the ‘solid 

citizens’ (Bowman & Hird, 2014: 86) who may be main drivers of competitive advantage. 

 

 The importance of context has emerged above (for example from Thunnissen, 2013a and the 

RBV).  Other writers have also referenced the importance of a contextualized view to talent 

management (e.g. Collings, 2014b;  Iles et al., 2010; Sparrow et al., 2014b; Thunnissen, 2016).   

However, context itself does not have a clear definition or taxonomy (Johns, 2006).  It has been 

suggested (Capelli & Sherer, 1991) that context should be considered within all research as it is likely 

to have a significant influence on findings.  Capelli & Sherer (1991) conceptualize context as taking 
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place at different levels with the external environment providing the context for the organization, and 

the organization providing context for individuals.  Johns (2006) describes context as; 

‘situational opportunities and constraints that affect the occurrence and meaning of 

organizational behavior as well as functional relationships between variables’ 

Johns (2006:386) 

This description emphasizes the importance of considering both ‘occurrence and meaning’ and 

recognizing that different elements will interact, including ‘constraints and opportunities’.  Johns 

(2006) suggests that context should be embraced as an important element of research, rather than 

either ignored or included as a variable to be controlled for.  Furthemore, he recommends having an 

open view on which contextual features will be relevant.  However, there are some models of 

contextual features which can provide some indications of which elements of context to consider.  

Wilson & Woodburn (2014) provide a summary of the contextual features identified across a number 

of management literatures.  For example, they cite Goodman & Haisley (2007) who identify four 

elements: task and technology infrastructure; organizational structure (including authority, 

communication, decision making and reward system); social infrastructure (including culture, norms 

and informal networks) and the uniqueness of the workforce (knowledge, skills and abilities).  Others 

categorize the elements in different ways and include some additional aspects such as risk taking (Rice, 

2006), organizational goals and purpose (Porter & McGloghin, 2006) and power and politics (Pardo et 

al., 2011).    

 

Within talent management, the influence of context has been considered in terms of national 

context.  There have been a number of papers exploring this (for example, Cooke, 2011 on China; 

Sidani & Al Ariss, 2014 on the Arab Gulf region; Vaiman & Holden, 2011 on Central and Eastern 

Europe).  Context is also understood to apply to the organizational culture, or ‘how things are done 

round here’ (Drennan, 1992).   This, however, has not been widely considered within talent 

management (e.g. Kontoghiorges, 2016; Thunnissen et al. 2013a).  An exception is Garrow & Hirsh’s 

(2008) paper on ‘issues of focus and fit’.  This explores the importance of alignment between 

organizational culture and talent management approach.  For example, they reference the need for 

consistency in terms of transparency, selection, employee involvement and adoption of formal 

approaches.  The issues of transparency are further explored in the section on psychological contract 

below.  Cultural alignment is also identified as important by Martin & Groen-in’t-Woud (2011) in their 

chapter on employer branding and talent management, relating this to both prospective and current 

employees.  Using Schein’s (e.g. Schein, 2010) definition of culture as the hidden values, assumptions 

and beliefs that shape organizational direction, they illustrate how this interacts with corporate 
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identity, employer brand signals, organizational identity and strategic choices to provide a context for 

talent management activities.    An additional way to understand organizational culture is through the 

cultural web (Johnson et al., 2008).  This places the organizational paradigm (the taken for granted 

assumptions and beliefs) at the center with manifestations of this represented through routines and 

rituals, stories, symbols, power structures, organizational structures and control systems. Taking 

Garrow & Hirsh’s (2008) approach, all of these should ‘fit’ with the talent management approach being 

adopted by the organization.  Thus, they position talent management processes supporting the 

strategic objectives of the organization, reflecting the culture and supporting the psychological 

contract between the individual and the organization.  Furthermore, they recommend that talent 

processes should integrate with existing HR processes and be consistent with the abilities of the 

organization to deliver (for example, within the capability of the line managers).  Garrow & Hirsh 

(2008) also recognize that talent management may be used to challenge and shape the prevailing 

culture, a view echoed by Sparrow et al. (2014a).   

 

The above summary of key perspectives illustrates the breadth of the talent management 

research background.  A number of elements of this were influential in developing initial lines of 

enquiry for the present study, focused on understanding how the theories described here translate 

into practice within organizations, answering the call for such research by Thunnissen et al. (2013a).  

In particular, I want to consider how do organizations define and operationalize talent and talent 

management, and how does this reflect the approaches suggested by Collings & Mellahi (2009) and 

Niijs et al. (2013)?  How are the different stakeholder perspectives represented in talent management 

approaches (Thunnissen, 2016)?  In what ways does the approach to talent management seem to 

reflect (or shape) organizational strategy and culture (Garrow & Hirsh, 2008; Sparrow et al., 2014b)?   

 

 

3.4 Talent management practice  

 

Within talent management, practice based research has been more prevalent than academic 

oriented peer reviewed research (e.g. Dries, 2013; Sparrow et al., 2014a; Thunnissen, 2016).  There 

are a number of features of the practitioner research which should be considered when referencing 

this material within the context of academic study.  In particular, it is important to recognize that the 

purpose of these papers is to extend professional practice, rather than to advance theory (Oliver, 

2012).  Therefore, they may show little concern for empirical research or the rigorous critical and 

theoretical thinking of an academic approach (Vaiman & Collings, 2013).   For example, there are many 
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claims made regarding the extent of the return on investment which may not bear detailed scrutiny 

(Lewis & Heckman, 2006).   This has led Reilly (2008) among others, to identify a risk of hyperbole in 

the field of talent management.  However, with these caveats, a summary of some of the practitioner 

literature provides helpful information relevant to this study.  Some sample approaches to talent 

management will be shared, followed by a particular focus on the emerging role of both HR and line 

managers within talent management.  This will be followed by a critique of much talent management 

practice which has emerged from some of the academic papers (e.g. Minbaeva & Collings, 2013; 

Sparrow et al., 2011).  This review of the practitioner literature will help to broaden the lines of enquiry 

so far identified.   

 

A number of practitioner books and articles describe overall frameworks and processes to 

help organizations to achieve their talent goals (for example, Ashton & Morton, 2005; Goldsmith & 

Carter, 2010; Silzer & Dowell, 2010).  Often based on case studies, they recommend a number of steps 

or questions to guide an organization through the design and implementation of a talent strategy.  

Many of the practices are comparable with the descriptions of organizational career management 

described in chapter two.  One comprehensive process is proposed by Barner, (2006) in his book 

‘Bench Strength’ which draws on his experiences in the media industry.  The approach covers a wider 

range of steps and considerations than many of the others, including a clear strategic focus on future 

requirements.  The steps are summarized in Table 3.3 below and show a focus on identifying key 

positions (in this instance leadership positions).  Although there is no discussion of talent definitions, 

the approach recommends systematic development to build on innate abilities, with a focus on those 

who will perform better than other individuals (interpersonal excellence).  The focus throughout the 

book is on the ability element of talent with little reference to the importance of ‘activities they like, 

find important and in which they want to invest energy’ (Nijs et al., 2013:182).  Furthermore, the model 

can be seen as expressing a managerialist and unitarist perspective as described above (Thunnissen et 

al., 2013a).   

 

Step Heading Description 

1 Identify organization’s 

future business goals and 

environment 

• Understanding the long term goals of the organization 

• Exploring significant changes in the market place which 

will impact on challenges and opportunities for the 

organization 

2 Assess performance gap • Identifying the key gaps in current organizational 

performance which will need to be addressed to meet 

the changing demands 
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3 Anticipate organizational 

transition 

• Anticipated structural changes as the organization 

evolves 

• Identifying the most ‘mission critical’ leadership roles 

(p52) and parts of the organization which require 

totally new skills/knowledge and any areas which have 

a surplus of talent or require specific sets of knowledge, 

skill, attitude 

4 Identify changing 

leadership requirements 

• Develop understanding of the new requirements for 

leaders moving forward to achieve the goals, 

developing a template for leaders’ future role, 

responsibility, technical and management competence 

and work experience 

5 Perform talent capabilities 

assessment 

• Evaluate each leader in terms of performance and 

potential, using clearly defined criteria  

• Assess the talent strength within each function/unit 

6 Plan and implement action 

to close gap 

• Develop a comprehensive plan to close the gap 

• Likely to include: acquire/develop/retain talent; 

restructure jobs; build talent management 

infrastructure 

Table 3.3: Summary of talent management steps, adapted from Barner, (2006) 

 

In addition to overall models such as Barner, much of the practitioner literature describes 

approaches taken by well-known multi-national corporations (MNCs).  For example, HSBC and Proctor 

& Gamble (Ready & Congor, 2007), McDonalds and Microsoft, (in Goldsmith & Carter eds, 2010), 

Pepsico and Home Depot (in Silzer & Dowell eds. 2010), Blackrock and Tata group, (Ready et al., 2014) 

are all referenced as case studies.  The majority of these case studies refer to North American 

organizations, often operating in a multi-national context and in professional service (Vaiman & 

Collings, 2013).  Indeed, taking an employer branding perspective, (e.g. Martin and Groen-in’t-woud, 

2011) these case studies could represent the way the organizations would like to be perceived as doing 

things, rather than the way they are doing things.   However, some do take a more critical and 

reflective approach, highlighting the challenges they face.  For example, Pepsico (Church & Waclawski, 

2010), have an inclusive talent management programme, integrated with their wider talent 

sustainability framework.  Officially introduced in 2007, the focus is on building the talent ‘bench’ 

(Church & Waclawski, 2010: 619) and incorporates many activities which were already in place, either 

formally or informally.  The model has two key elements.  The first is the Career Growth Model which 

helps employees understand what they can do to build their career at Pepsico (i.e., have proven 

results; develop their leadership capability; develop functional expertise, business understanding and 

key experience).  This demonstrates a clear message regarding transparency and accountability for 

career, two themes which will be considered below.  The second element is the talent management 
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model with three phases of talent management: identify; develop readiness; movement. These 

elements are brought together in the people planning process.  This model includes a recognition of 

both ‘systematically developed’ and ‘innate’ talent (from Nijs et al., 2013).   A key factor in the success 

of this process is recognized as ‘the extent to which the people in the meeting truly know their 

employees’ (Church & Waclawski, 2010: 625).  This highlights the role of the line manager, something 

the case study identifies as sometimes problematic, with many managers operating to their own 

implicit models of talent and potential.  

 

The sample approaches described above tend to be owned by the HR function.  Indeed, talent 

management tends to be positioned within the field of HR (Lewis & Heckman, 2006), with the 

function’s contribution integral to the talent strategy.  This is summed up by the CIPD (2016) as; 

‘HR professionals have an important role to play in providing support and guidance in the 

design and development of approaches to talent management that fit the needs of the 

organization. They need to understand the key challenges facing the organization in 

attracting, recruiting, developing and retaining talented people to meet immediate and future 

strategic objectives and business needs. It is also important to develop and signpost career 

opportunities for all employees and creative strategies for unleashing employee potential.’ 

CIPD (2016) 

The CIPD proceeds to identify some of the tools which can be used by HR professionals in their role, 

for example, workforce planning, succession planning, assessment and development of potential.  

Many organizations seem to adopt similar processes.  For example, the ‘nine box’ model is a common 

tool for plotting a person’s perceived performance against their perceived potential, as illustrated in 

Figure 3.1 below.  The position on the grid is then used to describe if someone is a ‘talent risk’ ‘future 

star’ or ‘consistent star’ etc.  This can then be used to determine the nature of investment and 

development offered to the individual.  However, despite being used by many organizations, the 

purpose and underlying talent philosophy may be different (Sparrow et al., 2011).   

 

The inclusion of ‘opportunities for all employees’ in the above CIPD quotation is interesting.  It 

addresses a concern raised by Ulrich & Brockbank (2005), that HR functions are overly focused on the 

‘strategic partner’ role and are at risk of neglecting the ‘employee champion role’. The HR role in global 

talent management has also been considered by Farndale et al. (2010) following a review of literature 

including case studies (e.g. Diageo).  Having summarized the specific supply and demand challenges 

of global talent management they identified four talent management roles for corporate HR functions: 

champion of processes; guardian of culture; network leadership and intelligence; managers of internal  
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Figure 3.1: Nine box grid  

 

receptivity.  This role description goes further than the CIPD description and the key aspects of each 

element are summarized in Table 3.4 below.  Whilst recognising that global talent management has 

some different challenges and draws from a different literature these four roles could be adapted to 

be relevant to a local as well as global context.  A further consideration on the role of HR in talent 

management is the potential influence of the HR Director’s own beliefs.  Dries et al. (2014) explored 

the mindset of HR Directors and considered how this impacted on their preferred approaches and 

processes.  They explored three ‘dilemmas’ of talent management: inclusive or exclusive; select or 

develop; standardize assessment or recognize it when you see it.    They identified some cultural 

differences in mindset and practice, for example, a higher reliance on first impressions from Anglo and 

Eastern European cultures than in other cultures.   

 

Champion of process System monitoring and control across the organization to support 

consistent implementation.  Includes providing clarity of what is 

meant by talent, what the strategic talent needs are and how 

talent can be assessed and calibrated across international 

boundaries.    

Guardian of culture Working to create a global, joined up talent management culture 

with clear values and employer brand.  Encouraging mobility and 

designing practices to support improved decision making.   
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Network leadership and 

intelligence 

Having visibility of internal and external trends so the context for 

the organization’s global talent management is fully appreciated.  

Knowing the markets and having a network of people who can 

help provide solutions, facilitating collaboration. 

Managers of internal 

receptivity 

Supporting career management and the talent flow beyond the 

more traditional ex pat model.  Developing new processes and 

challenging mindsets to unlock new sources of talent such as self-

initiated ex-pats and alternative ways to develop international 

experience. 

Table 3.4: Role of corporate HR in global talent management, adapted from Farndale et al., 2010.  

 

Most talent management approaches position HR as providing information, processes and 

advice to enable better line management decision making.  It therefore follows that line managers are 

critical to the successful enactment of talent management policy and practice.  The importance of the 

line role is captured by Garrow & Hirsh (2008); 

Probably the most important people are the line managers, who play pivotal roles in talent 

spotting, providing development opportunities, managing performance, giving feedback, and 

coaching and supporting employees who carry the burden of expectations once they are 

labelled as “talent.”.   

Garrow & Hirsh (2008: 399)  

They call for line managers to be supported and encouraged in their role so they become advocates, 

not blockers of talent management.  Some organizations do this through explicit expectations that the 

line manager will act as a coach and mentor and will develop talent for other parts of the organization 

(Stahl et al., 2012).  However, this may not be easy and some have identified potential conflicts 

between the role expected of line managers in driving organizational performance and their role in 

growing talent (e.g. Ready & Congor, 2007).  For example, Stahl et al. (2007) identified that managers 

can be reluctant to support the use of development opportunities such as secondments for their team 

members, preferring to keep strong performers within their part of the organization.  Wright & Nishii 

(2013) also suggest that line managers may not fulfill their part in talent management processes due 

to a lack of clear policy, a lack to time and a lack of support.  Some of the general challenges of 

devolving HR activity to line managers were captured by Renwick (2003).  Following interviews with 

40 line managers he identified concerns including time for line managers to perform these activities, 

knowledge and competence to do HR work professionally and difficulties of line managers 

relationships with their HR function.  He concluded that devolvement of HR practices is problematic 

and should be reassessed.  Given the critical nature of the line manager role in talent management, 

this would seem to merit further research.  This could draw on work in the career field as described in 

the career section of the literature review.  
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While describing talent management practice and the emerging roles of HR and line 

managers, some of the challenges have been considered.  However, many additional challenges to 

talent management practice have been presented.  Some of these have been highlighted in influential 

academic articles such as ‘7 myths of Global Talent Management’, (Minbaeva & Collings, 2013) and 

‘Talent Management: Time to Question the Tablets of Stone?’ (Sparrow et al., 2011).  Challenges 

include the lack of a clear link to organizational performance (e.g. Minbaeva & Collings, 2013; Collings, 

2014a), lack of data driven, structured decision making (e.g. Boudreau, 2010; Vaiman et al., 2012) and 

the difficulty of implementation (e.g. Collings et al., 2011).  The unknown impact of culture (national, 

organizational and occupational) is highlighted by Dries (2014) as a complicating issue.  Furthermore, 

there are a number of paradoxes which tend not to be considered, such as collective culture versus 

individuality; consistency versus agility; global versus local (Ready et al., 2014).  The typical talent 

management goal of minimizing turnover of talented people is also challenged.  For example, Samaya 

& Williamson, (2011) recognize that inter-company careers are the norm and there are many potential 

advantages in employee turnover (for example, developing networks and collaboration with other 

organizations).  The elitist nature of talent management is identified by Swailes (2013) who challenged 

the prescriptive tendency of practitioner research which ‘overlooks issues such as class, gender, power 

and ethics’ (Swailes, 2013: 32).  All of these issues combine to lead some to conclude that despite the 

clarity of many of the published talent management models, it seems that it is often not managed well 

(Collings et al., 2011).  Furthermore, many of the reported case studies are based on the practices as 

reported by HR.  It should be noted that there can often be a discrepancy between the intended and 

enacted process (Truss, 2001). 

 

To overcome the above challenges, the importance of aligning the approach with the 

organization has been emphasized (e.g. Garrow & Hirsh, 2008; Sparrow et al., 2014a).  Stahl et al. 

(2012) conducted research with 33 multinational corporations who were recognized as having 

superior business performance and employer reputations.  They identified six principles for talent 

management: alignment with strategy, internal consistency, cultural embeddedness, management 

involvement, balance of global and local needs and employer branding through differentiation.  Citing 

IKEA as an example, they emphasize the importance of closely aligning talent management approach 

to the specific aims and context of the organization rather than blind adoption of what may appear as 

‘best practice’.   

 

This review of talent management practice has confirmed my interest in understanding how 

organizations define and enact talent management.  Some further ‘lines of enquiry’ for the current 
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study also emerge.  In particular, how do HR view their role in talent management and to what extent 

do they see themselves as ‘employee champion’ (Farndale et al., 2010)?   What awareness is there of 

the potential impact of broader issues such as national and organizational culture (e.g. Dries, 2014) 

and gender and power (Swailes, 2013)? What is the role of the line manager in talent management 

and how able do they feel to deliver this (Garrow & Hirsh, 2008)?  

 

 

3.5 Mutuality within talent management  

 

As identified above, talent management tends to focus on meeting the organization’s needs 

rather than the needs of talented employees (Dries & Pepperman, 2008).   Indeed, Thunnissen (2016) 

states that; 

‘even though talent or talented employees are the central subjects in TM [talent 

management], there is little interest in their experiences and opinions’  

Thunnissen (2016: 58).   

Similarly, Collings (2014b) highlights the focus on shareholder returns leading to; 

‘HR systems which fail to effectively align individuals and organizations in the generation of 

value’  

Collings (2014b: 301).   

Yet, it Is widely accepted that to deliver sustainable performance an organization must meet employee 

needs (e.g. Paauwe, 2009), suggesting a relationship of alignment and mutuality.  An overview of 

mutuality and alignment in talent management will be given, considering the challenges for both the 

organization and the individual.  Mutuality will then be considered from the perspective of 

psychological contract, and capability.  As with the other sections, this will help the development of 

further lines of enquiry for the present study. 

 

A number of authors advocate an approach to talent management that meets both the needs 

of the individual and the organization.  For example, balancing organizational and individual needs is 

core to the employment-work relationship suggested by Thunnissen et al., (2013b) shown in Table 3.2 

and to the affective element of talent as referred to in the Nijs et al. (2013) definition.  Thunnissen 

(2016) cites Truss et al. (1997) in distinguishing between ‘hard’ production focused approaches to 

talent management and softer, ‘people’ approaches.  The former is typified by a focus on 

measurement, control and performance whilst the latter is more concerned with meeting an 

individual’s emotional needs in an environment of trust and inclusivity.  By its nature the hard 
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approach is unlikely to consider an agenda of mutuality, whereas mutuality is likely to be central to 

the soft approach.   Advocating the benefits of a ‘soft’ approach, Capelli (2008) suggests that 

engagement and retention of talented employees is aided by balancing the interests of the employer 

and the employee.  Furthermore, Campbell & Smith’s (2014) research on ‘the view from the [talent] 

pipe’ captured mutuality as one of their three recommendations; 

‘Create a mutually beneficial relationship between the organization and the talent. 

Mutuality addresses the benefits individuals receive as employees of the organization, but also 

takes into account and makes explicit the benefits the organization receives from its 

employees. A mutually beneficial relationship means that high potentials receive the 

investment in development they want from their organization, and organizations receive not 

only a more committed and engaged group of leaders but also stronger performance and 

bottom-line results.’ 

Campbell & Smith (2014:24) 

However, seeking a mutually beneficial relationship brings challenges to both the employer and the 

employee.   

 

For the employer, a commitment to mutuality can be difficult.  A fundamental challenge is 

that ‘employees’ choices may not align with the interests of the employer’ (Capelli, 2008:75).   Ideally, 

as with organizational career management, the organization will support individuals to move towards 

roles which are aligned with their interests, creating a better fit between person and career (Arnold & 

Cohen, 2008).  However, this may not meet the organization’s strategic goals.  Furthermore, to achieve 

alignment, the organization needs to communicate their thoughts on the contribution of the 

individual.  However, such transparency from the organization may not be forthcoming.  For example, 

Dries et al. (2014) found that individual employees were often unaware of the talent management 

approaches in their employing organization.  They saw this as compounded by the lack of transparency 

of approaches, leading to a power imbalance in favour of the organization.  A similar conclusion was 

reached by Silzer & Dowell, (2010a) who stated ‘how much gets shared with the individual is still a 

controversial issue’ (Silzer & Dowell, 2010a: 760).  Furthermore, a survey of 20 organizations (Silzer & 

Church, 2010) identified that most do not tell individuals if they are part of an identified high potential 

group.  The lack of transparency in talent management may reduce an individual’s commitment to the 

organization (Campbell & Smith, 2014; Ingham, 2006).   

 

Within an environment of mutuality, individuals are able to work towards achieving their 

career aspirations.  This is likely to involve work that is  ‘meaningful and challenging, matches personal 



52 
 

interests, and gives a feeling of accomplishment’ (Thunnissen et al., 2013b). To achieve this, the 

individual has accountability for articulating their motivations and aspirations to their manager and 

other decision makers (Nijs et al., 2013).   However, as discussed in the career section of the literature 

review, individuals may not have engaged in career self-management so may not consciously be aware 

of their aspirations (e.g. Kreishok et al., 2009).  Moreover, they may (perhaps for reasons of power or 

control) choose not to share their thinking openly with the organization.   

 

In addition to the role needs, individuals are likely to have further economic and non-

economic needs (Thunnissen et al., 2013b; Thunnissen, 2016).  The economic needs include financial 

reward and job security (e.g. Kalleberg & Marsden, 2012).  The non-economic needs are varied.  

Cambell & Smith (2014) highlight the importance of clarity of career pathing and ongoing feedback 

and support.  Thunnissen et al. (2013b) explore the importance of talent management being perceived 

as ‘just and fair’ by employees as an important part of meeting the non-economic needs.  The 

perception of fairness is likely to be influenced by the employee’s perception and interpretation of 

the approach being taken (Nishii et al., 2008).   For example, employees may question the aims of 

talent management.  Is the organization embarking on this through a desire and commitment to grow 

employees or to control them? Is the driver a business rationale to reduce cost? To draw conclusions, 

employees will focus on the way a policy is enacted, not just the content of the written policy.  Thus, 

the individual’s needs may be considered broader than job role.   

 

The challenge of achieving mutuality has also been framed through the lens of the 

psychological contract.    As discussed in the preceding chapter on career literature, the psychological 

contract is considered to be ‘promisory, implicit, reciprocal, perceptual and based on expectations’ 

(George, 2009:3).  This is a helpful lens through which to represent the individual’s perspective and is 

increasingly being applied to talent management (Thunnissen, 2016).  For example, Hoglund (2012), 

suggested that talent management processes communicated the organization’s talent goals and 

influenced a sense of employee obligation to develop skills.  Similarly, Farndale et al. (2014) drew 

primarily on psychological contract theory in their review of international assignments within global 

talent management.  They reported on two pilot studies exploring how to balance individual and 

organizational needs with the aim of seeking mutual benefits. They concluded that it was difficult to 

simultaneously meet the needs of both the organization and the individual and to do so required a 

commitment to individualization and a culture which supported flexibility rather than standardization.    
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 An alternative mutuality perspective is offered Swailes (2013, and Downs & Swailes, 2013).  

This is based on Amartya Sen’s influential Capability Approach.  The Capability Approach has 

previously been applied to careers, (Cornelius & Skinner, 2008) and they summarized success within 

this framework as; 

‘something achieved by those who are able to pursue what they have reason to value, and are 

fully functioning and flourishing. Capabilities theory advocates an enhanced quality of life 

achieved through the widening of people’s freedoms and choices’ 

Cornelius and Skinner, (2008: 148) 

In talent management terms this alters the focus from organizational resources to individual 

freedoms.  Accordingly, it challenges the prevailing discourse of scarcity of talent, focusing instead on 

abundance, and the role of organizations in creating the best conditions for all employees to flourish.  

This fundamentally changes the aims of talent management away from a mechanism to further the 

organization’s aims, and instead, focuses it on the achieved freedoms for employees and other key 

stakeholders.  Downs & Swailes (2013) also raise a concern of categorizing people as ‘star’ or ‘human 

capital’, taking the Capability Approach view that people are ‘ends in themselves, that they matter for 

who they are, not what they can be used for’ (Downs & Swailes, 2013: 274).  This is a challenging 

perspective and can be accounted for within much of the talent definition proposed by Nijs et al. 

(2013).  For example, the Capability Approach focus on achieving functioning which a person values 

and has reason to value resonates with ‘activities they like, find important and in which they want to 

invest energy’.  Similarly, the focus on the conditions for each employee to flourish demonstrates a 

generic talent approach and mirrors the operationalization of talent by Nijs et al. in terms of people 

‘performing consistently at their personal best’.  However, although the approach can be seen to fit 

within the definition of talent, it is one that to date has not been extensively referenced in the 

literature.   

 

 From the above it can be seen that whilst mutuality is often considered a desirable feature of 

talent management (e.g. Campbell & Smith, 2014; Thunnissen et al., 2013b), it can be difficult to 

achieve (e.g. Capelli, 2008).  There are many potential challenges to finding mutual ground and 

aligning individual and organizational needs.  There may be conflicting goals, but without genuine 

sharing of information there is a risk that both parties will have incomplete information to support 

decision making.  For example, the organization may lack information on talent (the individual’s 

motivation and aspirations), and individuals may lack information on potential opportunities for 

career growth and development (the talent plan).  However, there is little research on what ‘genuine 

sharing’ could involve and the extent to which individual’s needs are being met through talent 
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management.  This informs two further lines of enquiry.  What commitment is there from 

organizations and individuals to finding a mutually beneficial approach (Collings, 2014b)?  How is this 

enacted and perceived by all stakeholders (Campbell & Smith, 2014; Thunnissen, 2016)?   

 

 

3.6 Talent conversations 

 

Talent conversations are rarely identified as a key tool of talent management (two exceptions 

being Campbell & Smith, 2010 and Clutterbuck, 2012, to be discussed below).  However, the use of 

conversations in talent management is often implied or referenced in passing.  For example, Capelli 

(2008) suggests negotiation as the mechanism for achieving individual and organizational alignment.  

Ready & Congor (2007) reference the importance of understanding an individual’s needs and any 

restrictions, stating; 

‘this is why, in practice, it is critical for managers and HR professionals to have honest 

discussions with employees to fully understand their career interests and ambitions’  

Ready & Congor (2007: 249).   

Similarly, Ingham (2006) indicates a role for conversations in helping people to plan their careers; 

‘Through enabling open, honest conversations, these employers of choice need to encourage 

their talent to review their long-term career development needs and how these needs can best 

be met – internally or externally’  

Ingham (2006:23) 

Such conversations appear crucial to the premise of mutuality and an important element of all of the 

talent management processes discussed earlier in this chapter.  So, who should take part in these 

conversations, what should they cover and what do they aim to achieve?  Two different approaches 

are explored below.   

 

 Campbell & Smith (2010) referenced talent conversations in their paper ‘the view from the 

pipe’.  They suggested that a mutually beneficial relationship could, in part, be supported by giving 

those with high potential access to ‘the right conversations at the right times’ (Campbell & Smith, 

2010:19).   Smith & Campbell (2011) subsequently produced a short practical guide for leaders on 

talent conversations, setting out what they were, why they mattered and how to do them.  They 

suggest that line managers have significant influence on development of talent and that ‘talent 

conversations’ are a simple and effective mechanism.  Furthermore, they indicate that these 
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conversations can be used as part of an organization’s formal talent management approach or as an 

informal, locally driven process.  They describe talent conversations as follows; 

‘A talent conversation builds on a relationship based on rapport, collaboration, and mutual 

commitment, which engender trust and enable one person to influence another toward 

improved performance, development and positive outcomes.  Therefore, at its core a talent 

conversation is a mutual endeavor.  A talent conversation is not done to someone but with 

someone’ 

Smith & Campbell (2011: 10) 

This clearly positions the conversations as part of a mutuality approach.  They provide a practical guide 

to four types of talent conversations according to a line manager’s assessment of the individual on a 

nine-box grid (see Figure 3.1).  They cluster the grid into four quadrants, each with a corresponding 

talent conversation.  Thus, the high performance/high potential quadrant people are seen as 

candidates for a ‘top talent’ conversation.  Meanwhile, the low performance/low potential quadrant 

people are considered to need the ‘underperformer conversation’.  Similarly, the ‘solid performer’ 

conversation relates to the high performance/low potential quadrant and the ‘potential performer’ 

conversation is targeted at the low performance/high potential quadrant.  They structure the 

recommended conversations on the Centre for Creative Leadership’s learning model, assessment, 

challenge support (ACS) which is summarized in Table 3.5 as applied to talent conversations.  

 

Assessment • Review of existing data from any talent review exercises 

• Review of data on organizational needs  

• Reflections on personal experiences working with this person 

• Review of current performance and strengths 

• Review of developmental needs in current situation 

• Find out what drives and motivates the person 

• Develop a summary of key points 

Challenge • Identify developmental experiences which will stretch the individual 

(skills, thinking, approaches) 

• Move the individual out of their comfort zone 

• Base the challenge on meeting individual and organizational needs  

• Provide a structured summary including clear goals and review of 

potential obstacles 
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Support • Identify experiences which will enhance self-confidence and 

opportunities to use strengths 

• Tailor support offered to what the individual will find most helpful and 

motivational 

• Clarify the accountability the individual and the manager will take going 

forwards 

• Ongoing monitoring of the plan 

Table 3.5: The ACS development model, adapted from Smith & Campbell (2011) 

The guide does not include specific skills required in these conversations, but it does reference using 

coaching skills ‘in order to ask the right questions, listen to understand, offer feedback, and identify 

goals’ Smith & Campbell (2011:27).  This approach illustrates the practical nature of talent 

conversations as a mechanism for balancing individual and organizational needs. 

 

A different approach is advocated by Clutterbuck (2012), who describes a series of 

conversations to align individual career and organizational talent goals.  The approach encourages a 

generic talent perspective and focuses on an environment where people can grow their talent in the 

way they want to (reflecting the Nijs et al., 2013 definition). The process is summarized in Table 3.6 

below and is based on interviews with HR professionals, from which ‘a picture has emerged of four 

critical conversations’ (Clutterbuck, 2012: 142).   

 

Conversation 1: 

inner dialogue 

• For the employee to create a sense of direction and aspiration for their 

working life, identifying potential barriers 

• Conversation may be supported by a mentor or coach to aid self-

awareness and reflection 

Conversation 2: 

Stakeholder 

dialogue 

• Conversation between the employee and their immediate stakeholders 

within work (e.g. boss and peers) and outside work (e.g. family members) 

• Identify and agree how the stakeholders can support the employee 

towards their goals 

Conversation 3: 

Organization and 

employees 

• Organization engaging the talent wave and emerging talent encouraging 

and empowering them to develop collectively and individually 

• Sharing information on organizational direction and how to progress a 

career in this organization 

Conversation 4: 

Between social 

networks 

• Connecting individuals and the organization to the ‘outside world’ (p. 

148) 

• Creating openness to new ideas, increasing agility and responsiveness to 

career opportunities and threats 

Table 3.6: Summary of Critical Career conversations adapted from Clutterbuck (2012) 
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This approach has a wider involvement of stakeholders than that suggested by Smith & Campbell 

(2011).  As such, it can be seen to be using a developmental network (Higgins & Kram, 2001).  

Furthermore, although positioned as part of talent management (the book is called ‘Talent Wave’) the 

process emphasizes the overlap between talent and career.  For example, the ‘conversation 1’ can be 

compared with Hirsh (2008) individual career planning model, particularly the elements on ‘thinking 

about careers’.  Similarly, sharing information with employees on future opportunities is part of 

Yarnall’s (1998) description of the role of the line manager in career development.   

 

From the above it can be seen that there is an opportunity to relate conversations within 

talent management to the career conversations discussed in the previous chapter.  However, it should 

be noted that within the field of talent, these conversations still lack empirical research.  Clutterbuck’s 

(2012) work contributes the HR view, and Smith & Campbell (2011) provide a line manager view.  The 

individual’s view is missing, as is an understanding of how these conversations relate to overall talent 

management practice.  Building on the wider talent management literature it would be beneficial to 

understand more of the experiences of the individuals and line managers.  Furthermore, it would be 

helpful to understand how these conversations, as a talent management tool are influenced by 

organizational context.  This leads to the lines of enquiry.   How do stakeholders view the contribution 

of career conversations within formal talent management practice and how are these conversations 

experienced by different stakeholders?  In what ways are the conversations seen to be influenced by 

the context of the organization?   

 

 

3.7 Summary and conclusion  

 

 This review of the current talent management literature has highlighted that talent 

management is a complex and emerging field.  As a relatively new discipline there remains much 

debate regarding definition.  However, there is common understanding that talent management is 

concerned with systematic approaches for attracting, retaining and developing the talent or skills 

needed to deliver organizational goals (e.g. Farndale et al., 2010).  There are a number of common 

approaches to talent management with different focuses seemingly selected according to the 

organizational goals (e.g. Collings & Mellahi, 2009).  Many organizations are shown to apply a 

combination of approaches (e.g. Sparrow et al., 2014b).  It is generally assumed that the approach to 

talent management should reflect the context and culture of an organization in addition to its goals 

(e.g. De Vos & Dries, 2013; Garrow & Hirsh, 2008).  Furthermore, national context is likely to have an 
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influence (e.g. Iles et al., 2010).  It should however be noted, that most research to date has been 

conducted from a North American perspective, so may not reflect wider cultural influences (e.g. 

Collings et al., 2011; Sparrow et al., 2014c). 

 

The majority of talent management approaches are concerned with delivery of organizational 

benefits.  However, some (e.g. Collings, 2014b; Thunnissen et al., 2013b) call for a broader set of aims 

which recognize wider stakeholder needs.  This raises the question of how to balance the needs of the 

individual and the organization.  Whilst many (e.g. Capelli, 2008; Thunnissen, 2016) suggest that 

mutuality is an important aim, few describe how this can be achieved.  Talent conversations provide 

a potential tool for facilitating mutuality.  Indeed, the approaches presented above (Clutterbuck, 2012; 

Smith & Campbell, 2011) illustrate how conversations can help to find a balance between individual 

and organizational needs. 

 

A  number of ‘lines of enquiry’ have emerged and are shown in Table 3.7 below.  In particular, 

the case for researching alignment between individual career goals and organizational talent goals has 

been established.  Furthermore, the importance of context and considering multiple stakeholder 

perspectives has been ascertained and the gap in research on talent conversations has been shown. 

In the next chapter, methodology, these lines of enquiry shall be consolidated with those emerging 

from the career literature review.  This will show how the literature was used to inform the research 

questions and subsequent design of this study. 

 

Research background • How do organizations define and operationalize talent and talent 

management, and how does this reflect the approaches 

suggested by Collings & Mellahi (2009) and Niijs et al. (2013)?   

• How are the different stakeholder perspectives represented in 

talent management approaches (Thunnissen, 2016)?   

• In what ways does the approach to talent management seem to 

reflect (or shape) organizational strategy and culture (Garrow & 

Hirsh, 2008; Sparrow et al., 2014b)?   

Talent management 

practice 

• How do HR view their role in talent management and to what 

extent do they see themselves as ‘employee champion’ (Farndale 

et al., 2010)?    

• What awareness is there of the potential impact of broader issues 

such as national and organizational culture (e.g. Dries, 2014) and 

gender and power (Swailes, 2013)?  

• What is the role of the line manager in talent management and 

how able do they feel to deliver this (Garrow & Hirsh, 2008)? 
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Mutuality within talent 

management 

• What commitment is there from organizations and individuals to 

finding a mutually beneficial approach (Collings, 2014b)?   

• How is this enacted and perceived by all stakeholders (Campbell 

& Smith, 2014; Thunnissen, 2016)?   

Talent conversations • How do stakeholders view the contribution of career 

conversations within formal talent management practice and 

how are these conversations experienced by different 

stakeholders?   

• In what ways are the conversations seen to be influenced by the 

context of the organization?   

Table 3.7: Talent literature review lines of enquiry 
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Chapter 4:  Methodology 

 

 

4.1 Introduction 

 

Throughout the literature review a number of lines of enquiry were identified.  These were 

reviewed and formed into the research questions for the present study and are described below.  This 

is followed by an overview of the study design which includes reference to the ontological and 

epistemological approach.  This study was conducted in two phases.  Each phase of the study is 

described with phase one covering the research with the HR and OD professionals and phase two 

covering the work with line managers and individuals in the five case study organizations.  These 

descriptions include the approach taken to data collection and analysis with more detailed accounts 

and examples provided in the Appendix.  The chapter concludes with some of the study limitations.  

The intention of this chapter is to help others to follow my journey so the quality and trustworthiness 

of my research can be assessed by others (Checkland and Holwell, 1998; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 

 

Before reporting my methodological process, I wish to provide some context.  Firstly, I find 

the metaphor of social researchers as “journeymen, wayfarer, fellow traveller or craftsmen” [sic], 

(Pirrie & Macleod, 2010: 367) to be a powerful description of the research process.  This recognizes 

that along the journey of the research there will be changes to the route or the destination and this is 

part of the natural reflexive process that is research.  Secondly, my approach to research is influenced 

by complexity theory and social constructionism.  Accordingly, I am interested in taking a systemic 

view and considering the context within which events occur.  I do not believe there is one ‘reality’ and 

thus I am seeking to describe a range of perceptions, thoughts and interpretations rather than a ‘single 

truth’.   Furthermore, I am cognisant that I am not an objective researcher, rather, my interpretation 

of the data will be influenced by my own experiences and beliefs.  Accordingly, I shall describe the 

research approach using the first person rather than the (perhaps) more conventional third person.  

However, it should be noted that whilst I conducted and led the research, the approach, methods and 

findings were discussed with my supervisors (Professor John Arnold and Dr Andrew Rothwell).  Thus, 

terms such as ‘I decided’ relate to my decisions following discussion with others. 
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4.2 Research questions and study design 

 

 As described in chapter 1, this research emerged from my interest in alignment between 

organizational talent and individual career goals.  The literature review confirmed that this was an 

area of interest to both academics and practitioners.  A number of potential lines of enquiry were 

identified throughout the literature review and these were then clustered to create the four main 

research questions (RQ1, RQ2, RQ3, RQ4).  The grouping of lines of enquiry and subsequent research 

questions are shown in Tables 4.1 and 4.2 below.  This provides the source of the question (career or 

talent literature review), the chapter section (in brackets) and the resulting research question.   

 

Table 4.1 illustrates the large number of lines of enquiry related to alignment.  These questions 

captured the perceived aims of talent management and career development from an organizational 

and individual perspective.  They also covered the expected roles and the intended/experienced 

practices. These strands were summarized in RQ1, ‘In what ways do stakeholders seek alignment 

between organizational talent and individual career goals?’.  Within the development of this question 

I recognised that the finding could be that ‘they don’t [seek alignment between organisational talent 

and individual career goals]’.  The supplementary questions within RQ1 were: what are the aims of 

each stakeholder group?; what are the expected roles?; what practices do they engage in? how are 

these practices perceived by other stakeholders? It was anticipated that context would influence the 

responses to these questions.  Issues of context were specifically captured in RQ4, illustrating the links 

between the questions.   

 

RQ1: In what ways do stakeholders seek alignment between organizational talent and individual 

career goals? 

Aims 

• To what extent do organizations view alignment between individual and organizational goals as 

desirable?  (career, 2.4) 

• Do organizations have different aims for different groups of employees (career 2.4) 

• What commitment is there from organizations and individuals to finding a mutually beneficial 

approach? (talent 3.5) 

• How do organizations define and operationalize talent and talent management? (talent 3.3) 

• In what ways does this [the definition and operationalization of talent management] seem to 

reflect (or shape) organizational strategy and culture? (talent 3.3) 
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Intended and experienced practices 

• How do people experience an organizational career? (career 2.2) 

• What discourses do people use to describe alignment of individual and organizational goals? 

(career 2.2) 

• How do individuals engage in career self-management? (career 2.3) 

• How do people explore the ‘careerscope’ which they encounter (from Inkson et al., 2015: 294)? 

(career 2.3) 

• What formal and informal Organizational Career Management practices are being used and 

what is seen as the contribution of these? (career 2.4) 

• How is the role of the line manager enacted? (career 2.5) 

• In what ways are other parties seen to shape careers (career 2.5) 

• How do career self-concept and career world-view seem to influence career actions? (career 

2.3) 

• Who do people seek career support from beyond their line-manager? (career 2.5) 

Intended roles 

• What do individuals want and expect from their employer in terms of career support and 

opportunities? (career 2.2) 

• What do stakeholders see as the role of the individual in managing their career? (career 2.3) 

• What do stakeholders see as the role of the line manager in career development and talent 

management and how able do they feel to do this? (career 2.5/talent 3.4) 

• How do HR view their role in talent management and to what extent do they see themselves as 

‘employee champion’? (talent 3.4) 

Table 4.1: From lines of enquiry to research question one. 

 

In forming RQ1, attention was paid to the language used.  Whilst much of the talent and career 

literature refers to ‘mutuality’, I decided that this study would explore ‘alignment’.  These terms are 

closely related yet there are subtle differences.  Definitions from the Cambridge dictionary (business) 

dictionary on the root words are as follows: 

 

Mutual: used to describe something that is done or felt by all or both people in a group:  

by mutual agreement/consent, ‘He has now left the company by mutual agreement’. 

mutual benefit/advantage, ‘Firms often do business together for purposes of mutual benefit’. 

mutual respect/understanding/interest, ‘Ours will be a partnership based on fairness and 

mutual respect’.  A mutual decision. 

 

Align: to change something so that it has a correct relationship to something else, 

‘Later this year, the company will introduce a price platform for its home insurance contracts, 

and will align all its prices’. 

http://dictionary.cambridge.org/us/dictionary/english/feel
http://dictionary.cambridge.org/us/dictionary/english/people
http://dictionary.cambridge.org/us/dictionary/english/group
http://dictionary.cambridge.org/us/dictionary/english/leave
http://dictionary.cambridge.org/us/dictionary/english/company
http://dictionary.cambridge.org/us/dictionary/english/agreement
http://dictionary.cambridge.org/us/dictionary/english/business
http://dictionary.cambridge.org/us/dictionary/english/purpose
http://dictionary.cambridge.org/us/dictionary/english/benefit
http://dictionary.cambridge.org/us/dictionary/english/partnership
http://dictionary.cambridge.org/us/dictionary/english/based
http://dictionary.cambridge.org/us/dictionary/english/respect
http://dictionary.cambridge.org/us/dictionary/english/change
http://dictionary.cambridge.org/us/dictionary/english/correct
http://dictionary.cambridge.org/us/dictionary/english/relationship
http://dictionary.cambridge.org/us/dictionary/english/year
http://dictionary.cambridge.org/us/dictionary/english/company
http://dictionary.cambridge.org/us/dictionary/english/introduce
http://dictionary.cambridge.org/us/dictionary/english/price
http://dictionary.cambridge.org/us/dictionary/english/platform
http://dictionary.cambridge.org/us/dictionary/english/home
http://dictionary.cambridge.org/us/dictionary/english/insurance
http://dictionary.cambridge.org/us/dictionary/english/contract
http://dictionary.cambridge.org/us/dictionary/english/price
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To align something with something else, ‘More scientific methods of aligning boardroom pay 

with shareholder returns are needed’. ‘The manufacturing processes, whether designed for 

cost efficiency, speed, or quality are in alignment with company objectives. 

