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Foreword

Contemporary organisations face constant pressure to enhance levels of service
and productivity whilst also improving levels of cost efficiency. The volatility of
external environment and the rapid pace of technological change increasingly
demand innovative means of improving business performance and securing com-
petitive advantage. People are increasingly recognised as the prime source of com-
petitive advantage and the need for effective people management is therefore
more important than ever before. The responsibility for effective people manage-
ment is shared between senior managers, HR professionals and line managers but
the challenges facing today’s organisations provide an ideal opportunity for the
HR function to demonstrate its ability to contribute to organisational performance
at a strategic level. To take advantage of this opportunity it is necessary to not only
recognise the changes that are required but also to identify the steps to ensure that
they can be implemented effectively. 

Whilst much has been written about strategic human resource management and
its contribution to organisational performance, real life examples of what works 
and what doesn’t remain thin on the ground. We recognise that HR professionals and
senior managers alike face a sometimes overwhelming pressure to follow trends or
apply quick-fixes to a wide range of people management challenges and it can be
difficult to get impartial advice about what to change and how to change it in order
to create lasting results. We have therefore developed this series to bridge the gap
between theory and implementation by providing workable solutions to complex
people management issues and by sharing organisational experiences. The books
within this series draw on live examples of strategic HR in practice and offer practi-
cal insights, tools and frameworks that will help to transform the individual and
functional delivery of HR within a variety of organisational contexts.

Taking its rightful place in the series, Strategic Career Management focuses
on the benefits to today’s organisations of career strategies that facilitate the growth
and retention of talent. Drawing on her extensive experience of organisational
career management, the author provides clear insight into effective career strate-
gies for the twenty-first century. Career strategies have long been on the back-burner
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in recent years. This book demonstrates the importance of a strategic approach to
careers and links this to the current preoccupation with talent management. It pro-
vides a contemporary perspective on the key components of career strategy, 
i.e. succession planning, career acceleration and development opportunities, and
discusses the potential implications of different approaches. The author is aware
that demonstrating an appropriate return on investment in career management can
be difficult, especially when competing priorities for scarce funding often put 
people-focussed initiatives at the back of the queue. Readers are clearly guided
through the process of how to build a business case and how to measure success.
Consideration is also given to the role of key stake-holders; HR specialists, line
managers and the balances between organisational and individual responsibility
for career management. 

Whilst grounded in theory, the book is essentially a practical tool for HR profes-
sionals and line managers who wish to develop effective career management strate-
gies. Rich in case studies, the book contains examples from diverse organisations
covering a variety of sectors including travel, finance, legal, transport, manufactur-
ing, IT and printing. In addition, clear models, tried and tested frameworks and the
use of self-reflective questions facilitate the application of different approaches to
specific organisational contexts. For HR professionals and managers seeking to
bring about significant changes in the management of talent, we can think of few
better models to follow than the approach mapped out in this book.

Julie Beardwell Linda Holbeche
Associate Dean & Head of HRM Director of Research & Policy
Leeds Business School CIPD

Foreword

viii
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Preface

I first got involved in the issues of organisational career management in the early
1990s, when I was tasked with project managing the introduction of a new career
strategy and set of career initiatives aimed at supporting individuals in their own
careers. To help me in this task, I scoured all available resources, attended confer-
ences on the topic and joined various network groups – all in the vain hope that I
would find some answers as to the practicalities of the process.

It soon became apparent that nearly all of the information available to me was
either an academic perspective on careers in organisations or an individualistic
approach aiming to help people with their careers across a range of opportunities
and organisations. For me, two books stood out at that time, which I grasped hold of
and held up as capturing best practice. They were Andrew Mayo’s book Managing
Careers and Liebowitz, Farren and Kaye’s more American perspective Designing
Career Development Systems. Thanks to these books and a strong network of con-
tacts, I managed to implement what at the time was considered to be a leading edge
set of initiatives.

But times have changed, and the nature of career management in organisations
has moved on. Talent management is now very much on the agenda and organisa-
tions are starting to take more control of how their high potential employees develop
and grow their careers. Alongside this, the values of the workforce are changing,
with less commitment being shown to companies that are not willing to provide
learning and development opportunities. As companies have become more global,
leaders around the world have found that they lack the knowledge of who has the
potential for what, and developing pools of talent as an approach to help them man-
age this, has come to the fore.

This book explores the current state of play in organisations and looks at how
companies can and should implement career strategies in the 21st century to sup-
port the growth of their talent. It draws on case studies from a diverse range of
companies to help illustrate the practical steps that are being taken and to help
illustrate the points that are made.
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Who is this book for?

This book aims to be first and foremost a practical tool. I would like to think that
HR practitioners currently being tasked with career management will be able to use
this text in the way that I used Andrew Mayo’s many years ago, to help them under-
stand the scope of the topic and get some practical insights into how to go about
enhancing their own organisation’s career strategies. This book is also written in
such a way to be of interest to senior and line management looking to enhance their
talent and motivate their own teams in their careers. As such, it will particularly
appeal to people in roles such as:

■ Talent Managers
■ HR Business Partners
■ Career Specialists
■ Learning and Development Professionals
■ Mentors and Coaches
■ Talent Panellists
■ Line Managers with an interest in developing the potential of those around them
■ People studying HR strategy

Some of the many questions that this book will help to answer are:

■ How do I go about developing a business case for career development in my
organisation?

■ How do I implement a talent management strategy that integrates with career
development for all employees?

■ How can I develop the key roles and skills needed to support an effective strategy?
■ What processes do I need to put in place to make the strategy a success?
■ What is the right balance between organisation-led strategies and individual-

led careers?

What is different about this book?

There are various resources available on different aspects of career strategy and this
book is not intended to replace the many informative books on topics such as men-
toring, succession planning and assessment centres. However, few of these books
look at the topic of career strategy as whole or focus on the difficult topic of inte-
grating the component parts. Many of the career books take either a highly individ-
ual perspective, exploring what a person can do to grow their career, or they take
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more of an organisational research perspective, examining the topic in relation to
career theory. Whilst this is all useful, it can be hard to draw out the implications for
companies seeking to revitalise their career strategies.

The aim of this book is to bring together a lot of information under one roof 
and explore how career strategies work from an organisational perspective, taking
account of the individual’s needs and the implications from research in this field.
It is full of practical advice and case study examples where practitioners are telling
their story as it is, rather than as they would like it to be!

Readers are likely to be at different stages in their understanding, and the book
is written in a way that will enable more experienced practitioners to dip into the
parts that are relevant to them, or for people looking to build their HR toolkit, to
gain a complete overview of the topic by reading the book from start to finish.
Whichever way you choose to use it, I hope that you find the content useful and
that it enables you to grow your own career alongside that of the organisations you
are helping to drive forward.

The structure of this book

Chapter 1: An overview of career strategy

This chapter sets out the context of careers. It explores the different terminology
and how definitions of what careers mean to individuals have changed over the last
20–30 years. It looks at the importance and benefits of career strategies and how
this links to current thinking on talent management. This chapter explores the cul-
tural influences and different business drivers that impact on career strategies and
gives an indication of the different tools and techniques used by organisations to
support these.

The First Choice case study at the end of this chapter is a nice example of a
company starting out on the process of redefining their career strategy to focus
more on growing high potential talent.

Chapter 2: Focusing in on your talent: getting the balance right

Talent management is the buzzword of all companies and this chapter explores
what the concept of talent management means in practice and how this fits with
the overall career strategy of a company. There are interesting debates about whether
talent should be singled out and if so how you go about identifying and selecting
high potential. The psychological contract and the need to balance organisational
and individual needs is explored within this chapter, as well as the consequences
of implementing a career strategy targeted at a smaller proportion of the 
workforce.
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The Virgin Atlantic case study at the end of this chapter illustrates a particular
approach to developing talent, which involved a comprehensive development 
centre for the management population.

Chapter 3: Building the business case

HR practitioners no longer have the luxury of introducing initiatives into a com-
pany that they think will add benefit and there is an increasing need to prove the
business case. This chapter explores how to go about this process, from how to lay
out your case and gain support for it, through to the tools that can be used for
analysis. In addition, this chapter draws together some of the research into the
benefits of career strategies in order to provide some useful success measures to
build a business case.

The case study at the end of this chapter comes from the Legal Services
Commission, who developed a comprehensive business case to support the imple-
mentation of a talent centre to select people to a newly created talent pool.

Chapter 4: Revitalising your succession management

This chapter takes a look at how succession management has changed in recent
years, from a more formal post-by-post process, to a more flexible pool-based
approach. This chapter explores the practicalities of assessing demand and supply
in rapidly changing organisations and looks at the tools that can be used to do this.
Issues such as the use of information technology and the involvement of individ-
ual preferences are debated.

This chapter ends with a case study which illustrates how the succession process
was reworked within one company, with a focus on identifying the business critical
roles and the likely vacancy risks for each position.

Chapter 5:The practicalities of career acceleration pools

This chapter builds on the previous chapter and goes into more detail on how to
implement a pool-based approach to developing the careers of high potential employ-
ees. It looks at issues such as how to segment pools, ensure flexibility of entry and
exit, and how to determine an appropriate size for the pool. More importantly, this
chapter explores some of the implications of the pool approach, such as how to deal
with derailment and diversity issues.

The Rolls-Royce case study at the end of this chapter is a good illustration of a
company at the forefront of developing an acceleration pool strategy. The case study
outlines the different pools the company has in place and the tools and techniques
they use to ensure the process is well managed.
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Chapter 6: Developing the key roles

Any strategy requires a clear set of roles and accountabilities, and career strategies
are no different. This chapter sets out some of the key roles and explore some of the
challenges that are presented by each. The role of line managers, HR professionals,
career coaches and mentors are all explored in some detail. Line managers for
example, have many tensions in their role that can prevent some of the intentions
behind career strategies from being effectively implemented. This chapter explores
these tensions and makes recommendations as to how to deal with these issues.

The case study from LogicaCMG at the end of this chapter provides an illustra-
tion of how to implement an effective career coaching culture. The company has
taken steps to accredit managers internally as coaches and this has had a beneficial
impact on their career strategy.

Chapter 7: Fostering opportunities for growing careers

Many of the talent management occurring in organisations focuses strongly on the
identification of talent and establishment of pools of people with potential. Often,
however, it is not clear what the company plans to do with these newly identified
groups and how individuals should grow their careers. This chapter seeks to exam-
ine the different types of opportunities open to companies and looks at some of the
implications for people managing those experiences. This chapter contrasts growth
opportunities which stem from role changes, such as secondments and overseas
assignments, with opportunities which run alongside the job, such as projects or
action learning.

The case study at the end of this chapter is a personal reflection from a high
potential manager within Volvo, and provides an illustration of the wider impact of
assignments.

Chapter 8: Developing career self-reliance amongst your talent

In the current uncertain world, many companies are keen to encourage their employ-
ees to take control of their own careers and take responsibility for seeking out oppor-
tunities to grow and develop for the future. This chapter looks at how you can
encourage this self-reliance on careers in companies and what sort of tools you might
need to make available to support this approach. The range of self-help tools and
resources are explored, as well as how theories on individual career development,
such as career life stages, contribute to people’s own understanding of their careers.

This chapter is supported by two case studies. The first case study, from
Lexmark, describes a career workshop which was put in place to encourage career
thinking amongst their high potential manager group. The second case study is
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from Nationwide, and illustrates a technology-based approach to delivering self-
help career tools.

Chapter 9: Final reflections

This chapter draws together the themes which emerged in the research for this
book and highlights what I see as the main issues and challenges facing com-
panies today. This chapter also makes some tentative predictions as to where
career strategy may be heading in the future.
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1
An Overview of Career Strategy

Career strategies have evolved considerably over time, partly in response to the
changing working environment and partly due to the increased sophistication of
companies aiming to attract and retain high quality employees. This chapter aims
to provide an overview of the topic and sets a context for the remainder of this
book. Reading this chapter will enable you to understand what is meant by the vari-
ous terms used in connection with career strategies and will help you to answer
questions such as:

■ What are the workforce trends that impact on careers?
■ What is the context for careers in organisations?
■ How do career strategies link to the overall business strategy?
■ How do you go about developing a career strategy?
■ What are the benefits of putting a career strategy in place?
■ What types of interventions fall within a career strategy?
■ What impact does the culture of the organisation have?

What is a career?

It wouldn’t be right to start a book such as this without defining some of the terms
being used. The first, and most fundamental of these, is the word career.

I would love to define the word career as all encompassing, meaning that it
incorporates both work and outside work experiences that shape your path through
life. In this definition, your goals are met and you achieve satisfaction with your
career by discovering your best fit with the world. Sadly though, my experience tells
me that employees, and in particular young high potential employees, consider that
to have a career you need to be employed. Whilst there is an acknowledgement
that your career may be influenced by circumstances and interests outside of work,
the essence of the career is viewed as organisational development and progression,
rather than personal growth. Interestingly, for many talented individuals, this view
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may change over time, and leads to some interesting challenges for organisations
in the way they manage the careers of their talent group, a topic we will return to
later in this book.

So for the purposes of this book, the definition of a career put forward by Arthur
et al. (1989), the evolving sequence of a person’s work experience over time, still
holds true, in that it incorporates the possibility of different types of employment,
from self-employment through to temporary roles, as well as the sense of a sequence
of roles, not necessarily involving promotion. This last point is critical, in that careers
often take unusual routes, including sideways and even downward steps in hier-
archies and across organisational boundaries.

Career management

What then is career management? Obviously, it is about how careers are managed,
and if it is effective it should enable an organisation to attract and retain high qual-
ity staff, as well as add to the skill base of the company to help ensure long-term
survival and growth. However, the purpose and responsibility for career manage-
ment has changed considerably over time.

In the 1960s, career management was viewed as a way of helping individual
employees realise their goals, through interventions such as career planning work-
shops and counselling. By the 1980s, the business environment had changed and
career management was seen as a tool for addressing business needs, through
improved succession planning and high-flyer programmes for key groups of staff.
Individuals marked career progress by looking at the stage they had reached against
their age and grade and progressing up a career ladder. Since the 1990s, the focus
has changed once again, and career management is now more often seen as requiring
an alignment between both individual and business requirements, as age-grade pro-
gression opportunities are no longer realistic for organisations, but maximising indi-
vidual potential is still viewed as crucial to business success.

Much has been written in recent years about the nature of this partnership in career
management and throughout this book we will be exploring the balance needed for
successful career strategies, particularly when they are focused on pools of talent.

Career development or career management?

What then is the difference between a career development strategy and a career
management strategy? To an extent, the difference is semantics and either term
would suffice if you define your terms clearly within your strategy to ensure you have
the meaning you require.

However, with the pace of change in organisations and unpredictability of the
future of many companies, the concept of managing careers, even if this is a shared
responsibility between employees and employer, is often seen as a rather unrealistic
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aim. Career management suggests a planned series of steps with an end goal. Such
plans are likely to become quickly out of date in the current environment, and lead to
frustration from unfulfilled expectations. Career planning, which from an organisa-
tional perspective often means succession planning, still exists, but approaches are
changing and replacement succession planning is no longer seen as the answer to all
problems. Later in this book, we will be looking at how some organisations are now
starting to deal with the issue of succession and are moving towards developing
generic pools of talent.

Career development however, implies opportunities for growth and enhanced
skills, which will open up the possibilities of progression. It implies more of a role
for the individual and moves the focus away from jobs, to progression within roles.
Consequently, career development is about individuals taking responsibility for
developing and progressing their career with support from the organisation. Some
of the key requirements for organisations currently are speed and agility of
response; adaptability to customers; the ability to deal with ambiguity and I could go
on. All of these things require a more flexible and fluid career strategy, where risks are
able to be taken. Career development then is more about the means by which people
achieve their career goals.

For me, it is a little like comparing the classic, planned model of change with
radical or emergent change (Figure 1.1a,b). Both are about managing change, but
each takes a different approach.

An overview of career strategy

3

Planned Change

Current state
Where are we now?

What’s going on here?

Future state
Where do we want to be?

What does success look like?

Action plan
How do we get there?

What obstacles do we need to overcome?

Figure 1.1a Planned change
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Career management assumes a more planned model of change, where the com-
pany can grow and develop employees towards a predicted future. Whereas career
development involves growth in a slightly more haphazard way, with the end goal
more uncertain.

The difference between the terms is also sometimes explained by where the
responsibility for development lies. Hirsh and Jackson (1996) have drawn a use-
ful continuum of career strategies, which is replicated in Figure 1.2.

This continuum illustrates some of the shifts that have occurred over time in
career strategies, from more organisationally led approaches, where there is planned
development managed by the company, through to individual-led approaches,
where there is unsupported development and the focus is on the current job. It is
interesting to consider where the current trend towards talent management strategies
sits on this continuum. Whilst many companies might argue that talent management
reflects a partnership approach to careers, my sense is that there is quite a strong
shift back towards planned development and more managed careers.

Strategic Career Management: Developing Your Talent

4

Development
Offer

Responsibility
for Development

Integrated Planned Negotiated Supported Unsupported

Organisation Partnership Individual

Career and
development

Development Development Self-development Development
and job training

Figure 1.2 The career continuum

Emergent Change

Current
state

Where are we now?
What are we good at?
What do we stand for?

Future state

Learning

Experiment

Projects Networks

Scanning

Figure 1.1b Emergent change
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Career management or talent management?

A key theme for this book, and something that I will return to in more detail in the
next chapter, is the extent to which career management strategies and talent manage-
ment differ. Talent management strategies are undergoing a surge in popularity
within organisations at present as the pressure to attract and retain high potential staff
increases. But is this focus on talent just a new career strategy for the 21st century?

Whilst there are some obvious differences in the types of intervention stemming
from talent management, such as the forming of pools of high potential employees, it
is questionable whether even this is not just a modern-day approach to high-flyer
schemes of old. The more global nature of talent management is often sighted as a dif-
ferentiator, as this brings with it economies of scale from surplus talent being utilised
in other regions, rather than relying solely on a country supply. This global movement
also has the added bonus of increasing diversity and knowledge transfer across the
business, but yet again could be said to have been in existence with ex-pat strategies.

For the purposes of definitions, I find it hard to make a distinction between the
two terms and have a strong sense that talent management is a re-badged and 
re-packaged career strategy which is more closely aligned to the needs of business
today. In writing this book, I considered whether to focus more exclusively on tal-
ent management, but for me, this area cannot be viewed in isolation. Whilst talent
management encourages a more holistic approach to developing people’s careers
and is a good approach for companies at present, there is still a need to pay atten-
tion to the wider implications of careers and the possible alternative career strat-
egies that might need to come into play.

The external career context

Part of the reason for the shift in emphasis for career management, is the change that
has occurred to the economic, social, political and technological environment over
this time. Unlike the ample labour supply in the 1960s, the UK along with the rest of
Europe, faced a 25 per cent reduction in the supply of school leavers between 1985
and 1995. In the healthy economic climate in the mid-1980s many employers were
concerned that this shift was a ‘demographic time-bomb’ and began to re-focus on
new, or under-utilised labour supplies, such as women and racial minority groups.

However, with rising unemployment, and an increase in the number of 25–34-
year-olds in the working population as the generation of the baby-boom aged, the
declining birth rate was not seen as such a threat in the 1990s. Despite this, con-
cerns over shortages of appropriate skills and qualifications amongst the existing
labour market did come into play. The demand for engineers and scientists con-
tinued to increase for example, yet the number of students taking science or tech-
nical degrees continued to decline.
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Currently, the over 50s now make up 26 per cent of the working population and
the 25–45-year-old demographics are shrinking. The over 50s have risen by
almost half a million over the last 3 years and is a trend that is set to continue for
both this age group and the over 40s. Today, 6 out of 10 employees are over 40.

In the last 10 years, downsizing has continued in many companies and there has
been a wealth of mergers and acquisitions. Employers have focused on reducing costs
as the pressure from competition has increased. Whilst the service sector has boomed
and overall living standards have gone up, there has also been a growth in the
economies of developing nations which has led to increased demand for knowledge
workers.

The last 10–15 years have also seen a dramatic increase in the amount of part-
time working. Labour market surveys show an increase of 1.5 million part-time jobs
over a 10-year period with a corresponding decrease of 1.9 million full-time jobs.
Interestingly, 19 per cent of part-time workers are now men. Predictions for the
future estimate a further increase in part-time positions, with a less marked decline
in full-time opportunities.

Back in 1995, Hutton stated that only 40 per cent of the working population in
the UK were in secure employment, which he defined as being in a job or self-
employed for 2 years or more. Of the remaining 60 per cent, half were unem-
ployed or economically inactive and the remaining half were ‘newly insecure’ and
are either on temporary contracts, working part time, or recently self-employed.
Some of these individuals are in what Defillippi and Arthur (1994) term a ‘bound-
aryless’ career which are ‘job opportunities that go beyond the boundaries of sin-
gle employment settings’. An increasing number also have what Handy (1994)
terms ‘portfolio careers’, which are careers comprised of a number of different
and distinct work activities from varying sources – not surprising when approxi-
mately 1.5 million jobs in the UK are now classed as temporary and over 20 per
cent of British households have no working adult.

As a consequence of this, the 40 per cent of adults currently in secure employ-
ment view their careers against a backdrop of insecurity, rising levels of self-
employment and increased part-time working. The concept of a job for life is no
longer applicable even to this group and many people’s attitudes to their job have
been re-focused towards survival and development for the short term. As a result,
even individuals in secure employment feel dissatisfied, particularly with what they
see as reduced opportunities for progression within organisations and a slow down
in the speed of movement between jobs due to low labour turnover. Coupled with
this, jobs are increasingly being reported as having high stress levels due to the rate
of change within businesses. Despite Handy’s talk of a leisure generation (Handy,
1985) evidence suggests that the working week for managerial and professional
staff is increasing.
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Organisational pressures

As a response to increased competition, technological change and the economic 
climate, many organisations are restructuring their businesses to focus on core 
activities, with periphery tasks being contracted out to other suppliers – be they other
organisations or self-employed individuals. A survey by the Roffey Park Management
Institute of 400 UK-based organisations (Holbeche, 1995) showed that 95 per cent
had delayered over the period 1992–1995. Holbeche states the primary drivers for the
delayering as cost cutting, business re-engineering and increased customer focus.
These flattened hierarchies inevitably provide less opportunities for progression,
with the survey revealing that 78.6 per cent of staff had fewer promotion prospects
despite taking on more work and greater responsibility. Not surprisingly, a study by
Inkson (1995) has showed the number of downward moves has also increased.

Not only are the jobs within organisations changing, but also the future of the
organisations themselves are becoming less predictable. Markets and operating
environments are now subject to rapid change with much shorter product and
technology life cycles. Caudron (1994) sums up the situation saying that ‘in the
rapidly changing global business environment of the 1990s, strategic planning
involves 1–3 years at best, making it virtually impossible to plan ahead’. In add-
ition, UK organisations are increasingly under pressure from mergers and 
acquisitions by overseas organisations.

The UK has seen a massive growth in e-commerce. This increased use of infor-
mation technology has served not only to reduce jobs, but also to blur the bound-
aries between jobs, speed up the responsiveness required from organisations and
encourage decentralised structures around smaller business units. Often this is
accompanied by a decrease in core HR specialists and the responsibility for career
management shifting to line managers. Technology advances have particularly
affected middle management levels and have increased the demand for knowledge
workers. This knowledge-based economy continues to grow and Butler et al.
(1997) estimate that knowledge workers have grown in number from 17 per cent
in the 1990s to nearer 60 per cent currently. Intangible assets in organisations,
such as brands, and intellectual capital are at the heart of this trend.

Boston Consulting Group (2000) argue that a 10-fold increase in memory and
processing power will be required by people every 5 years. Products such as mobile
phones, emails and blackberries have enabled an increase in home working, 24 hours
a day availability and global working, and the chances are that significant changes
in these portable skills will continue to be seen over the next 10 years.

As a consequence of the organisational changes, the early 1990s have seen large
numbers of redundancies and voluntary early retirement schemes – privatised util-
ities are an example of this with British Telecom and British Gas reducing dramat-
ically in number. OECD figures suggest that the average length of service for a UK
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employee with one employer was less than 8 years in 1991, a figure far less than the
rest of Europe. CRAC attributes this to a lack of investment in training in the UK.

For many employees, this reduced certainty signalled a change in the psycho-
logical contract, which Argyris first defined as ‘a set of unwritten reciprocal expect-
ations between the employer and the employee’ (Herriot, 1992). The old unwritten
deal of loyalty and commitment in return for progression and reward no longer
applied. Employees no longer trusted in their future with an employer and yet were
being expected to give higher levels of performance in empowered positions. In an
effort to provide some pay back for employees, organisations started to move more
towards the concept of ensuring employability (Moss Kanter, 1994), by offering
greater opportunities for development and continuous learning to keep skills current
in the marketplace, in return for high performance and productivity. This is a topic 
I will return to later in this book.

However, Guest and Mackenzie Davey (1996) in their research into career
processes in a number of large UK firms, countered this, by suggesting that whilst
the grades have disappeared, many larger organisations have retained a hierarchy,
and this still provides perceived progression and a motivation for advancement.
They also suggested that contrary to popular belief, middle managers are less
likely to have been made redundant than junior managers.

What is clear, is that with organisations becoming more complex, the management
and leadership role has also become more challenging. Many small- to medium-size
businesses are attracting talent from larger organisations (Ashton and Lambert,
2005) as the excitement and challenge of smaller start-ups coupled with the societal
acceptance of people working in different ways make this more attractive.

The recent dot-com years showed that highly marketable, well-qualified people
were prepared to give up on secure roles and good packages, to join high risk,
potentially high gain companies. They were motivated by the opportunity to influ-
ence success and gain a stake in something big and were willing to forgo large
company benefits and formal development opportunities to do this. Smart compa-
nies have picked up on this, and are adding more experiential development to their
more formal offerings.

Political influences

On a political level, the UK government has taken active steps to increase the
skills of the working population over the last 10 years. Initiatives such as National
Vocational Qualifications (NVQs), Training and Enterprise Councils (TECs) and
Investors in People were all examples of Government-led schemes intended to
encourage skill development. The Management Charter Initiative and the result-
ing growth in management qualifications such as MBAs and management compe-
tencies were also a strong trend in the 1990s which is still continuing.

Strategic Career Management: Developing Your Talent
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Other political influences on careers include initiatives such as Opportunity 2000,
which have encouraged organisations to focus on the development of minority
groups and the Social Charter, which has implications for both the employment con-
tract and European mobility. The breakdown of European barriers has also led to an
increase in international team working and joint ventures across countries, with 
the consequential need to integrate different cultures, systems and approaches.
Legislative changes, such as age discrimination have also had a profound effect on
the opportunities open to people.

Changing values

The values of the workforce also appear to be shifting. The new generation want
more opportunities for development and meaningful work experiences. Berney
(1990) calls the wave of MBA graduates the ‘quality generation’, because they
appear to place more value on balancing personal and professional lives; doing
interesting and challenging work; having autonomy and freedom on the job and
positively contributing to society, rather than striving for promotion to the top of
the organisation. This implies that accommodating these needs is likely to be an
increasing priority for career management in the future.

Bridges (1995) talks about what he terms ‘job shifting’ over history and puts for-
ward the notion that the meaning of work has changed over the centuries from work
as a means to earn money to live on, through jobs, which provided a sense of satis-
faction, to careers, which allowed progression. Bridges suggests that this notion of
careers may now be shifting back to work as being a means to an end rather than the
end itself. He refers to the new skill requirements for career-minded individuals as
being employability, vendor mindedness and resilience.

Other major societal changes such as the increasing divorce rate, rising crime
rates, the increase in homelessness, bankruptcies, rising suicide rates, the trend
towards single parent families and the increased number of women in the work-
force also have an impact on career decisions.

Interestingly, talented people now have more choice at the disposal than ever
before. Traditional approaches, both within and outside of work are being challenged
and prosperity and greater mobility has meant that more people are questioning their
career purpose. Topics such as work–life balance are increasingly being talked about,
potentially enabling talented individuals to negotiate better deals with employers.

There is also a growing propensity for people to switch companies when their
expectations are not met. HR Focus (2004) suggests half of US employees will
seek new employment in the next 12 months and Mucha (2004) also suggests one
in six people are poised to leave their current role. These stark figures are even more
extreme when you focus in on younger managers. Michaels et al. (2001) suggest
that younger managers are 60 per cent more likely to leave an organisation than
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older managers. With a decade of lay-offs and increasing outsourcing of key
processes, loyalty and trust between employees and employers has decreased and
has led to a ‘tsunami-like wave of employee defections’ (Webber, 2004).

Trends and consequences

So what are the consequences of these changes to the external career environ-
ment? Some of the evidence is certainly conflicting. Whilst employees are likely
to have feelings of a loss in job security, and perceive a reduction in the number of
opportunities for progression, they are also likely to have more say in what they
do. Where opportunities do present themselves, there is likely to be increased per-
sonal competition for posts and increased demands for more flexible working and
the development of new skills. In addition, older workers may perceive greater
pressures to perform and provide flexibility.

Outside of work there are contradictions too. Societal influences on employees are
likely to make home lives more pressured and stressful. However, the increased wealth
and mobility will lead to greater choice and self-exploration of what is important.

Strategic Career Management: Developing Your Talent
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Table 1.1 Trends in the external career context

Trend Explanation

Global careers Increased mergers and acquisitions, global movement and
faster communications indicate that more people will be
seeking to develop across country boundaries.

Changing aspirations Employees are becoming more selfish in their demands and
and values will continue to seek out a good ‘deal’ in line with their life

goals. Self-employment will continue to be attractive.

Increased ethnic The racial and ethnic mix of the workforce will continue to
diversity change and we will see more multi-cultural teams at work.

New ways of working The number of virtual companies, project work and remote
working will increase.

Shortage of specific Demand for knowledge workers will continue to outstrip 
skills supply. As the baby-boom generation retire, greater skills

and experience shortages will appear.

An ageing workforce The average age of employees will continue to rise and the
percentage of over 55s in the workforce will double in the
next 10 years.

Increased competition Graduates in scientific disciplines, finance and technology 
for talent will be particularly sought after. Smaller startup companies

will continue to be an attractive proposition.
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What we can conclude is that there are certain trends that can be expected to
continue. Table 1.1 highlights some of these key trends.

Why introduce a career strategy?

High performance organisations ascribe very clearly to the belief that the way
they manage their intangible assets, such as their culture, values, competence and
management style have a direct link to organisational performance. The evidence
from research studies back up these approaches and show a clear link between
investing in people and paying attention to issues such as career development, and
achieving bottom line performance (CIPD, 2003a, b).

This human resource advantage can only come from having the right people in the
organisation with the right processes in place to support them and the right support
for these processes from the business. Defining and implementing a career strategy
which combines and links into other strategies is an integral part of achieving this
competitive advantage.

Boxall and Purcell (2003) argue that performance is a function of three elements:
ability, motivation and opportunity, described as an equation:

Performance � Ability � Motivation � Opportunity

Each of these elements links clearly with all aspects of career management.
Effective career management will help to maximise people’s abilities, provide moti-
vational experiences and the opportunity to deploy and develop skills and knowledge.

Chapter 3 explores the business case for career strategies in more detail, but it is
clear that career development programmes in organisations can add considerable
value to the business through enhanced performance, and numerous researchers
have also shown that implementing career programmes leads to increased career 
satisfaction amongst employees which in turn results in greater organisational com-
mitment and ultimately performance.

A range of other potential benefits to an organisation of good career management
are identified by Mayo (1991). These include, building organisational capability for
the future; fuller use of staff potential; a higher percentage of internal resourcing of
vacancies, saving wasted costs in recruitment and retraining; greater flexibility and
ability to adapt to changing demands, such as European mobility and redeployment
and improved data available for decision making. However, it should not be forgot-
ten that there is also the potential to suffer disbenefits. Garavan (1990) argues that
any increases in job satisfaction and productivity arising from career programmes
are likely to decline if the employee remains too long in one job, if HR systems
become overworked, or if a strain is put on training and development budgets.
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The overriding purpose of career strategies are nicely summarised by Hirsh et al.
(1995, p. 41) as being ‘to clarify the purposes and processes of career management’.
The report highlights three key reasons behind having a strategy for careers, namely:

1. To help manage the external and internal contextual changes.
2. To restore the confidence of employees.
3. To achieve coherence in organisational policies.

The literature suggests contextual changes are particularly significant and that suc-
cessful career management is particularly important to business performance where
companies are decentralising and delayering, resulting in greater responsibility
being given to line managers. Individuals are often less aware of opportunities and
experience difficulties in moving careers across functions (Mayo, 1991; Holbeche,
1995). Whilst there is little evidence of the impact of organisational restructuring,
Holbeche’s study (1995) of 25 UK organisations showed that delayering can lead to
reductions in job satisfaction and organisational commitment, with 78.6 per cent of
respondents citing fewer promotion prospects and lower morale as a consequence.
Staff flexibility and commitment is therefore seen as essential for business success
and career management is thought to be one way of achieving this.

Hirsh’s second reason concerning restoring confidence, suggests that organisa-
tions may have a more altruistic rationale for introducing a career strategy. This view
is supported by Holbeche, who suggests that aside from any quantifiable benefits,
some organisations believe they have a moral responsibility in the current job cli-
mate to help employees with their career development. Restoring confidence also
has a sound business rationale, in that it increases the morale of the workforce,
which in turn leads to greater organisational commitment and higher performance.

The third aspect, achieving greater coherence in organisational policies, is par-
ticularly relevant to career strategies today. Talent management can only be effect-
ive if it integrates the different aspects of selection, performance management,
learning and development, business planning and even more peripheral activities
such as organisational branding.

Developing a career strategy

Models for developing a career strategy

Strategies for career management in organisations have changed over time, depend-
ing primarily, on the economic environment. The balance has largely shifted between
organisational and individual control. The emphasis for the future appears to lie not
only in achieving a balance between organisational and individual needs, but also 
in changing people’s perceptions to careers and their assumptions about career 
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management within organisations. Individuals and especially high potential groups,
need to be encouraged to think in terms of development and growth rather than spe-
cific roles. This is likely to mean not just valuing upward progression, but keeping
skills updated through continuous development, lateral or even downwards moves.

A number of models for developing career strategies exist and common themes
emerge from these about the need to take account of the culture and values of the
organisation, its business strategy, the size and maturity of the organisation, and
the processes and procedures already in existence. As a consequence, there is no
ideal strategy that can be recommended here. Each strategy needs to be tailored to
the particular circumstances of the organisation and its employees.

One of the more recent models, Bergeron (2004), suggest a talent strategy
should describe the core knowledge, skills and behaviours required by the organ-
isation. She suggests four questions need to be answered by the strategy:

1. What value does your organisation deliver to its customers?
2. What are the core business processes in which your organisation must excel in

order to achieve customer value?
3. What key capabilities must we have as an organisation to deliver this value to

customers?
4. What value does your organisation offer its employees?

Through this analysis Bergeron suggests will get insights into what the company
has and needs today and where it needs to be in the future. A plan can then be put
in place to address the four key parts of the career management process:

1. Acquisition: How you intend to secure the people you need to execute the strategy.
2. Cultivation: How you will develop the expertise and skills you may need.
3. Retention: How you will recognise, reward and keep hold of key resources.
4. Organisational: How processes work, communication messages, etc.

Whilst this questioning approach has value, it does not address how to approach
the task. Whilst there is no set way to do this, it is possible to suggest some guide-
lines on how to go about formulating a career strategy. My own experience sug-
gests a 10-step approach, which is described below:

Step 1: Understand how the external career context impacts your business.
Step 2: Analyse your business strategy and its HR implications for the future.
Step 3: Understand and review the culture.
Step 4: Analyse the structure of the organisation and processes which support

career development.
Step 5: Set the objectives for the strategy.
Step 6: Establish success measures and measurable outcomes.
Step 7: Review and improve the organisational processes in existence.
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Step 8: Review and improve the individual development processes in existence.
Step 9: Ensure individual and organisational expectations are managed.
Step 10: Monitor and review the process against the objectives.

In working through this process, companies will need to debate a number of aspects.
In setting objectives, for example, there is a need to consider what the real purpose
of the strategy is. Is it about skilling the workforce as a whole, making the com-
pany more attractive to ease external recruitment pressures or making better use
of untapped potential? Do particular groups of employees, such as generalists or
specialists require attention?

When reviewing the culture, there is a need to explore what the true values are
within the company and whether these fit with the strategy proposed. Equally, in 
step 4, does the structure help or hinder progress – What type of career paths does the
company have at present? And are people able to make cross-functional or cross-
business moves?

Communication is a critical part of the process and it is essential that the object-
ives of the strategy are clear and any constraints on careers are made explicit.
Individual employees and senior managers need to be clear on what they can
expect from the strategy. The communication needs to spell out what the career
‘deal’ is for employees and what the employer proposition is.

It is unlikely however that many organisations will need to start from scratch.
Hirsh and Jackson (2004) recommend a useful framework for re-evaluating cur-
rent career systems, based on a questioning approach to the current career ‘fitness’
of the organisation. They suggest that companies complete statements such as:

The broad career paths, or types of career, in the organisation are
described to employees in terms of.…

Our employees can make a sideways move to another department and can
do this by.…

Our approach fits our particular business needs, the attitudes and prefer-
ences of our employees and our general approach to managing people. It fits
us because.…

This technique is particularly useful used with a group of senior managers, to
help engage them in developing a revitalised career strategy for the company. It can
also help to ensure that a career strategy is not seen as the ‘final’ strategy but some-
thing that needs to be constantly revised and updated.

The link to HR and business strategy

It seems obvious to point out that career development strategies should be linked
to the HR strategy and that in turn, should be linked to the business strategy. Yet,
this is not as obvious as you might think.
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HR management can have a tendency to implement policies and procedures
without much reference to the needs and opinions of employees. Yet one of the key
features of career strategies involves incorporating the needs of employees, par-
ticularly the talent you are looking to retain and motivate. In these circumstances,
the top-down models of business strategy being cascaded into HR strategy are
now too rigid and are likely to be inappropriate.

Integration with business strategy is therefore likely to be somewhat tentative and
exploratory. With companies transforming their approach to defining business strat-
egy and taking a more fluid and emergent approach, career strategies need to be
proactive in their own right and build in the flexibility required. Psychological con-
tracts (Argyris, 1962; Rousseau, 1995), a topic we will return to in more detail later
in this book, and more emergent strategies which are able to change rapidly in
response to business needs, are now more often seen as the way forward in imple-
menting successful career strategies.

In practice, however, a whole range of approaches exist for developing career
strategies. Rothwell and Kazanas (2003) make an interesting distinction between
the different types of approaches companies make towards linking business strat-
egy and the development of talent. Some of the approaches they identify in add-
ition to the top-down approach are:

■ The market-driven approach: The perceived future learning needs are derived
by managers and high potential employees. This is a type of bottom-up strategy
which links clearly with the self-development approach to careers.

■ The career planning approach: Seeking to integrate the needs of individuals
with that of the organisation.

■ The performance diagnosis approach: The development of talent provides
information about organisational strengths and weaknesses.

■ The educational approach: The strategy aims to develop people in certain
ways, such as thinking more strategically, or more in line with the company’s
competencies.

I would add to this list two other approaches: one based on maturity and one on
resource pools:

■ The maturity approach: Many writers are keen to emphasise the different types
of strategy that may be required depending on the stage in the life cycle of the
company, their product diversity or their strategic orientation. They argue that
organisations encourage certain types of career behaviour, depending on the
way they operate as a business. For example, companies with low market share
and high growth will have a greater need for more flexible employees with a
go-ahead style (Clark, 1992).
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■ The resource pool approach: Having identified a group of people with high poten-
tial, the strategy aims to utilise these people in high profile and challenging pro-
jects. They provide useful assistance to leaders in the organisation in areas of need
and as such move the organisation forward. Some writers see the competitive
advantage that comes from career strategies, less in terms of the initiatives in place,
as these are easy to replicate, but more in the human capital that such a strategy cre-
ates, that is the knowledge, skills and abilities to better suit the business they are in.

It is worth reflecting on this list and examining your own strategic intentions.
Many of these factors are worth taking into account in defining your career strategy,
but these expectations need to be clearly set out for employees.

Cultural influences

The impact of culture on career strategies is not a new concept. Schein (1984) and
Moss Kanter (1984) both showed culture to be both a cause and an effect on
employee moves both within and across organisations. Or, put simply, people’s deci-
sion to move jobs is impacted by the culture of the company, as well as the company’s
decisions about when and how they move people. Their studies also showed a strong
link between people’s job performance and the organisational climate and structure.

Understanding and working with the culture is therefore critical to career
strategies. In addition, if the organisation is seeking to move to a situation where
individuals take greater ownership and responsibility for their careers, this will
place career development even further into the realms of cultural change.

There are many definitions of culture and it is questionable whether it is possible
to influence culture by events, depending on whether you believe that culture is some-
thing an organisation ‘is’ or ‘has’. Some of the basic assumptions in the culture, such
as the way people, think, feel or perceive events, remain unsaid and are often invis-
ible. As a consequence, they may be difficult to influence and it is important to con-
sider how these might impact on your career strategy. For example:

■ To what extent does the organisation pay lip service to valuing people?
■ Are line managers helping or hindering career progress?
■ Is performance managed effectively?
■ How committed are your workforce to self-development?
■ How much support is there for people developing new skills?
■ Is there a culture of openness and trust?

This last question is one particular cultural issue which is important to address,
whether the culture in the organisation is based on honesty and trust has been
found to have a strong influence on levels of career satisfaction (Herriot et al., 1994;
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Yarnall, 1998). These studies found that the perceived equity of career and HR
processes led to increased levels of career satisfaction, and it could be argued that by
being more open about the opportunities for development available in organisations
today, that HR would be seen as more equitable. However, it can also be argued that
raising awareness about the changing nature of career development and the reduced
opportunities for upward progression could have a negative impact on career satis-
faction, particularly if the culture of the organisation is already biased towards 
a feeling of ‘being done to’.

This issue of culture raises some interesting questions for organisations
embarking on a new or updated career strategy. Bergeron (2004) argues that how-
ever well thought out your career strategy is, it is the implementation of that strat-
egy which is significant. This is not a surprise to you I am sure. There are plenty
of calls for more top management support, or greater managerial commitment to
make strategies work effectively. What it does suggest however, is that your strat-
egy should address some of the cultural barriers to implementation and seek to
identify projects where implementation will be more likely to receive backing.

One of the case studies later in this book describes the implementation of a new
talent management strategy as a ‘cultural change project’, indicating the importance
of this aspect. The issue of psychological contracting and the need for equity in
career processes links in with this and is a topic we will return to in the next chap-
ter. Adopting a strategy based around the psychological contract requires a more
open communication culture in organisations, where managers are genuinely com-
mitted to two-way discussions and have an honest approach to development. I would
hazard a guess that not all organisations will have the right environment for such a
strategy to work effectively!

Goals and objectives

Once the overall strategy has been decided upon, the particular objectives and
goals need to be formulated. Gutteridge et al. (1993) state that many organisations
now view career development as part of an overall organisational change programme
and they argue that for such efforts to succeed, organisations need to have a clear
vision of how the company will be different as a result of the change.

Establishing the purpose of any career management system is vital if it is to be
effective in the longer term (Hirsh et al., 1995). Organisations need to examine for
themselves where the emphasis should lie in relation to the needs of the business
and the potential benefits of career schemes and should set the objectives of the
system to support these. Often there will be a clear stimulus such as a high turnover
amongst a particular group of employees, or divisional managers holding onto good
staff and blocking development opportunities.
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Depending on the requirements, possible objectives of a career strategy might
be to:

■ Prepare the organisation for the future by developing employee capability to
meet long-term business strategy.

■ Ensure flexibility in responding to business needs, by identifying and developing
pools of talent.

■ Improve the morale and motivation of all employees to ensure greater 
commitment.

■ Minimise employee turnover to ensure a good Return on Investment.
■ Develop a culture and processes capable of attracting and retaining high quality

employees.

What do career strategies entail?

Career strategies can cover a vast range of activities, some of which are core organ-
isational processes, such as the performance management system, and some of which
stand-alone. Figure 1.3 provides an illustration of some of the more commonly used
processes for career management. The diagram draws upon a wide range of literature
(e.g. see Hirsh, 1984; Hall et al., 1986; Leibowitz et al., 1986; Jackson, 1990; Mayo,
1991; Gutteridge et al., 1993) and illustrates the main tools and techniques and the
extent of individual or organisational influence.
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Career planning/
Self development workshops
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Career planning workbooks
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Development centres

Career counselling

PDPs

Mentoring

Secondments

Development posts

Coaching

Equal opportunities policy

Figure 1.3 Possible career interventions
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Organisations are faced with a myriad of choices when contemplating the intro-
duction of career strategies, with little guidance as to the type of initiatives that
will work best within their particular culture. The range of possible interventions
cover a wide spectrum from the more traditional organisation-led activities to
individual-led ones, which underpin many of the self-development approaches.

This model shows career development as having both individually led activities
and organisationally led activities. Super and Hall (1978) were one of the first to
argue that career development activities need to encompass both perspectives,
which enables both the external- and internal-career processes to be incorporated
and managed. Both the individual and organisational processes need to be in place
and synchronised to maximise the effectiveness of the individual career processes
(Stumpf, 1989).

It is not the intention to go into detail on each of the tools highlighted here, as
most of these approaches will be discussed later in this book. However, the quality
of the techniques and the extent to which they are applied to different employees and
grades in the organisations concerned varies immensely. For most initiatives, it is
possible to identify companies which have become known as providing examples of
best practice in that area. For example, the BBC has a number of manned learning
resource centres at different sites, and has gained expertise in stocking and siting
such centres to best advantage, 3M is known for its comprehensive information sys-
tem providing job details through the computer network to all employees, which has
increased lateral mobility amongst employees; and Esso is famed for its compre-
hensive career workbooks and development centres.

