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Abstract 
Talent management has been identified to be of strategic importance to organizations in the 21st 
century. Following the shift from industrial era economies to modern, knowledge based economies in 
many societies, the demand for talented knowledge workers has exceeded the supply. The talented 
knowledge worker has become in high demand, and organizations must compete for this scarce 
resource. The ability of organizations to attract, develop, and retain these talented individuals has 
become crucial to their continued success, and talent management has thus risen to the top of the 
agendas of many executive officers. 
 
Even though employees are the central subjects in talent management, little scientific research 
regarding the experiences, opinions and expectations of individuals in the context of talent 
management and the interconnected professional development activities which form a major part of it, 
has been done. Most of the research conducted has taken the point of view of the organization and 
the attitudes of employees, which are important to talent management principles and practices, have 
many times been neglected. This study therefore focused on what attitudes of employees were 
important to talent management. 
 
The study started out with an extensive scanning of literature relevant to talent management. From 
this, a number of scientific articles were selected for further study, and a literature review was written. 
Based on this literature review, a theoretical framework to be used in the study was developed. From 
this framework, a number of questions arose, and they were used to lay the foundation for interview 
guides to be used in the qualitative collecting of empirical data to verify the framework and find what 
attitudes of employees were important in the context of talent management. Data was in the end 
collected from one global enterprise, based in the south of Sweden, and this collected empirical data 
was based on documentation, participant observation, and interviews. 
 
Findings showed that employed knowledge workers value autonomy highly, and it has an impact on 
their commitment, and in turn on their extra role behaviour. The latter an important outcome of talent 
management practices. Further findings showed that employees saw the role of the line manager as 
crucial when it comes to development of their ability, i.e. development of their skills and 
competencies, and as a person asserting major control on a number of performance and excitement 
variables relevant to the employees as well as their extra-role behaviour. 
 
This study contributed to the body of knowledge within talent management, with a needed focus on 
employees and their attitudes. Lessons from this study may be useful to organizations in their 
development and implementation of talent management principles and practices. 
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1 Introduction 

In our society today, change is the only constant. Companies and organizations grow and they 
develop to meet new challenges and to get a competitive advantage on their markets. One important 
strategy for building a strong and sustainable organization is by developing its human capital and by 
attracting new talented people. In 1997, McKinsey published “The war for talent” where the authors 
argue that many organizations have problem not only to attract talents, but also to develop, and to 
retain them. Today, there is a growing need for a more strategic approach regarding these activities 
within organizations, at least if the organization wants to be accommodated with the “right” talents. 
During the last two decades, companies have started to work more strategically with professional 
performance development of their employees, which is in line with what McKinsey predicted 20 years 
ago. The concept for these strategic integrated human resources processes (attract, develop, 
motivate, and retain productive employees), is commonly called Talent Management (TM). 
 
Talent management is a driver for successful organizations and since employee reactions towards 
talent management should have an impact not only on the effectiveness of talent management 
processes, but also on attitudes, engagement, leadership and culture within the organization, 
research in this area is important since it may provide useful information on how talent management 
programs should be designed to be successful. Professional employee development forms an integral 
part of talent management, and no matter what the specific definition of talent management is, it is 
considered important to investigate employee attitudes to these practices and that is also the scope 
for this master thesis. 
 

1.1  Background 

Several authors point out that working strategically with development of an organization’s human 
capital, by for example implementing talent management processes, is of great importance since a 
precondition for being a successful company is to have competent and talented employees within its 
workforce. Most scientific research about talent management, so far, is mainly focused on the 
organizational perspective of the processes and the managerial approach of the implementation 
(Tarique & Schuler, 2012; Blackburn & Swailes, 2016; Thunnissen, 2016). Even though employees 
are the central subjects in talent management, there is little scientific research made in the individuals’ 
experiences, opinions and expectations of professional development activities. The theoretical 
concept of talent management and its relation to employees’ behaviours and attitudes is a rising 
research topic since there is a knowledge gap within the literature today. Also, the subject has a 
practical importance since employee’s attitudes affects not only the effectiveness of an implemented 
talent program (Blackburn & Swailes, 2016; Thunnissen, 2016), but also the culture within the unit.  