Cambridge business dictionary, (2017) 

Thus, it can be seen that the term ‘mutuality’ implies a close relationship and exploration of goals so 

that all parties are confident that (in this case), both employer, employee and line manager needs are 

being met.  Alignment however, may be achieved without such detailed understanding of the other 

party’s needs.  My experience of working with organizations indicated that mutuality was rare, yet 

alignment was more common.  I therefore decided to focus on alignment which was, I believed, more 

likely within organizations, yet still afforded the opportunity of identifying mutuality if it was 

described.   

 

Whilst RQ1 provided an overview of career and talent in terms of alignment, roles and 

practices, RQ2, RQ3 and RQ4 provided greater focus on career conversations and context.  As 

described in the literature review, these areas have been less researched and hence fewer lines of 

enquiry emerged at the outset of the research (see Table 4.2).  However, as the field work began, 

additional questions and areas of interest arose as part of the iterative research process.  This 

evolution is described as part of the data collection process.   

 

RQ2: In what ways do stakeholders see career conversations as an opportunity to align 

organizational talent needs and individual career goals?  

• What do different stakeholders see as the contribution of career conversations? (career 2.6)   

• How do stakeholders view the contribution of career conversations within formal talent 

management practice? (talent 3.6) 

RQ3: What types of career conversations are seen to make positive contributions to people’s career 

development?  

• What types of conversations are valued by each stakeholder group? (career 2.6) 

• How are these conversations experienced by individuals and line managers (talent 3.6) 

RQ4: In what ways does organizational context seem to influence the alignment of organizational 

talent needs with individual career goals and the nature of career conversations? 

• In what ways do conversations and talent approaches seem to be influenced by organizational 

context, culture and strategy? (career 2.6/talent 3.6) 

• What awareness is there of the potential impact of broader issues such as national and 

organizational culture, gender and power (talent 3.4) 

Table 4.2: From lines of enquiry to RQ2, RQ3 and RQ4 

 

 

http://dictionary.cambridge.org/us/dictionary/english/method
http://dictionary.cambridge.org/us/dictionary/english/boardroom
http://dictionary.cambridge.org/us/dictionary/english/pay
http://dictionary.cambridge.org/us/dictionary/english/shareholder
http://dictionary.cambridge.org/us/dictionary/english/return
http://dictionary.cambridge.org/us/dictionary/english/manufacturing
http://dictionary.cambridge.org/us/dictionary/english/process
http://dictionary.cambridge.org/us/dictionary/english/design
http://dictionary.cambridge.org/us/dictionary/english/cost
http://dictionary.cambridge.org/us/dictionary/english/efficiency
http://dictionary.cambridge.org/us/dictionary/english/speed
http://dictionary.cambridge.org/us/dictionary/english/quality
http://dictionary.cambridge.org/us/dictionary/english/company
http://dictionary.cambridge.org/us/dictionary/english/objective
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The study had two distinct phases of field work, both exploring all four RQ’s.  Phase one of 

this research focused on the views of HR Professionals as stakeholders and representatives of the 

organizational view.  There is an established tradition of seeking and reporting their views (e.g.  De 

Vos & Meganck, 2008; Sparrow et al., 2013).  Phase one of this research followed that tradition and 

sought understanding of senior HR and OD professionals views on alignment of talent management 

and career development and the contribution of workplace career conversations.  These perceptions 

were collected through a series of individual semi-structured interviews.  The focus of the interviews 

was workplace career conversations within the context of talent management.  The talent 

management context was chosen for two primary reasons.  Firstly, the talent management agenda 

has received significant academic attention over recent years.  Within this, career conversations have 

been cited as an important opportunity for combining individual and organizational goals (e.g. Ready 

& Congor, 2007; Silzer & Church, 2010).  Secondly, talent management is typically a high priority for 

senior HR professionals (e.g. Deloitte, 2017), and there are a significant number of case studies, 

articles and books on the topic.  According to Hirsh (2008), this focus on talent management has led 

to career development activities being more embedded within talent management processes than 

within the wider organization.   

 

Phase two of the research focused on the views of managers and individuals with direct 

experience of workplace career conversations. This was conducted with five organizations which had 

also been involved in phase one. Thus, each of these organizations represented a case (Buchanan, 

2012).  For these five case studies it was possible to collect perceptions from HR (as outlined above) 

and from line managers and individuals.  This represented three important stakeholders within 

workplace career conversations, combining data from phase one and phase two.  Semi-structured 

interviews were used and they all started by asking the person to share their career story to date.  This 

wider personal context was an important feature of the research, ensuring perceptions were 

positioned with the participant’s career narrative rather than considered in isolation (Bosley et al., 

2009; Cohen & Mallon, 2001).   The primary focus of the exploration of career conversations was on 

the individual as a ‘receiver’ of these conversations.  However, those who had line management roles 

were also asked about their actions as a line manager.   I considered the possibility of speaking to 

‘dyads’ of managers and individuals (e.g. Kram, 1985).  However, I was keen to explore a range of 

conversations which were taking place rather than restricting the research to line manager and team 

member.  Furthermore, my approach enabled a collection of rich data on the organizational cultural 

elements which are recognised as an important, yet under-researched area (e.g. Lips-Wiersma & Hall, 

2007; Thunnissen et al., 2013a).   
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Figure 4.1: Components of data analysis, interactive model from Miles & Huberman, (1994) 

 

 

In keeping with my research approach the interviews were positioned with participants as a 

‘discussion’ and ‘exploration’ rather than an interview.  Comprehensive notes were produced 

following each discussion (phase one and phase two) and these were given to the participant so they 

could edit, correct or develop the record of the conversation.  A research diary was used to capture 

thoughts, reflections and decisions as the research progressed.  This was a reflexive process and 

captured some of the decisions, methodological and theoretical considerations of the research 

journey (Haynes, 2012).  The structure of the discussions evolved as the research advanced, reflecting 

an interactive model of data collection and analysis (see Figure 4.1. above).  The description of this 

research will be structured by separating phases one and phase two and by using the headings of data 

collection, data condensation, data display and conclusions.  However, as shown in Figure 4.1, the 

steps are iterative rather than sequential.  This iterative nature will be captured within each of the 

headings, illustrating how the approach evolved. However, first the overall data collection approach 

will be positioned.   

 

The intention in this study was to collect the views, perceptions and experiences of the 

different stakeholder groups.  The research questions were developed to encourage a broad 

exploration.  Furthermore, there was no existing conceptual or theoretical framework to be explored 

and the aim was to develop a ‘thick description’ (Geertz, 1973).  Given this aim I recognised that a 

survey or structured interview would not provide the data being sought.  One option I considered and 

Data collection 

Data 
condensation 

Conclusions: 
Drawing/ 
verifying 

Data display 
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discounted was focus groups.  Whilst these have been successfully used within talent management 

research (for example Skuza et al., 2013), there would have been a logistical challenge trying to get a 

number of participants to the same location at the same time.  Furthermore, participants may have 

been less inclined to openly discuss their experiences.  The most commonly used approach for 

qualitative studies is interviews (Alvesson & Ashcraft, 2012; Silverman, 2005).  This trend is also 

apparent within interpretive studies on talent management and organizational career management 

where the semi-structured interview has been widely used (e.g. Dries & Peppermans, 2008; Hoglund, 

2012; Sparrow et al., 2013; Stahl et al., 2012). Furthermore, the flexibility of a semi-structured 

interview was consistent with my overall research approach. This therefore seemed a pragmatic 

choice for this research, enabling flexibility of location and timing, making it easier for participants to 

be involved with minimal personal disruption.   

 

Having decided to conduct semi-structured interviews, some further decisions needed to be 

made.  Firstly, how would the conversations be recorded?  Many researchers use an audio recording 

of the interview which is then transcribed and used for analysis.  Whilst there are many benefits of 

capturing this record I was concerned that the act of turning on a recorder could inhibit the natural 

flow of the conversation.  Furthermore, I had developed a technique of comprehensive note-taking 

which included a number of verbatim comments.  This skill had been acquired over the preceding 20 

years of consulting work, particularly when conducting in depth interviews of candidates for senior 

positions.  Furthermore, I noted that Kidd et al. (2003) described their approach as follows; 

 ‘verbatim notes were taken of behaviours and outcomes described’ 

Kidd et al. (2003: 124) 

This indicated that they had not recorded and transcribed the interviews for their study on career 

conversations. I therefore decided that the recording of the interviews was not needed.  A second 

decision concerned the mechanism for checking the accuracy of the notes.  I decided that a copy of 

the notes would be shared with each participant following their interview.  This provided the 

opportunity for them to check the content and to edit it or add to it if they wished, following the 

example of Thunnissen (2016).  This created further involvement of the participants and was in 

keeping with the overall research approach.  

 

Despite the popularity of interviews as a tool for data collection, it was important to be aware 

of the problems inherent with the approach.  Wengraf, (2001) draws attention to the need for careful 

preparation, design, skill and analysis in order for interviews to produce quality research.  

Furthermore, many have suggested that data collected through interviews should be considered as 
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socially constructed rather than representation of a truth (e.g. Alvesson & Ashcraft, 2012; Coupland, 

2004).  Atkinson, et al., (2008) sum up this challenge of interpretation, recognising that data collected 

are; 

“social phenomena and have to be seen in the social and cultural context, just as myths, 

legends, atrocity stories, jokes and autobiographies have to be analyzed as social and cultural 

phenomena”  

Atkinson et al., 2008: 90 

This reinforces the need to analyse the accounts carefully, considering motive and action to help build 

understanding of how and why the accounts are constructed in a particular way, (the language 

structure as well as the content), rather than taking them at face value.   

 

 The design of this study is clearly positioned as interpretive (rather than positivist), seeking to 

gain understanding rather than find a ‘truth’ (e.g. Duberley et al., 2012).  Within interpretive research 

there are a number of methodologies and philosophies (e.g. Duberley et al., 2012; Miles et al., 2014).  

However, key features are generally considered to include an awareness of context, a desire for 

participant involvement and voice, and an iterative process of data collection and analysis (e.g. 

Thomas, 2009; Cohen et al., 2007).  Furthermore, the researcher is seen as within the research rather 

than as an objective observer.  Thus, the researcher’s world view can be seen ‘echoing, competing and 

colliding with the versions represented by [our] participants’ (Cohen et al., 2004: 410).  It is therefore 

important that the researcher is cognisant of ‘motives, presuppositions, and personal history that leads 

him or her toward, and subsequently shapes, a particular inquiry’ (Caelli et al., 2003: 5).  Awareness of 

this enables the researcher to reflect on the way this has affected the research approach, data 

collection and analysis (Haynes, 2012).  In chapter 1, I described some of my personal history that led 

me to an interest in this study.  I provide further reflections on my motives below.  My presuppositions 

are then described, referencing the influence of social constructionism and complexity theory and 

illustrating how my study is influenced by these approaches.  In positioning this research as 

interpretive I do not intend to suggest that positivist research is ‘wrong’.  Rather, I subscribe to the 

view that both have a place, contributing different perspectives (e.g. Lee, 1999).  Some further 

implications for this study arising from my research approach are discussed in the final chapter, 

conclusions.   

 

 My decision to undertake PhD research was formed through an exploration of my own career 

aims.  I was aware that I wanted to continue to grow and develop my professional knowledge and 

skills.  Moreover, I felt that as a consultant I had broad knowledge of many areas, but not one 
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specialism where I could contribute in-depth knowledge.  Having considered a number of career 

options (for example, retraining as a teacher or returning to an employed position), I felt that a PhD 

would provide a stimulating, challenging and structured way of learning.  I also recognised that such 

research would create an opportunity to bring together practitioner and academic thinking, 

something which had interested me since completing my MSc (in 1994).  Furthermore, I saw that such 

a qualification could potentially help me to develop new opportunities for paid and unpaid 

engagements in both academia and consulting.  However, throughout my research it feels that my 

primary motivator has been the learning process itself.  Indeed, when describing my PhD experience 

to others I have frequently referred to Csikszentmihalyi’s concept of flow (Csikszentmihalyi, 1992).  

This concept captures my feelings of absorption, engagement and fulfilment.  These motivations will 

have shaped my research in a number of ways.  For example, I initially commenced a PhD in a Faculty 

of Education (University of Cambridge), looking at teacher wellbeing.  Thus, some of my understanding 

of the research process was shaped by current and historic discourse in educational research (e.g. 

Cohen et al., 2007; Sherman & Webb, 1988).  In addition, because of my interest in the learning 

process I have taken some diversions into areas which do not feature in my final research (such as 

Action Research and Appreciative Inquiry).   My consulting background has also influenced the 

approach I have taken throughout the research.  For example, it influenced my access to research 

participants (discussed in study limitations later in this chapter).  I also tended to gravitate towards 

analytical approaches that I had previously encountered (such as thematic analysis) albeit conducted 

in a more rigorous and critical way than previously.  Finally, I wish to continue the learning journey. 

Consequently, I see opportunities to build on this research, finding ways to share it with practitioners 

and to conduct further studies on talent management, career development, career conversations and 

the context within which these are enacted. 

  

I recognise that my research (and my consultancy work) is influenced by a social 

constructionist approach.  The social constructionist approach has been described as an umbrella 

term, with a ‘family resemblance’ rather than a specific set of principles and methods (Burr, 2003: 2).  

Burr (2003) suggests a number of key assumptions which are likely to be shared to a greater or lesser 

extent by those who could be labelled as social constructionist.  Firstly, there is a critical stance to the 

dominant discourse or ‘taken-for-granted knowledge’ (Burr, 2003:2).  Secondly, the cultural and 

historical influence on our beliefs is recognised and they are seen as cultural artefacts, with no greater 

insight than alternative views.  Thirdly, knowledge and action are seen as interwoven such that action 

is likely to change according to the way that knowledge is construed.  These assumptions are 

consistent with the approach taken within this study.  For example, the dominant talent discourses 
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are challenged through the involvement of stakeholders other than just the HR ‘owners’ of talent.  The 

context is a main element of data collection with the talent management context a focus for phase 

one and career narratives a focus for phase two. The nature of the data collected is also recognised as 

socially constructed accounts rather than definitive statements of what has occurred.  Social 

constructionist approaches have often been used to explore power relations.  This is particularly 

relevant to the study of career as it has been suggested that current career discourses favour those 

with privilege and access, reinforcing existing power structures (e.g. Blustein et al., 2004).  Whilst 

recognising that participants for my study were largely those considered to have privilege (managers), 

I was keen to understand the implications of power and control on their career experiences.  In 

embarking on the research I acknowledge that I had some ‘presuppositions’ (Caelli et al., 2003: 5).  In 

particular, I have frequently found myself frustrated by the lack of questioning by HR professionals of 

the dominant HR discourses.  For example, many of the HR professionals I work with seem content to 

accept rather than challenge ‘best practice’ approaches to topics such as performance management, 

recruitment, change management and, in the context of this study, talent management.  

 

 My approach to this study was also informed by complexity theory.  In common with the social 

constructionist approach, this emphasizes challenging underlying assumptions and recognising that 

dominant discourses are a product of current context (cultural, political, historical) and power 

relations (e.g. Stacey, 2011).    For example, one dominant discourse is that managers and leaders 

have the power to choose the future of their organisation and that a variety of tools and techniques 

can unlock the door to success.  Stacey (2011) contests this, pointing to a number of global changes 

(such as the internet), which have emerged without any grand plan or strategic direction.  He invites 

the reader to reflect on what the ‘insistence on tools and techniques is all about’ (Stacey, 2011: 4).  

Suggesting that the dominant ‘scientific’ approach has little evidence and is ‘largely an ideology which 

sustains particular power relations between managers and other groups in society’, Stacey (2011: 14).  

The complexity approach encourages a focus on interconnected systems and the emerging 

relationships between these systems.  There is also an emphasis on positioning knowledge within its 

context (e.g. Haggis, 2008).  Furthermore, there is a recognition of the importance of informal process 

which can ‘offer a more adaptive approach than formal ones based on notions of control’, (McMillan, 

2008: 83).   This philosophy influenced my research approach in terms of exploring the context of 

career and talent, questioning the dominant scientific approach to talent management and exploring 

informal approaches alongside formal. The intention was to understand how the elements of the 

system could be seen to interact and my expectation at the start of the research was that there would 

be a number of different influences. 
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4.3 Phase One – data collection 

 

The data collection for this study had a number of elements: participants and their 

recruitment; structure of discussions; review of the notes.  Each of these elements is described below, 

showing how it evolved as the research progressed.   

 

Participants were approached from within my existing network.  This professional network 

was built from my Human Resources and Organization Development work within organizations from 

1988 – 1997 and since then as a consultant.  The network included a wide range of organizations and 

whilst predominantly UK centric it did include some internationally based people.   The initial intention 

was to hold discussions with approximately 15 senior HR professionals and 5 OD professionals.  

However, the conversion of those invited to participate to those who did participate was higher than 

expected.  This indicated an interest in the topic and a willingness to engage in research on it.  A 

number of participants also suggested people within their networks who would be interested in being 

involved.  The final numbers grew to 23 senior HR professionals and 7 OD professionals; 17 of the 

participants were female, 13 were male.  A summary of participant profiles can be found in Appendix 

1.  Of the 30 involved, 6 were referrals outside my immediate network.  In total only two invitees did 

not respond and a further four were unable to schedule a suitable time for a discussion within the 

research timeframe.  The majority (25) of the interviews took place face-to-face.  A further four were 

conducted by telephone and the final interview was conducted via skype.  The interviews lasted 

between 45 and 90 minutes, with most lasting for one hour. 

 

The HR professionals were all employed within organizations in a variety of roles. Within the 

larger organizations the HR professionals tended to be people with a specific focus on talent 

management (e.g. Global Head of Talent Management and OD at an organization employing 250 000 

people).  Within the smaller organizations they tended to have a generic HR role which included talent 

management (for example, HR Director at an organization employing 650 people within the UK).  A 

breakdown of the organizations represented is shown in Table 4.3 below.  Each of these participants 

spoke primarily of their experiences within their current organization, but also referred to other 

experiences or organizations where they felt it was appropriate.   

 

 

 



71 
 

 

Sector 

Banking and financial services 7 

Public sector 5 

FMCG/food and agriculture 4 

Manufacturing 2 

Other (e.g. retail, IT, engineering, utilities) 5 

OD, career and HR consultants 7 

Geography of organizations represented by HR professionals 

Primarily UK and Ireland 10 

European 2 

International 11 

Number of employees of organizations represented by HR professionals 

100 – 500 3 

501 – 2 500 6 

2 501 – 10 000 5 

10 001 – 20 000 3 

20 001 plus 6 

Table 4.3: Breakdown of organizations represented in the research 

 

The participants referred to as ‘OD professionals’ were consultants and coaches primarily 

working within small organizations or on a self-employed basis.  They were able to provide insights on 

client organizations they worked with and also from the organizations they had previously been 

employed by.  Furthermore, they were also able to represent some of the experiences of individuals 

within organizations who had experienced (or not experienced) workplace career conversations. The 

OD professionals fell into three broad groups according to their interest within the field of workplace 

career conversations.  Three of the OD professionals operated as OD, leadership and change 

consultants, which included executive assessment.  Two operated as HR consultants and the final two 

were career and outplacement consultants.   

 

Before agreeing to be involved all participants were sent an information sheet about the 

research (see Appendix 2).  This outlined the purpose of the study, provided brief background on me 

as the researcher, stated what was involved and provided information on confidentiality, the right to 

withdraw and what to do if they were unhappy with the way the research was conducted.  They were 

also informed that all participants would receive a report of the findings.  The benefit of involvement 

was positioned to the participants as follows; ‘It is hoped that the report will provide a useful source 

of information on career conversations in other organizations, potentially acting as a catalyst for new 

approaches’.  At the start of the meeting the research was described again, there was an opportunity 
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to ask any questions and informed consent was sought and recorded (see Appendix 3 for a sample of 

the informed consent form).   The intention was to conduct the research within a relationship of 

reciprocity (Lincoln, 1995).  Feedback following the conversations and the circulation of the report 

indicated that participants felt that this had been achieved.  

 

Structure of discussions  

As preparation for the discussions I developed a loose structure.  This captured ‘topics’ for 

discussion and was based on the research questions which had emerged from the literature review 

(see Figure 4.2 below).  Each discussion started with an introduction.  This revisited the purpose of the 

research and went through the informed consent documentation.  Participants were then invited to 

choose a pseudonym and to agree how their organization could be referred to (i.e. were they happy 

for the organization to be named or did they wish to agree a generic description of the organization).  

Depending on my existing relationship with the participant, there was also a brief clarification of roles 

– that this was a piece of research, and separate to any consulting or coaching work which may have 

previously been completed.  The opening topic was the purpose and processes of talent management 

within the organization with the other topics following.  Using this as a framework the aim was then 

to move into career conversations within this context.  There was no set order for the discussion, 

rather it was hoped that the topics would be raised by the participant or be introduced by me as a 

natural extension of the conversation (Breakwell, 1995).   

 

Improving Workplace Career Conversations 

Phase 1 – HR and OD Perspectives 

 

Participant information and informed consent,  

Agree pseudonym and brief description of the organization 

 

Discussion prompts: 

• What does talent management (TM) mean for you? (who is covered, what does it aim to 

achieve, what does it encompass) 

• What are the formal processes of TM in your organization? 

• What seems to work/not work? 

• In what ways are an individual’s aspirations taken account of? 

• What is the role of career conversations within TM and more generally? 

o What is the purpose 

o What works/doesn’t work 

o What would you like to change 

o What are the barriers to good conversations 

o What are the different interests and how can they be met 



73 
 

o How skilled are the managers 

o What support is there to help individual’s clarify career goals 

o Openness, power, diversity, common goals 

• As a manager (if appropriate) how do you find career conversations with your team? 

 

Figure 4.2: Phase 1 - Initial discussion prompts 

 

 

Evolution of the discussions 

Throughout the discussions I kept a research diary to encourage reflexivity (Haynes, 2012).  

Whilst I was not disciplined in filling it in regularly, it did provide a record of some of my reflections, 

observations and research practice.  A review of my research diary highlighted some of the ways in 

which the discussions evolved (see Appendix 4 for an extract).   

 

The first discussion was challenging. The conversation seemed more of a judgement on the 

problems of the organization and the participant’s observations of what should be happening (the 

organization did not seem to be doing any proactive talent or career management which was 

frustrating the participant). If questions were phrased in a certain way it was felt that the participant 

could have become very defensive (for example, regarding her role in changing the situation or when 

exploring issues of power and control).  After the first discussion, three key observations emerged 

which informed the rest of the discussions.  Firstly, if the focus was on the participant’s perceptions, 

then I needed to be careful where issues were driven by my agenda rather than what was emerging 

from the participant. I was concerned that I might ‘lead’ people by inadvertently conveying a 

‘preferred response’ which could influence the ways in which they chose to demonstrate their 

credibility (Cassell & Symon, 2011).  This was particularly the case for asking in what ways the 

individual employee’s aspirations were accounted for and the issues of power and control.  I therefore 

decided to keep these as topics to explore in the next interviews, but to see how they emerged from 

the participant’s frame of reference rather than introducing them from my interest.  Secondly, whilst 

the intention had been to have a conversation, it was clear that within the discussions I was not sharing 

my views, and therefore there was limited ‘sense making together’.  However, the naturalistic 

approach was still similar to a conversational style.  Through active listening and regular summarising, 

the conversations did provide an opportunity for the participant to clarify their own thinking.  Finally, 

although there had been concern about the ease with which I could keep the research conversation 

separate from previous work conversations, this felt surprisingly easy.  
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The discussions continued and after 13 interviews a more structured review took place 

alongside some initial analysis (following the iterative process described in Figure 4.1 above).  

Subsequently some consistent changes were adopted (see Figure 4.3. below).  This review was also 

considered in the context of the RQ’s emerging from the literature review.  These two activities led to 

a refined set of interview prompts, shown in Figure 4.4 below.   However, each discussion remained 

unique, with the prompts used if topics did not naturally occur.  Each interview included probing 

questions around the topics, examples of probing questions can be found in Appendix 5.    

 

• The topic of informal career conversations did not generate much information/interest from 

the HR participants – it was therefore dropped as a specific area for exploration. 

• Issue of power and control – I had been cautious about exploring this following first interview.  

This did not seem to be part of the considerations for the participants, so it was not explored 

unless they raised it.   

• One comment a number of participants made concerned ‘good line managers’.  There were a 

number of interesting potential lines of enquiry from this (for example, how did they judge they 

were ‘good’, did these people have more talent in their teams?).  However, it was felt that this 

could be a diversion from the main purpose of the research and so probing was limited to very 

specific information on career development. 

• It was noted that starting the discussions with asking about Talent Management provided 

helpful context.  However, it could take a considerable amount of time.  Therefore, the in-depth 

exploration of talent management was reduced to enable more time on career conversations. 

• The importance of context was emerging from interviews –prompting further exploration of 

the ways in which the career and talent approaches reflected or shaped culture and strategy 

• A diagram started to be developed as a way of organising and displaying the emerging data on 

some of the perceived influences on career conversations (see Figure 4.4.).  As the discussions 

continued, the emerging diagram was used to indicate areas to explore more and it was also 

used as a mechanism for summarising the conversation.  Feedback was sought on the structure 

to contribute to its development.    

Figure 4.3: Phase 1 - Adaptations in the discussion approach 

 

 

Improving Workplace Career Conversations – updated questions 

Phase 1 – HR and OD Perspectives 

 

Participant information and informed consent,  

Agree pseudonym and brief description of the organization 

 

Discussion prompts: 

• Process – what does TM mean to you and how is it practiced in your organization? 

(explore which employee groups are included in what ways) 
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• Purpose – what is the overall purpose of TM for your organization (explore which 

stakeholder views are represented) 

• Impact – what seems to be working and not working and how do you know? (explore 

thinking behind this and who is driving the TM agenda) 

• Individual needs – in what ways do you take account of individual needs and aspirations? 

(explore approaches and how well they are seen to be working) 

• Career conversations - what do you see as the contribution of career conversations to TM 

and individual career development? (formal and informal) 

• Roles – what do you see as the roles of the organization, the individual and the line 

manager? (explore consistency of this with the approach described) 

• Context – in what ways does context seem to influence TM and career development in 

your organization (explore internal and external, seek examples) 

• Broader – how do your experiences in this organization compare with other places you 

have worked (explore why they think they are similar/different)  

Figure 4.4: Phase 1 – Refined discussion prompts 

 

Notes and check back 

An important part of this data collection process was the note taking and checking these notes 

back with the participants.  Field notes from each interview were written up as comprehensive notes 

including many verbatim comments.  The notes followed the flow of the conversation rather than 

being summarized under themes.  They were written up with bullet points to show each comment. 

Headings were used to help with following the conversation flow, but questions I had asked were not 

included in the notes.    

 

The notes were written up within 3 days of the conversation and sent to the participant asking 

them to amend/add to the notes.  They were also asked to check/amend the description of their 

organization. This provided an opportunity for participants to be involved in reviewing their data 

(Lincoln & Guba, 1987).  Most of the participants responded quickly to the request for checking the 

notes, often making small editing changes, taking out some information which they felt could identify 

them and adding some further context as requested (e.g. numbers/links between different parts of 

the conversation). Some of the participants also changed some of the wording to create a more 

authoritative tone, reflecting ‘identity work’ (Rapley, 2004) to demonstrate their credibility (Cassell & 

Symon, 2011).  Some participants needed ‘chasing’ to provide confirmation of changes to the notes.  

This was done via email and a full record of contact was kept.  Agreed notes were clearly labelled and 

these were the versions used for all subsequent analysis.  One participant did not confirm the notes.  

She was sent a final reminder, stating that she could withdraw from the study if she wished, but if no 

further contact was made the researcher would assume that the notes could be used, but there would 
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be no direct reference or quotes from the data.  Nothing was heard from this participant, so her data 

were included within the parameters set out.   

4.4 Phase one - analysing the data 

 

As indicated in Figure 4.1., data analysis can be seen as an iterative process involving data 

collection, data condensation, data display and drawing/verifying conclusions.  The approach to data 

collection has been described above, indicating the way in which the data collection was influenced 

by the emerging findings. This section provides more detail on the processes of condensing the data 

and data display.  The element of drawing and verifying conclusions will be covered in the following 

section. 

 

During the research 

As discussed, the data analysis started during data collection.  Reflections on the early 

interviews (recorded in the research diary) indicated that there seemed to be 3 types of approach to 

the talent management and workplace career being described: 1 - part of how things done round here; 

2 - part of a formal process with a strong push from HR; 3 - ad hoc approach with things largely left to 

the local/line manager.  Having condensed the data into these broad categories, some questions were 

considered, for example: what was the link between talent management aims and career 

conversations?  how did this relate to the interest in alignment? how did this relate to wider cultural 

and contextual features? From this review, an initial way of displaying the data started to emerge in 

terms of some simple headings as shown in Figure 4.5.  The majority of organizations seemed to be in 

the HR push category.    

 

 

Figure 4.5: Early data display 

 

1.

Part of how we do things

• Existing high feedback 
culture

• Shared ownership of 
career

• Little formal process

• High flexibility

2.

HR push

• Process driven

• Focus on organizational 
goals

• Link to TM, assessment 
and succession

• Desire to be better at it

• Line manager skills and 
culture seen as a barrier

3.

Ad hoc

• Not part of bigger view

• Depended on line 
manager skill and 
commitment

• Not seen as critically 
important for the 
organization
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As the research progressed, an embryonic diagram was created (see Figure 4.6).  This display 

captured the things which seemed to influence organizational talent management and (to a lesser 

extent), individual career development.  This diagram seemed to represent data from all three types 

of organizations (part of how we do things, HR push and ad hoc).  This development of this diagram 

influenced the way that the data were understood and had an impact on the further interviews (see 

Appendix 6).   Questions started to be asked which resulted from the initial analysis, enabling 

exploration of some specific areas.  For example, a more detailed exploration of line manager’s skills 

led to more discussion regarding the importance of line manager commitment. Likewise, as people 

were asked more about ‘cultural alignment’, transparency emerged as an issue.  This was then further 

explored, illustrating the iterative nature of the data collection and analysis.  By the end of the 

interviews few new themes were emerging, perhaps indicating the saturation principle (Miles & 

Huberman, 1994), that a representative sample of thinking and experiences had been collected.  

However, it should be noted that the scale of the study was not intended to create widely 

generalizable results, rather to support increased understanding with the potential to support 

additional theorizing (e.g. Farndale et al., 2014). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.6: Embryonic data display diagram 

 

The interviews with the OD professionals evolved in a different way to the interviews with the 

HR participants.  These were more varied than the HR interviews, as the OD professionals had 

exposure to different elements of talent management and workplace career conversations.  Their 

contribution tended to be more focused on the macro level (strategic aims) and also on the individual 

(their wants, frustrations and challenges).  This provided an interesting balance to the ‘within 

organization view’ and provided some insight into the influences on the individual which were largely 

Strategic link Cultural alignment 

Organizational influences 
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absent in the HR professionals’ accounts.  In particular, these interviews contributed to the individual 

career development perspective which was then built on in phase two. 

 

Post research 

Having completed the data collection for phase one, a full review of the data could commence.  

Thematic analysis was used, but as stated by King (2012), there are many approaches to thematic 

analysis, ranging from ‘bottom up’ to ‘top down’ (King, 2012: 430).  Within this study the analysis 

started as ‘bottom up’, with data coding, which was seen as a ‘heuristic’ process of discovery rather 

than reduction (Miles et al., 2014: 73).  However, it should be noted that this discovery process was 

informed by existing literature which had shaped the content of the interviews and it therefore differs 

from a grounded theory approach (e.g. Kenealy, 2012).  Accordingly, some broad headings (such as 

talent management, roles, alignment and career conversations) were pre-determined.   

 

I began the analysis by reading through the interview notes and capturing data on a mindmap 

using the headings of the emerging diagram.  This process included immersion in the data, noting 

themes, making sense using informed intuition and clustering (Miles & Huberman, 1994).  This was a 

highly iterative process whereby constant comparisons were made between scripts to refine and 

develop a coding structure.  Where data did not fit these headings they were written on a separate 

sheet (somewhat ironically labelled a ‘big bucket of other’).  This process was completed with six of 

the participant notes, but the mindmap became too large to continue with this as a method.  However, 

it did provide some tentative labels for coding the data, commonly referred to as first cycle coding 

(Miles et al., 2014).  These labels were applied, and as the ‘big bucket of other’ grew, this was reviewed 

to identify any further coding headings.  A list of the initial codes can be found in Appendix 7.  Final 

codes are presented in Table 4.4 below.  The diagram illustrates some hierarchy within the coding 

structure with the more detailed level of coding shown in brackets. 

 

Coding Category Sub-categories 

Talent Management • TM definition 

• Management of TM agenda 

• Understanding future business needs 

• Role of assessment (definitions of performance, potential and talent; 

internal vs external assessment; information on individual 

aspirations; issues of consistency) 

• Development  

• Measuring impact 

• Alternative perspectives 
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• Other  

 

 

Career conversations • Aims 

• Vision of great conversations 

• Links with process 

• Example projects to improve 

• Challenging perspectives 

• Other 

Context – local 

dynamics 

• Line manager (commitment, skill, access to resources) 

• Individual (drive, engagement, self-awareness) 

• Trust  

• Challenging perspectives 

• Other 

Context – 

organizational 

dynamics 

• Strategic imperative  

• Cultural alignment 

• Structural opportunities 

• Transparency (roles, career paths and development opportunities, 

openness and honesty) 

• Challenging perspectives 

• Other 

Context – wider 

influences 

• Cultural heritage 

• Professional identity 

• Generational differences 

• Technological changes 

• Other 

Table 4.4: Phase 1 – Final coding 

 

Some data were also captured specifically against the research questions.   For example, as 

part of question one (in what ways do stakeholders seek alignment between organizational talent and 

individual career goals), the aims, expected roles and intended practices from all participants were 

collated and counting was used to identify key themes across the interviews.  The data showing 

perceived influences on organizational talent management and individual career development were 

represented in a diagram, later named a ‘contextual map’ (see Figure 4.7).  However, the distinctions 

between some of the codes were not clear, and there could have been some overlap (i.e. the codes 

did not refer to completely discrete ideas).  King (2012) recognises this challenge and suggests that; 

‘To be useful, themes must be relatively distinct from each other.  Some overlap is inevitable, 

but an extensive blurring of boundaries between themes is to be avoided’ 

King (2012:431) 
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However, whilst this is a potential issue, (discussed in the study limitations section below), it was 

recognised that this was phase one of a larger study and that further work would be needed to refine 

and develop the findings.  The findings are fully described in chapter 7.  A ‘participant report’ was then 

written and sent to all those involved in the research.  This was structured with an introduction to set 

the context and then using the diagram to structure the findings.   Two versions of the participant 

report were produced, a full version of 43 pages and a summary version of 8 pages (both are available 

upon request).   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.7. Contextual map of influences on organizational talent management and individual career 

development. 

 

Drawing and verifying conclusions 

Drawing and verifying conclusions is an important process to illustrate the trustworthiness 

and quality of the research (Caelli et al., 2003; Kidd, 2004).  Within this research there were a number 

of ways through which conclusions were drawn and verified and this remains an ongoing process.  

Firstly, the preliminary findings were explored within the context of existing literature to pose 

additional questions and encourage fresh insights.  Secondly, following the completion of phase two 

of the study, the findings were explored through the lens of other stakeholders, particularly within the 

case study organizations.  It is the combination of these approaches to drawing and verifying 

conclusions that is presented in the following chapters as the findings.  Thirdly, there were some 

follow-up conversations with participants and clients regarding the findings.  This provided a practical 
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Wider influences 

Organizational Dynamics 

Generational differences Professional identity 

Transparency Strategic imperative 

Cultural alignment Structural opportunities 

Cultural heritage 

Technological changes 
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way to explore the potential utility of the findings and reinforced the commitment to reciprocity 

(Lincoln, 1995).  These follow-up activities are reported in chapter 8 of this thesis, conclusions.   

  

 As part of drawing and verifying conclusions it is also helpful to consider alternative 

explanations for the findings.  Given the research approach it is recognised that a different researcher 

may have coded the data in a different way, leading to alternative themes and conclusions (King, 

2012). For example, my predisposition towards complexity is likely to have influenced me to develop 

the contextual map as an illustration of interacting elements of a system.  This is an example of the 

findings ‘colliding’ with my own interests as suggested above (Cohen et al. 2004: 410).  Furthermore, 

had the data been reviewed primarily from an alternative lens such as power and control, additional 

insights may have emerged.  Such analysis may have expanded findings relating to the influence of 

gender or agency.  Such analysis of the data could be conducted at a later stage to generate additional 

insights.  However, within this thesis I had to make decisions regarding which areas to explore in more 

detail, and critically, which not to explore further.  A list of areas discounted for further analysis within 

this study (covering phase one and phase two) can be found in Appendix 8.  For example, the influence 

of the background of the HR participant was not analysed as biographical data had not been collected. 

 

The findings from phase one represented the views and experiences of HR and OD 

professionals.  As identified in the literature review and subsequent research questions, one of the 

contributions of this study was to take a stakeholder perspective.  The findings from phase one were 

therefore used to inform the next phase of the research.  Important in the second phase was the direct 

representation of individuals and line managers so their perspective could be more fully accounted 

for.  It was also intended to provide an opportunity to further develop the contextual map within the 

setting of case study organizations. 

 

 

4.5 Phase two – data collection 

 

The purpose of phase two of the study was to collect perspectives from other stakeholders 

within the case study organisations.  This included input from line managers and individuals, ensuring 

that their voices were present within the research (Lincoln, 1995).   As with phase one, the data 

collection had a number of iterative stages: participants and their recruitment; structure of 

discussions; review of the notes.  Each of these elements is described below, showing how it evolved 

as the research progressed.   
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Twenty-one of the organizations involved in phase one were invited to take part in phase two 

of the research.  All those approached had a significant UK presence (those not approached had most 

of their operations overseas).  As this was an exploratory study I was keen to include a variety of 

organizations.  This was in contrast to some research in this field which has specifically focused on 

organizations which are considered to be positive examples of talent management (e.g. Stahl, 2012) 

or career development (e.g. Kidd et al., 2003).  Therefore, the invitation was clear that even if they 

agreed to be involved, they may not be chosen.  All those invited were sent information on the study 

as shown in Appendix 9.  Of those invited a number responded to say that the timing was not 

appropriate (either due to large scale organizational change, restructures or volume of other work).   

In the event, five organizations elected to be involved.  I was able to conduct research with each of 

these, so I did not need to select which organizations to involve.  Furthermore, the organizations 

wanting to be involved represented a variety of industries and scale as shown in Table 4.5.  Each 

organization was assigned a name of two initials as shown in Table 4.5. 

 

Once the case study organizations had been identified there was a variation in how the 

participants were recruited according to the preferences of the HR contact.  The HR contacts were 

asked to provide access to people with a range of career experiences who they expected to have a 

variety of views and experiences of workplace career conversations.  My desire to access people with 

a range of perspectives was an important feature of the research and was different from the approach 

adopted by Kidd et al. (2004) who were keen to specifically recruit people with positive experiences 

of career conversations.  The broader request in this research was appropriate to help to make visible 

issues of culture and context (not a primary research focus for Kidd et al.).  There was also a request 

that some of the participants (approximately half) were line managers.  The internal recruitment of 

participants varied by case study as shown in Table 4.5.  This variation in participant recruitment is 

consistent with other research (e.g. Kidd et al., 2004).  All those invited to participate were sent 

information as shown in Appendix 10.  This information provided answers to questions and also stated 

that a summary of the findings would be sent to them personally and also to their HR contact.  This 

was to enable their organization to benefit from the research as part of the ethos of reciprocity 

described above.  
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Case study 

organization 

Brief description (industry, size, 

geographical spread) 

Approach to recruiting participants 

JW Design, manufacture and sale of niche 

leisure product.  Strong history of growth 

and innovation. Employing approximately 

2 000 people worldwide 

Individuals approached by Head of 

learning and development who then 

scheduled the meetings 

HX Technology and engineering company.  

Family owned, employing approximately 

250 people across the UK and key Asia 

sites (China, Japan, India, Korea) and the 

US. 

Individuals approached by HR Director 

who then scheduled the meetings 

MT UK based FMCG business, a well-known 

brand and part of a larger group.  The UK 

operation employing just over 100 people 

in sales, marketing, supply chain and 

support functions. 

Email sent from researcher to people who 

may have been interested. They were 

then asked to contact the researcher 

directly to schedule the meeting 

SB Financial services organization providing a 

range of consumer services.  Strong 

financial performance, history of organic 

growth and some acquisition.  

Approximately 3 500 employees mostly 

UK, but some in Northern Europe. 

Email sent from the Head of Talent whose 

PA scheduled the meetings from those 

who were interested in being involved  

IH Large NHS Trust with 3 city sites and a 

strong research heritage.  Employing over 

11 000 people 

Email sent from researcher to people who 

may have been interested. They were 

then asked to contact someone in the 

training and development team who 

scheduled the meetings 

Table 4.5: Phase 2 - Overview of case study organizations and participant recruitment 

 

Three of the case study organizations were not existing or previous clients of mine (they were 

involved in the research through the network referrals described in phase one).  One of the case 

studies, (SB), was an existing client, but none of the participants were known to me.  The final case 

study (MT) was a client and I had previously run workshop sessions in which two of the participants 

had been involved.  These were during a project on organizational change and did not cover career 

issues.  

 

Once participants had decided to be involved in the research, meetings were scheduled.   

Overall, 27 of the meetings took place face to face and the remaining 13 were conducted by telephone.  

Whilst the preference was for face to face conversations, the telephone meetings worked well and 

are an established way of collecting data when face to face interviews are not possible (e.g. Kidd et 

al., 2004).  There was no follow-up with participants who indicated an interest in being involved but 
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where meetings were not scheduled (unlike Kidd et al., 2004 who sent out a short questionnaire to 

collect their views).  A summary showing the number of responses, number of participants, gender 

representation and locations of the conversations for each case study organization can be found in 

Table 4.6 below.   

 

Case study Number 

positive 

responses 

Number of 

research 

interviews 

Gender  

(F = female; 

M = male) 

 

Location of conversations 

JW Not known 9 F = 1 

M = 8 

9 face to face meetings at their Head 

Office 

HX Not known 10 F = 4 

M = 6 

9 face to face meetings at their Head 

Office 

1 telephone meeting 

MT 9 8 F = 3 

M = 5 

4 face to face meeting at their head 

office 

4 telephone meetings 

SB 13 9 F = 5 

M = 4 

1 face to face meeting at their London 

office 

4 face to face meetings at their Head 

Office 

4 telephone meetings 

IH 9 4 F = 3 

M = 1 

4 face to face meetings at one of the 

major sites 

Table 4.6: Phase 2 - Number of positive responses, number of participants and location of 

conversations 

 

The choice of note taking versus recording and transcribing was revisited prior to the start of 

phase two.  The benefits of each were reviewed in the research diary and are summarised in Table 4.7 

below.  My conclusion was that note taking remained an appropriate approach.  I recognised that the 

notes from the interviews produced different data to transcribed interviews.  However, in accordance 

with a constructionist perspective, it can be argued that data from recorded interviews were no ‘more 

true’ than data from comprehensive notes which had been reviewed by the participant.   

 

Benefits of note taking Benefits of recording and transcribing 

• Comprehensive notes with a number of 

verbatim comments 

• Informality of note taking rather than 

recording 

• Full record including the questions asked 

making it easier to follow the research 

journey 

• Full record of questions and prompts asked 

by the interviewer 
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• Opportunity for participant to reflect and 

edit creating additional involvement and 

potential for participant ‘sense-making’ 

following the conversation 

• Scale of the research (40 interviews) would 

make recording and transcribing an onerous 

task 

• Processing data while interviewing and 

writing up shortly afterwards – provided an 

immediate opportunity to check back and 

seek clarification on points.   

• Additional data in terms of how things are 

said, pauses, tone, emotion etc. 