These best practice approaches, which are often used for benchmarking in
other companies, assume that there is an ideal approach to career development.
However, given the importance of business culture, structure and strategy, it is
unlikely that this is the case and each organisational will need to devise initiatives
which are appropriate and tailored to their particular environment.

Case study: First Choice case study – Developing a talent
management strategy

(Information supplied by Ann-Marie Murphy, HR Business Partner)

First Choice Holidays Plc is a leading international leisure travel company
offering leisure travel experiences across more than 17 countries. Their
vision is to be the First Choice for people wanting to work in leisure travel.
Achieving this vision helps drive profitable growth across the group.

The Mainstream Holidays Sector is the largest sector within First Choice,
in terms of size, profit and employee numbers. In the summer season as
many as 7,500 colleagues are part of this sector. The sector takes over 
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2.5 million customers on holiday every year to around 80 destinations. It also
has an airline comprising 32 aircraft – and a distribution network consisting of
264 high street stores, 38 hypermarkets, 2 call centres and an e-commerce site.

In 2005, Talent Management was identified as one of four key HR stra-
tegic objectives.

Although aspects of talent management had been in existence before this
time, this objective aimed to give talent management a greater focus in the
business and bring together and build upon the strands already in existence.

The aim of the project was set out as: ‘to source, keep and develop existing
and future high performing people’.

Background

The company has been operating a succession planning tool known as the
OMR (Organisational Management Review) for the last 5 years. This review
is based around the completion of a 9-box grid, with managers being asked
to plot their people in conjunction with HR. The review covers all managers
and takes place twice a year, with the results being presented to the board.

Strategic Career Management: Developing Your Talent
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The top right of the box, potential leaders, leading performers and people
ready for a move are all considered to be part of the talent pool for the group.
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The tool is seen as beneficial, in that it works as both a performance man-
agement tool as well as helping to identify talent.

When the scheme was first introduced, there had been resistance from
some managers about the knock-on effects of differentiating people and
some initial reservations about pigeon-holing people in boxes. Interestingly,
the root cause of some of these concerns, was an initial unwillingness to
hold some difficult management conversations and be more open and hon-
est about performance and potential within the teams. Data was skewed
abnormally towards more favourable ratings and needed to be challenged by
the HR Business Partners.

One of the key messages which have helped to shift this perception is a
reassurance that the box for each individual was not static and that there was
the ability to move and change where people were positioned.

The tool is now working very effectively and is more embedded in the
business, but First Choice were keen to ensure that the OMR did not just
become a data gathering exercise and wanted to make more use of the data
and integrate it into a wider talent management strategy. This strategy aimed
to ensure a greater integration with the business and other HR-led processes.
In particular there was a desire to create:

■ stronger links with recruitment and resourcing plans,
■ stronger links with performance management processes,
■ stronger links with business planning process.

Developing a new approach to managing talent

The development of the strategy raised some difficult questions about where
the focus for talent should lie. First Choice wanted to ensure the talent strat-
egy was not seen as elitist as this did not fit well with the culture of the com-
pany. However, from an HR perspective, managing the development of talent
in the solid performer boxes was fundamentally the responsibility of the line
manager, with support from HR if needed. The identified talent group, how-
ever, were seen to need more of an organisationally driven approach to devel-
opment. The strategy was therefore focused on the leaders for tomorrow with
an underlying theme that everyone in the company was aiming to work to their
full potential.

A core group within the company, led by Ann-Marie Murphy, developed a
5-year plan for managing talent within the business. The initial stages of the
plan were focused on data collection and diagnosis. This thorough review of
the existing situation and future needs was needed initially to inform the future
priorities and plans. Ann-Marie was keen to point out that Although we have a
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written plan, it will be tailored to suit our requirements as we move through it.
The plan is very flexible and the HR Business Partners will be working with
the business to ensure it suits their needs.
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First Choice talent management approach

Need
Data

collection and
diagnosis

Planning Activity Results

Growth
Customers
Differentiation
People
Costs
Strategy

OMR

Succession plans

PDU

People no’s now
in talent pool

Skills, knowledge
and capability
now

Critical roles/teams

Future needs
(Skills capability)

Individual’s needs

Priorities and
plans

Costs

Recruitment
plans

Cost

Promote
Demote
Remove
Rotate

Turnover

Effective
criteria

Reward and
retention

Development
and career

Communication

Organisation values, culture, leadership, policies, processes

Demographics

See 5-year talent plan summary on opposite page.

The plan was presented to the MD and the Board, with a strong case for
why the company was focusing on talent and what the business benefits were.
Putting in place success measures was a core part of the plan – measures were:

■ percentage of the talent pool in relation to the senior management 
population,

■ retention rates and losses from the talent pool,
■ percentage of promotions from the talent pool,
■ the ratio of external to internal appointments,
■ percentage of roles with succession coverage.

Work is also being carried out on defining ‘critical’ and ‘pivotal’ roles within
the business. Critical roles are defined as those driving the business forward,
whereas pivotal roles are jobs which provide a particular development oppor-
tunity and are an essential transition through to more senior leadership.
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Tour operations 5-year talent plan summary

Attract: Bring the Identify: Spotting Develop: Developing Deploy: Place Engage: Ensuring
right mix of skills for talent in the people to deliver people in the right the right environment
the future organisation the strategy now and jobs to meet the for people to do their
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needs and individual
career aspirations
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future We are identifying (Board talent reviews, proactively talent
(Six 5-year plan) right people – CDC) (Board talent reviews, (First Voice, career

challenge the teams CDC) resumes, line
assessment of talent managers,
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pathing) reviews) (HR)
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Transparency
Until 2006, the OMR results were not being widely shared with individuals.
This approach was seen as inappropriate in the new strategy, as it was impor-
tant that employees in the talent pool were involved in their own develop-
ment and were aware of how they are perceived.

The talent pool are now informed of their status and are asked to compete
a career resume which is a one-page document covering:
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Career resume for xxx

Job title:

Grade: Date of birth:

 

Career expectations (brief summary of professional goals):

Education/professional qualifications/languages/additional skills:

Career History (bullet points, dates, companies, roles):

Brief description of current role (and key achievements):

Photo here 

OMR rating:

Date of joining:

Insights position:
(if known)
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■ background both in First Choice and prior to joining,
■ education,
■ career aspirations for the short and medium term.

The line manager discusses the resume with the individual and provides
coaching and guidance on their expectations and ambitions. This conversa-
tion leads to a career path document, which outlines how to get to their goal
and what development needs they have.

This greater level of transparency has led to some difficult conversations
within the business. To make the process easier, some business areas have used
a bottom-up approach, to expose more junior managers to the OMR process
before being told of their own position on it. One of the more difficult aspects
has been dealing with peer comparisons and perceptions across the business.

As Ann-Marie pointed out Implementing talent management is not just
about implementing a new strategy and set of processes, it is about influen-
cing a culture change across the business.

In these early stages of strategy implementation, communicating the mes-
sage and generating understanding and buy-in to the process is incredibly
time consuming and if you are not careful, it can get pushed down the pri-
ority list. Unfortunately, HR is still currently in the driving seat and one of
our key challenges is to engage greater stakeholder commitment and drive.

Key challenges

Development opportunities
One of the key challenges for First Choice is that in a cost-focused business,
there is little scope to create development opportunities based around pro-
jects. People need to be up and running quickly in roles and the business
can’t afford the luxury of positioning people with a view to development 
in the role. As a consequence the strategy is less focused on development
opportunities and more on role requirements.

However, there are still questions about when the company might need to
go to the external market speculatively because they have identified a future
gap. Equally, First Choice have recognised a need to unblock some key roles
to allow progression through key areas, but there is a risk attached to remov-
ing skilled specialists who are blocking opportunities for development.

Reconciling this need to position yourself for the future, with optimum
current performance is an ongoing tension within the strategy.

Defining future business needs
Despite conversations with senior managers to explore the people implica-
tions of their long-term plans, HR is still finding it hard to get managers to

An overview of career strategy
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Talent management matrix

Tools required Frequency Individual Line
manager

Management
team

review

Tour ops
board

Mainstream
board

CDC

PDU/review
against
skillsets
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Reviewing
talent plans

Development plans
Talent measures
Talent plans

Quarterly
(Bi annually)

Reviewing
skills gaps,
agreeing plans

Succession plans
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Resource plan

Bi annually
(Bi annually)
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articulate their future needs. Ann-Marie suggests that they need to bring these
issues to the fore in people’s minds and continually ask questions about tal-
ent, rather than just focusing on these issues at planning time. Increasing the
priority and focus on talent is an important success factor and she would like
to see managers asking the questions rather than it being HR led.

To aid this process, a talent management matrix has been developed,
which sets out the key processes, tools and role responsibilities. Notably, HR
are not present on this matrix!

See Talent management matrix in previous page.

Shifting from organisation led to individual led
The culture within First Choice has historically been quite passive with
regard to individuals taking responsibility for development. One of the key
challenges will be to get people more curious and develop an individual
push for career development. Ann-Marie would like to see high potential
managers identifying their own opportunities and career paths, rather than
being led by the organisation.

Summary

It is a virtually impossible task to condense the topic of career strategy into one chap-
ter and many aspects of career strategies have only been touched on here. However,
this chapter has provided an overview of some of the themes that I will return to
throughout this book. Four particular themes stand out:

1. The need to take account of the wider career context both within the company
and in the external market.

2. The need for consistency in your approach.
3. The need to build flexibility into your career process to be agile for the future.
4. The need to base your strategy on a true partnership between the employee and

the employer.

Well-planned career strategies can have a considerable impact on organisational
performance and this chapter explored the process of developing a career strategy
and some of the interventions that are likely to stem from it. Drawing together the
different approaches to developing career strategies that exist, the model in Figure
1.4 has been drawn up to summarise the key themes.

Initially, the organisation needs to examine both the external and internal con-
text and the forces acting on the business. Stemming from this, there needs to be
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a comprehensive understanding of the culture, business strategy, and existing
structures and procedures, which will then determine the elements of the career
strategy and the particular objectives that are set. Successful approaches will
focus on achieving an equitable balance between the needs and wants of the
organisation and that of the employees, in order to achieve the desired outcomes
and benefits for both parties.

There is clearly no one model to suit all organisations and the challenge is to
explore each of these aspects to find the solution that is the best fit for your com-
pany. The First Choice case study at the end of the chapter clearly indicates an
approach and aimed at integration across the business and had a clear strategic
intent and measures to achieve this.

Checklist

Throughout this book there will be checklists at the end of each chapter, to help
provoke thought and encourage the reader to consider some of the implications of
the content. Whilst this chapter provided an overview of the topic, some questions
are still worth considering:

■ Does your company have a clear definition of the terms used for describing
careers?

■ Are you aware of how the external career trends impact your business?
■ What problems are you trying to solve from your career strategy?
■ What are cultural barriers to success?
■ Is the company structure helping or hindering your strategic objectives?
■ Are the long-term needs of the organisation clear?

External and
internal
environment

Culture

Structure
and

processes

Business
strategy

Career
strategy Approach

Organisation
versus

Individual

Outcomes

Organisational
benefits

Individual
benefits

Context

Objectives

Figure 1.4 A model of career strategy
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■ What interventions do you already have to support careers and what do you
need to put in place?

■ How will you ensure flexibility?
■ What account will you take of individual needs and objectives?
■ Have you thought through the implications of separating out groups of people

for accelerated progression?

An overview of career strategy
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2
Focusing in on Your Talent:
Getting the Balance Right

Organisations are increasingly talking about talent management and according to
research, this trend is set to continue. Eighty-six per cent of companies anticipate
that the profile of talent management will rise in the next 5 years (Hay Group and
Human Resources, 2003) and 70 per cent of CEOs rate retention as one of their top
four priorities (Deloitte Consulting, 2003). Talent seems to have become one of the
‘in’ words on the business agenda, which many attribute to Mckinsey et al.’s
research summarised in the book The war for talent (Michaels et al., 1998). More
recently, the Corporate Leadership Council research (2005) found that talent man-
agement directly contributes to increased organisational effectiveness and prof-
itability, leading to as much as a 15.4 per cent advantage in shareholder return.

This chapter aims to explore where talent management fits into the overall
career strategy. Is it a sub-set of a wider strategy for developing employee careers?
Is it a modern-day career strategy? Or is it something different to that?

One of the tensions that organisations face is where to focus their attention on
careers and talent groups are often a high priority. However, this can have impli-
cations for the workforce as a whole. Some of the questions this chapter seeks to
answer are:

■ What is talent?
■ How do you identify high potential?
■ What can assessment and development centres contribute?
■ Should talent groups be singled out?
■ How to talent strategies differ from career strategies?
■ What are the implications on the psychological contract?
■ How do you marry the need for a tailored approach with the need for 

consistency?
■ How do you manage expectations?
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Where does talent management fit?

Talent management started off as being a process focused on attracting scarce
resources in a competitive labour market. The focus was predominantly on the
selection and assessment of new talent. In the 1990s, high performers and MBA
graduates were in high demand by organisations and attracting talent was a key
issue for organisations. In more recent years companies have come to realise that
just focusing on attracting and buying in talent is not enough. The high cost of this
approach and high failure rate of external recruits meant that this was a false econ-
omy in the long run. Interestingly, the Corporate Leadership Council (2003) found
that 40 per cent of external recruits at a senior level are deemed to fail in their first
18 months. The emphasis has therefore shifted to retaining the talent to help maxi-
mise their competitive edge. This wider scope for talent management covers all
areas of the business including organisational capability, branding, individual and
leadership development, performance management and succession planning.

It might seem like a contradiction that in this current world of cost cutting, delay-
ering and restructuring of resources, retaining people should become such an issue.
Yet Carrington (2005) argues that the reason retaining talent is essential is due to the
slimming down that has occurred in graduate recruitment schemes and leadership
programmes, leaving a deficit in high potential staff ready for succession to key posts.

This brings us then to the purpose of talent strategies. McCartney and Garrow
(2006) state that the purpose of talent strategies is to target scarce resources to
maximise the impact on business performance. They highlight the key drivers for
developing talent management strategies as:

■ Securing future growth and sustainability
■ Reducing turnover and retaining top talent
■ Streamlining the business and encouraging movement
■ Enabling high performance through a pipeline of succession.

Interestingly, Carrington found that most companies see talent management as a
series of interventions:

■ 67 per cent about developing people
■ 63 per cent recruitment and selection
■ 48 per cent succession planning
■ 36 per cent maximising the talent already in place.

Both of these descriptions have considerable overlaps with career strategies and
talent management could be seen to be more of an evolution and re-branding of
strategic career management than a new strategy in itself.
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What is talent?

Definitions of talent vary widely, from being focused on particular people, to a set
of characteristics, or to statements of need. Companies also vary in terms of
whether they view talent as the performance and potential that exists in every
employee, or whether it is a more exclusively focused on scarce resources and
more senior positions. GE for example, defines talent as people who have the
potential to grow into CEOs or top functional leaders (Charan, 2005).

McCartney and Garrow (2006) define this type of talent as ‘employees who
have a disproportionate impact on the bottom line, or who have the potential to do
so’. The identification of talent in this case is driven by capability or skill gaps in
the organisation and identifying critical segments of the workforce which are
essential to the business.

It is worth highlighting recent research by Corporate Leadership Council (2005),
which covered more than 11 000 employees and managers from 59 different organi-
sations. They found that only 19 per cent of high performers were also identified as
high potential, and what differentiated talent were three components:

■ Aspiration: The extent to which the person was seeking prestige and recogni-
tion, influence with the organisation, financial reward, work–life balance and
overall job satisfaction.

■ Engagement: A person’s emotional and rational commitment to an organisation,
the extent of their discretionary effort and intention to stay in the company.

■ Ability: A person’s mental and emotional intelligence as well as learned tech-
nical and interpersonal skills.

This suggests that managers have a key role to play in retaining talent and making
it work, as they have strong influence over recognition, job satisfaction and com-
mitment to the organisation.

What is clear is that organisations need to define their own terms. Many of the
companies researched for this book were very keen to put across a message that
everyone has potential and talent and that they will be encouraged to develop that,
but equally, sitting alongside this, they often had particular groups of individuals
that were singled out as being a ‘talent pool’ for the more senior positions in the
future. This is a topic we shall return to in Chapters 4 and 5.

Identifying high potential

One of the biggest questions is how to identify the people with high potential.
Approaches range from a simple question as part of an appraisal process, through
to more complex tools such as box models or assessment centres.
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Ideally at the start of the process, there needs to be a dialogue between the deci-
sion makers to help them decide on and calibrate the selection criteria (McCall,
1998; Michaels et al., 2001; Berger and Berger, 2004). Where many selection
tools fall down, is when the criteria are not clear, or they do not reflect the needs
of the company in the future.

Box models

Many organisations choose to use some kind of matrix system which maps per-
formance and potential. These box models provide an open framework for discus-
sion with some guidance on what each box means. The approach has the benefit
that it opens up a healthy dialogue with a key group of stakeholders on the poten-
tial of employees. Often an HR Business Partner will facilitate the discussion and
help to minimise bias. One of the most commonly used matrixes is the 9-box
model illustrated in Figure 2.1.

The 9-box model can be unreliable, as it depends on the interpretations of the
individual assessors, who tend to agree on the relative meaning of the squares as
they work through the process. The tool also rarely takes into account particular
competencies or characteristics of high potentials, such as their own aspirations or
engagement.

Companies often refine the box model approach, with some increasing the cat-
egories to 16 boxes (see Figure 2.2) and providing guidance on the likely distributions.

In effect, it is not the model that matters, but the way it is used and one of the
difficulties of this approach is helping line managers to differentiate between per-
formance and potential, with clear guidelines as to what is meant by the different
terms.

Charan et al. (2001) define three categories of potential, which they describe as
turn potential, growth potential and mastery potential. The definitions are:

■ Turn potential: The ability to work at the next level in 3–5 years time.
■ Growth potential: The ability to do bigger jobs at the same level in the near term.
■ Mastery potential: The ability to do the same but better.

High performance

Medium performance

Lowperformance

Low potential Medium potential High potential

Figure 2.1 A 9-box model for identifying talent
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Looking at the 9-box model, guidelines will typically suggest that managers focus
more on the differentiation between high potential rather than the distinctions
between low, medium and high performers. They may also suggest that managers
consider what kinds of leadership roles or new opportunities the manager has the
capability and aptitude to move into. Some companies also choose to suggest a
normal distribution should be reflected in the ratings of departments and suggest
actions for people in each box. For example:

■ Retention and succession should be focused on high performers with high
potential. This group are likely to be eligible for an acceleration pool.

■ Development should be focused on groups with high potential and medium
performance, as well as high performers with medium potential.

■ Under performing high potentials need to be considered for a role change.
■ Low performers without potential need performance improvement plans.
■ High performers without potential need a focus on retention and continued

motivation.

However, even with the most foolproof definitions, leaving the assessment in the
hands of the organisation does not take account of the employee perspective,
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Figure 2.2 A 16-box model
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which is so vital in a career strategy. With this in mind however, some companies
have usefully identified the needs more from an employee perspective:

■ Those with potential to fast track who are interested in doing so.
■ Those with potential but not the ambition at the current time.
■ Those who are indispensable to the organisation.

Companies also have the choice as to whether they determine their acceleration
pools from the matrix alone, or whether to test out potential and performance at a
development or assessment centre. The centre approach allows the identification
to take account of individual behaviours.

Assessment and development centres

Assessment and development centres are one of the most commonly used tools for
accurately pinpointing the gaps between an individual’s performance and a set of
required standards. Centres are relatively easy to set up and run, although they do
have significant resource requirements and need careful positioning in the context
of the wider strategy to be effective.

The component parts of an assessment centre or development centre are:

■ A set of exercises designed to demonstrate specific behaviours. These may include:
– Group exercises – with assigned and non-assigned roles
– One-to-one exercises
– Written tasks
– Interviews
– Psychometrics
– Simulations

■ A high ratio of assessors to participants
■ Trained assessors or coaches who work to a common standard
■ Observation across a range of exercises
■ Feedback is given to participants on their performance.

People are often confused between assessment and development centres and it is
worth setting out some of the key differences. Table 2.1 illustrates the main points.

For both types of centre, the starting point is to establish the behaviours, which
need to be observed and design a range of exercises to suit this. Ideally, centres
would aim to assess each competency in two or three different kinds of exercises,
to ensure an accurate measure.

There is some useful research which suggests that learning agility is a strong
predictor of promotability (Eichinger and Lonbardo, 2004) and some organisations,

Ch02-H8369.qxd  8/8/07  5:40 PM  Page 35



Strategic Career Management: Developing Your Talent

36

such as the Legal Services Commission described in Chapter 3, have given addi-
tional weighting to these behaviours in their assessment centres.

Typically a matrix would be used to indicate how the two aspects inter-relate.
Figure 2.3 is an example of this.

The assessment centre approach is more organisationally focused, with a strong
intent to accurately assess performance and identify how participants perform against
a set of criteria. To do this, the assessors collect and record data and then take time
at the end of the centre to collate and interpret the data and give each participant a
score for each competence. Assessors will have a rating scale for each behaviour and
they will observe different people in different settings so that results can be standard-
ised. Typically at the end of the centre a wash-up session is held, to discuss the scores
of each participant in turn and to plot these on a rating grid. Table 2.2 is an example
of a rating scale used at an assessment centre.

The development centre is more individually focused, with the aim being for par-
ticipants to rate and develop their skills against the competencies during the course
of the centre and to end up with a development plan to take them forward into the
future. To do this, coaches are often assigned to participants, to both observe and
give feedback on performance on the exercises, as well as to provide more in-depth
discussions on development needs. Whilst the coaches are trained in assessment
methods, they are not asked to score the participants or feedback to the organisation.

Talent centres are likely to draw more on the assessment centre approach,
though as can be seen in the case study at the end of this chapter, this is not always
the case. Questions companies might want to ask themselves are:

■ What is the purpose of the centre?
■ How much individual feedback is required?
■ How ready are the target population for an assessed approach?
■ Are we able to define the behaviours we need from this group in the future?

Table 2.1 Comparing assessment centres to development centres

Assessment centres Development centres

Prime purpose is selection Prime purpose is personal development
Outcomes are reported Outcomes are confidential to the individual
Centre analyses and rates best Centre encourages experimentation and 

performance learning
Uses trained assessors Uses trained coaches
Focuses on a few core competencies Allow a wider range of competencies
Feedback is given after the event Feedback is given during the event
Scores are standardised by assessors Development needs are determined rather 

than scores
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Competency Behavioural indicators

Exercises/Activities

Unite people with vision

Set challenging standards

Communicate brand

Show integrity and courage

Build effective partnerships

Plan and prioritise

Make well-considered decisions

Use date to identify key issues

Observe, assess and feedback

Champion diversity and team spirit

Develop self and others

Enable change and improvement

Deliver against corporate plan

Deliver customer service

Improve value for money
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Set direction

Make a personal
impact

Think
strategically

Get the best
from people

Learn and
improve

Deliver results

Figure 2.3 An exercise versus competency matrix

One of the main success criteria for centres is careful communication to everyone
involved – the participants, their line managers, senior stakeholders and the people
involved in running the centre. If it is not clear to participants what the purpose of
the centre is and how it will be managed, there is likely to be apprehension and
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suspicion which will get in the way of their performance at the centre. Setting
expectations and setting clear boundaries around confidentiality are imperative to
a centre’s success.

The assessment and development centre approach can experience a number of
difficulties. For example, the assessors can be inadequately trained; exercises can
become overused; assessment of minority groups may be subject to bias; exercises
may not measure the skills required; raw data can be misused and ‘good’ per-
formance is sometimes not agreed on. Perhaps more importantly, company experi-
ence shows that it is difficult to convey the differences between an assessment and
development tool and as a result, the company raises expectations of employees
and risks breaching confidentiality with their line management (Kerr, 1989;
Goodge, 1994).

Despite these difficulties, centres provide a useful assessment, language and
framework for employees to develop their careers. Whilst they can be time con-
suming and costly, assessment centres have the benefit that they can play a strong
role in engaging some of the key stakeholders in the talent management process.
If senior leaders are involved in assessing, or interviewing on a talent centre, they
will get a better feel for the criteria being used and the talent coming through the
organisation. Many of the companies involved in the research for this book indi-
cated that participation at this early stage in the process had been pivotal in the
success of their talent strategies.

Should talent groups be singled out?

It could be argued that singling out high potential staff and focusing on fast track-
ing groups of people is not beneficial to the longer-term health of organisations.

Table 2.2 A rating scale used at assessment centres

Rating Explanation

1 Performance well below the standard required to meet the criteria.

2 Performance below the standard overall, but meets some aspects of the
the criteria.

3 Performance is at the required standard for the criteria to be met.

4 Performance shows potential. The candidate has demonstrated the
required standard against all the criteria and exceeds this in two or
more areas.

5 Performance shows high potential. The candidate has exceeded the
required standard on a significant number of criteria.
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Arguably, this approach encourages individualism, elitism, a short-term focus and
neglects subordinate development. An excessive focus on work and the working
career can also impact family or personal life, leading ultimately to stress, burn
out, a lack of focus and derailment.

Interestingly, in Germany and Japan, career development for the whole work-
force is a much stronger message than in the UK and America. Although a joint
survey by the Hay group and Human Resources (2003) showed that the majority
of UK companies also place their emphasis on all employees, see Figure 2.4.

Building individual career resilience and risking a loss of trust from the rest of
the workforce may go against singling out talent groups. However, the high poten-
tial within the organisation is unlikely to rise to the top on their own without some
kind of support and exposure to a wide variety of experiences. A talented individ-
ual with a poor line manager for example, may find themselves ‘stuck’ and unable
to take advantage of opportunities to grow and develop.

It could also be argued that talent can be bought in when it is required from the
external market. However, apart from being far more expensive, finding the right
skills and cultural fit to ensure success is not that easy.

Analysing the success of talent-focused strategies is not straightforward either.
Interestingly, Larsen (1997) suggests the success of high potential schemes is often
measured by the number of people who end up in more senior positions who were
originally identified as high performing. However this does not tell whether an
organisation has actually identified and developed the best people or whether it
was a self-fulfilling prophecy.

6%

16%

39%

17%

22%

Current leaders

Future leaders

Everyone

People who want to be developed

The best people

Figure 2.4 What type of talent is managed?
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Another factor to consider is that not all companies need to be concerned with
future leadership potential. A company may already have a significant cadre of
managers and predict a lesser requirement in the future. If this is the case, other
types of career strategies, based on motivation of the whole population within
existing roles, may be more appropriate. It is worth analysing whether the organ-
isation has experienced problems with long-term vacancies in particular positions,
or have suffered from poor quality of leadership in some areas of the business, to
help gauge the necessity to focus on specific groups of talent.

However, there are good business reasons why companies choose to focus on
core groups of people, which Chapter 3 tackles in more detail. Most companies
have limited resources available for training and development and providing
opportunities for growth can be costly. Identifying key groups of high potential
within the company is likely to provide the greatest added value in terms of this
investment, as it is those people who will build the company for the future.

Possible consequences of a focused approach

Interestingly, the findings in Figure 2.4 sit alongside other results which showed that
84 per cent of these same companies identified staff with high potential, typically by
means of line manager nominations, performance data or more structured assess-
ment processes. So if companies do decide to focus their approach on key individ-
uals or groups, what are the possible risks and consequences of this? (see Table 2.3).

High potential does not remain constant

It is important not to see a talent group as a static pool of people. People will need
the flexibility to join and leave the pool, as both their own position changes, or the
requirements of the organisation change. In the Rolls Royce case study later in the
book, there is a clear illustration of both entry and exit criteria for talent, to allow
action to be taken if progress rates change. Unless there is careful monitoring, it

Table 2.3 Possible risks of singling out high potential groups

■ High potential does not remain constant
■ Non-participating employees may be adversely affected
■ Expectations of new opportunities may be set
■ High performance can over influence potential ratings
■ An inappropriate culture may be cultivated
■ Teamworking and knowledge sharing may be reduced
■ The Pygmalion effect can come into play
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may not be clear who continues to be high potential as shifts in culture and struc-
ture will create new requirements for knowledge and skills and interpersonal 
relationships may change over time.

Non-participating employees may be adversely affected

The effect on non-participating employees of talent pools varies and appears to be
dependant on how organisations communicate their intentions. If talent manage-
ment does single out particular groups, how this is communicated to the remain-
der of the workforce is critical. If this is handled badly, the excluded population
are likely to feel demotivated and devalued and have concerns that their training
and development will be limited. This could ultimately lead to lower performance
and increased turnover, causing the organisation to have a costly recruitment demand
that wasn’t anticipated.

Increasingly organisations are becoming more open and managing these mes-
sages through line managers and internal media. Worryingly however, a recent
Hay survey also identifies that only 6 per cent of employees were thought to under-
stand the talent management processes very clearly.

There is also an argument to say that non-selected employees could equally rise
to the challenge if they were given a chance and that selecting elite groups limits
potential. Pfeffer (2001) argues that there is a lot of evidence that people can per-
form above or below their natural abilities depending on the situation and the
leadership and support they receive. He says there is a risk in focusing on small
groups of individuals despite the evidence that high performing organisations do
use a systematic approach to identify and develop high potential.

What is evident is that if the message is not clear, or the process used appears
to be unfair, then there could be significant impact on people’s motivation and job
performance and their commitment to the organisation is likely to decline. This
issue of equity is addressed later in this chapter.

Expectations of new opportunities may be set

Having been identified as someone with talent, it is likely that people will have a
higher expectation of the type of opportunities and experiences open to them. One
of the dangers of a focus on high potential groups is that it takes us back to more
traditional career progression models which may not be deliverable in the current
work context. Have organisations got opportunities do go with the raised expect-
ations of planned progression?

Certainly not all organisations have a supply of opportunities at their disposal
and even in larger companies, or where there is less of a cost constraint, not many
assignments give a broad view of an organisation or stretch people outside their
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comfort zone. Even if such opportunities do exist, there is a high risk associated
with using your talent in this way. Does the company really want people who are
inexperienced running critical projects? Organisations need to think through the
opportunities on offer and make clear to individuals what will and won’t be avail-
able to them. Chapter 7 looks at this topic of how to grow your talent in more detail.

Expectations of increased support may also be set. Whilst coaching and men-
toring are popular ways of supporting high potential employees, they can also 
be used to set expectations and orient people more effectively. Beeson (2004)
argues that providing proactive support to those in stretch assignments is critical
to ensure that people do not ‘fail’, so organisations need to ensure they can deliver
on this.

Whilst these higher expectations may be difficult to manage, it is the lack of such
opportunities for growth and appropriate support that often causes high potential
employees to leave organisations.

High performance can over influence potential ratings

The words Talent, High Performers and High Potential are often used interchange-
ably. However, potential indicates a future viability that is not necessarily present in
your existing talent. Researchers vary as to whether potential is based to some
extent on performance. Rothwell (2001) believes this is the case, whereas McCall
(1998) disagrees that it is based on current performance, and argues that potential
is the ability to acquire new skills in the face of rapid change. Interestingly, the
Corporate Leadership Council research indicated that only about a third of high
performers are seen to have high potential in organisations, whereas 93 per cent of
high potentials are also high performers.

Many organisations identify their talent and future potential by line managers
making judgements. These can often be skewed towards current performance and
managers may seek to clone future senior managers from what is currently in place.
It is well worth remembering that potential ratings are only as accurate as the
knowledge and prediction ability of those making the decisions and may well be
prone to be biased towards existing perceptions of good management.

Many organisations are choosing to put in place clear guidelines and briefings
on how to rate potential and HR Business Partners will often jointly participate in
rating exercises to help ensure these guidelines are followed using the perform-
ance and potential matrices explained earlier in this chapter.

The Corporate Leadership Council (2005) has done some interesting research in
this area. They identify three key groups of employees, which they term Engaged
Dreamers, Unengaged Stars and Misaligned Stars. These groups are all rated as
having high performance, but have a particular shortcoming which reduces their
potential rating.
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The Engaged Dreamer, said to be 5 per cent of the high performers without
potential, has both the aspiration and engagement in the company, but lack the
skills and ability of the next level. The Unengaged Stars, accounting for 48 per
cent of the high performers without potential, have the ability and the aspiration,
but are not fully committed to the organisation and are not sure that working for
the company longer term is in their best interests. This group are likely to be dif-
ficult to spot, as they are unlikely to communicate this openly. The last group, the
Misaligned Stars, accounting for 47 per cent, have the commitment and ability,
but lack the drive and ambition to move on – something holds them back from
pushing themselves. Interestingly, the career anchor work described later in the
book, may provide some insights into which group people fall into.

An inappropriate culture may be cultivated

As organisations focus on what they require from their talent in the future and set
criteria and behaviours to rate people against, there is a risk that the culture of the
company tightens to focus in on these core competencies. Whilst this may be
desirable to a certain extent, this narrowing of focus of your key players in the
organisation may put the organisation at risk if there has been a poor diagnosis at
the start.

There is also mixed research into whether highflier profiles have the skills to
empower and develop others. Some studies have shown that subordinates report a
lack of interpersonal sensitivity from high potential managers, perhaps due to their
drive and individualism. This can however be addressed through techniques such as
360-degree feedback and performance management based on appropriate behavi-
ours. Xerox for example, uses employee motivation – a manager’s ability to manage
interaction, feelings and emotions, as a key performance measure (Jones et al.,
1996).

It is imperative therefore, that organisations take great care when they are estab-
lishing their criteria for measuring potential and selecting people into talent pools.

Teamworking and knowledge sharing may be reduced

Segregating pools of talent may encourage more competitive behaviour, both
within the group, as they compete for growth opportunities, and also with non-
participating employees, who may harbour feelings of jealousy or lack a willing-
ness to cooperate. As a consequence, sharing of knowledge across the company
may be reduced as people hold onto information for their own gain. Again, this risk
can be minimised by ensuring that the rating of high potential employees and feed-
back mechanisms focus on teamwork and knowledge sharing as key contributors
to success.
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The Pygmalion effect can come into play

The Pygmalion effect occurs when one person has expectations of another and
behaves towards that person in a manner consistent with those expectations. In
addition, differences in self-expectations may result in differences in perform-
ance. Livingstones (1969) famed research proved that children performed better if
their teachers led them to believe they were excellent performers, whether of not
they were. He concluded that people, more often than not, appear to do what they
believe they are expected to do.

The implications of the Pygmalion effect are that by telling employees they are in
a talent pool, or are rated as high potential, they are more likely to be treated differ-
ently by those around them and be expected to perform at a higher level, and the 
person in turn, will be more likely to fulfil those expectations. Research into the
experience of high potentials within Hewitt (Lewis, 2006) found that the employees’
behaviour and expectations were impacted by either the direct message or the per-
ception that the person was considered to be high potential. The research empha-
sised the benefits in making sure that everyone is aware that they have been classified
as high potential, something that does not always happen in organisations. By being
more open it enables both employees to fulfil expectations and the line manager
relationship to be more open and honest, with more effective goal setting.

It could be argued then, that an organisation should set high expectations for all
employees. However, the research indicates that people will not be motivated to
achieve at a higher level unless they consider their manager to be credible and 
the expectations are realistic. Also Hurley (1997) found that low self-esteem in
the employee or lack of follow-through by the manager in the way they treat the
employee will reduce the effect. This indicates that managers have a significant
effect on performance, but individual’s self-belief and self-esteem can also over-
come deficiencies in manager’s performance.

Ideally then, there needs to be a clear message to high potential employees that
comes from a credible source and carries realistic expectations of the part of both
the employee and the organisation. In addition, the employee needs to have the
self-belief and self-esteem to rise to the challenge.

The psychological contract

The move towards psychological contracting as a model for successful career
strategies has been growing considerably since Herriot and Pemberton’s book
back in 1996.

The psychological contract model is defined in a number of different ways, many
of which describe a mutual expectation, or mutual obligation which is perceived to
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be in place between the employer and the employee. Whilst the contract is unwritten
and implicit in people’s heads, it is possible to use the model as a basis for more open
and honest communication about expectations and offers.

A person’s psychological contract can be influenced by a number of factors,
such as:

■ comparison with peers,
■ views and experiences of other employers,
■ expectations created by the employer branding,
■ recruitment and induction messages and experiences,
■ the way performance is managed,
■ promises that are made by managers to employees,
■ the way people progress their careers.

Historically, the psychological contract offered employment security and slow
promotion up a career ladder in exchange for adequate performance and loyalty.
People identified as particularly able were often offered more managed develop-
ment through a fast track programme. The company managed their careers and
offered opportunities when vacancies arose. However, the business environment
and contextual factors described in the first chapter of this book have caused this
unwritten career deal to change quite dramatically.

Organisations are now offering employability and sometimes greater flexibility in
exchange for individuals taking on development and updating their skills. The career
ladder has been replaced by a career lattice (Iles, 1997) with multiple career paths
and a focus on enriching jobs and opportunities rather than job movement alone.

Herriot and Pemberton conclude that career strategies need to be:

■ contextualised,
■ cyclical (to allow for changes in context),
■ subjective (i.e. do not pre-suppose success criteria for employees),
■ interactive between the organisation and its employees.

One of the problems with models dependant on psychological contracting is that
they concentrate on negotiation between the organisations needs and wants and
that of the individual. Invariably the needs and wants of the manager are likely to
be different to those of the individual. If the psychological contract is too difficult
to negotiate, employees will only have the choice to leave the organisation. However,
the benefit of this approach is that it implies negotiation, which is likely to lead to
greater perceptions of equity.

Interestingly, organisations are now making substantial investments in their tal-
ent and a recent study by Roffey Park (McCartney and Garrow, 2006) suggest that
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this might imply a return to the old psychological contract of long tenure and
mutual loyalty. Indeed few organisations have done away completely with the
more traditional tools of career management such as succession planning and 
promoting from within.

Recent years have also seen a shift in the balance of power towards high potential
employees. If they don’t see a fair deal, they may choose to take their intellectual
property to another organisation and leave the company with a knowledge gap. This
issue of knowledge management is a strong consideration for companies and they
are continually grappling with how to embed capability in organisations and processes
rather than individuals.

In practice these conversations are difficult to have – a topic which will be dis-
cussed in more detail later when we examine the role of the line manager. There is
often a fear in employees which prevents them from divulging their true aspir-
ations or career goals due to concerns that it may limit their organisational oppor-
tunities or pigeon hole them. Managers too are reluctant to engage, as they may
not be able to fulfil expectations that are raised and risk demotivating their key
players.

The consequence for organisations is that careers are now more often viewed as
boundaryless and portable, with high potential employees gaining a skills set and
taking it to the next employer with a better deal. Yahoo (Personnel Today, 2006)
faced a challenge in their industry as people tended to move employers frequently
and they needed to create a climate with greater loyalty and commitment. They
created two new strands within their business to help alleviate this. Firstly they
focused on talent acquisition and ensured that the team retained involvement with
new entrants for 6 months after joining to help ensure the induction period was
successful. Secondly, the talent team ensured that all their senior managers received
incentives for good performance management and low attrition rates, to help focus
their activity on the issue.

Some organisations have also taken steps to make some generic aspects of the
psychological contract explicit, by publishing statements of intent. Figure 2.5 is an
illustration of one such statement, which is called an ‘Employer proposition’ and
sets out the expectations on both sides.

The need for equity

One of the core cultural issues which influences the success of a more focused
strategy, is whether the culture in the organisation is based on honesty and trust.
Herriot et al. (1994) found that the perceived equity of career and HR processes
lead to increased levels of career satisfaction and hence organisational commit-
ment. It could be argued that by being more open about the opportunities for
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development available in organisations today, that HR would be seen as more
equitable. However, it can also be argued that raising awareness about the chan-
ging nature of career development and the reduced opportunities for upward pro-
gression could have a negative impact on career satisfaction.

Herriot and Pemberton (1996) differentiate between procedural equity which
occurs when there is a relational contract, and distributive equity (i.e. equal out-
comes to both the organisation and individual), if the contract is transactional.
Relational contracts have been found to have stronger emotional reactions in terms
of anger, mistrust etc. and lead to a focus by employees on transactional elements if
they are perceived as inequitable.

It seems that the perceived fairness of processes and procedures is one of the
root causes of success or failure of a career management strategy. Research has
shown time and time again, that these perceptions of equity impact on a whole
range of measures:

■ Career satisfaction
■ Organisational commitment
■ Absenteeism

You are a talented individual.

The opportunity exists to apply your special skills and help shape the future of our business.

Through its skills and expertise, the company is recognised as a world leader in its field.
It is our people who are the source of our professionalism, reputation and success.

When you join the company you will work with a great team of colleagues, who have a real
sense of achievement and satisfaction in their work and a sense of pride in their contribution
to the industry.

We offer a large range of jobs, and we are committed to your training and development.You
will have regular opportunities with your managers for discussion about your performance
and what we can do to help you apply your skills and knowledge. In support of this you will
have performance objectives and personal development plans.

We have a good range of benefits, valued by our people. We will provide you with
competitive remuneration, generous annual leave in addition to the public holidays, and a
contributory pension scheme.

In return for a rewarding job, we will ask that you apply your particular professionalism and
skills and strive for continuous improvement and development in all that you do.

We want you to use your special skills and help us build on the successful relationships with
all those you will have contact with, enhancing our reputation further still.

Figure 2.5 An employer proposition
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■ Performance
■ Intention to leave the organisation.

And ultimately, the bottom line.
So if procedural equity has a greater effect on career satisfaction and organisa-

tional commitment than salary or grade-related outcomes, why is it not given more
attention in organisations?

Reason 1: Establishing a culture with a sense of mutual trust, commitment and
responsibility is difficult to build.

Reason 2: Organisations often have statements about the need to be consistent
across the organisation, but this conflicts with the discretion needed to treat each
individual differently.

Achieving the right balance is difficult. For example, how would you address
the following situation?

A high potential employee in one part of the organisation seeks sponsorship on
an MBA programme. They manage to persuade their manager to support this appli-
cation and get approval. Some time later, another high potential peer in another
part of the organisation also seeks sponsorship and is turned down on the basis
that the development budget for their department is being used in other ways.

Given what we know, this lack of perceived equity is likely to have a strong
impact on the second individuals’ commitment to the organisation, and their per-
formance and may also increase their intention to leave the company. Yet senior
managers need to be given discretion as to how to deploy their resources. Whilst
guidelines could be put in place for key aspects of the career strategy, such as
sponsorship, this will not be possible for all eventualities. So how can organisa-
tions minimise the impact of such events?

Honesty appears to be the answer. For the psychological contract model to work
effectively, the contract requires a more open communication culture in organisa-
tions, where managers are genuinely committed to two-way discussions and have
an honest approach to development. When individuals can understand the basis
for decisions that are made and have an opportunity to challenge and question, it
is far less likely that decisions will be perceived to be inequitable.

However, what this does mean is that instilling the right environment and
developing an open and honest culture is imperative for such a strategy to work
effectively. This fits with some recent work carried out by Taylor (2004) who lists
a number of capabilities that are essential in order to engage and retain employees
including:

■ Building trust between team members and leaders.
■ Building self-esteem in team members.
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■ Communicating effectively regarding retention and engagement issues.
■ Building a climate that is enjoyable and fulfilling.
■ Being flexible in recognising, understanding and adapting to the individual

needs and views.
■ Monitoring these issues so that pre-emptive action can be taken.

As companies operate more globally, this issue becomes even more complex and
there is a need to consider equity in terms of cross-cultural fairness of the tools
and processes used for managing talent. This may mean for example, ensuring a
diverse set of assessors for selection to career acceleration pools.

Case study: Virgin Atlantic

Information supplied by Andy Cross, Head of Learning and Development

Background

Virgin Atlantic (VAA) was established in 1984 and has grown at an incred-
ible rate to a point where it now carries approximately 5 million passengers
on 26 long haul destinations out of Heathrow, Gatwick and Manchester. It is
now Britain’s second largest airline, serving the world’s major cities, with 36
aircraft and 9,000 staff.

The company has ambitious growth and profitability targets and works in
a difficult and unpredictable industry. As a result of this it needs a distinctive
leadership style and in 2006 the company set out to develop a new talent
management strategy.

The aim of the strategy was to:

■ Measurably strengthen the whole Leadership team.
■ Build confidence that key roles could be filled quickly.
■ Develop a strong leadership bench to lighten the load for Directors.
■ Create an ‘A’ team who could respond quickly to new business/market

opportunities.

Approach

The leadership development programme needed to be built around the
stated business strategy of increasing profit by 7 per cent. VAA were also
keen to ensure that the strategy linked to the manifesto and values of the
company, and as a first step in the process the leadership team developed a
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In conjunction with Roffey Park Institute, VAA then designed a develop-
mental approach with three key elements:

■ A 360-degree feedback, Hogan Personality Inventory and other self-
assessment activities prior to a development centre.

■ A 2-day development centre with personal coaching, development activ-
ities and feedback.

■ On-going peer learning sets to support personal development plans and
encourage cross-functional awareness.

The Personal Development Workshop approach

The workshop acted as an opportunity for all the managers in VAA to ‘take
stock’ and gather valuable feedback on how they were doing as leaders –
what was behind their success and what would make them even better – an
appreciative approach. The workshop aimed to help managers to clarify their
personal aspirations, really understand their 360-degree feedback and leader-
ship development needs and plan how to achieve even more in the future. In
total approximately 100 managers attended the workshop over a 9 month
period.

Bold and
adventurous

Focus
aggressively

on profit

Inspire and
engage your

people

Deliver the
basics,
brillantly

Great people
can do great

work
Add magic

touches

Which people
love to fly
(Delivery)

Grow a profitable airline
(Starategy)

Where people
love to work

(People)

clear set of leadership principles and behaviours to guide senior managers
and underpin development activities. This leadership profile was encapsu-
lated by five principles:
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The development workshop included:

■ Group exercises to bring out targeted leadership behaviours which were
observed by personal coaches.

■ 1:1 exercises with actors to practice dealing with poor performance.
■ Short input sessions on giving and receiving feedback and taking stock of

your career.
■ Peer feedback in pairs working alongside a coach.
■ Three sessions with a personal coach.
■ 1:1 feedback on the Hogan Personality Instrument.
■ An introduction to learning sets.
■ Personal reflection time to help formulate a Personal Development Plan.