 

1.2 Problem discussion 

An interest in the management of talents in a business context arose in the 1990s with a study called 
“The War for talent” written by McKinsey (Michaels, Handfield-Jones, Axelrod, 2001). When the study 
was published, it was ground breaking; proposing that the demand for talented employees would 
exceed the available supply in a near future which would lead to a problem with a shortage of talents, 
especially within leadership positions. The McKinsey authors argue that if an organization is to win the 
war for this presumed scarce human resource, they have to not only attract talents, but also develop, 
and retain them. Today, development of human capital has become a high priority for organizations 
all over the world (Collings & Mellahi, 2009; Björkman et al., 2013), with the field of talent 
management (TM) being of key strategic importance and a challenge for today’s organizations which 
should not be neglected (Collings & Mellahi, 2010). 

 
During the last decade, scholars and practitioners have produced a considerable number of 
publications on talent management. Yet, the amount of scholarly peer-reviewed literature is still 
lagging behind and the field of talent management research lacks a stable theoretical foundation 
(Thunnissen, 2016), which to a certain extent may be traced to the fact that there is no single 
definition of the concept of talent management (Collings & Mellahi, 2009; Lewis & Heckman, 2006; 
Tansley, 2011; Stuart-Kotze & Dunn, 2008). Moreover, Stuart-Kotze & Dunn (2008) state that context 
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of the organization steers the definition of talent and companies therefore have to decide what is to be 
considered as ‘talent’ and ‘talent management’ in the specific context of their organizations. Research 
indicates that more and more companies are implementing talent management in different forms 
(McDonnell et al., 2010) but the results are often incoherent with their initial goals, and sometimes not 
even of desired nature with failures such as insufficient talent pipelines for filling strategic positions 
and non-alignment between talent management strategies and business strategies (Collings & 
Mellahi, 2010). Hence, increased scientific knowledge within these areas should prove beneficial for 
both scholars as well as professionals when implementing TM practices in an organization. 
 
In 2012, Tarique and Schuler made a profound literature review (“Global Talent Management: 
Literature Review, integrative framework, and suggestions for further research”) and their findings 
tells us that research has mostly been emphasizing the organizational perspective and the managerial 
approach in the implementation of talent management. Even though employees are the central 
subjects in TM, there is apparently little research made in the individuals’ experiences, opinions and 
expectations of development programs and talent management activities. The theoretical concept of 
TM and its relation to employees’ behaviours and attitudes is a rising research topic since it affects 
the effectiveness of an implemented talent program (Blackburn & Swailes, 2016; Thunnissen, 2016). 
When introducing talent management activities and processes, the organization often excludes some 
people from the majority of the work force and the effect of this could be a non-wished for reaction 
(Pfeffer, 2001) where most of the employees within an organization might feel dissatisfied and 
unmotivated. Another challenge with many talent management programs is that the participants, the 
chosen talents, might have very high expectations on the company regarding their future, which may 
also create dissatisfaction if the company should not live up to them (Blackburn & Swailes, 2016). In 
turn, implementing talent development activities in an organization might lead to an outcome in stark 
contrast to the initial goal. 
 
Nevertheless, some interesting scientific studies have been made on employee reactions within the 
area of talent management during the last years. For example, Björkman et al. (2013) analyse 
employees’ perceptions of talent pools and find that people in them are more committed to increased 
performance demands and also to supporting the company’s objectives and strategy. The individuals’ 
reactions are also studied in the research made by Blackburn & Swailes (2016) who contribute with a 
better understanding of the attitudes of employees in talent pools compared to those excluded from 
them. Their findings state that employees not in talent pools experience a lower support from the 
organization with the effect of a lower motivation towards career development. 
 
The literature suggest that more studies are necessary in different contexts and conditions to better 
understand how employees react to talent management. 
 

1.3 Problem formulation and purpose 

This thesis seeks to answer the following question: 
 

What attitudes among employees are important to the practice of talent management? 