• Credibility as an established approach 

• The detail of the data supports in-depth 

analysis of language and linguistic features 

used to construct meaning (e.g. Potter & 

Wetherell, 1995) 

 

Table 4.7: Phase 2 - Reflections on recording and transcribing versus note taking 

 

Structure of discussions 

Prior to commencing the interviews a number of ‘discussion prompts’ were developed.  These 

are summarized in Table 4.8 below and a full version can be found in Appendix 11.  These were 

separated out into the stakeholder groups with one set of prompts for individuals and one for line 

managers.  These started with a narrative section, asking the participant to share a summary of their 

career then moved into some general areas regarding career development roles and thoughts on how 

things could be improved in their organization.  These prompts were informed by the RQ’s, for 

example, exploring roles and alignment.  Some specific prompts were also included to explore the 

findings from phase one (e.g. transparency, culture, strategic importance and structural 

opportunities).  Prior to the first interviews I held a pilot discussion with a colleague to get a sense of 

the flow of the discussion.  This highlighted a challenge of scope, with the interviews attempting to 

cover more than was realistic within an hour.   Consequently, the structure was adapted with an 

intention to separate the time with half an hour on the career narrative and the second half hour 

exploring the other topics 

 

Discussion prompts - Individuals 

Introduction • Context and informed consent 

Narrative • Summary of career including description of key events and 

conversations 

General • Roles and satisfaction with how this works  

• Perceived level of alignment  

Specific • Transparency, sharing of information, clarity about how to get on 

• Freedom to be self 

• Line manager support 

• Career self-development 

• Organization support 
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Discussion prompts-Line Managers 

Introduction • Context and informed consent 

Narrative • Summary of career management roles and experiences of 

supporting team members with their career  

General • Roles and satisfaction with how this works  

• Perceived level of alignment 

Specific • Tensions between the needs of the different stakeholders 

• Transparency 

• Line manager support given to you 

• Individual the things that make a difference generally and from 

your experience (including conversations) 

• Organisation support  

Table 4.8: Phase 2 – interview prompts for individuals and line managers 

 

I started each discussion with an introduction.  This revisited the purpose of the research and 

went through the informed consent documentation.  Each participant was then invited to choose a 

pseudonym.  Most participants opted to keep their own name, which was later substituted for initials 

(not  their actual initials).  It was hoped that the discussions would be a positive experience for 

participants (as a different type of career conversation).  Feedback from participants at the end of the 

conversations (and often via email when confirming notes) was that they found it helpful to talk 

through their career and to think about their career story and what they wanted to do next.  This 

provided confidence that the interviews were achieving a degree of reciprocity as discussed above.  

After the introduction, I asked all participants to describe their career story to date.  As they shared 

their career story, many of them described key encounters and conversations which had influenced 

them.  Some of these were then explored in more detail straight away, others were explored later in 

the interview.  As with other research using a narrative approach, the participants selected what they 

felt was most important to share (e.g. Clarke, 2013).  All participants described their career history as 

a sequence of roles over time (consistent with the Arthur & Rousseau, 1996 definition set out in 

chapter 2).  Some started with very factual information on roles, organizations and promotions whilst 

others gave a more detailed description of their learning, challenges and emotional response to 

different situations.  This variation is a normal feature of life history, with participants free to introduce 
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issues which they feel are relevant to their personal story (e.g. Polkinghorne, 1995).  After the career 

story, additional topics were explored as indicated in Table 4.8.   

 

 

Evolution of the discussions 

The first research conversation lasted about 50 minutes and confirmed the value of starting 

with the career narrative.  The focus was mostly on the participant’s own experiences with some about 

him as a line manager.  The role he took in providing support to peers was not explored due to time.  

As the rest of the interviews were held within the first case study, the discussion prompts evolved as 

summarised in Figure 4.8 below.  Throughout, the discussions the prompts were just for guidance and 

as a memory aid.  Each interview was different and I endeavoured to maintain a conversational style 

to the interviews.  Consequently, some career conversations were described by participants without 

being probed in great detail.  This was a conscious choice to enable the participants to provide 

meaning and share the information which they felt to be most relevant, rather than working from my 

own frame of reference to explore specific elements of each career conversation (such as relationship, 

duration and outcome).  However, much of these data were shared naturally by participants in their 

descriptions.  Towards the end of the discussion I said that there may be some additional areas I 

wanted to cover and that I would just check my notes.  This then provided an opportunity to ask about 

other areas if appropriate (and if time allowed).  Most of the conversations were not clearly 

differentiated between the career narrative and other topics, rather, it felt like a natural conversation 

combining both. 

 

Changes to interview prompts during phase 2 

• Have a standard start for the interviews for individuals and line managers – people were keen 

to talk about their own experiences so this was done for all participants, with line managers 

then asked some additional questions about their role and specific conversations as a line 

manager later in the discussion  

• If someone shared a particular conversation during their career narrative, use that as an 

opportunity to explore it – e.g. probing to find out more, ‘can you tell me a bit more about 

that?’ 

• The specific question prompts following from phase one of the research felt too directive within 

the context of the rest of the interview (e.g. regarding transparency and strategic imperative).  

They were therefore substituted with a more general ‘what do you think is working well round 

here and what do you think could change?’ If they raised things like culture, then explore in 

more detail 

 

Figure 4.8: Phase 2 - Changes to interview prompts during research process 
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Review of notes and checkback 

As with phase one, the meeting notes were written up and a copy was sent to the participant 

via email.  Once again, the notes followed the flow of the conversation rather than being summarized 

under themes.  They were written up with bullet points to show each comment, headings were used 

to help with following the conversation flow, but questions asked by the researcher were not included 

in the notes.  Where the interviewer notes weren’t clear (for example, chronology of employment), a 

comment was included in the notes asking for clarification.  Participants were asked to return their 

notes to the researcher by a specified date and that if no changes were given then the notes would 

be used in their initial format.  Half of the participants confirmed their notes (either with no changes 

or with edits).  Edits tended to be minor, although two participants (both in HR) added considerably 

more detail to their career history than had been discussed in the research interview.  As discussed 

above, this could have been an example of ‘identity work’ (Rapley, 2004). 

 

 

4.6 Phase two - analysing the data 

 

As with phase one (and as indicated in Figure 4.1), data analysis can be seen as an iterative 

process.   This section provides more detail on the processes of condensing the data and data display.  

The element of drawing and verifying conclusions will be covered in the following section. 

 

During the research 

On completion of the interviews for the first case study, all the interview scripts were 

reviewed. This led to the development of first cycle coding categories as shown in Table 4.9.  These 

headings were used to produce a summary for this case study which also included some of my own 

reflections (see Appendix 12).  The synthesis of data to produce this summary were done through 

mindmaps and lists, with one for each of the coding headings (see Appendix 13 for an example).  The 

initial coding emerged from the data and was largely descriptive, but included some evaluation (e.g. 

what was seen to be helping and hindering career).  My initial coding was case oriented.  However, as 

this coding was applied (and further developed) to the other cases, the coding was often variable 

oriented to synthesize the data across cases (Miles et al., 2014; Yin, 2009).  Following case study two, 

a more detailed version of the coding was developed as shown in Appendix 14.  In particular, the 

second version provided more structure to the analysis of the personal narratives and the career 

conversations.  However, within this I was keen to retain the sense of the story for each participant, 

an essential feature of narratives (Maitlis, 2012).  A simple descriptive summary of each case study 
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was also produced to share with the participants and the HR contact.  This was not done in the IH case 

study as the numbers involved were too small to be confident that comments were non-attributable.   

 

Business 

context 

Perceived 

roles 

Line manager 

perspective 

Helping 

career 

Hindering 

career  

• Goals 

• Structure 

• Culture 

• Individual 

• Line manager 

• Organization 

• Goals 

• Process 

• Examples 

• Individual  

• Organizational 

• Individual  

• Organizational 

Table 4.9: Phase 2 – First cycle coding post case study one. 

Post research 

On completion of all the interviews a more comprehensive analytical process began.  This was 

particularly focused on capturing data about the career conversations which had been described by 

participants.  The initial coding and the immersion in the interview scripts enabled the development 

of draft categories.  These draft categories were then reviewed against previous research related to 

career conversations (the career discussion work of Kidd et al., 2001; and the career encounter work 

of Bosley et al., 2009). This identified some additional categories to explore, particularly with regard 

to career shaper roles. These data were represented in a conversation analysis matrix which was 

produced using an excel spreadsheet.  The codes used for developing this are given in Table 4.10 below 

and a screenshot of the spreadsheet can be seen in Appendix 15.   

 

Category Coding 

Conversation Trigger 1 = appraisal; 2 = restructure; 3=specific job opportunity; 4 = 

boredom; 5 = personal development; 6 = other 

Conversation Instigator 1 = individual; 2 = own line manager; 3 = HR/academy; 4 = other 

Other party 1 = colleague; 2 = own line manager; 3 = internal hr/training; 4 = 

neMTrk; 5 = external development expert; 6 = other 

Process 1 = informal or adhoc; 2 = formal or part of structured process 

Outcome 1 = positive; 2 = neutral; 3 = negative 

Primary impact 1 = career self concept; 2 = career world-view; 3 = career 

aspiration, direction and action 

Shaper role Advisor, Informant, Witness, Gatekeeper, Intermediary 

One-off conversation or series 1 = one-off; 2 = part of ongoing conversations 

Table 4.10: Phase 2 – Coding of career conversations 

 

As the data were coded, further refinements were made to ensure consistent application of 

the codes.  All decisions were captured with examples to support ongoing comparisons.  The notes I 

made during this process can be seen in Appendix 16.  In particular, the definition of a conversation 

was important to be clear on. I decided that it would only be coded as a conversation if it was 
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communication which had clearly been conducted as a conversation (rather than via email for 

example).  Thus, a generic comment from CL, regarding ‘strong influential bosses who believed in me 

and helped me develop’ was not counted as a conversation as they could have supported CL’s 

development through role modelling or training opportunities.  However, if the situation was within 

an appraisal or a one-to-one it was assumed that it was part of a conversation and was therefore 

included in the conversation analysis.   

 

As the data were further analysed some of the codes were refined.  For example, the trigger 

code of ‘boredom’ only had two counts and was therefore combined as part of the ‘other’ category.  

Within the trigger code of ‘personal development’ however, it became apparent that there were two 

distinctly different types of conversations, one based on current role and another based on future 

career options.  An additional category was therefore introduced as explained in chapter 6.  Producing 

the data in this way enabled easy comparison of categories through counts.  As indicated by Miles et 

al. (2014), this helps in ‘keeping yourself honest’ (Miles et al.,2014:284), ensuring that intuition and 

insights are appropriately combined with the frequencies found in the data.  However, in drawing 

conclusions from these data, the limitations need to be kept in mind.  For example, a different 

researcher could have made different coding decisions leading to different conclusions.  Furthermore, 

two conversations could have the same coding but be different in other ways, so the limitations of the 

data should be recognised.   

 

As with phase one, a participant report was written and sent to all participants.  This 11 page 

report was based on the themes emerging from the research, but without detailed reference to the 

conversations or differences between the case study organizations.  It was written to be accessible 

and relevant to the audience, covering themes from the research such as ‘what generally helps people 

develop in their career’, ‘how do career conversations help’ and ‘what changes would you like to see’.  

A copy of this report is available on request. 

 

Drawing and verifying conclusions 

The process of drawing and verifying conclusions was highly iterative.  In the early stages, a 

number of decisions were made regarding themes not to pursue in detail.  A list of these can be found 

in Appendix 8.   One of these related to the prevalence to be given to the line manager perspective.  

At the start of phase two it was anticipated that some participants would be interviewed primarily as 

‘line managers’.  However, most participants were very engaged in describing their experiences as 

‘receivers’ of conversations.  The discussion on their role as line manager tended to be towards the 
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end of the meeting and was generally not explored in as much detail.  It was therefore decided that 

whilst these data provided some input from the line manager as a stakeholder, it would not be given 

the same prominence as the HR and individual perspectives.  Another decision related to the 

exploration of career capital (Iellatchitch et al., 2003) and its potential influence on people’s 

experience of career conversations.  Whilst it was recognized as an interesting and important area of 

influence on an individual’s career, there was limited data on this, so it was not examined in detail. 

 

On completion of the field work the analysis was variable oriented, building a rich picture 

relating to RQ1, RQ2 and RQ3 (regarding alignment of goals, the contribution of career conversations 

and the nature of positive career conversations respectively).  This related directly to the ‘local 

dynamics’ section of the contextual map (see Figure 4.5) and enabled a review of the helpfulness of 

this.  The analysis also included comparisons against previous research which helped to inform the 

analysis.  For example, Kidd et al., (2003) separated out the analysis of positive discussion experiences 

for their reporting.  The same approach was done for this study which enabled direct comparisons to 

be made.  In this way, the findings were positioned against existing research, identifying the ways in 

which they supported, extended or challenged previous findings.   

 

Once the variable analysis was largely complete, a separate process of ‘case oriented’ analysis 

was conducted.  This compared each of the case study organizations and related directly to RQ4 (the 

influence of organizational context).  Starting with the nature of specific conversations described (and 

captured in the conversation analysis matrix), differences between case studies were then considered.  

The strategy and culture of each organization was also reviewed using frameworks explored in the 

literature review (e.g. Schein, 2010).  Throughout this process the findings from phase one were used 

to support the analysis.  For example, the contextual map was used to help to organize data and the 

organization’s perspective was reviewed using the appropriate data from the case study’s phase one 

participant (i.e. the matching HR participant).   

 

 

4.7 Study features and limitations 

 

Before proceeding to the findings, some features and limitations of the study should be 

considered.  Firstly, there were a number of potential limitations with the sample.  Secondly, there 

were limitations inherent with the method of data collection and analysis.  Finally, as discussed earlier 
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in this chapter, there are limitations due to my ‘positionality’ (Lincoln, 1995: 280).  Each of these areas 

is considered briefly below. 

 

The sample for phase one was selected primarily from within my existing network.  This could 

have had a number of implications, both positive and disruptive.  Some positive observations about 

the participants related to the broad range of organizations which they represented.  The 

organizations were from public and private sector, publically quoted, family owned and private equity 

funded.  Some of the organizations were quite small, others were amongst the largest organizations 

on a global scale.  For the purpose of this study, such diversity of participants was a strength as it 

enabled a wide selection of views and experience to be included in the research.  Furthermore, 

because most participants had an existing relationship with me it was easier to build trust and this 

potentially made it more likely that the participant would be honest in the discussion.  Alternatively, 

it could be argued that being part of my network and agreeing to take part in the study illustrated a 

similarity between the participants which was counter to the intention of seeking a broad range of 

perspectives.   However, the purpose of this study was an initial exploration of the perceptions of HR 

and OD professionals.  Whilst keen to involve a wide range of organizations, there was no attempt to 

select a representative sample of HR and OD people.  Therefore, whilst relevant to the lack of 

generalizability of the findings, it is not an appropriate critique of the research. 

 

A second critique relates to the insights provided by the HR perspective.  Nishii et al., (2008) 

identified a discrepancy between the HR and employee view of HR practices.  Thus, the HR perspective 

may represent an idealised version of what is happening, a perspective that may not be shared by 

other stakeholders.  Within this study I noted that such a discrepancy could be a particular feature of 

the accounts of two of the phase one participants not subsequently involved in phase two.  They 

described the talent and career environment of their organizations in very positive ways, identifying 

few challenges.  This was in contrast to most other phase one participants who were very open about 

a perceived disconnect between policy and practice.  For example, many highlighted that although 

things are ‘meant to happen’, they don’t.  Furthermore, within the case study organizations the HR 

views were largely consistent with the views of other stakeholders.  Therefore, although some of the 

phase one participants may have been inclined to describe only the positives, this did not seem to be 

a feature of the overall research. 

 

 The participants for phase two were invited through the HR contact in their organization.  

Whilst I had asked for people with a variety of views and experiences, the HR contact may have 
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(consciously or subconsciously) invited people who were likely to portray a certain image.  This may 

suggest that only certain views were captured, influencing the conclusions drawn.  However, a range 

of different accounts were shared in each case study, illustrating a diversity of experience.  Moreover, 

participants seemed very willing to share negative events and influences as well as positive.  Thus, 

even if the participants were selected with a specific intention, they still described a range of 

experiences.  It is however recognized that there is no way of knowing how the experiences they chose 

to share in the interview differed from other experiences they may have been through. 

 

A number of potential limitations emerged from the way in which the data were collected and 

analysed.  Some of these were inherent in the method of semi structured interview and others related 

to specific approaches used in this study. 

 

Firstly, one common critique of semi-structured interviews is the lack of consistency and 

reliability.  However, if taking a constructionist lens, these terms become inappropriate – the data 

collected in an interview should be considered within the context within which they were created 

(Silverman, 2006). The context of the interviews will have set an environment for the discussion which 

is likely to have influenced the account that the participant expressed.  As Coupland (2004) states, we 

try to make our account ‘plausible, legitimate, coherent and likely to be believed in the interaction 

taking place’ (Coupland, 2004: 519).  From this perspective, the interview becomes an active process 

(Holstein & Gubrium, 2004) whereby in the act of talking, the participant constructs new meaning 

rather than simply relaying existing ideas.  This process was commented on within this research by 

several of the participants who at the end of the interview indicated that the conversation had helped 

them think things through and they were now clearer on what they wanted to do to address their 

concerns.  Throughout the analysis and interpretation of the data it is therefore important to frame 

the findings as accounts and representations rather than ‘fact’ (Hammersley & Atkinson, 1998).   

 

Participants had the opportunity to check their notes, to edit and amend them.  This provided 

a chance to ensure that participants were comfortable with the account being used in the research.  

These notes were then used for all the quotations referenced in the subsequent analysis.  It is 

recognised that this checking back process could have provided an opportunity for participants to 

screen out candid comments or to create a more coherent narrative.  However, the edits tended to 

be minor, so this did not seem to be the case.  I would have liked to involve the participants more in 

the analysis of the findings, to co-create the analysis and meaning from the discussions.  It was difficult 

to create an opportunity for this involvement.  The participants were all sent a copy of the initial report 
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and feedback was very positive that the report summarised their thoughts and provided clarity.  

However, Bloor (1978) points out that respondents are only likely to confirm the findings if they fit 

within their existing self-image.  Given the aims of both participant reports, this did not represent a 

challenge – the reports were intended as a description of the perceptions of the stakeholder’s views.  

However, as further analysis was conducted and some of the links to existing research were explored, 

the participants may not see themselves as much in the findings.   

 

The method of recording the interviews is a further potential limitation of the study.  Whilst 

it was a conscious decision not to record and transcribe the interviews this did have some 

consequences.  As shown in Table 4.7 above, the benefits of note taking included increasing the 

number of interviews that were possible and the quick turnaround between the interview taking place 

and the notes being checked by participants.  However, as the process of data analysis deepened, I 

found that I wanted to know the specific questions I had asked that had prompted a response.  I would 

also have been interested in conducting analysis on the structure of participants’ responses, the way 

in which they told their stories and the language they used (e.g. Coupland, 2004).  This could have 

helped me to explore how different participants constructed their understanding of career, their own 

role and their expectations of their manager and organization.   However, the decision not to record 

and transcribe the interviews limited the opportunity for this type of analysis (e.g. discourse analysis, 

Potter & Wetherell, 1995).  Furthermore, I was left with an impression of the emotional response of 

participants to certain descriptions or realisations.  However, without a recording it was difficult to 

capture specific evidence to support these impressions.  For example, when summarizing the HR 

discussions in my research diary I commented on a significant difference in the way the HR participants 

had described alignment in terms of talent management and career conversations.  My memory was 

that whilst being business focused in describing talent management, they were more interested in 

partnership and mutuality in their descriptions of career conversations.  For me, this was a perfect 

illustration of Truss’s (1997) comparison of hard and soft approaches.  However, when looking in detail 

through my interview notes, it was difficult to find evidence for this being a major theme of the 

research.   

 

One part of the data analysis was the further development of the contextual map (see Figure 

4.7 for a version created during initial analysis).  This summarised the way in which participants 

described the influences on organizational talent management and individual career development.  

However, as mentioned above, the distinctions between some of the labels were not clear, and there 

could have been some overlap (i.e. the codes did not refer to completely discrete ideas).  This 
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limitation could have been addressed by involving another researcher more in the analytical process.  

This would have encouraged debate about the different labels, the definitions and the boundaries.    

 

 A further limitation of the research is the influence of my existing views, beliefs and 

experiences (e.g. Symon & Cassell, 2012).  I was researching within an environment that I am very 

familiar with, so I entered the research with some existing thoughts (which will have shaped the study 

as described above).  I therefore had to work hard to listen in a non-judgemental way when conducting 

the research interviews so that I was open to accounts which were counter to my previous thoughts.  

Additionally, when analysing the data it was helpful to use a structured approach to avoid a heavy 

reliance on my previous experiences.  These steps were helped by the use of a research diary to 

develop my reflexive practice (e.g. Engin, 2011; Haynes, 2012).  An excerpt from the diary can be seen 

in Appendix 4, showing how this was used as an informal log for updates, questions and thoughts.  

Furthermore, much thinking and reflection took place at other times (such as when walking the dog).  

There are some voice memo records of these reflections, (for example, my deliberations regarding the 

words ‘alignment’ and mutuality’ as discussed earlier in this chapter) but they were not captured in a 

structured way.  Throughout this chapter some reference has been made to the usefulness of the 

research diary.  However, I was not as disciplined in keeping it as I had intended.  This has made it 

more difficult to unpick some of the decisions which were made.  I have learnt that a more structured 

approach to diary keeping would have helped me.  A checklist of simple questions to review at least 

weekly would have helped me to be more reflexive about theory, methods, assumptions and emerging 

findings.  Some of the other influences of my existing views and beliefs will be explored throughout 

the findings chapters and revisited in the final chapter on conclusions.   

 

 

4.8 Conclusion 

 

This chapter has described the research approach taken in this study.   The literature review 

was used to develop four research questions: 

 

RQ1: In what ways do stakeholders seek alignment between organizational talent and 

individual career goals? 

 

RQ2: In what ways do stakeholders see career conversations as an opportunity to align 

organizational talent needs and individual career goals? 
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RQ3: What types of career conversations are seen to make positive contributions to people’s 

career development? 

 

RQ4: In what ways does organizational context seem to influence the alignment of 

organizational talent needs with individual career goals and the nature of career 

conversations? 

 

These RQ’s were explored through a qualitative research design.  Semi-structured interviews with 

senior HR and OD professionals formed phase one of the study.  Phase two involved semi-structured 

interviews with line managers and individuals from five case study organizations which had also been 

represented in phase one.  Initial data analysis for each phase was conducted separately.  However, 

for the discussion of the findings the data are considered as one study, albeit representing different 

stakeholder views and different case study organizations.   

 

Having completed the analysis described in this chapter, various ways of presenting the 

findings were considered.  For example, focusing on each stakeholder perspective in turn or starting 

with the case study findings.  After trying out a number of options (see diagrams in Appendix 18), I 

decided to group RQ 1 and 2 together to provide some initial context on alignment between the 

organization and individual and the contribution of career conversations.  These findings are 

presented in chapter 5.   The analysis then became more specific as the data for RQ3 on specific career 

conversations were explored and these findings are shown in chapter 6.  The case study approach of 

RQ4 is then taken, with the findings on influences of organizational context shared in chapter 7.  

Throughout these chapters the results for this study are discussed within the context of previous 

studies, showing how they support, extend or challenge existing literature.  The conclusion chapter 

(chapter 8) provides the opportunity to reflect on the overall research themes and contribution.   
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Chapter 5:  Alignment between organizational talent management and individual career 

development 

RQ1: In what ways do stakeholders seek alignment between organizational talent and 

individual career goals? 

RQ2: In what ways do stakeholders see career conversations as an opportunity to align 

organizational talent needs and individual career goals?  

 

 

5.1 Introduction 

 

This chapter explores the findings which relate to RQ1 and RQ2.  These questions shall be 

considered from a stakeholder perspective with conclusions then drawn to identify similarities and 

differences in views between the different stakeholder groups.   Firstly, the organizational perspective 

will be reviewed as provided by the HR participants in phase one, with a focus on organizational talent 

management.  Secondly, the employee as a stakeholder will be discussed as represented by the 

individuals in phase two of the study, with a focus on individual career development.  Some of these 

individuals also described their experiences as line managers and these too will be discussed showing 

how they support or challenge other stakeholder perspectives.  Within each stakeholder group the 

context for alignment will first be set through an exploration of RQ1: ‘In what ways do stakeholders 

seek alignment between organizational talent and individual career goals’.  The discussion of findings 

for RQ1 will draw directly on the development of the question from the literature review.  Thus, the 

perceived aims will be considered, followed by intended and experienced practices and finally the 

expected roles.  Having established stakeholder interest and activities in relation to alignment, the 

contribution of career conversations  (RQ2) will then be considered: ‘In what ways do stakeholders 

see career conversations as an opportunity to align organizational talent needs and individual career 

goals?’.   Throughout the chapter the findings are related to previous research, the majority of which 

was introduced in chapter 2 (career literature review) or chapter 3 (talent literature review).   

 

The discussion in this chapter enables conclusions to be drawn on the level of alignment 

between organizational talent management and individual career development and the ‘dance’ 

between them (Lips-Wiersma & Hall, 2007).  The findings show that the HR participants did not 

consider alignment with individual goals as one of their major aims, thus supporting the findings of 

Thunnissen, (2013b).  Moreover, the intended formal talent processes of organizations did little to 
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support alignment, focusing almost exclusively on the organization’s agenda.  However, most HR 

participants were of the view that individuals were accountable for their own career development and 

thus, outside talent management they engaged in little formal career support.  Line managers and 

individuals however, expressed a desire to find alignment and described some of the actions they took 

to seek a partnership approach, supporting the ‘new organizational career’ Clarke (2013).  

 

RQ2 focuses on workplace career conversations.  The focus in this chapter is on the intended 

aims and contribution of these conversations from the perspective of the different stakeholders.  A 

more detailed analysis of what happens within these conversations is given in chapter 6 and 

contextual influences are explored in chapter 7.  The findings show that for most organizations career 

conversations were not a prominent feature of their formal talent management approach.  However, 

the HR participants had an expectation that line managers were discussing career issues with their 

team members and that they would therefore have an awareness of their team member’s aspirations 

and motivations.  All stakeholders agreed that whilst some line managers seemed very committed and 

capable to conduct these conversations, many did not.   Line managers and individuals in particular 

were very clear that career conversations provided an opportunity to discuss and agree alignment 

between organizational and individual needs.   

 

 

5.2 Organizational talent management – aims  

 

The HR and OD interviews were positioned by the researcher within the context of talent 

management.  Participants were asked in the first instance to describe what talent management 

meant to them and their organization.  Within this research the majority (20 of the 23 HR people 

working within organizations) described talent management as a way to manage and retain valued 

human capital, covering all aspects of the employee lifecycle.  The dominance of this ‘resources’ view 

was consistent with the sample described by Parker & Inkson, (1999).  Furthermore, the discourse was 

primarily one of scarcity rather than abundance of talent (e.g. Swailes, 2013).  For example, Hermione 

somewhat sarcastically built on the talent pool metaphor when describing the limited number of 

people with capability to drive the organizational change agenda; 

‘The same seven names keep coming up and being nominated for involvement in all our 

changes.  Having such a limited group is hurting the business.  We may be ignoring some good 

people – or we may have a talent puddle instead of a pool!’ 

Hermione  
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Within the interviews the HR participants began by describing the importance of meeting 

organizational performance needs (Capelli, 2008), with little consideration of the aspirations of the 

individual as a stakeholder.  For example, Peter (in a global talent role), described the organization 

needing to transform to respond to a new economic environment.  An aim for his talent management 

approach was to deliver a change in the way leaders acted and behaved, moving from transactional 

leadership to more visionary, building new capabilities in areas such as ‘corporate curiosity’ and ‘cross-

functional working’.  A number of others, such as Julie, were in the process of building the talent 

approach.  Her aspiration was that talent management would deliver improved resourcing;  

‘It will be about moving resources across and through the organization, having appropriate 

career frameworks and a fast track to senior roles so we have capability in the right 

places…getting the right people in the right job at the right time, planning for gaps with 

succession planning, having actions to fill any gaps and knowing where we may have gaps in 

the future.’ 

Julie 

Only one of the HR participants explicitly referenced the individual in their initial summary, positioning 

talent management as jointly owned; 

‘I see talent management as a range of things – not a single process, but holistic, driven by the 

business and the individual’ 

Jessica 

 One other participant, Marcus, clearly identified an approach which was also intended to meet the 

individual’s needs, describing a ‘joint project’ and win-win’.  These two examples demonstrated a more 

‘mutual benefits’ approach (Farndale et al, 2014).  This focus from most participants on the aims of 

the organization rather than the individual was consistent with the observations of the HR and OD 

consultants.  For example, John, a career coach (and previously an HR Director) stated; 

‘A lot of organizations are simply financially driven, a picture of the people is totally absent – 

it’s more, ‘you’re lucky to have a job’.’ 

John 

Thus, it can be seen that in terms of the over-riding aims of talent management described by the HR 

participants, there was little attention to an agenda of alignment with the individual.   

 

Many of the HR participants were unable to articulate the meaning of ‘potential’ or ‘talent’ 

for their organization.  This difficulty of definition echoed the problems of definition discussed within 

the talent literature (e.g. Sparrow et al., 2014a).  Often the words were used interchangeably, as 
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something someone had which could be further developed given the right support (reflecting the 

innate and developed elements of Nijs’ et al. 2013 definition).  Over a quarter, (six of the 23 

organizations), had specifically linked strategic needs to the talent agenda, defining their future skills 

needs (as with Peter, above). These definitions did not reference individual needs or aspirations.  The 

lack of reference to an individual’s agenda within these conceptualisations of talent could suggest 

little interest in seeking alignment.  However, five of the HR participants gave more generic definitions 

which did recognize the influence of aspiration or ambition on someone’s potential or talent. For 

example;  

‘Potential for us is the ability and ambition to work at one level up’  

Sue   

These definitions did capture some of the affective elements of the Nijs’ et al. (2013) talent definition, 

suggesting that there could be an interest in seeking alignment.  Some participants were also aware 

that different people within the talent management process would be operating to different 

definitions of talent and potential.  For example, Sindy described ‘disagreement about what talent is 

and what good looks like’.    In addition to this potentially undermining the talent process with people 

looking for different things, it could indicate that seeking alignment is dependent on personal views 

of those involved in talent management rather than being driven by policy.   

 

Most of the organizations involved in the research approached talent management using 

more than one of the approaches described by Collings & Mellahi (2009).  A summary is given in Table 

5.1 below.  As can be seen, the emphasis was largely on people identified as having ‘talent’ or 

‘potential’, often described as ‘high potentials’.  The dangers of this approach were identified by 

Simon, who described the risk of ‘hero worship’, followed by surprise when they ‘fail at something 

else’.  Simon supported his views by referencing the importance of the team and work environment 

which would influence someone’s success in a role.  Thus, he was alluding to the Resource Based View 

as suggested by Bowman & Hird (2014).   There were also a number of identified talent pools such as 

graduates and senior leader populations.  Key positions were also identified by five of the 

organizations, involving succession for the most senior roles and also succession for specific strategic 

roles such as branch managers for the banking participants.  There was often differential treatment of 

the groups, particularly in terms of access to development opportunities and in some cases there was 

a financial distinction in terms of additional bonus payments for those formally recognised as high 

potential.  This differential treatment seemed to be based on a belief that these people made a 

particularly strong contribution to the organization (or could do in the future), thus representing an 

example of a people approach (e.g. Collings & Mellahi, 2009).  However, in many instances there was 
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a lack of transparency regarding people’s membership of different groups (such as ‘high potential’ or 

‘successor’) and how membership was decided.  This point will be considered below.     

 

Approach Numbers 

People: A focus on star performers who are expected to make a differential 

contribution to organizational success. 

Marcus: ‘The talent management approach involves identifying those who are and 

are not on the succession plan…for us that’s about 10 people’ 

9 

Practices: Competitive advantage seen as driven by implementation and adherence 

to excellent practice. 

0 

Key positions: Focus on key positions throughout the organization which will have a 

major impact on ongoing competitive advantage. 

Sue: ‘Our focus is on critical business roles which are fairly generic, for example, 

Ward Manager or Business Manager’ 

5 

Strategic talent pools: Strategically important groupings or clusters of talent needed 

to meet unknown future needs. 

Peter: ‘We are adopting a more segmented approach.  For us, one segment is our 

senior leaders’ 

7 

No formal approach: No specific talent management approach beyond standard 

performance management practices such as appraisal.   

Julia: ‘We have no formal strategy or policy on talent management, and there’s no 

drive for a policy’ 

6 

Table 5.1: Talent management approaches adopted by HR participants 

 

Whilst most organizations had an exclusive view of talent, some adopted a more inclusive 

view of generic talent (Lewis and Heckman, 2006).  For example, Suzanne described it as ‘all people 

who are employed’, with one segment those people considered to have high potential.   Six of the 

organizations did not have a formal approach.  Within four of these organizations it was a conscious 

decision that formal talent management did not fit the culture or current aims of the organization.  All 

of these organizations expected the line manager to play a key role in career development, with three 

of them having an organizational culture which was described as encouraging open career 

conversations between the individual and the line manager (to be further discussed below).  The 

remaining two organizations with no formal approach were intending to develop a formal talent 

management approach over the next one to two years.   

 

 From the above it can be seen that achievement of the organization’s goals dominated the 

approaches to talent management.  Whilst participants were not directly asked if they saw alignment 

between individual and organizational goals as desirable, their descriptions indicated that for most, 

alignment was not a priority.  Accordingly, there was no clear commitment from these organizations 
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to finding a mutually beneficial approach.  Definitions of talent and talent management were generally 

vague, again, with little reference to individual aims and goals and aims.  The lack of reference to 

individual aims applied across employee groups, seemingly conflicted with the intention of increasing 

retention. Thus, returning to the sub questions for RQ1 (as found in Table 4.1) it was found that most 

organizations did not actively consider the alignment of individual and organizational goals as 

important and consequently there seemed little commitment to finding a mutually beneficial 

approach.  They did have different aims for different employee groups and some of the participants 

were able to describe clear links between their talent management approach and the strategy and 

culture of their organization (points that shall be further expanded in following sections).   

 

 

5.3 Organizational talent management – intended practices 

 

The second part of RQ1 relates to intended and experienced practices.  While considering the 

HR view as stakeholders it is possible to consider the intended practices, the experienced practices 

will be explored within the description of the individual and line manager perspective.  Most of the 

HR participants described their organization’s talent management approach through the practices 

which were used.  The benefits of these practices were seen as supporting consistency/fairness and 

managing organizational risk in terms of retention and succession.  Three elements of talent 

management practice seemed particularly relevant to the ways in which stakeholder alignment was 

being sought as part of talent management.  Firstly, the way in which an individual’s aspirations were 

discussed and included within the talent management process.  Secondly, the degree of transparency 

and openness from the organization to enable the individual to exercise agency based on complete 

information.  Thirdly, the extent to which an individual was seen as accountable for their career and 

the type of support available to them. These shall each be considered below.  However, an overview 

of some of the other talent management practices will be given first to provide context for the 

practices on aspirations, transparency and individual accountability.   

 

Many of the described practices replicated those in published case studies.  For example, the 

nine-box grid (described in the talent literature review) was used by over half of the organizations (13 

out of 23 HR participants).  Nearly half of the organizations described formal calibration sessions (11 

of the 23) whereby a group of senior managers discussed the performance and potential scores of a 

population with the aim of ensuring consistency of ratings.  Furthermore, many (10 of the 23) 

described a formal succession planning approach whereby individuals were formally recorded as 
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potential successors for different roles often with a time frame to indicate when they would be ready 

to take the role.   The organizations with little (or embryonic) approaches to talent management relied 

heavily on appraisals as a mechanism to collect information on performance and potential.  For 

example, Nicky described developing the appraisal approach to give ‘more structure on performance 

and career’ as a step towards a fuller talent programme.  Despite the many approaches which were 

described, most of the participants recognised that their approach was not integrated, supporting the 

findings of Vaiman & Collings (2013).  For example, Sindy described different elements of the approach 

being done ‘in isolation’, with little action resulting from the activity.    

 

Further challenges of these approaches were described, perhaps demonstrating a gap 

between the exaggerated promises of talent management (Reilly, 2008) and their experiences.  This 

was captured by Steve; 

‘Despite the flaws, if I were to write this up as a case study it could look very impressive.  We 

have planning at 3 levels; a talent identification programme; the capabilities are articulated; 

we have partners for assessment.   But if you were to ask people how they experience the 

process you would get a different view’ 

Steve 

Similarly, Jessica referred to her experience in a previous organization which had a prescriptive, 

practices driven approach, with a consistent global timetable.  She described the approach as having 

a ‘disconnect between the rhetoric and the reality’.  This dissatisfaction was leading some of those with 

more established approaches to reconsider what they wanted to achieve and how to deliver it.  

However, this reconsideration of approach did not include reference to seeking greater alignment 

with individual needs. 

 

When specifically asked about individual aspirations many participants stated that collecting 

information on these was an important part of talent management.  Over a third (eight out of 23) 

described a formal approach for gathering these data.  For example, some used development centres 

or line manager led conversations.  Gareth described including observations of people’s involvement 

in extra-curricular activities as a measure of commitment.  However, there were widely recognized 

challenges with collecting information on what people wanted from their career.  For example, 

Richard described the expectation that people would say they were ambitious and globally mobile, 

even if they weren’t.  Many participants described line managers’ discomfort with having these, more 

personal conversations about aspirations.  For example, Lisa reflected on the managers in her 

organization; 
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‘Some managers… they are excellent at what they do, but they don’t find it easy to act in the 

world of feelings or emotions’ 

Lisa 

Other organizations did not collect this information.  In some instances, this was because it was a small 

population and it was felt that their expectations were well known.  The potential consequences of 

not having accurate information on people’s aspirations were illustrated by Steve who described 

people on succession plans who ‘didn’t want the job’ and thus created a business continuity risk.    

However, this recognition of the poor quality of data on aspirations was not translated into attempts 

to build a deeper understanding of what individuals ‘like, find important and want to invest energy in’ 

(Nijs et al., 2013: 182).  Some of these challenges were summed up by Gillian, an HR consultant, 

reflecting on her experience; 

‘Trust is also a big issue.  Are you going to trust the organization if you open up and talk about 

your long- term plans?  The company is really just interested in you doing a good job’ 

Gillian 

These views suggest difficulties with collecting information on aspirations, either because the 

individual is unwilling to share their views, or because the organization does not ask in a meaningful 

way.  Without this information being shared it is difficult to see how alignment between organizational 

talent management and individual career development can be achieved.  The individual and line 

manager’s perspective on this will be considered later in this chapter. 

  

Another aspect of organizational practices is the extent of openness with the individual 

included within any talent management process.  There are different elements of transparency.  

Firstly, the way in which data on the individual and planning about their future are shared and 

secondly, the degree of transparency regarding ‘how to get on round here’.  Openness regarding data 

and plans shall be considered below.  The wider issue of transparency regarding ‘how to get on round 

here’ will be considered as part of the contextual influences on talent management in chapter 7.   

 

Many organizations had significant data and plans on how individuals were viewed and 

possible future career options.  However, the level of openness regarding sharing these organizational 

data with the individual tended to be low.  For example, only three of the participants described being 

transparent regarding the business view of someone’s potential and succession opportunities.  A 

further nine were clear that they would not be open.  The remaining five indicated that it varied 

according to the situation and the line manager (the final six did not have formal talent management 

processes so were not included in this count).  The reasons for not being open varied.  For those with 
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a ‘people’ approach (Collings & Mellahi, 2009), it was often framed as a concern regarding negative 

impact on those not included within the talent group.  For example, Gareth said; 

‘we’re culturally not mature enough for total transparency – it could be too demotivating for 

highly valued performers who aren’t recognized as future talent’   

Gareth 

Such a comment raises many questions regarding culture and alignment of talent management with 

other activities.  Whilst Gareth’s organization did not form one of the case studies, these issues will 

be explored in chapter 7.  These comments also reflected the findings of Gelens et al. (2013) of a 

potentially negative impact on those not included in the high potential category.  One organization 

was particularly concerned about the potentially demotivating impact of people being told they were 

not high potential.  To overcome this they included an additional box on the nine-box model.  This 

additional box enabled managers to tell people they were in the high potential/high performance 

category although for the purposes of organizational planning this box was not included.  Three of the 

organizations were also aware that letting people know they were part of a high potential group could 

increase their expectations of support which may not be delivered.  Although not framed as 

psychological contract, they were expressing a concern regarding potential breech of the contract. 

These data support the findings of Silzer & Church (2010) who found that in a survey of 20 

organizations most did not tell individuals if they were part of a high potential group.  Furthermore, 

they illustrate the informational asymmetry described by Dries & De Gieter (2014) whereby the 

organization does not share all of the information, thereby influencing the power dynamics between 

the individual and the organization.  The potential consequences of this may include an impact on the 

psychological contract and a concern that processes are not ‘just and fair’ (Thunnissen et al., 2013b).  

Moreover, they are likely to make it more difficult to establish a climate where stakeholders seek 

alignment. 

 

The majority of practices described by the HR participants focused primarily on the 

organizational aim of ensuring sustainability of people with appropriate skills.  Indeed, the main way 

of evaluating talent management effectiveness was through a robust succession plan.  This was 

consistent with the dominance of the organizational agenda as described by Hirsh & Jackson (2004).  

However, two participants described processes specifically aimed at supporting the individual with 

their career self-management.  A further three described some actions and a desire to do more on 

this as part of encouraging the individual to take greater accountability for their own career.  The most 

comprehensive approach was described by Charlie, working within a large international organization 

of autonomous business divisions.  Survey data from the top 500 employees (in hierarchy terms within 



106 
 

a group of approximately 150 000 employees) indicated a problem.  These people were keen to stay 

within the organization to develop their careers, but they did not know how to navigate their career 

beyond their own division.  Follow-up internal research indicated three particular issues: a lack of 

quality career conversations; a lack of transparency regarding cross- divisional career paths; limited 

networks across the group to know about development opportunities.  Charlie subsequently led a 

project team to improve access to quality career conversations, to provide transparent information 

on career pathways and to build networks across the organization.  These activities were all designed 

to reinforce the principle that the individual was accountable for their career, with the organization 

supporting and facilitating this.  When interviewed, Charlie stated it was too soon to judge the impact 

of the project.  However, the business response had been very positive and new tools were being well 

used.  Meanwhile, Steve also spoke of implementing some career resources but without such positive 

results.  He described lots of self-help resources available on the intranet, for example, job 

information, self-assessment, personal development plans, but found that the usage rate was low.   

This interest in providing more targeted career self-management support could reflect a recognition 

of new forms of organizational career (Clarke, 2013), a point further considered under expected roles.   

Moreover, increasing individual accountability for career self-management could provide an 

opportunity for supporting alignment between organizational and individual goals. 

 

 

5.4 Organizational talent management – intended roles 

 

 The third part of RQ1 related to the roles participants expected the individual, the line 

manager and the organization to play in talent management and career development.  It also included 

the way the HR participants viewed their own contribution, particularly in terms of ‘employee 

champion’ (Farndale et al., 2010).   

 

All of the phase one participants were asked to share their view on what they thought the role 

of the individual and the organization should be in terms of career and talent.  The intended role of 

the individual and the organization varied considerably between the participants.  When asked to put 

a figure on it, the numbers ranged from 80% organizationally driven / 20% individually driven to 100% 

individually driven.  Many of the participants described a desire to shift the balance of accountability, 

encouraging and supporting individuals to drive things more themselves, with less reliance on the 

organization.  A key part of this was seen as making the roles clearer so that people understood ‘the 

deal’ in terms of what they could do to drive their own career.  This intended transition of 
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accountability illustrates one way in which organizations were responding to the ‘new career 

environment’ by expecting individuals to take more responsibility and the organization to take less 

(Lips-Wiersma & Hall, 2007).   

 

The intended roles described by the HR participants for the individual and the organization 

are summarised in Table 5.2 below.  Each of the main points was described by at least ten of the 

participants.  The points in italics were mentioned by between five and ten participants but were not 

considered to be major themes.  The organizational role tended to be driven by the HR (or equivalent) 

function although in some organizations, the processes were seen as part of ongoing business 

management.  In these cases, line managers were more directly involved and activities were 

integrated with more general management practices as found in the organizational career 

management case study of Lips-Wiersma & Hall (2007). 