When the workshops were completed, participants produced a personal lead-
ership development plan and then split into two learning sets that met a fur-
ther six times over the course of 9 months, three of which were facilitated by
Roffey Park coaches. These allowed the participants to support and challenge
each other while monitoring their own progress against their plans. The groups
were also mixed by department to allow cross-function collaboration. This was
essential in embedding the learning back into the organisation.

One of the important aspects of the approach developed between VAA and
Roffey Park, was the emphasis on an appreciative approach to development.
In other words, the workshop was not intended to assess what managers were
not doing well, but to look at what worked for them as individuals and to build
upon that. Longer term, the strategy aimed to assess and select a high poten-
tial pool from within the senior management team, but this was not the aim of
the development workshop.

Personal development
workshop

Meeting with
manager

Job
assessment

Personal development
plans

Learning sets

Leadership development

SWOT
analysis

360-degree
feedback

Star
report

Hogan personality
inventory
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Key decisions in taking this approach

Some of the key decisions which influenced this approach were firstly whether
to select a pool of talent (high potentials) from the leadership population first
and then assess their development needs, or whether to assess the development
needs of the leadership population as a whole and encourage personal devel-
opment prior to being more selective in streaming development activities.

The decision to carry out development for all – develop and pick – as the
first phase was influenced to a large extent by the Virgin culture and the fact that
it was important to put across a message that the leadership principles were
essential for all leaders not just an elite few. A key objective was to strengthen
the whole of the leadership to give greater confidence around future succession
from within and encourage everyone to be the best they can be.

Another key decision was to utilise coaching alongside the development
activities. Whilst being a more costly approach, this ensured that the develop-
ment workshop was tailored to the needs of the individuals on the programme
and encouraged individuals to progress their thinking whatever their starting
point.

Success measures

Virgin assess their success against four criteria and have various measures in
place for each aspect:

■ Learning experience
– All leaders received personal 360-degree feedback report.
– Participant feedback on Personal Development Workshops and learn-

ing sets.
– Participant feedback at Executive Lunch and Meet sessions.
– Observed evidence from learning sets.

■ Leadership performance
– Anecdotal evidence from Directors.
– 360-degree shift in leadership principles.
– Better balance of internal and external promotions.

■ Leadership team effectiveness
– Employee survey ‘Love to work’ engagement index and leadership

drivers.
– Bench strength index.

■ Business impact
– Performance objective profile.
– Attributed achievements.
– Executive support and drive for the programme.
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Whilst it is early days, the feedback from the development workshops has been
very positive and Andy has been delighted with the results so far: ‘I have had
participants tell me it has changed their lives and increased their effective-
ness significantly. One participant was able to use the skills he had learnt to
negotiate a £140 000 reduction in a contract thanks to the collaboration in
the learning sets’.

‘The programme has also had a positive impact on employee turnover.
We’ve increased retention rates at managerial level as well as achieving a
stronger balance between internal and external recruitment’.

Next steps

Virgin’s strategy is on-going and the current phases being progressed are to:
1. Deliver a schedule of leadership development activities: These will focus

on some of the generic needs which arose from the development work-
shops, such as getting the best from your people and strategic leadership.

2. Extend the talent pool to include ‘nominated’ managers next level down.
3. Generate a Talent Profile for 120 managers in the Leadership Team: The aim

is to develop searchable, current profiles that includes the ‘at your fingertips’
information which needs visibility. It will include personal development
plans and a method for tracking plan achievement as well as manager/self-
assessment of potential.

4. Repeat the 360-degree process.
5. Develop local talent forums to integrate into the Executive Talent Forum.

The purpose of these local forums will be to:
– Maintain Divisional Talent Profile.
– Sponsor individuals and challenge them to maintain Talent Profile,

plans and undertake development activities.
– Identify leaders who should/can be moved within next 12 months and

facilitate making moves happen.
– Integrate company-wide leadership development activities into local

plans.

Summary

So how do talent strategies differ from career strategies? The answer to this ques-
tion takes us back to the start of this chapter, as it depends very much on the defi-
nition of talent. Is it all encompassing, or a select group of employees? If we are to
assume the latter, then talent strategies form a clear sub-set of wider career strategy.

Focusing in on your talent: getting the balance right
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Typically, what companies talk about when they are discussing managing their
talent, is a process which starts at defining criteria and ends with a pool of people
to be managed (see Figure 2.6). There are obviously many more steps along the
way in this model and the later chapters on succession management and acceler-
ation pools explore this in more detail.

Although in its widest form talent management incorporates aspects such as
corporate branding to attract a wider pool of high potential applicants, the core
focus is generally on the identification and development of small groups of 
people. Whilst definitions vary, we are beginning to see increasingly sophisticated
box models and assessment centres to determine who should be labelled as ‘high
potential’, providing organisations with a clear focus for learning and develop-
ment resources.

This chapter has highlighted some of the challenges facing the successful imple-
mentation of talent strategies, and three particular themes stand out from this:

■ Managing the Implications;
■ Generating on-going, high quality, dialogue;
■ Managing the interface to other processes.

There is a need to manage the implications of the strategy both for the participants
and the non-participants and ensure there is a clear communication strategy to
support the roll-out of any new initiatives. To be effective, the strategy needs open
and honest discussion throughout, particularly when the message is difficult or

Nominate high
potentials

Select pool
high potentials

Feedback

Monitor and review

Decide talent
criteria

Growth
opportunity

Learning and
development

Role based

Pool
development

needs

Selection strategy

Manpower planning

Individual
development

plan

Figure 2.6 The talent process
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expectations are not clear. Finally, the inter-relationships to selection strategies
and manpower planning need to be clearly managed.

Checklist

■ Have you got agreement on what high potential and talent means?
■ Are performance management practices rigorously applied?
■ Is there a clear system for identifying potential?
■ Does the organisation encourage sufficient dialogue on performance and potential?
■ Are employees told the labels they are given?
■ Are realistic expectations set about what the organisation can offer?
■ Is it clear to people what the consequences are of not reaching particular goals?
■ Are the implications for participants and non-participants of career pools thought

through?
■ How open and honest is the culture?
■ How clear are the inter-relationships between the talent process and other HR

strategies?
■ Do assessment centres have a clear purpose?
■ How certain are you that the behaviours measured are those that will be valued

in the future?
■ Will your high potential employees be open to the experiences on offer?
■ How can you be sure you are not missing people with high potential within the

organisation?
■ How equitable are your processes perceived to be by employees?

Focusing in on your talent: getting the balance right
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3
Building the Business Case

This chapter aims to address the tricky question of how you prove to an organisation
that career development is worth investing in, both in terms of time and money?

Business leaders are often conscious of the need to focus on developing careers,
particularly for high performing and talented employees. However, their active spon-
sorship of career strategies is frequently lacking. A strong business case is essential,
not only to clearly articulate the strategy but also to put clear measures around the
interventions which support it.

This chapter covers:

■ The purpose of the business case.
■ What measures can you use to support your business case?
■ How to structure your business case?
■ What is contained within a business case?
■ How to gain acceptance and support for your case?
■ How to overcome some of the barriers you may come up against?

This chapter also highlights some useful tools for analysing and presenting some
of the key information you need within a business case.

The purpose of the business case

Put simply, the business case presents the argument for a particular course of action
and highlights the potential impact on the company. Reddington et al. (2005) sug-
gest that it has three key purposes:

1. To get other people to understand the vision.
2. To get approval for funding.
3. To act as a reference point for decisions during implementation.
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Building a powerful business case will help you to establish stronger credibility
with key decision makers and will greatly enhance your influencing position.

There is often confusion between making a case and writing a business plan.
Both are quite different tools, although sometimes a business case may include a
business plan. A business plan is usually based on a business case and has a more
practical plan for implementation. A business case however, is a tool used for mak-
ing business decisions on a daily basis. A case is a flexible, dynamic, real-time
decision making tool which can be applied to any business decision situation. In
other words, if accepted, a business case will provide approval for a particular course
of action that further planning can be based on.

Presenting a business case is an opportunity to influence the primary decision
makers and a good case will answer questions that they might pose, such as:

■ Why is this important?
■ Why is it a priority?
■ How can this help us achieve our goals?
■ What are the business benefits?
■ What resources do you need?
■ How will we measure our success?
■ When can I expect results?
■ Why are you the right person to lead on this?
■ What period of time are we looking?
■ How does this proposal fit with the strategic objectives of the company?
■ What are the options and the pros and cons of each?
■ What changes will this mean?
■ What is the financial cost/benefit of the proposal?
■ What are the risks involved?
■ What are the critical success factors?
■ What skills and competence are required to deliver it?

Within the context of career management, there is likely to be a need to develop a
range of different business cases. Aside from approval of an overall strategy, there
are likely to be cases made for particular interventions recommended, such as
career coaching for line managers or a career development workshop for high
potential staff.

What measures can you use?

There has been a lot written in the last few years about the link between a focus on
development in organisations and the impact on business performance. Yet even
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armed with this evidence, it can be hard to focus down on tangible measures of
success.

This section aims to draw together some of the key data that you might find use-
ful in compiling a business case. Some parts relate to particular initiatives which
might form part of a career strategy, and some aspects relate to strategies as a whole.

So what evidence can you draw on?

Here are just some of the recent findings about the impact of talent strategies on
organisations:

The war for talent research (Michaels et al., 2001) showed that ‘those companies
that scored in the top quintile of our talent management index earned, on
average, 22 per cent higher return to shareholders than their industry peers’.

People management practices can give 20 per cent productivity and profit
improvement (Beyond World Class, Macmillan, 1998).

Becker and Huselid (1998) carried out research into over 2,800 firms pursuing
a talent strategy, which showed that improving HR practices can impact sig-
nificantly on market value. Integrated and progressive people management
practices had a 65 per cent higher market value. It is worth noting however,
that it is the implementation of strategy that has the impact rather than the
content of the strategy itself.

Studies of good employers, such as The Great Place to work Institute, have
shown that the 100 best places to work generated 1,289 per cent shareholder
returns over 10 years, compared to 372 per cent by all companies on the
Dow Jones. Where these companies differ is that they have high levels of trust,
team-working, career development and support for innovation embedded in
their culture.

Watson Wyatt’s Human Capital Index (2001) showed the 5-year returns to
shareholders for companies with a high human capital index was 64 per cent
compared to 21 per cent for those with a low score.

CIPD research (2003) found that employees’ job performance is a function of
their ability, their motivation and the opportunity to deploy their ideas abili-
ties and knowledge effectively.

The Corporate Leadership Council (2006) found that successful execution of
talent development programmes directly contributes to increased organisa-
tional effectiveness and profitability, leading to as much as a 15.4 per cent
advantage in total shareholder returns.

These high level studies are certainly convincing, but some lower level evaluation
measures may also be needed to measure your success. A look simple cost-benefit
analysis can be a useful starting point.
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Costs

Costs are probably the easiest place to start when it comes to preparing your case.
There will be certain fixed costs in terms of training, succession planning, resources,
etc. There are also likely to be opportunity costs, such as the impact of operating
without a skilled manager in a role for a period of time.

Some opportunity costs have been estimated by Sullivan (2000) and Smart (1999):

■ The cost of losing a senior talented executive is between $200 000 and $250 000.
■ The bottom line impact of a bad hire is $300 000.
■ Operating without a key senior executive can cost $7,000 per day.
■ The cost of a bad hire is 14 times the person’s salary.

Benefits

The Careers Research Forum (Morton, 2004) suggest that the benefits of managing
talent include improvement in:

■ Competitive advantage
■ Business results
■ Organisational capabilities
■ Strategy execution
■ Organisational morale
■ Attraction and retention of other key staff.

Yet their research found that the measures that can more easily be put in place are
often related to the outputs of the different initiatives rather than linked to organ-
isational performance.

Bottom line benefits are not easy to establish. There are some tangible measures
that can, and should, be used, but these in themselves to not tell the whole story.
Table 3.1 shows some of the commonly used measures.

Reducing turnover is clearly one of the most obvious financial benefits from a well-
managed career strategy and can make very compelling reading in a business case.

As an example: A company pays high potentials in the acceleration pool £55 000
p.a. on average. There are 100 people in the career pool and it takes 6 months to train
someone new to fill a position. If 5 people (5 per cent) choose to stay with the com-
pany rather than leave in any given year, they will have saved: 5 � £27 500 �

£137 500 plus any selection costs which will be higher if the company needs to go to
the external market.

Calculations can also be made for improved redeployment across the organisa-
tion, leading to reduced recruitment volumes, less demand for contractors and fewer
redundancy costs.
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There have been numerous studies that have shown changes in these ‘hard’meas-
ures, particularly turnover and absenteeism, resulting from career programmes (see
e.g. Cotton and Tuttle, 1986; Aryee and Leong, 1991). However, the difficulty with
this approach is that many of the measures are open to significant influence from
factors other than the career programme being evaluated. The data can therefore
often be difficult to interpret and it is hard to attribute the root cause of any changes.
This is particularly likely to be the case in organisations where turnover is already
low and absenteeism is effectively managed.

The more recent work by the CIPD on understanding the people and performance
link (2003) makes useful reading as it shows a significant correlation in all the case
study companies studied between career opportunity and organisational commit-
ment, as well as between career opportunity and job satisfaction and motivation.
Interestingly, there is also a significant correlation with work–life balance, again
emphasising the need for organisations to take account of individual needs and the
psychological contract within their career processes.

Later in this chapter we will look in more detail at some of the evaluation meas-
ures that have been used in other organisations and research studies to determine
the success of career strategies.

Laying out your business case

The development of a business case will typically follow a particular format. Often
there will be an initial proposal, which if it is accepted is then developed into a more

Table 3.1 Tangible measures

■ Appraisal data
– Rate of absenteeism
– Number of grievances
– Distribution of performance related pay

■ Changes in manpower data
– Turnover rate
– Job satisfaction
– Amount of lateral mobility
– Percentage of successful redeployment
– Percentage of upward mobility

■ Opinion survey data
– Exit interviews
– Customer retention rates
– New customer accounts
– Numbers of high potential employees on developmental assignments
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comprehensive business case. This initial proposal is usually in the form of a short
2–3 pages, outlining the best, worst and most likely case scenarios. These scen-
arios need to be put in the context of the organisation, and should demonstrate that
you understand the organisational priorities and have thought about a wide range
of options to deal with the issues.

Having secured approval to put forward a more comprehensive business case,
you need to start to gather the information required. Most business cases are around
20 pages in total and typically include:

1. Front page: normally with title, author, contact details, date and version number
as well as any confidentiality status that may be required

2. List of contents and appendices
3. Executive summary
4. The main body of the case
5. Appendices: such as a glossary of terms, or more detailed analysis of the points

made in the report.

The executive summary

The Executive Summary is arguably the most essential part of the case. Many readers
of business cases are pressed for time and the sad reality is that often a business case
will only receive a quick scan through. Consequently, the summary pages are your
main opportunity to excite and compel the decision makers to take the actions you rec-
ommend. The arguments should be clear, influential and most of all interesting to read!

The executive summary should contain:

■ A description of current situation and the issues faced
■ The proposed strategy
■ A summary of the business case

– links to the overall business strategy
– a brief analysis of the options
– costs of the proposal
– key benefits and success measures
– key market data
– any risk associated with the proposal

■ The decision required and by whom.

For example, a company seeking to train a core team of managers in career coach-
ing may have an executive summary which reads:

The company has struggled to retain high performing staff in critical areas
of the business over the last 2 years, leading to high costs in selection as well
as knowledge being lost from the business.
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This plan proposes the establishment of a core team of career coaches to
work with the identified talent pool, to increase their motivation and com-
mitment to the company and support them in progressing their careers.

Securing a talent pipeline is a key strategic objective. This proposal will
actively address this objective by providing a more tailored approach to
developing our talent.

A viable alternative approach would be to use external career coaches.
However, this is a more costly option and the coaches will be less focused on
the needs and culture of our organisation.

The plan calls for £50 000 and the training is scheduled for completion in
4 months. Working with current turnover statistics, the estimated pay-back is
12 months.

A major risk lies in our ability to encourage skilled managers to volunteer
to take on this additional role. We intend to address this by using a planned
communication strategy.

Approval is required for the additional spend.

The main body of the business case

Cannon (2006) recommend that the main body of a business case should contain:

■ An introduction to the topic, with an outline of the current context.
■ Terms of reference and scope of the proposal.
■ Vision and mission: future picture of what striving for.
■ History.
■ Situation analysis.
■ Strategy options: scenario planning, pros and cons and risks and resource

implications of each.
■ Proposed strategy: why you have chosen it, why it’s the best option, what

assumptions you are making, critical success factors in delivering the strategy,
expected outcomes.

■ Costs and benefits of proposal.
■ Implementation plan: resource plan implications, timetables, milestones.
■ Risk analysis.
■ Key decisions to be taken.

This part of the report is not straightforward and it is not always clear where to
start, particularly when dealing with less tangible aspects of the business. Later in
this chapter I will be outlining some tools to help wit the analysis as well as some
thoughts and experiences from other organisations how to get started.
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Gaining support for your business case

Consult widely

Writing a business case should not be done in isolation and a wide range of 
people should be consulted, such as your peers in other departments as well as
more senior colleagues. This means that the case can be widely reviewed and its
assumptions discussed and it allows time to persuade the right people about the
benefits of your approach. The wider you consult, the wider the ownership of
your case.

Stakeholder analysis is a useful technique for ensuring that you have thought
through your approach from different people’s perspectives.

First identify your stakeholders – who knows about it, who can influence it and
who cares about it? Your strategy then needs to try to meet and reconcile the dif-
fering expectations of this group.

Mapping your key stakeholders in terms of their interest, commitment and
influence can help you to think through your approach (see Figure 3.1). You may
choose to survey their views on the proposed project and question them on what
they perceive the impact and critical success factors to be. You may even choose
to represent their views using a force field analysis, showing what factors are driv-
ing the change and what might prevent the change from working.

Low commitment
and support and high
influence

Address concerns

High commitment,
support and influence

Enlist their support 

Low commitment,
support and influence 

Keep people informed 

High commitment and
support but low influence

Involve people as they
are needed

Level of commitment and support 

Level of influence

Figure 3.1 Stakeholder mapping
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You need to ensure that you are listening particularly carefully to the stakeholders
in the top left box, with high levels of influence but low commitment to the proposal.
Identifying their sources of resistance and listening and acting on their concerns
will be critical in ensuring a business case that meets with their approval. This part
of the process can be essential in winning over opinion leaders and addressing
potential conflicts before they arise. Before you even present your business case
you will need to be influencing and managing your stakeholders in order to estab-
lish your credibility and identity and demonstrate your ability to manage the pro-
ject. This preparation phase cannot be over-emphasised.

Gaining business buy-in is a critical step in making the business case. Selling
the vision is often about showing how it is going to have a positive impact on the bot-
tom line. Talking to your stakeholders in their language, making links to customers
and the competitive position, as well as using techniques such as the balanced
scorecard, will be critical.

Understanding potential barriers

Understanding the barriers you might come up against is a critical part of putting
your case forward. Implementing a career strategy is not easy and numerous prob-
lems are likely to come your way. Some of the key issues to think though and
debate with people at an early stage might be the following.

Opportunities to develop careers may be limited

Organisational structures designed to increase flexibility such as flatter, matrix or
decentralised structures have limited the number of job moves that are seen as career
development opportunities. For example, slow promotion rates are likely to decrease
mobility, as employees will be less willing to move to locations for development
purposes where they may be stranded for a number of years. As a consequence,
companies need to get more creative in establishing opportunities to develop skills
and competence, without necessarily changing roles. Some of the growth oppor-
tunities looked at later in the book, such as mentoring, assignments and projects
are possibilities here.

It could be perceived as comparatively expensive to run

Where strategies demand a high involvement from managers, it is possible there
will be concerns about the best use of manager’s time and other costs, such as com-
puter systems which might be developed to support the career strategy. Processes
need to be kept simple and flexible and where possible integrated with existing
practices so that they don’t appear to be an ‘extra’.
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The company culture goes against risk-taking or long-term investment

Tensions often exist between an organisation’s long-term and short-term objectives.
For example, a cross functional developmental move is likely to be costly in terms
of the initial training and management time required, but will give the organisation
longer-term benefits.

Equally, training employees for future needs which are anticipated, such as man-
agement skills before they enter a management role can sometimes be hard to jus-
tify. Interestingly, union agreements in the public sector aimed at preventing unfair
bias also tend to contradict a more strategic approach to development. However,
without taking any risks with people’s development, the chances are people will take
on roles and be ill-prepared for the job, or find little challenge in it to stimulate
them and drive their performance.

A belief that equipping individuals abdicates the need for managerial support

If the career strategy aims to encourage employee self-responsibility for career
development, the assumption can sometimes be that employees can manage their
own careers with little support, guidance or control. However, evidence suggests
that self-development systems suffer from a lack of back up and this is essential to
success.

Tensions between an approach for all versus an approach for a group

The discussion around whether to focus in on a small pool of talent, or to develop
talent in all employees is discussed elsewhere in this book. In developing the busi-
ness case, you will need to take account of the culture and values of the organisa-
tion and present the arguments for and against each approach.

Inter-connected aspects of the strategy are lacking

Successful career strategies rely on other processes in the organisation working
effectively, such as appraisals of performance or potential, which are commonly
unfair or inconsistent. Conflict can also exist between the organisational and indi-
vidual needs, with individuals having unrealistic expectations about progression
and development opportunities. The strategy needs to ensure that it covers all the
inter-related aspects and makes expectations clear to all parties.

A successful system is therefore seen as one that minimises these problems and
achieves a balance between the different factors. Part of the buy-in process for
developing the career strategy is likely to focus on influencing key stakeholders on
these points.
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Thinking about your audience

Despite the importance of an advance campaign, your written business case is
your main selling document and as such it should aim to persuade the audience
and grab their attention. Your style of writing will be critical and you need to
ensure a clear structure which is easy to read and well laid out. Allowing space for
people to write on the document and ensuring there are no spelling or grammat-
ical mistakes are simple things, but may make all the difference. Timing may also
be critical. What other issues are there in the business and can you link to these?
How important is your case relative to the other events?

Think about the audience both in terms of content and style (see Table 3.2).
Neurolinguistic programming (NLP) techniques may be helpful to assess the

appeal of your document. The most familiar technique is to ensure that the
document appeals to all the sensory filters, particularly visual, auditory and
kinaesthetic.

Other filters are also worth considering, such as whether there is a strong
orientation towards writing in the past, present or future and whether the docu-
ment is pitched at the right level in terms of ‘chunking’ (Knight, 1995). Put
simplisitically, does your report describe oranges when it needs to be describing a
fruit stall?

Using anecdotal evidence as well as statistics can help to sell your argument.
Consider these two statements:

Statement one

‘Research has shown that managers perceived significant improvements in
job performance following career workshops’

or
Statement two

This quote is typical of those stemming from career workshops ‘I was forced by
the course to think about my own career and my career path within the com-
pany. I learned that it is me who is in charge of taking the challenge and the
responsibility for my career, and that nobody else is sitting in the driver seat.

Table 3.2 Business case content and style

Content Style

What is important to them? Are sensory filters catered for?
What is happening in their world? Is it pitched at the right level?
How does the business case provides a link? Does it bring the case to life?
What is in it for them?
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Personally it helped me to open my eyes and focus on my aims and aspects of
my performance’.

Which do you prefer? Both statements provide information, but each will appeal
to a different kind of reader. Whilst there is a lot of evidence to suggest that people
respond well and connect better to stories and anecdotes than figures, understanding
the style of your key stakeholders will give you a greater insight into how to shape
your case.

Don’t be too bound by what has gone before. It is dangerous to assume that the
format for other business cases in your organisation are the way to go. It may be
that the element of surprise, or a fresh approach may just give you the edge and
make your case stand out.

Depending on the level of involvement, a more formal presentation of findings
may not be necessary. However, there is likely to be some kind of verbal presen-
tation of the business case, which will also be critical. Staying positive throughout
the presentation; developing and maintaining rapport by using appropriate body
language and terminology and keeping the supporting material brief and relevant
to the listener is essential.

If you have been working in a process or collaborative way with your stakehold-
ers then they are likely to have been involved in the process of data gathering and
diagnosis. This will make your position a little easier. However, it is still important
to consider what the expectations are and what information they might need at this
stage. This may depend on the way in which you work with your stakeholders. Your
style if you are presenting yourself in an expert role is likely to me more informa-
tive and engaging, whereas a more collaborative process consultant is more likely
to present some information and then open up a discussion to encourage views
and questions as they go through.

It is not possible to over emphasise the need to prepare yourself for discussions
about your business case. Cannon (2006) recommends considering the following
questions:

■ Do you know what you want to achieve?
■ Do you really believe in it yourself?
■ Have you got all the facts that support your case?
■ What are your strongest arguments?
■ What are the benefits to your audience?
■ What else is affected by your proposal?
■ What are the key arguments against your proposal?
■ Is the timing right?
■ How will you sum up?
■ What would a critic pick up on?
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Developing the content

Developing the content for a well-thought-out business case takes time. Ideally,
the process should be a collaborative one with the key stakeholders and will con-
tinue through a staged process of analysis, similar to that in Figure 3.2

The starting point is likely to be a process for stimulating debate on the topic.
This might take place in a workshop, or through a series of interviews. The prior-
ities that emerge from using this help identify the critical aspects to highlight in
your business case.

Carrying out a gap analysis can also be a useful exercise in these initial stages,
highlighting where you are as a company, where you want to be and what the gaps
are. Gathering ideas on what the important links are within your company can also
help to generate themes for the business case. At a recent workshop I attended, 
a team of HR professionals carried out a quick mind map of key considerations for
their business case for career coaching. The output from this exercise is shown in
Figure 3.3. This illustrates the many and varied issues which need to be considered
within a business case for career coaching.

Useful tools

Situation analysis

Cannon (2006) in his book ‘making the business case’ provides some useful insights
into the information needed for business planning. One of these, situation analysis, is
particularly helpful in giving a framework for describing the current state of play. The
tool suggests you examine each of the following in turn, writing a brief description of
each:

■ History
– Why the situation has arisen, trends such as turnover, SWOT (Strengths,

Weaknesses, Opportunities and Threats) analysis.

Stimulate
debate

Gather
evidence

Analyse
using tools

Define
success
measures

Explore
barriers

Situation analysis
Risk analysis
Scenario planning

Figure 3.2 Developing the content for your business case
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‘Diversity’
link

Continual measure
of impact skills and
competency Sets

Survey
measures

Frequency
of impacts

Business
KPI’s

Organisational
‘Job Swaps’ FT Top 100

companies – any
stats recareers

Positioning in
performance
management

process

Good communication
channel

What do we do.
How that could link to

careers to illustrate that
we can formalise it

Outplacement
costs

Tracking
people’s success

‘Champion’
process

Link with
‘People Brand’

Recruitment
costs versus grow

your own talent

Networking and
oiling the ‘kit’

Job
profiles

Impact of flatter
structures

Competency
framework

–L&D Module
–Grad intake

Embed into culture

Business
case

Figure 3.3 Output from a career workshop

■ Issues and challenges
– Answers the question as to why this is a concern at this time and what the

route causes might be.
– The explanation may draw on core competencies which give competitive

advantage or critical success factors.
■ Stakeholder analysis
■ Marketplace and competition

– What are competitors doing about this?
– What market pressures and trends are there?

■ Customers
– How will this impact on them?

■ Financial information
– Current costs
– Future costs
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■ People
– Current resources and capacity for change.
– Existing level of competence.

■ Operations and Technology
– Measures of efficiency and effectiveness
– Benchmark data
– Implications for the business.

Risk analysis

There are likely to be risks or uncertainties associated with any proposal. These
could be connected with timescales, costs, quality or benefits. Carrying out a risk
analysis will not eliminate potential risks, but will identify the likely impact and
strategies for minimising the risk. Carrying out a risk analysis is a four-step process:

Step 1: Identify the risks.
Step 2: Identify the likelihood of the risk occurring.
Step 3: Assess the impact if it did occur.
Step 4: Plot on a risk matrix (see Table 3.3).

High risk items will need actions specified within the business plan. Any medium
risk items may need preventative measures. For example, if the only supplier is not
of the quality expected then piloting a project, or delaying more risky aspects of a
project may be useful.

For lower risk items, there may also be a need to put in place monitoring 
mechanisms.

Scenario planning

Scenario planning is a technique where you create alternative scenarios of how the
future could evolve. It requires the ability to think creatively about possible options
for the company and fits well with the concept of emerging strategies outlined earlier
in the book.

Table 3.3 Risk matrix

Low impact Medium impact High impact

High (7–9) likelihood Medium risk High risk Unacceptable risk
Medium (4–6) likelihood Low risk High risk Unacceptable risk
Low (1–3) likelihood Low risk Medium risk High risk
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Whilst one scenario could be an extrapolation of the current situation, scenarios
usually differ from forecasts in that they aim to look at other plausible futures, such
as changing market conditions, mergers and acquisitions or cultural change.

Typical scenarios include:

■ A do nothing option (i.e. carrying on the same in a changing future)
■ The best possible case
■ The worst possible case
■ Technological or radical breakthroughs in thinking
■ Changed market conditions
■ Changes to company structure.

As an example, if the company moved from a centralised to a decentralised struc-
ture, what would the implications be for the career strategy?

SWOT (Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities and Threats) and PESTLE
(Political, Economic, Social, Technological, Legal and Environmental) are often
used as techniques for exploring the assumptions behind the scenarios and for
developing the scenarios themselves.

The consequences of not having a career strategy in place

Beyond the financial measures, a useful selling point for your business case will
be to focus on the consequences of not taking action – the ‘do nothing’ scenario.

Organisations could choose to adopt a policy to pay whatever it takes to get the
right person in the right job at the right time. What could happen?

■ People are not available at the right time.
■ The company lacks people with the right skills.
■ There is a lack of specific company knowledge.
■ Difficulties are experienced in attracting talent to a company not focused on

development.
■ Existing talent within the company suffers from inequitable treatment and

shows a greater propensity to leave.
■ Commitment levels fall and performance suffers as a result.

All of these could be costed as potential consequences.

What evaluation methods are used for career development?

Some of the intended benefits and measures have been discussed earlier in this
chapter and the true measure of success of any business case will be whether these
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benefits are realised. To do this, any business case will require a process for moni-
toring and evaluating success.

Evaluation of career management systems is critical in every strategy, in order
to show the benefits to the business. Normally, the purpose of an evaluation exer-
cise is to:

■ Demonstrate the effectiveness of the new activities.
■ Convince more sceptical areas of the organisation to increase their take-up of

activities.
■ Improve the quality of the activities introduced.
■ Increase visibility and credibility of HR as a change agent.
■ Demonstrate the bottom line impact on the business.

Yet comprehensive evaluation of career management appears is rare. Two of the
main reasons why evaluation of development activity is rarely undertaken are the
difficulty in quantifying the benefits derived, and the low priority evaluation is
often given once a particular initiative is in place.

On first thinking about a process for evaluating career initiatives in organisa-
tions, it seemed likely that some useful parallels could be drawn to the evaluation
of other HR functions, particularly to training evaluation. Measuring the success
of training initiatives has a number of similarities, namely:

■ It focuses on employee development.
■ It can lead to attitude change.
■ It needs line manager support to increase effectiveness.
■ The quality of the tool has an impact on the outcome.
■ It has a dual role of developing the employee in order to benefit the organisation.

However, those familiar with training evaluation will be aware that despite extensive
research and literature in the field, there still appear to be few answers to how to
conduct a successful evaluation. The most practiced techniques use either Hamblin’s
five levels (1974) or Kirkpatrick’s (1975) four levels (reaction outcomes, learning
outcomes, behavioural outcomes, organisational outcomes).

All but the last of Hamblin’s levels focus on validation of the training process
rather than evaluation as such. As a consequence, most of the evaluation that does
take place is formative (i.e. it is intended to modify or improve the process) and
retrospective (i.e. takes place after implementation) rather than assessing whether
the benefits outweigh the costs, or the impact on the business. None the less, it is
worth exploring these findings in some more detail.
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Reaction level measures

The focus here is on evaluating reactions to specific career initiatives and this is by
far the most common approach used. Findings from the research studies include:

■ 80 per cent rated a career workbook as helpful some years later.
■ Increased self-responsibility for career development actions took place follow-

ing career planning workshops.
■ Managers perceived significant improvements in job performance following

career workshops.
■ 44 per cent of managers in Fortune 500 companies found career development

programmes helpful.
■ 77 per cent found self-assessment materials helpful and 100 per cent found

developmental assessment centres helpful.

(Research drawn from: Kotter et al. (1978); Thornton (1978); Stump (1986); Iles
and Mabey (1993)).

Although these studies serve more to validate the quality of the tools than to
measure their impact, there are some interesting themes which emerge about which
type of initiatives are most helpful for people. Generally speaking more participa-
tive approaches, such as career reviews and career workshops are likely to be more
popular than more passive techniques, such as the provision of information through
resource centres, or career workbooks. This is backed up by a study of participation
in career activities amongst 120 part-time MBA students by Iles and Mabey
(1993).

Measuring behavioural outcomes

Research focusing more on the learning and behavioural outcomes gives a better
indication of the likely benefits to organisations of career programmes. These
studies often include well used measures of outcome variables, such as organisa-
tional commitment and career satisfaction.

Findings from the studies include:

■ Career planning was positively correlated to career effectiveness (i.e. where indi-
viduals put plans in place they were more likely to be effective in their careers).

■ Staff pursued different career paths and moved away from stereotyped progres-
sion following career interventions.

■ People perceived a higher level of control over their career actions following
career activities.

■ Career management led to greater organisational commitment and less turnover.
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■ Career initiatives led to greater career resilience, insight and identity.
■ People gained clarity of career objectives and greater familiarity with career

options.
■ Organisational commitment increased.
■ Self-esteem, growth, motivation and decision making were enhanced.
■ Greater achievement of career goals and enhanced job performance.
■ The match between individual and organisational career plans influenced

career satisfaction and organisational commitment. Participation in career pro-
grammes and availability of greater information about careers did not have an
influence.

■ Employees become more articulate in describing their interests goals and develop-
ment needs to their managers following involvement in career initiatives.

■ Career planning and career proactivity of employees link to career effective-
ness (career attitudes and identity) – that is, people who took responsibility for
planning and were proactive were more effective and more satisfied.

■ Career initiatives led to greater career resilience and insight.
■ Career commitment correlated to organisational commitment. Career commit-

ment was enhanced by having a mentor, carrying out further education and lack
of role ambiguity.

■ Organisational commitment results from a clear vision of an individual’s future
career.

(Research drawn from Gould (1978); Hanson (1981); Veiga (1983); Burgoyne and
Germain (1984); Stump (1986); Granrose & Portwood (1987); Pazy (1988);
Colarelli and Bishop (1990); Noe et al. (1990); Arnold and Mackenzie-Davey
(1992); London (1993)).

More recent studies include:

The Career Innovation Survey (1999) which analysed 1,000 your high-
flyers from 73 countries via the Internet, to help understand their career
aspirations and find out about the experience of work. 40 per cent of them
said they would leave their present company within 2 years. Making them
more employable, by providing a ‘development contract’ rather than a ‘per-
formance contract’ was found to significantly impact their intention to
remain in the company.

Nathan and Hill (2006) 2-year study of participants in a career development
workshop were half as likely to leave the organisation as those who did not
participate. The Audit commission justified training a pool of line managers
in career counselling techniques by reference to savings in outplacement
fees as well as the more intangible cultural shift towards encouraging devel-
opment and greater commitment to people.
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My own longitudinal studies into the impact of self-development focused career
strategies found that providing people with a vision of the future and equitable treat-
ment are significantly linked to career satisfaction and organisational commitment
(Yarnall, 1998). This vision of the future is also highlighted in the CIPD studies
(2003), which states that ‘It is the sense of progression and purpose that is important,
especially in linking to organisational commitment’.

So what do these studies tell us?

In terms of academic rigour, few of the studies have employed rigorous methodolo-
gies with control groups; pre–post designs and long-term follow-up of participants.
However, together they certainly make a convincing case for career initiatives,
with some key themes emerging:

Career strategies:
■ Increase organisational commitment and as a consequence increase bottom line

performance.
■ Have a strong influence over employee attitudes towards their careers and their

future in the organisation.

However, there is limited research to explain which aspects of the wide range of
career development initiatives available to organisations have the most impact on
increasing career satisfaction and hence, organisational commitment. Tentative
conclusions from these studies suggest that encouraging career planning and
mentoring have a particular impact, and the CIPD research (2003) suggest that it
is not the initiatives themselves but how they are implemented that makes the
difference.

Putting in place success measures

Setting measures for your career strategy and contracting with your stakeholders
at the start of the programme will help to focus the business case on key areas of
importance. These measures need to be chosen carefully, as they will influence
your project.

People management (Simms, 2003) produced some useful metrics of success-
ful talent management systems, which included:

■ Selection
– Are at least 72 per cent of vacancies filled internally?
– So talented recruits make up at least 5 per cent of total recruits?
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■ Retention
– Is the level of resignation by identified talent less than 3 per cent per year?
– Do 95 per cent of graduates stay for longer than 3 years?

■ Development
– Do employees receive at least 22 hours of training per year?

■ Added Value per employee
– Is the organisation in the top decile of comparable companies on a measure

of money added per monetary unit cost?

It might be useful to separate out your measures to focus on key stakeholder groups,
such as employees, managers and the organisation. The following example builds
on work by Liebowitz et al. (1986):

Employees
■ Have a process to plan and manage their careers.
■ Have enhanced discussions on career development with their managers.
■ Can define realistic targets that match organisational needs.
■ Establish a plan for their development with activities and timescales.
■ Take increased responsibility for their own development.
■ Have an accurate understanding of how career development procedures operate.

Managers
■ Have a process to plan and manage employees careers, including setting develop-

ment plans.
■ Have the skills to coach staff effectively for development purposes.
■ Have the required flexibility in staffing to develop staff.
■ Have organisational information to help them assess whether employee goals

are appropriate within the context of the organisations needs and requirements.
■ Have the organisational support to assist with development needs of their staff.

Organisation
■ Increase in career development discussions between managers and staff.
■ Planned rather than haphazard career development with quick succession to

key roles.
■ Enhanced information processes for future staffing decisions, such as talent

inventories.
■ Increased attractiveness of the organisation to high potential staff.
■ Increased satisfaction with jobs leading to increased motivation and productivity.
■ Better utilisation of posts/jobs for utilising and increasing potential of staff.
■ Reduced losses from key positions.
■ Future skill requirements are largely met from internal resources.
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Techniques such as benchmarking competitors and using the balanced score-
card will also be valuable in this respect.

Case study: Establishing a new talent pool and making the
business case in the Legal Services Commission (LSC)

Information supplied by Jenny Richardson, HR Consultant

Background

The LSC, is the public body responsible for legal aid. Its work is fundamental
to social inclusion and access to justice. It employs 1,700 staff across England
and Wales and every year helps 2 million people, some of whom are the most
vulnerable in society, get the help they need to deal with their legal problems.

In 2005 the LSC embarked on a programme to help identify, nurture and
retain high potential people within the business. It was keen to ensure that it
identified a talent pipeline within the business, as well as enabling employ-
ees to fulfil their potential and take responsibility for their career. The aims
of the programme were to:

■ Increase the range and flexibility of skills in the organisation.
■ Create a pool of people capable of driving change programmes and shaping

and delivering the LSC of the future.
■ Improve the ability to promote from within and reduce reliance on the

external market.
■ Create a more appealing career development structure so that the best

people want to stay.
■ Create a more open and transparent approach to career development and

progression opportunities.

By early 2006, the organisation had completed a comprehensive assessment
process and 11 people were selected to be part of the first talent pool. The
programme is overseen by a group of six senior directors, known as the
talent panel.

The assessment process

At the start of the process, briefings were carried out across the organisation
to explain the talent programme and what would be involved. Individuals
had to gain the support of their line manager in order to put themselves for-
ward. In total, 90 people both wanted to apply and secured the required sup-
port of their line manager.
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Each of the applicants had to complete a competency based application
form outlining their key achievements, what they saw as the main issues facing
the organisation and why they wanted to be on the talent programme.

Fifty applicants were successful at this stage and attended a launch event.
This outlined:

■ What to expect at the talent centre?
■ What they needed to do to prepare?
■ What would happen in the event of selection or non-selection to the talent

pool?
■ What they could expect from the programme, if successful?

The aim was to get participants thinking more seriously about the process,
allowing them to self-select out if the timing and implications of attendance
were prohibitive and to get them to consider the risks and plan for different
outcomes.

The talent centre was designed and run with Roffey Park Management
Institute and the criteria used at the centre drew on Yapp’s (2005) model for
assessing high performance. Three particular competencies were given par-
ticular weighting in the process:

1. emotional agility
2. strategic agility
3. learning agility.

The talent centre was a bespoke 2-day event with group exercises, 1:1 inter-
views and skill sessions using actors. At the end of the centre, the assessors,
who included members of the talent panel, reviewed the performance of
each individual and decided on their eligibility for the programme. One of
the Directors who sat on the panel commented ‘The candidates I saw on the
programme were very professional, well prepared, and were a credit to
themselves and the LSC’.

See LSC Talent centre: Exercise X competency matrix in next page

One of the aspects candidates needed to do in preparation was to complete
a learning log, which would provide a measure on the centre. This focus on
people’s commitment to learning was found to be a good stimulus to shifting
the culture in the organisation towards self-managed development.

The initial programme put through 50 individuals, with the aim of only
taking those who met or exceeded the criteria defined by the talent panel. As
part of their planning assumptions, the LSC estimated that 20 individuals
would be successful. In the event, 11 people were successful. Whilst this was
less than it anticipated, the LSC was clear that it was not going to compromise.
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In hindsight, it believes this was the right decision and has contributed to the
overall success and high quality of the programme.

Although the main purpose was assessment, at the end of the selection
process, all participants, whether successful or unsuccessful, were given com-
prehensive feedback by one of the assessors at the centre and a written report
highlighting their key development areas and performance. Individuals then took
responsibility for formulating their personal development plan, in conjunction
with their line manager and each had help in planning their personal and career
development. One of the unsuccessful candidates commented ‘Thank you for
allowing me to experience the talent centre. I thoroughly enjoyed it and found it
to be very demanding, but also very rewarding. I got a lot out of the whole
process and will certainly use the experiences in my career going forward’.

The talent panel

The talent panel are a key component of the process for managing talent. The
panel consists of six directors, two of which are from the Executive Team. The
members of the panel all have respect, influence and a high profile across
the organisation and are enthusiastic about the approach to talent management.

The role of this group is:

■ to be advocates for the talent programme,
■ to play a key role in the initial selection process,
■ to support the on-going development of the talent pool,
■ to monitor the talent pool progress.
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Whilst Jenny Richardson facilitates the process for HR, she is clear that the
programme should be seen as an organisational initiative. ‘It is genuinely
not owned by HR’ she reported ‘and while that means there are more stake-
holders to manage, the value that comes from top-level ownership is
immense and a key part of the success’.

As the programme progresses (another intake is taking place in 2007) the
talent panel is to meet quarterly to review whether the programme is meet-
ing the business need as well as the individual needs.

The talent strategy

The strategy in the LSC clearly adopts a self-managed approach to develop-
ment, which is supported by the organisation. Whilst the organisation was
keen to retain the message that all staff should and would continue to be
trained and developed, those in the pool were given greater access and fund-
ing for activities.

Because the organisation is changing rapidly, what are now viewed as
critical roles may not exist in the future. Hence, a strategy based on succes-
sion to particular roles was not seen as appropriate. The talent pool were
asked to aim their development two bands higher than their current role and
to focus on generic knowledge, skills and competency at that level.

The process of selection was very transparent, with individuals and their
managers fully briefed on the criteria for success.

Having been selected to the pool, individuals were given access to:

■ a coach
■ a mentor
■ an executive sponsor.

The individuals themselves chose who they want for each role and when and
how they used them. Each member of the pool also had a comprehensive 1:1
with an executive coach at the start of their development. The purpose of this
conversation was to help them focus on what they wanted from the pro-
gramme and how they could best go about getting their needs met.

The next step in each person’ development is tailored to his or her needs
and preferences. He or she is given greater access to senior people and
opportunities, such as projects, training, work shadowing and secondments,
but are expected to initiate these for themselves. Effective networking is
therefore a key component of the programme.

Individuals remain on the programme for 2 years, although the talent panel
can remove people if they are not seen to be progressing as expected.
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The business case

To gain approval for the talent programme, Jenny had to put together a com-
prehensive case. This focused on the business drivers for the programme, its
strategic fit, the objectives of the programme, likely benefits and key risks.

George Lepine, Director of HR at the LSC, is clear that producing the
business case was critical to the success of the programme, ‘Too often,
organisations launch talent management programmes because they are “the
thing to do”. More often than not in these situations, the programme will
fail. By establishing at the start why we were doing this, what we hoped to
achieve and identifying the main risks, it meant that we could quantify the
business benefits and measure the overall success of the programme’.

The key tools used in this case included stakeholder analysis, options
appraisal, cost-benefit analysis, risk assessments and benefits realisation.
Some extracts from the case are shown here.

Extracts from the Business Case

Business needs and drivers

■ Change Programme requires set of people with a range of flexible skills – strong feed-
back from senior management is we do not have enough people within the organisation
who meet this need

■ Staff Survey data shows general dissatisfaction with career development (e.g. 67 per cent
disagree or are indifferent to the statement ‘my career development needs are being met’ –
2005)

Stakeholder/group Interest in project

Senior Leadership Group Will be the group with the knowledge of what future 
(inc. Exec. Team) opportunities exist and ability to offer these to those 

on the programme
Potential coaches/mentors/sponsors
Potential assessors

Line managers Will be required to complete Talent Audit. Applying for the 
programme could affect motivation levels and so work 
performance of those who work for them. Getting onto 
the programme may ultimately mean their best people 
moving out of their department

HR Managers Will need to provide support to those going through the 
process and to line managers.