 

Intended role of the 

individual  

• Take ownership for their career 

• Seek feedback from others 

• Be honest about their aspirations 

• Proactively work on their development plan 

• Seek involvement in wider business activities 

• Be curious and open to all forms of learning 

• Be willing to work harder, putting in more effort 

• Build a network across the organization 

Intended role of the 

organization  

• Deliver quality processes to support ongoing talent supply 

• Provide opportunities for growth and development 

• Give feedback on current performance 

• Facilitate conversations about moves 

• Clarify expectations of managers in terms of developing their people 

• Clarify expectations with employees 

• Provide tools and resources to support individual accountability for 

career 

• Give financial recognition for people seen as high potential 

• Provide clarity on career pathways 

• Provide clear view of the future direction and skills needs of the 

organization 

Table 5.2: Intended role of the individual and the organization, HR participants 

 

The intended role of the individual echoes published research on career self-management.  

For example, seeking feedback and being honest about aspirations (Hirsh, 2008) and ongoing learning 

and seeking new experiences as part of developing career agility (Inkson et al., 2015).  The inclusion 

of networking by some of the participants also supports studies on career self-management (e.g. 
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Sturges et al., 2002).  There was some recognition that networking was easier for some than for others.  

For example, Steve described some of the cultural differences in career capital (Iellatchitch et al., 

2003) in his organization; 

‘There’s a cultural overlay to this [networking].  If you’re Anglo Saxon with access to the UK to 

meet the right people it is easier.’ 

Steve 

 

The consistent emphasis on the individual’s ownership of their career seemed to contradict 

the practices which, as described above largely focused attention on the organization’s processes and 

actions.   This contradiction was recognised by some, for example: 

‘We tell people they need to plan and take ownership [of their career], but they see that the 

organization takes control – it’s a bit dysfunctional’. 

Suzanne 

‘The language of the organization is that you drive your own development - but the experience 

is that the organization drives it and manages it for you through patronage – there is a 

mismatch between what’s spoken and the reality’  

Richard 

The lack of existing support for individual career planning was reinforced by Caroline’s observations 

as a career counsellor.   

‘Mostly people are left to their own devices in terms of career – no one talks with them about 

their career development.’ 

Caroline 

There was also some recognition of the ‘virtuous circle’ of career self-help and career management 

help (Sturges et al., 2002), with a number of people, for example Nicky, commenting that people with 

clear goals would ‘find a way [to develop their career] by investing time and effort in their own 

development’.   The role for the individual was considered appropriate for all employees, not just those 

captured within the organization’s definition of ‘talent’.  This further emphasizes the overlap between 

organizational career development and organizational talent management.   

 

Within the intended organization’s role, most participants felt that they were doing well at 

providing opportunities for growth and development (either through formal development 

programmes or informal on-the-job learning). They were aware that feedback on performance was 

mixed, often depending on the ability of the line manager, but with some more formal assessment for 

employees considered as high potential.  However, they mostly described being poor at fulfilling the 
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other elements of their role.  For example, there were limited proactive conversations about moves 

and opportunities.  Similarly, there were few examples of clarifying expectations with employees, and 

this was mostly done though written documentation rather than more engaging mechanisms and 

there was an understanding that this made it difficult for employees to understand the ‘career deal’ 

(Herriot & Pemberton, 1995).  A number of participants were also working to increase the clarity of 

career pathways, which according to Cambell & Smith (2014) would be of value to individuals.  The list 

of the organization’s role has clear similarities with the work of Sturges et al. (2002).  Indeed, despite 

different language, all of the formal practices of the Sturges et al. (2002) list are included.  However, 

there was no mention of the informal practices such as the provision of impartial career advice or 

being introduced to people to help the career.  Furthermore, making the comparison to the Hirsh 

(2008) information on organizational career management, none of the participants referenced career 

workshops and only one had trained internal career coaches. 

 

There was a general frustration with line managers not being seen to be playing their part in 

delivering the talent management processes.  This often manifested as the need to frequently chase 

for action, Lisa illustrated this; 

 ‘It’s difficult.  It took blood sweat and tears to get quality career plans for 30 people’.   

Lisa 

Furthermore, 16 of the 23 participants cited poor line manager skills as one of the barriers to better 

talent management.  This was considered to be a problem of time as well as skills, confidence, 

understanding or commitment.  For example, Nicky identified managers feeling uncomfortable not 

having an answer; 

‘Line managers can struggle when they haven’t got opportunities to offer.  They see it in a 

narrow way… they lack confidence in what to say – thinking they have to have the solution, to 

be able to sort it out.’ 

Nicky 

However, although many recognized that line managers were integral to the success of the process, 

few had provided significant support to help managers understand and perform their role. The 

support provided to line managers tended to be written documentation and briefing sessions.  There 

was some interest in doing more, but a concern that managers did not see the value and were 

therefore not motivated to engage in these activities.  In talking about the line manager role there 

was some reference to the potential conflict of rewards for line managers between keeping and 

developing people (Ready & Congor, 2007).  For example, Suzanne said; 
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‘If line managers think that developing talent for the organization is not their role, or that it is 

actually detrimental to them – this mindset needs to be addressed first’. 

Suzanne 

However, there seemed little consideration of a potential conflict of career and talent goals between 

the organization and the individual (Silzer & Dowell, 2010).   

 

The discussion on roles encouraged some participants to think beyond the typical talent 

management processes and practices.  For example, the mixed messages regarding individual 

accountability and organizational action only seemed to occurr to some participants during the 

research conversation.  Some reflected on being frustrated at playing the ‘HR push’ role identified in 

the early analysis.  This could be equated to the ‘guardian of the process’ role described by Farndale 

et al. (2010).  Aaron, an HR consultant, described HR focusing on processes because ‘there’s a fear 

that if it’s not formalised it won’t happen’.  Some participants were keen to move into other roles, in 

particular where they could become ‘champion of the culture’ Farndale et al. (2010).   However, most 

believed that the processes needed to be in place first.  For example, Hermione stated; 

‘this year our focus is on getting the process in… the next 2 – 3 years will be about enabling 

the conversation to be good quality and to provide solutions where possible’  

Hermione 

For the organizations with less focus on formal practices the approach was very different.  They were 

keen to develop an appropriate culture which they hoped would mean that they did not need the 

processes.  Three organizations took this approach and positioned themselves as ‘champion of the 

culture’.  For example, Jessica described her organization’s approach as informal rather than formal, 

with a culture of empowerment, openness and self-development.  Ian described his approach to talent 

management; 

‘I gave it some thought and it came down to talent management being all about the 

conversations people need to have/should be having about talent.  So really the approach 

needs to be all about how to get the conversation working, rather than focusing on 

policy/procedure/ or task and finish groups etc’. 

Ian 

Overall, the HR participants described their role in talent management as work in progress.  None 

were satisfied with their current approach and all were very open about the challenges they 

experienced.  However, there was little discussion of how they evaluated the impact of their talent 

management approaches.  The measures that were described tended to be based on compliance with 

process, especially the completion of a succession plan to show that the organization had people ready 
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for moves.  Additional measures were a reduction in regretted leavers and an improvement in survey 

results to any questions relating to career.  Evaluation was generally seen as something to be worked 

on.  For example, Peter described an interest in analytics and ‘putting a $ value on human capital’ but 

had only just started working on this.  Meanwhile, Sue was aware that measurable results were 

needed;  

 ‘there are still no results yet and we need to show a win.  So far it’s been a leap of faith’  

Sue 

 

 As the interviews progressed a few of the HR participants reflected that they were becoming 

more aware of the challenges of genuinely meeting individual needs within an approach built on 

prioritising organizational goals.  For example, Hermione reflected that the approach was currently 

‘very much business based’ as there was no mechanism for supporting individuals, but that this would 

be needed in the future.  Similarly, Julie, who had described a purely business driven approach to 

talent management saw ‘understanding what people’s needs and requirements are’ as an important 

part of the organization’s role. This indicated that some thinking on talent management was 

developed as a product of the social interaction of the interview, a social constructionist view, (e.g. 

Burr, 2003).  These participants started to recognise the contradiction that by disregarding individual 

needs they could negatively impact on engagement (as suggested by Birkenshaw et al, 2014) and 

thereby paradoxically inhibit achievement of the organizational goals they were seeking to achieve.  

However, they were not confident that this was currently achievable for their organizations.  For 

example, Sindy cited a fear held by senior managers that encouraging people to talk openly about 

their career aspirations would increase expectations and dissatisfaction with current career, thereby 

increasing the likelihood of someone leaving.  These concerns support the view of Inkson et al (2015) 

that the 

‘individualization of career raises major problems for organizations with a ‘resources’ 

approach to career as they grapple with the problem of building an organization based on 

careers that they are not able to ‘manage’’ 

Inkson et al (2015: 343) 

This expressed desire to find a ‘mutually beneficial relationship between the organization and the 

talent’ (Campbell & Smith, 2010: 23) was further evidenced when describing career conversations.  

However, as shall be discussed, whilst some were aware of a paradox between this and their approach 

to talent management, many were not.     
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From the above discussion, the HR perspective to the roles element of RQ1 can be 

summarized.  It can be seen that most of the HR participants described the individual as having 

significant and increasing accountability for managing their own career.  They recognised the 

important role that line managers played in supporting individuals, but few provided specific help to 

the line managers.  Indeed, there was widespread criticism of the way in which this was being 

delivered.  The HR participants were also largely critical of the overall organizational contribution, 

recognising that more could be done to provide feedback, clarify the career deal and engage in 

conversations about future opportunities.  The focus was largely on the formal mechanisms and 

processes of roles, with little reference to the contribution of informal approaches.  The HR 

contribution was positioned as ‘guardian of the process’ rather than ‘employee champion’ (Farndale 

et al., 2010).   

 

 

5.5. Organizational talent management – career conversations 

 

Having described their approach to talent management, the HR professionals were then asked 

about career conversations.  This related to RQ2, ‘In what ways do stakeholders see career 

conversations as an opportunity to align organizational talent needs and individual career goals?’ 

Within this, the sub questions related to the perceived contribution of career conversations generally 

and within the context of talent management.   

 

Many did not use the term ‘career conversation’, but all participants described events where 

there was an opportunity for some or all individuals to talk with someone about their career and their 

future development.  For the purposes of this research all such opportunities (formal and informal) 

were included under the umbrella of ‘career conversation’.   Differences between these conversations 

are explored in chapter 6.  Workplace career conversations were seen by most of the participants as 

an important element of delivering their talent management practices.  Accordingly, the primary 

purpose of the conversations varied between organizations with some focusing largely on successors, 

others on developing skills for the future and others a combination.   However, these conversations 

were consistently recognised as being applicable to all employees, not just those considered as 

‘talent’.  Three of the organizations without formal talent management practices were specifically 

focused on career conversations as their main organizational career development tool.  For example, 

Ian summarised it by saying; 
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‘It’s all about the conversations people need to have/should be having about talent, so really 

the approach needs to be all about how to get the conversation working rather than focusing 

on policy/procedure etc.’   

Ian 

 

Across the participants, few were fully satisfied with how these career conversations were 

currently operating. Most felt that whilst there were some very constructive conversations taking 

place, there was a lot of inconsistency and the way the conversations were enacted depended a great 

deal on the line manager.  Five of the participants had taken specific action to improve the 

conversations either through targeted training, provision of briefing information or HR coaching 

before and during specific conversations.  For example, Lisa said; 

‘career conversations are a key part of this [processes and tools for talent management] and 

we’ve prepared guides to help people prepare and deliver them.  The goal is for managers to 

have honest conversations with their team members.  Some leaders are really good.  Others 

aren’t.’ 

Lisa 

 

 Approaches to career conversations were hugely varied – from highly structured to highly 

informal; from line manager led to HR led; from a small part of an annual review to a separate career 

discussion; from completely open to highly selective sharing of information.   Despite these 

differences, the participants saw common aims for the conversations.  These are described in Table. 

5.3 below, with each element identified by at least eight of the participants.  The emphasis however 

varied depending on the organization’s strategic aims and culture, to be discussed in chapter 7. 

  

Aspirations Exploring the individual’s aspirations, sense of direction for their career and their 

level of engagement in pursuing their career within the organization (sometimes 

done as a separate session as input to the talent review including issues such as 

mobility).  This varied from a structured conversation on aspirations to a vague 

sense of ‘ask them what they want’, but this tended to be the least structured 

element of the conversations.   

 

Ruth: ‘the conversation itself covers where they see themselves, what they’re 

interested in doing, how far they want to go’ 
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Feedback Providing feedback on how these aspirations matched the organization’s view on 

potential and future career options (often incorporating feedback from the talent 

review, assessment or calibration session).  The level of feedback varied from 

sharing everything to sharing just some information.  Much of this element was 

based on giving feedback from the organization rather than encouraging self-

feedback. 

 

Charlie: ‘honest feedback is fundamental if people are to have realistic 

expectations’ 

Planning Developing a plan to support the development of skills, knowledge and 

experiences to support the achievement of future career (the output, which may 

then be centrally recorded).  The degree of planning also varied from a detailed 

development plan for the next 12 – 18 months to some ‘general’ areas to work 

on.  

 

Marcus: ‘All this [understanding business needs, personal aspiration and current 

performance] leads into the development plan’ 

 Table. 5.3: Aims of career conversations, HR participants 

 

 

When discussing career conversations some identified that these conversations could be 

highly motivating for individuals.  Furthermore, the absence of these conversations was seen as 

potentially demotivating.  Some recognised that career conversations were a mechanism to connect 

individual and organizational agendas.  This was in contrast to the limited interest in individual 

agendas when discussing the broader aims of talent management.  For example, Peter spoke of 

‘leadership conversations’; 

 

‘We see leadership conversations as the opportunity to bring things together – you can have 

isolated conversations about goal setting, career, aspiration and development.  We’re trying 

to encourage managers to take an holistic view of these things’ 

Peter 

This was seen to bring a benefit to the employer in terms of increased employee engagement and 

satisfaction.  For example, Ruth referenced quality career conversations as a tool to respond to low 

employee satisfaction with career opportunities (as identified through an employee survey). This was 

a further perspective which had been absent in the earlier parts of the research discussions.  However, 

on the whole, the rationale for conducting career conversations remained clearly within the resource 

agenda of finding, retaining and developing great people to meet current and future resourcing needs, 

or as Sue described it, ‘it all links to the resourcing plan’.   This viewpoint was also emphasized by the 
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HR and OD consultants.  For example, Caroline described organizations being more concerned about 

being seen to provide support rather than the quality or value of that support.  

 

Four of the HR participants described being committed to the value of career conversations 

operating largely outside any formal process.  Jessica described these conversations as a core 

expectation of managers, with conversations involving all employees; 

‘you know your team, you give them feedback, you manage them well and you help them to 

take accountability for driving their own career’.   

Jessica 

Managers were described as having ongoing conversations about the future of the organization and 

asking people ‘what’s your part in making this work and how can we help you to develop towards 

this?’  Marcus and Jim also described ongoing conversations leading to moves and projects for people 

to further their careers.  They both said that face to face conversations were key to how their 

businesses operated, but both also had a formal ‘wrap up’ in an annual appraisal.  As Marcus put it, 

‘the informal side is the most important’.     

 

In the research discussion, some of the HR participants described how they ideally wanted 

career conversations to work within their organization.  Some of this data emerged from describing 

the conversations they wanted to encourage and some emerged from describing the problems they 

wanted to avoid.  There was a lot of similarity and a summary is presented in Table 5.4.   Within the 

descriptions, the idea of ‘relationship’ was very evident.  This indicated the opportunity for career 

conversations to provide a vital link between the needs of the organization and the individual.  There 

was also reference to the role of informal conversations and approaches which had not been evident 

earlier in the research interviews.  Furthermore, the described views of career conversations were 

largely consistent with the ‘mutual endeavor’ conversations described by Smith & Campbell (2011).  

However, this focus on mutuality was once again in contrast to the primary focus of talent 

management which had been initially presented as meeting organizational needs with no reference 

to individual needs (apart from the one participant, Jessica who referenced talent management as 

jointly owned).  The vision for career conversations was described by many as feeling a ‘long way off’ 

(Hermione).  A number commented that they had yet to come across an organization which ‘does this 

really well’ (Suzanne).  This was consistent with Yarnall’s (2008) observation that there is a general 

lack of quality conversations regarding careers.   
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Ownership  Conversations to be owned by line managers without constant ‘nagging’ from HR 

and without HR ‘policing’ the conversations.  

 

Sue: ‘We want them [career conversations] to develop to be more part of the DNA’ 

Partnership  Conversations to embody a real sense of partnership between the individual and the 

line manager/organization, creating the career plan as a joint project.   

 

Hermione: ‘They [conversations] need to be collaborative – it needs to be open and 

honest so we can see how we can meet needs’ 

Relationship  Conversations to take place as part of a genuinely trusting and open relationship 

where individuals feel free to talk honestly about their careers without concerns 

about any negative implications.  

  

Julie: ‘The manager needs to quickly establish trust and confidence so people can be 

open’ 

Consistency  Conversations to be carried out consistently by all managers for a target population, 

providing all these employees with the opportunity to benefit from great 

conversations about their future.  

 

Lisa: ‘The goal is for all managers to be having these honest conversations [as set out 

in the conversation guide] with their team members’ 

Action  Conversations to have a consequence - a clear commitment to action with things 

actually happening as a result of the conversation.  

 

Charlie: ‘The career conversation is an opportunity to join up succession and career 

and close any gaps’ 

 Table 5.4:  Summary of vision for career conversations, HR participants 

  

 From the above it can be seen that career conversations were viewed differently to talent 

management.  Whilst seen as a helpful mechanism within talent management, they were recognised 

as having a contribution to make to all employees, potentially leading to increased engagement.  In 

particular, these conversations were seen as an opportunity to discuss individual needs, provide 

feedback and develop action plans.  Thus, relating the findings back to RQ2, the HR participants viewed 

career conversations as a potential way to align organizational and individual needs. 

 

The HR perspective has now been considered in terms of RQ1 and RQ2.  A number of 

contradictions in the participant descriptions have emerged, and many of these were openly shared 

by the participants.  For example, participants described a gap between policy and practice and a 

disconnect between individual accountability for career and organizational actions. However, the 

apparent contradiction between organizationally focused talent management goals and partnership 
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focused career conversation goals was not on the whole raised by participants.  This contradiction 

could be seen as an example of ‘doublethink’ as described by El-Sawad et al. (2004).  This is explained 

as occurring ‘when one individual holds simultaneously two (or more) conflicting beliefs’  (El-Sawad et 

al., 2004: 1189), and importantly, the individual does not seem aware of the contradiction.  El-Sawad 

et al. (2004) consider why such doublethink may take place.  Citing the work of Giddens (1991), they 

refer to a process of ‘bracketing’.  As such, it is possible that the HR participants have different 

‘compartments’ for talent management and individual career development.  Accordingly, they were 

able to consider them separately without a perceived need to resolve apparent contradictions.  These 

differences could also be considered as an example of Truss et al.’s (1997) contrast between hard and 

soft approaches.  In this scenario, talent management is managed through a hard approach and career 

conversations through a soft approach. 

 

 

5.6. Individual career development – career narratives 

 

 The interviews with individuals were developed around their individual career narratives.  A 

feature of these data are that they are widely varied, representing the sense-making of the participant 

rather than the researcher (Cohen et al., 2004).  Consequently, they did not fit neatly into the headings 

used to analyse the organizational stakeholder perspective.  Moreover, given the researcher’s 

commitment to situate career within an overall story, it would not be appropriate to then reduce it to 

headings developed from the literature review.  Therefore, in this section, an overview of people’s 

career stories will be shared, highlighting their aims and the processes they had found helpful in 

managing their careers to date.  Their perceptions on the roles of the individual, the line manager and 

the organization will then be discussed, followed by the perceived contribution of career 

conversations.  Throughout this section, the individual’s perspective will be contrasted with the 

perspective of the line manager as a stakeholder where these data exist. 

 

  All the research interviews started with participants describing their career story.   The career 

stories varied greatly. They were mostly described as a simple timeline, using a journey metaphor, 

describing their career goal as satisfaction and interest rather than a specific role or level of seniority.  

For example, FW described her career goals as; 

‘I’m not hugely ambitious, I like a challenge and I want to thrive, but I don’t want to be on a 

succession plan’.   

FW 
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Most of the career changes were described as rational moves and there was some description of the 

motivation for making a change, for example, moving for a promotion within a clearly defined career 

path (such as finance and marketing), or wanting to build particular technical expertise.  However, 

some also indicated that their career had taken unexpected turns.  For example; 

‘Originally, I saw my career as linear – staying within retail, keeping on that path – but I 

diverted from this, I got opportunities and made decisions when I hadn’t expected to… I 

thought I wouldn’t mind doing something different and saw a role that used lots of skills that 

I had, so I had some conversations with people about it and applied [and was successful]’ 

PG 

Some participants mentioned the role of luck in their career to date, for example, ‘I was lucky to have 

the opportunity to progress fast’.  However, as Wiseman, (2004) points out, some people create more 

opportunities to be in the right place at the right time, so luck should not be overestimated.    

 

Some participants displayed a clear career self-concept (Bosley et al. 2009).  For example, one 

participant had a narrative about doing things that were a bit out of the norm;  

‘getting involved in things which are not the core of the business…I enjoy things which are 

slightly off-piste and then when they’re set up and working they are brought into the 

mainstream of the business…I enjoy trailblazing, the art of the possible’ 

BJ 

Others viewed themselves as a ‘serial troubleshooter’ (IS) or someone who needed ongoing change 

and challenges, ‘I get fidgety’ (CE). 

 

Career self-management was a theme that emerged from a number of the participants.  They 

positioned themselves as consciously engaging in career self-management behaviour, for example; 

‘I’ve always been very explicit about my ambitions and goals.  I take care to position myself 

always for the next role’ 

HW 

Others described actively building a career network, growing skills and using a variety of career helpers 

to develop their thinking.  These activities demonstrated elements of thinking about career and career 

action (Hirsh, 2008).  Some participants described a less deliberate approach to managing their career, 

for example, BW stated, ‘I am not very planful in my career, I’m more of an opportunist’.  This is 

consistent with career planning as a largely unconscious and intuitive process (e.g. Kreishok et al., 

2009).   However, although the career management activity was not described as conscious, that does 

not mean that it wasn’t happening (Sternberg, 2000).  Indeed, for some, the act of the research 
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interview prompted reflection and a desire to engage in more conscious career management.  For 

example, FL stated,  

‘It’s been helpful to have a conversation.  I’ve got a one-to-one with my manager tomorrow 

and I will think how I can best use it [to discuss my career]’.  

FL 

There was also some reference to changes in the way that careers needed to be managed.  In 

particular, the impact of flatter structures on career pathways was highlighted (as stated by Kelly et 

al., 2003).  It was felt that both individuals and organizations needed to be creative to find ways to 

develop skills and experiences to help people move upwards within their organization as the stepping 

stone roles were no longer available.  For example, HW described the lack of structural opportunities 

for people to develop the skills needed in more senior roles with a resulting ‘risk to the business of 

losing people because of the lack of opportunities’.  Similarly, IR described the challenge of ‘no middle 

roles’ which limited his opportunity to prepare for a senior position.   

 

 As discussed in the literature review, Clarke (2013), suggested a new form of organizational 

career.  This concept builds on some of the tenets of the boundaryless and protean career, but looks 

at the way these can apply within organizations.  The career histories of the participants from this 

study can be considered in terms of the type of career they have had to date regarding number of 

employing organizations and the extent to which they have remained within one functional area.  

These data are shown in Table 5.5.  This shows that a significant proportion of participants (70%), had 

worked for more than one organization, however, only 15% had worked for three or more 

organizations.  The majority of participants described their career in organizational terms, feeling a 

commitment to the organizations they had worked for, positioning their employment as relational 

rather than transactional.  For example, RM described how he felt about his role; 

I feel part of the fabric of the place.  It’s very welcome and friendly.  People go the extra mile 

for you, I feel very lucky to be part of it’ 

RM 

Furthermore, a large proportion (75%) of participants had moved between functions.  Half of these 

changes had happened within the employing organization and the others were part of a conscious 

career change (for example from the civil service to a commercial role).  These data would seem to 

support Clarke’s (2013) propositions one and two (that organizational careers can be ‘flexible, 

challenging and mobile’ and that they can ‘provide opportunities for employee development’).   

Furthermore, participants were largely describing a desire for a core relationship with their employer 

based on a mutually beneficial relationship with ongoing investment from both parties (Rousseau & 
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Wade-Benzoni, 1995).  Indeed, some described leaving previous employers when they felt the 

relationship with their employer was no longer what they wanted, potentially illustrating a breach in 

the psychological contract.  For example, ID described leaving his previous employer after the culture 

of the organization changed as a result of a new senior leadership team.  However, some were more 

transactional in their approach.  For example, AK was clear that if he was not promoted or given a 

salary increase it could ‘lead to me looking elsewhere’. 

 

Number of employing 

organizations (post 

education) 

Functionally based 

career 

Cross functional 

career 

Total 

1 3 9 12 

2 3 10 13 

3 2 7 9 

>3 2 4 6 

Total 10 30 40 

Table 5.5:  Number of employing organizations and functional or cross functional career.   

 

Generally, participants described good alignment between their personal aspirations and the 

needs of their organization.  Indeed, only two of the 40 participants described themselves as unhappy 

in their current role (although many described some difficult times during their career).  Whilst 

recognising that this happiness may have described their feelings, it may have been influenced by a 

desire to portray a particular image throughout the interviews (e.g. Coupland, 2004) and may also 

have been influenced by their career self-concept (Bosley et al., 2009).  For some, the sense of 

alignment was very strong, for example, HW said; 

‘I feel as if my ambitions and the organizations are very aligned and my ambition matches 

their view of my potential’.  

HW 

Some participants were very trusting that their manager/organization would look after their best 

interests.  For example, FP had experienced many career moves with the same employer.  When asked 

how his own interests had been taken into account, he shared some of his story.   

‘I was once asked ‘if you had an option would you chose to work in US or UK?’, but apart from 

that they’ve never asked me [what I want to do]… should they have asked?  I’m not sure I could 

have given them a definitive answer, my history has been largely to do what needs to be  

done.  Some friends say I’m an idiot to let the business have this control – they say the business 

will fuck me over – but my driver is helping the business’ 

FP 
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Others however, even if describing themselves as happy overall, felt that their organization 

was taking advantage of them.  This was particularly the case in organizations with cost pressures 

where people felt ‘lucky to have a job’(LH) and reluctant to take on a new role as it could put them at 

risk of redundancy.  A lack of alignment was also described by two people who had previously had 

career moves blocked because their skills were needed in their existing roles.  In these (few) situations 

the power was seen to be held by the organization and there was seen to be little alignment on career 

development.  However, as IM pointed out, even in that situation the individual had some power; 

‘it’s my choice to work here, I know there are opportunities to leave – I’m not a prisoner’.     

IM 

 

There were also examples of people using their personal power by withholding information.  

This confirmed the view expressed by the HR participants, that individuals may not always share their 

real career aims and aspirations.  For individuals, this non-disclosure seemed to be particularly 

noticeable when they felt their aims would be in conflict with what the organization wanted.  For 

example, IS described applying for a new role;  

‘I knew I wanted worklife balance but I wasn’t that direct with them’ 

IS 

Similarly, PB described his standard response to a question about global mobility, 

‘the common line was to say ‘I’m mobile depending on timing and location’ but there was an 

unwritten three strikes and you’re out - because you may be seen as a blocker of other high 

potential people, they needed to keep moving people through’   

PB 

In this example, the interplay between structure and agency can be seen as in Giddens’ structuration 

theory (Giddens, 1976).  One party does not hold all the power as whilst PB is able to withhold 

information, the organization still retains some power through the ‘unwritten’ three strikes approach.  

Thus, these power dynamics seem to influence whether or not alignment is sought. 

 

Despite the generally positive sense of alignment, there were few examples of careers being 

‘jointly managed’, the third proposition by Clarke (2013).  Most participants were unsure how their 

career would develop next.  Some were happy about this, with a sense that ‘something might pop up 

and then I’ll think if it’s something I’d like to do’ (YK).  However, others wanted a clearer sense of future 

direction and to understand some of the options open to them.  As will be seen in chapter 6, this 

desire for greater clarity was a driver for some of the career conversations.  There were some 
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examples of interactions based on a jointly managed career, particularly in some of the conversations 

which were reported.  These were analysed separately and are discussed in the next chapter as 

‘collaborator’ conversations. 

 

Having described their career story, participants were asked to reflect on what had helped 

them to develop their career to date.  This gave insight into the ‘career world view’ of participants 

(Bosley et al., 2009).  Despite the variation in experiences, a number of consistent themes emerged 

and are summarised in Table 5.6 below.  These themes are comparable with much previous research.  

For example, ‘changing career goals’ and ‘ongoing learning’ are key elements of career agility (Inkson 

et al., 2015: 297).  The importance of networking and challenging learning opportunities have also 

been widely referenced (e.g. Sturges et al., 2002).  These themes illustrate the interplay between 

organizational role, line manager style and individual action in career development.  Furthermore, 

these can be seen as occurring informally rather than as part of a formal talent management or 

organizational career management strategy. 

 

In at the deep end Many participants described roles or projects where they felt they had 

been put ‘in at the deep end’ to ‘sink or swim’.  They were not always as 

well supported as CL in the example below.  They described these 

experiences as sometimes painful but very important for fast tracking 

learning and career. 

 

CL ‘At xxco I worked with someone who believed in me and gave me 

opportunities.  For example, going to France a week after joining the 

company.  Their belief in me and letting me get on with it in an 

unstructured type of way really helped me…my role was really sink or 

swim’    

Changing career goals Many people described a shift in their career goals as they became more 

senior or further through their career.  For example, they described an 

early career of looking to progress rapidly followed by a desire for 

interesting and worthwhile work rather than further upward progression 

 

LH ‘As I get older this [what I want from my career] kind of seems to 

develop and change.  If I was destined to be a leading light in terms of a 

senior manager I’d be there by now.  So really what I want is to recognise 

that I’m adding value, that other people want me to be part of their 

journey’ 
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Who you know Networking (internally or externally) played a key role in many people 

moving roles – and a surprisingly high number of people had moved roles 

many times with no formal interview, the classic ‘tap on the shoulder’ 

 

TM ‘I used to scoff at the idea of a network, but now I see it’s true…I 

haven’t applied properly for a job since my first job in the graduate 

scheme’ 

Ongoing learning  A commitment to personal development and ongoing learning was seen 

as positioning people to be ready for new opportunities and for a number 

of people a specific learning activity had been pivotal in shaping their 

career growth 

 

CE ‘I guess I’m ambitious – not in terms of wanting to progress, but looking 

for stimulus, for challenge and enjoyment, wanting to feel that I’ve learnt 

something every day and that I’ve managed to do something I thought I 

couldn’t’ 

Table 5.6: Perspectives on what had helped career development 

 

 

5.7 Individual career development – expected roles  

 

As with the HR professionals, individuals were asked to share their thoughts on the roles of 

each key stakeholder in terms of career and talent development.  Whereas the HR and OD 

professionals described the roles of two stakeholder groups (individual and organization), in the 

second phase of research, line managers were included as an additional stakeholder group.  In 

commenting on the career development roles participants were asked to think of what they wanted 

as individuals, but also what they expected to offer as line managers (26 of the participants described 

their line accountability).  Despite the differences in the organizational cultures and approaches (see 

chapter 7 for a full exploration), there was a consistency of views.  These are summarised in Table 5.7 

below.     

 

Individual • Self-awareness of career aims, personal strengths and weaknesses 

• Focusing on personal development, seeking feedback  

• Building a career network and instigating conversations about how you can 

add more value 

• Keeping up to date with what’s happening within your profession and your 

organization 

 

GJ: ‘If you don’t look after yourself no one else will do it for you’ 
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Line manager • Understanding individual and organizational needs and matching them  

• Building self-awareness through feedback  

• Providing ongoing learning and development opportunities on and off the 

job 

• Managing expectations, being honest  

 

KP: ’the line manager should be great at recognising potential, harnessing this 

and having great conversations – they need to guide, support and find 

opportunities and experiences – they have responsibility to help this to happen’ 

Organization • Articulating the future needs of the organization in terms of people and 

opportunities and illustrating how people can get there  

• Providing opportunities for people to build experiences and skills, e.g. access 

to secondments, training programmes 

• Encouraging managers to develop their people 

• Creating an environment that empowers and motivates people to develop 

 

JD: ‘the organization needs to provide tools for the leader, support the leaders’ 

development and give them an armoury and mechanics to help them map 

successes’ 

Table 5.7: Perceived career development roles, individual and line manager 

 

Participants were very clear that it was their responsibility to drive their own career 

development.  Their aims were to achieve their own goals, fitting with the description of career 

responsibility by Mirvis & Hall, ‘to achieve goals that are personally meaningful to the individual, rather 

than those set by parents, peers, an organization, or society’ (Mirvis & Hall, 1994: 138).  This personal 

accountability and focus on development through feedback, self-development and learning were 

consistent with the HR perspective described in Table 5.2.  However, there were also differences with 

the HR perspective.  Firstly, most of the individuals described networking as part of their role, using 

the network to explore opportunities.  This compares with the HR participants’ responses where 

networking was only mentioned by a small number.  Furthermore, they saw it as their role to be aware 

of developments within the profession and within the organization to enable them to prepare for any 

changes.  This element of the role was not apparent in the HR participants’ description of the 

individual’s career development role.  Some of the participants described this in terms of finding 

common ground between their own goals and the organizational needs. For example, IR said; 

‘I see it as my responsibility to lead the discussion, to capture the information and to identify 

where there is scope for me to work and improve.  My aim is finding the sweet spot between 

what I want and what the business needs’ 

IR 
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The degree of self-direction was seen to increase with seniority and experience.  For example, in early 

career there tended to be a clear structure and more obvious development steps and support (such 

as graduate programmes).  However, as people became more experienced they felt that the individual 

had to be the driving force.  One person challenged this view stating; 

‘I don’t fully buy that the individual drives their own development.  They have a role in the 

execution and delivery – they can create that vision and take them and their family on that 

journey – but there’s a real problem because there can be self-limiting beliefs and that’s a flaw 

and there can also be some who are delusional [about their potential].’   

IW 

 

 

Finding common ground was also a theme of the way the line manager’s role was positioned.  

For example, GJ suggested that the line manager was the ‘broker’ with responsibility for finding a 

‘match’ that satisfied all needs. This suggested a strong desire for alignment between individual and 

organizational needs.  Furthermore, for the individuals and the line managers the ‘work’ of career 

development was seen as largely occurring between them, with the organization’s role positioned as 

setting the climate and providing some structured development opportunities for building skills and 

experiences.  Some of the line managers were asked about potential conflict in their role.  Some felt 

there was no conflict, for example, HD stated; 

‘I don’t really see conflicts in my role as a line manager between what the organization and 

the individual needs. If I developed someone and they leave, then that’s a key measure of 

success’ 

HD 

However, others were aware that they could be penalised if they developed someone who left and 

their department’s performance subsequently dropped.  This potential conflict of interests for line 

managers is further discussed in chapter 6.   

 

Noticeably, very few participants mentioned formal processes or talent management as part 

of the career development roles.  When this was explored in the interview the focus was on appraisal 

as a tracking process, but this was not seen as having any significant influence on career development.  

A few of the participants had been part of formal career development programmes which had been 

useful, but most people were not aware of such activities. Overall it was felt to be the informal 

conversations that were most important.  This was summarised by FW; 
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‘the nature of these conversations is all different – tailored to the individual and what they 

need.  You can’t force the moment or the time’.    

FW 

 

 The extent to which participants felt that the talent and career roles were being successfully 

delivered was explored in the interviews.  Many recognised that they personally could do more, that 

despite understanding how to manage their own career, they did not actively engage in it.  The success 

of line managers in delivering their role was seen as hugely varied with some line managers described 

as exemplars in supporting career development and others viewed as blockers.  This was consistent 

with the perspective of the HR participants.  Generally, people felt that the organization could do more 

to help them to drive their own careers, but this was not generally positioned as a breach of the 

psychological contract.  In particular, they were keen to increase their understanding of the 

organization’s needs, helping them to identify the potential opportunities for common ground.  They 

felt this information would also enable them to navigate their career with their current employer, 

providing the context for ‘how to get on round here’, the informal rules that govern career 

development in the workplace (Inkson et al., 2015).  Recognised as a career skill, this understanding 

of informal rules has been described by Sternberg (2000) as tacit knowledge, but perhaps due to the 

changing career environment, participants were keen for this information to be more transparent.  

The theme of transparency will be explored in more detail in chapter 6.  Many were also frustrated by 

the lack of opportunities for building experience through cross functional moves and secondments 

(however, this varied by organization as shall be discussed in chapter 7).   Participants also expressed 

a view that the role of managers in developing their teams could be more explicit and could be 

encouraged.  For example, they suggested training support and recognition for line managers who are 

very strong at developing people.   

 

 Perhaps the biggest frustration expressed by participants was the lack of information about 

future development and career opportunities.  This theme is discussed in chapter 6. Confirming the 

observations of the HR participants, the perceived contradiction between the words and the actions 

was also raised.  For example, thinking about his line manager role, CL stated; 

‘The challenge is that we say we want people to take control of their careers but the culture 

is different because we don’t give control over people’s own job ‘ 

CL 

Overall, individuals expressed their desire to take accountability for their career.  However, they 

wanted help and support to make the most of opportunities which would help them in their career 
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growth.  In summary, they expressed a desire for the organization to ‘facilitate their career 

development’’ (Inkson et al.2015: 343). 

 

 

5.8 Individual career development - career conversations 

 

All participants were able to describe at least one conversation which they had had about 

their career.  In total, 172 conversations were described by participants, with 63% of these being 

described as positive experiences, shaping career development thinking and action (Hirsh, 2008).  

More detail of these conversations will be explored in chapter 6, discussing who the conversations 

were with, what the trigger was and what was happening within the conversation.  Cultural and 

contextual influences on the conversations will then be considered in chapter 7, making comparisons 

between the different organizations.  For the current discussion, it is useful to consider the perceived 

purpose of these conversations so their contribution to alignment between organizational and 

individual needs can be considered.    

 

 The contribution of these conversations for career development was explored within the 

interviews.  The emerging themes (see Table 5.8 below) are parallel to Egan’s skilled helper model: 

exploring the current scenario; the preferred scenario and taking action (e.g. Egan, 2013).  Variants of 

this have previously been applied to career counselling (e.g. Kidd, 2007).  My personal familiarity with 

this model may have influenced the analysis.  However, similarities can also be seen to many 

management formulas and business planning models (such as plan, organize, lead, control, Inkson et 

al., 2015) which could have influenced the mental models of the participants. Conversations described 

by participants did not tend to cover all of these areas in one go – often they were spread out over a 

number of conversations or covered just one area.  The more detailed analysis of specific 

conversations in chapter 6 illustrates that many participants were keen to have more conversations 

about ‘where am I going’.  Although a few people did career planning on their own, for most it was an 

activity which was largely conducted through conversations which were seen as important in helping 

them to build their understanding and commitment to action.   

 

Where am I now? 

 

Facilitating self-awareness through reflection, challenge and feedback, 

building shared understanding of key strengths and contribution as well as 

weaknesses. 

 

JP: ‘it was very useful to be taken out of the environment to build self-

awareness, to be very open to feedback’ 
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Where am I 

going? 

 

Helping to clarify goals/direction through exploring personal motivations and 

aspirations and sharing the likely future business needs to understand options 

for how to add value in the future. 

 

ZT: ‘what can I do next? What can the business offer me?’ 

How do I get 

there? 

Exploring specific job opportunities and development activities, agreeing a 

specific plan of action to fill any gaps between ‘where am I now?’ and ‘where 

am I going?’ 

 

ZM: ‘I continued working through my personal development plan actions and 

had regular update meetings with my own group director’ 

Table 5.8: Perceived contribution of conversations to career development.   

 

Within these themes the role of career conversations in clarifying ‘where am I going’ is 

particularly relevant in terms of alignment.  Participants saw this as the opportunity to share their 

aspirations and understand the options which were likely to be available for them.  This further 

illustrates the desire of individuals to find common ground and to build on it, matching their career 

aspirations to the needs of the organization.  For example, BF described a conversation with her boss;  

‘The business was creating new roles.  She [line manager] was interested in how I felt and what 

I wanted to do.  I’ve now got a great job, it really is ideal and I’m happier than ever… What she 

did brilliantly was work out what’s important to her and to the business and what I’m great at 

and then finding ways of making it work together – for her, the business and me’ 

BF 

However, these conversations were not seen as always working well.  In particular, many participants 

were frustrated with the lack of conversations regarding future career direction to be discussed in the 

next chapter. 

 

 

5.9 Summary 

 This chapter has described the findings related to RQ1: In what ways do stakeholders 

seek alignment between organizational talent and individual career goals? And RQ2: In what ways do 

stakeholders see career conversations as an opportunity to align organizational talent needs and 

individual career goals?  The findings show that the majority of HR participants did not actively seek 

alignment between organizational talent management and individual career development.  The 

emphasis tended to be on processes which served the organization and whilst aware of the limitations 

of their current approach, there seemed little appetite for a fundamental rethink of the role of HR 
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within talent and career.  Indeed, some of the practices (such as lack of transparency and narrow 

definitions of talent) were likely to be counter to a relationship with employees which encouraged 

alignment.  It appeared that the HR participants were largely committed to their role as an ‘acquirer, 

developer and controller of a company ‘owned’ labour force’, rather than re-envisioning their role as 

‘a broker between firms evolving boundaryless strategies and individuals pursuing boundaryless 

careers’, (Parker & Inkson, 1999: 84). Indeed, despite a discourse of talent scarcity, they did not 

describe actions to use talent management as a tool to entice ‘boundaryless’ talent to join their 

organizations.  However, career conversations were seen as a wider career management activity and 

the HR participants described an ideal of these being based on mutuality, partnership and alignment.  

Moreover, the benefits of the mutual approach were recognised in terms of motivation and 

engagement.  This apparent contradiction did not seem to concern the participants.  It is therefore 

suggested that this was an example of doublethink (El-Sawad et al., 2004). 

 

Individuals and line managers saw alignment between individual and organizational goals as 

a fundamental part of an organizational career.  Rather than focusing on formal, HR driven 

approaches, both groups described career development as largely taking place at a local level, 

between the individual and their local management or others within the network.  Furthermore, 

individuals were keen to take accountability for their careers and they saw career conversations as a 

key element of career self-management.  There was however, a desire for support from the 

organization in terms of providing a climate to support career development,  greater transparency of 

the ‘career deal’ (Herriot & Pemberton, 1995) and increasing the skills of line managers to deliver 

career support. 

 

The findings also illustrate a largely poor level of understanding and respect between the HR 

participants and the line managers.  Both stakeholders seemed to view the contribution of the other 

as inadequate.  Firstly, line managers tended to make very little reference to HR and the comments 

they made were often negative (e.g. with regard to appraisals, ‘nothing happens’).  Secondly, HR 

tended to take a negative stance on the skills and commitment of line managers with regard to 

developing their team members.  According to Renwick & MacNeil, (2002) senior HR professionals are 

often critical of line manager capability as ‘such statements justify their specialist ‘expert’ role and help 

to keep their power base alive’ (Renwick & MacNeil, 2002: 411).  Furthermore, if the line managers 

are seen as fully capable it undermines the legitimacy of HR having a policing role.  

 

 



130 
 

Chapter 6: The nature of positive career conversations 

 

RQ3:  What types of career conversations are seen to make positive contributions to people’s 

career development? 

 

6.1. Introduction 

This chapter explores the workplace career conversations participants described receiving.  

The purpose is to develop understanding of the conversations which were seen to make a positive 

contribution to career development. The focus is on the ‘local dynamics’ (the relationship, approach 

and perceived outcome for these conversations between the individual and the other party) rather 

than the organisational dynamics which are considered in chapter 7.  Some of these conversations 

were shared as a natural part of the career narrative that participants described at the start of their 

research interview.  Other conversations were explained in response to a specific prompt by the 

interviewer asking about any particular conversations or series of conversations which they felt had 

shaped their career - typically after the participant had described their career story to date.  As noted 

in the methodology chapter it is important to recognise that the conversations described by 

participants may not be representative of all of the career conversations that they had experienced.  

However, they do illustrate the conversations which most readily came to mind and they chose to 

share.  Moreover, it represents their subjective experience of these conversations (Al Ariss et al., 

2014). 