Potential assessors

Talent Panel Strategic ‘owners’ of project

Key stakeholders
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Risk Assessment

Risk Likelihood Impact Actions

Not enough M H ■ Widespread communications via 
applications Intranet, noticeboards, emails and 

through HR Managers.
■ Direct targeting of people Talent Panel/

Project Manager think should apply.

Lack of buy-in M M ■ Widespread communications to 
from around publicise benefits of programme.
the business ■ Ongoing communications to highlight
(esp. line progress of project, and of individuals.
managers) ■ Communication of what we expect 

from line managers.

Negative M M ■ Encourage individuals to think about
impact on consequences and impact of not 
morale for getting on the programme.
those not ■ Ensure talent centres are positive 
selected experience (through setting of 

atmosphere).
■ Ensure detailed feedback given to 

individuals. Encourage those giving 
feedback to adopt a future focus.

■ Follow-up with individuals six months
after talent centres

Initial outcomes

Jenny Richardson is ‘thrilled’ with the progress on talent management. When
it was first introduced the concept of picking out a special group of talent filled
many managers with horror but it is now an accepted part of the business.

Although the talent pool has only been in place for 6 months, there has
already been a notable increase in performance and confidence levels within
the group. This has led to more effective dealings across the organisation,
particularly at a senior level. As business critical projects arise, there is now
a pool of people to select from to lead and participate in them.

■ Implementation with Change Programme will inevitably affect motivation levels and
retention.We need to create a more appealing career development structure so our very
best people want to stay

■ Over-reliance on external market to recruit, especially to senior levels 
■ Need for an open and transparent approach to career development and opportunities.

A number of secondment/project opportunities, particularly in central departments, are
recruited to by targeting a particular individual without selection. This creates issues
over equal opportunities and dissatisfaction from around the organisation.
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The LSC has also monitored motivation levels amongst the non-selected
groups and there has been no significant difference to the control groups
(i.e. those not part of talent management) in place. Many benefited consid-
erably from the feedback they received and enjoyed the process. They are
also eligible to re-apply in future years and now have a clear development
plan to work from.

On-going challenges

Line manager concerns
Despite briefing line managers throughout the process, one of the key chal-
lenges to overcome is a concern by some managers that their talented people
will be lost to other parts of the business. To help overcome this, Jenny is
planning to involve line managers for the next cohort of talent at the launch
event and engage more on a face-to-face basis with managers to ensure their
commitment and understanding.

Pressures to make the programme more structured
Due to the high focus on tailored, individual development plans for the talent
pool, there is a concern amongst some people in the organisation that the pro-
gramme is benefiting the individual more than the organisation. Jenny is look-
ing at whether or not there are core elements that could form the basis of the
programme and, if so, how to implement these whilst retaining a highly indi-
vidual focus.

Balancing support with challenge
One of the advantages of being in the talent pool is that the LSC provides more
active support for development. However, there is also a clear expectation
that the individual owns the responsibility for making things happen. This
raises some interesting challenges, when the talent panel or HR have been in
a position to remove barriers for individuals, but also want the individual to
take steps to remove barriers for themselves. This balance between support-
ing the individual and empowering them is an interesting tension.

Jenny is clear with the talent group that ‘they may need to pioneer a new
way of working and lead the way in changing the culture’. One example of
this was a manager who recognised the need to have closer links with London
as the head office but did not want to relocate to do this. It is possible that
they may need to pioneer greater home working, or location-sharing roles,
to get this need met. The talent programme can provide the resources and
support, but expects the individuals to take the lead on making this happen.
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Summary

Developing a sound business case is critical to the future success of career strategies.
It is not just the document and justification itself that is useful, but the process of
developing the business case and engaging key stakeholders is vital to ensure future
buy-in. Often this process is over-looked and strategists work in isolation, or with
external benchmarks, to develop a sound argument and put measures in place.
However, to get active sponsorship for your career strategy and ensure effective
implementation, investing time up-front engaging with stakeholders and debating
options and approaches is essential.

Evidence from a wide variety of research studies indicates that career strategies
clearly lead to productivity and profit improvements for organisations as well as
increased shareholder returns. This is generally achieved by improving morale,
motivation and commitment to the companies through a culture more focused on
career development and maximising potential. My experience suggests that senior
managers outside of HR are rarely aware of the extent of bottom line evidence
existing and it is well worth educating senior teams on this front.

Gaining acceptance for your business case is not easy. Career development is
traditionally seen as a ‘soft’ practice and as such the business benefits and bottom
line impact needs to be spelt out loudly and clearly. Some of the evidence from the
research studies outlined in the chapter is useful to help strengthen your case.
More importantly though, you need to engage with a wide group of people to both
educate them on the benefits and explore different approaches. Mapping your
stakeholders and getting a more detailed understanding of their interest and influ-
ence can help you here.

Structuring your business case will depend on your organisation and may
include tools such as situation analysis, risk analysis and scenario planning as well
as financial measures such as cost-benefit analysis. The Executive Summary is a
key aspect of your written case as often this is the page that is referred to and read
the most. It needs to compel the decision makers to take the actions you recom-
mend and it is well worth investing time developing clear and influential argu-
ments. Expanding on the consequences and costing the ‘do nothing’ option is also
a good way to sell your case.

Thought also needs to be given as to how to evaluate the success of your
strategy and what measures you will put in place to monitor progress. The
evidence from the numerous evaluation studies which have taken place is that
more participative career processes have more impact and measures which look
at the impact from different perspectives within the organisation are the most
useful.
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Checklist

■ Do people understand the vision you have for your career strategy?
■ How does the strategy link with the goals of the organisation?
■ Are the business benefits clear?
■ Have you established clear measures of success?
■ Have you outlined the possible risks involved?
■ Do you have the skills and competence required to deliver the strategy?
■ Are senior managers aware of the strong research links between career strat-

egies and bottom line results?
■ How compelling is your executive summary?
■ Have you mapped your stakeholder’s influence, commitment and interest?
■ Have you thought through the potential problems stakeholders will present?
■ Are you tailoring your style to suit your audience?
■ Do you really believe the business case yourself?
■ What are your strongest arguments and are you communicating these effectively?
■ In reading your business case, what would a critic pick up on?
■ Are the consequences of doing nothing clear?
■ How are you going to evaluate the success of your strategy?
■ Have you got a diverse range of success measures?

Building the business case
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4
Revitalising Your Succession
Management

Succession management is a key component of an effective career strategy. Not
only does it help the organisation to position itself for the future, but it also signals
to employees that their careers are taken seriously.

Approaches to succession planning have changed dramatically in recent years.
Traditionally, large companies adopted replacement strategies, with ‘under the bus
lists’ to manage succession to key posts and top management positions. Often this
process was highly structured, with top down, confidential schemes aimed at replac-
ing forthcoming vacancies with similar sets of skills and experience.

This approach worked quite well in an environment where there were stable
systems, with unchanging structures and roles. However, there was a tendency for
it to become a form filling exercise once a year. Coca Cola famously discarded
their process when they found 250 000 hours a year were spent filling in forms
(Simms, 2003). So with flatter structures, fast changing companies and less pre-
dictable futures, a more flexible and adaptive approach has come to the fore.

This chapter aims to explore the current trends in succession management. It
covers the benefits of such strategies and the practicalities of introducing a more
comprehensive approach. In particular it seeks to answer the questions:

■ What is succession management?
■ What benefits does it bring to a career strategy?
■ What are the current trends in succession management?
■ How do you measure demand and supply?
■ What input should individual’s have?
■ How can information technology help?
■ What are the criteria for success?
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What is succession management?

Definitions of succession management vary, with succession planning often used
to describe the process of identifying a particular successor for a post, and suc-
cession management covering a broader set of activities which ensure a suitable
supply of successors for key positions. Rothwell (2001) defines succession man-
agement as ‘a deliberate and systematic effort by an organisation to ensure lead-
ership continuity in key positions, retain and develop intellectual and knowledge
capital for the future, and encourage individual advancement’.

Succession planning can take a number of different forms. Hirsh (2000) identi-
fies four different approaches:

1. As and when succession planning: Here vacant posits are dealt with as and
when they arise, with very little planning.

2. One step or job layer succession: In this approach successors for one job step
ahead are identified and the focus is on readiness for promotion to the next level.

3. Planned development or ‘layer and slice’ succession: Here a small group of
possible successors are identified as having long-term potential for a targeted
layer of jobs. Both post and people plans are taken account of in this approach.

4. Developing potential: The focus here is on creating a diverse and high quality
pool of employee talent. This is a more person-centred approach.

With the exception of as and when succession, the main activities which form the
basis of succession management are illustrated in Figure 4.1. The process is about
matching up the likely future demand with the likely supply and taking steps to min-
imise the gap between the two, both through a focus on developing people for the
future and by restructuring role requirements and optimising organisational design.

As mentioned earlier in this book, carrying out some form of succession planning
has been found to have a positive impact on a companies Return on Investment

Assess current and
future demand

Assess current
and future supply

Carry out a
gap analysis

Outputs focused on
posts and structures

Outputs focused on
people and development

Figure 4.1 Key succession processes
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and is a crucial part of the overall career strategy. Often, in a desire to identify high
potential employees and focus on their development for the future, the critical
demand for particular roles and the degree to which jobs are critical to the future
can be overlooked. Many of the companies researched for this book were enthusi-
astic about the people side of managing talent, but spoke very little about inte-
grating this with the harder role-focused aspects.

Whilst the role-focused elements of succession planning are perhaps more dif-
ficult to predict in organisations than the people skills, if organisations are to link
the development of their talent with business needs, then it is essential that both
sides of the equation are examined.

Succession planning can achieve a number of objectives, including:

■ Improved selection activity: Succession planning provides a database facility
which enables a broader search for candidates when a vacancy arises and enables
faster decisions to be made. In addition, having a clear succession system is
likely to encourage external applicants as the company is seen to support career
development.

■ Ensuring more focused development: By having a clearer picture of the future
organisational requirements, development experiences can be focused appro-
priately and career paths for high potential employees can ensure exposure to the
areas required by the company. This more focused development helps to inte-
grate both the needs of the organisation and that of the individual, aiding long-
term retention of talent.

■ Encouraging cultural change: By spelling out what is required by the company
in the future, those behaviours, values and sets of skills and experience receive a
greater focus from the workforce. If for example a company establishes a need
for innovative thinking in the future that is not in place in the current skill-set
of the workforce, there is a greater likelihood that people will begin to develop
and focus on those skills.

■ Monitoring progress and diversity goals: Succession plans allow a company to
monitor the progress of talent and accelerate the development of key individ-
uals if required. This constant monitoring also helps to ensure that as people
leave the organisation, stop-gaps can be found to prevent losses in productivity.
It also enables diversity goals to be monitored and actions taken to address any
imbalance.

In recent years organisations have begun to move away from one-step succession
planning or replacement strategies and are focusing on a wider population of
potential future leaders and linking more closely with other initiatives such as the
identification of talent or development strategies. This wider form of succession

Ch04-H8369  8/8/07  5:42 PM  Page 88



Revitalising your succession management

89

management is therefore focused on the development of key people and identifi-
cation of key posts, rather than form filling. Strategies focusing on pools of peo-
ple and potential are what Byham et al. (2002) refer to as ‘acceleration pools’.

Moving from replacement strategies to career acceleration pools

In the more traditional replacement strategies, an individual manager tended to iden-
tify and groom a particular replacement for a position. Typically this person would
be given greater responsibility and exposure to help position them for the role in
the future.

These quite formal succession planning systems were often seen as just a paper
exercise which managers paid lip service to, with the successors nominated in the
plan ignored when the post became vacant. Often the information in succession
plans was based on subjective judgements and could be coloured by personal agendas
(Hirsh, 1997). This view is backed up by the survey research which indicated that
many prestigious companies had low ‘hit rates’: that is, few of the nominated suc-
cessors were placed in the posts as they became vacant.

Even if it is implemented well, this process, apart from having questionable
compliance with equal opportunities legislation, can only work where there are
relatively static structures and environments. With the rapidly changing nature 
of organisations and constant emerging requirements, this method of grooming
people for a future, which extrapolates from the present day, is becoming less and
less relevant.

The acceleration pool approach to succession planning focuses less on par-
ticular people or jobs and more on pools of people and generic future needs.
Acceleration pools are groups of high potential individuals, who are likely to 
be suited to a range of possible executive jobs in the future. Typically, this group
receive accelerated development through stretching roles and project assign-
ments. These opportunities offer key experience and skills development as well as
visibility at a senior level, so that progress can be tracked. Members of the pool
often receive more training and are likely to have a mentor or coach. These pools
are given various names ranging from ‘talent pools’ through to ‘High Potential
(HIPO) groups’.

Where this is different from replacement strategies is that instead of focusing
on existing gaps in succession, there is a greater focus on the future needs of the
organisation and organisations are focusing more on the skills and competencies
needed for the future, in order for the company to position itself competitively in
the marketplace.

Boudreau and Ramstad (2005) refer to these groups as ‘pivotal talent pools’ or
groups of people for which small improvement yield large returns. Having identified
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these pools, different strategic objectives can be applied, be they reward strategies,
performance management or career and development opportunities.

It could be argued that this focus on broad groups of people is not new to career
strategies. For many years now, many organisations have begun to group their job
roles into ‘job families’, which have common skills and competencies. These job
families are often used to help illustrate progression through and across the organ-
isation and as a basis for reward policies. Where acceleration pools differ how-
ever, is that they are a sub-set of these larger families, with the potential to move
upwards through the organisation at a faster rate.

The practicalities of acceleration pools are discussed in more detail in the next
chapter, although it is worth saying here that the size of the pool depends on the
number of executive positions, the speed of change and the number of high poten-
tial employees. More complex organisations sometimes choose to have a number
of pools either hierarchically or functionally based.

The key differences that stand out from more traditional approaches to succes-
sion are illustrated more clearly in Table 4.1.

A shift from organisational needs to a more balanced approach

Replacement succession planning was focused predominantly on organisational
needs. The system would involve examining likely vacancies due to retirement, res-
ignation or structural change and matching that with the existing capabilities and
readiness of the workforce. Acceleration pools, however, work on the principle that
individual needs and aspirations will be taken into account in any decisions that
are made. The psychological contract described earlier in this book is often made
explicit, and options and compromises are more openly discussed. Many of the
companies have mechanisms for individuals to input to the process and state pref-
erences and constraints on their development.

Table 4.1 Comparing replacement and pool succession planning

From replacement planning To acceleration pools

Organisational needs predominate Balance of organisation and individual needs
Focused development Broader range of development
Focus on jobs Focus on roles
Hidden/secretive process Greater transparency
Led by HR Led by the business
Annual event On-going, more frequent process
Projections of future needs Predictions of future needs
All senior positions examined Lynchpin positions and trends
Inflexible and bureaucratic Flexible and dynamic
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A wider range of developmental approaches

As the focus for a particular acceleration pool is on development for the next broad
level, the focus is more on developing a range of skills and competencies rather
than specific specialisms. Coupled with this, there is an increasing acceptance that
progression can be made by lateral moves and project challenges as well as by
upward movement through the hierarchy and if organisations make the purposes
of such opportunities clear, then this type of career development will continue to
grow in number.

The emphasis with acceleration pools is on changing and developing skills and
behaviours vital to the future success of both the individual and the business. The
development plans and growth opportunities are therefore likely to continually bene-
fit both parties. With replacement succession planning, the development is more
likely to be role based and provide a single route which may or not lead to the
intended outcome. As a consequence, the pool approach carries less risk for both
the individual and the organisation.

A focus on roles rather than jobs

In the current world of work it is becoming increasingly difficult to predict the spe-
cific jobs that will be needed in the future. As a result, the focus has shifted to
examining the types of roles that might be required. Will there, for example, be a
need for maintenance engineers in the next 5 years, or will there be increased
demand for partnership or relationship managers? This broader analysis of require-
ments can be very helpful in opening up a dialogue about future skill needs.

Greater transparency

As the acceleration pool approach does not raise the question of individuals being in
line for a particular job, it is also easier to give the process greater transparency and
be open with individuals. Many organisations choose to share with people how their
potential is viewed and the types of skills and competencies they need to be develop-
ing to put themselves in the best position for future opportunities. Effective and 
on-going feedback is therefore an essential part of the process.

As mentioned in Chapter 2, communicating high potential status to employees
can increase their retention and development efforts. This open contract about 
performance will encourage participation and commitment rather than the more
traditional confidential succession plans. Problems can arise however with the 
rating of potential and ideally there should be manager guidelines to help support
the ratings and conversations with high potentials, to ensure consistency in the
communication processes.

Revitalising your succession management
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More ownership from the business beyond HR

Taking away the emphasis on replacing specific jobs has also made it easier to
engage line managers in the process. It is more typical with the acceleration pool
approach to see line manager ownership, often led by the CEO, with active facili-
tation and support from HR. The HR support comes from encouraging managers
to think through their future requirements and opportunities more broadly and to
identify and take stock of talent progressing through the organisation in an object-
ive way. Many organisations involve senior stakeholders in assessment centres to
rate talent for themselves and familiarise them with the criteria for selection.

It is worth bearing in mind Hall’s work (1989) which identifies a number of
conditions which contribute to the success of succession planning. Many of these
related to the culture of the organisation and the style of management such as:

■ communication of the succession planning strategy,
■ training for managers on the processes,
■ rewards for developmental managers,
■ inter-unit co-operation.

To gain ownership at the top, the system must be seen as credible and be easily
workable.

More frequent discussions

Popoff (1996) suggests that organisations need to create an environment of con-
tinuous successions thinking, instead of annual succession planning. Historically
people would often block development positions to ensure that the job holder was
able to perform to a high standard as soon as they took on the position. With more
creative discussions it is possible to ensure that people are moved around to avoid
this happening and managers are rewarded for doing so. This would lead to more
appropriate levels of turnover in key positions.

The evidence suggests that companies are starting to do this and succession
planning conversations are becoming twice yearly, or even quarterly events.

Greater attention to business critical areas

With replacement strategies, the common approach was to plan succession for all
of the top two or three tiers of the organisation. Current strategies however are more
likely to focus in on key positions which are critical to the business and ensure that
there is a pipeline of talent to these core areas. This is an issue we will return to later
in this chapter.

Strategic Career Management: Developing Your Talent
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Greater flexibility

The framework needs to be flexible enough to enable parts of the process to be
adapted in the face of business changes. Although business pressures often have a
short-term focus, succession planning requires a longer-term outlook and to be
successful people must be allowed to learn and there must be a culture which tol-
erates failure. As we shall see in the next chapter, ideally acceleration pools need
clear entry and exit criteria which will enable people to make transitions in the
face of change.

Fast-track thinking

The new approach to succession and a focus on pools of talent raises questions for
many organisations about the impact of focusing on an elite group of people. This
was a topic that was discussed in more detail in Chapter 2.

Many organisations, such as Siemens, strongly believe that all people have talent
and talent strategies should not focus on small groups of people towards the top of
the organisation. If the pool approach is taken, care needs to be taken to ensure that
employees outside of the pool are also able to access development opportunities and
feel they have a fair and equitable system for managing their own careers. Without
this, you are likely to demotivate and reduce performance in the workforce.

It is interesting looking at the case studies in this book, that whilst most com-
panies put forward a message about development for all employees, most also had
a clear strategy for focusing in on-core groups of employees. What this suggests
is that the messages put forward are carefully communicated and understood.

Acceleration pools have a number of potential advantages over traditional replace-
ment strategies. For example:

■ Pool members are generally more committed to their development and have a
greater understanding of what they need to achieve for the business.

■ Individual growth is tailored to individual requirements rather than a future
role enabling a number of future options to be viable rather than just one.

■ There is less bureaucracy and growth opportunities are more flexible.
■ Development is more closely linked to organisational needs.
■ Support is generally available to help maximise individual potential.
■ Roles and responsibilities are clearer.
■ Line management are in the driving seat.

However, the focus on jobs has not disappeared in its entirety. Whilst it is difficult
to predict future needs in some organisations, particularly high technology com-
panies, there is still a need to make predictions about future demand in some way.

Revitalising your succession management
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The role of manpower planning

Every organisation needs to improve efficiency and make the best possible use of
its resources and a key part of succession management is understanding the future
demand and supply of employees. If this is done accurately, the manpower plan
will be able to determine future recruitment levels; anticipate redundancies and
thus avoid unnecessary dismissals; determine training and developmental needs;
control labour costs and also assist with the collective bargaining process.

Many organisations take a short-term view of labour and will react to a labour
shortage by carryout out-frenzied recruitment campaigns, increasing overtime or
subcontracting tasks. This creates obvious problems in that the quality of the people
recruited is likely to be a poor fit to the company and will lead to higher turnover
at a later date. Disputes may also arise over pay differentials due to the need to pay
higher salaries to entice people to join.

Conversely, when a company is faced with a surplus it will reduce any temporary
or contract staff, put a hold on external recruitment and increase wastage through
early retirement programmes and costly redundancies. Often, this results in the better
staff being lost to other companies and leads to low morale within the organisation.

Manpower planning attempts to minimise these costs by forecasting the future
demand, assessing the supply available from both within and outside the company,
determining organisational requirements and monitoring the utilisation of people
resources.

Assessing the demand

Part of the difficulty of demand planning is that the futures of organisations are
increasingly difficult to predict. Some sophisticated technological tools exist
within companies for forecasting this information, but the quality of the data will
be dependent on the dialogue between business managers and those gathering the
data. The long-term business strategy and the likely scenarios that impact this will
be the starting point for this conversation. For example, will government policies,
emerging markets, economic forecasts or new technology impact the business and
the future demand requirements?

To be meaningful, any estimation of future demand will need to be segmented
by skills, level, location, by number and by business unit. Table 4.2 details some
of the typical quantitative data which is gathered by organisations to help them to
assess future demand.

It will also be important to take into account qualitative information such as:

■ What are the current skills and competence of the workforce?
■ What will be the future skill requirements?
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■ What training and development takes place?
■ What are the predicted future training and development needs?

Benchmarks and ratios can be useful tools to help aid these future predictions.
Benchmarks involve making comparisons with other organisations or processes,
whereas ratios compare the relationship between two factors, such as the number
of sales staff per sale or the number of HR staff per workforce. For example, if the
future strategy predicts an increase in sales, or headcount, then the knock-on effects
on sales and HR staff can be determined by applying the same ratio. Many of the
traditional forecasting methods, such as time series analysis and ratio trend analysis,
have fallen into disuse as companies have less confidence in their predictive ability.
Time series analysis uses a set of observed values taken from data of the previous
years or months, to ascertain whether there is a connection between the variables
studied. For example, the number of computer operators employed in each month
in the last 2 years could be graphically represented to show a steadily rising trend
which can be projected into the future.

IBM believe that this focus on both where the requirement is and how to develop
it has contributed to the company’s strong financial performance in recent years and
given them a strong reputation for developing leaders, which in turn has helped
them attract more talent (Chief Executive, 2002).

Identifying business critical roles

In carrying out the assessment of future demand, it will also be useful to determine
which areas of the business are critical and therefore likely to be needed in some

Table 4.2 Quantitative data typically required for a demand forecast

Current data Future predictions

Employee headcount by location Will locations change?

Demographics What demographics are forecasted?
Age Internal targets
Gender External population
Ethnicity
Disability
Part-time/flexible workers

Functions What functional changes are likely?
Numbers and levels What effect will business strategy have on

structures?

Benchmarks and ratios Are there future targets for ratios and
benchmarks?
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form in the future. The case study at the end of this chapter highlights the process
used in a large transport company for identifying business critical roles. The starting
point for this process is to agree a set of criteria to assess against. In the case study
example, the criteria ‘knowledge that is specific to the business and does not exist
in the open market’ was deemed to be one of the important factors.

Conger and Fulmer (2003) suggest that identifying and monitoring the pipeline
for linchpin positions is one of the five most critical roles for succession manage-
ment (the others being a focus on development, transparency, measuring progress
and keeping it flexible). They describe these linchpin positions as jobs that are
essential to the organisation. These may be difficult to fill positions, have a high
impact on the company, or reside in critical business areas. By monitoring these
roles, the company can help to ensure an adequate supply of talent to these roles
in the future.

IBM has developed a talent process focused on four key leadership areas seen
as business critical.

1. General managers
2. Country general managers
3. Technical general managers
4. Business value selling.

The company carried out research to define the experiences, competencies and
derailment factors critical to each role. This enabled them to deliver developmen-
tal experiences in a more focused way.

Assessing the supply

In order to forecast the supply of manpower, you need to carry out an audit of the
existing resources in the company. To be of any use, this analysis of supply of people
to the business needs to match the criteria used for assessing demand. Consequently,
supply estimates will normally be broken down by skills, level, location, by number
and by business unit. Often companies produce skills inventories to show a profile
for employees, which contain their skills, abilities, experience and education. Typical
information that is contained will be:

■ Personal details
■ Current post
■ Career history
■ Qualifications and relevant training
■ Performance and potential assessments
■ Skills, competencies
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■ Characteristics: strengths and weaknesses
■ Timing for a job move
■ Career preferences
■ Mobility.

The information needs to be readily available to people and also easily retrievable.
Often problems can arise through record systems being inadequate and out of
date, or records being held in a number of different departments with no stand-
ardisation of how the information is kept.

In addition to making predictions about future requirements, organisations need
to factor in turnover rates. To do this accurately, organisations also need to be look-
ing at their vacancy risk (i.e. the likelihood that people in business critical roles will
leave the organisation). In the case study at the end of this chapter, the company
set some clear criteria to analyse the vacancy risk in key positions, such as how
attractive the external market is to the individual. Demand predictions will there-
fore also gather data on non-statistical information, such as the local amenities
and housing availability and the number of competitors moving into or out of the
area, in order to assess the attractiveness of the organisation to employees.

As the analysis and predictions of your internal labour market are influenced to
a large extent by the external market, you will also need to make some external
predictions about your market and sector. The external supply estimates will give
an indication of the ease in which organisations can fill posts, particularly in occu-
pational groups with a scarce supply. Environmental scanning is a technique that
can help with this.

Environmental scanning

Environmental scanning produces projections based on the labour market. As an
example, the current working population of Great Britain is currently about 35
million, of which 52 per cent are men. As mentioned earlier in this book however,
this population is ageing and by 2011 the number of people aged over 45 years is
predicted to increase by 3.4 million as the baby-boomers mature; the 35–45-year-
old population will be relatively unchanged and the 24–25-year-olds will fall by
1.6 million due to the declining birth rate. This data would be factored into any
projections about availability.

Scanning relies heavily on statistical data such as the census; population dens-
ities within the area; unemployment levels; the pattern of migration; the age struc-
ture of the population; etc.

Scanning also focuses on the quality of people available in the labour market.
For example, analysing occupational trends will give an indication of the quality of
available people. Trends in recent years have been a rise in the number of managerial
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and professional qualifications, a decline in administrative and secretarial roles and
a rise in customer service and sales. Many organisations look to university statis-
tics to assess the number of potentially qualified people coming through into the
labour market.

Other statistical techniques for assessing supply include wastage rate calcula-
tions, which take the number of people leaving the company over a period divided
by the average number employed. The percentage wastage can be analysed to give
a wastage curve for different segments of employees, such as the talent group, or
people in a particular age band. Survival curves can also be used to show the rela-
tionship between turnover and length of service in different groups.

How much input should individuals have?

The move towards psychological contracting for careers suggests that employees
should have a much higher level of control and input into the succession planning
process. McCartney and Garrow (2006) highlights some key questions that need
to be answered:

■ Are people nominated, or can they self-nominate to acceleration pools?
■ How much information are they given on their potential rating?
■ How explicit are the criteria for selection to the talent pool?
■ Are they expected to plan their next move or will the organisation do that?
■ What impact will it have on their career if they are not a member of the pool?

Whilst organisations have become more open, with increased use of 360-degree
feedback, self-assessment tools and personal development planning, the degree to
which high potential staff are briefed on the organisational position is still very
variable.

The Legal Services Commission, who recently introduced a programme to assess
potential managers for a new talent pool, chose to be very open about the scheme
and encouraged people to explore whether it was right for them and what the impli-
cations might be.

Linking succession planning with other processes

In many organisations, this more open, pool-based style of succession planning is
very clearly linked to leadership development. Having identified a pool of people
for accelerated development, there is often a management training programme or
some form of formal learning and development that accompanies participants
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continued growth. Talent assessment centres themselves are often used to help
diagnose generic needs for the high potential population.

Cap Gemini Ernst and Young provide openly available training and development
opportunities to all employees. These include lunchtime master-classes in topics
such as the latest products in the market. They also have a talent management
scheme used to spot Vice Presidents, of which there are 120 in the UK. Management
teams pick candidates whom they believe have the potential for future growth. The
board inspects the nominees and the successful candidates are assigned a mentor
and develop an individual development plan.

However, although management training goes some way to developing future
leaders, it does not deliver the range of experience they require for future leader-
ship roles. Succession management also needs to closely align with organisational
design activities to be able to deliver more tailored, pro-active career development
for its most talented individuals and align this with business needs. Often this essen-
tial strategic analysis is missing from succession planning. In smaller organisations
in particular, where opportunities to move jobs are limited, re-designing jobs can
be a vital tool in sustaining career satisfaction.

Where companies make a more obvious link is with selection processes. Ideally,
the information coming from succession plans should be constantly feeding into
selection decisions. Some companies do this particularly well and there are 
examples of companies deliberately bringing in talent with a scarce skill at low
levels of the organisation to ensure that there is a sufficient stock for future needs
which have been identified.

Use of technology

Technology is increasingly being used to support and aid career processes, particu-
larly around succession and job opportunities. Talent management software can
potentially reduce the cost of recruitment, training and administration. A report in
HR Zone (21 September 2006) argues that talent software has three key benefits:

1. A reduction in the cost of recruitment, as the company can identify good can-
didates faster and wastes less time on interviewing.

2. The time taken to identify a vacancy of skills gap should be shorter, thereby
improving productivity.

3. Improved quality of selection due to greater clarification of needs.

The report suggests that companies need to weigh up the benefits of bespoke tal-
ent software against an integrated suite. If for example an organisation already has
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a SAP system, then integration will probably more cost effective than a bespoke
talent software vendor. Either type of software will usually have reporting tools
which allow managers to gain access a person’s job function, abilities, training
records and contribution towards the wider business goals.

Eli Lilly (in McCartnery & Garrow) have developed a global talent database.
Employees are required to fill in a one-page document covering their qualifica-
tions, experience, career aspirations and the next two or three likely career moves.
The organisation keeps this information, along with their performance manage-
ment document, 360-degree assessment and development plan on the database.
Searches can then be made to find how many people are tracking key positions.
They have found that this is an essential aid to succession management and talent
spotting.

However, there are implications with storing information for succession systems
on computer and data protection legislation means that any information kept on
individuals must be made available to them on request. Whilst sensitive data can
be coded and the codes kept secure, to help ensure security some of the softer data,
such as opinions or assessments are usually held manually.

Case study: Revitalising succession management in a large
transport company (anon)

Background

A large transport company introduced a new strategy in 2004, which aimed
‘to identify, develop, deploy and retain talent in the company to ensure on-
going business success’.

At that time the processes used for succession planning were haphazard
and lacked credibility. There were no company wide standards, with differ-
ent approaches being used in different parts of the business. Whilst there
was a replacement planning process used in some areas, where succession
planning did occur, the need was usually championed by the HR group and
not the business. As a consequence, there was limited commitment or buy-
in to the succession process.

The company set up a Talent Management Project Team to help influence
and gain support and involvement for the future succession of talent through
the business. They established a two-staged project. Firstly, they wanted to
understand the specific needs for talent across the business and assess the
risk associated with that. The second phase was to determine an approach to
be used by looking at questions such as: ‘What is meant by talent?’, ‘Who is
talented?’ and ‘How should these needs be met?’.
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Stage one: Understanding the need

As a first step the team analysed the effectiveness of the existing process for
the 240 managers in the leadership population. This involved:

■ A review of the previous years succession plans and coverage.
■ Identifying the percentage of posts with one or more successors.
■ Analysing which roles were business critical.
■ Carrying out a vacancy risk review.

What soon became clear was that the replacement strategy in place was not
appropriate given the rapidly changing nature of the business. It was found to be
highly bureaucratic and secretive, with data being produced that was rarely acted
on when it came to decision making. More worrying, the review found that
about 50 per cent of the management roles did not have successors identified.

Determining which roles were business critical

Whilst all management roles were seen as critical, the project team were
keen to ensure that particular roles were identified as business critical. To
help this process each area of the business was asked to establish criteria and
identify their own business critical roles. These sets of criteria were then
shared and amalgamated to provide a final criteria listing for businesses to
rank against.

The criteria decided upon were:

■ Knowledge that is hard to compete for in the external market.
■ Knowledge that is specific to the business that doesn’t exist in the open

market.
■ A point of contact for key external relationships.
■ Critical role in a crisis situation.
■ Key to business objective or operational effectiveness.

This process led to 25 roles being identified as business critical, and analy-
sis of these roles indicated that existing replacement planning had only a 22
per cent succession coverage in terms of people being identified for the roles
in the future.

Carrying out a vacancy risk review

The project team also carried out a vacancy risk review. This review was a
rather more subjective process than the role review as it involved making some
assumptions about people in the business. The intention was to assess the
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likelihood of key people (i.e. those in business critical roles) leaving the
business. Both line managers and HR Business Partners were involved in the
process and used the following criteria to assess the likelihood of vacancies
occurring:

■ The perceived reward differential to competitors.
■ The potential career opportunities.
■ Change fatigue.
■ The proximity to retirement.
■ General health, including stress.

Having carried out the review, it was possible to map this onto the business
critical roles using a table similar to the one reproduced here, which showed
the percentage in each box.

This allowed the company to understand and prioritise the potential impact
that managers departing the business would have. In other words, they under-
stood who was most likely to leave and what the cost to the business would be.

Stage two: Determining the approach

The project team recommended a two-staged approach:

1. A short-term replacement strategy: This aimed to mitigate against the
immediate risk for the business critical positions with a high vacancy risk.

2. A longer-term talent strategy: This entailed establishing acceleration pools
to build the depth and breadth of coverage needed for senior roles.

The talent strategy

Identifying talent for the acceleration pool was a combination of rating lead-
ership potential against a company defined leadership framework as well as

Critical role

Vacancy risk High Medium Low

High

Medium

Low

Matching vacancy risks with business critical roles

Ch04-H8369  8/8/07  5:42 PM  Page 102



looking at past performance. Interestingly, the analysis highlighted the need
to have consistent performance management processes in place for recog-
nising good performance.

A phased process was used to help plan long-term development

Phase 1: Nomination to a pool
Annual reviews take place against criteria, these are peer reviewed
and nomations are put forward.

Phase 2: Identify development needs for the pool
Each pool has development tailored to the roles in that group.

Phase 3: Establish a range of development solutions
A range of options including assignments, projects, coaching
mentoring, etc.

Phase 4: Review and document progress
This is an individual responsibility.

Phase 5: Determine metrics for each pool to show the pool strength

Whilst the resulting strategy has not been in place long enough to review the
outcomes, the process has already led to far greater clarity and ownership by
the business leaders towards succession management.

One of the main lessons that was learnt by the project team, was the need
to involve the business in developing the criteria for assessment. Each busi-
ness area was able to define its own business critical criteria before pooling
these criteria and developing a common approach. This strategy was critical
in getting buy-in and support to the assessment against the criteria which
followed.

Summary

Whilst the move to managing future succession through acceleration pools has many
benefits, the new approaches to succession are not a panacea for success. Whilst
traditional manpower planning processes have suffered from a lack of credibility
in many companies, attempting to diagnose and anticipate problems with the future
demand and supply of employees is still an essential component of successful suc-
cession management.

The pool approach to succession brings with it the added benefit of taking into
account the complexities of individuals and the unpredictability of future labour
markets. However, there are still many difficulties associated with this approach.
The on-going dialogue which is required with an ever changing psychological
contract is probably the hardest challenge to meet. But the need to increase the
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diversity of the talent pool, and especially to ensure that the talents of women and
ethnic minorities are properly developed also provide tensions.

Succession planning can be time-consuming and take up significant management
time at a senior level. Yet the list of benefits is endless. It not only benefits resourcing
decisions and training and development activity, but also leads to a higher profile
and greater credibility for HR professionals. Done well, it is one of the few activi-
ties that aligns both the needs of the individual with that of the organisation and
positions the talent in the company to provide optimum benefit for the future.

However, it is always worth remembering that succession planning is only as
good as the information used to prepare the plan. For companies starting out on
this process, there is a need to agree the key principles, such as:

■ What levels will be included.
■ Will it be open or closed.
■ How it will feed into other systems.
■ What system will be used for assessing potential.
■ Who holds accountability.
■ How the process will be communicated.
■ How to create management ownership.
■ What account will be taken of individual needs and aspirations.
■ How and when the process will link into other business activities.

Most importantly, a company needs to have clarity about what they want to achieve
through succession planning and ensure that they have buy-in to the process at the
very top. This is often hard to do if there is a diverse operation with strong independ-
ent business units. Furthermore, the process needs to carefully balance and integrate
the future learning needs as perceived by both the senior leaders and the employees
themselves, both within the company and in the external environment. It is the
balance between this level of detail and producing something simple and easy to
work with that is the key.

Checklist

■ How clear are the objectives for your succession management process?
■ To what extent do you take account of individual aspirations and needs?
■ How transparent are your acceleration pools?
■ Are you clear on which roles are business critical in the future?
■ Does line management own the process?
■ To what extent is the process live and active, rather than a paper exercise?
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■ What steps are taken not to alienate employees outside of the pools?
■ How confident are you in your future demand and supply estimates?
■ To what extent do you utilise techniques such as environmental scanning and

vacancy risk analysis?
■ Are you making best use of IT to support your succession management?
■ Is your succession management and leadership development clearly linked?
■ Are you considering organisational re-design as a potential solution?
■ Does recruitment and selection activity reflect the succession plans?
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5
The Practicalities of Career
Acceleration Pools

The past chapter examined some of the recent trends in succession planning,
including the move towards identifying and growing pools of potential, some-
times described as acceleration pools. Whilst this concept is easy to understand in
principle, the practicalities of moving to this approach are much more complex.
How, for example, do you select people into the pool? What type of pool are you
looking to create? How do you retain flexibility so that people can enter and exit
the pool? and How do you deal with the specialists? This chapter aims to answer
some of these questions.

In particular this chapter will cover:

■ Developing job families
■ Segmenting pools
■ Pool selection methods
■ Entry and exit criteria
■ The role of talent reviews
■ Dealing with derailment
■ Identifying generic needs
■ Dealing with specific issues, such as diversity, work–life balance and specialist

careers.

Whilst there are no ‘right’ answers to these topics, the aim is to provide some illus-
trations of what forward-thinking organisations are doing in this area, with a view
to stimulating your own thought processes about your current practices.

In writing this book I have chosen to adopt the term ‘acceleration pool’ rather
than ‘talent pool’ or ‘high potential pool’ as the term overcomes some of the diffi-
culties associated with using the words talent and high potential. By using the term
acceleration pool, it focuses on what happens with the group, rather than who it
contains and implies a speeding up of the careers of a sub-set of the organisation.
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Developing job families

As mentioned in the previous chapter, job families have been in existence in many
organisations for some time as a way of establishing pay bands and sometimes
also for mapping careers. They are a vital first step in understanding the generic
requirements of the organisation, and hence where particular acceleration pools
may need to be positioned.

Job families cluster together jobs with similar characteristics and group them
together by the similarity of their accountabilities rather than their particular function.
In Canon UK for example (IDS Study, 2006) there are job families for technology
and professional services both within business solutions and consumer imaging.

Within each job family, there are generally broad levels, typically described as:

■ Entry level
■ Team leader/advisor
■ Middle manager/operational
■ Senior
■ Specialist
■ Principal/director.

Jobs in different families but at the same level are broadly considered equal,
which enables the opportunities for transition to other disciplines across the
organisation to be understood and more easily executed. To do this, at each level
an organisation would normally set out:

■ the accountabilities,
■ knowledge and experience requirements,
■ core skills and competencies.

Many companies also highlight particular training that is likely within each level,
as in the LogicaCMG case study in Chapter 6. Many organisations have also
established dual career paths, as illustrated in Figure 5.1 (drawn from IDS HR
study 814 Job Families). This enables them to retain staff with key skills who are
seeking career progression, where they are unsuited to or have no interest in peo-
ple management. In this case, the job family splits at the higher levels to enable a
lead advisor to take either a technical consulting career path or a team and business
manager path.

Whilst some companies use job families as the basis for pay structures, they
can also be used as a tool for mapping potential career progression of all employ-
ees. A clear sense of career families within a company can help establish a frame-
work which sets out clearly the skills and behaviours employees need to progress.
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It would be difficult for a company to start identifying acceleration pools, without
first identifying the main job families.

Segmenting your pools

The simplest type of acceleration pool is that which focuses on middle managers
with high potential progressing to senior management. In this case, in a small
organisation the generic needs for both groups can be relatively easily determined.
At its simplest level, job analysis can be used to analyse the tasks and account-
abilities of groups of jobs and determine the required knowledge, skills, attitudes
and experience required.

More sophisticated techniques include reparatory grid analysis or critical inci-
dent interviews, which can also help to identify the generic requirements for each
group. Reparatory Grid compares the distinctions and similarities between activities
or people, in order to draw out the differentiating criteria or one group from another.
Care needs to be taken however that the analysis takes account of future needs and
is not solely focused on the behaviours and skills of the current population of senior
managers. Critical incident interviews involve questioning senior leaders on particu-
lar occurrences that impacted their performance and analysing this to find trends in
high performance. Again, this technique will not take account of future needs.

In order to take account of future needs, senior leaders need to analyse future
demand, as described in the previous chapter, and draw some conclusions about

Technical Managerial

Advisor

Lead adviser

Support

Team manager

Business manager

Consultant

Managing consultant

Figure 5.1 Establishing dual career paths
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the likely future competence requirements. Questions which can help to stimulate
a debate on this include:

■ What key capabilities will we need as an organisation to deliver in future
markets?

■ Where will our added value come from in 5–10 years time?
■ What are the trends facing our organisation?
■ What are the likely consequences of these trends?
■ What competencies will be necessary to deal with these trends?
■ What are benchmark companies doing to prepare themselves?

In practice, the behavioural indicators for a particular pool are usually derived
using a combination of approaches, including more sophisticated tools and dia-
logue amongst key stakeholders. A typical process is shown in Figure 5.2. This

Identify population to be interviewed

Select and train interviewers

Carry out rep grid interviews

Data analysis

Draft set of behavioural indicators

Validation groups – internal and external

Redraft and present to senior management group

Communicate and rollout 

Carry out future needs work

Figure 5.2 Development of pool criteria

Ch05-H8369  8/8/07  5:42 PM  Page 109



shows the need to derive a draft set of indicators which can be validated by carry-
ing out focus groups with members of the population, or external comparators.

In larger organisations, or companies with particular skills shortages in certain
areas, it is likely that there will be a need for more than one acceleration pool.
Typical segmentation is based on:

■ Structure: If for example a company has a number of different strategic busi-
ness units, each is likely to have a pool of its own, with one overriding pool 
co-ordinated centrally.

■ Level: With the focus often on management, it is common to see pools based on
the management hierarchy, for example, a pool focused on high potential
supervisors into middle managers; one for middle to senior management and
one for senior to top management.

■ Discipline: For some organisations certain disciplines suffer from acute short-
ages of talent, or are core to the companies’ success. These disciplines are
likely to have their own acceleration pools.

■ Skill requirement: A company may also identify a shortfall in a particular skill,
or set of skills within the business, for example, interpersonal skills, leadership
skills or business skills. Pools can be established with a focus on developing
a particular skill set.

Lloyds TSB is an example of a company that have looked in detail at the future
leadership requirements. They used Ram Charan’s work (2001) on the leadership
pipeline to segment the capabilities of their managers into:

■ managing self,
■ managing others,
■ managing managers,
■ functional directors.

They have put in place a leadership development programme and different talent devel-
opment schemes across the group. Graduates, for example, are given a £3,000 budget
to spend on their development and a career paths scheme operates, which entails a
Personal Development Plan (PDP) as well as providing a way of spotting talent.

The Rolls-Royce case study at the end of this chapter also illustrates the
approach they have taken to segmenting their career pools. Here the segmenta-
tions that emerged were:

■ leadership,
■ graduates,
■ business development roles,
■ critical pipelines.
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Another example is Shell, which have three groups of people in their talent
pipeline, divided into:

■ Top graduate talent
■ Experienced people
■ Executive and MBA.

Barclays also have three talent pools at different hierarchical levels in the organi-
sation. They aim to build a sustainable pipeline of leadership through all levels of
the company. People can self-nominate for one of the three pools and the initial
response to the scheme has been shown to help motivate staff. Their pools are
defined as:

■ Entry level
■ Emerging talent
■ Top leaders

The entry level is focused on the recruitment of talent into the organisation and
aims to build capability for the future. The emerging talent is focused on the iden-
tification and development of talent currently in the organisation and is linked to
a succession and capability plan and finally the top leader pool is focused on
development of the top leadership cadre ‘because we should be getting these
people right’.

What is clear from looking at the types of pools in place in organisations is that
the segmentation is dependent on the business needs. Organisations need to gain
clarity through the succession planning process discussed in the previous chapter
on where the gaps are in the organisation and what types of people will be needed
in the future.

Identifying people for your pool

Chapter 2 looked at some of the commonly used methods for identifying high
potential in organisations, ranging from the annual appraisal system, through box
matrices of performance against potential, through to assessment centres. Beyond
the assessment process, companies have a number of difficult choices to make.
For example:

■ When is the best time in people’s career to select people?
■ How big do you need the pool to be?
■ Do you ask for volunteers for the pool or tell people they have been selected?

Ch05-H8369  8/8/07  5:42 PM  Page 111



Strategic Career Management: Developing Your Talent

112

Timing

Usually there will be a particular point in people’s career or level in the organisa-
tion when people become eligible to enter an acceleration pool. However, the tim-
ing can be important. If people have not been with the company long, or are too
early in their career then it will be harder to predict their potential. If however, they
have established a good track record, they may have limited time left to develop and
have less flexibility in their personal life to take on some of the growth opportun-
ities on offer. Byham et al. (2002) recommend 3 or 4 years of diverse experience
are needed to make a meaningful assessment of potential for senior management
roles. Yet people new into the organisation also need to be eligible.

What is clear is that the pools need to be sufficiently flexible to allow people to
enter and exit as the position changes. Some people, for example, develop strengths
later in their careers and need an opportunity to enter at a later stage, whereas
others may show high potential early on which is not sustained as they progress.

Pool size

The size of the pool depends on the succession planning predictions and the speed
of change. As the previous chapter explained, this can be decided from a post per-
spective, that is, What is the likely future demand for people in the company? or
a people perspective, that is, How many people have we already got with the right
sort of skills and competence for the future? or ideally, a mix between the two.

Other factors which are likely to be to taken into account are whether the com-
pany has the resources to support a particular pool size. Does it have enough
people trained as career coaches or mentors? and Are their sufficient growth
opportunities to support the pool’s development requirements?

If the company is suffering pressure from a particular career group, then this may
also sway the balance and number of pool members. For example, if retention is an
issue amongst sales staff, the company may choose to increase the number in the pool.

The nomination process

If companies are putting in place acceleration pools, they have the choice between
selecting people for the pool without the individual’s knowledge, as is often the case
with the 9-box methods previously described, or asking people to participate in a fur-
ther selection exercise such as an assessment centre, or asking the whole population
to volunteer for the pool and a further selection process. Again, the culture of the com-
pany and the objectives of the process will partly determine which approach works
best. However, it is worth pointing out some of the benefits of a more open system.

Active career development cannot be forced on people and the motivation and
drive needs to come from the individual themselves. As I’ve said time and again in
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this book, to be successful the process needs commitment from both parties and
continual dialogue and feedback. If people are told they are in an acceleration pool,
they are likely to feel pleased about this and may well rise to the challenge. However,
if they actively put themselves forward for a pool, they are likely to have much
greater commitment and desire to make the best from the opportunity. In addition,
by asking for volunteers, a company is able to tap into hidden talent that may be
lurking and overcome some of the potential biases of manager-based assessment.

The Legal Services Commission (LSC) case study in Chapter 3 was an example
of a voluntary approach. The company explained that they were selecting people
for a talent pool and asked for volunteers to participate in an assessment process.
In the early part of this process people were given feedback on their application
and a proportion of people went on to participate in an assessment centre where
the final pool was selected. Whilst this process did mean a great deal of manage-
ment time was spent providing feedback to people on why they were not being put
forward, which could have been avoided if the company had selected the partici-
pants for the centre, it did lead to greater feelings of equity in the workforce and
enabled other necessary feedback to take place.

Communication issues

We have already highlighted in Chapter 2 the benefits of making people aware of
their potential rating, but there are broader communication issues which need to
be thought through when embarking on the pool approach. People are likely to
have a number of questions such as Are you publishing a list of who is in the pool?
How long do people have to wait before being eligible for nomination? What
expectations of development are there?

Once again, the more open and honest the company can be with the informa-
tion available, the more benefits are likely to be derived. Managers in regional
areas of the business for example are likely to be more willing to take on someone
if they already know they are a member of a pool, and the branding and percep-
tion of the company will be improved if people are aware of what is happening.

American Express is a company that took very deliberate steps to improve the
communication processes in their career strategy. The company was experiencing
senior attrition particularly from newly hired talent and they found this was down
to their induction process. In particular:

■ A poor explanation of performance expectations
■ Excessive pressure on new hires to perform early
■ Failure of new hires to form key networks and relationships
■ A feeling by joiners that their ideas were rejected.
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This led to a ‘New Executive Career Launch’which targeted new talent and helped to:

■ manage the expectation gap,
■ focus on development,
■ build key relationships.

The company introduced a series of interventions in the first 12 months and were
focused on long-term development, using coaches to support the new recruits. To
help build key relationships, people were exposed key stakeholders and given
ample network opportunities. The career launch had the advantage that it focused
on where intervention was most needed and how to deal with this and has been
highly successful. The company turnover is now 13.5 per cent lower than the
industry average for newly hired executives.

Briefing plans

People responsible for managing the career strategy and implementing career
pools need to have a well thought out communication plan to sit alongside the roll-
out. As with any change process, it will be necessary to consider the key stake-
holders in the process and develop a communication plan for each of these groups.
Figure 5.3 sets out the likely stakeholders in an acceleration pool process.

For each group the communication plan will need to consider:

■ What is the message you need to communicate?
■ What is the best medium for that communication?

– Who will deliver the message?
– Will it be face-to-face or written?

Employees selected
to the pool

Key stakeholders

External press
releases

Senior leaders
Pool member
line managers

Non-selected
employees

Workforce as a whole

Talent panel

Figure 5.3 Key stakeholders for acceleration pools
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■ How often is the communication needed?
■ How will you gather feedback on the effectiveness of the communication?

For each stakeholder group, the questions they are likely to have are well worth think-
ing through in advance, as the answers may not be straightforward. For example,
employees selected for the pool are likely to have a number of questions such as:

■ Who else is in the pool?
■ What support will I get?
■ What happens next?
■ How will I be monitored?
■ How does my manager fit in?
■ How long will I be in the pool?
■ What if I don’t want an opportunity that is offered?

If the answers to these questions have not been thought through, the process will
start to lack credibility, or worse still, inconsistent messages will start to be given.

The literature suggests that employees need:

■ an initial expectation of opportunity and support,
■ to understand how success is defined and measured,
■ an awareness of career options,
■ knowledge of the means by which talent is developed,
■ to understand the process by which career success is rewarded.

What that means for organisations is that they need to be proactive in providing
certain key information such as a clear performance management process, career
path structures, structured learning and development opportunities, and a well-
developed succession planning system.

What information do you need for your pool?

Information on people

To help identify the people within your pool and to track their progress, com-
panies need to gather together some key data on each individual, as highlighted in
the succession chapter. The type of information commonly held is:

■ Personal data – career history, education, training
■ Summaries of assessment centre and/or 360-degree feedback
■ Feedback on current performance
■ Personal development plan
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■ Career aspirations
■ Potential derailers

In Vodafone, for example, career development is a managed process for all employees.
The company completes a ‘talent profile’ annually for each employee, based on his-
tory, accomplishments, development needs and aspirations and the manager assigns
a talent rating based on potential and performance. All those rated ‘above band’ are
encouraged to move jobs within the year to a role above their band and high potentials
are proactively managed in terms of career moves and on-going development.

Astra Zeneca focus more on senior posts. The organisation undertakes a ‘talent
calibration exercise’ annually comparing performance and potential ratings for all
individuals in the top three layers of the hierarchy, as well as emerging talent fur-
ther down the organisation. Potential is measured by leadership capability compe-
tencies and learning agility. This process results in a global talent pool which is
the pipeline for top roles in the future. The company sees management of talent as
part of everyone’s accountability and train all managers in the use of performance
and potential toolkits to assess and develop their employees.

Information on posts

In addition to the personal information, the company also needs to provide informa-
tion to help individuals and managers understand the different career paths and oppor-
tunities in the organisation. Many companies have developed comprehensive career
maps of how different job families progress and the requirements for each level. The
more sophisticated maps will show how ‘career bridges’ can be crossed between dif-
ferent groups, for example, What skills and competence do you need to transfer from
being a maintenance engineer to a systems engineer? Career bridges are often difficult
for the individual to initiate and employees often have to take a move downwards to
get across. Baron et al. (1986) showed that within every organisation there are a var-
iety of different career ladders in existence and little cross-ladder movement occurs. If
employees are convinced of the longer-term gains then downwards moves are worth
initiating, but the skills and competency which will be gained needs to be clear.

Development posts are another useful tool for companies seeking particular
opportunities to grow their talent. These posts develop a particular set of expertise
or provide exposure to an area of the business which is critical to longer-term
progress and movement through the posts is managed by the business as a recog-
nised way of developing future talent.

Career path data and maps are difficult to produce and in the rapidly changing
nature of organisations can become quickly out of date. However, managers need to
be able to explain likely career paths to employees and tools that can help illustrate a
broad sense of the potential routes through the company can be invaluable to people’s
understanding. This information on career routes should not be underestimated. I was
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struck recently by a conversation about the career implications for HR professionals
of the newly emerging role of business partner. This consultancy style role is a long
way from the skills and competencies required for the HR service centre, or more
specialist roles and progression up through the HR roles is no longer as clear. It would
help HR professionals in larger companies to see more clearly how, and if, they could
move between the different roles and what the different skills sets were.

Similar decisions also need to be made about aspects such as job posting. Will all
employees have the opportunity to know about and apply for vacancies before they
are filled, or Will some posts be restricted to the acceleration pool? and Is there suf-
ficient information available on jobs for people to self-assess whether the opportun-
ity is a good fit for them, in terms of developing the required skills and experience?
Without these more mechanistic aspects of the career system being considered, frus-
tration is likely to develop and the acceleration pool will have raised expectations
that cannot be filled through the existing structures and procedures.

Dealing with derailment

Not all members of acceleration pools will be successful. There has been considerable
research into why some people ‘derail’, or fail to perform when put under pressure.
Much of the evidence suggests that some derailments stem from pool members over-
using their main strengths. For example, a beneficial self-confidence being overplayed
and becoming an arrogant attitude where other people’s views are not listened to.

Development Dimensions International (Byham et al., 2002) recommends
using the Hogan personality assessment tool to examine the ‘dark side’ tendencies
of managers. Some of the key traits they highlight are set out in Table 5.1.

Table 5.1 Derailment characteristics

Approval dependent Seek and need constant feedback and reassurance
Argumentative/defensive Overly sceptical and protect their own interests
Arrogant Overly self-assured and confident, poor listeners
Attention seeking Overly gregarious and charming, melodramatic
Avoidant Address issues covertly, procrastinators
Eccentric Creative to the point of being odd
Imperceptive Lack understanding of the impact of their behaviour
Impulsive Act before thinking things though impatient
Perfectionist Micromanage
Risk averse Indecisive and unwilling to follow untrodden paths
Volatile Struggle to control emotions, moody

Byham/Smith/Paese, ‘Grow your own leaders: how to identify develop and retain leadership
talent’, 1st edition, 2002, p: 120–121. Adapted by permission of Pearson Education Inc,
Upper Saddle River, NJ.
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Other possible explanations for derailment are that individuals reach a crisis
point in their career, which is not adequately supported by the organisation. Some
of the typical crisis points might include:

■ Work–life balance tensions: Employees in mid-career are likely to be pulled by
commitments such as children and parents at the same time as they are engaging
in challenging work opportunities. In these cases something often has to give,
and for some people the work pressures are too much.

■ Burnout: Continuous challenge and stretch opportunities may be exciting and
stimulating for a time, but if this is not adequately supported, or there are no
quieter periods, this type of career can be hard to sustain. People are likely to
run low on energy and feel unable to cope, leading to potential feelings of inse-
curity, stress and failure.

■ Disillusionment with the employer: Trigger points may occur, such as poor
management, insufficient recognition for achievement, or peers progressing at
a faster rate, that cause the employee to distrust the company and start to under-
perform or look elsewhere.

Potential derailment can be limited by the organisation providing on-going feed-
back to the individual and providing career coaching support which allows con-
cerns on either side to be aired and worked through.

Entry and exit criteria

Acceleration pools need to be able to adapt and change over time in the same way
that organisations do. Whilst some pools are likely to have a fixed duration, per-
haps whilst a pool of middle managers undertakes some formal development pro-
gramme, others will be on going. These on-going pools need the flexibility to
change their composition to allow emerging potential to join and less successful
pool members to leave. This is not an easy process and many companies take steps
to define clear entry and exit criteria in order to make this easier.

In the case study illustration at the end of this chapter, Rolls-Royce set out very
clearly the entry and exit criteria for their talent pools. They outline not only the
skill and competency requirements, but also the process to be undertaken if those
requirements are, or are not, met.

The role of talent reviews

Talent reviews are the lynchpin of an effective strategy and the members of 
the review panel need to have a complete sense of ownership of the process 
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to work. Involving the panel from the start in terms of establishing selection cri-
teria, assessing performance and potential in a selection process, etc. can help to
achieve this.

Ideally then, the initial meetings of the talent panel will be concerned with setting
up activities, to gain their buy-in and ownership of the strategy. The purpose of the
initial meetings will be to create a clear vision of the career pool system and how it
will operate. Some of the factors highlighted in the business case chapter earlier in
this book on gaining support of key stakeholders will be worth re-visiting if you are
in an HR role leading this type of change project.

Once the acceleration pools are established, the aim of talent review meetings
is likely to follow a similar format to that set out in Table 5.2.

This is quite a comprehensive list of activities, and not all the aspects will be
covered within each meeting. However, talent review groups generally meet more
regularly than succession planning of old. Historically, succession plans were
reviewed annually, but organisations are now reviewing far more frequently. Most
of the organisations researched met at least twice a year and often quarterly.

Bristol Myers Squibb Pharmaceuticals, for example, carry out four to six monthly
reviews to discuss the progress of people in their talent radar. They discuss business
priorities, forthcoming projects and progress of the key talent and aim to move people
through and across the organisation more frequently as a result of this.

Table 5.2 The aim of talent review meetings

■ Review the progress of the pool members
– What are their developmental goals?
– What are their career goals?
– How are they performing currently?
– What progress have they made towards their goals?
– What feedback is there from mentors/coaches?
– Are they in need of a new challenge?
– Is there a risk of retention?
– If a new opportunity is recommended, what opportunity will this create?

■ Determine new development opportunities 
– Projects
– Assignments
– Roles

■ Decide which members of the pool are most suited to the opportunities
■ Make decisions about entry into and out of the pool
■ Make decisions about how to deal with the gaps in either pool supply or growth

opportunities
■ Review trends within the pool and any group development needs or events
■ Agree a communication strategy for the outcomes
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Lloyds TSB carries out a full review twice yearly, with directors identifying the
top talent in each division, assessing development needs and potential develop-
ment opportunities. This is supplemented by a group talent forum which shares
ideas, knowledge and best practice.

One of the main challenges for talent panel members occurs when the member
has personal knowledge of a particular individual within the pool, which can often
lead to bias. To overcome this, being disciplined about using objective rather than
subjective data should be part of the groups’ contract at the start.

Assessing the implications of the pool approach

As mentioned in the previous chapter, segmenting out pools of potential for accel-
erated development does not always sit comfortably with organisations. There is
a risk that if companies over focus on groups identified as having high potential,
the remaining employees may become disempowered, demotivated and perform-
ance and maximisation of potential in this group may decline. Many of the case
study organisations in this research were wrestling with how to focus their atten-
tion and effort more on high potential pools whilst retaining a philosophy of
career development for all employees.

Interestingly the Virgin Atlantic case study in Chapter 2 illustrates the tension
which exists between selecting a pool of talent to focus on versus encouraging
development of the cadre of managers as a whole. In this case, the company made
a conscious decision to allow all the senior managers to attend a 2-day develop-
ment workshop, with a personal coach, to help them self-assess and get feedback
on their own development needs. This was carried out before carrying out a further
selecting process to identify a pool of high potential managers. By approaching it
in this way the company sent a clear message that all managers needed to focus on
their development and have the opportunity to work towards the companies’ goals
for the future.

Essentially any acceleration pool needs to be perceived as fair both in terms of
the criteria for selection, the selection process itself and the opportunities open to
the pool members.

Diversity

A possible implication of separating out high potential staff into acceleration pools
is that they are likely to have an advantage over other employees when it comes to
selection for promotion. If your pools are not representative of the workforce as 
a whole then this could lead to claims of discrimination if your process cannot 
be justified. Organisations need to ensure that they can defend their criteria for
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invitation, nomination and selection to the pool as well as ensuring their proce-
dures are fair and equitable.

Many of the organisations surveyed for this book were concerned about the
make-up of their acceleration pools and were taking steps to monitor their com-
position. In the LSC case study, for example, where a comprehensive assessment
process into the pool took place, the organisation found they had a higher propor-
tion of women in the pool, but were not representative of other minority groups.
This was not surprising however, as the LSC as a whole has an under-represented
workforce and is an issue which is being actively worked on as part of their selec-
tion strategy. Other larger organisations such as Rolls-Royce are actively involving
diversity specialists at all stages of the design and implementation of their career
strategy, to ensure the widest possible coverage.

Work–life balance

The balance between home and work–life has gained increasing attention in recent
years. The pressures on managers to be available 24 hours a day by mobile and
laptop have increased and the boundaries of the working week are being blurred.
Yet, a survey of managers in the UK recently indicated that nearly half of those
surveyed would accept lower pay in return for a reduction in hours (Rice, 2001),
so this pressure is unlikely to be sustainable.

Generation X, those aged 35 and younger, are said to hold very different value
with regard to work. Influenced by technology, economic instability and AIDS,
they are keen to develop careers on their own terms and in particular have aspir-
ations to balance their lives between work and outside work.

Whilst many organisations have taken steps to encourage family-friendly policies,
such as parental leave, part-time working and job sharing, this needs to be supported
by the career messages coming from the organisations. If none of the talent pool
work part-time, or recognise their out-of-work commitments in their approach to
development, this will send a strong message to the rest of the population. If people
believe that in order to progress in their careers they have to give a commitment in
terms of hours and accessibility rather than outputs and achievements, then this
will reinforce these messages.

The impact of an imbalance has been said to have three main effects (Sturges,
2004):

■ Job and life satisfaction
■ Organisational commitment and intention to leave
■ Psychological factors and illness.

These effects are hugely significant for organisations as they are the levers of
organisational performance. Worryingly, in the research for this book, many 
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companies recognised the pressures that were being put on members of their
career acceleration pools. High expectations were being set for individuals in
terms of their commitment to and progress of their PDPs, and these plans often
had activities peripheral and additional to the person’s core role.

To some extent, the attitude from organisations seems to be that if individuals
want ‘it’ enough they will put in the extra effort and will be prepared to suffer the
consequences. Whilst this may be true, and I have certainly spoken to many high
potentials who do recognise the need for a short-term sacrifice of home life for a
potential longer-term gain, these types of statement worry me. Firstly, I wonder if
the ‘it’ that is provided by being in an acceleration pool is clear enough to people
and takes account of the many and varying career orientations that people in the
talent pool may have. I also wonder whether these consequences really are neces-
sary or how short term they are in reality. Are participants in career acceleration
pools able to achieve work–life balance and not be penalised? I would be curious
to see the effects of career pools with a strong culture of work–life balance as I
believe it would not only attract greater interest from talent within the organisa-
tion, but also lead to more sustainable performance increases in the organisation.

In my view, this issue can only be addressed by changing the mindset of what
careers mean in organisations, to the more life-encompassing view put forward in
the introduction to this text. In other words, a person’s life ambitions and con-
straints need to be intertwined with their progression and personal development
within the organisation.

Specialist versus generalist careers

Increasingly over the last decade the emphasis has been on growing top managers
with a breadth of experience. Ideally, these managers will have experienced work-
ing overseas, dealing with major change such as mergers and acquisitions or part-
nerships, delivering major projects, working strategically and managing teams of
people across functions. Yet interestingly, many more managers work as specialist
functional leaders rather than as generalists.

The trend towards career acceleration pools is, in many organisations, strength-
ening the concept of generalist careers. High potential staff are encouraged to
broaden their experiences and develop rounded skills and competencies. Whilst it
could be argued that specialist managers also require a diverse range of experi-
ence to be effective, there is also a need for such managers to acquire a depth of
knowledge that may not come from this approach.

Some organisations have taken deliberate steps to establish specialist career
paths in addition to those leading to more general management. BP is one example
of a company doing just that. They have established a dual career process as illus-
trated in Figure 5.4.
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Hirsh (2004) outlines the process used in BP which includes an advisor pro-
gramme to encourage and recognise functional excellence. Career development
workshops are also offered at mid-levels in the organisation to help individuals
think about their future direction and which path is best suited to them.

Addressing generic pool needs

Whilst career development opportunities are typically individually focused, it is
also common for organisations to look for trends and common development needs
within a career acceleration pool.

In order to determine the generic needs of the pool companies will often draw
together information on people’s PDPs. A simple PDP is illustrated in Figure 5.5.

Business
leadership

Business unit
leader

GENERAL
MANAGER
CAREER PATH

Delivery
manager

Commercial
manager

Team
leader

Unit resources
management

Site functional
business

Fuctional
leadership

GM type jobs

Advisor

Senior
advisor

Distinguished
advisor

PROFESSIONAL
SPECIALIST

CAREER PATH

Professional/
functional

leadership

Generalist
Functional
manager

New entrants

Figure 5.4 Dual career paths in BP
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Development Activities Support How will Completion 
need/objective planned/solutions required achievements date/s

identified (who/what) be measured?

Name: Date:
Dept:

Individual’s signature: Manager’s signature:

Figure 5.5 A sample PDP

At particular career transition points, such as the move from middle to
senior manager, leadership training is likely to be provided. The aim of such
training is to convey a greater sense of what is required at the next level and
equip managers with some of the skills and knowledge required to operate at
that level.

Common requirements in the transition into general management include:

■ Leadership styles
■ Budgeting and planning processes
■ Coaching skills
■ Project planning
■ Performance management

– Appraisal, feedback, dealing with discipline and grievance, motivation
■ Decision making tools and processes
■ Influencing
■ Political skills
■ Managing change
■ Time management and delegation

Often these courses are derived from the core competencies required at the next
level. The benefit of putting in place generic training programmes are that they not
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only save costs through economies of scale, but also bring together peers in a safe
environment. The benefits of networking across the organisation and allowing
people to informally benchmark themselves against their peers is a useful devel-
opment experience in itself.

Many companies tie in projects to such programmes, getting the managers to
work in small peer groups on a particular question facing the business. Often Senior
Executives will be involved in sponsoring progress on these projects and will hear
presentations and recommendations from the group. Such events are a useful oppor-
tunity to raise people’s career profiles and are normally held off-site to allow some
informal time with senior leaders, whilst utilising varied training methods such as
business games, case studies, discussions and input. We will return to this topic of
developing your pool in Chapter 7.

Case study: Rolls-Royce case study: revitalising your talent
strategy

Information supplied by Brigid Briggs, Career Development Manager,
Global Talent Management

Background

Rolls-Royce is a technology leader, employing around 36,000 people in
offices, manufacturing and service facilities in 50 countries. The company
has a broad customer base comprising 600 airlines, 4,000 corporate and util-
ity aircraft and helicopter operators, 160 armed forces and more than 2,000
marine customers in 120 countries. Annual sales total £6.6 billion, of which
54 per cent are services revenues.

Whilst Rolls-Royce has long been at the forefront of employee develop-
ment activities, the company is currently in the process of re-examining its
approach to managing talent. The organisation uses a process known as
Development Cells to help support their career strategy. Development cells
in Rolls-Royce plc are long established as a formal meeting where individu-
als are discussed by a group of managers who can make a judgement on
their past, current and future performance and potential.

The business is split into four main areas – Civil, Marine, Energy and
Defence – all of which work fairly autonomously. Historically graduate and
leadership development had been managed locally within the business units,
apart from a regional approach in the UK, and had not been co-ordinated on a
global scale. Consequently, in 2005 a major talent management review was 
carried out, leading to the introduction of talent management on a global scale.
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The review process

The review looked at issues such as:

■ Where are we today?
■ How healthy are our existing succession plans?
■ What are the global and internal demographics?
■ What metrics should we be using?
■ What leadership do we need for the future?
■ What graduates do we need for the future?
■ What are the real indicators of high potential?
■ What additional management development programmes do we need to 

support us?
■ What are other companies doing?

Some key changes arose from this review:

A new stream of graduates known as ‘leadership graduates’ was
identified
Historically, leaders came to the fore from within the specialist graduate
streams such as engineering. The need to focus earlier on in graduate careers
was identified and an accelerated pool of graduate leaders has been established.

Four high potential pools have been established
Succession planning within the business had historically been based within
specialisms such as Finance, or across key groups such as Managing Directors.
The company decided to move to a system of succession based on high poten-
tial pools to help engender moves across boundaries.

The four key pools: Early Career, Leadership, Specialist and Senior
Executives, all feed into the Group Executive succession plan.

See high potential pools in next page

Every member of the succession pools is required to have an Individual
Development Plan as a basic requirement.

Clear entry and exit criteria
The company has benchmarked itself against other organisations and set tar-
gets for the size of each pool with clear entry and exit criteria. For each pool
there is a set of statements outlining:

Entry criteria: Assessment process for approval and endorsement
Entry signals: Review of progress against development
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Entry and exit criteria

Early career high potential – extracts

Entry phase entry criteria
Individual demonstrates the high potential indicators
Individual consistently demonstrates the Rolls-Royce values and behaviours as well as

performing at a high level and with a good track record

Entry signals
Progress should be reviewed and discussed as part of the performance and development 

review process with their line manager
Attendance at a career development workshop
Individual development plan should be completed and tracked
Planned job moves to support the individual’s individual development plan

Review phase
Progress against development
An annual review should take place to decide whether or not the individual is making 

progress as expected and therefore should remain in the High Potential Pool or not

Exit phase
An individual can exit the pool if they are not performing in line with the expectations of

someone in this pool
An individual can exit the pool in order to enter either the leadership high potential or

specialist high potential pool
Feedback should be given to the individual

Exit signals
An individual development plan should be completed to support the career progression 

of the individual

Exit criteria and process
Exit signals
Some examples of the type of criteria included is shown here

The criteria has clear requirements about supporting people when they enter
and exit a particular pool and the company is keen to see that transitions in
and out of the pools is handled effectively. The high potential indicators were
developed in conjunction with the Group Executive to ensure user-friendly
terminology and they have gained global acceptance.

Clear guidelines
The company is currently revising the role and expectations of line managers
in the process. Helping managers differentiate between performance and
potential was seen as part of the leadership capability that needed to be built to
make the strategy a success and an extract from the guidelines are shown here.
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Extract From manager guidelines

What is potential?
There are many different definitions of potential, but in the business context the clear-
est and simplest definition is probably this:
Potential is the ability to do or to achieve more: for example, to work at a more senior
level, to work in different functions, regions, countries, businesses, to move to a differ-
ent job and to acquire new knowledge and skills.
All of us have potential to some extent: the ability to do, learn, achieve more.

What is the difference between performance and potential?
Performance is about delivery in the current job and the current objectives and it is, of
course, absolutely vital to the success of this business. Excellent performance at one
level, however, does not necessarily mean that someone will do well at the next level
up. That is why it is essential that we understand clearly – and use – the particular indi-
cators that indicate high potential in Rolls-Royce.

Can the high potential indicators to be used to evaluate anyone’s potential or are
they just for people with potential for the executive team?
They can be used for any of us. Assessment of an individual is always in the context in
which he or she operates – so Breadth for the CEO of a business might encompass
international dealings and a 30-year time horizon – whereas breadth for someone in a
different role might encompass some cross-functional working and a one-year time
horizon. But all of the high potential indicators are applicable to the jobs we all do.

Revitalised development opportunities
Many of the development and leadership programmes are being revitalised.
A programme for the early career population, for example, has a clear focus
on international business awareness. The company publishes a range of
development opportunities, including assignments, projects, external oppor-
tunities and training programmes, which are open to all employees. People
within the talent pools are given priority on some of these programmes, but
are not the exclusive participants.

Supported self-development
Again Rolls-Royce had developed a strong practice in supporting individual
career development and is keen not to lose this focus in the new strategy.
There is a global performance development review which examines people’s
aspirations and expectations and there are numerous tools to support their
careers. For example, there are ‘how to’ guides on career aspirations and
career workshops available for employees at all levels. The Intranet also pro-
vides various diagnostic tools and information to assist individual career
planning.
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Challenges

Data management
One of the key challenges has been the management of the data. Within
Rolls-Royce there was no global HR system and many different processes in
place. As an example, due to the level of acquisitions as many as 97 types of
appraisal system were running alongside one another at one time. Aligning
this data and establishing common processes with the flexibility to meet
local business needs has been a particular challenge.

Creating a global focus
Historically Rolls-Royce has developed people well on a functional basis and
there is now a need to transfer that knowledge across the whole business. This
means that all the key stakeholders need to be involved and communicating
effectively with one another. Whilst Rolls-Royce has a strategy which is driven
and supported right from the top of the organisation, this information flow and
the processes for communication provide a particular challenge.

Aligning to resourcing
The majority of all posts within Rolls-Royce are advertised currently.
However, it is recognised that if development cells work effectively not all
posts may need or want to be advertised and there will be a need to align
closely with Resourcing strategies. The focus is on incorporating resourcing
in with talent management to move this process forward. This will support
the need to encourage diversity and balance the individual’s versus corpor-
ate ownership of development.

Revitalising the talent strategy
Within Rolls-Royce there is a constant review of understanding about where
the organisation is going and they are continually driving all of the talent
management processes to ensure they develop the leadership of the future.
This takes into account the strengths of the succession plans, the global and
internal demographics and continuous benchmarking.

Summary

Establishing career acceleration pools is not a straightforward process. To be
effective, a great deal of work needs to be carried out upfront to ensure that the
pool approach is adequately supported, not only by the key stakeholders, but also
by the required processes and information needs. Implementing this type of career
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intervention as part of your strategy needs to be managed like any other change
initiative. It will require thorough project planning and a strong communication
plan to support it.

Before deciding on a pool, companies need to carefully examine their existing
career families and career paths and ensure that the focus on the pool is correctly
positioned. Larger companies may also want to segment their pools, to ensure
a flow of talent through the critical areas of the business.

Once again, the culture of the company will be critical in determining key
aspects of the process such as whether to invite people to self-nominate for the
pools, or whether to manage the process in a more covert way. The size of pools,
the flexibility for people to move in and out of the pool as changes occur, the
diversity of the pool and the ability to meet pool needs are all vital considerations.

Whilst this chapter has not provided any foolproof answers, by raising the ques-
tions it is hoped that companies will be reminded of some of the essential issues
that need to be ironed out before embarking on the acceleration pool approach.

Checklist

■ Have you established the main job families in your company and how they
interlink?

■ What is the best way to segment your career pools?
■ How comprehensive and valid are your criteria for each pool?
■ To what extent did your criteria take account of future requirements?
■ How open are your pools to employees who think they have the potential?
■ What size of pool is most appropriate for your business needs?
■ Is there a clear communication plan for all the stakeholders in the process?
■ How are you collecting and storing the personal information required?
■ How clear are the career paths, career bridges and development posts?
■ Do the job movement processes support the pool strategy?
■ Are there processes in place to deal with derailment?
■ How will entry and exit from the pool be managed?
■ Is the purpose of your talent review meetings clear?
■ Have the diversity implications been considered?
■ How will you address the issue of work–life balance?
■ What opportunities will there be for specialist development?
■ Do you have a process for identifying and addressing generic pool needs?
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Developing the Key Roles

In order for career strategies to succeed, the roles and responsibilities of the vari-
ous stakeholders in the organisation need to be clear. Key stakeholder groups to
consider will be:

■ Line managers
■ Senior Managers
■ Human Resource professionals
■ Specialists such as career coaches, mentors and talent panel members
■ Individual employees.

Whilst the particular aspects of the role will vary depending on the culture and
strategy of the organisation, it is worth drawing out some general themes to help
strategists consider the implications of different approaches. This chapter aims to
explore some of the key stakeholder groups and draw out the key activities they
need to undertake to make career strategies a success.

If you think about the range of potential roles involved in career strategies
within organisations from an individual perspective the possibilities are vast (see
Figure 6.1).

Different organisations often give these roles different titles and responsibil-
ities, so generalising is difficult. However, the role of the line manager and HR
team are particularly critical and will be explored in some detail, along with the
role of mentors and coaches. Individuals too play a key role, and that is explored
in greater detail in the later chapter on developing career self-reliance amongst
your talent.

However, gaining clarity on intentions for each role is one thing, but getting the
implementation to work is quite another! One of the biggest gaps in career processes
is a lack of honest discussion with most individuals about their perceived potential
and the realistic options open to them. As a consequence, this chapter also highlights
some of the difficulties and contradictions within each of the roles and makes some
suggestions as to how to overcome these.
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The manager role

In many organisations the role that the line manager is expected to play in the
career development strategy is very unclear. Some organisations have taken steps
to set out a clear statement of what they expect from line managers in their strategy
and defined what the organisation sees as their key responsibilities. Nationwide
Building Society for example, clearly sets out the managers role in facilitating
career discussions and provides support for managers to ensure they are able to do
this effectively.

However, even this positive step does not deal with the underlying conflicts and
differing priorities that manager’s face in trying to undertake what is asked of
them. My experience suggests that for every manager willing and able to embrace
their role in career strategies there are two or three other managers who place it
near the bottom of their list, or file it in the ‘too difficult’ box. Yet the role is 
crucial to the success of career strategies. CIPD’s research (2003b) showed that
career management is far more likely to be effective if line managers take it seri-
ously and senior managers are actively involved.

If you create a map of all the possible activities open to a manager focused on
career development, the possibilities are almost endless. There are activities linked
specifically to individuals in their team; activities linked to their team as a whole;
and yet more activities which have more of an organisational driver. Figure 6.2
illustrates just some of the range of tasks that a line manager could possibly take
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coaches

Mentors

Outplacement
consultants

HRD practitioners

External career
coaches

Career advisory
points

Line managers

Senior
managers

Counsellors

Professional
bodies

Peers

Individual

Figure 6.1 People involved in the career process
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on to further career development and I’m sure it wouldn’t be difficult to add more
to this list.

However, if you unpick what is behind this range of activities, three core areas
do stand out:

■ Spending time individually with people on their career development issues;
■ Promoting and communicating aspects of career development;
■ Taking action to further the development of individuals and teams.

Spending time individually with people

It almost goes without saying that managers should be providing feedback on indi-
vidual performance, setting realistic expectations and helping individuals in their
team to learn and develop. Yet, done well, these tasks provide the backbone to
effective strategies. Companies that ignore the performance management link to
career strategies are missing the trick.

The performance appraisal is often the process used as a basis for this essential
dialogue. Unfortunately, in many organisations there is evidence to show that this
process is not particularly effective. This may stem from a number of reasons:

■ lack of training by managers on how to conduct a good appraisal,
■ lack of understanding of how the process links to development,

Individual
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Figure 6.2 The potential management role for career development
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■ an inability or discomfort in giving constructive feedback,
■ time pressures or differing priorities leading to a superficial appraisal which

lacks sufficient depth to be meaningful,
■ lack of knowledge on how to develop the different learning needs they identify,
■ lack of honesty about potential and future expectations,
■ basing their approach on their own experience and values rather than that of the

organisation.

Not surprisingly, research from NICEC/CRAC (Kidd et al., 2004), showed that
talking to your line manager during an appraisal was one of the least favoured ways
for individuals to discuss their careers. The research looked at who individuals in
organisations turn to for effective career discussions. Interestingly, as Figure 6.3
shows, the research illustrates that on-going and one-off conversations with the
boss and other managers did account for 47 per cent, or almost half of the career
conversations held, so the ability of managers to take on this role and carry it out
effectively is crucial. What this does mean however, is that managers need to be
available to give careers and developmental feedback and advice at times when it
is appropriate rather than focusing in on structured processes or sessions.

In an effective career strategy though, the line manager role will go further than
this. They are likely to be assisting the individual by providing information on future
opportunities in the organisation and ideas as to where the strategy and direction of
the company may lead to demand for new or differing skills and competencies. They
could also be acting as a sounding board, listening and supporting individuals as

Event
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Boss not in
appraisal

15%  

Boss in appraisal
6% 

Friends/work
colleagues

8%

HR 11%

Specialist
advisers

12%

Mentor
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Figure 6.3 Who carries out career conversations in reality?
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they examine their own goals and plans and helping them to align these goals with
those of the organisation.

Some organisations will provide managers with tools and training to help them
in this process. In Nationwide Building Society for example, the careers of the
potential senior managers are actively managed by the organisation and line man-
agers are given a ‘career planner’ as a framework for holding discussions about
careers. This is separate from the performance review process, although links are
made. Managers are also expected to guide their teams towards a range of career
facilities on the Intranet, including self-help career planning tools, information on
career options and job and role search engines.

Interestingly the NICEC/CRAC research also found that both one-off and 
on-going relationships with managers other than the line manager featured as
effective. With on-going meaning several conversations in the context of an 
on-going relationship over a period of time. Consequently, managers who are not
the boss are often useful to individuals for their career development and nurturing
these opportunities may also be valuable for organisations.

Promoting and communicating aspects of career development

Managers also have a potential role to play in helping their team to understand the
importance of career development and what it means in their organisation. They
should be seen as a promoter of the benefits, rather than a manager that holds onto
talent for their own benefit at the expense of the organisation.

This entails creating a climate within the team where development is rewarded
and encouraged. Examples of this might be providing opportunities for staff to
share learning experiences with their peers in team meetings, or encouraging and
openly discussing the use of learning resource centres and self-help tools.

Acting as a role model is key to this aspect. Managers who choose to take time
from their role to act as assessors on a development or assessment centre for
example, will not only widen their own perspective, but will convey a belief in
career development to those around them.

Robertson and Abbey (2003) go even further with the need to role model behavi-
our and argue that to really manage talent effectively you need to go beyond your
conventional managerial role and be an individual in your own right that inspires
others. They describe being inspiring as meaning leading by personal example,
standing up to the pressures of the organisation and remaining true to yourself and
your values.

Taking action to further the development of individuals and teams

One of the interesting paradoxes of career development highlighted in a recent talk
by Wendy Hirsh, is that whilst the career is individually owned and controlled, the
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employer largely controls both the work and the workplace learning opportunities.
As a consequence, actively supporting individuals in the organisation and your
team who want to progress their career also needs to be part of the manager’s role.

This may involve championing people’s interests, by promoting their work across
organisational boundaries; re-designing jobs to create more challenging opportuni-
ties for people; or opening up access to learning and development opportunities.
Often, managers will also have a role feeding information into central processes
such as succession planning data or potential assessments – a topic we will return to
later in this chapter.

Conflicts in the role

In some organisations, even some of the more straightforward tasks outlined here
are viewed as a big shift from the predominant culture. Historically, careers were
often managed from a central function within the organisation, often in HR. If
individuals had questions or concerns about their career development, they would
often be referred to HR for a discussion rather than raising it with their line man-
ager. The reasoning behind this approach was that line managers were not best
placed to hold the conversation as they often did not have the organisations overview
and there was also an inherent conflict of interest between the manager acting as
judge and helper.

However, the belief that HR professionals had a wider view of the organisation
was often unfounded and indeed, managers were often in a better position to pre-
dict the future trends and demands of the business. The openness and trust required
to have an honest and constructive conversation is only likely to happen when the
relationship between the individual and the person providing the information and
feedback is strong. It is more likely that employees will have a stronger relationship
with managers close to them, than an HR professional which whom they have less
frequent contact. For some individuals however, there may still be a lack of will-
ingness to discuss career issues openly with their manager. They may not have a
good relationship, they may work remotely from their manager, or they may just be
fearful of repercussions. For this reason, many companies have put in additional or
specialist posts held my managers, to act as a confidential port of call. These posts
will be looked at later in this chapter.

Some managers also have a desire to hold on to their high performing staff as
long as possible as they can benefit from the status and rewards they get from their
team achieving good results. Whilst mangers may rationally understand the need
for people to move on to progress their careers and take on new challenges, it can
be very hard at an emotional level to let go of their best people.

This links with the conflict managers constantly face in balancing between
short-term goals and long-term strategies. At a basic level, this could mean a
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choice between prioritising a thorough appraisal for all of their team against the
need to deliver on operational targets at the end of a quarter. At a more sophisti-
cated level, this could mean the choice between taking on a new recruit who meets
all of the criteria as opposed to one with potential but not the experience. In this
case, it will benefit the organisation in the long run to develop the individual in the
role, but in the short term they will require time coaching and training and will not
reach peak performance on the job as quickly.

CIPD’s research (2003b) showed that line managers tend to focus on short-term
goals in career conversations, exploring project roles and immediate opportunities
for promotion rather than longer-term aspirations. They were also found to be rel-
atively traditional in their thinking and rarely explored issues such as career
breaks or role changes.

The culture of the organisation and the expectations placed on managers by
their own managers will influence these decisions. Leibowitz et al. (1986) state
that the role needs to ‘grow out of their everyday interaction with employees’ and
should not be seen as an extra responsibility on top of their operational role.

Some of the tensions faced by managers and possible ways to limit these ten-
sions are illustrated in Table 6.1.

Table 6.1 Tensions in the line manager role

Tension Ways to limit the tensions

Wanting to keep hold of high performers Culture which rewards development 
of staff

Short-term goals versus long-term Role models from Senior Management
strategy

Acting as both judge and helper Clear processes to distinguish 
activities Specialist Managers with 
a wider career role

Negative attitudes due to own career Developing a coaching culture
development

Role of managers seen as just 1:1 Communicate the wider aspects of 
the role

Low priority for career activities Recognise and reward manager 
contribution ensure the added value 
is made clear

Lack of skills and confidence to deal Establish a programme of support and 
with career issues information; be realistic about role

choices
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The manager skill set

Managing the tensions within the line manager role and fulfilling their part in a
career development strategy requires quite a complex set of skills, as Figure 6.4
illustrates.

CIPD research (2003b) has shown that it is not just the HR policies themselves
that are a source of competitive advantage, but more critically the way in which
these policies are implemented. They argue that however hard HR try, no amount
of guidelines will specify how things should be done, or how much discretion
managers have. The values and culture of the organisations are critical in deter-
mining appropriate manager behaviour.

Some of these roles, such as coach and mentor are described in more detail later in
this chapter. The performance management aspects of Appraisal and Feedback have
also been discussed previously. Monitoring the quality of work, controlling absen-
teeism and poor performance and setting standards are fundamental to successful
strategies. Yet interestingly, McKinsey research (Michaels et al., 1998) suggests that
half of line managers are unwilling to categorise their people into top average and
under-performing, so they are not skills which should be taken for granted.

The role model skills may seem obvious, but managers have the choice between
doing things grudgingly or with conviction and enthusiasm. Being a role model
and displaying this commitment to career development is vital in ensuring the 
on-going motivation of high potential staff, particularly if managers are having to
deal with cases of derailment from programmes. Good communication skills are
critical in order to keep people up to date with changes, give opportunities to com-
ment, listen, respond to suggestions and deal with problems that arise.

The Advocate role is about managers being active in seeking out development
opportunities and putting career initiatives into operation. They also need to be able
to spot potential talent and promote those people to the organisation. Broker skills

Role model

Communicator

Referral agent

Risk taker

Coach and mentorFeedback and
appraisal Advocate

Broker Management skills

Figure 6.4 The line manager skills set for career development
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are concerned with managers seeing talent as a corporate and not a local resource
and being prepared to negotiate with others over people resources. This may mean
that they need to be a Risk Taker and take on people who are not fully developed
into a vacant role, or they may need to act as a Referral Agent for their own staff
who are ready and willing to move on to more challenging opportunities.

Developing this skills set is not easy, and some line managers are likely to have
more of a disposition towards people skills such as these than others. Organisations
need to educate managers as to the importance and values of carrying out these
tasks as well as developing their range of skills as part of their own development.

Senior managers

It is possible to make a distinction between the role of the line manager and that of the
senior management group in an organisation. Some elements of the role described
previously are likely to be stronger – particularly the focus on promoting and com-
municating aspects of career development and acting as a role model. The active sup-
port and commitment of top management can make or break career strategies and
their importance cannot be overstated. A recent talent management survey by Hay
Group (2004) showed that 40 per cent of HR professionals need a substantial amount
of support to manage talent and commitment from the top that is followed through
with actions, rather than just words, is essential if strategies are to be successful.

Yet in many companies, gaining strong support for career strategies can be dif-
ficult and it is imperative that HR work with the top team to develop a compelling
business case. Their support is not only required on a financial basis, but as role
models for behaviour – perhaps acting as mentors or developing their own coach-
ing skills for example.

Senior managers are also likely to be more actively engaged in succession plan-
ning, talent management and future resourcing needs. Royal Sun Alliance have tal-
ent management sponsors on their UK executive board, who get involved in the
assessment and identification of talent on a quarterly basis.

Additional roles taken on by key line managers

Within most career development strategies, there are also likely to be some key roles
that are held by managers in addition to their day-to-day role. Three commonly held
roles are highlighted here, but there may also be more company-specific roles.

Career coaches

In some organisations career coaches have been established to give confidential
1:1 career guidance to employees, or key groups of employees such as the talent
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pool. Often these coaches will be a mix of HR and line managers who volunteer
to receive specialist training and make themselves available to people.

Lloyds TSB is an example of a company taking this approach. They have man-
agers who respond to a few requests each month for telephone or face-to-face con-
versations about careers. The managers carry out the role as an addition to their
operational duties and are trained to a level recognised by the institute of Career
Guidance. The scheme is very popular and there has not been any difficulty get-
ting managers to train as career coaches.

The role of career coaches is discussed in more detail later in this chapter.

Career contact points

Career contact points are people within an organisation who take on responsibility
for providing career information about a particular function, specialism, job family
or location within an organisation. If for example, a manager one business area was
interested in opportunities in another part of the business, they would be able to get
in touch with the career contact there to talk about what types of jobs and roles
existed and what skills, knowledge and capabilities may be required. As with the
career coaches, line managers will volunteer to provide information on careers in
their part of the business, or their job family, such as opportunities in Finance.