 

Conversations will be reviewed by firstly considering the conversation set-up (who the 

conversation was with, who instigated it, what the trigger was, what the setting was) and secondly 

the perceived contribution of the conversation in career terms.  Interpersonal relationships of the 

conversations will then be considered in terms of trust and power.  The conversation set-up section 

draws on the work of Hirsh et al. (2001) to provide a structure.  Meanwhile, the perceived contribution 

findings are specifically related to the career shaper typology proposed by Bosley et al. (2009).  

Throughout the chapter the primary focus is on the perspective of the individual ‘receivers’ of the 

conversations.  However, these are compared with the views of the other stakeholders in this research 

(the line managers and HR).  This draws on other findings from this study for example the ‘local 

dynamics’ framework which emerged during analysis of phase one of the research and the perceived 
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roles of each stakeholder.  As these data are described they will be considered in relation to existing 

literature, establishing how they support, extend or challenge other research.   

 

 

6.2 Conversation set-up 

 

The conversation set-up includes the trigger (or intended purpose) for the conversation, the 

instigator, the formality and the people involved.  Consistent with Kidd et al. (2004), the data for 

conversations deemed positive by the participants were analysed separately from the other 

conversations (with outcomes deemed to be neutral, negative or unclear).  Conversations were coded 

as positive if they led to action positioned as positive (such as a meeting, training or a new role) or if 

a positive emotion was described.  The participant was not asked to categorize the conversation 

themselves.  For example, JT was given the greater responsibility she had asked for, and PG described 

a conversation helping him to clarify his career goals.  Meanwhile, CE described the outcome of a 

conversation as reassurance.   The conversations coded as negative had a clear negative outcome such 

as being ignored, not listened to or undermined.  For example, RG described feeling he had been ‘told 

off’ when being given some feedback, and RC described being told to ‘go home and think what I [he] 

was going to do’ when what he had wanted was support.  The conversations coded as unclear 

represented those which had mixed outcomes, or where the participant had not indicated if they saw 

the outcome as positive or negative.  For example, IR described the outcome of a conversation as ‘I 

needed to prove myself so he would be able to recommend a potential programme’.  One difficulty 

with the categorization of the conversations as positive, neutral or negative is that the perspective of 

the conversation may have changed over time.  For example, had IR subsequently been recommended 

to be part of the potential programme, he may have described that conversation as positive.  Thus, 

the descriptions of the outcomes of the conversations should be recognised as socially constructed 

rather than clearly positive, negative or neutral.   

 

As outlined in chapter 4, a total of 172 workplace career conversations were shared during 

the research.  Participants described positive outcomes for the majority (63%) of the conversations.  

A further 24% were described as having neutral or unclear outcomes and the remainder, (13%) were 

depicted as having a negative impact on the participant.  These data had a lower percentage of positive 

conversations than the research by Kidd et al. (2004), which identified 83% positive conversations.  

This difference is to be expected given that their sample comprised people who particularly responded 

to the opportunity to discuss ‘effective career discussion’ experiences (Kidd et al., 2004:234).  The data 
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for this study were further divided to separate ‘single’ conversations from those which were described 

as part of a series of conversations on a similar theme.  This recognised that these two types of 

conversation could be very different.  For example, a one-off conversation regarding a specific job role 

felt very different to a description of an ongoing developmental relationship with a series of 

conversations.  Thus, I decided to report on single conversations separately from a series of themed 

conversations.   

 

The data are described first in numerical terms to create a picture of the types of 

conversations which were depicted.  Extracts from conversations are then introduced to illustrate the 

ways in which the set-up of these career conversations were described by participants.  This is then 

compared with the views of the other stakeholders and previous research.  The data from all 

conversations are illustrated in Table 6.1 below.  The set-up features of the positive conversation are 

then summarised in Table 6.2 below.  This shows how many of these conversations were instigated 

by the individual, were informal and were held with the boss (the most common categories).  These 

data are then discussed. 

 

Trigger All conversations Single conversation Series of themed 

conversations 

 Total Positive Total  Positive  Total  Positive  

Personal 

development 

62 51 15 13 47 38 

Specific job role 49 33 37 23 12 10 

Exploring career 

options 

23 11 12 6 11 5 

Appraisal 10 3 2  8 3 

Other 28 10 19 4 9 6 

Total 172 108 85 46 87 62 

Table 6.1: Summary of career conversations showing the number of positive ‘single’ and 

‘themed’ 
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Trigger ‘Single’ positive conversations ‘Series of themed’ positive conversations 

 Total Instigated 

by 

individual 

Informal With boss Total Instigated 

by 

individual 

Informal With boss 

Personal 

development 
13 6 9 5 38 7 19 17 

Specific job 

role 
23 1 22 7 10 4 10 1 

Exploring 

career 

options 

6 3 5 3 5 3 3 2 

Appraisal     3   3 

Other 4 3 4 1 6 1 2 5 

TOTAL 46 13 40 16 62 15 37 25 

Table 6.2: Set-up features of positive conversations 

 

Conversation trigger 

Each conversation was coded with the trigger or reason for the conversations taking place.  

Table 6.1 shows that the majority of positive career conversations were triggered by an interest in 

personal development (47%) or a discussion regarding a specific job role (31%).  Positive conversations 

about specific job roles were especially prevalent within the single conversations described by 

participants (representing 50% of these conversations), and personal development conversations 

were a notable feature of the series of themed conversations (representing 61% of these 

conversations).  This contrasts with appraisal which was a trigger for less than 3% of the positive 

workplace career conversations, a similarly low figure to that from Hirsh et al. (2001), which indicated 

that 7% of positive career conversations took place within an appraisal or development review setting.  

Each trigger shall be considered below. 

 

Personal development. The biggest trigger for the described career conversations, particularly 

positive ones, was personal development.  This had a broad definition including any informal 

conversations in the context of learning or feedback and more formal coaching or mentoring.  As 

shown in Table 6.3, the personal development conversations covered ‘where am I now?’, ‘where am 

I going?’ and ‘how do I get there?’.  There was a high level of satisfaction with the personal 

development conversations described, with 82% being seen as positive (18% as neutral or unclear and 

only 5% as negative).   
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 Where am I now Where am I going  How do I get there 

Personal development   

Specific job role   

Exploring career 

options 

  

Appraisal   

Table 6.3: Conversation trigger and primary described contribution 

 

For some participants their personal development was the end goal.  For others, it was part 

of a longer-term plan to secure a promotion or a new role. For example, YK, had held a number of 

sales based roles within the same organisation and described the role of the learning team in helping 

him; 

‘I would informally go and sit with them and have a chat – it really helped with my self-

awareness – knowing my strengths and how to use them and avoiding temptations which I 

know can be destructive…  My focus is now on what I can change in myself’ 

YK 

However, for BT, her personal development was focused on her desire to progress upwards.  She 

joined her current company because of the career opportunities and she described working with her 

manager to formalise her development. 

‘I have had quite a few conversations with the MD, he knows I’m keen to progress upwards 

and I’m working to a personal development plan.  It’s part of the agenda and we identify 

development areas and we’re working on this.  As a result, I’m getting coaching as part of a 

[formal] programme and this has all emerged from the conversations’  

BT 

 

Bosses were the largest ‘giver’ of the personal development conversations.  In many cases the 

boss was performing a mentor type role, similar to that found in Kram’s (1985) research.  Other people 

involved in these conversations were external coaches and mentors or groups of people including 

colleagues and other managers.  Only one of the personal development conversations with a boss was 

considered negative, and a further seven (14%) were either neutral or unclear. 
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Kidd et al. (2003), reviewed the perceived outcomes of the positive career conversations they 

studied.  Participants could describe a number of outcomes and these were subsequently clustered 

into 12 categories, including self-insight and skill development which form part of the personal 

development category in this study.  Whilst recognising the difference between perceived outcomes 

and the ‘trigger’ or intended purpose of conversations, some comparisons can be made.  The Kidd et 

al. (2003) study reported 61% of conversations having an outcome on self-insight and 22% on 

development.  These figures are slightly higher than those in the current study in which 47% of the 

positive discussions were triggered by personal development.  However, the findings in this study 

support the importance of self-development as a reason for these conversations. 

 

The prominence of personal development as a trigger for career conversations was consistent 

with the participant’s view that ongoing learning was an important feature of career development (as 

discussed in chapter 5).  Furthermore, it was also consistent with the expectation of the HR and OD 

professionals.  As discussed in the previous chapter, they described personal development as a key 

output from career conversations.  However, the level of satisfaction that participants expressed with 

these conversations was not anticipated by these stakeholders.  They had expressed concern about 

managers’ skills in holding such conversations.  These findings confirm other research.  For example, 

the perceived value of informal, organizationally based learning (Rothwell & Arnold, 2005).  

Furthermore, the described focus of these conversations was intrapersonal talent development (being 

the best I can be), rather than interpersonal (being better than others) (Sparrow & Makram, 2015). 

 

Specific job role.  A specific job opportunity was the trigger for 28% of the described 

conversations and was clearly described as part of the ‘where am I going’ contribution as shown in 

Table 6.3.  Of these, 67% were considered as positive conversations, (often with the individual being 

offered a new role).  Many of these conversations were different from other conversations described 

by participants as by their nature they tended to have a narrower agenda. In most instances these 

conversations were held with the person’s line manager or another manager inviting them to apply 

for (or move to) a new role.  For example;  

 ‘The next key conversation was a couple of years later.  They were setting up a new business 

and there was a role in the customer people team.  They said ‘we think you’d be right for the 

job’ 

IS 
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These findings appear to be consistent with the research of Kidd et al. (2003), which found 

that 35% of the positive conversations led to a job move, prospect or application which had not been 

agreed before the discussion.  However, this type of career conversation was not raised by the HR 

stakeholders.  This could be due to the majority (97%) of these conversations being considered 

informal and therefore outside the process which the HR stakeholders were discussing.  This 

observation could have wider implications in terms of equal opportunities and perceived fairness 

(Thunnissen et al., 2013b).  In particular, this approach could favour those with high social capital 

(Iellatchitch et al., 2003) and could discourage diversity. 

 

Exploring Career Options.  The category of exploring career options was initially considered 

as part of personal development.   However, when these conversations were considered in more 

depth they had a very specific intention to build understanding of future career opportunities or 

options (thus being part of ‘where am I going?’).  They were therefore separated into a new category, 

representing 13% of all of the conversations described.  For example, BC had enjoyed a varied career 

since joining the company 17 years earlier.  He described conversations about ‘what you could see 

yourself doing in the future’.  Similarly, IR, who was in a specialist role with no obvious next step, had 

‘a discussion with xxx on progression, looking at what’s next for me’.  These positive conversations 

were examples of the desire for conversations which helped people to clarify ‘where am I going’ and 

for managers to identify the ‘sweet spot’ of overlap between individual aspirations and organisational 

needs as discussed in chapter 5.   

 

Overall, these conversations were not as positively perceived by recipients, with only 48% of 

the conversations considered positive, 43% considered neutral and 9% being viewed as negative. Just 

under half of these conversations (43%) were held with the line manager and the two negative 

conversations both took place with line managers.  In most instances the conversation was perceived 

as negative or neutral because the other party was unable or unwilling to engage in the conversation.  

For example, after a secondment MC did not want to return to her previous role but described being 

told ‘it was that or nothing’.  Others had a neutral response, describing that conversations had taken 

place, but there was little impact.  For example;  

‘I did have some conversations with my line manager about what it could look like for the 

next role, but there wasn’t a lot of foresight’. 

BW  
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 For one of the participants the future conversation was negative for very different reasons.  Her boss 

was trying to be proactive and explore career options with her, but these were not aligned with her 

career self-concept.  She described her feelings about a recent conversation; 

‘he has an idea that this career might be good for me…he wants to push me in this direction 

and is trying to develop me in this.  But it doesn’t seem that relevant and I’m not interested…he 

wants something different from me, from what I want’ 

FW 

 

These data would seem to indicate a lower overall occurrence of conversations on the future 

than found by Kidd et al. (2003).  Their reported outcomes of positive career conversations indicated 

that 65% resulted in exploration of particular career options (compared with 10% in the current study).  

This difference in results could be influenced by a number of things.  Firstly, it could result from the 

difference in the sample.  The sample in the Kidd et al. (2003) study may have been involved in more 

of these discussions (all people in the sample had experienced positive career discussions and were 

from target groups within organisations which were part of a consortium interested in career 

development).  Secondly, taking a narrative approach may have created a different recall experience, 

with fewer of these conversations described within the context of an overall career.  Thirdly, the 

results may indicate a general trend for fewer of these future oriented conversations to be taking 

place.  This could reflect changes in an organization’s willingness to commit to a ‘core’ or long-term 

relational attachment with employees (Rousseau & Wade-Benzoni, 1995).  However, research has 

identified this type of input as part of the line manager role.  For example, Yarnall’s (1988) description 

of the line manager role includes ‘providing information on future opportunities within the 

organization’ and ‘supporting individuals that are examining their career goals and plans’. 

 

The dissatisfaction with conversations on future career options is important in the context of 

alignment between individual aspirations and organisational needs.  This theme will be further 

explored under the section below looking at the contribution of the conversation. 

 

Appraisal.  Consistent with other research (e.g. Kidd et al., 2004), career conversations as part 

of an appraisal were largely viewed as having a neutral or negative effect.  For example; 
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 ‘Generally, as part of the annual appraisal managers have asked me what I want to do (for 

example, I’d like to develop this knowledge, do this type of role), but it’s more form filling than 

an actual conversation.  The appraisal gets written down and sent to HR but nothing happens’ 

FJ 

However, as indicated in the table above, there were some positive experiences,  

 ‘the annual review is really the only opportunity to talk about career.  My conversations have 

been quite open and [my manager] does listen and communicate up the hierarchy – but it does 

depend on your line manager’ 

RJ 

These findings concur with the perspective given by the HR and OD professionals who consistently 

expressed their frustration with the way in which performance reviews tended to be implemented by 

line managers and the high level of variation according to line manager skills. 

 

There was little reference to formal organizational career or talent management as a trigger 

for career conversations.  Some of the participants were aware that they were considered to be ‘high 

potential’ or ‘talent’, but they did not reference specific activities or conversations that were taking 

place as a result of this.  Indeed, YK had a series of moves and summarised it by saying; 

‘I sense that there was planning, but I wasn’t told anything until I was tapped on the shoulder, 

[for each specific role] and then not told the whole story’ 

YK 

However, there was one exception.  PB described largely positive experiences of conversations as part 

of talent management at a previous employer; 

‘Conversations at [previous employer] made me feel recognised and invested in and listened 

to - it was clear where I was headed.  It was a bit of playing the game and being up for the 

discussion but it was good to know that people were talking positively about me and I knew I 

was in the top right hand corner box [9 box model of potential and performance].  …  They also 

used secondments as development opportunities with projects-  for example going to Paris on 

the project was a halfway house, it felt really good.  There were some downsides - you could 

feel that you were being judged or written off if you weren’t globally mobile but I can’t really 

think of big downsides’ 

PB 
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The lack of reference to formal talent management as an instigator of career conversations is an 

interesting feature of these results.  Although the HR stakeholders acknowledged the importance of 

the informal, there was general consensus amongst them that helpful career conversations would be 

structured.  Moreover, they expected them to be sequential, moving from aspirations to feedback and 

then to planning (as discussed in chapter 5).  These data from individuals and line managers however 

indicate that many of the positive conversations did not follow this type of structure.  As discussed in 

chapter 5, this could be a symptom of the low level of line manager engagement in talent management 

described by the HR stakeholders resulting in little talent management activity impacting them.  These 

issues will be further discussed in chapter 7, exploring the impact of the organisational context. 

 

Conversation instigator 

Within this research the instigator of many of the conversations was identified.  This was 

considered an important element of the conversation, with individuals who instigated career 

conversations demonstrating that they were engaging in career self-management.  For the ‘single’ 

conversations, 70% had a clear instigator, and of these, 41% were instigated by the individual, with 

28% instigated by a line manager. However, with the ‘series of themed conversations’ these data were 

often unclear, with only 56% of the conversations having a specific initiator.  Of these, 43% were 

initiated by the individual and 40% were initiated by the line manager.  The percentage of a clear 

initiator is comparable with the findings of Hirsh et al. (2001) who identified a clear initiator in 60% of 

their recorded conversations.  However, the current research indicates a much lower percentage of 

positive conversations initiated by the individual (26% rather than 66%).  This point will be discussed 

below in the context of individual career narratives. 

Many of the conversation instigators described a proactive approach towards their wider 

career development.  For example, OA described a very varied career with lots of career moves 

between organisations.  He explained the importance of conversations as part of his career self-

management; 

‘My philosophy is going to talk to people and it’s amazing what opportunities emerge.  I always 

have 2 -3 people and opportunities that I’m talking about’ 

OA 

Similarly, CE had enjoyed rapid career progression since relocating to the UK 7 years earlier.  She 

described her career in terms of her energy, commitment to learning, work ethic and willingness to 

put herself forwards.  For example,  
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‘I knew that I couldn’t jump up to a more senior role straight away so I wanted to get some 

broader experience.  I had a conversation with the site manager about what I should be doing 

if one day I wanted that role.  They gave me sound advice and it confirmed what I already 

thought.  So, I took a role in the product area’ 

CE 

Another example of career self-management was shared by RG who used his network as a sounding 

board for his career reflections; 

‘I regularly (every 6 -12 months) reflect on my career and think where am I going.  I draw a 

circle and mark how happy I am with different parts of my life and think what am I going to do 

about it.  I also think what do I like? (your job must be something you like as otherwise it has 

an impact on other things in your circle); what am I good at? what market value does this 

have?  I do the prep on my own and then I go and talk to some other people about it – 5 or 6 

people who I really trust and will give me a different perspective…these people are trusted 

friends and confidants’ 

RG 

These examples illustrate the ‘networking’ actions of career self-management, seeking formal and 

informal help (Inkson et al., 2015; Sturges et al., 2010), for example, making contact with senior people 

asking for career advice and building contacts with people in areas of interest for future career.  

Furthermore, these people were demonstrating the use of their social capital to support their career 

development (Zhang et al., 2010), using the resources that were available to them to create 

opportunities for career conversations.  These findings also demonstrate that many were taking the 

action they had described as being part of the individual’s role (as discussed in chapter 5).  

Furthermore, this was illustrative of individual career ownership described by the HR stakeholders as 

being an important influence on successful conversations. 

 

However, for some, this self-initiated action was not sufficient to create positive outcomes.  

LC had changed career direction and retrained to her current profession 10 years before.  She 

consistently described her actions in terms of her ownership for making things happen.  For example, 

she was unhappy in her role so applied to attend a leadership programme for time out of the office.  

She later initiated a 12 month secondment and attendance on other development programmes, she 

summarised her approach saying, ‘I have constantly taken on more’.   However, despite this self-drive, 
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there was something missing for LC.  Her self-initiated actions had helped her to secure development, 

but she felt that there was something that needed to come from her employer too;  

‘[My employer] has spent a lot of money on me, I’ve had study leave, but they’ve not said 

where is our five-year plan with you…It would be reasonable for the organisation to demand 

more from me, more payback…I don’t have any specific aspirations, but I want to do more, to 

give more back, I want to be challenged and pushed’ 

LC 

She felt that she was fulfilling her part of the psychological contract, but that her employer was not 

fulfilling their obligations (a breach with potential impact on her level of trust, commitment and 

investment, Conway & Briner, 2002). She wanted a mentor or someone to talk with to help her to 

create a longer-term plan for developing her career and increasing her contribution.  However, within 

her network she said, ‘I don’t know who to turn to’.  She seemed to be seeking someone to work with 

her through understanding her skills and current situation then looking at preferred options and a 

plan.  This is consistent with social exchange theory (Blau, 1964) and research indicating that those 

who take more career self-management initiative expect more career support from their employer 

(DeVos et al., 2009).   

 

Conversation setting 

The style of the conversation, part of a formal or ongoing process (such as appraisal, and 

diarised meetings with a mentor, manager or coach) or informal and ad-hoc was also captured and is 

shown in Table 6.4 below.  From this Table it can be seen that 64% of all conversations described were 

categorized as informal.  A slightly higher proportion of informal conversations were considered 

positive than formal conversations (70% of informal conversations were considered positive, 60 % of 

formal).  Therefore, whilst informal approaches were described far more often than formal, they were 

not significantly more positive.  However, whereas less than 10% of informal conversations were 

described as negative, 20% of formal conversations were described as negative.  This could be due to 

people having different expectations of formal and informal conversations, or only seeking out 

informal conversations with people they expected to be supportive.    
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 Positive Negative Neutral/unknown Total 

Informal 77 10 23 110 

Formal 15 5 5 25 

Unknown 16 12 9 37 

Total 108 27 37 172 

Table 6.4: Setting of conversations with different outcomes 

 

These data do not provide clear support for other findings on the value of informal approaches 

above formal approaches.   For example, research on mentoring has suggested that informal 

mentoring relationships can be more effective than formal (Eby et al., 2010; Kidd et al., 2004).  

However, the varied approaches to mentoring and the differences between mentoring and career 

conversations make direct comparisons difficult.  Indeed, Ragins et al.  (2000) have suggested that 

success is more about the relationship than the setting, a line of argument to be considered in section 

6.4 below.  However, these data do illustrate that informal approaches make an important 

contribution to career development, a contribution largely overlooked by the HR participants.   

 

Within the current research, some conversations seemed to naturally lend themselves to an 

informal setting.  For example, IS had held a number of roles within the same industry.  She described 

using her network informally; 

‘I’ve worked with some inspirational people and had some great chats – they’ve really 

influenced me.  Some of it has been quite informal – having a coffee, sharing knowledge and 

from this I learnt and got the sense that nothing can stop you – you can be yourself’ 

IS 

For some, these informal conversations had a significant impact.  For example, PG had worked across 

a number of functions within the same organisation.  He described the outcome of an informal 

conversation; 

 ‘he [a senior leader] asked me what I wanted and I said that I wanted a position to help me to 

build more relationships and broaden my experience.  3 months later I was in a global role – 

he had talked to me about it over coffee.  If I hadn’t had the conversation with him I may not 

have applied for it – the conversation helped me to clarify my goals and what I was looking 

for’ 

PG 
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These examples illustrate the importance of informal career support, as previously highlighted in other 

research (e.g. Bosley et al., 2009, Kidd et al., 2004).   

 

However, some participants described informal conversations being used when they would 

have preferred a more formal approach.  For example, for PB, the informality of a series of 

conversations led to differing expectations between him and his manager.  Having joined with a view 

to becoming a director, a structure change reduced his career development opportunities.  He spoke 

to his boss about this but when another role became available, he was told he didn’t have the 

experience.  He took on board the feedback and worked on his development, but when the role 

became vacant again, someone else was appointed.  This then prompted him to take a more 

structured approach to feedback and planning; 

 ‘through this process I realise that I’ve become a busy fool, I haven’t prioritised my 

development – now I have, I get it, it’s fine…It hurt a bit, … the episode could have been handled 

better though, it felt very unstructured and that false promises were made’ 

PB 

 

Overall these data illustrate the perceived value of the informal and adhoc in addition to the 

more structured approaches.  As such, these contrast with the HR stakeholder view from chapter 5 

that career conversations should be consistent. These data also challenge the focus on structured 

conversations suggested by Smith & Campbell (2010), and Clutterbuck (2012) in the talent literature 

and Hirsh et al. (2001) in the career literature.  Rather, they indicate the varied nature of conversations 

as a strength of the approach.   

 

Other party in the conversation 

Across the positive conversations described by participants 38% took place with the 

individual’s own line manager (35% of the ‘single’ conversations and 40% of the ‘ongoing’ 

conversations).  A further 14% took place with a senior leader within the organisation who was not 

the individual’s boss.  Few (6.5%) of the described conversations involved HR or internal 

learning/development people. Other people involved in the conversations included internal or 

external mentors and coaches, colleagues and people within a wider network.  These data are 

different from the findings of Kidd et al. (2004) which indicated that 21% of the described positive 

conversations were with a line manager.  As previously indicated, this could be due to the narrative 

approach through which people attributed career impact to a wider range of conversations. 
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Direct managers were often credited with having a significant positive impact on learning 

through ongoing developmental conversations.    For example, FW described conversations with her 

boss; 

 ‘My discussions with him [line manager] were not clear or planned, but I was learning all the 

time – I didn’t go on courses.  My development was responding to what the business needed, 

for example I was taking more accountability, being part of the top team.  He recognised my 

potential and gave me adhoc projects on my PDR – and that continued for 8 years!’ 

FW 

In this instance, the line manager is an obvious person to have this conversation with because of their 

role in defining objectives and priorities.  This is consistent with previous research which has identified 

that a line manager often takes on a mentoring role (Day & Allen, 2004; Eby & Mcmanus, 2004; Kram, 

1985).  However, as noted by Garvey, (2004) the developmental relationship with a manager has a 

risk of being influenced by issues of power.  This will be explored as part of the interpersonal 

relationships section (section 6.4).  The importance of the line manager as the other party in these 

conversations is consistent with the description of roles given by both the HR and line managers as 

stakeholders.  

In other situations, people had to more actively search for the right person to speak with.  

When doing this they seemed to consider a number of things, for example, the person’s credibility to 

make a valuable contribution and their perceived trustworthiness.  For example, MC described being 

well networked with the senior leaders having joined the business as a graduate trainee more than 15 

years previously;  

‘I have open conversations and engage with the CEO – people in the senior team are willing to 

talk – they have a great deal of knowledge and offer support.  This is mostly informal – it 

happens through building the relationships and it’s driven by me not anyone else’ 

MC 

This example illustrates credibility arising from the relationship between the helper and the structure, 

whereby they can offer power, influence and structural knowledge (Bosley et al., 2007).  Other aspects 

of helper credibility suggested by Bosley et al. (2007), which arise from the relationship between the 

helper and the receiver will be considered in section 6.4 on interpersonal relationships. 
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6.3 Contribution of the career conversation 

The conversations described by people were largely conceptualised in terms of the 

contribution they were seen to have made to their career.  In some cases, the outcome was direct 

action (such as a new role or a planned development activity), but in many others, as with Kidd et al. 

(2004), the outcome was not linked to a specific action plan.  In these instances, the contribution can 

be seen through a constructionist perspective of aiding understanding and building insight, providing 

a space for ‘sense making’.  This benefit was captured by MC; 

 ‘I don’t really want advice as I don’t want other people to shape my thinking.  But I do want 

to unload my brain, to rehearse and clarify my own thinking and interest – it’s this rather than 

their input.  As my career has progressed I’ve looked for something different from support – 

now it’s a pair of ears.’ 

MC 

 

As discussed in chapter 2 (career literature review), the career shapers typology (Bosley et al., 

2009) is a useful way to categorise and explore the contribution of different career conversations.  

Recognising that the typology may not be complete, Bosley et al. (2009) identified five career shaper 

categories based on narrative interviews with non-managerial employees, focused on career 

‘encounters’.  Many of their respondents described the value of directive and practical support and it 

is therefore interesting to see how these categories applied to a largely managerial and professional 

participant group.  The career shaper categories were all apparent within the current study.  As with 

the original study, many conversations illustrated how a number of career shaper roles can operate 

within one conversation.  The shaper typology is applied to the current research below and an 

additional two shaper categories are then proposed.   

 

Advisor.  The advisor is someone who offers ‘opinions, suggestions or recommendations’ 

which are perceived to shape the person’s career (Bosley et al., 2009:1501).  This role was found to 

largely impact on career world-view (understanding of how careers work) and career 

direction/opportunities (but not on career self-concept).  Within this, participants described advisors 

making two types of contribution.  Firstly, developing their career world-view regarding how to 

manage a career within the particular organisational context.  For example, ZM described her leader 

as helping her to ‘navigate and read the political situations’. Secondly within this research, advisors 

helped to clarify career options.  However, this was often described as a two-way exchange rather 
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than the ‘advice giving’ approach indicated in the original research.  This observed difference in how 

advice was offered within the career conversations contributed to the development of an additional 

proposed shaper category ‘collaborator’ to be described below. 

 

Both HR and line manager stakeholders saw offering advice on career options and ‘how to get 

on round here’ as part of the line manager’s role.  However, RJ highlighted a difficulty with this, 

‘Managers don’t know what the opportunities are so they can’t really provide support’.  Furthermore, 

when asked about suggested improvements in career conversations, many participants indicated a 

desire for more advice, particularly regarding how they could progress and the future career options 

discussed above.  These observations are discussed in chapter 7 in the context of specific 

organizations. 

 

Informant.  The informant is considered as an impartial provider of information about specific 

jobs and more general careers in terms of occupational requirements.  Whilst there was some mention 

of informants, this was not a large contribution from the career conversations discussed in this 

research.   The references to it tended to be regarding alternative career directions, largely given by 

friends or colleagues.  This is perhaps because other parties (such as managers or head hunters) were 

considered to have an agenda or be seeking to influence.  Additionally, most of the participants were 

already established in their career and did not express an interest in this type of support.  However, 

some of the HR stakeholders identified clarity of career pathways as part of the role of the 

organisation.  This was mirrored by the individuals who described the organisation’s role in terms of 

‘illustrating how people can get there’.  All stakeholders identified this as an opportunity to improve, 

to be discussed within the organisational context in chapter 7.   

 

Witness.  The witness career shaper makes their contribution through feedback, 

communicating their ‘perceptions of participants’ skills and personal qualities, both their weaknesses 

and their strengths’ (Bosley et al., 2009: 1504).  This was one of the most prevalent contributions 

within the present study.  Feedback was a feature of many of the conversations, particularly those 

triggered by personal development.  As already discussed, the line manager was involved in many of 

these.  Often this feedback was seen as challenging, encouraging the participant to do more, or to 

extend themselves in new ways, thus impacting on their career self-concept.  For example, PB 

described some specific feedback; 
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‘I got very clear feedback for example on my strategic visioning, that I was not as reflective as 

he was (and could be emotional), and about being people and team orientated, rather than 

tougher minded’ 

PB 

 

However, not all witness activity was well received.  For example, to be considered helpful, 

feedback needed to be specific; 

‘I did have feedback through 360 that I needed to be more strategic but I wasn’t sure what 

they meant – I needed them to be more specific.  So, I had conversations about what it meant 

and how I could build experiences and challenge people’s perceptions – I wanted them to see 

me as an excellent deliverer and also very strategic’ 

JP 

 

The witness contribution was identified by all stakeholder groups as being an important part 

of the line manager’s role.  For example, line managers saw that they had a contribution to build self-

awareness through feedback and to manage expectations, being honest.  For the HR stakeholders, the 

manager’s skill at giving feedback was seen to influence the individual’s self-awareness.  They were 

concerned that managers often had poor feedback skills.  However, on the whole within this research 

the experiences participants shared of receiving feedback were positive.   

 

As with the advisor role discussed above, the enactment of the witness role appeared often 

to be more two-way in the present research than it was in the original career shaper research.  For 

example, witnesses were described as encouraging reflection and self-feedback as well as giving 

feedback. This provided a further indication that an additional shaper category could help with the 

application of the typology to a different (managerial and professional) population.  Furthermore, 

some witnesses were described as having a very large impact on career self-concept.  This was 

explored and an additional category was considered to capture this, tentatively called ‘catalyst’ (see 

below). 
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Gatekeeper.  Gatekeepers have the power to ‘provide or deny access to jobs, internal 

promotions or developmental opportunities’ (Bosley et al., 2009:1506).  They are conceived as 

proactive or responsive.  Many gatekeeper activities were referenced in the career conversations in 

this research, often connected to applying for a specific role.  However, there were also a lot of 

combined gatekeeper and witness contributions to support personal development.  For example, 

there were many examples of line managers sharing some feedback and then exploring how a change 

could be supported.  IH described one of his early career managers; 

‘My first manager at xxx stands out… she was supportive and challenging, taking me out of 

my comfort zone…she gave me great exposure and learning…and her network was helpful’ 

IH 

 

Many of the gatekeepers described took a proactive role in finding opportunities for career 

development.  For example, AM had applied for a job (which she didn’t get).  The application raised 

her profile with a senior leader who started to take an interest in her development, which opened 

new opportunities for her; 

‘that process put me on the MD’s radar, it meant that he took an interest in my personal 

development plan,… and that unlocked my ability to work with a more senior mentor’  

AM 

Other gatekeeper examples were shared which took a collaborative approach, seeking to find 

opportunities which clearly supported the person’s aspirations.  These will be considered as part of 

the proposed new shaper category, collaborator.  Similarly, gatekeeper activities were an important 

contributor to the second proposed new shaper category, catalyst. 

 

Many of the negative conversations reported by participants seemed to be a result of 

gatekeepers ‘hindering’ (Bosley et al., 2009:1507). For example, PJ was in a role which he didn’t enjoy 

and had told his manager that he wanted to return to technical rather than sales work.  He 

despondently stated ‘I don’t know what he did with that information…I feel a bit stuck in this role’.  

More direct gatekeeper hindering was encountered by IS, who had a job move blocked and by AK 

whose boss in a previous organisation had penalised him for his out of work study (completing a 

Masters), telling him to ‘stop thinking about this shit and do something useful’.   
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The role of gatekeeper was recognised as important by all of the stakeholders.  It was seen as 

part of the line manager and the organisation’s role to provide access to development opportunities.  

Many line managers reported how they acted as gatekeepers for their team members, demonstrating 

how they tried to be proactive.  The examples they shared tended to demonstrate their success at this 

and are explored in the section below on the proposed new shaper category, catalyst.   

 

The potentially political aspect of a gatekeeper’s role was raised by Bosley et al. (2009). This 

is explored in the section on interpersonal relationships.   

 

 

Intermediary.  An intermediary is seen to advocate and sponsor, they are influencers rather than 

having direct control as a gatekeeper would.  Bosley et al. (2009) found that whilst intermediaries 

were a common part of participants’ career world-view, they found few specific examples.  Similarly, 

this research identified few specific examples of intermediaries.  Furthermore, in some instances it 

was difficult to distinguish between an intermediary and a gatekeeper.  For example, RC described a 

conversation with the HR Director which led to a job move.  It is likely that the HR Director was both 

an initial gatekeeper and then an intermediary to make the case for his move.  Similarly, the role of a 

head hunter is to be an initial gatekeeper and then to influence and advocate later in the process.   

 

The role of intermediaries is linked in the original typology to a network of people who can 

act on your behalf.  Some of the Bosley et al. (2009) participants disclosed that they felt that the lack 

of intermediaries had limited their career progression.  This was not a feature in the current research.  

This difference could be as a result of the different participant groups, with the managerial and 

professional group feeling more confident to directly engage with a gatekeeper who could then 

advocate for them. 

 

Collaborator- a proposed additional category.  As described above, a number of the 

conversations described indicated a higher level of collaboration than evidenced in the Bosley et al. 

(2009) research.  Therefore, an additional shaper category of ‘collaborator’ is proposed.  This captures 

a variety of shaper activities which could include witness, gatekeeper, advisor or intermediary.  The 

distinguishing feature is that there is a clear intention to seek alignment between the individual’s and 

organisation’s interests.  This category has been described in the literature, for example, talent 

conversations as a ‘mutual endeavour’ (Smith & Campbell, 2011: 10).  The HR stakeholders also 

alluded to this type of conversation when describing their desire for career conversations based on 
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partnership between the individual and the line manager/organisation, with a resulting joint career 

plan.  Furthermore, the line managers as stakeholders identified the importance of finding the ‘sweet 

spot’ between the individual and the organisation, seeing this as an important part of their role.  

Indeed, these are the types of conversations which seem most likely to support alignment as discussed 

in chapter 5. 

 

From the conversations described in this research, 20 (12% of all conversations, 19% of the 

positive conversations) were categorized as collaborative in nature.  To be categorized as ‘collaborator 

conversations’, they were explicitly positioned as meeting the individual’s needs as well as those of 

the organisation within the conversation itself.  Other conversations may have also done this, but if 

that was not how they were explained in the research, they were not included in the category.  

Examples of this positioning include: ‘really focused on what you want to do,’  (CE);  ‘conversation 

about my plans, about what I want to do’ (IR); ‘she was interested in how I felt and what I wanted to 

do’ (BF); ‘she’s good at matching business and individual needs, she knows what the right thing to do 

is’ (IM). 

 

These conversations were largely held with the line manager (40%) or another senior leader 

(40%).   Personal development was the trigger for nearly two thirds (65%) of the conversations.  

Exploring future opportunities was a trigger for a fifth (20%) and the others were triggered by a specific 

job or an appraisal based conversation.  The outcomes of the conversations were varied and included 

ongoing coaching with the boss, a planned follow-up conversation regarding career options and taking 

up a new role.  Only three of the 20 conversations (15%) took place as part of a structured process.  

Two of these were as part of an appraisal discussion and the third was part of an HR driven programme 

to assess and develop people’s potential which was part of the organization’s talent management 

approach.   

 

Participants gave a clear sense of valuing these conversations, which were positioned as taking 

place within strong, trusting relationships.  For example, IS summarised some of her experiences; 

 ‘the great managers really understood me.  They accepted I was a bit different to others in 

the business.  They understood my drivers and listened, it was a two-way relationship.  They 

looked at what I wanted from life and career and had a genuine interest in where I was coming 

from…’  

IS 
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HW described his boss as ‘great at having conversations and aligning action during development’.  

When asked what made her so good, he described her approach;  

‘She really cares very deeply about people working for her -  she wants to make a meaningful 

difference to helping them grow.  She’s got a keen eye to understand how to help people with 

their development, it really is fantastic.  She asked lots of questions to understand - she wanted 

to know about me and my drivers and then she got back on this helping me to push things 

forward’  

HW 

These examples illustrate credibility on the basis of the relationship between the helper and the 

receiver (Bosley et al., 2007).  Furthermore, these extracts also create a sense of someone who is on 

their side, part of the partiality element of Bosley et al.’s (2007) anatomy of credibility.  These 

examples also illustrate a developmental approach to career support (Inkson et al., 2015).  The 

manager can be seen helping people through developing understanding of the individual’s aspirations 

and motivations.  The examples can also be considered through the lens of attachment theory, with 

the line manager as caregiver, involved in collaborative career planning (Crawshaw & Game, 2015).  

 

Further examples of collaborative conversations were described from the line manager’s 

perspective.  It is possible that the team member involved may not have viewed these conversations 

as collaborative.  However, these examples do indicate the value that managers placed on achieving 

these types of conversations.  RM described a series of conversations he was having with a team 

member.  They were exploring together how to meet her desire for growth alongside her restrictions 

on location.  He summarised the situation; 

 ‘We need to agree how we can help her to grow in her own role and expand the scope.  This 

person, she is very motivated, she loves the business, she wants to stay, wants to grow, we 

need to catch this and keep her motivated.  We’ve been giving her projects, things that give 

her the opportunity to develop skills – it helps me and her’. 

RM 

 

However, one line manager commented that not all team members want this type of 

relationship and support.  GB described the difference in her approach to two team members, one of 

whom was very keen to develop and instigated a lot of new challenges, resulting in a positive and 
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collaborative relationship.  The other team member had asked to do something, and this was then 

delegated to them, ‘but it was painful because they were not really interested’.   

 

Some wider issues emerged in terms of the collaborator conversations.  There is a clear link 

to power and whether it is really possible for a manager (or other senior leader) to genuinely balance 

the needs of the individual and the organisation.  This will be explored as part of the interpersonal 

relationships section below.  One of the perceived barriers to collaborator conversations was 

considered by both HR and line manager stakeholder to be the cultural environment.  The impact of 

this will be explored in chapter 7. 

 

Catalyst - a proposed additional category.  A group of participants described the significant 

positive influence that one particular manager had had on their career.  This manager was credited 

with helping the individual to see new possibilities in themselves.  This support is suggested as a new 

category of career helper.  The distinguishing feature of the catalyst is that they are credited with 

significant influence on career self-concept and subsequent career aspiration and direction through a 

proactive and challenging approach.  Whilst not always emerging as part of specific conversations the 

perceived impact of these managers was described in the career narrative.  This contribution may not 

have been noticed at the time, but it was assigned significance in subsequent descriptions of career.  

As such, this support was positioned as an important part of career narrative.  The word catalyst was 

chosen to describe this category for two reasons.  Firstly, it provided a powerful descriptor of creating 

or accelerating change and transformation.  Secondly, the metaphor was accessible and clear, and 

therefore consistent with the labels selected for the other categories (such as gatekeeper).  However, 

one feature of a catalyst does not fit as well.  A catalyst does not itself change as a result of the change 

it creates.  This may not be the case with career catalysts, but this was not explored in this research.   

 

Analysis showed that the catalyst contribution was a consistent theme, with 25% of the 

participants describing this type of career influence.  The manager’s career shaper role was part 

witness and part proactive gatekeeper.  However, it was delivered in a way that was often described 

as tough and challenging, pushing the person to do more, giving them opportunities to test themselves 

and demonstrating strong belief in their abilities.  Many of these experiences were summarised in the 

‘in at the deep-end’ comments on what had contributed to career success described in chapter 5.  The 

manager seemed motivated by their own view of the person’s potential rather than an aspiration 

being expressed by the individual, and as such, it was not necessarily a collaborative experience.  
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Indeed, a number of the participants described it as uncomfortable, although with hindsight they were 

very appreciative.    

‘I didn’t realise at the time just how good he was, he was really good and fair and would 

challenge, but not in a personal way.  There was lots of feedback and you would be anxious 

about performance meetings, because you wanted to do well – you would rise to the challenge 

he’d set…it was about respect, confidence, he toughened us up.  One of my weaknesses was 

that I wasn’t resilient, he made me be resilient to things… he had a huge impact as a line 

manager.  It’s really hard to direct your career for yourself’ 

UM 

 

‘He was pushing me at all times – sometimes it was uncomfortable…I was learning all the 

time, being held to account– he always wanted me to be better, it was very competitive, it 

brought this out in me’  

FW 

‘She was supportive and challenging, taking me out of my comfort zone, she helped to unlock 

skills that her immediate team were good at and showed great confidence in what we were 

doing’ 

RM 

This level of discomfort has also emerged in other literature.  For example, Correia et al. (2016), 

conducted a longitudinal study of the coach/coachee relationship.  They described a process of 

identifying beliefs, re-framing and increasing self-awareness as being uncomfortable, leading to 

continually questioning self.  Similarly, Kidd et al. (2004) identify that ‘challenge and advice’ may 

involve people feeling pushed out of their comfort zone.   

 

The described cluster of behaviours, activities and outcomes seems to be notably different 

from the existing shaper categories and therefore the additional category of ‘catalyst’ is proposed.  As 

stated above, this is likely to be a role taken by line managers who are also able to be gatekeepers and 

open up new opportunities and experiences which would not normally be available to a person in that 

role.  There may also be downsides to the role.  Within the present research there were no negative 

experiences shared.  However, it is recognised that some of the behaviours could, in a different 

environment, be received as unwanted and even verging on bullying, particularly given the power 
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issues at play.  The relationship between the line manager and the individual is likely to be a key 

influence on how the catalyst behaviour is perceived.  For example, as part of a trusting relationship 

the behaviour is likely to be viewed as constructive (as with the above examples).  However, if taking 

place without trust and respect, the behaviour may be perceived very differently. 

 

The catalyst role was also described by participants in their role as line managers.  A number 

of managers took great pride in sharing their stories of helping others in this way.  This tended to be 

described as something that they personally valued, rather than something driven by an HR process.  

As such, it supports the finding that personal motivation rather than policy or targets is frequently the 

motivation for managers to be involved in ‘personnel activity’ (e.g. McGovern et al., 1997; Purcell & 

Hutchinson, 2007).  For example, CL described his contribution to his team; 

 ‘I try to measure my success by what I have been able to positively impact on in terms of the 

organisation and also what impact I have had on talented individuals to help unlock their 

potential.  There are some that I have had a positive impact on and they are now outstandingly 

successful.  The actions I did was supporting them in their development, giving them the 

opportunity.   I feel pleased if I played a small part – and this is a key part of the role and of my 

satisfaction in it.  Growing talent to help fulfil potential helps the individual and as a side 

benefit it helps the employer’   

CL   

Similarly, BJ spoke of helping an individual who was about to be made redundant and did not have a 

good reputation in the business: 

‘I have a history of recruiting ‘waifs and strays’, historically I often seem to be the first person 

to really give them feedback about their impact and why things were not going well for them.  

I’m also happy to give them a genuine opportunity to develop and grow and give people the 

chance to change their opinion of the person’ 

BJ 

The person moved to a new role where they were very successful. 