The NICEC/CRAC research highlighted earlier in this chapter found that partic-
ular line managers with a natural ability to talk to people about careers are vital in
aiding a career strategy. A strong Uncle or Aunt relationship to a group of employ-
ees, or the head of particular profession or function, are particularly useful career
contact points.

Members of groups of forums

Many managers are also members of specialist groups or decision making forums
within their organisation with responsibility for an aspect of the career develop-
ment strategy. An example of this is Barclays Bank, where Key managers are
members of a ‘Central Talent Team’. This team meet to discuss high potential
individuals and ensure that action is initiated to allow the talent that is identified
to access key developmental activities and experiences. The role of these talent
groups is covered in more detail in Chapter 5.

The human resource role

Research shows that only 5 per cent of companies have a dedicated department for
career or talent management (Hay Group, 2004). So for the majority of companies,
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despite the fact that line managers hold the key to success, career management is
likely to fall under the remit of the HR department.

As I am writing this book, many HR functions are in transition towards a
‘Business Partner’ approach. In reality the role of the Business Partner means dif-
ferent things in different organisations, ranging from an HR Generalist working
with a more consultative approach, through to change agents, working on strategic
projects in partnership with Senior Departmental or Functional Managers. My
own research into this area (Kenton and Yarnall, 2005) shows a range of different
structural models, each of which have advantages and disadvantages and are
appropriate in different cultures and industries. Career development is likely to sit
in different places depending on the over-riding structure in place.

In most larger organisations three key HR roles have emerged – HR profes-
sionals working alongside line managers on more strategic issues, with the aim of
developing the business for the longer term; HR professionals focused more on
the day-to-day transactional HR issues, sometimes in service centres or out-
sourced functions and more specialist HR roles, such as resourcing or learning
and development. Each of these roles is likely to encompass some aspects of a
career strategy.

Interestingly, where the career specialisms sit in the organisational structure has a
profound affect on the emphasis of the career strategy. In Nationwide for example,
career development is linked with leadership development which fits with their
career strategy ethos based around on-going growth and development. In contrast,
Rolls-Royce career professionals sit alongside Resourcing, which fits with their
career ethos of positioning people to take on specific roles.

In larger organisations, there is likely to be scope for individuals to take on a spe-
cialist role in the career strategy. In addition to the more obvious specialisms
focused on leadership training and development and manpower planning, new roles
are emerging, such as talent managers and career coaches.

A recent advert in the press for a talent manager, outlines the following 
responsibilities:

■ to attract experienced applicants to the business;
■ design and deliver assessment centres to assess applicants skills and abilities;
■ constantly review and refine the recruitment process;
■ manage the development of new starters;
■ continually support team managers to ensure development to the highest 

standard;
■ develop and deliver additional training and coaching as required;
■ work with the HR Business Partners to ensure performance improvement is

effective;
■ identify clear career paths within the company for individuals to develop talent;
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■ conduct a talent review in conjunction with the senior managers;
■ design and develop an appropriate selection process for development oppor-

tunities.

This is quite a tall order for one person!
In Table 6.2 some of the key activities associated with career strategies have

been mapped onto Ulrich’s HR framework (1997, 2006). This framework separates
out activities into those that are concerned more with process or people issues on

Table 6.2 The range of HR Career activities

Future/process focused Future/people focused

Developing and designing the career Working with Business Leaders to design  
strategy and key processes the key aspects of the strategy

Building the business case Communicating the key messages to all 
Benchmarking other organisations employees
Managing global transitions Project managing change within specific 
Designing and running the Talent populations

management process and Providing the broader organisational view
ensuring it is fair Coaching the Career Coach

Ensuring the Talent Management Facilitating talent forums
process runs smoothly and is Brokering innovative career moves
consistent across the company Ensuring fair assessment and monitoring 

Population monitoring of potential
Defining career directions and Overseeing the career development of 

structures high potential groups
Defining key populations and Helping the organisation become an 

strategies for them ‘employer of choice’
Integrating processes Holding regular dialogue with business 

stakeholders about careers

Operational/process focused Operational/people focused

Managing succession planning data Providing career advice on specific issues 
Manpower planning and people (e.g. redeployment)

flow analysis Providing self-help resources and 
Job redesigns psychometrics for individuals
Providing information on jobs and Organising secondments, job swaps, 

careers projects and other growth opportunities
Monitoring opinion survey feedback Providing innovative learning and 

development opportunities
Advising line managers on their role in 

delivering the career strategy
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one axis and day-to-day operational activities through to more strategic longer-
term change issues on the other axis. Whilst all of these roles need to act in part-
nership with the business, those with a future strategic focus are more likely to be
in Business Partner roles.

What is interesting about this list of activities is that the bulk of the tasks are
about providing support or influencing others to take action and that a great deal
of the role in career strategies is about raising awareness and encouraging respon-
sibility from the key stakeholders. This is very evident in talking to the providers
of the case studies for this book. Emma Roberts at LogicaCMG for example,
described her role as ‘driving the career strategy but being careful not to own it’
and Jenny Richardson from the Legal Services Commission has worked hard to
ensure that the process they introduced was ‘genuinely not owned by HR’.

Challenges for the HR role

Many of the challenges facing HR concerning careers and talent management are
similar to those faced by HR for any strategic issue. To succeed the strategy needs
strong support from the top of the organisation and the culture and infrastructure
to support it.

In the research for my previous book on HR Business Partners, the need for man-
agers to be both capable of taking on the HR issues and ready and motivated to do so
was found to be critical in making the transition a success. The implementation of
career strategies is no different. Managers need to feel equipped and confident of their
role in the career strategy and fully understand what is required of them. However, they
also need to want to take on the role and feel that they get recognition for doing so.

These two aspects of readiness and capability are at the heart of Beckhard and
Harris’s model (1987) for assessing a client’s readiness and capability for change.
Readiness is defined as the attitudes of key stakeholders towards the change and
their willingness, motives and aims. Whereas capability is about the power sources,
influence and authority issues and the skills and information required in order to
carry out the change. The key to making a change is described as an equation:

Ability to change � Readiness � Capability

Many of the organisations which took part in this research, spoke about the discom-
fort some managers had around dealing with career issues and a fear that they would
be asked for answers they couldn’t give. The natural response to this seems to be to
develop the skills of the managers, and many companies are putting in place clear
strategies to deal with the capability issues. These range from training programmes
to skill managers in dealing more effectively with issues such as performance
management, career coaching or potential rating, through to Intranet and guidance
materials to support key processes. However, very few organisations were focusing
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on the issue of readiness – were these managers willing and motivated to make the
change? In some cases, the issue of readiness even extended to the HR department
itself – with some of the HR team unclear themselves on how they were adding value.

Concerns about line manager capability and willingness are best answered by
focusing on your key stakeholders in the business. You will need to:

■ gain a detailed understanding of where your stakeholders are positioned;
■ get feedback on and examine current perceptions on the different roles;
■ be clear on how each role adds value and how this links to the overall strategy;
■ consider the process of developing capability and willingness as a change pro-

ject in itself;
■ set clear goals and measure your success.

One of the other key challenges within the HR role stems from the need to act as
a broker for career moves across the organisation and yet not having the positional
power, or sometimes a sufficient overview of the organisation to fulfil this role.
Whilst HR may not be in the ideal position to fulfil this role, they do have the abil-
ity to shape their position to achieve this. In larger organisations, the HR Business
Partners need to ensure that they come together to share and exchange knowledge
on a regular basis.

Career coaches

Coaching is on the increase. Findings in a recent CIPD guide to coaching and buy-
ing coaching services (2004) indicated that 79 per cent of survey respondents
were using coaching in their organisations and 77 per cent reported an increase in
the last 3 years. Parsloe and Wray (2000) suggest that coaching and mentoring
have now become the third most frequently used approaches to corporate learn-
ing, after on-the-job training and traditional courses.

The CIPD research also found that most coaching is carried out by line man-
agers. Yet worryingly, research by the Work Foundation (Whiteley, 2003) indicates
that two thirds of organisations that offer coaching spend less than £500 on devel-
oping the coaching skills in line managers.

Definition

My favourite definition of coaching comes from James Flacharty (1998) who says
that it is ‘understanding people in their wholeness, followed by a conversation and
actions consistent with that understanding’. He uses the analogy of a bumpy car-
pet – if you imagine a person who needs coaching is a bumpy carpet, you can
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address the lump they present, but it will just pop up again somewhere else. What
you need to do is address the carpet as whole.

For me, career coaching fits very well with this approach.
Anyone who has done any coaching training will know that there are a whole

spectrum of approaches to coaching, from the more directive ‘Tell them what to
do’ through to the non-directive ‘Draw it out of them through questions and sup-
port’. As careers are by there nature an individually owned concern, a more non-
directive approach needs to be taken, which allows for the coach to guide and
make suggestions to aid thinking.

Nathan and Hill (2006) see career coaching as overlapping with career coun-
selling and development coaching. Development coaching is about enhancing the
individual’s current role and hence their career within their current context. Career
counselling deals more with emotional issues within a career, such as outside work
issues which are impacting on the career, or organisational change which is creat-
ing concerns. Career coaching is seen to deal more with the practical element of
helping individuals achieve their career goals (Figure 6.5).

Whilst it is helpful to keep these distinctions in mind, in practice career conver-
sations are likely to span all three areas. Consequently, if Nathan and Hill’s third
aspect of career coaching is renamed career skilling then all three come under the
umbrella of what I shall from now on refer to as career coaching. From my own
practice this seems particularly pertinent, as many career conversations digress
from the goal which is initially presented by the employee and can easily move into
a more developmental, or educational discussion.

The coaching process

Career coaching can have profound benefits on individual’s commitment, motiv-
ation and hence performance in the organisation. Kidd et al. (2004) researched the

Career
counselling

Career
counselling

Career
skilling

Career
coaching

Career coaching

Development
coaching

Development
coaching

Figure 6.5 Career coaching: overlapping circles, or all emcompassing?
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benefits individual’s reported from effective career conversations and found that the
main benefits were a greater sense of future direction (60 per cent), self-insight (60
per cent), values information (55 per cent), a feel good factor (50 per cent), job
moves (37 per cent), career skills (22 per cent) and retention (12 per cent).

Career coaching is underpinned by various models and theories. The main bene-
fits of coaching are seen as:

■ Increased levels of understanding by recipients
■ Opening up the Johari window to raise awareness of blind spots
■ Aiding the learning cycle and helping people progress through the stage of

reflective observation
■ Overcoming negative beliefs.

Typically, a career coaching discussion will move through a number of stages,
illustrated in Table 6.3.

Table 6.3 Key stages of a career coaching process

Stage 1: Contracting

Clarifying expectations of the process
Building rapport and building openness and trust
Establishing a contract, including confidentiality, timings, style
Agreeing on any preparatory exercises such as psychometric tests and questionnaires

Stage 2: Developing understanding: clarifying and exploring

Facilitating the individual’s thinking and feelings associated with their career
working though a staged process, such as:

■ Who am I?
■ Where am I now?
■ What do I want?
■ Where do I want to be?
■ What’s stopping me?

Discussing self-assessment exercises and psychometrics
Drawing out themes to help aid self-understanding

Stage 3: Action

Facilitating idea generation and evaluation of options
Exploring support and barriers to success
Agreeing actions and establishing monitoring mechanisms
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Some of the common questions which can be helped by career coaching are:

■ I don’t know what I want to do next
■ I’m in a rut and need to move jobs
■ I’m too old to change
■ I think I know what I want, but don’t know how to achieve it
■ I’m not sure whether I should move jobs or not
■ I like my current role, but don’t seem to be valued for it
■ I’m not sure what skills I need to progress
■ How should I go about getting what I want?

It can be helpful to utilise career coaches at particular times in a person’s career.
Nathan and Hill (2006) highlight some of the particular times as:

■ Life stages
■ Life events effecting values, such as children, illness or divorce
■ Work–life balance
■ Problems making a career decision making
■ Problems implementing a career decision
■ Problems brought about by organisational change
■ Performance related problems
■ Relationship problems at work
■ Expression and repression of creativity: style conflicts
■ Following attendance at a development or assessment centre
■ Re-integration after a secondment or overseas assignment

Some of the tools used in career coaching are explored in the later chapter on devel-
oping career self-reliance. For those interested in how they can further develop their
questioning ability and facilitation skills in career coaching, Nathan and Hill’s book
provides an invaluable guide, and has a wealth of practical examples of how to help
people through particular career issues.

They also highlight a number of the dilemmas faced by career coaches working
in organisations. Not least of which is the tension between the organisation and indi-
vidual needs. For example, are you working to help the individual fulfil their inter-
ests or are you looking to ensure there is a clear benefit to the organisation? And can
you reconcile these two needs and make that explicit in your contracting discussion?

Executive coaching

Many organisations make use of external career coaches, sometimes called execu-
tive coaches as they have a wider developmental remit than just careers.
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The three main uses of an executive coach are:

1. Feedback coaching
2. In-depth development
3. Content/knowledge transfer.

Feedback coaching takes place in particular circumstances, for example on receiv-
ing 360 degree feedback or coaching following non-selection for an executive
position.

In-depth development may involve shadowing in the workplace and getting feed-
back from other sources. This type of coaching may also be used following derail-
ment, or unsuccessful career experiences within the high potential pool.

Content coaching provides expertise in certain disciplines, such as marketing
or finance and helps convey expertise.

The benefits of executive coaching are that they are focused on specific coach-
ing results and as such have been found to result in increased levels of satisfaction
with work and falling stress levels. The external nature of most executive coaches
means that people can talk in complete confidence and will often speak the
unspeakable.

Choosing appropriate coaches is essential however, as difficulties arise when
there is no buy-in to the process or person and where there is no clear link to other
development activities or the organisation.

Who is the ‘best’ person to be a career coach?

There are numerous options for organisations looking to introduce career coach-
ing. The main choices are:

■ Line managers
■ Trained pool of specialists (often line managers)
■ Learning and Development specialists
■ HR professionals as part of talent management
■ Mentors
■ Occupational psychologists
■ External career counsellors
■ Executive career coaches
■ Outplacement services.

The more an organisation moves away from the model of line managers as career
coaches, the more it is tending towards creating expert coaches. This has a num-
ber of benefits in that experts are likely to be better trained and therefore more
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skilled at facilitating career discussions and encouraging employees to navigate
their own careers. The Metropolitan police for example, use occupational psych-
ologists as coaches.

However, the consequence of this approach is that they could be see as a luxury
to the organisation if the business case is not made clear and external coaches in
particular may not have the organisational knowledge to help individuals manage
the internal processes and explore the options effectively.

Establishing expert career coaches may also discourage line managers from
holding career conversations – the very thing that is likely to be at the heart of an
effective strategy. The decision on who is the best person to be a career coach
therefore needs to be treated with caution. In the Logica case study at the end of
this chapter, the approach taken was to accredit internal coaches to given them
more recognition and credibility within the business, as well as support the shift
towards a more coaching culture. This approach to use a trained pool of internal
specialists is an approach which is also used at the Audit Commission with great
success when they trained a pool of line managers across the organisation during
a time of significant change.

Another way forward is to establish a portfolio of options, such as external
coaches, line managers, mentors, HR professionals and allow the individual to
choose. Guidelines and parameters can also be set. Linking career coaching with
particular projects or initiatives so that the roles are clear is a common approach.
Many organisations choose to link career coaching with assessment or develop-
ment centre activities, as in the Virgin Atlantic case study.

Mentors

What is mentoring?

Mentoring stems from Greek mythology and was originally a concept whereby an
older more experienced person passes on their knowledge and experience. Whilst
this is still largely true, the definition of mentoring has broadened and is now seen
to encapsulate not just the advisory role and source of knowledge, but also a more
facilitative and supportive role which encourages learning and development.

They might be someone who:

■ acts a sounding board,
■ is a catalyst for thinking and progress,
■ provides expert advice,
■ problem solves,
■ provides organisational knowledge,
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■ opens doors,
■ coaches,
■ acts as a role model,
■ motivates and energises,
■ gives honest feedback,
■ provides insights into organisational politics,
■ provides support and encouragement,
■ sets goals.

The extent to which the relationship is directive or non-directive and focused on
emotional or intellectual needs of the individual will vary, depending on the rela-
tionship established. Typically a mentoring relationship will stay in place from 
1 to 3 years, but may lead to informal mentoring throughout life! As such, men-
toring differs from career coaching, where the approach is much less directive,
focuses solely on career issues and tends to have a much shorter life-span.

Mentoring schemes are a commonly used approach to develop careers in organ-
isations, particularly for high potential groups. Companies like British Aerospace
for example, use mentoring for the first year of graduate careers and mentors are
often used in other companies to help with particular career transitions, such as
overseas assignments.

Mentoring continues to evolve in organisations and external mentors, peer men-
toring and even E-mentoring, which allows mentors to consider their response to
individuals by email, are trends which are rapidly emerging.

The business case for mentoring

Mentoring has been found to have a significant and positive impact on recruitment
and retention (Clutterbuck, 2004), as well as positive effects on succession plan-
ning, dealing with major change and productivity.

As mentoring can be a flexible and broad approach it is able to focus on the
individual and have practical work outcomes. The evidence shows that the organ-
isation, the mentor and the individual all gain from the relationship, with mentors
citing their own learning and personal satisfaction as particular outcomes.

For the person being mentored the impact on their career can be significant and
could include aspects such as:

■ wider exposure to key stakeholders in their career,
■ advice on how to grow their career network,
■ building self-confidence to take the next step in their career,
■ developing tactics to help facilitate their progress and performance,
■ new challenges to thinking and feedback which may impact career choices,
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■ ideas on different opportunities for development,
■ faster and more effective induction into new areas,
■ enhanced relationships to build on.

Setting up a mentoring programme

It is not my intention to go into the different styles, approaches and qualities in any
depth here. Those looking to establish a mentoring scheme would be advised to
read some of the many useful books on the topic. However, it is worth highlight-
ing some of the key decisions which need to be made when considering a mentor-
ing scheme to support your career strategy, such as:

■ Should it be a formal or informal process?
■ How do you select and train mentors?
■ How do you ensure a good ‘match’ between the mentor and the individual?

Formal or informal?

Both formal and informal schemes have advantages and disadvantages (see 
Table 6.4) and the decision will need to take account of the culture and values of
the company. If an organisation can create a mentoring and coaching culture, the
necessity to put formal processes around the scheme will reduce. However in some
cases, formality is needed to help engender a culture of learning and support.

An organisation needs to consider what existing conditions favour establishing
a formal programme, such as the management philosophy and style; levels of
turnover amongst possible mentors; the type of HR issues prevalent; the degree of
short term focus in the business; and the extent to which development is rewarded.

There is also a need to be clear on the purpose and objectives of the scheme. Is
the purpose to develop high potential employees? Or to improve career satisfaction
and motivation levels? Or to increase performance? Or to engage senior managers
in developing talent? Clarity of purpose will enable the success of the programme,
whether formal or informal, to be more accurately demonstrated.

Selecting and training mentors

The evidence suggests that allowing mentors to self-select and encouraging the
right sort of people to put themselves forward is a better strategy than forcing 
a role onto managers who are not suited to it, or willing to take the time to make
it work. People who have a genuine interest in developing others, have good inter-
personal skills and are well positioned in the organisation are likely to make strong
mentors.
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There have been some interesting things written about the qualities of good
mentors. Gareth Lewis (1996) suggests some of these qualities are:

■ general Management perspective,
■ organisational know-how,
■ credibility,
■ accessibility,
■ strong interpersonal skills,
■ empowering orientation,
■ developmental orientation,
■ inventiveness.

Table 6.4 Formal or informal mentoring?

Formal schemes

Advantages
■ Mentors are likely to be selected, well briefed and trained
■ Schemes are well resourced
■ They have a clear purpose
■ They have a clear structure
■ They ensure opportunities to receive mentoring for all involved

Disadvantages
■ Corporate interests may override individual interests
■ Those selected to mentor may feel obliged to take part rather than being truly

committed
■ Those selected may not have the skills
■ Recipients may not be able to choose their mentor and the relationship may not work

Informal schemes

Advantages
■ Mentors will be chosen for their individual qualities and may have better

communication and coaching skills
■ Individuals will ensure a good relationship fit
■ The deeper trust and commitment leads to a longer term and more productive

relationship

Disadvantages
■ Mentors may not be clear on their role
■ Mentors may not be trained
■ The purpose will be more individually focused
■ Mentors may receive little reward or recognition for their role
■ Mentors may have less influence over business outcomes
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Clutterbuck (2004) also lists a set of mentoring competencies, including self-
awareness and commitment to their own learning. However, allowing mentors to
work with individuals in the way that suits their style and time constraints is critical.
Encouraging the two parties to share expectations and offer feedback to each other
throughout the process also good practice to help keep problems at bay.

To be effective mentors need to be aware of different aspects of the mentoring
scheme and also be trained in the key skills. Typically, the training will cover:

■ the objectives of the scheme,
■ benefits and business case,
■ the role of the mentor,
■ the key skills and qualities of good mentors,
■ the process: stages and phases of the relationship,
■ possible problems,
■ specific mentoring situations if applicable.

Some companies choose to train mentors and participants in the scheme together,
so that they are receiving the same message and also have an opportunity to get to
know each other in a less formal setting prior to the matching process.

The matching process

As with the selection of mentors, the more people are given the choice in the men-
toring the relationship the more likely it is that the partnership will work well.
Imposing a mentor on an individual (or vice versa) is unlikely to be a good start to
building the rapport and trust needed to make the process work effectively.

Many organisations develop a set of guidelines to help people make an informed
decision. These are likely to include considerations such as:

■ range of experience,
■ location,
■ function or technical specialism,
■ gender,
■ business unit,
■ differential level in the hierarchy,
■ personality.

Key questions will need to be thought through up front, such as how long the rela-
tionships are intended to last, how the relationships are intended to end and when
and how either the mentor or employee can choose to end it. As well as how
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progress and development can best be monitored given the confidential nature of
the discussions.

Some of the obvious things that can go wrong stem from a lack of training, or
inappropriate selection and matching processes. Other typical difficulties schemes
run into are a lack of support from the organisation, politics with line manager
reporting relationship, no measurement of success and too little or too much 
formality.

The line manager role can cause particular problems if the boundaries between
the roles are not made clear. Mentors can for example, task their protégé with
work which then needs to be prioritised and not in conflict with that given by the
line manager. Many companies choose to involve line managers in the mentor
training to help clarify these boundary issues.

To be successful, mentoring schemes need to ensure they have visible top man-
agement support and careful selection and training of mentors. A project manager
who monitors and evaluates progress is also useful.

Case study: LogicaCMG: developing a coaching culture to
support career development

Information supplied by Emma Roberts, HR Manager and Mark Waight,
Corporate Management Development

Background

LogicaCMG is a global company with around 6,000 employees in the UK
and over 40,000 people across 41 countries. LogicaCMG provides business
consulting, systems integration and IT and business process outsourcing
across diverse markets, including telecoms, financial services, energy and
utilities, space and defence, industry, distribution and transport and the pub-
lic sector.

LogicaCMG consultants deliver solutions which enable organisations to
become more productive and to grow. Core capabilities include:

■ business consultancy,
■ IT and value-added business process outsourcing,
■ systems integration,
■ telecoms products and solutions.

LogicaCMG has a career strategy based on career development for all
employees and has established career levels and pathways to help employees
navigate through the organisation.
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From the induction process onwards, it is made clear to employees that
they drive their own career and that they need to seek out opportunities and
gather feedback on their career progress. Every employee has a personal
development plan, which includes a section on their career aspirations.

Each business unit is free to develop its own practices and ways of working
and best practice is shared internally across the organisation. In response to
feedback from employee opinion surveys, LogicaCMG is currently in the
process of developing a career framework to ensure it integrates the existing
processes and is more focused on the development of high potential. Coaching
and Mentoring are seen as a key lever in this transition.

Whilst many of the key aspects of a career strategy are in place, Emma
sees the career strategy as an evolutionary process. She commented that ‘HR
need to drive it, but ensure they don’t own it. The challenge is to pull all the
existing strands together.’ Part of this progression is concerned with equipp-
ing managers to advise and coordinate career development more effectively.
Whilst the company is lucky to have many opportunities for development and
progression, the tendency is still for employees to think of careers in terms of
‘steps up’ rather than as expanding the breadth of their experience.

Career framework

A number of different pathways exist for careers with LogicaCMG. The
main pathways are:

■ technical,
■ project delivery,
■ service delivery,
■ business consulting,
■ sales & marketing,
■ functional areas, such as HR and Finance.

Within each pathway there are 6 career levels, from level 1 (entry level), which
are typically graduates with a technical background, through to director level.
Each level has clear descriptions of the competencies required and is broad
enough to house a range of different and varied job opportunities. It is possible
to move between pathways, particularly in the early career stages, up to about
level 3. After this point, people are generally specialists in a particular area and
movement across pathways is more difficult.

LogicaCMG is currently mapping key training activities onto the differ-
ent career levels. Some of the courses will be compulsory, such as commer-
cial awareness and diversity and some will be optional. The company is also
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looking to raise awareness amongst managers of the range of development
opportunities beyond training.

Nurturing talent

The performance management system is well established and is used to
identify the high performers in the organisation. Initiatives are in place, or
being piloted, to develop talent at all career levels.

At the lower career levels there is a self-nominated career initiative called
‘Grow a Star’. People who are interested apply to join the programme, and are
encouraged to find good project opportunities, network across the organisa-
tion and use their influence to further their career. Although it is self-managed,
the company supports the individuals by giving them a coach and mentor and
they are able to shadow senior managers to help raise their profile and give
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Level 3

Level 2

Level 1
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them greater insights in the business. The programme lasts for 1 year, at the
end of which the participant is likely to have some form of follow on develop-
ment, such as studying for an MBA. Participation on the programme does not
come with any guarantees of progression, but does inevitably put people in a
better position for career opportunities as they arise.

One of the consequences of the ‘Grow a Star’ programme is that it has
raised expectations amongst staff and equipped them with a greater range of
skills and knowledge which they can take to the external market. Monitoring
attrition and retention has been identified as important measures of success,
as the scheme may also act to attract talent.

At a senior level, there are also well-established leadership development
programmes, which nominated individuals are invited to attend. Participants
are allocated an external coach and an internal mentor to support their career
development.

At middle management level, talent management is focused more on suc-
cession pools, with each business unit analysing their pools of potential suc-
cessors, the immediate and longer-term gaps and taking steps to bridge any
gaps identified.

Coaching and mentoring

LogicaCMG makes a clear distinction between Mentors, which are seen to
transfer knowledge and experience, and Coaches, who aim to raise awareness
of opportunities from within the individual using a non-directive approach.
The leadership development programme and other management development
programmes like it, often utilise both approaches to support the learning and
development.

LogicaCMG is aiming to significantly change the culture if the organisa-
tion to embrace coaching. As a first step in this process, the company has
appointed a senior person to a new position as ‘Group Coaching Director’ to
help signify their vision of coaching for everyone in the organisation.

In addition to a comprehensive coaching strategy, LogicaCMG has devel-
oped three levels of training to support the development of internal coaches:

■ Level 1: Introduction to Coaching
This is aimed at raising awareness of coaching and gives any employee an
opportunity to experience what coaching feels like.

■ Level 2: A 2-day Coaching Skills Programme
This covers coaching approaches and models and gives managers more
in-depth skills practice.
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■ Level 3: An Accredited coaching programme which takes place over 9
months.

This programme is accredited by the International Coaching
Federation (ICF) and consists of a series of workshops and group tele-
conferences on specific topics spread over a 9-month period. The partici-
pants coach at least 3 people during this time and are required to write up
case studies of their experience and learning. Each participant has a men-
tor assigned to support and guide them in their learning.

Mark Waight explained that ‘the decision to accredit the training of 
internal coaches was felt to be important in order to give them recognition
for the role.’ The company will be launching its fourth accredited pro-
gramme this year and partici p ants can also go on to get externally accred-
ited by the ICF.

The coaching strategy has three key strands to it:

1. Leadership development programmes
– exposing senior managers to coaching,
– aiding Succession planning and development of future leaders.

2. Organisational Change
– helping to facilitate organisational change,
– integrating new staff following mergers and acquisitions.

3. Demonstrating bottom line improvements
– tailoring solutions to ensure measurable impact from coaching.

The impact of the coaching approach is already showing significant benefits.
As an example, the management development team worked with the
Financial Director in the UK to design a programme for Operations Directors
to help improve profit margins. The programme had clear measures around
both profit targets and succession ability to larger roles. A set of capabilities
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was determined and 360 degree feedback was gathered on each participant,
prior to attendance on some business focused modules. Each participant was
given both a mentor and a coach to help them achieve their goals on the pro-
gramme and their achievements over the period were presented to the UK
Board at the end of the programme.

Summary

Establishing clear roles and responsibilities to support your career strategy is vital
to its success, but is not without its problems. The trend in organisations is to task
line managers with an increasingly comprehensive role to support career strat-
egies – not only coaching and nurturing talent and helping employees with their
careers, but also dealing with derailment when opportunities do not work out and
the implications on their own resourcing plans. Yet the evidence would suggest
that this intention is not always realistic.

There are numerous tensions within the line manager role, which are likely to
make even the most skilled and willing line manager shy away from placing a high
priority on people development. The short term, bottom line focus of many organi-
sations for example is likely to mean that HR need to be highly influential to demon-
strate the added value that comes from focusing on career strategies and talent
management over operational priorities.

Ideally, HR need to be intertwining their strategy and involvement with the oper-
ation in such a way that enables the activities to drive the business rather than be an
add-on. Cultural change programmes aimed at introducing coaching cultures, as in
the LogicaCMG case study, are good examples of this. In this case career develop-
ment and profit are both measures of the same activity, using coaching as a key tool
for implementation. Where the Career activities sit within the HR structure can
also have a profound effect on the emphasis that is given, from a more resource-
based approach to a more developmental one. Driving the strategy from the top of
the organisation is also vital and the case studies within this book illustrate clearly
that HR need to ensure that they have this commitment and engagement from the
start of the process.

Career coaches and mentors are often vital components of a successful career
strategy, but again, thought needs to be given to how these roles are established,
who they are available to and for what purpose.

Looking at the examples of specific career roles set up in organisations – such as
contact points, career coaches, mentors, talent panels – what came across very
strongly is that the essential factor is to engage people around the business in the
career strategy. The more line and senior managers who understand what the strategy
is about and why it matters and the more people who have been on the receiving end
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of a positive career experience in the organisation, the more likely it is that the strat-
egy will come to life and demonstrate the benefits intended. Developing an internal
as opposed to an external resource for coaching and mentoring can benefit this.

Checklist

■ Does your strategy clarify the manager role?
■ How well equipped are line managers to take on the role?
■ Is support available to managers when issues arise?
■ To what extent do managers in your organisation:

– Know who their talented people are?
– Share their capabilities widely?
– Allow their talent to move on?
– Actively develop their talent?
– Offer quality feedback to their talent?
– Spend time individually with their talent?
– Promote and communicate career development?
– Deal effectively with the inherent conflicts in the role?
– Understand the wider career options, such as secondment and career changes?
– Give a priority to career issues?

■ How clear are the HR team on their role in supporting the career strategy?
■ How influential are HR in demonstrating the added value of career strategies?
■ Is your strategy being driven by HR or the Line?
■ Is it clear to individuals where they should go for career support?
■ Are sufficient people trained in career coaching?
■ Can you articulate the added value that comes from coaching and mentoring?
■ Are decisions about internal or external resourcing taking account of the culture?
■ Are you clear on whether mentoring should be a formal or informal process?
■ How good is the ‘match’ between the mentor and the individual?
■ Are the roles properly integrated with the strategy as a whole?
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7
Fostering Opportunities for
Growing Careers

If you ask successful people what they learnt from most in their career, the chances
are that they will talk about being exposed to a range of different and challenging
experiences. Often these growth opportunities are not concerned with a change in
job, they are experiences that people are exposed to or find themselves taking part
in. For people managing career growth, the ability to create and maximise these
opportunities is essential.

A wide spectrum of opportunities from formal training programmes and job
moves through to self-managed learning exist to aid development. The aim of this
chapter is to focus on the growth opportunities in the middle of this band, which
can be either employer or employee led.

This chapter seeks to answer such questions as:

■ What are the range of growth opportunities?
■ How can you differentiate projects?
■ What types of projects are most useful?
■ What are the benefits of overseas development?
■ How do you go about seconding employees?
■ What are the benefits to individuals of different types of opportunities?
■ What are the important considerations in managing development opportunities?

Should opportunities be organisation or individual led?

In the organisations researched for this book the emphasis varied considerably
between the organisation managing the development of talent and purposely find-
ing and sourcing opportunities for growth, through to strategies which expected
individuals in the talent pool to find and influence their way onto key activities and
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projects. Whilst there is no right answer to this, what is clear in both approaches is
that there needs to provide clarity about where the responsibilities lie.

With either approach, however, the opportunities for the different types of
experiences need to exist within the organisation for it to work. In my discussions
with smaller organisations, and organisations focused on cost reduction this was
often a challenge, as there was less scope for project work and assignments out-
side of the core roles.

If the opportunities to grow your talent in a particular way are not available
inside the organisation, then the company will need to recruit externally for these
skills, or look to second managers outside the organisation. Take for example a
public sector company wanting its managers to gain more commercial experience.
The opportunities to do this within the company are likely to be minimal, so cross-
company mentors, or short-term assignments are likely to have immense value.

Talent managers need to be creative in their search for development opportun-
ities and think widely about possibilities. For example, Could customers and 
suppliers be a source of opportunity for a developmental assignment? Companies
need to consider:

■ What projects experiences do we have a demand for from our talent pool?
■ Where in the organisation can we source these experiences?
■ Where are the gaps between the opportunities we can provide and the experi-

ences needed?

Projects

Projects are a powerful developmental experience and have a number of benefits
to the organisation as well as the individual. Projects are defined as a temporary
endeavour aimed at achieving a specific objective in a set time period. The key
features and benefits of projects as a developmental experience are that:

■ they can be of any duration,
■ they can be managed to minimise risk,
■ performance is more transparent and easily monitored,
■ they can be targeted at specific skills or knowledge gaps.

Making a clear link between the purpose of the project for the business and the
intended gain for the individual is essential. If for example the individual feels they
are just being used to fill a gap or current need, they are unlikely to show a great
deal of commitment and motivation. However, if it is clear that they will be given the
opportunity to gain a new skill or important piece of knowledge, they are likely to
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view the project as a challenge as well as a stepping stone in their career. Briefing
project teams on their role and expectations is a key part of the process. A whole
host of different types of projects exist and Figure 7.1 depicts some of the more
common purposes.

Initiate and innovate

Projects aimed at initiating new ideas are often carried out alongside current roles.
These involve researching a problem or issue and developing a solution or recom-
mendation for dealing with it. This independent learning is often seen as a key
part of talent development. In this type of project, the line manager usually takes
responsibility for coaching and challenging the individual.

Analysis and turnaround

These are projects which are focused on problem areas in the business, with
a view to analysing what the causes of the problem are and addressing these to
gain a positive outcome. This type of project builds consulting skills, such as ask-
ing effective questions and dealing with a range of people.

Task force/implementation

Task forces are usually groups of people brought together to deal with a specific issue
or problem and implement a solution to it. Often they are composed of different
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Figure 7.1 Project experiences
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hierarchical levels and there may be a number of task force groups running con-
currently on a larger project. As such, they have the benefit of exposing people to
cross-company issues. Task forces can last anything from a few months to a couple
of years and are usually full-time assignments.

Exposure to people

Some projects provide an opportunity to meet and gain exposure to people who
are in key roles in the organisation. These people are likely to be instrumental in
helping the acceleration pool members to achieve their career goals. Not only can
such projects provide an opportunity for senior managers to observe high poten-
tial staff and see them in action, but they can also help to establish whether the
chemistry is right between people. If a strong relationship is formed on a project,
then the likelihood is that those people will be willing to work with that person
and offer them opportunities for their career in the future.

Exposure to new areas

Increasingly senior managers are valued for their ability to think outside of the
confines of their department and bring synergy to the organisation. By exposing
talent to different areas of the business through project work, they are more likely
to break out of silo thinking and start to integrate their actions across the organ-
isation. Building strong networks with other areas of the business will be likely to
enhance problem solving and communication skills.

Managing people/resources

Some projects provide the opportunity to work on particular competencies that the
person has no scope to develop in their current role. Managing people, or resources,
particularly financial resources, is a common area where project work can provide
a temporary exposure to an activity, allowing the person to develop their style and
competence. For example, a person working in a specialist product development
role may have no requirement for staff, but a project managing a team of people
launching a new product will give them the temporary challenge of managing staff.
This will allow them to see if the people management role suits them, as well as
getting feedback on their management style.

In reality, most project opportunities provide several learning experiences in
one go. A project seeking to implement a new process, for example, may well give
exposure to senior managers as well as new areas of the business. What is import-
ant however is that the intended learning and development is clearly established at
the start.
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Temporary roles and internal secondments

Temporary roles or internal secondments are similar to projects, with the main
difference being that the person is filling a vacant or newly created position which
becomes their sole function. Project experiences can often be carried out in add-
ition to, or alongside existing roles, whereas temporary roles provide different report-
ing lines and a move away from the person’s day-to-day activities.

Like projects, the experience can have a number of different purposes for the
individual including:

■ increased people management responsibility,
■ increased financial scope,
■ increased decision making scope,
■ exposure to a particular specialism or part of the operation,
■ exposure to a particular location,
■ developing skills in particular situations (e.g. poor performance areas).

For some organisations, gaining approval for temporary roles is an easier process
than project-based development, although the business case should be clear for
both. When vacancies occur in the business, interim roles can also be a useful tem-
porary opportunity, not only for providing a fresh set of eyes on a role prior to a
full-time person taking over, but also for the exposure that person will get.

Internal secondments work on the same principle as temporary roles, but often
the types of roles that are suitable are different. Within flat structures with limited
opportunities for promotion they can help the employee to gain wider experience
and new skills without too much disruption to their planned career. The types of
activities often filled by internal secondments include:

■ review projects,
■ the introduction of a new initiative,
■ policy development,
■ a specific task of limited duration or with an uncertain future,
■ a short-term appointment to start a new work area prior to making a permanent

position.

Job rotation or job swaps

Rotating or swapping roles within the talent pool can be a good way to give a short-
term exposure to different aspects of the business. The managers are likely to gain
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insights from the exposure to different activities and people, as well as the sub-
culture of different parts of the business. Before implementing a job swap, certain
factors need to be considered, such as:

■ What are the intended benefits of the role transfer?
■ What are the possible barriers?
■ What support with the organisation need to give, particularly with induction?
■ What will the knock-on effects be on other people around them?
■ How will the experience be structured?
■ How will the outcomes for the organisation and individual be measured?

Job rotation is most commonly used to enhance graduate learning and develop-
ment as part of an overall scheme, but can also be applicable to other groups. In
the Civil Aviation Authority for example, aircraft engineers follow a series of
short-term postings in different departments to enable them to gain experience of
working in a regional office as well as viewing the process from end to end.

Overseas roles

Many organisations now operate on a global scale and as such the demand for global
leaders is growing. In many companies the implication of this is that to develop
talent to the top of the organisation, you need to be managing mobility. In Gillette
for example, 80 per cent of the top management have comprehensive international
experience (Novidevic and Harvey, 2001).

It is important not to assume that all overseas roles will be developmental experi-
ences. Just because a role is overseas it does not necessarily make the experience
challenging. Many overseas roles are start-ups and as such the country and experi-
ence is likely to be developmental. However, moving to an existing office, with
low levels of activity may provide little more than a different perspective and lead
to the individual feeling under-utilised and frustrated. Organisations need to ensure
that they link the development of managers overseas with the broader organisa-
tional strategy.

Figure 7.2 illustrates the key skills that are typically gained from overseas
assignments.

Despite the fact that overseas roles no longer lead to the automatic assurance of
career progression in the way that was previously the case in organisations, they are
still valued by managers for the opportunity they bring to enhance skills and experi-
ence. Interestingly, however, companies do need to take account of the employee
side of the psychological contract in selecting managers for overseas roles. Some
will have more willingness and interest in taking on international development than
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others, and companies need to balance their interest with their capabilities to ensure
a good fit. Keeping hold of managers at the end of international assignments is
a critical part in the talent strategy and the next move needs to be appealing or you
will risk losing them.

Sparrow et al. (2004) highlight some of the trends in expatriate assignments.
They note that there have been gradual increases in the number of female expatri-
ates as well as more dual career couples. This can lead to different and often more
problematic management issues, such as expatriate commuting for one member of
the couple trying to maintain a career in the home country, or dual location require-
ments. In addition, they highlight a trend towards expatriates undertaking a series
of overseas roles rather than one in isolation.

Perhaps for this reason, many organisations are looking at different forms of
overseas working. These are outlined in Table 7.1.

Despite the difficulty and expense of relocating people and the disruption to their
personal life, the predictions are that all forms of international working are increas-
ing. Not surprisingly though, short-term assignments and ‘virtual’ assignments,
where an employee is a frequent flyer due to a particular project (such as the intro-
duction of new technology overseas), are a definite growth area (Petrovic et al., 2000).

Interestingly international commuting and frequent flyers are hard to identify in
organisations as they are not in a different role and as such, the costs are not always
evident. Certainly the issues over work–life balance, stress and long hours are often
talked about, but there are few examples of companies carrying out a proper cost–
benefit analysis of this form of working and the implications for the development
of talent. It is suggested (Byham et al., 2002) that frequent flyers get less exposure
to the culture of the country as they tend to stay in hotels are escorted to meetings

Managerial skills
■ negotiation
■ questioning

Decision making skills
■ the ability to tolerate ambiguity
■ acting with incomplete knowledge

Interpersonal skills
■ building rapport and empathy
■ working with diversity
■ appreciating different perspectives
■ clearer communication

Greater self awareness

Market knowledge

Figure 7.2 Overseas learning for the individual
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and are insulated from the day-to-day pressures. As such, their ability to develop
cultural competence is questionable.

Managing the global assignment

Managing global assignments is a challenging task, with potential difficulties aris-
ing both before, during and at the end of each assignment. Companies need to
maintain an overview of their overseas opportunities and constantly rotate high
potentials through the business at a time which suits their needs and brings value
to the business.

Companies need to determine appropriate selection criteria for overseas assign-
ments. Interestingly, Harris (1999) found that more women were likely to be selected
for international assignments if the process was more formal and less account was
taken of informal recommendations and individual networking and reputation. Yet
often, people will make themselves known as being interested in working overseas.

The pre-preparation also needs to take account of the family. The rise of dual
career families means that there are difficult considerations for the remaining pro-
fessional. In some companies schemes are in place to help find career opportun-
ities in the new country for the spouse, but some choose to retain a property in the
home country to enable long-distance commuting.

As part of the preparation most people receive some kind of cultural orientation,
which usually involves at least one visit to the target company with the family. If
there are several expatriate families in one location then steps are normally taken
to establish informal support networks and local briefings. Settling the family in
and helping them to adjust is vitally important and getting this right helps to alle-
viate stress and ensure that the role can be taken on with minimal distraction.

Table 7.1 Forms of international development

Type of assignment Key features

Expatriate assignments Long term, usually over one year
Relocation to the country in accommodation of choice
Any family relocate

Short-term assignments Usually less than one year
Relocation to the country, with or without choice
Family may or may not relocate

International commuting Weekly or bi-weekly travel to another country
Some temporary accommodation
Family remains at home

Frequent Flyers Frequent international trips

Source: Drawn from Sparrow et al. (2004).
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During the assignment, it is critical that the employee does not lose touch with
the career opportunities in the home country. Often they will have a sponsor or
mentor in the home country to maintain this link. The issue of re-integration is par-
ticularly difficult with overseas assignments. The individual may sense a loss of
autonomy from that previously experienced, as well as possibly a higher standard
of living, which can lead to feelings of lack of status and commitment to the organ-
isation. Having conversations about re-integration prior to starting the assignment
is essential if companies are to retain their best people. On-going conversations
with the mentor or HR professional and clear succession planning are also critical.
The personal reflections from a manager on international assignment in Russia
with Volvo cars in the case study at the end of this chapter illustrate that this issue
is constantly in focus throughout the posting.

Short-term, one-off experiences

Short-term growth opportunities are often self-led. Some of the key benefits of
such activities are that they target development needs very specifically and help to
build organisational knowledge. Typical experiences include:

Conferences and events

Most professional bodies and industry groups hold conferences, workshops and
networking events. The purpose of funding these activities is normally:

■ to update skills and knowledge,
■ to benchmark progress,
■ to generate new ideas and thinking,
■ to broaden networks.

Often the benefits of such events are not realised and it is worth thinking about
how the developmental outcomes can be enhanced; for example by:

■ asking participants to state their learning objectives upfront and assessing against
that on their return,

■ getting participants to orally brief others on the key messages on their return,
■ writing a report for circulation on the highlights of the event.

Visits and trips

Fact-finding trips are visits to other businesses and are generally looking to bench-
mark best practice in terms of management practice or methodologies. Done well,
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these events will result in employees reporting back on ideas and observations and
applying their thoughts to current problems or issues. To be effective this requires
the manager and employee to plan in advance what they want to gain from the visit
or conference and to pose some broad questions to be answered by the experience.

Joining committees and working parties

Joining a committee can have a number of different developmental benefits, such as:

■ the opportunity to lead and facilitate,
■ exposure to cross-organisational events,
■ gaining knowledge of a particular function or activity,
■ working with external consultants to gain a wider perspective.

In some organisations status issues, or lack of delegation skills from line man-
agers, prevent these opportunities being utilised as much as they could. However,
this is one of the easiest growth opportunities to put in place and should be actively
encouraged.

Work in the voluntary sector

A range of experiences are possible within the community and voluntary sector.
Larger employers typically release people to work in voluntary organisations for
periods of as little as 100 hours, either over a period of time or in a single block,
and fund this from a community relations budget. Organisations that co-ordinate
such secondment opportunities are listed in the appendix. However, the CIPD
warn against companies making too much of their altruistic motives to prevent the
whole exercise being regarded simply as a cynical PR move whereby ‘helping a
charity’ is seen as patronising.