 

The evidence of line managers regarding the catalyst role should be treated with caution.  It 

is possible that the team members they were working with may not have perceived the contribution 

as that of a catalyst.  For example, Smith & Campbell (2011) indicate, line managers may overestimate 
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their contribution in the development of their team.  Similarly, Truss (2001) described a disconnect 

between what the managers intend and the received impact on team members.   This discrepancy in 

perspectives was also picked up on by some of the HR stakeholders.  For example, Bridget stated that; 

‘the managers feel they are doing it well- - which isn’t the perception of their team members 

– there’s a mismatch!’.   

Bridget 

 Not all managers saw catalyst activities as part of their role, with a number describing that the ‘spark’ 

needs to come from the individual (MC).  In these instances, the line manager is likely to be a 

responsive gatekeeper and therefore not a catalyst.   

 

The career catalyst seemed to be a consistent theme of individual and line manager narratives.  

It would be interesting to research this further as a possible category of career shaper.  For example, 

was there any evidence of a catalyst category within the original research?  What are the perceived 

downsides (for the individual, the line manager and the organisation) to career catalyst role?  How 

does the power dynamic play out in these relationships and what are the implications for equality of 

opportunity? 

 

From the above descriptions, it can be seen that the shaper categories (Bosley et al., 2009) 

provided a helpful taxonomy for describing the different types of career conversation.  The findings in 

this research have also indicated that two additional categories could be helpful, collaborator and 

career catalyst. 

 

 

6.4 Perceived interpersonal relationships 

 

This section explores what was going on within the conversations in terms of the behaviours 

and nature of the relationship.  The importance of relationship has been previously identified in many 

studies (e.g. Bosley et al., 2007; Kidd et al., 2003; Ragins et al., 2000).  Due to the research approach 

for this study, information on the relationships between those involved in career conversations was 

not consistently collected.  Rather, this information is only available for conversations where the 

participant chose to share it in response to an open question such as ‘tell me more about that’, or 
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‘what was it that made this so helpful’.  This is in contrast to Kidd et al., (2004) who collected this 

information through the structure of their interviews.  The focus in this section is particularly on issues 

of trust and power which emerged from the conversation descriptions (although it should be noted 

that these were not labelled by the participants as power issues).   

 

Trust was described by a number of participants as an important contributor to helpful 

conversations.  Personal disclosure, or asking for help was particularly associated with trust.  For 

example, UM spoke in general terms about her experiences; 

‘The desire to open up to have these conversations is down to the individual, you have to trust 

the person and make yourself vulnerable’ 

UM 

Often participants described selecting someone to talk to based on their trust in them.  For example, 

RC went through a very difficult period in his career and was planning to leave the business, but 

decided instead to have a conversation; 

‘I knew and trusted the HRD – she listened, understood and identified an opportunity for a job 

which I could love not hate’. 

RC 

The absence, or breakdown of trust was also mentioned by some in both specific and general terms; 

‘I felt that she was weak to let me take it.  She didn’t defend me I lost a lot of trust and 

respect’ 

BF 

‘The tightly managed approach has consequences, because people don’t feel trusted’ 

CL 

 

The importance of trust was also frequently referenced by the HR stakeholders.  Indeed, it 

emerged in the initial analysis as a key feature of the local dynamics of the contextual map (to be 

discussed in more detail in chapter 7).   Across the HR interviews, three elements of trust were 

described.  Firstly, mutuality (as discussed under the collaborator role) was referenced with the 

approach working ‘for the individual and the business’ (Jessica).  Secondly, honesty was identified, 

with an awareness that this could be difficult for both parties.  For example, Richard observed that it 
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can be ‘culturally expected’ that individuals will say that they want to progress and are mobile, and 

they may not feel able to be honest if this is not the case.  Similarly, managers may not want to be 

honest about someone’s likely career path for fear of demotivating them.  Thirdly, Suzanne raised the 

issue of interpersonal style, with some managers tending to adopt a prescriptive approach with 

comments like ‘we think this would be good for you’, which was not seen as a good starting point for 

mutual trust and openness. 

 

A further area of trust was raised by the OD consultants who questioned the role of internal 

versus external career support.  Many of the OD consultants were involved in providing external 

coaching support and saw benefits of this approach to the individual and the organisation.  They felt 

that it was far easier to establish trust, enabling more openness and that an external person could be 

an advocate in a way that was difficult for an internal person.   This was summarised by Gillian;  

‘Trust is a big issue - are you going to trust the organisation if you open up and talk about your 

long term plans? The company is really just interested in you doing a good job.’   

Gillian 

 

The importance of trusting relationships as a precursor to positive career conversations is a 

consistent theme in the literature.  For example, Hirsh et al. (2001) refer to trust in the conversation 

giver’s motives; 

‘it was important that the giver had the individual’s best interests at heart and no particular 

agenda of their own’  

Hirsh et al. (2001: 15) 

This is consistent with the findings of Bosley et al., (2007) which described one type of career helper 

credibility emerging from a personal knowledge, with knowledge, understanding and care.  Trust is 

also a wider theme in the research on dialogue (e.g. Bokeno, 2007) and psychological contract (e.g. 

Guest, 2004).  Given the prevalence of ‘trust’ as an ascribed contributor to successful conversations, 

it was surprising that it was not a more common feature of the descriptions by participants.  This could 

be because the specific question was not asked, or because it was assumed it was a natural part of the 

conversations they were describing.  However, it could also illustrate that for some types of career 

conversation trust is not seen as an important feature.  For example, if someone is a gatekeeper, it 

may be that they make their contribution through their position, not because of a trusting 
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relationship.  In these instances, the person’s credibility as a helper was likely to be established 

through their structural role or knowledge.  Thus, these findings could be seen to support the 

proposition that credibility may emerge from either structural role, relationship or both (Bosley et al., 

2007). 

 

Power dynamics in the context of careers were considered in the literature review.  This 

highlighted the potential negative impact of power within coaching and mentoring relationships (e.g. 

Garvey, 2004; Rostron, 2009) and the potential conflicts for line managers when developing team 

members (e.g. Gibb, 2003; Nixon & Carroll, 1994).  Elements of power were discussed in chapter 5 

when looking at alignment.  In particular, this considered organizational transparency and the balance 

between individual and organizational needs in talent management and career development.  The 

perceived impact of power as it emerged in individual’s descriptions of career conversations has been 

considered at various points in this chapter (for example, as part of the discussion on the career 

catalyst and collaborator and when discussing the line manager’s role).   

 

Additional references to power dynamics in the career conversations are described below.   

For example, JP described her relationship with a previous boss.  She knew she was part of high 

potential group; 

‘but I never had a truly clear conversation about the long-term, for example about my interest 

in the marketing director role.’  

JP 

She described that her boss needed her to be a ‘capable pair of hands’, and she later had a 

conversation about whether she wanted to be a marketing director or ‘an excellent number 2’.  When 

describing this JP gave no indication that she found her boss manipulative, or that he was using his 

power to limit her career options. However, her comment about the relationship that her boss was 

‘very reliant on me, it was odd but healthy’, indicates that he may have been exerting power to further 

his own goals rather than those of JP.  Similarly, FL gave her power to her boss, ‘He’s the boss, I should 

do what he wants’. For FL, her primary aim was to please her boss and thus she would buy in to 

whatever he suggested (as described by Riddle & Ting, 2006).   
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6.5 Summary 

 

In this chapter career conversations have been discussed from the perspective of the way 

they are set up, the contribution of the conversation and the relationship between the parties 

involved in the conversation.   

 

Supporting the work of Kidd et al. (2004), many different types of career conversations were 

considered to be helpful.  Participants reported positive conversations about personal development, 

and there were also lots of positive conversations regarding specific job roles.  However, there were 

fewer conversations (and a lower proportion of positive conversations) looking at future career 

options when compared with Kidd et al. (2004).  Many of the positive conversations described in this 

research were informal and took place with the line manager.  Rather than benefitting from a 

prescribed type of career conversation, people seemed to find different types of conversation helpful 

at different times, possibly linked to different stages in their career cycle (Inkson et al., 2015).  This is 

contrary to the view of many of the HR stakeholders who, despite saying they recognised the value of 

the informal, expressed a desire for consistent, structured conversations which took place regularly.  

The value of informal, ad hoc conversations is also omitted from many of the recommendations which 

appear in the talent management literature. 

Within the current study there was evidence to support for all five of the career shaper 

categories described by Bosley et al. (2009).  However, within this sample, there seemed to be two 

additional categories.  Firstly, a ‘collaborator’ category is proposed.  This captures the career shaper 

who is genuinely working to match the needs of the individual and the organisation. As such, this is 

the category which can potentially help careers to be jointly managed (Clarke, 2013), acting as a bridge 

between the organizational talent and individual career agendas.  Secondly, a ‘catalyst’ category is 

proposed.  This is a line manager who challenges an individual to develop a new career self-concept 

and provides opportunities to support this.  There was evidence of both new categories and they were 

also described by the other stakeholder groups.  It is suggested that further research is conducted to 

develop greater insight into these categories to understand how common they are and how they can 

contribute to career development and talent management practice. 

 

The impact of interpersonal relationships highlighted that trust is an important feature of 

many career conversations.  However, it was not positioned as an essential element of all 
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conversations.  Issues of power were also seen to impact on career conversations, but the influence 

of this seemed to be varied, illustrating the complex and interacting nature of power relationships. 
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Chapter 7: The influence of organizational context  

 

 

Question four: In what ways does organizational context seem to influence the alignment of 

organizational talent needs with individual career goals, and the nature of career conversations? 

 

 

7.1 Introduction 

 

As discussed in the literature review, there have been calls for talent management to be 

studied within its social and organizational context (e.g. Collings, 2014; Iles et al., 2010).  However, 

these influences remain under-researched within talent management (Thunnissen et al., 2013a) and 

more generally (Johns, 2006). The present study aimed to make a contribution in this area.  Firstly, 

this was done through analysing the HR and OD perspectives of context.  Secondly, the five case study 

organizations provided data on contextual influences on talent management and career development 

from the stakeholder perspectives of line managers and individuals.  The inclusion of specific 

conversations and general comments enabled a review of the perceived and experienced impact of 

culture on career conversations within these organizations. 

 

The HR and OD perspectives will be introduced first.  This will build on the analysis of phase 

one of the research and will describe the contextual map which was introduced in chapter 4 

(methodology).  Each case study organization will then be briefly introduced.  This will include 

reference to the perceived purpose of talent management, the participants involved in the research, 

the formality of talent management structures (from De Vos et al, 2009), the culture with reference 

to career and talent (based on Schein cultural layers, e.g. 2010).  Experienced career conversations 

from each case study will then be considered to understand any organizational differences which 

emerge in terms of trigger, instigator, set-up, contribution and relationship.  For this section, the data 

for each case study were separated from other conversations described by each participant which 

happened with previous employers.  Wider views from each case study are then considered to build 

understanding of what people perceived to be working well and what they thought could be improved.  

Throughout there is reference to the different stakeholder perspectives and published research, 

linking this to the contextual map.   
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7.2 HR and OD perspective on contextual influences 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 7.1. Contextual map of talent and career influences. 

 

 

The HR participants’ views of contextual influences were reviewed as the research was being 

conducted.  As described in chapter 4 (methodology) these data were formed into a ‘contextual map’ 

illustrating the different dynamic relationships which were described as influencing organizational 

talent management and individual career development.  The metaphor of a map is widely used in 

academic work (e.g. the attachment map, Rousseau and Wade-Benzoni, 1995; or the conceptual map 

for career counselling, McMahon & Patton, 2006).   The map metaphor seems an appropriate way of 

considering the contextual influences in this study, indicating a representation or perspective of the 

territory.   The contextual map emerging in this study (recreated as Figure 7.1) shows a ‘local dynamic’, 

an ‘organizational dynamic’ and ‘wider influences’.   The positioning of these three levels is intended 

to illustrate that at the local level of the individual and the line manager there are a number of things 

which are seen to influence career development and talent management.  This relationship takes 

place within the context of the organization, with a number of potential influences at this level.  

Beyond this there were seen to be wider influences which could have some bearing on the talent 

management and career development and are represented as the ‘wider context’.  This 

conceptualization of different levels of context is consistent with the approach suggested by Johns 
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(2006).  The interactive nature of the relationships is not shown in the diagram itself, but is captured 

in the use of the label ‘dynamics’.  All of the headings within the diagram emerged from the interviews, 

with at least five participants observing that it was an important influence which they had noted.  The 

headings with the lowest frequency of discussion were technological changes and individual self-

awareness.  Some of the headings (for example cultural alignment and line manager skills) were raised 

and discussed by most participants.  Each area is discussed below, drawing out the possible 

implications for alignment between organizational and individual needs in general and for career 

conversations in particular. 

 

  

Local dynamics 

The local dynamics refers to the interaction between the individual, the line manager and their 

relationship.  They were described as dynamic parts of a system.  Thus, if the line manager was 

committed to supporting the career development of a team member, they were likely to invest more 

time in this which was seen as likely to then increase the drive, engagement and self-awareness of the 

individual.  Similarly, if the individual was highly driven in career terms, it was felt that they would lead 

their line manager and make proactive requests for support and resources.  Thus, regardless of the 

organizational dynamics it was seen that a driven individual or a committed line manager could create 

an environment of positive individual career development.  The focus of local dynamics was seen as 

primarily individual career development and enactment of some organizational talent management 

processes. 

 

Individual 

Drive • A desire to progress and grow with a willingness to invest time and 

energy to make it happen, normally accompanied by a sense of direction 

Engagement • Interest and desire to grow their career within the current organization 

rather than exploring external options 

Self-awareness • Awareness of: personal strengths and weaknesses; how to motivate self 

and how to influence others 

Line manager 

Interest • The commitment and interest to proactively support the development of 

team members through conversations, feedback and opportunities 

Skill • The interpersonal skills to make assessments, give feedback, explore 

career aspirations and create development plans 

Access to 

resources 

• The line manager’s ability to create development opportunities through 

their network, knowledge, informal and formal learning activities 
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Trust 

Relationship • Created through mutual respect, honesty and openness with a belief that 

the other party will provide genuine help  

Table 7.1: Description of local dynamics, HR participants 

 

A number of other points emerged in the development of the local dynamics, but were not 

raised by sufficient numbers of people to be included in the contextual map.  Network was considered 

by Charlie as her biggest ‘aha’ moment when exploring how to help people develop wider careers.  

Some of the actions on her project were subsequently focused on helping people to develop a 

balanced and purposeful network.  Career helpers other than line managers were also raised by some 

people.  For example, Marie, an OD consultant drew a parallel with mentoring; 

‘most successful people will identify one or more critical people who can hold doors open – 

relationships of high trust, showing the way, enabling and protecting.  The informal can be 

more valuable and the individual will often find the mentor they need’ 

Marie 

 

 

 The local dynamics illustrate a number of parallels with previously published research on 

career self-management and the line manager’s role.  For example, it encompasses providing feedback 

and supporting personal development (e.g. Yarnall, 1998), and a recognition of the importance of line 

manager skill (Garrow & Hirsh, 2008).  Similarly, reference to engagement can be seen to relate to 

career self-management activity which is ‘intra-organizationally’ focused rather than ‘inter-

organizationally’ driven.  However, some elements described in previous literature were not evident 

from this research.  In particular, there was no specific mention of the line manager’s role in providing 

information on future skills needs of the organization (e.g. Yarnall, 1998).  This is an interesting 

omission in the context of looking at alignment between organizational talent management and 

individual career development.  This could have been implicit, but was not specifically identified.   

 

 

Organizational dynamics 

 Some of the organizational dynamics were discussed in chapter 5 in terms of the perceived 

aims of talent management.  As with the local dynamics, these were considered to interact with each 

other.  Furthermore, where the organizational dynamics were supportive of individual career 
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development, it was expected that this would positively influence the local dynamics.  A summary of 

the organizational dynamics is given in Table 7.2.   

 

Strategic 

imperative 

• Why the organization wants to invest in talent management activities, 

influencing the top level engagement, the definition of talent (people, 

positions, pools) and the degree of urgency 

Cultural 

alignment 

• The extent to which the talent management activities were consistent 

with the existing culture.  For example, alignment in terms of the skills 

being looked for, the formal assessment approaches, feedback, sharing of 

information and commitment to following processes 

Structural 

opportunities 

• Opportunities for learning and development within role and in other roles 

across the organization through training, secondment, projects, lateral 

moves and promotions 

Transparency • Clarity regarding the roles and processes for career development and 

talent management with all parties having a shared understanding of how 

you get on round here or the ‘career deal’, including pathways 

Table 7.2: Description of organizational dynamics, HR participants 

 

The organizational dynamics were seen to influence talent management and career 

development in many ways.  For example, Simon described the importance in his organization of 

people who were highly competitive and would always deliver their targets; 

‘We want people who don’t need lots of support and are turned on by doing new things – real 

entrepreneurs.  We have a clear culture of being competitive against peers – comparing your 

success with theirs and our approach to careers and talent reflects this.  Our premise is that 

great people don’t need help – they will find their way to the top’. 

Simon 

This was reflected in their talent approach which gave financial reward for those identified as talent 

and gave lots of stretch assignments but little development support.  In contrast, Jessica described her 

organization as focused on long-term strategic goals. They provided lots of apprenticeships, coaching, 

secondments and other development opportunities.  It was described as taking place within a highly 

supportive environment where people were encouraged to shape their own future in line with their 

aspirations. 

 

Many of the participants saw structural opportunities as the biggest challenge.  For example, 

Rod referred to successive de-layering of the hierarchy which meant that there were ‘fewer stepping 

stone roles’ for people to broaden experience in preparation for the more senior positions. Steve used 

metaphor to explain the challenge; 
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‘There’s a challenge with career pathways as roles often go missing – so we have lots of junior 

people and then chasms to the next roles with few bridges’ 

Steve 

The lack of promotional opportunities was seen as a significant restriction on the organization’s ability 

to meet individual aspirations.  This, in turn was influenced in some organizations by a culture of risk 

aversion.  Consequently, these organizations tended to favour external candidates because the 

internal ones were not considered to be ready.  This was seen as having a negative impact on individual 

commitment (an example of a breach of the psychological contract).  Furthermore, Hugo, an OD 

consultant, linked this to a focus on transactional relationships and short-term goals which reduced 

an organization’s interest in investing in longer-term development activities. 

 

Transparency of the ‘career deal’ was mentioned earlier.  This was seen as including clarity on 

roles, clarity on routes for progression and the level of openness and honesty discussed in chapter 5.  

Most of the participants felt that this was an area for improvement.  Although there was often clarity 

on advertising of positions, the wider issue of how to progress was often seen as opaque.  This would 

make it difficult for individuals to build a ‘career world view’ (Bosley et al., 2009) that reflected how 

things generally happened in a given organization.  For example, Richard described his previous 

organization; 

‘there was a lot of favouritism, it wasn’t clear to individuals how they could get on’ 

Richard 

Similarly, John, a career coach, agreed that this could be improved, stating ‘there’s often little clarity 

about the ‘deal’ on career ownership’.  Furthermore, Marie, an OD consultant referred to one 

organization which talked about a ‘self-serve’ model for career development, but the experience of 

the people was that it was ‘all about tribes and patronage’.  This is unlikely to be viewed as ‘just and 

fair’ Thunnissen et al. (2013b).  A number of participants were aware that there was a lot of unfairness 

in the way people progressed.  This was evidenced in the high number of informal conversations about 

specific job roles as described in chapter six and may have negatively impacted on perception of 

psychological contract fulfilment (Conway & Briner, 2002).  However, this reported unfairness was in 

contrast to the hope that consistent talent management practices would increase fairness, and 

transparency of decision making.  Meanwhile, some organizations did have some very clear 

expectations.  For example, Stephen, an OD consultant, described a client which was very clear that 

in order to be a country Managing Director you needed to first be a director in another country.  This 

demonstrated high clarity of the career path for this role. 
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Other issues and concerns were also raised.  For example, the challenge when the career deal 

changed was identified.  Hermione discussed a previous employer who attracted people to join with 

the promise of exciting career development opportunities.  They were able to satisfy these 

expectations until they experienced a down-turn in business and had no opportunities to offer.  They 

tried to communicate a new career deal, but they weren’t entirely successful and turnover increased 

dramatically as people looked elsewhere for their career growth.  Similarly, Suzanne referenced 

employer branding and the need to ensure that the career deal given at recruitment could be 

delivered when people joined.   

 

All of the elements identified within organizational context have also emerged in previous 

research.  In particular, these findings support Garrow & Hirsh’s (2008) paper on ‘focus and fit’ in 

terms of the organizational dynamics and the fit to both culture and strategy.  Furthermore, some of 

the language used by the HR and OD participants is directly comparable to Stahl et al.’s (2012) six 

principles of talent.  These six principles include alignment with strategy, internal consistency and 

cultural embeddedness and management involvement (as indicated in the local dynamics).  Two of 

the principles did not emerge as strong themes in this research: balance of local and global needs and 

employer branding through differentiation.  The issue of local versus global needs was raised by three 

participants who worked in global environments and employer branding was identified by a different 

three participants, but these lower frequencies meant that these issues were not included in the 

contextual map.   

 

 

Wider influences 

Wider influences were also identified by a number of the participants.  These captured 

influences outside the organization and were seen as having a significant impact.  For example, cultural 

heritage was seen to influence career expectations, feedback style and openness.  Professional 

identity (particularly in engineering and medicine) was seen to influence career aspirations and career 

pathways beyond the organization.  Generational differences were also identified with some concerns 

that younger people wanted a different career deal.  These were not extensively analysed within this 

study.  However, it is interesting to note that all of these themes are consistent with previously 

published research.  For example, research on cultural differences (Al Ariss et al., 2014; Vaiman & 

Holden, 2011) and professional identity (Garrow & Hirsh, 2008).   
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The contextual map presented here can be seen to build on the work of both Garrow & Hirsh 

(2008) and Stahl et al. (2012), offering a visual way of considering the context.  Furthermore, the map 

illustrates a way in which influences on organizational talent management and individual career 

development can be combined and represented in one diagram.  This potentially provides a practical 

way of combining the perspectives.  However, at present the map just reflects the perspective of the 

HR and OD participants.  As the case studies are considered in the rest of this chapter, the application 

of the map to specific settings and the perspective of the individual and line manager will be 

considered.  This will enable further refinement of the contextual map.   

 

 

7.3  Case study one – JW 

 

JW has been established for over 30 years.  It is committed to excellence in customer service 

and aims to deliver slow, sustainable growth rather than short term profit.  The business has been 

through a number of phases of growth and at the time of the research employed approximately 2000 

people worldwide.  It prided itself on having an idiosyncratic culture with high trust and high 

empowerment.  This was partly evidenced through there being few formal processes within the 

business and a lot of the day to day work being conducted through conversation rather than through 

formal meetings and reporting. RJ summed this up saying; 

 ‘we have lots of conversations and a five minute report.  The conversations are the currency’. 

RJ 

This informal approach had previously applied to their people processes too.  However, over the 

previous 3 – 4 years, they had implemented a more structured approach.  This included the advertising 

of all positions, a set format for role profiles, a focus on attitude and drive rather than skill and a 

commitment to quarterly reviews.  There was a high degree of consistency in the way the culture was 

described from all stakeholder perspectives. 

 

The culture was described by the senior people leader (not called HR) as following a coaching 

approach; 

‘asking great questions, listening and exploring; keeping conversations going is the most 

important thing and throughout it needs to link back to the culture’.   

JW senior people leader 

This approach matched their stated commitment to internal development.  It was also consistent with 

their quadrant 1 position on the HR architecture model -  high value, high uniqueness (Lepak & Snell, 
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1999) as emphasized by the difficulty they described in finding suitable experienced hires.  

Furthermore, continuity of personnel for the future was considered very important, as illustrated by 

the comment from the senior people leader, ‘we expect our people to be running our business for the 

next 10 – 20 years’.  Research by De Vos & Dries (2013), found that organizations with a high desire 

for continuity were more likely to value intra-organizational mobility and to have a high number of 

formalised career management practices.   The findings from JW partially support this.  Evidence 

showed a high commitment to intra-organizational careers, with seven of the nine participants having 

only worked within this business in their professional working life (average length of service over 16 

years).  Furthermore, eight of the participants had experienced cross-functional careers, and the one 

who had remained within the same function had completed an overseas assignment.  However, rather 

than a high number of formalised career management practices, often associated with a paternalistic 

approach, (Arnold & Cohen, 2008), JW operated with very few (see Appendix 19 showing the career 

management practices for each of the case study organizations).  This was consistent with their overall 

culture, which as described above, was low on process and policy. 

 

 

Trigger Case study 1 

JW 

N = 9 

Case study 2 

HX 

N = 10 

Case study 3 

MT 

N = 8 

Case study 4 

SB 

N = 9 

Case study 5 

IH 

N = 4 

 Total + ve Total  + ve  Total  + ve  Total  + ve  Total  + ve  

Personal 

development 

19 16 8 4 4 3 12 10 5 3 

Specific job 

role 

25 19 4 1 8 5 5 3   

Exploring 

career options 

3 2 2  7 2 2 2 2 2 

Appraisal 2 1 4 1 1 1 1  2  

Other 7 4 8 2 3 1 5 2 1 1 

Total 56 42 26 8 23 12 25 17 10 6 

Table 7.3: Comparison of conversation triggers for each case study organization 
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Conversations at JW 

More than twice as many conversations per participant were described by those at JW 

compared with the other case study organizations (see Table 7.3).  This was likely to be partly due the 

high length of service but also the high incidence of conversations about specific job roles.  The 

conversations about specific job opportunities were more than three times higher at JW than at the 

other organizations and represented nearly half of all of the JW conversations described.  These data 

illustrate the different approach JW took to these direct conversations about job vacancies.  However, 

following feedback (approximately two years before this research) that the approach was not fair, 

there was a conscious decision to change the policy and stop the ‘tap on the shoulder’ approach.   The 

change was described by one of the participants; 

‘It wasn’t secretive before, more of a bulldozer, and I suppose, not very inclusive.  We used to 

spend a lot of time on succession planning (may be that was a bit secretive).  But now we spend 

very little – it [tap on the shoulder] is not consistent with advertising all roles’ 

AJ 

This change of policy seemed to have a dramatic influence on the nature of career conversations 

taking place.  Since the change, there were few informal conversations about specific job 

opportunities which had previously been so prevalent. There were however, reportedly, an increased 

number of personal development conversations.  The impact of this policy change can be seen in terms 

of Schein’s (2010) cultural layers as illustrated in Figure 7.2 below.  The previous approach seemed to 

be based on the assumption that people would go where they were asked.  The values of this seemed 

to be that the organization took control, with low levels of transparency.  This in turn had a visible 

impact on the nature of career conversations, with lots of informal conversations to invite people to 

move into new roles via a ‘tap on the shoulder.  This was described as changing dramatically when the 

value of fairness was incorporated into the career approach.  There were no longer taps on the 

shoulder, rather all roles were advertised and anyone could apply.  This example illustrates how 

culture can influence individual career development experiences and career conversations.  When the 

research took place, this change was still relatively recent so the longer-term impact on career moves 

and career development could not be explored. 
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Figure 7.2: Impact of policy change at JW 

 

Data for other conversations showed a similar pattern to those described in chapter 6 with a 

few exceptions.  One difference was a wider range of people reported as involved in the participants’ 

discussions on personal development when compared with the other case studies.  Of the 16 positive 

conversations described, only 25% involved the direct boss (compared with 43% across all of the 

positive conversations).  Other parties included peers through informal learning sets, senior leaders, 

either informally or as a mentor/coach and the learning function.  This was summed up by CE, 

‘everyone is approachable, you can confide in them’.  This breadth of involvement indicates a wide 

availability of people to talk with.  This is consistent with the organizational factors Kram (1985) found 

were likely to encourage mentoring, particularly the opportunity for frequent and open interactions 

between people in different parts of the organization.   

 

The described conversations at JW made a similar contribution to those depicted within the 

other case study organizations with a range of advisor, witness, gatekeeper, informant and 

intermediary roles.  There were two examples of collaborator conversations, but there was little 

Possible 
Assumptions 

Described 
Values 

Visible indicators 

Tailored job specs 

All vacancies advertised and 
anyone interested can apply 
and can talk to people about 
the opportunities 

Succession planning for 
management roles and 
frequent ‘tap on shoulder’ 
conversations 
 

High organizational control 
Low transparency 

Fairness and transparency 
are important 
Recruit on attitude and 
desire 

People will make their own 
choices, the drive comes 
from the individual 

 
People will go where we ask 
them to go 

 

New approach Previous approach 
Cultural layer (from Schein, 

2010) 
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mention of the organization responding to what the individual wanted.  Rather, career development 

was described as being managed by the organization (albeit without the support of formal processes).  

This supports the hypothesis put forward by De Vos & Dries, (2013) that in organizations with a high 

desire for continuity there would be an interest in organizational outcomes rather than individual ones 

and that the organization would take accountability for career management rather than encouraging 

personal accountability.  The change within JW to individuals needing to apply to roles may be an 

example of a shift towards a more protean view of careers as discussed by De Vos & Dries (2013) in 

response to their hypothesis not being supported by the data they collected.  There were two 

descriptions of a manager as a catalyst within JW.  In addition to this, a number of examples were 

shared of the internal learning and development team or peers taking on a very positive mentoring 

and coaching role.  However, there was a consistent message from all participants that the ‘spark’ 

(MC) for growth had to come from the individual (reflecting the ‘drive’ captured in the local dynamics 

of the contextual map). 

 

 Participants were all asked about what they thought was working well in terms of career 

development in their business, and what they saw as challenges/areas for improvement.  The findings 

are summarised in Table 7.4 below.  This demonstrated a high level of satisfaction with how things 

were being managed.  As can be seen, the focus on personal development was considered a key 

strength of the business.  The importance of this was summed up by BP; 

‘people who are switched into personal development typically have more conversations with 

people, attend more programmes and workshops, apply for more roles and learn more about 

the business and what would suit them’ 

BP. 

This approach was backed up by a significant focus on personal development as described by all 

stakeholder groups.  Within this, individuals were expected to take accountability for their own 

development, with opportunities for development and progression offered to those keen to do more.  

Some opportunities were also provided more formally by the organization, for example a quarterly 

‘management skills camp’ for the top 40 – 50 managers in the business to talk about personal 

development.  The internal development function was very highly spoken of and was credited with 

supporting the development of many of the participants. 

 

One of the areas identified for improvement was developing the appropriate level of process 

to support career development.  Elements of their approach were described as now being highly 

structured, for example the job specs and the recently introduced quarterly reviews which included 
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standard questions.  However, there was caution about embracing structured approaches in an 

organization which was managed largely through trust and informal mechanisms;  

 ‘the challenge is how to create enough formality about career progression, succession 

planning and performance management, but not too much.  If there’s too much then it 

becomes just about the admin, but if there’s not enough then it varies too much and 

becomes woolly’ 

RC 

This was confirmed by the senior people person, who recognised the need to continue to evolve and 

that ‘we haven’t got it all right’.   

 

Seen to be working well 

 

Challenges or could be improved 

 

• Focus on personal development rather than 

career  

• Willingness to take risks moving people into 

new roles and across functions  

• Ability for individuals to shape their own 

role or for the organization to adapt roles 

• Accessibility of people to talk to about 

development 

• Commitment to internal promotions and 

seen as positive if someone in your team 

moves on 

• Alignment from the top to set a climate for 

development including feedback and 

honesty 

• Line manager support for their team 

members 

• Clarity of expectations through the job 

specs 

• Lots of diverse opportunities for people 

with the drive 

• Commitment to long term growth not short 

term profit 

• Balancing flexibility and 

consistency/fairness 

• New style adverts are not always easy to 

understand 

• Could make sure consistent messages are 

cascaded so everyone understands how to 

get on round here 

Table 7.4: Participant perceptions of career development at JW. 

 

 

One feature of the results at JW was that few people seemed to engage in conversations about 

future career options, particularly in terms of what they wanted (see Table 7.3).  From the nine 

participants only LT mentioned conversations he’d had which actively sought to develop a picture for 
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the future.  Furthermore, whilst one participant was happy to ‘put it on the radar’ (PG), one participant 

described being cautious; 

‘because if I raise it they may assume that I’m not happy in my current role which isn’t the 

case.  But I think I’d like to talk about it’.   

FP.   

More common, seemed to be a trust that interesting opportunities would continue to emerge and 

that the organization had their best interests at heart.  Many explicitly put the interests of the 

organization above their own.  For example, YK stated, ‘if the business needs me to do something I 

will’.   The interviews suggested a very strong relationally based psychological contract influencing 

many of the participants.    However, it could also be seen as an extension of the people who thrive in 

a relatively unstructured environment often not wanting to plan ahead. The broader cultural dynamics 

of the JW case study could be further analysed, for example to explore potential incidents of ‘double 

think’ (El-Sawad et al., 2004) on the level of mutuality, however, that is beyond the scope of the 

current study. 

 

 The JW case study can be seen to reflect the contextual map particularly in terms of cultural 

alignment of the organizational dynamics.  The strategic imperative at JW was sustainable growth.  

This was consistent with the described long-term investment in personal development.  Furthermore, 

this supported structural opportunities for people to move between functions as part of their career 

development.  Culturally the approach to talent and career was aligned with the wider organizational 

culture with few formal processes.  Transparency had previously not been aligned with the approach, 

but this had been consciously addressed by the senior team.  This organizational context seemed to 

encourage line managers to be supportive of the career development of their team.  There was also 

strong evidence of the importance of individuals displaying both drive and self-awareness.  However, 

the relationships were with a broader range of people than just the line manager which is indicated in 

the local dynamics part of the contextual map. 

 

 

7.4  Case study two -  HX 

 

 HX is an engineering and technology business, employing 250 people in the UK, Asia and the 

USA.  Established for over 25 years, it is family owned and retains many of its founder’s entrepreneurial 

approaches.  As such, they are highly flexible, constantly evolving and exploring new opportunities.  

This creates a constant flux in organizational structure and many of the participants observed that 
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they were unclear on the strategy.  Many of the senior team and managers have been employed for 

their technical skill and have little experience of managing people.  They were slowly introducing 

management training and clarifying the role and expectations of managers.  An externally conducted 

employee survey indicated a generally positive level of engagement.  However, responses to a 

question on career progression indicated that this was an area the organization could improve on.  

The HR Director was aware of a gap between how things should be done and how they were being 

done for all people management.  Furthermore, she described cultural differences across the 

geographies, making alignment of policy and practice more difficult (as indicated by the ‘cultural 

heritage’ label in the wider influences layer of the contextual map). 

 

Employing highly qualified people, the HR Director positioned the purpose of talent 

management as developing and retaining these people for the future.   They took an inclusive view, 

‘for us, most people fall into the category of talent’.  They had experienced more ‘regretted leavers’ 

than they would like and had often found it difficult to successfully recruit from outside the 

organization.  Therefore, they had decided that they needed to focus on internal development as a 

strategic priority.  They did not have a history of this, which was summarised by the HR Director; 

‘There is no real history of people developing upwards and progressing through the 

organization – the culture of the business has been one of few structures, with people not clear 

who they work for and not knowing who works where’ 

HX HR Director 

Thus, as with JW above, they had high value, highly unique employees and continuity was a key aim.  

Having been very adhoc in their approach to people policy and practice, at the time of the research 

they had started adding more formality.  For example, the senior team had begun talking about talent 

management and using the nine-box grid to identify those with potential to progress to more senior 

roles.  An on-line appraisal process had also been launched which included prompt questions on 

aspirations. 

 

 

Conversations at HX 

 Ten participants from HX shared their experiences of career conversations.  However, one of 

these was from the HR function and largely shared her professional perspective rather than describing 

her personal experiences.  She did not describe any career conversations taking place at HX (although 

she described some at a previous employer).  The length of service for the participants ranged from 

one and a half to ten years, with an average of six years.   
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 The conversations described by participants at HX were more negative than those described 

within the other case study organizations.  This is summarised in Table 7.5 below.  A chi square 

calculation was completed on these data to see if there was a significantly higher proportion of 

negative conversations described by HX participants than participants from the other case studies.  

Accordingly, the negative conversations were compared with all other conversations.   The chi square 

calculation showed a value of 5.48.  This was significant at p < 0.05.  Further analysis of the data 

indicated some other differences when compared with conversations in other organizations.   In 

particular, comparatively few positive conversations were reported between participants and their 

line managers at 33%. This compares with the other organizations which reported an average of 60% 

manager conversations as positive.  This could be seen to confirm the HR Director’s concern in the 

abilities of line managers to conduct these conversations.  The other participants also viewed this as 

a problem, with one saying; 

‘most managers don’t know how to manage and don’t really want to do it – they don’t have 

time so they give it lip service’ 

IJ 

As can be seen in Table 7.3, there were more incidents of conversations triggered by appraisal than 

most other organizations.  For HX 15% of conversation were triggered by appraisal, compared with 

less than 5% in the other organizations.  The IH case study has been omitted from this comparison due 

to the low numbers.  Furthermore, there was a lower percentage of conversations described as 

informal (42%, compared with between 59% and 78% for the other organizations except IH case 

study).  This seems to reflect an environment where fewer career conversations took place outside of 

formal processes than many other organizations.  Indeed, the HR Director linked this to the culture; 

‘career conversations don’t fit comfortably within the culture as lots of our people are 

introverted and avoid conversations’ 

HX HR Director 

 

 Positive Neutral Negative 

Conversations at HX 

 

8 (31%) 11 (42%) 7 (27%) 

All other conversations 

 

100 (68%) 31 (21%) 15 (10%) 

Total of all conversations 

 

108 (63%) 42 (24%) 22 (13%) 

Table 7.5: Comparison of perceived conversation outcomes HX and all other conversations 
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 Within HX there were three examples of collaborator conversations.  Two of these were based 

around appraisal discussions, whilst the third was personal development based.  All three of these 

conversations took place with the line manager and represented half of the positive conversations 

reported with line managers at HX.  Although only referenced in three of the conversations, there was 

a sense that HX was a place where you could develop and had the scope to fulfil personal goals.  

Participants spoke very positively of the technical challenges and most saw an overlap between their 

aspirations to take on interesting technical work and the organization’s ability to provide this type of 

work.  For example, despite being unhappy about aspects of his current role, PJ stated; 

 ‘it feels as if there’s an overlap between my aspirations and what HX needs’ 

PJ 

However, many of them felt that they were not asked enough about what they wanted and that 

restructures were imposed without considering their personal career goals.  For example, KT spoke of 

the last restructure, saying;  

‘sometimes it works, sometimes it doesn’t.  It doesn’t seem to be communicated well.  The last 

one was imposed from the top – it didn’t feel that people were listening to us’ 

JT 

There were no examples given of managers acting as career catalysts at HX.   

 

 Participants were asked to share their reflections on career conversations and career 

development at HX, highlighting what they thought was working well and what the challenges/areas 

for improvement were.  The themes emerging are summarised in Table 7.6. 

 

 

Seen to be working well Challenges or could be improved 

 

• The opportunity to take on challenging 

work 

• Opportunity for individuals to shape and 

influence their role and career 

• Enjoyable work environment 

• Freedom to pursue own interests 

 

• Lack of visible career paths  

• Lack of transparency about how to get on  

• Lack of clear and stable strategic direction 

combined with frequent restructures 

making career planning difficult 

• Lack of consistency regarding advertising 

new posts 

• Annual discussion about career at appraisal 

isn’t enough 

• Many managers don’t have the skills to 

manage others well or to have quality 

conversations, a lack of consistency 
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• Culture does not encourage open feedback 

and discussion on aspirations 

Table 7.6: Participant perceptions of career development at HX. 

  

 The ability to shape your own role was identified by a number of people as a big strength of 

the organization and a way to progress.  For example, BB said; 

‘you can be self-directed and expand your role and it can give you the opportunity to get 

promoted. A few people do this – but not everyone… some people realise this is how you get 

on, but new people may not realise’ 

BB 

As he suggested, a number of people did not realise this was a way to progress.  Whilst three people 

felt it was clear ‘how to get on round here’, the others described the lack of clarity and transparency 

as a frustration.    Difficulties with understanding about progression were linked the changing strategy 

and structures, the size of the company and the flat structure.    There was a recognition that there 

needed to be a balance – people appreciated the flexibility and did not want too much structure, just 

a little more than they currently had.  For example, LM stated; 

‘generally, it’s lacking in strategy and structure…too much structure can be stifling, but the 

balance at the moment is probably a little out – there’s too little structure’ 

LM 

 

The HX case study was also reviewed with regards to the contextual map.  Firstly, the wider 

influences were identified by the HR Director.  This was particularly in terms of the cultural differences 

between the geographies and the impact of professional identity for engineers whereby technical 

work was preferred over people management and leadership.  Secondly, the influences of changing 

strategies and structures were seen by individuals to make it difficult to engage in career planning.  

Furthermore, the lack of transparency regarding ‘how to get on round here’ was seen to inhibit career 

self-management.  The organizational dynamics could provide a helpful way of categorizing the 

improvements individuals wanted to see (as summarized in Table 7.6).  Despite the organizational 

dynamics not being generally conducive to organizational talent management or individual career 

development, there were some positive experiences.  This illustrated that local dynamics could 

operate independently of organizational dynamics and enable positive career development 

experiences. 
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7.5 Case study three -  MT 

 

MT is a UK based FMCG organization employing just over 100 people.  The business is 

ambitious and has delivered consistently high growth.  Whilst it is part of a larger group it is described 

by those in the organization and the group as having its own distinctive culture and being committed 

to creating an engaging and empowering place to work.  The financial success has been delivered in 

tandem with awards for its positive culture. Participants all spoke very positively of the culture, 

describing it in emotional terms, for example, ‘I fell in love with the place… I feel a real affinity to things 

here’ RM.  The culture is a source of pride for the organization and cultural fit is considered important 

in new recruits.  People are valued and recognised for being entrepreneurial, for finding ways to 

deliver and for investing a lot of themselves in the business. These are indicators that the business has 

a high proportion of high value, high uniqueness employees (Lepak & Snell, 1999).  The participants 

had a varied length of service between 1 year and 11 years, with a mean of 6 years. 

 

The HR Director described talent management as covering the whole employee journey.  

There was a focus on people considered high potential, which included key performers as well as those 

who were seen as having potential to progress.  Being part of this high potential group created 

additional group wide development opportunities.  People were not told if they were part of this group 

or not (an example of what Dries & De Geiter, 2014 termed ‘information asymmetry’).  The rationale 

for this was a desire not to demotivate or devalue people not in the group.  Furthermore, they didn’t 

want to be dishonest and invite people to apply for roles when they had already identified a preferred 

candidate.  However, there was a move to be more transparent about job moves, to communicate 

more and to have better discussions with people about where they could go.  Some people highlighted 

that the secrecy of high potentials was ‘a little bit out of the culture’ (RM).   

 

 

Conversations at MT 

 The most striking feature of the MT conversations was the different balance of personal 

development and future career options when compared with the other case study organizations.  

Positive conversations on future career options were higher at MT, (30%, compared with less than 

12% for the other organizations except IH).  These figures are illustrated in Table 7.3.  A chi square 

calculation was completed.  This compared the number of conversations about future career at MT 

with the conversations about this at the other case study organizations (see Table 7.7 below).  This 

showed a chi value of 6.02 which was significant at p < 0.05.  A similar calculation was done for the 
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number of development conversations.  This was not significant.  However, the percentages indicated 

some variance, with 17% of MT conversations being triggered by personal development, but within 

other case studies this was 38%.   

 

Trigger MT Other case study 

organizations 

Personal development 4 44 

Future career options 7 9 

Total number of conversations 23 117 

Table 7.7: Comparison of frequency of positive conversations on personal development and future 

career options 

 

Six of the eight participants had been involved in discussions on future career, trying to 

understand the options they had to develop their career.  In keeping with the company policy, none 

of them knew if they were part of a high potential group or not and they were unsure if such a group 

existed.  However, only two of these conversations had been considered to have a positive outcome 

(with one clearly seen as negative and the others neutral).  The two positive conversations were both 

collaborative in nature, clearly seeking to align individual and organizational goals.  For one person, 

the outcome was a role that was tailored for her, for the other person the outcome was a focused 

development plan to start working now on skills, knowledge and experiences which would be helpful 

for the future.   

 

In contrast to the high number of conversations reported to be about future opportunities, 

there were comparatively few conversations regarding broader personal development.  Within the 

reported conversations there was less focus on feedback, self-awareness and general development 

than there was in the other organizations.  This was further evidenced by the ratio of career shaper 

activity.  Within MT conversations for every witness contribution there were two gatekeeper 

contributions.  However, for the other organizations there was a higher proportion of witness 

contributions, a ratio of approximately 2:3 of HX and SB and a ration of approximately 1:1 for JW. 

 

These data seemed to reflect MT concerns raised by the HR Director.  Firstly, that people 

within the business tended to have a narrow definition of career development, focusing on vertical 

career progression rather than broader development.  Secondly, as a result of the culture, some 

people found it difficult to give clear and direct feedback.  Interestingly, whilst people reported 
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receiving little feedback in their own career conversations, a number of them mentioned the feedback 

they shared in their role as line manager.  However, it should be noted that this may not have been 

received as feedback by the team member. 

 

Another feature of the MT conversations was the high percentage of the conversations 

reported as informal (78% compared to 60% or less for other organizations).  This was explained in 

some of the comments which described the culture as very friendly, with everyone being willing to 

give their time to talk with someone else.   

‘At MT people give you time, they will want to talk about it.  It is fundamentally different to 

xxx [previous employer].  I can be open and honest about the conversation and they will listen’.   

IR 

This accessibility of a wide range of people to talk with was greatly appreciated (see table 7.8 below).  

Furthermore, it was considered acceptable to approach senior people (within the business and the 

group) directly, without needing to go through your own manager.  As with JW above, this could 

provide a positive environment for informal mentoring (Kram, 1985).   However, it should be noted 

that although people described the culture as ‘open and honest’, the organization was not transparent 

regarding talent management activities. 

 

Seen to be working well 

 

Challenges or could be improved 

 

• High engagement, people want to stay 

• Accessibility of people who are happy to 

have conversations with you 

• Open to moving people across functions 

• Open and honest environment 

• Feel supported and valued 

• Informal, value the ‘whole person’ 

• Flexibility to create roles if there is a 

business case 

• Line managers varied in their skills and 

ability to have conversations and give clear 

feedback 

• Moves seen as adhoc and reactive rather 

than planned 

• Focus on short-term performance can 

reduce the willingness to create 

development opportunities 

• Size and structure means that there are big 

jumps between levels 

• Greater clarity on what the career 

development roles are for the individual, 

the manager and the organization 

• Greater collaboration with the group 

company to broaden development 

opportunities 

• Frequent changes of manager can reduce 

quality of conversation 



182 
 

• Help to give people a clearer sense of 

progression and growth in-role 

 

Table 7.8: Participant perceptions of career development at MT. 

  

 

One of the challenges at MT was seen as the size of the business in headcount terms.  This 

limited the structural opportunities for progression, particularly once people had reached a 

management or leadership role.  Everyone commented on this as a difficulty.  For example, JR stated;  

 I want to progress upwards, but there are no middle roles’ 

IR 

A concern about how to progress, (with few obvious routes) may partially explain the high number of 

conversations regarding future opportunities.  Some felt that the lack of structural opportunities was 

made worse by a risk averse approach to job moves.  Possibly due to the ambitious growth plans; 

‘the business is very cautious of moving people too fast’  

BW  

The business had historically been seen to bring in external people rather than to promote internally 

if someone was not considered completely ready.  The HR Director felt that the structural challenge 

of limited promotion opportunities was one of the inhibitors for managers having career 

conversations. 

‘managers are afraid to have the conversation because they can’t magic a role for people, so 

they think, ‘what can we do?’’ 

MT HR Director 

She was keen therefore to change the people’s thoughts on what a career is, helping them to look 

more widely at development and growth rather than hierarchical progression.  To support this, she 

was planning some organizational support to build confidence and skills at having these conversations 

and really understanding what people want from their career in the broadest sense.   

 

During the research discussions, a number of people reflected on how they wanted to take 

greater accountability for their career.  This represented their career world-view impacting on their 

career action (Bosley et al., 2009).  For example, having identified that individuals needed to take a 

high level of responsibility for their career, BW stated; 

I need to start to be more proactive about conversations to talk through opportunities.  I 

need to start conversations about where I might go, to understand people’s thinking.  I don’t 

do enough of this.’ 
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BW 

Indeed, six of the eight participants demonstrated how they were taking accountability for their career 

development.  

 

 As with the other case studies, MT can be considered in terms of the contextual map.  This 

illustrates the interactive influence of the organizational dynamics.  For example, the strategy of high 

growth seemed to limit the desire to move people into roles before they were considered to be 

completely ready, thus avoiding ‘in at the deep-end’ experiences.  This, in turn, seemed to influence 

the local dynamics.  Firstly, in terms of individual’s recognizing the lack of obvious career moves and 

thus wanting more of the conversations to clarify options.  Secondly, the HR Director felt that these 

dynamics influenced the line manager’s interest and commitment to these conversations as they were 

concerned that they couldn’t offer any solutions.  Furthermore, this case study seems to illustrate the 

influence of an individual’s level of engagement.  Individuals described themselves as committed to 

the organization, wanting to stay and therefore keen to engage in conversations regarding their 

future.  However, as with JW, the contextual map heading of ‘line manager’ did not adequately reflect 

the nature of career support people were receiving from the wider network. 

 

 

7.6  Case study four – SB 

 

 SB is a financial services organization providing a range of consumer services.  It has a history 

of strong financial performance with organic growth and some acquisition.  At the time of the research 

they employed approximately 3500 people, mostly in the UK, but some in Northern Europe.  The Head 

of Talent was recently appointed (joining from another organization).   SB had a reputation for its fast 

pace, people took pride in the agility of the organization and the speed at which change was 

introduced.  They had consistently had very high engagement scores (measured through an 

independently run employee survey), but like MT, they tended to be marked lower on questions 

relating to career development opportunities.    Whilst people spoke positively of much of the culture, 

there was a dislike of what was seen as a generally status driven and hierarchical approach.  The 

position of SB on the HR Architecture model (Lepak & Snell, 1999) was not clear.  People were certainly 

seen as high value, but the uniqueness was sometimes communicated as high (for example, messages 

that ‘it is such a strong culture that it is easy not to fit in – some people just won’t survive’, IS), and yet 

a significant external recruitment into senior roles indicated a lower level of uniqueness. 

 



184 
 

 Talent management was viewed by the Head of Talent as an inclusive term, so that ‘all people 

have the opportunity to accelerate’.  One segment of talent was the people deemed to have high 

potential and the executive team had expressed concern about having a ‘narrow pipeline’ of talent for 

the future.    The aims of talent management were positioned in terms of becoming an employer of 

choice and having greater insight into employees’ wants and needs to help drive performance.  

Enablers of this were seen to be increasing the levels of trust and transparency.  The Head of Talent 

felt that the current approach needed to shift to be more involving of individuals; 

‘the conversation [at the moment] is about the individual rather than with them – and it covers 

a snap shot in time rather than an ongoing dialogue – we need the individual driving more of 

the agenda about their wants and needs’  

SB Head of Talent 

She was concerned that whilst some processes had been developed to support this, managers still had 

a mindset that it was not their role to develop talent.  Furthermore, she felt that some even saw 

developing talent as detrimental to them personally and professionally.  She indicated that they felt 

that if people were developed and then left it could limit their personal ability to meet their objectives.  

Her views on this highlighted a potential role conflict as indicated by Purcell & Hutchinson (2007). 

 

Nine people were interviewed.  The length of service ranged from 2 years to 10 years, with an 

average of five and a half years. 

 

 

Conversations at SB 

 A feature of the conversations at SB was the high percentage which were triggered by 

personal development (as shown in Table 7.3).  These represented 48% of the conversations 

compared with less than 33% for the others (with the exception of the IH case study).  The results also 

showed that a high percentage of the conversations were self-instigated, representing 40% of the 

reported conversations compared with an average of 22% for the other case study organizations.  

Furthermore, a high proportion (78%) were described as informal, which was counter to the generally 

formal approach taken within the organization.  SB also had the highest number of collaborator 

conversations with six being described by participants.   

 

The above results seemed counter to the picture shared by the Head of Talent.  However, the 

general comments people made about career conversations within the organization were more 

consistent with her view and highlighted some interesting cultural dynamics and their perceived 
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impact on career conversations.  Within this case study it seems as if the reported conversations were 

not typical of how participants saw things generally operating within the organization.  This could be 

partly due to the group of people who were interviewed.  The majority of them were active in 

managing their career and felt that they understood ‘how to get on round here’.  Many of them also 

felt that they had a strong line manager, and were keen to highlight that a lot depended on your 

particular line manager.  Therefore, this sample may not have been representative of the wider 

organization.  The observed discrepancy could also be partly due to a gap between the perceived 

culture as held in the stories of how things happened and the culture as experienced through day to 

day work.  For example, the organization was consistently described as highly demanding and fast 

paced and this belief was widely shared.  However, there was less evidence regarding the ways this 

manifested.   

 

One visible cultural indicator (Schein, 2010) was the large number of external senior recruits.  

This was attributed to a focus on high delivery, creating a perceived risk when appointing internal 

people, who may not be seen as quite ready.  This was interpreted by some as unfair, with ‘external 

hires coming in at lower quality in senior roles, despite them having unknown weaknesses’ (RM).  The 

proportion of external senior recruits was seen to limit development opportunities for existing 

employees.  Furthermore, the delivery focus and high demands were seen by some to reduce the time 

available to invest in personal development.  There were also examples of people’s career progression 

being blocked as they were considered ‘too valuable’ (IS) in their current role.  These cultural examples 

indicate a potential breach of the psychological contract (Conway & Briner, 2002; George, 2009).  

Employees described joining the organization expecting a different deal with more opportunities to 

develop, grow and progress.  Furthermore, the lack of perceived fairness and consistency, with few 

formal processes could further reduce satisfaction (Slay & Taylor, 2007).   

 

The organizational environment and propensity for recruiting externally had impacted on the 

career world-view of some of the participants.  They described a career self-management strategy of 

networking (Sturges et al., 2002) to help them to progress. The function of this approach was also 

recognised by the Head of Talent;  

‘if someone is highly ambitious they hope to get the attention of someone senior who will 

give them development opportunities’ 

SB Head of Talent 

In practice, many sought patronage, with a senior person acting as a gatekeeper and advocate.  For 

example, one participant actively cultivated her relationships with senior stakeholders and recognised 
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the value that had created for her in terms of an extensive network of senior advocates.  She summed 

it up saying; 

It is important to be aware of the cultural and political context… part of that is working hard, 

profile raising and getting visible.  Because of the structure being in business units you need to 

network to get visibility – there are lots of bright and proactive and determined people.  You 

need to think how to get noticed beyond working hard and this is another dynamic you have 

to use’ 

BM 

Another participant had not adapted her career world-view to the SB environment.  She did not 

identify the importance of networking within the culture and had not been helped to understand what 

she could do to grow her career.  There was a sadness in her description of her recent career; 

‘Since joining SB [eight years previously] I have not been promoted. I have some frustration at 

not having anyone in the business I could seek advice from about this about my career but I 

did speak to HR.  I do observe others moving around not necessarily having seen a role that’s 

been advertised, I can’t see how it happened but some people do seem to move’ 

LH 

 

A number of participants described mixed messages regarding the culture generally and 

career development in particular.  It was described by the Head of Talent as ‘schizophrenic’.  One of 

the other individuals described messages that the individual was accountable for driving their career, 

but the organization was seen to be taking control. 

‘At the moment it’s parent child ‘we think this will be good for you’.  We tell people that they 

need to plan, but people observe that the organization takes control – it’s a bit dysfunctional’   

OA 

This was positioned by this participant as being connected to the low risk environment, such that 

despite talk of empowerment and innovation it was difficult because of a ‘philosophy that you need 

to get things one hundred percent right’ (OA).  Furthermore, there were stories within the organization 

of people who had tried and got it wrong who had then left, creating a culture of ‘play it safe’ (OA).  It 

has been suggested (Holbeche, 1995) that if the organizational style is autocratic then it is very difficult 

to encourage staff to take accountability for their career.  This appeared to be part of the challenge at 

SB.   

 

 

 



187 
 

Seen to be working well 

 

Challenges or could be improved 

 

• People observe a lot of strong talent 

around them 

• Increasing number of development 

opportunities 

• HR seen as supportive 

• Financial support for qualifications 

• Fast growing and moving business with 

interesting opportunities 

• Hierarchy and business structure makes it 

difficult to progress upwards 

• Little movement between business units 

• Appraisal focuses on delivery and short-

term issues not career 

• Inconsistent approaches to assessment and 

development depending on line manager 

• Business units can have parochial view and 

want to retain their talent 

• Some people have more to offer but felt it 

was not being tapped into 

• Lack of development opportunities and 

visibility of career opportunities 

• Patronage favours those with networking 

skills and makes it difficult for those who 

don’t invest in this 

 

Table 7.9: Participant perceptions of career development at SB. 

 

A summary of what was seen to be working well and opportunities for improvement is given 

in Table 7.9.  Given this cultural background it is interesting to note that there were some examples 

of very positive career conversations.  This would seem to indicate that despite a seemingly 

unconducive prevailing culture, when the local dynamics (between the line manager and the 

individual) were aligned, then positive career conversations could take place.  Furthermore, this case 

study indicated that whilst there was a stated desire to understand more about employee wants and 

needs and respond to them, this was not currently aligned with the organizational dynamics.  For 

example, the existing culture seemed to limit promotion opportunities for internal candidates.  

Furthermore, the ‘career deal’ seemed based on patronage and competition rather than transparent 

processes.  Moreover, there were examples of the organization’s strategic needs taking clear priority 

over individual needs through the blocking of career moves. 
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7.7 Case study five – IH 

 

 IH is a large NHS Trust, employing over 11 000 people across a number of sites.  According to 

the Head of Learning and Development, the Trust had ‘a big OD [Organizational Development] 

agenda’.  As part of this they had invested time thinking through and rolling out work on values and 

behaviours.  It was described as a positive and energetic place, with a shared commitment to do the 

best for the patients.   Part of the work on values was an emphasis on having quality conversations, 

which was seen as an important message to improve the employment experience of teams which had 

been shown to link to providing a good experience for patients.  The focus on quality conversations 

was seen as more important than the development and implementation of policies (for talent 

management and other people management areas).  Indeed, the Head of Learning and Development 

described them as ‘still in the early stages’ on implementation of talent management.   The 

conversation approach was being encouraged through training and briefings, with some more in depth 

work taking place in collaboration with areas which had a specific interest in working on this.  Some 

of the work was also supported by NHS wide resources on maximising the talent conversation.   

 

The Head of Learning and Development described two workshops he had conducted within 

the Trust on talent management.  He also shared some feedback from an employee survey.  These 

both illustrated the variety of perspectives and sub-cultures operating within the Trust.  These findings 

were supported in the current study.  For example, in some areas feedback indicated that 

development and career opportunities were shared and everyone had access to them.  However, in 

other areas some indicated that the process for progression was opaque and based on patronage 

rather than capability.  For example, LC stated, ‘it’s sheer luck, sometimes it’s about who you know’.  

The Head of Learning and Development indicated that local leadership had a big impact on the culture 

and access to development opportunities.  Furthermore, he described the lack of formal structures 

and reporting arrangements which could make things feel chaotic, making it difficult for people to 

know how they could get on.   

 

Four people from IH took part in the research.  Six other participants had agreed to be 

involved, but cancelled their meetings at short notice.  Unfortunately, my host was unable to support 

rescheduling these meetings as he was about to leave the organization on a six month secondment. 

However, I decided to proceed with the research and to include this information as one of the case 

studies.  Despite the low numbers, the case study does provide some additional insights on the 

contextual influences on alignment. 
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 Each of the participants worked in a different area of the Trust, three were in support 

functions and one was in a clinical role.  The length of service was from 4 years to 13 years with an 

average of just under eight years. 

 

Conversations at IH 

The four participants shared ten specific workplace career conversations that had taken place 

at IH.  Of these, 60% were described as positive and 50% were triggered by personal development.  

Two of the conversations took place as part of appraisal and both were viewed as negative.  Given the 

small number of conversations it is difficult to draw any conclusions from these data.  However, the 

general comments did provide some interesting insight as outlined below.   

 

The power of sub-cultures and the impact of local leadership was demonstrated by some of 

the comments.  For example, JH worked in a support area which had no defined career path.  Aware 

that this made things difficult for his large team, he had proactively developed a training programme 

to provide greater structure for personal and career development.  He was also keen to work 

collaboratively with other Trusts and encourage a cross-organizational career pathway.  He felt that 

such a pathway would make it easier to attract professional staff and also easier to develop and retain 

them.  He was working on this with some input from his boss, but he did not mention any involvement 

of HR or Learning and Development.  Interestingly this idea of cross organizational collaboration on 

career pathways had also been raised by an HR Director in one of the other NHS Trusts involved in 

phase one of this research.   

 

Corporate strategy was highlighted by one participant as an influence on career.  She worked 

in a support area which was under pressure to reduce costs.  She described the impact of this on her 

career self-management; 

‘having a career conversation can feel selfish when others are losing their jobs.  You have to 

tread carefully and be aware of not putting yourself at risk… I can’t afford not to have a job, 

so to an extent I need to self-protect’ 

IM 

The impact of cost pressure was also raised by UM.  She felt that those who were able to cope were 

given more to do and this gave them less time to invest in their own development and growth.  
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 The lack of formal career support and structures was seen as a challenge by two of the 

participants.  VM had previously had a boss who had been a catalyst for her career.  He had challenged 

her and proactively given her new opportunities.  However, she now had a boss who was not proactive 

and she didn’t know how she could influence things.  She knew there were lots of opportunities but 

the lack of formal structure meant she had no visibility of the opportunities and therefore felt unable 

to access them.  LC had been able to attend lots of development events, and learn through a variety 

of secondments, but she was also frustrated by the lack of structured support.  She wanted to know 

how the Trust could use all of her learning; 

‘The Trust have spent a lot of money on me and I’ve had study leave.  But they’ve not said 

where is our five year plan with you…I would like to give more back…I do question how it all 

links up, there’s lots of opportunities in an organization like ours that don’t seem to be realised.  

It would be reasonable for the organization to demand more from me, more payback’. 

LC 

Whilst accepting she had some accountability to work this out, she wanted help with this and was 

unsure where to turn for this help.   

 

Due to the small sample size and varied experiences there were no consistent themes on what 

was seen to be working well and challenges /things to improve.  A table of these data for IH has 

therefore not been produced.  Similarly, consistent with the observation regarding sub-cultures, there 

was no common description of talent management or career development in IH which could be 

reviewed with reference to the contextual map. 

 

 

7.8 Summary 

 

Taking a view from the different case studies has shown considerable differences in the types 

of career development and career conversation reported by participants in each organization.  In 

particular, there were differences in the trigger, the setting (formal or informal) and the perceived 

contribution.  This supports the findings from the HR and OD professionals that ‘organizational 

dynamics’ will influence the nature of talent management and career development.  The HR and OD 

participants had identified influences in terms of strategic imperative, cultural alignment, 

transparency and structural opportunities.  The data from the individuals and line managers reinforced 

the view that these parts of organizational context influenced the experience of career development.  

Furthermore, specific examples of these influences were provided.  These data were used to refine 
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the descriptions of the organizational dynamics elements of the contextual map first described in 

Table 7.2.  The updated descriptions are shown in Table 7.10 below and an updated diagram is 

presented in Figure 7.3.  An additional heading has also been identified, to capture the formal talent 

and career processes which were part of the individuals’ and line managers’ experiences (albeit largely 

through appraisal and generally not particularly positive). 

 

Organizational 

Dynamics 

Elements 

Strategic imperative • Availability of skilled people to meet future resource demands 

(internally and externally) 

• Strategic time horizon 

• Risk taking appetite for development opportunities in deployment 

• Desire for employment continuity 

Cultural alignment • Availability of people to talk with 

• Feedback quality and regularity 

• Degree of formal or informal people processes 

• Level of interest in career development and personal development  

Structural opportunities • Size of the organization 

• Opportunities of role changes 

• Number of levels and ‘gaps’ between levels 

• Secondment and development opportunities 

• Formal training opportunities 

Transparency • Visibility of job opportunities 

• Expectations of individual and line manager (roles) 

• Openness regarding talent management processes 

• Clarity of ‘how to get on round here’ 

Formal talent and career 

processes 

• Process for applying for jobs 

• Formal feedback/discussion on strengths and career opportunities 

• Additional processes such as career planning workshops, succession 

planning, development centres and formal career conversations  

Table 7.10: Elements of organizational dynamics 

 

  

These case study data also helped to develop understanding of the local dynamics element of 

the contextual map.  This was influenced by the findings in chapter 6, looking specifically at the nature 

of helpful career conversations.  The initial descriptions can be found in Table 7.1.  The additional input 

from the individuals and line managers confirmed these descriptions with two minor changes. Firstly, 

the ‘line manager’ category was shown to be too restrictive as many individuals described a range of 

people involved in their career development conversations.  Accordingly, the ‘line manager’ category 
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has been broadened to capture others who may influence an individual’s career development.  The 

heading of ‘career shaper’ has been used, borrowed from the work of Bosley et al., (2009) to represent 

a wide range of relationships which may support an individual’s career development.  Secondly, the 

reference to a trusting relationship has been removed.  Whilst recognizing that trust emerged as an 

important part of some career development support (such as a collaborator conversation), it was not 

positioned as an essential element for other support.  There were also two additional headings 

identified, one for the ‘career shaper’ and one for the individual. The additional career shaper heading 

references the contribution they make by understanding the organization’s future skills and 

resourcing needs.  This was often not seen to be done well, but did emerge as part of the line 

manager’s role.  For the individual, networking was seen as an important part of managing their own 

career and is thus included as a fourth element.  

  

In addition to the above changes, the interactions between the local dynamics were illustrated 

by participants.  This showed that rather than positioning interest, skill and access to resources as all 

present in the ideal career shaper, some career shapers will be targeted to provide just one element 

of this support.  This is counter to the view expressed by the HR and OD participants but is consistent 

with the findings of Bosley et al. (2009).   

 

The evidence from the present research indicated that the contextual influences on talent 

management and career development are complex.  This supports a systems perspective of an 

organization rather than a simple model with cause and effect.  An updated version of the contextual 

map is shown in Figure 7.3 and is offered as a way of illustrating these influences on three levels: local, 

organizational and wider.  The assertion here is not that these are the only things that influence talent 

management and career development or that these are discrete, separate elements of context.  

Rather, these descriptions represent the language and described experiences of the stakeholders in 

this study.  As described in this chapter, these elements of organizational dynamics can be used to 

illustrate differences between case study organizations.  Further research is suggested to consider the 

value of the contextual map as a diagnostic or planning tool.  This could also explore the utility of the 

contextual map in environments, such as IH where there are considered to be a number of sub-

cultures operating.  Similarly, the ways in which the local dynamics shape individual careers and any 

differences according to the career shaper typology (Bosley et al., 2009) could be explored. 
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Figure 7.3: Revised contextual map of talent and career influences. 
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Chapter 8:  Conclusion 

 

8.1 Introduction 

The purpose of this study was to build understanding of potential alignment between organizational 

talent management and individual career development.  The role of workplace career conversations 

in supporting possible alignment was an area of particular interest.  The study was designed to build 

contextualised knowledge from a variety of stakeholder perspectives.  As with many qualitative 

studies, a large volume of data was created.  This thesis has followed the exploration of four research 

questions. 

RQ1: In what ways do stakeholders seek alignment between organizational talent and 

individual career goals? 

 

RQ2: In what ways do stakeholders see career conversations as an opportunity to align 

organizational talent needs and individual career goals?  

 

RQ3: What types of career conversations are seen to make positive contributions to people’s 

career development?  

 

RQ4: In what ways does organizational context seem to influence the alignment of 

organizational talent needs with individual career goals and the nature of career conversations? 

 

The research methodology was described in chapter 4, and the findings related to each 

research question were described in chapters 5, 6 and 7.  This chapter aims to summarise the findings 

for each of the research questions and to look across these to identify contribution of this study.  The 

research questions will be considered first, summarizing the findings, rather than relating them back 

to the previous research (which has been extensively done in the preceding chapters).  Some overall 

themes will then be offered to draw out the contribution of this research.  Some ‘testing out’ of these 

themes with clients and leaders will then be described as a further way in which I drew out and verified 

the conclusions (as illustrated in chapter 4, methodology, Figure 4.1).  As positioned in chapter 1 

(introduction), I shall then reflect on the findings from a consultancy perspective, to illustrate a 

possible organizational response to the findings.  The implications of this study from the perspective 

of talent and career theory will then be discussed.  This will summarize how the findings in this study 
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support, extend or challenge other research and discuss possible avenues for further research.  Finally, 

my reflections on the research journey will be shared.   

 

8.2 Review of research questions 

RQ1: In what ways do stakeholders seek alignment between organizational talent and 

individual career goals? 

The exploration of findings to this research question includes a consideration of the aims of 

talent management and career development, the intended and experienced practices, and the 

intended roles. 

The findings illustrated that for most of the HR participants involved in the study there was 

little connection between organizational talent management and individual career development.  The 

aims of their talent management strategy were to secure resources to meet the organization’s future 

needs.  However, there was little formal evaluation of the extent to which these aims were achieved.  

Many of the HR participants described a number of talent practices. However, there were few 

attempts to genuinely understand individual needs and HR participants were generally dissatisfied 

with the effectiveness of the tools they had for understanding aspirations and motivations.  The talent 

management practices adopted by participants tended to be formal and were not designed with an 

agenda of alignment.   Furthermore, some of the practices, particularly regarding transparency, may 

have deterred the type of relationships which could support alignment.   The HR participants clearly 

positioned individuals as accountable for their own career development.  However, they were aware 

that they could do more to support them.    

The other stakeholders involved in the study (individuals and line managers) however, 

positioned alignment between individual and organizational goals as very important.  In particular, the 

manager’s role was seen as being a ‘broker’ to help find the common ground and develop plans to 

meet all parties’ needs.  Accordingly, individuals and line managers both described activities to build 

understanding of needs as a precursor to alignment.  For example, line managers described investing 

time in understanding individual goals and individuals described building their network to find out 

more about the organization’s needs.  

Thus, with a few exceptions, the HR participants did not describe actively seeking alignment 

between organizational and individual goals, but the line managers and individuals did.   
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RQ2: In what ways do stakeholders see career conversations as an opportunity to align 

organizational talent needs and individual career goals?  

For the HR participants, career conversations appeared to be a very different subject to talent 

management.  These conversations were viewed as largely taking place within the line relationship 

with a focus on partnership and shared goals.  Furthermore, whereas many of the HR participants had 

an exclusive view of talent management, career conversations were seen as a tool for all employees.  

There was an expressed desire to improve the quality of these conversations and to equip managers 

with greater skills so all employees could benefit from them.  However, concerns were expressed that 

these conversations were difficult to get right, and that managers may struggle to be competent.  

 For the line managers and individuals these conversations came across as a natural extension 

of their desire for alignment.  They saw ongoing conversations with managers and others as the way 

in which individuals could further their careers and line managers could support the development of 

team members.  They identified three types of conversation which could support their career 

development: ‘where am I now?’; ‘where am I going?’ and ‘how will I get there?’. 

Thus, it can be seen that all stakeholder groups saw career conversations as an opportunity to 

align organizational talent needs and individual career goals. 

 

RQ3: What types of career conversations are seen to make positive contributions to 

people’s career development?  

A wide range of career conversations were described as making a positive contribution to 

people’s career development.  These conversations were often informal, largely taking place outside 

of organizational processes.  Indeed, feedback on conversations taking place within the appraisal 

process indicated that these did not tend to help career development.  A variety of people were 

involved in these conversations, and many participants actively sought the people they wanted to 

speak with.  Descriptions of the conversations with line managers were largely positive, and line 

managers were the biggest giver of personal development conversations.  A number of participants 

were keen to have more conversations regarding future career options and building their 

understanding of the organization’s needs.  This clearly links to their desire to find alignment as 

discussed above.   

Overall, rather than there being a specific type of conversation which is seen as positive, the 

value seemed to be from being able to have different types of conversations at different times, 

depending on needs. 
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RQ4: In what ways does organizational context seem to influence the alignment of 

organizational talent needs with individual career goals and the nature of career conversations? 

The findings on context illustrated some of the ways in which setting may influence the 

alignment of organizational talent and individual career needs.  These influences were positioned on 

three levels: local dynamics (between line manager or other career shaper and the individual); 

organizational dynamics (strategic imperative, cultural alignment, transparency and formal talent 

processes) and wider influences (cultural heritage, professional identity, generational differences and 

technological changes).  The HR and OD participants illustrated the influence of each of these 

elements.  The case studies then provided specific examples and contributed to a refinement of what 

was meant by each of the headings.  For example, the case studies highlighted a difference in the 

‘strategic imperative’ part of organizational dynamics in terms of their strategic time horizon.  Case 

study JW had a clear goal to deliver slow and sustainable growth.  This seemed to encourage long term 

investment in people, with lots of cross functional moves and internal promotions.  In contrast, case 

study SB and MT were both aiming to deliver significant year on year growth.  They were less likely to 

support cross functional moves and both organizations had a tendency to recruit externally rather 

than promote from within.   

Thus, it was found that organizational context had multiple influences on alignment in general 

and career conversations in particular. 

 

8.3 Overall contribution 

Drawing together themes across a whole study is an important part of identifying the overall 

contribution of the research.  This process almost inevitably involves some intuition and subjectivity.  

The following contributions are therefore offered in the recognition that a different researcher could 

make a different selection.  For me, a review of the findings surfaced the following macro themes: 

there tends to be a disconnect between organizational talent management and individual career 

development; talent management is generally focused on formal process rather than broader context; 

individuals are seen as accountable for their career, but they are not helped in this and in some 

instances their interests may be disregarded. Each of these shall be explored below. 

The findings demonstrated the separation between organizational talent management and 

individual career development within most of the organizations involved in the study.   The HR 

participants focused predominantly on talent management and the organization’s needs with little 

reference to meaningful exploration of the individual’s wants or needs. However, when describing 
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career conversations, they offered a very different perspective, with an emphasis on partnership and 

relationships.   Individuals and line managers meanwhile seemed focused on finding the common 

ground between organizational and individual needs.  Furthermore, organizational talent 

management was largely conceived in terms of formal processes, whereas individual career 

development was largely described in terms of informal approaches with little reference to talent 

management.  Thus, it seemed that, for most organizations, talent management and career 

development were operating in parallel with little cross over.  However, both would seem to be 

inextricably linked.  Individuals are the subject of talent management, and without their development, 

deployment and retention, the organization will not deliver its talent management aims.  It therefore 

seems appropriate to take a more joined up view across organizational talent and individual career.  

Such an approach was described by one of the HR participants, but this was not one of the case study 

organizations, so the view from the individuals and line managers was not explored. 

As described above, the talent management focus was described by HR participants largely in 

terms of formal process.  There was an awareness of the wider context and the way this influenced 

the enactment of these processes, but there were few examples of actions to address these (for 

example the challenges presented by reduced structural layers).  However, as shown in the case 

studies, the context had considerable influence both on the enactment of policy and on the way in 

which individuals developed their career.  The ability of an organization to achieve its talent goals 

through a singular focus on formal process is therefore questioned.  Rather, it would seem helpful to 

adopt a more systems based approach, taking a broader perspective on talent management practices, 

such as the systemic approach suggested by Lips-Wiersma and Hall (2007).  This could, for example, 

include activities to support informal approaches at the local level.  Furthermore, it could include 

clarifying structural opportunities or reviewing barriers to internal promotions to provide more ‘in at 

the deep-end’ experiences.    

 

A third theme related to individual accountability for career. The majority of participants from 

all stakeholder groups described the individual as accountable for their own career.  However, whilst 

some individuals had an understanding of the ‘career deal’, many were confused and did not 

understand what they could do to develop their career.  This had a number of potential consequences, 

particularly in terms of fairness.  For example, there was a risk that those with higher social capital 

were advantaged which could have a negative impact on diversity and inclusion.   Furthermore, many 

organizations were giving ‘mixed messages’ with statements of individual accountability, but actions 

taken by the organization.  There was a recognition from all stakeholder groups that it would be 

helpful to make it easier for individuals to take ownership of their career.  It was felt this could be 
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done through greater clarity of the roles and expectations of the individual, the line manager and the 

organization.  The aim was to provide the information and tools needed for everyone to understand 

how to progress (in their current role or an alternative role).    

 

8.4 Drawing and verifying conclusions  

A number of activities helped the ongoing drawing and verifying of conclusions.  Firstly, the 

participant reports provided feedback on how the descriptive findings were received.  Secondly, parts 

of the findings were presented at three different conferences.  Thirdly, the contextual map was used 

with two clients as a way of exploring their talent strategy.  Finally, taking a consultant perspective, 

the implications of the study were considered.  The insights from each of these activities will be 

described below. 

 

Two participant reports were written.  The first provided a description of the findings from 

the HR and OD professionals.  The feedback on this was very positive.  People found it very helpful to 

hear about the practices used by other organizations.  Furthermore, follow-up conversations with two 

of the participants suggested that the contextual map was a very helpful way of thinking about the 

influence of context.  A further two of the organizations had completed internal research on career 

and leadership conversations and stated that the diagram echoed their internal findings.  The 

usefulness of the diagram was further indicated by a number of requests from participants to share 

the findings with colleagues.  The report for individuals and line managers was shared with these 

participants and also with the HR and OD participants.  A number of the HR people made contact 

following the report indicating that it had been very helpful and they were sharing it with other HR 

colleagues to build understanding of the value of career conversations.  Specifically, the value of ‘in at 

the deep end’ experiences and networking were commented on as providing a helpful perspective.  

Furthermore, the description of three elements of career conversations (where am I now, where am 

I going and how do I get there) was found to be helpful.  Again, this indicated that this report of the 

findings provided some new insights of value to the readers.   

 

Some of the findings were shared in sessions at three conferences: a British Academy of 

Management (BAM) interest group on talent management, an Institute of Leadership (ILM) 

conference and the annual Association for Business Psychology (ABP) conference.  Time in these 

sessions was limited, but again the findings were positively received.  The BAM conference focused 

on presenting the initial version of contextual map and was conducted before the other stakeholders’ 
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input had been received.  Whilst feedback was positive, the conclusions drawn were narrow due to 

only covering the HR and OD perspective.  Furthermore, the key themes from a theoretical and 

practical standpoint were not clearly made.  Consequently, additional analysis was conducted to  bring 

greater clarity to the themes and the ways in which the findings supported, extended and challenged 

other research.  The ILM and ABP conference attendees were leaders and consultants rather than 

academics.  They responded very positively to the concept of a new type of career based on 

partnership (as per Clarke, 2013).  They were very engaged in the idea of career shapers as ‘catalysts’ 

and ‘collaborators’ and were quickly able to relate the ideas to their own experiences and to 

challenges they faced. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 8.1 Contextual map of talent and career influences 
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client as a diagram ‘in development’.  The headings were used to facilitate discussion on career 

conversations and the way in which different elements of the context were seen to help or hinder 
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time was exploring a broader talent strategy, using the later version of the contextual map (see Figure 

8.1).  Again, the headings were used as points for discussion, starting with the strategic goals for talent 

management.  For this client, the activity highlighted the broader influences on the enactment of 

talent management.  They were planning to invest more time in building individual understanding of 

the career deal and providing resources to support career self-management.  These two client 

experiences reinforced the value of the contextual map as a stimulus for conversation.   

 

The client facing examples above have given some indication of ways in which the findings 

could be used in a consulting capacity with organizations.  Since completing the research, I have had 

some further consultancy conversations on the findings.  These have encouraged clients to join their 

thinking on talent management and career development and to think more clearly about an 

individual’s needs.  Whilst recognizing the contribution of formal processes, greater attention to the 

informal and contextual features has been suggested.  For example, this could be done by finding 

examples of career catalysts within the organization and recognizing them and creating educational 

material on career self-management for individuals.  A summary of some discussion points I now cover 

with clients in the context of talent management is given in Table 8.1. 

Strategic imperative • What are your business needs? 

• How important is alignment to you? 

• How can you evaluate and measure the impact of your activities? 

Structural 

opportunities 

• How to communicate emerging organizational needs to help shape 

people’s thinking on ‘where am I going?’ 

• What opportunities can you create for people to develop skills and 

experiences in the absence of the ‘stepping stone’ roles?  

Cultural alignment • How open do you want to be about the talent agenda and 

processes? 

• What are the implications and consequences of this? 

• What informal approaches can you support? 

Role transparency • How to increase the transparency of the career deal and make roles 

transparent to all 

Formal talent and 

career processes 

• Which formal processes support your strategy? 

• How can you collect quality information on people’s aspirations? 

Career shapers • How can you support people in giving great conversations 

• How can you engage and support these people (not just through 

written communications) 

Individuals • How to provide greater support for individuals in terms of career 

self-management 

Table 8.1: Discussion points for how to improve organizational talent management.  
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 8.5 Implications for talent and career theory  

This study has referenced widely varied research and theory as shown in the chapters 

reporting the findings.  In the same way as some ‘big themes’ were selected from the findings, some 

have also been selected from a theoretical perspective.  A number of implications will be considered 

below: the overlap between talent management and career development; the new organizational 

career; career shaper roles; the influence of context; local dynamics; the varied nature of helpful 

career conversations and methodological approaches.  Possible avenues for further research will also 

be introduced as appropriate. 

 

A starting point for this study was the observation of an apparent disconnect between 

organizational talent management and individual career development.  This had also been referenced 

in academic literature, for example De Vos & Dries (2013).  The HR participants’ explanations of talent 

management illustrated that organizational talent and career activities tended to all be conducted 

under the umbrella of ‘talent management’.  This supported the suggestion by Yarnall (2008), that 

talent management was ‘rebadged’ organizational career management.   A number of writers in the 

field of talent have recommended the benefits of mutuality between the organization and the 

individual (e.g. Campbell & Smith, 2014; Capelli, 2008).  However, the results from this study indicate 

that there is little reference to mutuality or alignment within talent management practice.  In contrast, 

when discussing career conversations, the HR participants described an interest in a partnership 

approach to individual careers.  This illustrated a separation between the way talent and career were 

viewed by the HR stakeholders, potentially an example of bracketing (Giddens, 1991).  Furthermore, 

it indicates a contrast between a ‘hard’ approach to talent management and a ‘soft’ approach to 

career development (Truss, et al., 1997).  This raises a number of questions.  Firstly, do organizations 

genuinely want to achieve a more mutual or aligned approach to talent management?  If so, what can 

they do from a context and practice point of view to fully engage with individual career aims?  If an 

organization does want a more aligned approach it seems appropriate to draw on the extensive 

literature on career, in particular the literatures on organizational career and career self-management.  

Thus, this research supports the suggestion by Inkson (2008) that there are benefits in bringing the 

two approaches together.  It is therefore suggested that further research is conducted to combine the 

approaches from the fields of talent and career. 

 

The new organizational career was suggested by Clarke (2013).  Within this study, Clarke’s 

propositions were partially supported.  In particular, there was strong evidence that people described 

experiencing flexible, varied and challenging organizational careers.  Moreover, many individuals had 
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enjoyed development experiences.  However, there was limited evidence of jointly managed career 

conversations and career experiences, and there were no examples of ‘jointly managed careers’ over 

a longer time frame.  Furthermore, whilst there were some examples of ‘balanced relationships’, these 

tended to be between individuals and their line manager (or a trusted other person) rather than with 

the whole organization.  In this thesis, the JW case study perhaps came close to this, but the lack of 

conversations about the future indicated that perhaps the organization tended to retain control.  

However, the propositions of ‘jointly managed career’ and ‘balanced relationships’ were described by 

individuals as how they would like things to be.  Further research, looking for individual examples of 

jointly managed careers and organizations which tend to have a high number of these would provide 

greater understanding of the new organizational career from a context and process perspective. 

 

The career shaper roles (Bosley et al., 2009) were used within the analysis of this research.  As 

discussed in chapters 6 and 7, two additional career shaper categories have been proposed; 

collaborator and catalyst.  These conversations were valued by the individuals, and line managers also 

indicated that they enjoyed supporting people in these ways.  These categories may be specifically 

appropriate to the management and professional population in this study, but could also be more 

widely visible.  As with any typology, these categories could have a number of applications.  Firstly, 

they can provide a helpful way to classify behaviours in future research, building increased 

understanding of how (and if) these categories contribute to career development.  Furthermore, 

differences between organizations could be explored to understand the environments in which these 

types of conversations are most likely to take place.  These areas would both be interesting lines of 

enquiry for future research.  Secondly, the typology could be applied in a training setting, helping 

career shapers to build understanding and skills to support them in their career development roles.  

Thirdly, it could be helpful for individuals to consider the types of conversation they currently have 

and the types of conversation they may want to initiate in the future.  

   

The influence of organizational context has been referenced by many writers (e.g. Collings, 

2014, Iles et al 2010, Thunnissen et al 2013a).  The current study was designed to further 

understanding of the ways in which context was seen to influence talent and career.  The resulting 

contextual map (Figure 8.1) provides a way of describing these influences.  Whilst developed from the 

data, the contextual map was clearly shown to relate to other research (e.g. Garrow & Hirsh, 2008; 

Johns, 2006; Stahl et al., 2012).  Furthermore, the inclusion of the local dynamics brings in some of the 

existing literature from career.  These include the manager’s role in career development (e.g. Yarnall, 

1998) and approaches to individual career self-management (e.g. Seibert et al., 2001).   The contextual 
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map offers a number of possible avenues for further research.  In particular, it could be used as a 

research tool with other case study organizations to explore its generalizability.  Beyond this, each 

element could be clarified in more detail and potentially developed to include a diagnostic set of 

questions or points for discussion.  It would also be interesting to compare a number of organizations 

and see if there are any patterns of organizations with certain strategies, cultures etc.  

Within this study the local dynamics (interaction between the individual and a career shaper) 

emerged as perhaps the most important element of individual career development.  However, within 

talent research this relationship tends to have been overlooked.  It is therefore suggested that this 

offers an opportunity for further research.  Once more, this would provide an opportunity for cross-

fertilization of ideas between academic disciplines such as mentoring and career.  It would be 

particularly interesting to conduct research with dyads (in a similar way to Kram, 1985).  A longitudinal 

study could be particularly valuable to build understanding of how these shaper roles develop and 

how organizations can support such informal interactions.   

 

The varied nature of helpful career conversations in this research was consistent with the 

findings of Kidd et al., (2001).  In particular, the informal conversations were seen to support career 

development.  This was summed up by a client in one of the context sessions as ‘on demand, not on 

time’.  The value of the informal, unscripted conversations challenges the recommendations by Smith 

& Campbell (2010) and Clutterbuck (2012).   Their suggestion of a set format for career conversations 

was not supported by this research. Furthermore, the observation that these conversations did not 

always take place within trusting relationships seems contrary to much received wisdom.  These 

findings would be interesting to explore further.  In particular, it might be useful to examine how to 

help individuals seek out the conversations they want with the people who can add value. 

 

Finally, this study has responded to previous calls for research.  Firstly, as discussed above, it 

has taken a contextualised approach (at individual and organizational level).  This has answered calls 

from a number of writers including Collings (2014) and Iles et al. (2010).  Secondly, the research 

involved input from three stakeholder groups, thus fulfilling suggestions from Clarke (2013) and 

Thunnissen et al., (2013a).  Finally, the approach combined talent and career literature, thus 

illustrating the overlap and benefits of working across these boundaries (De Vos & Dries, 2013; Inkson, 

2008).  Thus, the study could provide a model for other research which aims to capture contextual 

influences, represent stakeholder perspectives and combine different literatures.   
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8.6 Study limitations and surprises 

As discussed in chapter 4, there are a number of limitations with this study (as with all other 

research).  The limitations as a result of the sample, the methods and the analysis will not be revisited 

here.  However, the limitations due to my ‘positionality’  (Lincoln, 1995) are important to revisit in the 

light of the findings.  My previous experiences and beliefs have inevitably shaped the findings (Cassell 

& Symon, 2012).  Throughout the preceding chapters some of these influences have been highlighted.  