The voluntary sector, not for profit agencies and special interest groups may also
provide opportunities to work as a part-time board member. Assuming a board role
can be a challenging and developmental experience for people’s careers. Byham et al.
(2002) outline the benefits of such assignments as:

■ exposure to alternative business operating models,
■ developing strategic focus,
■ marketing and fund raising experience,
■ networking with a wider set of individuals,
■ media and community relations experience,
■ possible opportunity to experience a start-up,
■ a source of pride.
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External secondments

Another effective way to achieve knowledge exchange and broaden skills is by sec-
onding employees to clients or partners, or working on external projects or ven-
tures. An external secondment is a temporary movement to a different organisation.
Employees are now seconded into organisations ranging from major commercial
concerns through public services and schools to small local groups and charities.

Typically, paid secondments require formal arrangements, are full time and last
up to 12 months. Usually, the organisations that supply the secondees continue to
pay their salary during the secondment period. For a commercial secondment,
however, this cost is then reimbursed by the host organisation.

Secondment is increasingly being recognised as valuable for development. As
organisations adopt ever flatter management structures, opportunities for promo-
tion through a succession of line management positions are limited. Secondment
offers employees’ career development opportunities, and for organisations the
chance to develop its skills base.

Although secondment is often regarded as a marginal activity that is supported
mainly by large organisations, the increasing flexibility of working patterns means
that it may become increasingly important in the future. According to the CIPD’s
managing employee careers survey (2003), secondment is one of the top 10 most
commonly used career management practices and 67 per cent of respondents con-
sidered them to be ‘effective’ or ‘very effective’.

By exposing firstly the host organisation and the employee, then subsequently
the seconding employer, to different work practices, external secondments can
benefit all three parties. However it is essential that all three are clear about their
responsibilities in this situation.

Table 7.2 highlights the typical information that is normally provided within
a seconding agreement, but there are also likely to be peripheral questions that
need to be answered prior to a secondment, such as:

■ Is the secondment for a fixed term or for an indefinite period that is subject to
notice?

■ Although the seconding employer will generally be responsible for basic salary,
what are the arrangements for overtime, bonuses, expenses, training, etc.?

■ What will happen if long-term absence or persistent short-term absence occurs?
■ How will supervisory and disciplinary matters be dealt with?
■ If it is long-term, how will performance management and development be

managed?
■ Does indemnity insurance need to be provided?
■ Who will fill the role in the home organisation?
■ How will the secondee retain contact with the seconding organisation?
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Table 7.2 Typical information in a secondment agreement

1. Parties’ details
■ Names and addresses

– releasing department/organisation
– receiving department/organisation
– secondee.

■ Name and contact details of principal contacts in releasing department and
receiving department/organisation.

2. Employer: A statement to specify the employer for the period of the secondment.
This will normally be the receiving department/organisation.

3. Period of secondment
■ Duration (minimum and maximum periods)
■ Commencement and termination dates
■ Notice period for the secondment, by any of the parties
■ A statement specifying that the secondment will end automatically on

termination of the job

4. Secondment role details
■ Job title
■ Hours of work
■ Location of work
■ Name of line manager
■ Job description and summary of main duties.

5. Terms and conditions of service
■ Pay: Normally the salary point/scale will be that appropriate to the employer.

Special arrangements are sometimes made to match an external releasing
department’s salary/scale. Payment arrangements to the secondee need to be
specified.

■ Benefits: Arrangements for superannuation should be stated. Normally
employees remain with the previous companies’ scheme and continue to
contribute to the scheme.

■ Conditions of service: This specifies the range of conditions required under
a contract of employment, including policies on leave, discipline, grievance,
sickness absence, etc. These will normally be those of the employer during the
secondment.

Additional arrangements for consultation between the releasing and
receiving organisations in relation to disciplinary/capability procedures to
ensure that any action is coordinated.

6. Funding: A statement which specifies the funding arrangements between the
releasing and receiving organisations, that is, who is bearing the costs for the
secondee. Normally these are borne by the receiving organisation, but part or
total funding by the departing organisation is sometimes negotiated.

(Continued)
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It is essential that all parties are clear about their obligations, expectations, account-
abilities and performance objectives.

The host employer should be careful that it does not treat the secondee as an
‘employee’. For instance whilst it will need to know when an employee intends to
take holiday it should not assume direct responsibility for either authorising or
paying for holidays. Similarly expenses may form part of the ‘charge’ between the
host and seconding employers.

The host employers should not be responsible for disciplining the employee,
but will want access to a mechanism, by which it can require the seconding
employee to institute such a procedure. Alternatively, the host employer may wish
to define an employee’s misconduct, as a ‘trigger’ event, allowing it to terminate
the agreement with the seconding employer. ‘Trigger events’ could also include,
for example, long-term sickness of the employee.

Failure by the parties to resolve these matters prior to entering into a second-
ment arrangement could cause the employers, and particularly the host employer
to lose the advantage gained by entering into such an arrangement.

Benefits of secondments

As mentioned previously, secondments can have significant benefits for all the
parties involved. Typical gains for the person being seconded (often referred to as
the secondee) are:

■ the opportunity to gain broader career and personal development,
■ exposure to a different company culture and management processes,
■ the ability to test and apply specific skills in a different organisational

environment,
■ acquisition of new skills and experiences in challenging areas.

Table 7.2 (Continued)

7. Outcomes of the secondment: A statement specifying the intended outcomes of
the secondment both to the organisation and the individual.

8. Review process: A statement outlining how performance will be monitored during
the secondment and on completion. Formal review dates are normally specified.

9. Return to releasing organisation: Arrangements for return at the end of the
secondment including,
■ A programme for re-introduction if the secondment is over 6 months
■ Salary/grade on return
■ Any guarantees of job role.
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Whilst the host organisation obviously gains from the assistance they receive on
their project and the external knowledge and perspective that come with it, there are
also strong gains for the seconding organisation. The secondee’s employer is likely
to gain by building a stronger relationship with another company. Seconding to
a supplier or customer organisation will strengthen the partnership. Even secondment
to schools and colleges are likely to expand the influence of the company and bring
back new knowledge into the organisation in the future. This wider set of networks
and contacts can help build the reputation of the employer and help to develop their
brand image to that of an ‘employer of choice’, able to attract and retain a stronger
talent pool.

Ensuring a successful secondment

Secondments are not without their difficulties and problems can occur either during
the secondment, if the secondee fails to fit into the new culture, or the role does not
turn out to be what was expected – or more likely, at the end of the secondment, when
they may have difficulty settling back in their own role. The HR team can take
a number of steps to help ensure that these and other problems are minimised. The
CIPD suggest that these may include:

■ Ensuring that the organisation has an effective secondment procedure that is
well publicised to all staff.

■ Establishing a clear business need for a secondment and specific outcomes.
■ Convincing senior management of the advantages of using secondment as an

organisational and staff development tool.
■ Advertising secondment positions effectively to the widest possible

audience.
■ Using local and national networks to make links with the external community.
■ Providing a tailored induction and monitoring process for secondees.
■ Reviewing how knowledge and experiences gained by secondee have benefited

the organisation and encouraging feedback and evaluation from secondees on
their return.

■ Acting as a contact point to facilitate communication between the home and
host organisation.

Managing developmental experiences

All of the types of developmental experiences discussed in this chapter need care-
ful managing. The three key areas to focus on are illustrated in Figure 7.3.
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Selection and preparation

Questions that need to be asked at this stage include:

■ How clearly defined are your criteria?
■ Is the selection open to all?
■ Are selectors clear on the measures to be used?
■ What influence does the individual needs and wants to have?
■ Does it fit with their personal and family needs?

For all developmental roles, be they projects, assignments or secondments, the
individual needs to be well prepared for the role. This means setting expectations
and clear role boundaries. In the case of international assignments, factors such as
family briefing will also be the key. How people are prepared for developmental
experiences can dramatically affect the outcome and HR can play a useful role in
working with the individual to think through questions they may have and clarify
these for them.

One of the key considerations is how long should an experience last? If an
assignment is too short, it is likely that the person will not have the opportunity to
properly take on the responsibilities of the task and learn from it. People need to
be in long enough to make some mistakes and learn from these. Equally, if the
assignment is too long, they will become demotivated and their performance is
likely to decline. Ideal lengths depend on the skills to be developed, the nature of
the task and the speed of learning. Anywhere between 2 months and 2 years is typ-
ical, but progress needs to be monitored to ensure the length is appropriate.

Selection and
preparation 

Manage
performance

Evaluate and
re-integrate

Figure 7.3 Managing assignments
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The degree of ‘stretch’ is another consideration within opportunities and is an
interesting conundrum. On the one hand, the experience needs to be sufficiently
stretching to encourage learning and challenge people to deploy a wider range of
skills. Yet, it also needs to enable success and not lead to the individual derailing
of their career by not rising to the challenge. The way that stretch is perceived will
vary according to the person’s background, their motivation and their predicted
ability to carry out the task. In deciding what and who is appropriate, predicting these
factors can be a useful exercise.

The need for upfront planning was highlighted by Ohlott (2004) who cites organ-
isations such as 3M and Citicorp, who have a planned approach to development,
identifying appropriate assignments that will develop competencies. Ohlott states
that ‘implementing a system that targets key assignments for high potential managers
requires significant organisational investment and a commitment to individual devel-
opment by top leaders, who realise that the policy can yield organisational benefits as
well. Involvement at every level of the organisation and tight collaboration between
the HR department and top management are critical success factors’. Ohlott suggests
that organisational support, pre-assignment goal setting and planning and manage-
ment communication are critical and need to be established upfront.

Managing performance

Growth opportunities are there for a purpose and one of the key questions to ask is
whether or not the experience will develop the competencies required. To ensure
this happens, it is essential that the person receives effective feedback on their
progress, support and coaching, as well as the opportunity to apply their skills. This
latter point is critical. When experiences are particularly stretching and individuals
are working outside of their comfort zone, there is an even greater need for support.

Take Joe as an example. He has become recognised as a high performer due to
his skills at data analysis and has identified in his development plan a need to
develop his negotiation skills. Having identified a suitable project, Joe joined
a project team to develop his negotiation skills, but was soon drawn into taking on
the role of analysing the data. Whilst he was utilising his strengths and was critical
to the team’s success, he was not gaining any different skills. In this case, he needed
the support of his mentor to appropriately challenge the members of the team when
these occasions arose and position himself to take on the intended negotiation role.

Support can come from a number of places, such as peers on a project team,
mentors, coaches, the line manager, HR or project sponsor. Problems like Joes
however will only be picked up if there is careful monitoring of performance and
a clear support structure.

Another aspect of managing performance is providing recognition. Holbeche
(2001) states that ‘lack of recognition of a major achievement can be disheartening
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for anyone, but is particularly damaging for a high flyer’. She highlights a need for
on-going constructive feedback for high potential employees whilst undertaking
assignments, projects and other developmental activities.

Evaluate and re-integrate

In order to maximise the insights from the experience, participants should be encour-
aged to give comprehensive feedback and review whether or not it met the devel-
opmental intentions. If considerable learning has taken place, as is often the
case with overseas assignments, then issues of re-integration and the need to
re-motivate and provide a new challenge will also be critical.

Other growth opportunities

This chapter has touched on some of the main growth opportunities used by com-
panies to grow their talent base. Some of the more obvious organisation-led activ-
ities, such as educational programmes, training and simulations are not addressed
here, but will also be part of an individual’s development. Leadership develop-
ment courses in particular, are well established in many companies as a way of
providing the core skills and knowledge expected from their management teams.

At the other end of the spectrum, self-led activities, such as reflective learning
and experiences outside of work, are also important. 360-degree feedback is often
used as a tool to focus individuals on their development needs and is worth more
of a mention.

360-degree feedback

360-degree feedback is an assessment of skills, competencies and behaviour by the
person’s manager, peers, direct reports and key contacts such as customers or sup-
pliers. The process emerged in response to limitations in top-down feedback sys-
tems and is of particular relevance to organisations today, where there are fewer
hierarchical relationships and wider business relationships which are critical.

360-degree processes in career strategies benefit both the participants and the
organisation, with some of the main benefits outlined in Table 7.3.

360-degree feedback is often based around the organisation’s competencies at
a particular level and can take place alongside other developmental activities such
as leadership training. The questionnaire can be quantitative or qualitative, but is
normally a mix of both. Often the final questions are an open comment on strengths
and development areas.

Ideally, the reported feedback will be coupled with a 1:1 session with a coach,
to help the person reflect on the results and provide a more balanced view of the
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issues and points emerging. They can also work with the person to help them
develop a personal development plan which addresses the needs identified.

If it is being used for the first time, the implementation and approach to the
360-degree process is vital. Best practice would suggest:

■ All participants and recipients of questionnaires should be well briefed on the
process

■ The letter or email that accompanies the questionnaire should cover any concerns
■ Sufficient time for recipients to respond should be allowed (3 weeks is typical)
■ Issues of confidentiality should be clear
■ The need for honesty should be stressed
■ The individual should own the results and have the sole copy of the report
■ Some guidance on what to look out for and what to avoid in reading the results

is beneficial
■ Face-to-face feedback of the reports is the most beneficial means of delivery
■ Feedback to people completing the questionnaire should be encouraged

360-degree feedback should be avoided in threatening circumstances, such as dur-
ing a major restructuring or when there is competition for a vacancy.

Unplanned growth opportunities

Not all short-term experiences are likely to be planned. Often opportunities to
develop careers come at the most surprising times and from unexpected places.
The types of activities that may appear to help to grow careers include:

■ Observing or working with a good role model
■ Involvement in selection or assessment processes

Table 7.3 The benefits of 360-degree feedback

Benefits for the individual
■ Allows them to see how their behaviour is perceived by others
■ Provides a better understanding of performance
■ Helps identify training and development needs
■ Encourages a more open dialogue with people on performance
■ Emphasises strengths and areas for development.

Benefits for the organisation
■ Improves communication
■ Creates a better understanding within and across teams
■ Creates a climate of honesty and trust
■ Assists cultural change
■ Empowers people to act on their development
■ Provides more focused development plans.
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■ Inducting people in a new process
■ Involvement in outsourcing or company restructure
■ Coaching or mentoring people
■ Team away-days
■ Speaking on behalf of the company
■ Benchmarking exercises.

Learning through others

Some people learn best from working with other people and coaching and mentor-
ing are often vital components of a career strategy. The coaching and mentoring
approach has been discussed in more detail in the previous chapters. However, it
is worth remembering that in addition to being on the receiving end of a coach or
mentor, high potentials can also gain a great deal of challenge and satisfaction
from taking on the role of coach or mentor for others.

Another approach, which has been found to be valuable in growing talent, is
action learning.

Action learning

Action learning is an approach which was pioneered by Professor Reg Regans back
in the 1940s (Revans, 1982) and is essentially about learning by doing. Typically,
a learning ‘set’ of about six peer managers meets at regular intervals to carry out
a structured process of learning based around the challenges and issues of their cur-
rent work. Each participant will bring to the set a particular issue and they will be
given a set period of ‘air time’ to explore the issue and decide on actions to be taken
before the next meeting. The role of the other participants at that time is to listen and
question the individual to help them work through their problems. Normally learn-
ing sets have a set facilitator to ensure that the focus remains with the individual and
does not degenerate into a general discussion about the topic raised.

The advantage of action learning is that it deals with real problems facing indi-
vidual’s and if a trusting and open atmosphere is established, great insights can be
found from sharing and working through experiences. The learning set approach
can be highly successful in broadening people’s thinking and developing their
awareness of other aspects of the business through working with their own and
other’s issues. It also helps to develop listening and questioning skills and a cross-
company network, which are core to effective management. The success of a learn-
ing set depends on everyone taking personal responsibility for preparing for it, as
well as participating effectively on the day. Many organisations have found it
a valuable tool for sustaining a focus on development following a more structured
training intervention. The Virgin case study described earlier in this book is an

Strategic Career Management: Developing Your Talent

180

Ch07-H8369  8/8/07  5:44 PM  Page 180



example of this. Here the focus on the learning sets was implementing the devel-
opment plan the individual’s had devised at the development workshop.

Not all action learning sets work well however and those interested in this tech-
nique would benefit from reading Tom Bourner’s article on some of the possible
pitfalls (Bourner and Weinstein, 1996).

Case study: Personal reflections on an international posting

Information supplied by David Thomas, Managing Director, Volvo Cars,
Russia

Background

David Thomas is currently MD of Volvo Cars, Russia, and is on a 3-year post-
ing with his wife and three children. He has retained his home in England and
makes frequent trips back to the UK. This case study illustrates his personal
views on the experience of undertaking an international assignment.

What do you see as the main benefits to your career
from working internationally?

The main benefit is gaining a broader experience and having to handle a
greater diversity of functions than a similar role in the UK. This allows me
to both use and develop my breadth of knowledge about the industry and
Volvo at a faster pace than in my home market.

Coming from a developed market, I don’t have the data I would normally
have to base decisions on, so the role requires a greater entrepreneurial
approach, as many decisions have to be made on ‘gut’ feel having assessed
what limited market data is available.

A fast developing market like Russia, whilst more forgiving of mistakes,
will also generate more, we’re growing at 80 per cent this year and adding
40 per cent to our staff and dealer network. Consequently, I have to make
more decisions and thus will make more mistakes than I would be making in
a developed market, which is great experience and learning!

What do you see as the main benefits to the company?

The company gains from the personal development of staff stemming from
the opportunities described above. Also, by having people work in diverse
markets this means that some of the skills and mindsets from those markets
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can be applied to either developed markets or the centre, thus challenging
some preconceptions and barriers to growth.

It also demonstrates to staff in stable markets that the company does have
opportunities for career development and that it’s prepared to take some
risks in sending people on international assignments.

The company also develops a pool of people willing to move and with a skill
set and experience that can be applied to different markets or business areas.

How does your experience differ from your expectation?

Probably that it’s been easier than I expected! The industry and business model
for Volvo in the UK and Volvo in Russia is not that different and I found
I could apply my knowledge from the UK fairly easily. I’ve had to accept that
the data available for decisions isn’t available but at least by knowing what I’d
like to have I can make decisions with the best available info in the market.

The scale of the country is a big difference but that’s more specific to Russia.
The domestic move has also gone smoothly as Volvo already rented

a house and school places were available. Some luck has played there and
I know plenty of expatriates where that has been a real challenge, so it’s
really important that companies properly support families in the move.

How did Volvo manage your preparation for the assignment
and how are they monitoring it?

We had a pre-visit with the whole family and I wasn’t allowed to accept the
job before that took place. I also retained the acting MD for 6 weeks in
Russia to provide some continuity.

Volvo expatriates have a ‘mentor’ often from their home market who also
maintains contact particularly in the early days. Beyond that it was just ‘get
out there’ which carries some risk but is the best way to learn.

In terms of monitoring, there is normal on-going appraisal and contact
with the mentor. There’s also a lot of support which comes from spending
time in Gothenburg to build contacts and in spending some time maintain-
ing contact with the home market. There is a degree of ‘if you’re quiet you
must be OK’ but that fits with the organisational culture.

What plans do they have for your re-integration at the end?

It is difficult to plan, as in my case there’s probably only one job back in the
UK that would be interesting, so it’s more likely my next move will be to
another market or Sweden.
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There’s at least a quarterly discussion on the next move even though it’s
2 years away. We had the overseas markets HR manager over this week and
he described his role as playing global chess, trying to fit people into differ-
ent markets and then moving others to fill the gap.

Any other thoughts/reflections on the experience – good and bad

Overall it is a very good experience both from the point of view of my
career, skills, knowledge and profile within the company. It’s also been very
good for the children, giving them an international perspective and exposure
to a different style of school and learning.

What’s the one thing that is critical for organisations
to get right for individuals going overseas?

Selection and preparation: the person has to be right and have their family on
board. It helped that my boss had a lot of international experience including
Russia.

Preparation is more I think domestic based – making sure the accommo-
dation and support services are good – then the expatriates can concentrate
on the job rather than finding/moving houses or school places.

Summary

Whilst there are a vast range of possibilities for growing careers in organisations,
there is a clear distinction between the opportunities which come from a job move
or change (however temporary) and the opportunities which come from learning
and development within or peripheral to an existing role. Often, this message is
not clear to individuals in organisations and companies could helpfully map out
the types of opportunities in both of these camps.

Whilst a particular project assignment may take an individual away from their
existing role, for example, others may not and it can be useful for organisations to
make a distinction between the different types of projects and assignments on
offer.

Table 7.4 highlights some of the methods which have been suggested in this
chapter and it is open to debate which type of opportunities provide the greatest
learning and career growth. Certainly, in my experience of working with high poten-
tials, greater value is placed on opportunities which involve a change in role and
yet these are often the hardest to establish.
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Part-time projects and assignments are one of the simplest ways of enhancing
the learning and development of high potential employees and talent managers
need to be creative in their search for such opportunities. Some of the essential
management skills can be developed in this way, such as exposure to board mem-
bers leading to more enhanced political skills.

For more global companies, international assignments play a key role in their
career development strategies and well-managed postings can provide invaluable
experience. Increasingly, international commuting is becoming common to save on
costs and the upheaval of relocation. However the more protected exposure this pro-
vides may well limit the developmental gains and may even have a detrimental
impact on work–life balance and wellbeing. It would be good to see companies start
to measure the frequency and impact of this style of working on their talent pool.

For all of these types of opportunities, care needs to be taken over the selection
process, the on-going management of performance against the intended object-
ives and the re-integration of the individual at the end of the experience.

This chapter has also highlighted some of the many considerations needed for
different types of intervention. Action learning, for example, is in my view an
underused way of developing careers, but can easily prove ineffective if it is not
properly introduced and facilitated. With each of these methods the more planning
which takes place upfront, the more likely problems will be averted.

Checklist

■ What experiences do we have a demand for from our talent pool?
■ Where in the organisation can we source these experiences?
■ Where are the gaps between the opportunities we can provide and the experi-

ences needed?
■ Are the purposes of developmental opportunities clear to individuals?

Table 7.4 Growth opportunities – changing role or within the role?

Growth opportunities Growth opportunities within 
involving changing role or peripheral to the existing role

Internal secondments Assignments
External secondments International commuting
International assignments One-off events – conferences, visits
Job swaps Working parties, committees
Job rotation Voluntary sector
Full-time projects/task force 360-degree feedback
Short-term postings Action learning
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■ Are the expected learning outcomes from such opportunities tracked?
■ How proactive is your company in seeking opportunities for development in

your wider supplier or customer networks?
■ Are people aware of how secondments and developmental assignments can be

achieved?
■ Are managers encouraged to consider a broad spectrum of developmental

approaches?
■ Is it clear to individuals what opportunities are open to them?
■ What are the possible barriers to success for each opportunity?
■ What support will the organisation need to give, particularly with induction?
■ What will the knock-on effects be on other people around them?
■ How will the outcomes for the organisation and individual be measured?
■ Is the company tracking unplanned development occurring in the talent pool?

Fostering opportunities for growing careers
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8
Developing Career 
Self-Reliance amongst 
Your Talent

One of the questions that need answering when considering a new career or talent
strategy is the degree to which you want employees to manage their own careers
and utilise self-development strategies. You have the option as a company, to con-
trol and manage careers and career opportunities, particularly for your high poten-
tial employees. But as fast-track approaches of the past have proved, this is not
always the best approach, particularly given the individualistic nature of careers
and the changing nature of the psychological contract.

This chapter explores the self-development approach to careers, in order to help
understand the extent to which companies can and should include these elements
into their career strategy. This chapter answers questions such as:

■ What does a self-development approach to careers entail?
■ What impact does this kind of approach have?
■ How do you encourage a focus on self-development?
■ What tools exist to support self-reliance for careers?
■ What can careers research contribute to your strategy?

The self-development approach to careers

The self-development approach to careers is based on the premise that individuals
take more responsibility for their own career planning and proactively seek out
development opportunities. As a consequence, individuals are taking on a significant
part of the career management role. This approach is said to lead to savings in 
both increases in organisational productivity and less personal stress, with people
developing a solution which is a better ‘fit’ all round.
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Over the years, trends in career management have undergone various shifts
between formal processes (such as succession planning and managed fast-track
schemes) and self-development approaches. Self-development is defined by
Pedlar et al. (1988, p. 2) as:

an increase in the ability and willingness of the manager to take responsibil-
ity for him or herself, particularly for his or her own learning.

The approach is underpinned by research which indicates that by increasing an
individuals self-knowledge, they are better able to develop effective career plans
and engage in more productive career conversations (see Figure 8.1).

In terms of the range of career interventions available, the self-development
approach focuses on individual-led initiatives. This definition of self-development
as being self-initiated training or development fits well with the shift in attitudes
and approach sought by many organisations that employees should take more 
personal responsibility for career development.

Implementing a self-development approach requires a cultural change throughout
the organisation and is based on the assumption that all individuals are capable and
willing to be developed. Because of this, self-development strategies are closely
aligned to organisational development strategies aimed at becoming a learning
organisation (Senge, 1990; Burgoyne et al., 1994). The learning organisation extends
the principles of employees maintaining flexibility, continual growth and employ-
ability, suggesting that the employees will transform the organisation as a result of
continuous development and learning.

Jackson (1990) argues that self-development approaches are also potentially
better than traditional approaches for promoting equal opportunities as it focuses
on all employees rather than a selected group. However, there is some evidence to
suggest that in practice the self-development approach for lower grades tends to
be less supported by organisations than it is for managers who are perceived as
having potential (Hirsh and Jackson, 1996).

A vast array of planning and guidance tools were introduced back in the 1990s,
ranging from individual workbooks at one end of the spectrum (such as Bolles,
1988, ‘What colour is your parachute?’ and Hopson and Scally’s ‘Build your own
rainbow’, 1991), through to group workshops focusing on raising self-awareness

Self knowledge and
exploration of values,
interests, skills and
potential aspirations

More tailored career
plans and productive
career conversations

Enhanced motivation
and job satisfaction.
Greater productivity
and organisational

commitment

Figure 8.1 The self-development approach
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and exploring career options at the other. Many organisations have tailored these
resources to suit their own needs and some examples of best practice will be
described later in this chapter.

This shift towards employee responsibility for career management was seen by
some as an abdication on the part of the organisation and there was a confusion
over what the tools meant in practice. Although employees needed tools to help
them plan their careers, if the opportunities to develop were not apparent, or the
managerial support for their plans were not in evidence, there was little incentive to
continue working with them. Individuals were found to need encouragement and
support from the organisation to keep them growing. In particular, they needed
some key information from the company about opportunities and expectations.

With frequent job changes and downward mobility becoming more common-
place in the work environment, the ideal of self-development and individual’s being
proactive in furthering their careers appears somewhat inappropriate. It is unlikely
that employee’s will be willing to invest in themselves unless there is some under-
lying motive, such as advancement, to prompt action. Without this, self-development
is likely to be more geared towards self-fulfilment and arguments of lack of business
focus will hold true.

Does the self-development approach work?

It would be expected that any self-development initiatives will benefit the individual
concerned, but there is little evidence to suggest that this has subsequent benefits for
the organisation, particularly if self-development initiatives are not targeted towards
organisational requirements and are a way of focusing on selfish development rather
than self-development (Williams, 1985). Burgoyne and Germain (1984) were one of
the first to warn of the dangers of self-indulgent development which focused on per-
sonal rather than organisational needs. They designed one of the first programmes in
the UK for Esso Chemicals Ltd, which aimed at bring together individual career
planning with future organisational needs. They introduced a workbook with a
series of issues to work through about career development and the line manager was
involved in discussing these issues with each employee.

Personal development processes such as self-development workshops and
development centres can help employees gain insights into how they can improve
their existing roles to enhance their job satisfaction. However, expectations about
career development need to change if career initiatives are to be successful, so that
individuals begin to think in terms of continually updating skills rather than of
continual upward progression.

Little research has taken place to evaluate the success of facilitating self-
development approaches in organisations. Indeed, the evidence would appear to
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suggest that other factors are more likely to influence career success, such as men-
toring, organisational politics and the opportunity for managed development.

The desire to participate in voluntary career activities

Participation in voluntary career initiatives is largely unknown, but indications are
that take-up is low. Evidence suggests that where career development programmes
are open to all employees, participation generally only takes place at managerial and
professional levels and consequently there is a need to identify the factors that are
impeding the uptake of career interventions. Barney and Lawrence (1989) also
argued that if participation is low, this is likely to be due to the perceived value of
the career investments or lack of fit to the individual’s career anchor – a topic we
will return to later in this chapter.

Giles and West (1995) undertook one of the few studies in this area. They stud-
ied the participation levels of 72 employees in an organisation introducing a vol-
untary personal development planning (PDP) process and showed only 31 per cent
had fully participated in the process. They found that employees with a career
anchor of security/stability were less likely to be proactive in career planning,
whilst those with a general managerial anchor were more likely to fully participate
in planning processes. Other correlations indicated that employees with long serv-
ice in the organisation, or in more junior positions were less likely to participate.

A comprehensive study of 2000 individual’s from a variety of industries (Stumpf,
1989) indicates that few individual’s had done any sort of systematic career planning
or self-assessment and had not formulated a career plan. This indicates perhaps that
despite putting the tools in place, take up is low. However, individual’s understand-
ing of career processes was found to be an important factor for organisations in
achieving career satisfaction.

Another study by Noe (1988) backed up by a study by McEnrue (1989) showed
that age and organisational commitment were likely to affect employee’s willing-
ness to engage in self-development activity. It was suggested that this may be due
to the fact that self-development requires the individual to invest their own time
and energy, particularly off the job and that older employees perceive less payback
from such an investment in terms of advancement in the organisation.

So what can we glean from this research? Certainly it is likely that self-starting tal-
ented people are most likely to seek new and challenging experiences in their career
development, particularly where there is a clear link between the learning they gain
and their future marketability. Formal education, training and development oppor-
tunities are likely to be less relevant than experience-based opportunities such 
as stretch roles, lateral moves, projects, secondments etc., which may stem from
more self-led career planning.
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The other key factor is support. With encouragement and the ability to discuss
self-led career planning tools, both participation and the value will be likely to
increase.

The need for self-reliance

Many of the existing career development strategies, and self-development
approaches in particular, aim to re-educate employees as to the changing nature of
careers and shift the responsibility for control more towards the individual. But does
this approach lead to any greater career satisfaction or organisational commitment?

Whilst it might be expected that employees who feel they have an influence over
their career and take responsibility for their own development will have greater
career satisfaction levels, it may equally be true that they view this approach as abdi-
cation of responsibility by the organisation and are in reality only taking greater
responsibility when they are most dissatisfied. Indeed, a survey of Fortune 500 com-
panies in the USA showed that employees were reluctant to assume responsibility
for their own development and less than 25 per cent of employees participated in
voluntary career initiatives (Russell, 1991). My own anecdotal evidence supports
this. Many companies that have set up learning centres and voluntary career devel-
opment tools report little take up or use by employees, unless there is active encour-
agement as part of a structured learning experience.

Whilst, from an organisational standpoint, increased self-responsibility and con-
trol for careers is seen as beneficial, the position is not so clear for the individual.

There is also evidence to suggest that a changing organisational context reduces
the willingness of employees to pursue voluntary self-development initiatives.
Herriot (1995) states that a common reaction to changes in the external and internal
career environment is to ‘get safe’by taking less risks and keeping your head down,
particularly if the employee has financial constraints such as investments in good
pension schemes. Moss Kanter (1977) also argues that where there are limited
opportunities for advancement, employees become frustrated and lower their aspi-
rations and commitment to the organisation, as well as their willingness to accept
responsibility. In a blame culture, employees tend to be more risk-averse and when
faced with job insecurity are unlikely to take on responsibility for managing their
own career (Holbeche, 1995).

High potential individuals are often typified by a desire to maximise their future
options and position themselves well for possible opportunities. Some of the key
characteristics of talented managers being people’s drive and ambition. As a con-
sequence, self-development approaches stand a good chance of being viewed by
high potential individuals as an opportunity to improve their chances of promo-
tion. But even where individuals are willing to assume greater responsibility, the
extent to which they are able to do so can often be limited.
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A number of factors go against individuals focusing on self-development of their
career, as shown in Figure 8.2. One of the most fundamental for me, is that of gain-
ing a greater understanding of yourself, your abilities, interests and values, which is
at the heart of many approaches, does not in itself lead to progression. Unless this
added value is clear to employees, it is unlikely they will put in the effort.

To get self-development approaches to work, employees need to be given more
help in developing an entrepreneurial approach to their careers. Most employees are
likely to remain passive due to cultural conditioning at work, unless there is a 
strong stimulus to do otherwise. Where self-development approaches are introduced,
emphasis needs to be placed on providing encouragement and support for employees
and ensuring the rationale for the approach is well communicated and understood.

My own longitudinal research (Yarnall, 1998b) into the impact of self-development
tools on careers, indicated that one of the clear outputs from participation in vol-
untary career tools, was the ability to gain support from managers – coming per-
haps from using the tools to help guide a more productive career conversation.

The importance of individual characteristics on participation 
and outcomes

The characteristics of ‘successful’ employees in flatter structures can be described
as being more self-empowered and challenging, risk takers and influencers, who
will seek out opportunities for themselves. Bell and Straw (1989) also put forward
a model to suggest certain characteristics such as risk seeking, the need for power
and having a creativity career anchor, are likely to influence the degree of control
employees have over their own work behaviour, outcomes and ability to predict
changes in the environment. Successful personal control leads to increased satis-
faction with career and greater information exchange with the organisation.

Ironically, the characteristics of employees sought in new organisational struc-
tures, are the very same characteristics that may make the employee more likely to
exit the company. It is also possible that this lies at the heart of some senior managers
reluctance to allow high potential employees to shape and control their own career to
any great extent, as they have underlying concerns about it not being in the business’s
best interests.

■ The future organisational demands are unpredictable.
■ The style of their immediate managers are not under their control.
■ Lack of understanding of how a self-development approach can lead to progression.
■ Constantly changing work environments encourage a shorter-term focus.

Figure 8.2 Factors limiting self-development
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The question of the importance of individual characteristics closely mirrors the
debate over whether a person influences the situation to suit their career needs, or
the situation determines the attitudes and behaviour of the person. Straw and Ross
(1985) found that job satisfaction is consistent over time regardless of whether the
individual moves jobs. This suggests a person’s general disposition remains the
same despite changes in the situation. Bell and Straw (1989) also argue convin-
cingly that career attitudes are shaped by the person and not the situation. Conse-
quently, the culture and nature of the organisation will follow from the people in it
rather than being an influence on the people themselves. If this is true, then to change
to a more open, supportive coaching culture will need a shift in emphasis within the
selection strategy.

Interestingly, although there is little research into sex differences, some studies
have found women more likely to participate in voluntary career activities. The
reason for this is possibly because women have been found to have a more value-
driven approach to careers than the more goal-oriented male approach. For women,
attachments and relationships play a central role in evaluating life choices and their
career decisions are often seen as more complex. Exploring personal values and
priorities is therefore a potentially more fruitful exercise for women.

Career resilience

One of the characteristics often sought from high potential employees is ‘career
resilience’ (London, 1983; Waterman et al., 1994). This is described as the ability
to adapt quickly in the face of change, coping with negative work situations such
as barriers to career goals, and taking ownership for managing ones career in line
with the companies vision.

Certainly studies have found that high potentials often have the ability to push
hard and have a self-confidence to exercise influence on their situation. Yet this
may lead to a high cost to organisations in the longer term. Organisations often
pressure high flyers to devote a lot of time and energy to work – part of the psy-
chological contract – and reward them for doing so. Continuous travel, weekend
working, 24-hour availability on mobiles, etc., are all seen as signs of commit-
ment and motivation. Yet this is not sustainable in the longer term. Neglect of per-
sonal lives can lead to stress, health problems and an unsustainable work–life
balance. Ultimately, this may mean losing the very talent you are seeking to keep
in the organisation. Self-development approaches may help to combat some of
these issues by helping individuals re-focus their lives.

There may also be consequences of encouraging resilience in that encourages
‘me plc’ (Caulkin, 1995) from the ability that talented employees have to market
themselves more effectively. If they don’t feel they are getting their needs met they
are likely to become more instrumental and lack loyalty in their contract.
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How do you encourage aligned self-development?

What companies are seeking from their talent is the ability for people to play their
role in shaping their own development. They are particularly looking for individ-
uals to:

■ Communicate their needs and ideas.
■ Discuss expectations they may have.
■ Carry out a self-analysis of skills, competencies, etc.
■ Show a willingness to develop.
■ Understand how the business needs relate to their own career plans.

In order to get the career development needed, most individuals need to be able to
work in a boundaryless, less managed environment, where they take some respon-
sibility for finding opportunities and making things happen. Inkson and Arthur
(2001) have called these skills ‘career competencies’.

Career competencies

Career competencies have been divided into three areas, shown in Figure 8.3
Knowing how competencies are about finding job-related knowledge, such as

what’s needed to perform well in a job – the technical expertise and soft skills.
Understanding this can help the person focus their development more accurately.
Knowing why competencies are about understanding your career orientations and
the values, meanings and interests a person holds. They are about developing the
confidence, motivation, energy and self-assurance needed to progress. Finally,
knowing whom is about identifying the key players that determine success and
gaining proximity to those people that can aid development, such as through more
effective networking.

This model can be a useful frame for high potentials trying to understand how
to work on their career plans. Typically, organisations will support the development

Career competencies

Knowing how Knowing why

Knowing whom

Figure 8.3 Career competencies
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of these career competencies by making some of the core tools and techniques
available, or by providing training in certain aspects, such as networking and polit-
ical skills.

A survey by the Careers Research Forum of its members (2001) showed that
most companies viewed providing ‘self-help’ career tools as an important part of
supporting their career development strategy.

Tools to achieve career self-reliance

The self-help tools for career development tend to follow the stages people need
to go through to think through and work on their career plans effectively. These
stages are, firstly, achieve greater self-knowledge, either through workshops, psy-
chometric assessments, workbooks or interactive computer packages used for
analysing transferable skills and values. Secondly, explore and find out about jobs
and opportunities either by referring to career path guides, interviews or videos
about different posts; and thirdly, prepare for the next role by taking appropriate
training opportunities and using support networks.

The stages I’ve used in Figure 8.4 are often replicated on career workshops or
during career coaching as a simple frame of reference, although I have chosen to add
in the piece on organisational fit, which differentiates it slightly from other models,
but is more appropriate for developing careers within an organisational context.

Where am I now?

The tools commonly used to help people assess their current career position are out-
lined in Table 8.1. Some organisations make these available to all employees in career
workbooks, or on Intranet sites. Others may utilise some of the tools as the first stage
of a career workshop for core groups of employees. Whilst all the tools can be com-
pleted in isolation, it is likely that more value will be gained by working through the
output with someone else, such as a peer, career coach or their line manager.

Where am I now?

How do I get there? Where do I want to be?

How does that fit with the organisation?

Figure 8.4 A framework for career planning
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The essence of this stage is on reflection and taking stock. Many of the tools,
such as qualification and achievements records aim to reposition and categorise
existing knowledge the person has about themselves, to help them understand
their strengths, interests and transferable skills.

Achievements records for example, list satisfying achievements and then analyse
them to identify the underlying skills and qualities of the individual. This can also be
a useful way to build self-esteem, if this is low. Transferable skills exercises work in
a similar way, often categorising skills to help give a greater understanding. On
career workshops, packs of cards can be used to help identify skills based on
Hopson and Scally’s (1991) classification into Working with Data, Working with
Ideas, Working with People and Working with Things. Career values can also work
with a card sorting exercise and usefully helps people to identify what is most
important to them from a role, for example, is challenge or variety more important?

A useful starting point however, is to create greater understanding of what is meant
by a career and to look back over the person’s career history. Career metaphors, is your
career like a ladder, a roller-coaster or a backpack, etc., can help people to explore
some of the patterns. Within more creative cultures, drawing pictures of your career,
or web pages, can be another way of capturing key themes. For more structured
thinkers however, the life-line exercise is often used. This maps the key aspects of the
person’s working life on a time line, with highs and lows dictated by the degree of ful-
filment felt at any one time. Individual’s often derive useful insights from exploring
their lifeline, such as highs being categorised by working in a productive team, or
early career events which provided fulfilment being lost as they progress their career.

Additional information can also be gleaned from tools such as personality diag-
nostics, with the Occupational Personality Questionnaire (OPQ), Myers Briggs
and the Hogan Development Inventory (HDI) being particularly common. Career
anchors and career life stages are also two useful career theories which are dis-
cussed in more detail later in this chapter.

Table 8.1 Tools to assess the current career position

■ Using career metaphors
■ Career lifelines
■ Understanding your values
■ Focusing on core interests
■ Assessing your key skills
■ Personality diagnostics
■ Qualifications and achievements
■ Gaining career feedback
■ Assessing your career competence
■ Career life stages
■ Career anchors
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Readers are referred to Nathan and Hill’s book on career counselling for more
detail on how to go about using many of the tools listed in this chapter.

Where do I want to be?

The range of tools to help explore career direction are listed in Table 8.2. The
extent to which these types of tools are helpful will depend on the degree of con-
fusion facing the individual. For people without a clear sense of what they want
from their career, or what the next steps might be, then tools such as visioning,
where people are encouraged to paint a picture of the types of things they would
like from a future role, can be helpful. Creative career thinking tools, such as mind
maps of interests and dream roles, can also help fill this need.

Career drivers (Francis, 1985) and interest inventories can also be helpful tools
if people are unclear on their direction. Career drivers are similar to career
anchors and can help to identify your inner feelings which help determine what
you want and need from your working life. Interest inventories, such as Holland’s
questionnaire (1985) map different types of work onto your personality type. The
theory works on the basis that people feel most fulfilled in work that suits their
personal style and values. Whilst the results of these tests are often not revealing
in themselves, they often enable a discussion to take place at a much deeper level.

Sometimes at this stage, people are exploring particular options, such as
whether to work independently or as part of an organisation, or whether to devote
more time to out of work interests. Questionnaires which look at aspects such as
working as an independent consultant, or diagnosing work–life balance may be
useful here, to help people work though issues at the back of their mind.

If they do have a particular goal in mind, there may also be reasons why they are
not pursuing it. Exercises which look at what is blocking progress and what may
provide a bridge to progress can be useful here.

Table 8.2 Tools to help explore career direction

■ Visioning
■ Understanding your preferences, interest inventories
■ Understanding your career drivers
■ Analysing priorities and constraints
■ Exploring work–life balance
■ Is organisational life for me?
■ Exploring influences and expectations
■ Creative career thinking
■ Blocks and bridges to progress
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How does that fit with the organisation?

Comparing what you might want with the possibilities within the organisation is 
a key component for most high potential employees. Table 8.3 highlights some 
of the tools which can be used to help with this process.

In the Lexmark case study described later in this chapter, the psychological con-
tract model was a vital component of their career workshop for high potentials.
Through discussing and exploring the needs and wants for both themselves and the
organisation, the participants were able to gain a better insight into how to position
themselves for the benefit of the organisation as well as themselves. Stakeholder
mapping, where the key people who have an influence and interest over your career
are explored, is another useful tool to help with this.

How do I get there?

The tools to help people at this stage can be divided into those that assist with
developing the career plan and more tactical tools, such as how to write a good c.v.
or application for a job. Table 8.4 outlines some of the more common approaches
for this part of the cycle of career planning.

Most of the tools listed here are self-explanatory and involve input on ‘how
to…’ that is ideally tailored to the organisation. The exercise on mapping satisfiers
referred to is explained in more detail in Nathan and Hill’s book, and in brief,
involves drawing up a grid of potential options against a list of key priorities
sought from future roles, in order to help prioritise a person’s plans.

Deciding on your method of delivery

As we have mentioned previously in this chapter, the tools which support self-
development can be provided in a number of ways. Some of the more commonly
used methods are explored here, but for me, supported use of the tools works best,
be that with a career coach, peer or as part of a career workshop.

Table 8.3 Tools to explore the organisational perspective

■ Researching opportunities internally
■ Understanding the psychological contract
■ Utilising the appraisal process
■ Building a personal business case
■ Widening your business contacts
■ Mapping out the key stakeholders

Ch08-H8369.qxd  8/8/07  5:45 PM  Page 197



Strategic Career Management: Developing Your Talent

198

Intranet and Internet sites

IT solutions, such as the sophisticated tools used in Nationwide which are described
in the case study at the end of this chapter, are particularly useful for covering 
a large and disperse workforce. Nestle also have an in-house Intranet site which
offers tools for self-assessment and action planning. There is also information on
who supports the various career processes and career contact points for information
of particular types of job.

Many of the organisational tools which started off as workbooks have now
evolved into toolkits for computer use and the web has a wealth of tools which are
useful for career planning. One of my favourites, and one of the longer standing,
comes from Lifeskills Career Builder, which covers the tools required for each
phase of career planning quite comprehensively and can also be adapted for com-
panies, so that they can link in with their own processes and information. Rolls-
Royce has successfully used this approach.

The web resources can be loosely divided into three different categories:

Category 1: Self-assessment tools and psychometrics

These sites provide on-line testing, for example Honey and Mumford’s learning
styles can be accessed via the web, as can Strong’s Interest Inventory. There are
also many varieties of personality diagnostic questionnaires available.

Table 8.4 Tools to assist with career tactics and career planning

Tactical tools
■ Writing CVs
■ Preparing for an interview
■ Learning from the interview process
■ Networking
■ Building your reputation
■ Finding a mentor or career coach
■ Maintaining momentum and motivation
■ Researching opportunities externally
■ Understanding organisational politics
■ Developing career resilience

Planning tools
■ Mapping out the opportunities
■ Choosing options
■ Mapping satisfiers
■ Goal setting
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Category 2: Information on jobs, roles and opportunities for development

Whilst organisations are unlikely to be encouraging the wider opportunity
searches that can be useful to individual career planning, there are still useful sites
which may be of relevance in this category. Professional bodies for example, may
provide careers advice and courses and training can also be searched.