For example, the similarity of the perceived contributions of career conversations with Egan’s skilled 

helper model (e.g. Egan, 2013) was identified.  Similarly, the development of the contextual map was 

recognised as influenced by complexity theory.  One influence which has not hitherto been discussed 

is my pre-existing frustration with many HR professionals who do not apply a critical lens to their 

practice (an issue raised in chapter 4).  This research has, in many ways added to this sense of 

frustration. Indeed, I have been surprised by the extent to which thinking seems to be ‘bracketed’ 

(Giddens, 1991).  For example, there seemed little thinking of the potential consequences of a lack of 

transparency (beyond justifying the approach being taken).  Similarly, whilst many of the HR 

participants were engaged in initiatives to increase engagement, few had considered how to use talent 

management or career development as vehicles for this.  Furthermore, the consequences of the 

‘mixed messages’ on career development (the individual as accountable, but not being given the tools) 

had not been considered by many participants.  Finally, the low level of awareness of the influence of 

power and politics surprised me.  For example, an acceptance by many of the HR participants that 

patronage existed but was not a concern.  Overall, I was disappointed by the extent to which the HR 

participants focused on a ‘guardian of the process’ rather than ‘employee champion’ role (Farndale et 

al., 2010). 

 

However, not all of the findings have confirmed my previous assumptions and views.  During 

a presentation of my research at a Loughborough University student colloquium (May 2015), I was 

asked by Professor Christine Coupland what had surprised me thus far in terms of my results.  The 

question struck me, and at the time I found it difficult to answer.  However, I now summarise some of 

the findings which have surprised me, thus illustrating how my findings (and the research process) 

have encouraged me to challenge my own taken for granted knowledge (Burr, 2003).   

 

The number of positive conversations reported by individuals was a pleasant surprise for me. 

I had not expected to hear so many experiences of positive conversations.  However, all individuals 

were able to describe positive experiences and many of these had taken place with their line manager.  

Similarly, the commitment and awareness shown by line managers was a very positive surprise.  Many 
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managers described themselves as very engaged in supporting the careers of their team members, 

with a particular interest in seeking alignment.  Whilst recognising that there could be a gap between 

their descriptions and their actions, and they may have engaged in ‘identity work’ (Rapley, 2004), the 

way they described their interest was very credible.  Perhaps, like the HR participants, I was too ready 

to assume that most line managers did not have the skills or interest to conduct constructive 

conversations.   

 

I was also surprised by the lack of mutual appreciation shown between the HR functions and 

the line managers.  Neither seemed to really understand or appreciate the contribution of the other.  

For example, as indicated above, the HR participants tended to assume that line managers were 

uncommitted and unskilled in terms of developing their people.  Furthermore, the line managers 

tended to be negative when describing the contribution of HR in general and HR processes in 

particular.  This has a potential implication in terms of alignment and highlights the importance of 

taking all stakeholder views and needs into account. 

 

The level of informal conversations was also unexpected.  Throughout my career I have been 

involved in implementation of many performance management and coaching programmes.  Whilst 

recognizing the limitations of these, I have tended to feel that they add value.  However, the focus on 

informal conversations as a vehicle for career development was greater than I had anticipated.  Such 

informal approaches are consistent with an emergent complexity approach.  The findings are making 

me question the role of formal processes and how they can be improved (if there is a role for them). 

 

A further surprise was the number of people who had experienced cross-functional moves 

within an organization.  I had assumed that this was still quite rare, albeit something to be encouraged.  

However, the findings illustrated that many individuals were experiencing a flexible and challenging 

career, with many opportunities for development as suggested by Clarke’s new organizational career 

(Clarke, 2013).  However, I was not surprised by the lack of jointly managed careers which are another 

proposition of Clarke’s new organizational career. 

 

The final big surprise was how little things appear to have changed.  It seems that over the 

past 20 years the language of talent management has replaced that of organizational career 

management.  However, the issues and debates seem to be the same.  For example, the 

recommendations from Herriot & Pemberton’s 1995 book, ‘New Deals: The revolution in Managerial 

Careers’ resonate with the findings from this study.  Albeit set against a different set of economic and 
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global challenges, the suggestion of clear contracting on the career deal applies equally in today’s 

climate and is a clear recommendation emerging from this study.  Similarly, some of the issues raised 

by Hirsh & Jackson (1996) echoed findings from this study.  For example, their findings are summarised 

as follows; 

‘The case studies indicated that sustainable career development requires a degree of 

alignment between messages regarding employment and development. Despite the general 

rhetoric of career development, employers appeared to be focusing their career development 

efforts on senior managers and "high-potential" staff, while leaving the wider work force to 

manage their own career development’ 

Hirsh & Jackson (1996:1) 

In addition to being an interesting observation, this was also somewhat sobering.  Despite all of the 

attention to talent management, and the rhetoric about the need to urgently address these issues, 

there seem to have been few advances in practice.   Perhaps such rhetoric on talent management is 

equivalent to the rhetoric on the death of organizational careers:  a lot of talk, but little evidence to 

support a fundamental change (e.g. Arnold & Cohen, 2008).   

                

 

8.7 Reflections 

This chapter has attempted to draw together the themes and findings from across the 

study.  The potential contribution of this research to both practice and theory has been shown.    The 

central theme of the thesis has been alignment of individual and organizational goals.    The findings 

suggest that HR professionals do not tend to seek alignment between organizational talent and 

individual career.  Line managers and individuals however are keen to create opportunities for 

alignment.  Career conversations are seen as an opportunity to align organizational and individual 

goals.  A wide variety of conversations are seen as contributing to individual career development, 

many of these are informal and take place with the line manager.  There seem to be a number of 

contextual influences on talent management and career development.  These have been represented 

as taking place at different interacting levels: wider; organizational and local. 

Completing this thesis has been an exciting and enjoyable learning journey.  I have learnt a lot 

about the research process and were I to start again there are things I would do differently.  The 

experience has fulfilled my desire for structured learning and for developing an in-depth knowledge 

of one particular topic.  However, I have not yet reached my destination.  Rather, I see this thesis as 
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an initial venture, one in which I have looked at the terrain and developed an overview of the 

environment.  My next adventure will take me into more detail on one of the roads I have seen… 

perhaps building on the contextual map or developing approaches to encourage more informal career 

conversations.  I don’t yet know, but I do know that I will continue to bring together academic and 

practitioner thinking.  
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Appendix 1 Phase 1: Participant profile summary 

 

 

OD Consultants 

Hugo, Marie, Steve OD, leadership and change consultants and coaches 

Aaron, Gillian HR consultants and coaches 

Caroline, John Career and outplacement consultants and coaches 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Senior HR Professionals 

Name Organisation Description and approximate employee numbers 

Bridget FMCG, UK based, 100 employees 

Charlie FMCG, food and agriculture group, global, over 100 000 employees 

Gareth Banking and financial services, Asia, 1 500 employees 

Hermione Manufacturing, global, 7 000 employees 

Hilary Technology and engineering, UK and Asia, 250 employees 

Ian NHS Trust, multi-site, 10 000 employees 

Jessica FMCG, UK 1 500 employees 

Jim Design and manufacture of leisure product, global, 2 000 employees 

Julia Local Government shared service centre, UK, 13 000 employees 

Julie Financial services consulting, global, 40 000 employees 

Lisa Banking and financial services, Europe, 10 000 employees 

Marcus Building and construction, UK, 650 employees 

Nicky NHS Foundation Trust, 3 500 employees 

Peter Financial services, global, over 50 000 employees 

Richard Professional services, global, 8 000 employees 

Rod Educational institution, UK, 1 500 employees 

Ruth Utility company, UK, Europe and America, 30 000 employees 

Simon FMCG, global, 35 000 employees 

Sindy Manufacturing, UK and Europe, 2 000 employees 

Steve Banking and financial services, global, over 100 000 employees 

Steph Financial services, UK, 400 employees 

Sue NHS Trust, multi-site, 10 000 employees 

Suzanne Financial services, UK and Europe, 3 500 employees 
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Appendix 2 Phase 1: Information provided to participants 

 

 

Improving Workplace Career Conversations 

Phase 1 – HR and OD Perspectives 

 

Main researcher: Maggi Evans, Loughborough University, School of Business and Economics, 

maggi@mosaic-consulting.co.uk 07850 903508 

 

Supervisor: Professor John Arnold, BE.2.81, Sir Richard Morris Building, Loughborough University, 

Leicestershire, LE11 3TU  J.Arnold@lboro.ac.uk  

 

What is the purpose of the study? 

Workplace career conversations are considered an important part of organisational talent 

management processes and individual career management development.  At their best they provide 

an opportunity for open sharing about motivations and aspirations, a chance to align, to create shared 

career goals and a joint commitment to future actions.  However, whilst this may be the opportunity, 

research evidence suggests that this aim is not always achieved and any gap in goals, expectations and 

approach to these conversations is likely to have a negative impact on the organisation and the 

individual. 

Phase 1 of the research involves a series of discussions with 25-30 senior HR and OD professionals.  

These discussions will explore thoughts, views and experiences of career conversations as part of the 

talent management agenda within their organisation and more generally. 

Phase 2 of the research will be change projects within MT case study organisations, working in 

collaboration with stakeholders to find practical ways to improve career conversations.   

The research aims to contribute to understanding of workplace career conversations – furthering 

understanding in the academic community and helping to improve the way career conversations are 

conducted within organisations – benefitting the individual and the organisation.  

Who is doing this research and why? 

The research is being conducted by Maggi Evans, a Chartered Occupational Psychologist with over 17 

years experience as an OD consultant.  This study forms the basis for Maggi’s PhD thesis and is part 

of a Student research project supported by Loughborough University.   

 

mailto:maggi@mosaic-consulting.co.uk
mailto:J.Arnold@lboro.ac.uk
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The research is sponsored and funded by Mosaic Consulting and is being supervised by Professor 

John Arnold from Loughborough University. 

What will I be asked to do? 

Your involvement in Phase 1 will consist of a meeting with Maggi Evans on the topic of career 

conversations (approximately 1 hour, face to face or by telephone).  During this discussion Maggi will 

write notes and then send you a summary so you can confirm that your views, thoughts and 

experiences have been appropriately captured.  Themes from across the discussions will then be 

identified and a report produced.   

 

All participants in phase 1 will receive a copy of this report. It is hoped that the report will provide a 

useful source of information on career conversations in other organisations, potentially acting as a 

catalyst for new approaches. 

 

If you have any questions about the research or your involvement, please contact Maggi. 

 

 

Once I take part, can I change my mind? 

Yes!  After you have read this information and asked any questions you may have we will ask you to 

complete an Informed Consent Form. However if at any time, before, during or after the meeting 

you wish to withdraw from the study please just contact the main investigator.  You can withdraw at 

any time, and you will not be asked to explain your reasons for withdrawing. 

 

 

Will my taking part in this study be kept confidential? 

• Participants and their employing organisations will not be named in the research report or 
any subsequent publications unless they specifically wish to be named. 

• Pseudonyms will be used to refer to individual HR/OD professionals and a brief description 
of the employing organisation will be agreed with each participant.   

• Information collected during the meetings will be kept securely but may be viewed by the 
participants themselves.  Information will be kept for up to 10 years. 

• All participants will be sent a copy of the final report and informed of any subsequent 
publications based on phase 1 of the research 

 

 

What if I am not happy with how the research was conducted? 

If you are not happy with how the research was conducted, please contact Professor John Arnold or 

Ms Jackie Green, the Secretary for the University’s Ethics Approvals (Human Participants) Sub-

Committee: 
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Ms J Green, Research Office, Hazlerigg Building, Loughborough University, Epinal Way, 

Loughborough, LE11 3TU.  Tel: 01509 222423.  Email: J.A.Green@lboro.ac.uk 

 

The University also has a policy relating to Research Misconduct and Whistle Blowing which is 

available online at http://www.lboro.ac.uk/admin/committees/ethical/Whistleblowing(2).htm.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:J.A.Green@lboro.ac.uk
http://www.lboro.ac.uk/admin/committees/ethical/Whistleblowing(2).htm
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Appendix 3: Informed consent form 

 
 

Improving Workplace Career Conversations 

Phase 1 – HR and OD Perspectives 

 

INFORMED CONSENT FORM  

(to be completed after Participant Information Sheet has been read) 
 

The purpose and details of this study have been explained to me.  I 
understand that this study is designed to further scientific knowledge and 
that all procedures have been approved by the Loughborough University 
Ethics Approvals (Human Participants) Sub-Committee. 
 

 
 
Yes  

 
 
No  

I have read and understood the information sheet and this consent form. 
 

Yes  No  

I have had an opportunity to ask questions about my participation. 
 

Yes  No  

I understand that I am under no obligation to take part in the study. 
 

Yes  No  

I understand that I have the right to withdraw from this study at any stage 
for any reason, and that I will not be required to explain my reasons for 
withdrawing. 
 

 
Yes  

 
No  

I understand that all the information I provide will be treated in strict 
confidence and will be kept anonymous and confidential to the 
researchers unless (under the statutory obligations of the agencies 
which the researchers are working with), it is judged that 
confidentiality will have to be breached for the safety of the 
participant or others.  
 

 
 
Yes  
 

 
 
No  

I agree to participate in this study. 
 

Yes  No  

 

Your name 
 
 

________________________________ 

Your signature 
 

________________________________ 

 
Signature of investigator 
 

 
________________________________ 

 
Date 

 
________________________________ 
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Appendix 4: Scanned exerts from research diary 
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Appendix 5: Phase 1 - Probing within the interview 

 

Area of exploration Sample of how this was explored and probed in the interview 

Process • What’s your approach to talent management (TM)? 

• What are the key elements of this? 

• How well do you think each bit is working? 

• What alternative approaches have you considered? 

• Are there any informal bits to your approach? 

Purpose • Taking a step back, what is TM trying to achieve for your 

organization? 

• Who ‘owns’ or ‘drives’ this? 

• What is the relationship between TM and individual careers? 

Impact • How do you review the impact? 

• What would senior directors see as impact? 

• What would line managers or individuals see as the impact? 

Individual needs • Within TM, how do you understand individual aspirations? 

• How well does this work? 

Roles • What do you see as the TM and career role of the organization? 

• What about individuals? 

Career conversations • What sorts of career conversations are part of the formal 

process? 

• What other types of career conversations seem to take place? 

• What’s your view on ideal career conversations? 

• How well do they seem to work in your organization? 

Context • How does your approach link to the organization’s culture and 

goals? 

• What seems to make the difference between areas of the 

business where this works well and areas where it doesn’t? 

Phase 1: Exploring and probing within the interviews. 
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Appendix 6: Phase 1 – application of the embryonic data display in the interviews 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5. Embryonic data display diagram 

 

 

Area of exploration Sample of how this was explored in the interview 

Testing out embryonic 
data display diagram 

Testing out the embryonic framework in a very tentative way.  For 
example, ‘it seems as if there could be…’, ‘from what I’ve heard 
there seem to be influences at a number of levels.  How does that 
match your thoughts …’ 

Exploring elements of the 
diagram in more detail 

For example, exploring the line manager commitment in more 
detail, ‘You’ve mentioned the importance of line managers being 
committed to these conversations if they are to work well.  What do 
you see as influencing their level of commitment?’ 

Transparency Building understanding of what openness and transparency might 
mean for the different stakeholders, for example,  ‘if I’m someone 
who’s keen to progress, what do I need to do to ‘get on round here’ 
and how clear will this be to me?’ 

Table 3. Testing out the embryonic data display diagram 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Strategic link Cultural alignment 

Organizational influences 
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Appendix 7: Phase 1 - First cycle coding 

 

Step Labels 

First cycle coding • What is talent management? 

• Roles in talent management and career development 

• Contribution of career conversations 

• What is working 

• What are the challenges 
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Appendix 8: Phase 1 and Phase 2 – Topics discounted for further analysis 

 Topic Rationale for discounting/not pursuing 
P

H
A

SE
 O

N
E 

Background of HR 
participant 

It was recognized that the professional, gender and cultural 
background of the participants could have been an influence on 
their views.  This was not further investigated as biographical data 
to support such analysis had not been collected. 

Influence of industry 
sector 

There seemed to be a difference in professional identity which 
emerged in some of the sectors – particularly health and 
engineering.  This was captured within the contextual map but not 
fully explored as the intended focus of the study was on 
organizational context rather than wider contextual influences.  

Influence of national 
culture 

National culture was raised as an influence by all participants with 
international roles or working in multi-cultural environments.  As 
with industry sector, this was captured within the contextual map 
but not fully explored as the intended focus of the study was on 
organizational context rather than wider contextual influences. 

 

P
H

A
SE

 M
T 

  

Focus on line manager 
as a stakeholder 

Some data to illustrate points and provide an additional 
perspective, but not as much depth of data on line manager as a 
stakeholder as anticipated (the focus on career narrative tended 
to keep things on the individual’s experience as receiver) 

Role of providing 
support to peers 

Whilst recognizing the importance of the ‘development network’ 
the ‘givers’ role with peers was not specifically explored unless 
raised by the participant 

Career discourse being 
used by individuals 

Could return to this and analyse in more detail, but did not directly 
relate to the research questions for this study 

Detailed analysis of the 
behaviours used in 
career conversations 

Although this had been a focus of previous research (e.g. Kidd et 
al., 2003), this was not spontaneously mentioned by participants.  
Therefore the data on this were not extensive 

Timing of specific 
conversations 

This could be an interesting line of future analysis to understand 
any antecedents relevant to positive career conversations (e.g. 
other events, thoughts or experiences) 

Happenstance The ways in which people described finding the right person to 
talk with.  This could be an interesting follow-up area, based on 
development neMTrks 

Participant view of 
Talent management 

Few individuals consciously had direct experience talent 
management.  It was therefore only included if it formed a natural 
part of a participant’s career narrative. 

Gender differences Some previous research has indicated that women may engage 
more in coaching and development than their male counterparts.  
However, this was not a focus for the present study.  Did not look 
at gender differences (Ye et al., 2016)  

Influence of individual 
career capital 

Work by Iellatchitch et al. (2003) identifies the potential impact of 
social capital and cultural capital on career.  This was referenced in 
the analysis, but was not fully explored during data collection. 
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Appendix 9: Phase 2 – Information provided to employing organizations 

Improving Workplace Career Conversations 

Phase 2 – Line manager and individual perspectives 

(Employing organisations)  

 

Main researcher: Maggi Evans, Loughborough University, School of Business and Economics, 

maggi@mosaic-consulting.co.uk 07850 903508 

Supervisor: Professor John Arnold, BE.2.81, Sir Richard Morris Building, Loughborough University, 

Leicestershire, LE11 3TU  J.Arnold@lboro.ac.uk  

What is the purpose of the study? 

Workplace career conversations are considered an important part of organisational talent 

management processes and individual career management development.  At their best they provide 

an opportunity for open sharing about motivations and aspirations, a chance to align, to create shared 

career goals and a joint commitment to future actions.  However, whilst this may be the opportunity, 

research evidence suggests that this aim is not always achieved and any gap in goals, expectations and 

approach to these conversations may have a negative impact on the organisation and the individual. 

Phase 1 of the research involved a series of discussions with 30 senior HR and OD professionals.  These 

discussions explored thoughts, views and experiences of career conversations as part of the talent 

management agenda within their organisation and more generally. 

Phase 2 of the research will be a series of discussions with a selection of line managers and individuals 

who experience career conversations within their workplace.  Their experiences, thoughts and 

opinions will be explored, building understanding of how these groups view career conversations.  

The research aims to contribute to understanding of workplace career conversations – furthering 

understanding in the academic community and helping to improve the way career conversations are 

conducted within organisations – benefitting the individual and the organisation.  

Who is doing this research and why? 

The research is being conducted by Maggi Evans, a Chartered Occupational Psychologist with over 17 

years experience as an OD consultant.  This study forms the basis for Maggi’s PhD thesis and is part of 

a research project supported by Loughborough University.   

 

The research is sponsored and funded by Mosaic Consulting and is being supervised by Professor John 

Arnold from Loughborough University. 

What will I be asked to do? 

 

 

mailto:maggi@mosaic-consulting.co.uk
mailto:J.Arnold@lboro.ac.uk
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Your involvement in Phase 2 will be as an employing organisation.  This will consist of inviting a 

selection of managers and individuals to meet with Maggi Evans to discuss their experiences of career 

conversations.  A participant information sheet and draft email will be available to help you with this.  

Maggi will meet with those who are happy to take part and have a non-attributable discussion. The 

conversation will last approximately 1 hour, and be primarily face to face (although some may be by 

telephone).  During this discussion Maggi will write notes and then send the participant a summary 

for them to check and edit as appropriate.  Themes from across the discussions with line managers 

and individuals involved in phase 2 will then be analysed and a report produced.   

All participants in phase 2 will receive a copy of this report and a copy will also be sent to you as the 

employing organisation.  It is hoped that the report will provide a useful source of information on 

career conversations and how they are perceived by line managers and individuals, potentially acting 

as a catalyst for new approaches. 

If you have any questions about the research or your involvement, please contact Maggi. 

 

Once I take part, can I change my mind? 

Yes!  After you have read this information and asked any questions you may have we will ask you to 

complete an Informed Consent Form. However if at any time, before, during or after the meeting you 

wish to withdraw from the study please just contact the main investigator.  You can withdraw at any 

time, and you will not be asked to explain your reasons for withdrawing. Line managers and individuals 

will also be asked to complete an Informed Consent Form and given the right to withdraw from the 

study at any time. 

 

Will my taking part in this study be kept confidential? 

 

• Participants and their employing organisations will not be named in the research report or any 
subsequent publications unless they specifically wish to be named. 

• Pseudonyms will be used to refer to line managers and individuals.  

• Information collected during the meetings will be kept securely but may be viewed by the 
participants themselves.  Information will be kept for up to 10 years. 

• All participants will be sent a copy of the participant report.  
 

What if I am not happy with how the research was conducted? 

If you are not happy with how the research was conducted, please contact Professor John Arnold or 

Ms Jackie Green, the Secretary for the University’s Ethics Approvals (Human Participants) Sub-

Committee: 

Ms J Green, Research Office, Hazlerigg Building, Loughborough University, Epinal Way, Loughborough, 

LE11 3TU.  Tel: 01509 222423.  Email: J.A.Green@lboro.ac.uk 

The University also has a policy relating to Research Misconduct and Whistle Blowing which is available 

online at http://www.lboro.ac.uk/admin/committees/ethical/Whistleblowing(2).htm.   

 

mailto:J.A.Green@lboro.ac.uk
http://www.lboro.ac.uk/admin/committees/ethical/Whistleblowing(2).htm
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Appendix 10: Phase 2 – Sample information provided to participants 

 

 

Improving Workplace Career Conversations 

Phase 2 – Line manager and individual perspectives 

(Line managers and individuals)  

 

Main researcher: Maggi Evans, Loughborough University, School of Business and Economics, 

maggi@mosaic-consulting.co.uk 07850 903508 

Supervisor: Professor John Arnold, BE.2.81, Sir Richard Morris Building, Loughborough University, 

Leicestershire, LE11 3TU  J.Arnold@lboro.ac.uk  

What is the purpose of the study? 

Workplace conversations about careers are considered an important part of organisational talent 

management processes and individual career management development.  At their best they provide 

an opportunity for open sharing about motivations and aspirations, a chance to align, to create shared 

career goals and a joint commitment to future actions.  However, whilst this may be the opportunity, 

research evidence suggests that this aim is not always achieved and any gap in goals, expectations and 

approach to these conversations may have a negative impact on the organisation and the individual. 

Phase 1 of the research involved a series of discussions with 30 senior managers with a professional 

interest in this field. These discussions explored thoughts, views and experiences of career 

conversations as part of the talent management agenda within their organisation and more generally. 

Phase 2 of the research will be a series of discussions with a selection of line managers and individuals 

who experience conversations about careers in the workplace.  Their experiences, thoughts and 

opinions will be explored, building understanding of how these groups view career conversations.  

The research aims to contribute to understanding of workplace career conversations – furthering 

understanding in the academic community and helping to improve the way career conversations are 

conducted within organisations – benefitting the individual and the organisation.  

Who is doing this research and why? 

The research is being conducted by Maggi Evans, a Chartered Occupational Psychologist with over 17 

years experience as an OD consultant.  This study forms the basis for Maggi’s PhD thesis and is part of 

a research project supported by Loughborough University.   

 

The research is sponsored and funded by Mosaic Consulting and is being supervised by Professor John 

Arnold from Loughborough University. 

What will I be asked to do? 

mailto:maggi@mosaic-consulting.co.uk
mailto:J.Arnold@lboro.ac.uk
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Your involvement in Phase 2 will consist of a meeting with Maggi Evans to discuss your experiences of 

career conversations (approximately 1 hour, face to face or by telephone).  During this discussion 

Maggi will write notes and then send you a summary.  Themes from across the discussions will then 

be identified and a report produced.  Your input will not be attributable to you.   

All participants in phase 2 will receive a copy of this report and a copy will also be sent to the employing 

organisations.  It is hoped that the report will provide a useful source of information on career 

conversations and how they are perceived by line managers and individuals, potentially acting as a 

catalyst for new approaches. 

To help xxx to benefit directly from this research a short summary of themes emerging within xxx will 

also be produced.  This will highlight strengths and opportunities raised by at least half of the people 

seen.  This will be non-attributable and a copy of this will be sent to you and also to yyy.   

If you have any questions about the research or your involvement, please contact Maggi. 

Once I take part, can I change my mind? 

Yes!  After you have read this information and asked any questions you may have we will ask you to 

complete an Informed Consent Form. However, if at any time, before, during or after the meeting you 

wish to withdraw from the study please just contact the main investigator.  You can withdraw at any 

time, and you will not be asked to explain your reasons for withdrawing. 

 

Will my taking part in this study be kept confidential? 

• Participants and their employing organisations will not be named in the research report or any 
subsequent publications unless they specifically wish to be named. 

• Pseudonyms will be used to refer to individuals.   

• Information collected during the meetings will be kept securely but may be viewed by the 
participants themselves.  Information will be kept for up to 10 years. 

• All participants will be sent a copy of the participant report  
 

What if I am not happy with how the research was conducted? 

If you are not happy with how the research was conducted, please contact Professor John Arnold or 

Ms Jackie Green, the Secretary for the University’s Ethics Approvals (Human Participants) Sub-

Committee: 

Ms J Green, Research Office, Hazlerigg Building, Loughborough University, Epinal Way, Loughborough, 

LE11 3TU.  Tel: 01509 222423.  Email: J.A.Green@lboro.ac.uk 

The University also has a policy relating to Research Misconduct and Whistle Blowing which is available 

online at http://www.lboro.ac.uk/admin/committees/ethical/Whistleblowing(2).htm.   

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:J.A.Green@lboro.ac.uk
http://www.lboro.ac.uk/admin/committees/ethical/Whistleblowing(2).htm
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Appendix 11: Phase 2 – Individual and line manager perspectives, initial discussion prompts 

 

Individuals  

Introduction • Context 

• Informed consent 

• Pseudonym 

Narrative • Summary of career over the past (10) years 

• What events have had a significant positive effect on you and your 
career? 

• What conversations can you recall that you have had that have 
been helpful? (with who, when, what covered, what was it about 
them that was helpful?) 

• What conversations can you recall that have not been helpful? 

• What conversations do you wish you had had? 

General • Thinking about your career and your current organisation, what do 
you think is your responsibility? And your manager’s responsibility? 
And what do you think the organisation is responsible for? 

• In an ideal world how would this change? 

• Overall, how much overlap do you feel there is between what you 
want from your career and what your organisation wants from 
you? 

Specific • Transparency 
o How does your organisation know what you want? (and 

why do they want to know?) 
o How open are you with your organisation and how open 

are they with you? (why?) 
o How clear are you on ‘how to get on round here’? (why do 

you think it is it like this?) 
o Do you know if you (or others) are identified as ‘High 

Potential’ or ‘Talent’ 

• Freedom 
o How much freedom do you feel to be yourself and to 

develop your career as you want? (why) 

• Line manager 
o What things enable a line manager to help you with your 

career? (commitment, skills, access to resources) 

• You 
o What things help you to develop your own career? (drive, 

engagement, self-awareness) 
o To what extent do you help others with their careers? 

• Organisation 
o What organisational things help people generally to 

develop their careers? (strategic importance, culture, 
transparency, structural opportunities) 
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Line managers 

Introduction • Context 

• Informed consent 

• Pseudonym 

Narrative • Summary of career management roles over the past (5) years 

• What has been your best experience of helping a team member 
with their career? (who, when, how, result, reflections) 

• What has been your most frustrating experience of supporting a 
team member with their career? 

• What conversations do you wish you had had? 

General • Thinking about your your current organisation, what do you think is 
your responsibility for developing the careers of your team 
members? And what do your team members have responsibility 
for? And what do you think the organisation is responsible for? 

• How do you feel about your role (comfortable/uncomfortable with) 

• How does the organisation support you in your role? 

• In an ideal world how would this change (the roles and the 
support)? 

• Overall, how much overlap do you feel there is between what team 
members want from their career and what your organisation wants 
from them? 

Specific • Tensions 
o How do you balance the needs of the individual, yourself 

and the organisation? 

• Transparency 
o How does your organisation know what team members 

want? 
o How open is the organisation with team members? 
o How clear are people on ‘how to get on round here’? 
o Are people clear if they (or others) are identified as ‘High 

Potential’ or ‘Talent’ 

• Line manager 
o What things enable you to help your team with their 

careers? (commitment, skills, access to resources) 
 

• You 
o What things help a team member to develop their own 

career? (drive, engagement, self-awareness) 
o What has helped you to develop your own career? 
o To what extent have you benefitted from career 

conversations? 

• Organisation 
o What organisational things help people generally to 

develop their careers? (strategic importance, culture, 
transparency, structural opportunities) 
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Appendix 12: Phase 2 – Summary notes from first case study showing application of initial coding 

 

Context 

• International multi-site 

• Loose on process generally 

• Pride selves on high trust and empowering environment 

• Conversations seen as part of how business is done (e.g. big projects – not a big governance 

and reporting structure, but ‘we have lots of conversations and a 5 minute report.  The 

conversations are the currency’) 

• Long serving (in sample it was 30 years, 22 years, 2 x 21 years, 18, 16, 14, 11, 7) – and those 

with less service had mostly joined straight from Uni) 

• Common view that ‘the business wants you to get on’, want to promote internally (partly as 

external recruits don’t always land well) 

• A lot of cross-busienss moves to very new areas even if no experience, ‘no one blocks moves 

to keep you in a silo – there’s a willingness to put people in post without a proven track 

record in the field’, ‘there have been big benefits in working across functions’, move from 

sales to HR; a Uni intern given a trade sales region and colleagues not told only an intern 

• Business has process and ethos to recruit on attitude and innate and then train the specific 

skill 

• Regular business re-structures 

• Consistent view and description of the business from all (and aligned with HR) 

• Strong focus on personal development – e.g. quarterly off-site for all managers (flown in) 

• Now advertise all roles – and therefore no time on succession planning 

• Manager led business – HR available for advice but very much the manager’s decision re 

people 

• Now seen as transparent and fair (although one person challenged it saying it preferenced 

people who were good at interviews and writing an application – these skills may not be 

what is needed in some roles) 

• Opportunity to talk to others ‘everyone is approachable and you can confide in them’ 

Historical 

• A lot of ‘taps on shoulder’, e.g. one person 30 years, at least 9 roles in a range of functions 

and didn’t apply for any jobs except for the very first one! 

• No real interviews, just a ‘we’d like you to…’ 

• Little asking of what they wanted ‘apart from that [asking if preferred US or UK role] they 

never asked me 

• ‘In the past I’ve experienced others getting role which I’d have like to apply for (that weren’t 

openly advertised) – or there have been interviews and it’s been a near pointless 

recruitment process – it has left me feeling demoralised and deflated, it’s not honest’ (NC) 

•  

Perceived roles 

Individual: 

• The individual is the driver – they need to be the spark for moving career forward (all) ’the 

drive to take responsibility for where you want to go’ 

• The individual (now) needs to actively apply for roles (all) 
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• Be honest with self and others re strengths and weaknesses – have self-awareness (5) 

• Self-directed growth in existing role, ‘CP ‘people who are switched into personal 

development typically have more conversations with people, attend more programmes and 

workshops, apply for more roles and learn more about the business and what would suit 

them’ 

• Desire to want to add value to the organisation 

• ‘reach out, create opportunities and showcase the right behaviours’ (DE) 

• Individual challenges: 

o ‘I don’t want to raise my options for the future in case that’s taken as not being 

happy in my current role’ 

Line manager: 

• Have open conversations and give feedback – open dialogue, so you’re ‘part of the sounding 

board if they’re thinking of moving on’ 

• Provide opportunities to grow and develop – including offering personal help and support 

and also using network to access support and don’t feel threatened if other opportunities 

develop ‘you need to be genuinely delighted for them and help them’, NP ‘when people 

grow and get reward for their effort, it’s a lovely lovely feeling’ 

• Challenge them to get the best results – ‘here’s a thought’, ‘why do you want to do this?’ 

• Listen and be open to their needs, ‘listen to what they want, not what you want for them’ 

• Develop self awareness in others, ‘sometimes others see something in you and it acts as a 

stimulus, even if you’re already happy’ 

• Identify who you think is talent and potential 

• Set clear goals 

• Separate out performance today from development for the future 

• Expect people to move on – expect them to stay for 18 months, ‘round here it’s normally 

seen as positive when people move on’ 

• SG has a structure which he uses for himself and tries to encourage them to reflect in the 

same way – motivated to try to develop talent for the wider business 

• SCr – aware that could let people make more mistakes 

• RG – encourage people to think about the longer term 

• Line manager challenges in performing role: 

o Spans of control make it difficult for some (153 reports!) – but makes it easier to 

take hit if someone good moves 

o As managers we tend to focus on performance not development  

o  

Organisation: 

• Not much structured help – ¼ly reviews are performance based 

• Create an environment for honest conversations 

• Consistency so people know how to apply 

• Provide access to personal development 

• ‘The nature of these conversations is all different – tailored to the individual and what they 

need.  You can’t force the moment or the time’ 

• Challenges: 

o ‘the formal reviews don’t tend to be of much benefit – any issues should be raised 

earlier’ 

o ‘the challenge is how to create enough formality about career progression, 

succession planning and performance management, but not too much – if there’s 
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too much then it becomes just about the admin, but if there’s not enough then it 

varies too much and becomes woolly’ 

 

What’s helped people develop their careers (reflections on their own experiences) 

• A lot on the role of personal development (through the Academy) – see some notes above. 

RG providing help with personal development keeps people open minded – if you focus on 

career it may be more narrow 

• Descriptions of line managers who have helped – ‘pivotal’ 

• ‘If it hadn’t been for the conversation with them I may not have applied for it [global 

management role], the conversation helped me to clarify my goals and what I was looking 

for’ 

• Personal willingness to take a risk and try new things, ‘it gave me lots of scars, but also lots 

of experience across disciplines and a real developmental experience’ 

• Some development experiences also cited as big influence, about the coaching feedback ‘it 

really rang true and has been key for my personal development.  It’s over 20 years ago now, 

but I can still hear it and see it – I carry it with me in my self-awareness since then’ 

• Peers used by many to bounce ideas 

• Wider network used to hear of opportunities ‘it wasn’t visible as a vacancy’ – seen to 

depend a bit on who you know 

• Not many at JW had a clear plan Scr ‘my main driver is opportunity’ DE ‘looking for stimulus, 

for challenge and enjoyment, wanting to feel that I’ve learnt something everyday and that 

I’ve managed to do something I thought I couldn’t’ 

•  

 

Examples 

• AJ – career catalyst was manager plus a developmental experience (‘CEO’s office’), no 

conversation about the future – he doesn’t know 

• GrP – manager as career catalyst, plus developmental experience ‘corporate communicator’ 

– doesn’t want to raise future aspirations 

• ZK – support from the academy, not had conversations about the future 

• RG – career catalyst, not line manager 

• SCr – HRD was key (would have left without conversation with her which then helped open 

up new opportunity).  Had some conversations as part of succession planning about what 

could see himself doing, but not recent 

• NC – mentor (within business), no conversations re future ‘who knows what opportunity 

may present next and what they may ask of me’ 

• DE - academy and coach and manager 

• CP-  HR 

Challenges 

 

Alignment of views – individual, line manager, HR 

• Seem aligned – see notes 

 

researcher reflections: 

• Huge trust in the organisation that it has your best interests at heart – some aware of this 

e.g. ‘my friends think I’m mad…’, but people feel their trust is well founded – e.g. no 

conversation about salary 
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• Little conversation about the future – does this breed a helplessness and give the 

organisation greater power – despite their talk of empowerment? 

• Could be clearer to all on how to get on round here 

• How representative was the group that I saw? 

• How ‘self selective’ is the culture? 

• Willingness to take risk and link to strategic imperative 

• How does this link to my framework? 

o Individual – drive – yes, slef awareness yes, engagement yes 

o Line manager – interest yes, skill yes, access to resources yes trust yes 

o Organisation – strategic imperative yes – particvularly willingness to take long term 

view, cultural alignment yes – link to risk taking, structural opportunities – less, 

transparency yes (now, but not before). 

o Wider – didn’t really come up 

o Any counter information? – not yet, but may link to changing headings to be more 

specific about what helps – rather than at the moment it’s more things to think 

about. 
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Appendix 13: Phase 2 -  Sample mindmaps and summaries showing initial analysis of context, 

conversation and role from case study 1 
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Appendix 14: Phase 2 - Second iteration of data coding 

  

Phase 2 Analysis themes for coding  
Organization code 
Business Context 
BC+ Business context (including process and culture) positive 
BC- Business context (including process and culture) negative 
 
Personal History 
PHB Personal History Background 
PHC Personal History Company Change  
PHI Personal History Internal change (promotion/role change) 
 
Roles 
RI Role Individual 
RLM Role Line manager 
RO Role Organization 
 
Individual perspective 
IT Individual Triggers (for change/conversation) 
IN Individual Network 
IE Individual Enablers  
 
Line manager perspective 
LMG LM Goals 
LMP LM Processes 
LME Line Manager Examples 
 
Conversation 
CLM Conversation with Line Manager 
CN Conversation with network 
CHR  Conversation with HR  
CO Conversation with other  
CB+ Conversation Behaviours positive 
CB- Conversation Behaviours negative 
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Appendix 15: Phase 2 – Screen shot of conversation analysis matrix and coding 
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Appendix 16: Phase 2 – log of coding parameters 

 

1. Is it a conversation? To be included needed to clearly be a conversation.  

 E.g. not counted, ‘DL, strong influential bosses who believed in me and helped me 
developed’ because they may have helped development by role modelling, not 
necessarily a conversation.   
KP – ‘I was tehn headhunted’ – not positioned as a conversation 
SMc (SB) gave more information on conversation 45 – that HR had facilitated things 
– but no mention of a direct conversation with her, so not included. 
Someone else might draw the line somewhere else 
Counted, JWS conversation 23 ‘worked with some inspitational people, great chats’ 
Counted, JWS (21) she was not present but reported the conversation taking place 

on her behalf with an impact on her 
Counted (37) ‘a lot of caoching’ – implicit in coaching is that it is a conversation, lots 

of unknowns on this one – so filled in as ? 
Counted (43) ‘in the annual appraisal’ – implicit in this that there is a conversation 
Not counted AMcE (just after 50) – one of the most influential people I’ve worked 

with, developed a friendship – but not specific about any coaching or conversation element 
– could have been through role modelling,… 

 
Summary – it is a conversation when: 

• Clear triggerInformation on the other party (who they were 

• )Information on the outcome – how it was viewed at the time (some changed 

with hindsight, e.g. conversation 003, RB at MT) 

• May not have information on the behaviours or the instigator 

• Could include a one-off conversation or a series of themed conversations with 

a specific individual   

• This enables the inclusion of key conversations which were credited with 

shaping an individual's career, but may not have been fully explored in terms 

of the process, behaviours and relationships. 

 
 

2. Is it one conversation or more than 1?  When there was a series of conversations 

on the same theme with one person these were counted as one conversation ( 

more like ‘encounters’ as Bosley et al) .  Difficult when people clustered together 

e.g. AMcE (47) – had similar conversations/encounters with a number of senior 

stakeholders.  Was important for her career, but not enough information to count 

more than once… so need to be carerful about saying ‘this number of conversations 

were about this…’ 
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3. Is it formal or informal?  If clearly one or the other then coded, but sometimes not 

clear – e.g. conversation 48 – builliant leaders and developer, conversations about 

career –  

 
4. Is it about career? – if it included self development or learning then yes – may have 

included current role and performance, but not for me to say (?).  Boundary one 

(still not sure) 32 – giving feedback to boss on how like to be managed.  Menrtioned 

in context of career, so not for me to say it isn’t? however, JD, after conversation 

53, had conversation with CEO, but all about the business and CEO, not JD 

 
5. Positive or negative outcome? Mostly this was clear – if not clear, tehn put as 

neutral.  E.g. 51 – a formal process realizing people’s potential – agreed ratings… 

6. Is it collaborative? -spectrum, some very clearly collaborative, others on boundary.  

Needs to clearly reflect that ind needs were a key part of the conversation.   E.g. 

conversation 30, yes, both parties had power and was mutual (new job) but another 

new job (conv 15 was not – not really interested in her needs 

7. What is the career impact? Career self-knowledge – included increased self 

awareness (impacts on the way career is enacted) e.g. how well they see 

themselves doing tehir roel – as with Bosley et al, beyond occupation, to way 

interact with their employment (they use the word sequence).  Career world view 

includes their perceptions of ‘how to get on round here’ – how to access 

opportunities etc. 

8. Some very difficult to categorize – e.g. conversation 47 – outcome is positioning 

herself for future opportunities – it is a type of career action? But aslo impacted on 

career self-concept in having these conversations.  Was coded as 3, because of 

mention that these conversations gave her access to ‘broader projects’ 

9. What is the career helper role? Focused on their role within that conversation – 

often had dual roles (especially if part of ongoing conversations.  But generally role 

in that conversation, e.g. conversation 35 (DL), with Matthew Donaldson – gave 

feedback re pushing boundaries (witness) and support re future direction 

(gatekeeper).  In other, (conv 45) external assessment – were certainly a witness, 

could also be intermediary, but no mention of that aspect of role. 
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Appendix 17: Diagrams showing thoughts on structuring the findings 
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Appendix 18: Career management practices in the case study organisations 

 

Career management 
practice (adapted 

from De Vos & Dries, 
2013) 

JW HX MT SB IH 

Career planning 
workshops 

No – but lots 
of wider 
personal 
development 
support 

Yes – but 
only for 
graduate 
scheme (not 
mentioned 
by 
participants) 

No No No 

Formal mentoring 
 

No No Not 
mentioned 

Some Yes – well 
established 
on clinical 
side, less on 
leadership 

Succession planning 
 

No - seen as 
counter to 
the culture 
of every role 
advertised 
(but did 
historically 
do this) 

Yes – 
recently 
introduced 

Yes – for 
those 
considered 
high 
potential and 
key 
performers 

Yes – for 
key roles 
and high 
potential 
group 

No 

Coaching 
 

Yes – on 
request 

No Some 
informal 

Yes – if 
sponsored 

Yes – ad 
hoc 

Prescribed career 
paths 

No – 
consciously 
encourage 
diverse 
moves 

No No No Yes, within 
some 
professions 

Internal 
announcement of 
vacancies 

Yes  Sometimes Sometimes Some – but 
also 
sometimes 
already 
decided 
who will be 
appointed 

Some  

Individual career 
counselling 
 

No Sometimes – 
if about to 
leave 

Some ad-hoc Some ad-
hoc 

No 

Training outside 
current function 

Yes – 
through job 
moves 

No No No Sometimes 

Talent reviews 
 

No Yes – 
recently 
introduced 

Yes Yes, with 
the exec 

Within 
some areas 
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Job rotation 
 

Some 
planned 
moves – 
emerging 
from 
managers 
talking 
together 

Some – but 
based on 
business 
needs rather 
than 
development 

Some – but 
not 
formalised 

No Within 
some areas 
(e.g. medics 
rotate in 
and out of 
leadership 
roles and 
other hard 
to fill areas) 

Development 
centres to assess 
potential 

No No No Some have 
been 
through an 
external 
assessment 
process 
with 
feedback 

No 

Self-assessment 
instruments 

Yes, 
available 
through the 
learning 
function 

No No (although 
some 
available on 
development 
programmes) 

No Some 
available  

Personal 
development 
planning 

Yes, as part 
of review 

Some, as 
part of 
appraisal 

Yes – as part 
of review 

Yes, as part 
of review 

Yes, as part 
of review 

Information on 
career development 

No No No No Dependent 
on 
professional 
specialism 

Formal career 
conversations 
between supervisor 
and employee 

As part of 
quarterly 
review 
recently 
introduced  

Some, as 
part of 
appraisal 

Yes, as part 
of review 

Yes, as part 
of review 

Yes, as part 
of review 

 

 