Category 3:Tactical tools

Sites abound on how to network effectively, produce a good CV or hold a good
interview and there are even on-line interview simulations. Career tactics (www.
andrewsmunro.com) is an example of a site in this category. It contains a ques-
tionnaire to assess a person’s career tactics and whether they are able to effectively
address aspects such as building a reputation, or managing complex relationships.

The sites available are constantly changing and companies could help employees
by providing clear and up-to-date links to such information and resources, much of
which is freely available.

Booklets and books

Some organisations choose to produce folders for all their employees, or just the
high potentials, which contain booklets on different aspects of career development,
such as self-assessment, personal development plans, career tactics and job maps.

Organisations also make good use of external resources, often within learning
resource centres, as there are numerous books to help with career planning and
career tactics. Two of the best known self-help books are ‘What colour is your para-
chute?’ (Bolles, 1988) and ‘Build your own rainbow’ (Hopson and Scally, 1991) but
there are also some excellent books on specific tasks, such as interviewing skills.

Career workshops

Career workshops are typically 1- or 2-day programmes which bring together
groups of employees to work through a facilitated set of interventions aimed at
exploring their career. Whilst on the face of it appearing quite indulgent, career
workshops can have immense benefits, in both motivating employees and making
them feel more valued, but also in helping to develop more tailored career plans
which support the organisations needs for the future.

The Lexmark case study which follows is a nice illustration of what career
workshop might consist of. Typically, a workshop will be held with small groups
of people at a similar level in the organisation and will use external facilitation to
take the group through a series of exercises. Often a company will choose to use
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external facilitators, in order to retain the anonymity and confidentiality of the
individual’s concerned and therefore allow them greater freedom to open up and
explore issues. Sometimes however, internal facilitators may be useful, if they are
able to add company-specific information to support careers.

Case study: Career development workshop for high potentials,
Lexmark

Information supplied by Lynn Goy, Lexmark Europe

Background

Lexmark is a leading provider of printing solutions, with a $5.2 billion 
revenue in 2005. The company operates globally and employs approximately
13 000 people. Lexmark sell into 130 countries through 30 sales subsidiaries;
47 per cent of their revenue comes from consumers and the remaining 53 per
cent from business customers.

Objectives

Lexmark introduced a programme targeted at its High Potential (HiPo) pop-
ulation, which ran from 2004 to 2006, in partnership with the Roffey Park
Institute, the objectives of which were:

■ To think about your own career in the changing world of work.
■ To understand the importance of taking ownership of your career at

Lexmark.
■ To identify some practical strategies for a healthy career development plan.

Lynn Goy, responsible for Talent Management Programs for Lexmark
Europe, was keen to provide the HiPo’s with some guidance and support on
their career development planning in order to enable them to have more 
in-depth development conversations with their manager. This programme was
also a clear signal to the HiPo’s that Lexmark valued them and wanted to
help them in their career development at Lexmark. The programme provided
the opportunity for participants to take stock of their careers and put across
a strong message that development was taken seriously and managers had 
a key role to play in their own career development.

Confidentiality was a strong consideration for the programme and Roffey
Park ensured that an open environment was created, where managers felt
safe to disclose their true needs and talk about their careers in the widest
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sense. If participants wanted to discuss family constraints or more longer-
term career ideas, this was encouraged. No information received from the
participants was passed back to the organisation.

All individuals that had been identified at HiPo’s during the annual suc-
cession cycle were eligible for this programme. Groups were put together to
provide a maximum mix of nationality, gender and functional responsibility;
building an internal network with colleagues from other areas of the busi-
ness was seen as an additional benefit of the programme. Participants could
be at differing stages of their career; some were already people managers,
some had recently moved jobs and were to be a people manager for the first
time and many were trying to clarify what their next move should be.

The programme content

In preparation for the programme, participants completed a number of tasks.
They are asked to complete the Career Orientations Inventory (Schein,
1990); complete a life-line exercise; surf the Internet to find something of
interest relating to career development and bring other information about
themselves which may be useful, such as personality profiles and 360-degree
feedback.

The 2-day programme itself included the following sessions:

■ Exploration of what a career means
■ Careers in the 21st century
■ The psychological contract
■ Career anchors
■ Skills and interests
■ Work–life balance
■ Peer coaching
■ Developing career purpose
■ Raising your profile in the organisation
■ Working with a mentor
■ Lifelong learning.

The programme was a mix of practical tools, raising self-awareness and 
providing opportunities to think creatively about what participants really
wanted for themselves. The programme delivery allowed for the content to
be adapted to suit the needs of the group.

Further 1:1 coaching was offered to all participants by the facilitators in
the weeks and months after the workshop, to help them think through issues
connected with their career plan. Again, these discussions are confidential.
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Outcomes

The programme was perceived as a huge success, not only by the partici-
pants, but also by country general management. Participants returned to the
workplace with a much clearer picture of what they needed to do in order to
more effectively plan their career, and they shared these ideas in discussions
with their management.

During the subsequent succession reviews, country management confirmed
that attendance on the programme had been very worthwhile and they were
keen to nominate additional HiPo’s to attend the class as soon as possible.

Feedback on a sample of participants over a year after attendance on the
programmes was also sought. This feedback indicated that the programme
had made a clear impact on the individual’s attitudes towards their career
and that of the organisation. Some of the comments made are shown below.

What impact did the programme have on you and your career?

‘The programme confirmed that it is better to have a career plan, both short
and long term and to communicate this effectively to my manager if I want
to progress’.

‘The themes developed at the course are a solid reference whenever a deci-
sion on my career has to be taken’.

‘The course forced me to think about my own career and my career path
within Lexmark. It also made clear that the only person who is responsible
for my career and my career path is me. It is me who is in charge of taking
the challenge and the responsibility for my career, and that nobody else is
sitting in the driver seat. Personally it helped me to open my eyes, to focus
on what my aims are and to reflect on myself’.

‘Since attending the course I have re-evaluated my career path, had an open
discussion with both my line manager and reporting Director and was pro-
moted to a European role after using the elements of understanding my
goals within the course’.

‘An increased awareness of how to manage my career goals but most impor-
tantly the organisation’s expectations of me’.

What effect did it have (if any) on your view of careers
management within Lexmark?

‘The fact that Lexmark offered me the opportunity to think about my career
had a very good effect on me and my involvement within the company has
improved’.
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‘I came away highly motivated from the programme and was more will-
ing to make my written career plan happen, because Lexmark had shown
respect towards me and acknowledged my ambition by seeing me as a sig-
nificant part in the Company. For me there was a stronger psychological
connection with Lexmark’.

What value do you think organisations get from providing 
workshops like this one?
‘Loyalty’

‘Involvement’

‘Increased motivation of employees’

‘More people achieving their personal career goals and getting satisfaction
from that’.

What other support do you think high potential managers 
need from the organisation to develop their career?
‘A regular review or follow up between high potential managers and their
managers to check that expectations from both sides are in line’.

‘Greater support for mentoring and peer coaching schemes. The OK inter-
esting, but let’s go back to our business approach is hard to remove from the
organisations, I’m afraid’.

‘Constant objective monitoring of the abilities of each individual member of
staff and a greater openness about progression to other areas of the company’.

Taking account of career theories: how do these contribute?

A wealth of theory exists on individual career development and the way careers
typically progress through the course of people’s lives. Whilst some of this is use-
ful to organisations in helping shape career strategies, much of it individually
focused and more relevant outside of an organisational context. This section aims
to highlight some of the more commonly applied theories in the corporate world,
which can provide useful insights into how to shape and define your career strategy
to suit the culture and makeup of your employees.

Although numerous models and theoretical explanations of adult career devel-
opment exist, three particular models have gone on to become available in com-
mercial test form and have consequently had a greater impact on practitioners.
These are Schein’s career anchor questionnaire (1990), Super’s career concerns
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inventory (1988) and Derr’s career success map (1986). All three of these models
are used as a basis for occupational choice. However, the particular advantage of
Schein and Derr’s models, are that they create a balance between the individual
and organisations, rather than having a purely individual focus.

There are also a number of models which focus on life stages, which are less
appropriate in a turbulent external environment, where age-related progression is
no longer typical. However, they are still worth considering to help understand
key transition points in careers and will be looked at later in this chapter.

Career anchors and career orientations

The research into career orientations undertaken by Schein and built upon by Derr
has value in that it takes neither a psychological perspective (which simplistically
states that a person’s makeup determines their career), nor a sociological perspec-
tive (that careers shape people), but allows for both to be in evidence.

A career orientation is defined by both writers as a combination of motives, val-
ues and talents that influence an individual’s career choices. An individual can
therefore only gauge their true orientation after a period of work experiences.
Orientations inevitably focus on the internal career and what drives the individual,
but they also take account of the external career that has preceded.

The importance for organisational career management is the recognition that
there are strong non-monetary factors which affect work and career satisfaction,
and career orientations provide a way of understanding these motivators of career
decisions. Many organisational career programmes assume that employees are
motivated by the prospect of promotion, but there is considerable evidence for dif-
ferences in motivation (Holland, 1985). Although, equally, there is evidence to sug-
gest that employees promotion aspirations are often underestimated (Herriot et al.,
1994).

If employees remain in a job that is not congruent with their career anchor and
repress their motivations, it is argued that they seek to achieve the missing elem-
ents of their anchor through outside work interests or by withdrawing commit-
ment, which has obvious implications for organisations.

If organisations are to use a tool for analysing employee career orientations,
both Schein and Derr’s models are particularly useful. Derr’s model consists of five
career orientations which appear to map easily onto Schein’s anchors as shown in
Table 8.5.

Derr suggests that organisations can benefit from analysing career orientations
in order to determine which career interventions are most appropriate for each
career orientation. For example, assessment centres are suited to ‘Getting ahead’
orientation; career counselling to ‘Getting secure’; and career pathing to ‘Getting
high’ and ‘Getting free’. In addition to this, Schein puts forward the case for flexible
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reward systems, promotion systems and recognition systems to address the differing
needs of individuals. For example, people with a lifestyle anchor are likely to place
a high value on flexible benefits, where people with a security/stability anchor will
be more biased towards pension schemes and steady incremental pay scales. The
trend towards organisations taking a portfolio approach to pay and benefits have
been very helpful in this respect.

Career anchor theory was developed by Edgar Schein (1978) at the
Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) in the 1960s. The theory stemmed
from a 10–12-year longitudinal study of 44 MBA graduates using in-depth inter-
views to examine job histories and the reasons behind career decisions. Career
anchors emerged as a way of explaining the pattern of reasons given by the gradu-
ates as they progressed through their careers. Whilst the research was built around 
a study of managers, career anchors are now widely applied to all levels of employees.

Schein defines an anchor as: ‘a pattern of self-perceived talents, motives and
values that serve to guide, constrain, stabilise and integrate individual careers’.

These three elements of the anchor are outlined more specifically as:

1. Self-perceived talents and abilities
2. Self-perceived motives and needs
3. Self-perceived attitudes and values.

Anchors are therefore broader than just values as they emphasises discovery
through work experience and the importance of feedback in shaping development.
They serve to explain how and why an individual interacts with the organisation,
as the theory states that an individual will not give up their predominant career
anchor if a choice is available (i.e. an employee will not take on a job where the
needs of their career anchor are not met) if there is an alternative. This view is sup-
ported by Hall (1976) who states that an individual’s values are acquired through
work experience and can come to direct subsequent career behaviour and choice.

A self-scoring questionnaire has been developed containing 40 statements to
which the respondent rates how true each statement is for them. Ideally, the results

Table 8.5 Comparing career anchors and career orientations

Derr’s orientations Schein’s career anchor

Getting ahead (i.e. seeking advancement) General managerial
Getting secure Security/stability
Getting free (i.e. seeking independence) Autonomy/independence
Getting high (i.e. valuing excitement) Pure challenge and technical 

competence
Getting balanced Lifestyle
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are followed up by a structured interview to confirm the predominant anchor indi-
cated. It is the availability of this easily understood tool that has helped make career
anchors so prevalent in organisations. The eight anchors are shown in Table 8.6.

Technical/functional competence

This is typified by the desire to focus on the technical and functional specialisms
within the role. Individuals with this anchor seek to apply their skills to specialist
problems. Driver (1979) refers to these as ‘steady-state’ careers because success is
measured in terms of expanding technical knowledge rather than promotion up 
a hierarchy. Where organisations have a predominance of employees anchored in
this way, it would be worth considering putting in place dual career ladders to allow
parallel progression for specialists. This would allow them to continue to add value
to the organisation whilst maintaining their motivation and commitment.

General managerial competence

People anchored in general managerial are more interested in status, responsibility
and progression, and gain satisfaction from delivering tasks through co-ordinating
people’s efforts. Schein identified three types of competence required for a general
manager – analytical, interpersonal and emotional. This emotional competence he
describes as ‘the capacity to bear high levels of responsibility without becoming
paralysed and the ability to exercise power without guilt or shame’ (Schein, 1978,
p. 136).

Driver’s (1979) model of careers would describe these as ‘linear’ careers because
success is measured in terms of upward movement. The presence of the managerial
anchor has implications for organisations as career advancement within manage-
ment is increasingly a difficult thing to offer. It is also possible that some of these
characteristics are those defined as a measure for selection to an acceleration pool
for high potentials, perhaps perpetuating the difficulties.

Table 8.6 Schein’s career anchors

Technical/functional competence
General managerial competence
Pure challenge
Autonomy/independence
Security/stability
Entrepreneurial creativity
Service/dedication to a cause
Lifestyle
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Pure challenge

The challenge anchor relates to people who enjoy difficult problems and solving
the seemingly unsolvable. Novelty and variety are key components of this anchor.

This anchor is most closely aligned to Driver’s (1979) fourth career concept – that
of a ‘spiral career’, where development occurs in a particular field before the indi-
vidual moves on to another area for development. Consultants are often anchored in
pure challenge.

Autonomy/independence

People anchored in autonomy and independence seek to be free from rules and con-
straints and want to be able to define their work in their own way. Schein suggests
that such people will turn down opportunities for promotion or advancement in
order to retain autonomy. This anchor is most closely aligned to Driver’s (1979)
‘transitory career’where individuals move from job to job with no particular pattern.

Security/stability

With a security and stability anchor the focus in on long-term stability and the
career concerns are connected with financial security (such as pension and retire-
ment plans) and employment security. People with this anchor are less concerned
with the content of their work and the position they achieve in the hierarchy.

It would be expected that individuals with a dominant security/stability anchor
will seek to exert little control over their career, being largely risk averse. This was
demonstrated in research by Giles and West (1995). As mentioned earlier, organ-
isational trends towards self-management of careers would be likely to be less suc-
cessful with this group of employees.

The Careers Innovation Survey mentioned earlier also highlights security as the
least important career value for high flyers. The implications for organisations here
occur if the company is seeking to retain a stable core of the workforce for the
future, where a proportion of employees anchored in security would be valuable.

Entrepreneurial creativity

An entrepreneurial creativity anchor is concerned with self-expression and creat-
ing outcomes directly as a result of your own skills and abilities. Business startups
are likely to appeal to people with this anchor and they may work for an organisa-
tion while learning and assessing other opportunities.

Unlike those with a security/stability anchor, it would be expected that those
anchored in entrepreneurial creativity would exert a high level of control over
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their career (Bell and Straw, 1989). Like the managerial anchor, many of these
characteristics are also likely to be selection criteria for high potentials, although
with this group there is a chance that they will lack the commitment needed to
warrant substantial investments in their development. The challenge for companies
is to keep their roles exciting and new.

Service/dedication to a cause

This anchor was added in Schein’s later research and is concerned with people
who have strong values that drive their career choices, such as solving environ-
mental problems and helping others. Certain types of organisations are likely to
attract people anchored in this way, such as caring professions or the police force.

Lifestyle

Schein describes people who are anchored in lifestyle as people who seek to balance
and integrate personal needs, family needs, and the requirements of the career and
make them work as an integrated whole.

The lifestyle anchor is perhaps the most controversial of all the anchors, as
most members of the workforce would advocate that they are seeking to achieve a
work–life balance. Whilst the later addition of the lifestyle anchor has been cited
as being causal in expanding the definition of a career to move beyond occupa-
tional choice, in a more recent survey by Schein over 50 per cent of respondents
considered their anchor to be lifestyle (Schein, 1996).

If this is true, then organisations need to be paying far more attention to the
employee side of the psychological contract. However, in my own experience of
using the career anchor instrument, there is a tendency to focus on anchors per-
ceived as ‘good to have’. It may be the case therefore that the increased awareness
of the need for work–life balance has driven people to overly focus on lifestyle
and loose sight of their true drivers.

Interestingly Derr’s model examines European differences and concludes that
British managers are more likely to have a Getting Ahead and Getting Free orien-
tation and a lower Getting balanced than the French and Germans (Derr and
Laurent, 1989). However, possibly due to lack of further research into Derr’s orien-
tations and the limitation of only five orientations against Schein’s eight, the
career anchors have become much more widely used in organisations.

Schein and Derr disagree in the extent to which they believe anchors (or orien-
tations) change over the course of a person’s life. Schein has now studied 15 of the
original sample group into their 40s and evidence here suggests they remain con-
sistent throughout life. However, he argues that anchors may appear to be changed
through a work experience that leads to greater self-discovery, allowing the original
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anchor to emerge. Derr on the other hand argues that career orientations can change
with age and due to external influences.

Schein’s original research has been criticised for the relatively small sample of
highly educated people it drew on, who were all men in their late 20s/early 30s. The
transferability to women, racial groups or less educated groups is therefore in ques-
tion. The majority of the research that has gone on to follow up on the theory of
career anchors has concentrated on exploring whether other anchors exist. Schein
cites two potential anchors – variety and power, but claims that both of these form
elements of existing anchors and are not an overriding influence in themselves.

What are the implications of career orientations?

Understanding career orientations and anchors can have immense value both to
organisations and to individuals. To summarise, the organisational benefits in
understanding career orientations are:

■ The ability to tailor career interventions appropriately.
■ The ability to create more effective organisational design.
■ Increased job satisfaction through more constructive discussions with employees.
■ The ability to offer opportunities congruent with an individual’s orientation.
■ The ability to understanding why quality staff choose to leave the organisation.
■ The design of appropriate reward systems.
■ The design of appropriate promotion systems.
■ More targeted recognition systems.
■ An increased understanding by managers of what drives internal career 

satisfaction.
■ A means of understanding the overriding career culture in the organisation.
■ A way of helping individuals achieve a better fit with the organisation by under-

standing their own drivers and career goals.
■ A way of structuring career discussions and particularly exit interviews.

To work effectively however, there needs to be sufficient trust in the organisation for
the questionnaires or interviews to be completed honestly, to ensure that an accurate
reflection of the person’s anchor is determined. My own research in this area (Yarnall,
1998a) has shown that there can also be immense value in using the collective results
of an organisations career anchor profile, to get a greater insight into the career 
culture of the company.

Career life stages

Career stages are typically defined as phases of working life. Many of the early
theorists assumed career stages to be linear and stable, but the concepts have been
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updated to encompass modern, more varied patterns of career development. Some
of the age-defined models of career stages are consequently viewed as less rele-
vant in today’s working environment. Yet, there are still benefits in understanding
some of the key transitions people go through in their career.

Donald Super (1980) is one of the most famed for his life-stage work. He identi-
fied five key stages or what he called ‘maxicycles’: There were Growth (age 4–13
years); Exploration (14–24 years); Establishment (25–44 years); Maintenance
(45–65 years) and Disengagement (65 years and over).

Other writers have further refined Super’s model and the adult stages are:

■ Early adulthood (18–23 years)
■ Age of optimism (24–28 years)
■ Transition (29–32 years)
■ Age of conformity (33–38 years)
■ Transition two – mid-life crisis (39–42 years)
■ Age of individuality (45 years onwards).

Super suggests that not everyone progresses through these stages at fixed ages or in
the same fashion, and that within each stage there are tasks whose mastery allows
people to function successfully within that stage while preparing them to move on
to the next task.

Before entering the later stages, for example, many individuals are in the process
of asking the standard mid-life question, ‘Do I want to do this job for the next 
20 years?’ eventually deciding to either hang on or let go. If they decide to hang on,
they enter the maintenance stage. If they decide to let go and change job, company
or career, they recycle back to earlier stages, crystallise new career development
objectives and move forward from there. For those who hold on, they maintain what
they have, update their skills and knowledge, and innovate.

In her book Passages, Gail Sheehy (1976) appealed to a wide audience and
popularised life-stage theory. Informed by earlier research, she identified life
stages as:

■ Pulling Up Roots (18–22 years)
■ The Trying Twenties (22–29 years)
■ Catching Thirty (approaching 30 years)
■ Rooting and Extending (early 30s)
■ The Deadline Decade (35–45 years)
■ Renewal and Resignation (mid-40s).

She describes passages as the transitional periods between life stages. Although
they are difficult for most adults, they also provide the necessary impetus for
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growth as one gives up the securities of one stage in order to move on to the next.
Sheehy’s life stages are highly relevant to the discussion of career stage because
she marries developmental tasks with corollary career tasks, such as the duality of
the search for identity and career.

Young adulthood

During this period, the most significant developmental task is establishment.
Young adults experience a series of ‘trial’ jobs before more firmly establishing
themselves in a more stable career. This process of establishing oneself is the pri-
mary task associated with young adulthood, and once stabilised, consolidation and
advancement become the next developmental tasks. Several important concepts
surface during this period of life, including career adaptability and career adjust-
ment. In addition, gender differences become apparent as men and women choose
whether or not to follow paths congruent with traditional gender roles.

Middle adulthood

This era is characterised by reappraisal and ‘What have I done with my life?’ or
‘What do I truly want?’are often questions asked during this period of time. For men,
state of health or career accomplishment may predominate. Levinson (1986) sug-
gests that the reason for this fixation on re-evaluation is based on three factors that
occur around this period of time: first, a modest decline in body functioning that may
be interpreted as a loss of vigour as well as a reminder of one’s mortality; second, an
age shift that occurs as younger people regard individuals aged in the 40s to be of
‘another generation’; and third, a reflection on earlier life ambitions and dreams.
Women, on the other hand, may perceive this era as an opportunity: one to pursue
either personal or career development goals now that their childbearing role has
peaked.

Older workers

Older workers’ attitudes toward career development activities and mobility relate
to such factors as current employment (experience or fear of lay-offs), tenure or
stage in their careers, need for achievement and need for growth. In addition, fear
of stagnation, marketability perceptions, self-esteem and job-market conditions
play a role in career decision making. A decision to engage in training or retrain-
ing can lead an older worker to identity growth and enhanced self-esteem which
in turn may result in greater commitment to future career development goals.
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Although little research exists on career stages as adults approach retirement, 
a developmental stage in general is implicated, which suggests a stage of self-
acceptance. As workers age, they are likely to redefine what is meant by career
success.

Part-time work is also an increasingly important phenomenon among older
workers. More than a third of retirees want to work part time for ‘interest and
enjoyment’ (Roper, 2002). This reflects a relatively new and increasingly common
set of circumstances among late-stage workers, ‘bridge jobs’. This category of
jobs offers new experiences, provides flexibility, and bridges the gap between
careers or before leaving the workforce permanently. Organisations with a more
altruistic nature, may choose to help with this transition.

Gender differences

The majority of the work written on career stage results from studies of men, and
much of that research was done prior to 1990. While the career development of
women has been explored, the concept of career stage as uniquely experienced by
women is not very comprehensive. One study by Roberts and Friend (1998) did
find that women in high status jobs had higher scores on measures of psychological
and physical well-being and these findings suggest that women’s career stages may
differ from men’s.

Women progress through careers at different rates and in varied succession
depending on a number of unique factors, such as family status. For that reason, it
may be more useful when studying work/family issues to use stage theory that is
independent of age rather than to use age-based stages. For example, while men
typically enter and exit the career exploration stage during adolescence, women
may experience this stage during mid-life for the first time, or they may re-enter
exploration as childcare responsibilities decrease. Similarly, the retirement stage
is based on the premise that a man has a lifelong career while women may ‘retire’
or intermittently leave the workforce as pregnancy or other family obligations
arise. Increasingly, men are also adapting their careers to participate more fully in
the parenting role and family demands are also likely to impact their career devel-
opment and career stages.

What are the implications of life and career stages?

Understanding life stage theory, even if it is not an absolute, can be extremely use-
ful for career coaches and people supporting career development. The age of tran-
sitions may vary with individuals, but understanding that particular career crisis
points may occur, can be very helpful in facilitating a discussion.
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Case study: Nationwide – a supported self-management
approach to careers

Information supplied by Steve Lassman

Background

Nationwide is a mutual Building Society with 11 million members and
assets of around £100 billion. The company operates across 700 branches
and 200 agencies and has approximately 16,000 employees. Nationwide has
taken a strategic approach to career development for many years and 
won the Personnel Today Award for innovation in career development in
2003.

Nationwide’s strategic approach

Nationwide’s career strategy is built on a belief that there should be careers for
everyone and that whilst it is an individual’s responsibility, a comprehensive
range of support will be provided by the organisation to help employees to
achieve this.

Nationwide has very clear statements of both organisational intent and
individual responsibility for careers. At an organisational level the purpose
of their career strategy is described as:

■ To grow the future skills we need to support the business needs.
■ Ensure we identify, develop and make the most of the talent we have in the

organisation.
■ Provide support to employees to make the most of their talent and use

their potential to the full.
■ Support individual career aspirations.

They do this through a range of supported activities as shown in the figure
seen in next page.

At an individual level, responsibilities are also made clear and having a
career in Nationwide means:

■ Making the most of your talent
■ Taking the most from your opportunities
■ Giving the best you are able to give
■ Preparing yourself today for tomorrow
■ Being able to proudly say ‘Nationwide is where I want to work’.
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Utilising technology to widen support

In addition to career discussions and career workshops for each job family
level, Nationwide is at the forefront of companies using Intranets to support
career strategies. They have a vast range of tools and information available
to all employees through their own career Intranet.

To make the most of their talent, they have a ‘Development Curve’ site,
which helps people to self-assess aspects such as transferable skills and
explore some of the options open to them.

See figure in next page.

There is also a site which focuses specifically on careers and helps people
to work through a variety of tools to take them through the stages of a career
planning process:

■ Where am I now?
■ Where do I want to be?
■ How do I get there?

The career planner, which highlights these key stages, is an essential docu-
ment which is used as a framework for employees’ career discussions and
career advice.

Nationwide supports

Focused 
recruitment
strategies

Employee
development

Succession
planning

Career
opportunities

Employee
retention

Attracting, developing and retaining the potential of our
people

Graduate
recruitment
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provision

Identification
of high

potential
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spotters

Investors
in people
standards

Employee
satisfaction
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Career
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Internal and
external

development
options

Employee
development
frameworks

Secondments

Careers at nationwide: strategic fit
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Career planner for Date

Step 1: Where am I now? Step 2: Where do I want to be?

Summary of actions I am going to take Step 3: How do I get there?

Action By when

Whether you are looking to develop your career by staying in your present role or moving roles (either within 
the same Job Family or in a different Job Family) use steps1 and 2 of this planner as a structure to prepare 
for your career discussion. Have it with you at the discussion to use as a guide and to make sure all the 
points are covered.

Complete this section as preparation for your 
career  discussion. Define what you are good at 
and what work you enjoy. Explain how you have 
developed your career since your last career 
discussion. See ‘You and Your Career’ Intranet 
site step 1 for further advice.

Complete this section as preparation for your 
career discussion. What does your ideal job look 
like? Write down your reasons why. Define your 
career development goals. Describe what will you 
be doing, seeing and feeling when you have 
achieved your goal. See ‘You and Your Career’ 
Intranet site step 2 for further advice.

Ask your manager to help you to consider: What 
opportunities can you create or are available to 
help me develop my career? Think about short - 
and - long-term development. See ‘You and Your 
Career’ Intranet site step 3 for further advice.

What actions will you take between now and my 
next career review? Who do you need to contact 
to help you achieve your goal?  What other 
support will you need? See ‘You and Your Career’ 
Intranet site step 3 – Get Planning for further 
advice.
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Clear role boundaries

Nationwide has also established clear role definitions for all the people
involved in the career strategy. Managers have a clear role in facilitating
career discussions; local succession planning and spotting talent. However
there is also a specialist career team who can provide career advice to indi-
viduals referred on to them and also play a role in developing career
processes and tools and corporate succession planning.

Evaluating success

The long-standing nature of the career support provided has meant that
Nationwide have been able to track progress and correlations between 
key indicators of success. Using their opinion survey data, they have proved
a clear correlation between employee commitment and business results.
They have also found length of service to be a key indicator of employee
commitment.

As a result of this they now have a very clear business case for enhancing
careers. If they were able to increase the average length of service by just
half a year, this would expect to see £3 million more mortgages, £200 000
more in personal loans and £100 000 more in insurance business.

Ongoing challenges

Nationwide’s aim is now to:

■ Market its career-related tools to employees to increase awareness and
usage.

■ Increase take-up of career discussions facilitated by managers.
■ Increase overall satisfaction with careers from the current level of 66 per cent

of favourable responses, as measured by its annual employee survey.

Summary

With the ‘in’ strategy for careers in organisations focusing on talent management,
the self-development approach to career development has shrunk away from the
limelight. This chapter explored whether this move was appropriate in the current
environment and which aspects of the self-development strategy are worth carry-
ing forward into the new models.
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Whilst self-development approaches did suffer from a lack on take-up if the
culture was not supportive or the purpose was not clear, much of the intent behind
the strategy was well thought through and the approach is particularly suited to
self-motivated high potential employees and women in particular. To be effective,
self-development approaches have been found to need a stimulus to encourage
people to participate, such as tying the tools into other activities. The current trend
towards acceleration pools is an ideal way of doing this. Particular career planning
tools could be added in as part of the success criteria for attaining different levels.
This may also help to overcome some of the difficulties of career resilience seen
to be emerging in many high potential groups – where increasing energy is being
put into developing their talent and achieving certain roles, with little thought to
the longer-term consequences on health or work–life balance.

Career planning can be a difficult activity if you have never received guidance
or support with it in the past. Self-development approaches can provide some use-
ful tools to help people develop their career competences and achieve greater self-
reliance with career processes. Simple frameworks, such as the ‘Where am I now?
Where do I want to be? How does this fit with the organisation? And How do I get
there?’ approach described in this chapter can be very helpful in working through
the career planning process. Career theories can also add a great deal, both at an
individual level, where career anchors and career life stages can help guide career
coaching conversations, and also at an organisational level, where they can help
diagnose and make sense of the overriding career culture.

Companies have a huge choice when it comes to deciding how to deliver self-
help career planning tools such as those described in this chapter. Use of Internet
and Intranet technology is growing at a rate, but for me the ability to discuss and
debate the tools is vital, making career workshops and career coaching particu-
larly valuable channels.

Overall, I would encourage organisations to put the self-development approach
back at the forefront of their thinking and make steps to align some of the indi-
vidual career planning tools more closely with the progression of their talent
groups.

Checklist

■ To what extent does your company encourage self-development as part of the
career strategy?

■ Are any self-help tools clearly aligned with other organisational processes?
■ Do employees think of their career in terms of continually updating skills

rather than upward progression?
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■ Is it clear to high potential employees what they stand to gain from participat-
ing in self-development initiatives?

■ How much pressure is put on high potentials without taking account of their
long-term personal needs?

■ Does the organisational talent have the career competencies required to
develop and implement effective career plans?

■ Is the framework for career planning clear and appropriate for the needs of the
workforce?

■ Are the methods of delivery making best use of IT and support mechanisms?
■ Can increased use be made of career theories to help tailor interventions more

appropriately?
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9
Final Reflections

When I started writing this book, I wasn’t clear in my own mind whether career
strategies had become old-fashioned terms that had been replaced by a newer and
sexier sounding talent strategy, or whether the two things were in fact different. As
my research continued, the people I talked to reinforced this confusion.

The younger generation, who started their career at a time when self-development
strategies were at the fore, quite obviously saw talent management as a more man-
aged and thought through approach to career development. Others, who had been in
companies at the time of fast-track schemes and bureaucratic succession planning,
saw talent management as a less managed process, with the ability to adapt to
changing future circumstances.

As I conclude this book, my own opinion is that what we are seeing with the
recent focus on talent management is a natural evolution of career strategies, to
meet the changing demands on organisations. In the past career planning was led
by the organisation and then swung to the other end of the spectrum and focused
on individual-led career planning as the future of companies became less certain
(see Figure 9.1). This approach had many limitations and I see the current trend as

Partnership
approach

Organisation

manages career

Individ
ual

manages c
areer

Figure 9.1 Another swing on the spectrum?
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a swing back on this spectrum to take into account more of the organisational
needs and focus the individual more effectively.

Themes from the case studies

Whatever the terminology used, some strong themes emerged from the case study
research for this book, highlighting the direction that companies are currently
moving.

Integration with other business processes

In the past career strategies could have been accused of operating in isolation. One
or two champions of the strategy would typically develop new initiatives to support
careers, such as career workshops or succession planning, in the hope that it would
impact career satisfaction and career development. It was unusual for selection
strategies or remuneration policies to be aligned with these interventions. What is
clear from the case studies is that career strategies are now being re-examined and
re-positioned alongside other business processes.

There were clear examples of a lack of skill or competence being diagnosed in
one area of the business and clear channels of communication to ensure that selec-
tion policies and development strategies took account of this. What was also evi-
dent, however, was a tendency for career and talent specialists to form closer
allegiances with some processes than others. Some companies, for example, sat
firmly within training and development and the career strategy fed clearly into 
initiatives in this area, whilst others were more closely aligned with selection, 
performance management or remuneration strategies.

Global reach

Many of the larger case study companies described a significant shift in their
career strategies towards working on a global as opposed to a local scale.
Historically, local business units tended to manage talent and careers within their
own boundaries, with little cross-organisational planning. The trend now is for
careers to be managed on a global scale in a way that has not happened in the past.
Companies are more actively seeking out opportunities to grow and transfer talent
in order to broaden experience and retain key people.

This has meant a much stronger co-ordinating and influencing role for HR,
with the need to gain buy-in at a senior level within each business unit, to the
benefits of managing talent on a global scale. We have seen the emergence of
Global Talent Panels, with representatives from each part of the business as well
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as a greater recognition of the value of mobility and different cultural experiences
as being a key component of developing global talent.

Coaching is on the increase

For virtually all the companies, coaching is playing a key role in the success of
their career strategy. For talent groups, coaches are often assigned as part of a
management development intervention and provide tailored support and guidance
to help the individual further their development plans. For other employees, there
may be access to a coach at specific career stages or events, whereas for senior
managers there may be a longer-term relationship with a coach, to help their on-
going development. Many companies are also working towards more of a coach-
ing culture, where a coaching approach is embedded in all management practices.

Whilst the source of these coaches varies – some being external, some internal
specialists, some from more coaching-focused management – the value of hold-
ing career conversations and focusing in on the needs of the individual has been
much more widely accepted as important.

Stronger measures of success

Producing a business case for career interventions is now commonplace in organisa-
tions, in a way that was never apparent in career strategies of old. The implication
of this is twofold. Companies have firstly managed to get greater involvement and
buy-in to the strategy through the discussion of the business case and the options
available. By engaging key stakeholders early on in the process, HR have been able
to gain more commitment and leadership from management which has led to the
top-level influence and buy-in which is so essential to making the strategy work.

Secondly, and perhaps more importantly, measure of success have been clearly
stated up-front and the added value of career strategies can now be more readily
proven. In putting the business case together, HR professionals have had to think
through the financial and non-financial benefits, as well as strategies to mitigate
against the potential risks. This up-front planning has helped not only to demon-
strate the value of career strategies and interventions to the business, but has also
helped build the credibility of those HR functions for the future.

The swing towards more managed development

As I said in the introduction to this chapter, the move to managing talent is a swing
back from more recent career strategies which left the responsibility with the 
individual. Many of the case studies showed that they had taken control back of
high potential employees, in a way not dissimilar to the fast-track schemes of old.
Where this approach differs, however, is that there is a far greater interaction with
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the individual, and their own ideas and drivers are more likely to be taken into con-
sideration. The growth of Personal Development Plans as a means for logging indi-
vidual aspirations and intentions have been instrumental in aiding this process.

Business led activity

There was a clear sense from the case study research that operational managers
are far more actively involved in career strategies and more committed to ensur-
ing the organisation is preparing itself for its future talent needs. Senior managers
were instrumental in all the case studies to help shape and progress implementa-
tion of different initiatives, often guided by newly positioned HR Business
Partners taking a more consultative approach with the business. Whilst top-level
ownership of career strategies has always been cited as an essential component,
there is clear evidence here that this is now happening and strategies are being
given the support and leadership they require to be successful.

Newly formed acceleration pools

Many of the case study companies were placing a great deal of energy into selecting
the right people for newly formed acceleration pools and defining the criteria for
entry and, in some cases, exit, from these pools. What was less clear for many of the
companies was exactly how to fulfil the development requirements for the newly
formed talent pools. Whilst many companies were working on, or had leadership
development programmes in place, this was focused on training skills, rather than
providing the type of growth opportunities that may develop the required skills.

It may be that this lack of focus on how acceleration pool members can gain the
exposure they need was due to the fact that some of the case study organisations were
in the early stages of implementing their strategy. However, there was also a strong
sense that selecting the group and providing training was the easy part, whereas try-
ing to instigate role or project opportunities was far more difficult to influence.

Issues and challenges

The trends in career strategies are not without their challenges and some of the
key issues facing the case study organisations are highlighted here.

Skilling the line

As is the case with many people-focused strategies, line managers hold the key to
successful implementation. This brings with it one of the difficulties facing many
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organisations, which is the ability to both skill the line in the required competen-
cies to support the strategy, and motivate and get the buy-in needed for them to take
on the role.

The need for perceived equity in career processes is critical and if there are
groups of line managers who are not providing effective feedback, performance
management or motivation to people within their teams, dissatisfaction will
spread and career strategies which revolve around line manager support are likely
to become discredited.

Whilst the case study organisations show that a great deal of progress is being
made in this area, there are still large pools of managers who are either unwilling
or unable, to play their part effectively. One of the key challenges for HR will be
their ability to influence and coach these managers to take a more active part in the
process.

Dealing with high potential specialists

Many of the companies researched were still unsure how to deal with specialist
high potentials, who do not necessarily need the more generic approach to devel-
opment or progression provided for other acceleration pools.

Organisations with larger numbers of specialists, have been able to overcome
this problem by creating dual career pathways, enabling specialists to progress
through the company without the need for people management. Companies with
smaller numbers of specialists however need to think of appropriate ways of man-
aging their careers, without isolating them from the generic acceleration pools and
demotivating them to the point where specialists start to leave the organisation.

How far do you swing the pendulum back?

There were some definite indications in the discussions that I had, that companies
were trying to regain control of employee careers and return to the managed career
progression of years gone by. Whilst some made mention of career planning tools
available to individuals, they often appeared as an after-thought or an add-on to
their current focus on planned opportunities for high potential employees.

Whilst I am the first to admit the deficiencies of the self-development approach
to careers, there are many aspects to be gained from it – not least of which is a way
for the individual to structure their own thinking about their careers. As I con-
cluded in the previous chapter, I would encourage organisations to put the self-
development approach back at the forefront of their thinking and make steps to
align some of the individual career planning tools more closely with the progres-
sion of their talent groups.
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There is a danger if the pendulum swings too far back towards organisational-
led careers, that we will start to see the more negative consequences of high-flyer
schemes in the 1980s. Here, expectations were set for a core group of people that
could not be met by the organisation, leading to demotivated and less productive
groups of people. In addition, the excluded groups showed feelings of inequity
and decreased their contribution to the organisation.

Getting the balance between people-led and role-led approaches

Career strategies can be approached by taking a people-led process, which starts by
identifying the skills and competencies in the company and aims to grow pools of tal-
ent for the future; or a role-led approach, where business critical roles are identified
and future scenarios are used to predict longer-term needs. Ideally, these two
approaches are matched and integrated to give an overall picture of gaps. However,
what tends to happen is organisations focus their strategy on one side of this analysis.

If companies over-focus on identifying and growing acceleration pools, without
a thorough analysis of business critical roles and vacancy risks in the future, there
is a risk that the development efforts will not position the organisation in the way
that is needed for longer-term success. This may particularly be the case where the
people responsible for the career strategy are closely associated with learning and
development.

Equally, if the focus is too role based, there is a risk that the development will
lack the flexibility and adaptability needed to attain a more uncertain future. This
is more likely to be the case if the advocates of the career strategy are more closely
aligned to selection processes and resource planning functions.

The ability to work with both elements of the strategy are critical to longer-term
success and I see one of the challenges facing companies currently as being the
ability to integrate these two aspects and ensure a common understanding of the
whole picture.

Meeting and delivering on expectations for role moves and challenging

development opportunities

To be successful, career strategies need to deliver on the expectations that are set.
With the growing trend towards acceleration pools, there is an increased expect-
ation amongst pool members that opportunities will be open to them, even if the
message is clear that they have responsibility for initiating those opportunities.
Whilst companies are able to supply training programmes and even access to sup-
port in the form of mentors and coaches, my sense is that not many of them have
fully explored the implications of wider development experiences. Some smaller
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companies simply do not have the range of growth opportunities at their disposal
and are unable to provide experiences which will grow the required sets of skills.

Sourcing and resourcing projects, assignments and short-term role requirements
in a timely and effective way is a difficult task, despite the advantages which come
from using talent software. Ideally, this software will match the needs with the
development requirements of employees, but companies also need to ensure that
people do not feel disadvantaged when opportunities come up and are filled without
being openly offered to all employees. This tension is not an easy one to manage, but
is not something that should be ignored in the hope that it will go away! Companies
need to set realistic expectations and be clear on the implications of their approach.
It is also likely that the ability to grow though experience needs to be carefully moni-
tored as the strategy progresses.

Keeping the balance with the core population

If companies are taking a segmented approach to their career strategies, the knock-
on effects on the core population need careful monitoring. Whilst it is important to
grow your talent for the future, sustaining the current operation and ensuring opti-
mum performance of your entire workforce is also critical. I have mentioned the
need for equity and ‘felt fair’ a number of times and constantly monitoring percep-
tions is vital, so as not to lose sight of the overall picture. More effective career
strategies of the future are likely to continue to integrate processes across the organ-
isation at all levels. Some time spent process mapping all the components of the
career strategy would be a useful way for companies to both understand and work
with the consequences of career actions.

Ensuring a supportive culture

Throughout this book reference has been made to the need to develop an appro-
priate culture to ensure the success of your career strategy. Chapter 2 for example,
highlighted the need for perceived fairness of processes and procedures, which
stems from an on-going dialogue between managers and employees. Chapter 6,
talked about developing a coaching culture, and the need for trust and openness
for this to work effectively. These are not easy challenges for organisations, but
are issues which are at the heart of successful strategies.

Companies need to be realistic about the type of culture present in their busi-
ness and ensure that they don’t introduce initiatives which will not suit their cli-
mate. Companies with a short-term, performance-driven culture such as the
banking sector, need to think more in terms of targeted growth opportunities and
changing leadership success measures, to be able to establish the longer-term
focus needed for careers.
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What will the future bring?

Whilst it is obviously impossible to predict the future, for me the future will bring
a greater focus on some of the issues and challenges highlighted here.

If I was to suggest three particular aspects which I think will continue to be strong,
these would be:

1. Integration
2. Flexibility
3. Balance

Integration needs to happen at all levels of the business, starting with a closer inte-
gration with the business strategy, through to improving links across the business
and global boundaries. The HR processes and line manager role also need to be
better integrated to ensure high levels of support for both individual and organisa-
tional career needs.

Career strategies will also need to be flexible, not only in adapting to changing
future needs, but also to deal with the needs of a varied workforce. Specialist roles
and increasing work-life balance issues highlight the need to vary your strategic
approach to suit the needs of the individual. Despite this flexibility, there is also 
a need to balance the expectations of all the different employee groups present in
the organisation, to achieve a sense of equity throughout. This issue of balance 
is also needed in the emphasis given to the strategy, whereby both role-led and
opportunity-led development need to be balanced, as well as the emphasis
between people and role requirements.

If history is anything to go by, there is also likely to be a further swing on the
spectrum between organisational-led activity and individual-led approaches. I can
already see high potential employees selected for career acceleration pool strug-
gling to maintain a work-life balance without being penalised by the organisation
and I wonder how long this can be sustained. As I mentioned earlier in the book, 
I am curious to see the effects of career pools with a strong culture of work-life
balance as I believe that this would not only attract greater interest from talent
within the organisation, but also lead to more sustainable performance in the
longer term.

Sadly, my guess is that we still have some time to go on the swing back towards
organisational-led approaches before this happens and this issue can only be
addressed by changing the mindset of what careers mean in organisations, to the
more life-encompassing view put forward in the introduction to this text.
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Appendix: Organisations that
Co-ordinate Voluntary
Secondment Opportunities

Business in the Community (http://www.bitc.org.uk) was founded in 1982 to meet
the responsibilities that businesses have to their communities. It has a membership
of about 700 companies. Its purpose ‘is to inspire, challenge, engage and support
business in continually improving its positive impact on society’. The involve-
ment of employees, supported and encouraged by their employers, is central to the
work of Business in the Community.

Employees in the Community Network (www.volunteering.org.uk/managing 
volunteers/employeevolunteering/abouttheeitcn.htm) is for managers, including
personnel and HR managers, in any organisation that has an interest in employer-
supported volunteering (including secondment). It covers organisations that provide
or receive volunteers. Its aims in relation to secondment are to ‘promote …
employer-supported volunteering as a key part of company community involvement
in the public, private and voluntary sectors … and promote best practice within
member organisations and more widely’. It offers various activities and services to
promote this end, including network days and presentations on good practice.

Interchange (http://www.interchange.gov.uk) is a Government initiative managed
by the Cabinet Office which promotes and encourages the exchange of people and
good practice between the civil service and other sectors of the economy.
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