 
Since employee reactions towards talent management should have an impact not only on the 
effectiveness of talent programs, but also on attitudes and culture within the unit, research in this area 
is important since it may provide useful information on how talent management programs should be 
designed to be successful. Since professional development forms an integral part of talent 
management, no matter what the specific definition of the concept is, it is considered important to 
investigate employee attitudes to these practices. Hence, the purpose of this thesis is to identify what 
attitudes among employees are important in the context of talent management and investigate their 
attitudes towards professional development. 

1.4 Delimitations 

Talent management may be generalized to be about attracting, developing, and retaining talents. 
Even though this thesis touches upon all three matters, the focus is studying the perspective of 
developing and retaining talented employees. Recruitment, naturally, plays a major role when it 
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comes to attracting talents but could also be the subject of an entire thesis in itself. Recruitment 
practices has therefore been deselected in this study. 

1.5 Limitations 

First, the thesis represents ten weeks of full time study, which is a limitation especially regarding data 
gathering. Extensive surveys and quantitative studies have thus not been performed. 
 
Second, the difficulty of gaining access to suitable case companies to collect empirical data is another 
limitation. Five global enterprises were approached, but access to only one company was gained. 
This limits both the quantity and quality of the empirical data in this thesis. 
 
Third, the company that granted full access to collect empirical data has unfortunately not come that 
far with regards to implementation of talent management in the organization. Empirical data is 
gathered from two embedded units of analysis, one organization that has slowly implemented talent 
management during the last two years, and one organization that has just started to implement talent 
management. This limits the quality of the data in this thesis and unfortunately limited the ability to 
investigate the attitudes of employees towards being in or out of talent pools, a concept often a part of 
talent management. The authors were not able to gather empirical data related to the concept of 
talent pools. 
 
Fourth, in the organization that has implemented talent management during the past two years, it is 
only from this year that line managers are involved, and it is not transparent to employees if they 
might be tagged as talent. This in turn means that no relevant empirical data to examine what impact 
of being tagged as talent has on the employee’s perception of the organization and the supervisor. It 
also limits the possibilities to investigate what differences there are in the attitudes of employees in 
the two embedded units of analysis due to the practice of talent management. 
 
In summary, time is a limitation, but the major limitation is the poor response and unwillingness to 
participate in the study from the contacted organizations. 

1.6 Thesis’ structure 

The thesis is structured with the following chapters: 
Chapter 2 - Theory: Includes a literature review of earlier research of talent management and, when 
needed, explanation of used terms within the thesis. The second part of the chapter is the theory 
framework which is describing and discussing the literature that is valid for this study. 
Chapter 3 – Method: Describes the thesis’ choice of method for the study, the research approach and 
how the data is collected. 
Chapter 4 – Findings: Gives an overview of the case company and the embedded units of analysis 
and a presentation of the results from the gathered data. 
Chapter 5 – Analysis: Discussions about the results and how that relate back to the problem 
formulation. 
Chapter 6 – Conclusions: Summarizes the findings of the research and its implications. 
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2 Theory 

In this chapter, key terminologies and a literature review of talent management are presented. It is the 
description of the needed theories for making an analysis of the collected data in the research. The 
second part of the chapter describes a theoretical framework for the study, based on findings in the 
literature review. 

2.7 Literature review 

2.7.1 Today’s labour market and talent 

The labour market and our society have changed during the last decades; from being an industrial 
society to a modern knowledge society with a large and increasing service sector. For many 
companies, this mean that the "war for talent" has become an important part of their strategies since it 
can be the human capital that makes the difference between a successful and a less successful 
business (Michaels et al., 2001). Of course, there are several aspects that make a company 
successful, for example innovation, a specific product or exceptional leadership. Nevertheless, most 
companies of today are aware of the importance of management of the talents (King, 2015). To be 
able to handle talents (and non-talents) a strong leadership is needed on several levels; the top 
management has to see the importance of talent management and support it but also the line 
manager role, which is closest to the employees, is extremely vital for successful handling of talents 
(Blackburn & Swailes, 2016).  
 

2.7.2 What is talent management and who is a talent? 

Talent management can be described as the systematic attraction, identification, development, 
retention and deployment of talents (Scullion, Collings and Caligiuri, 2010). However, authors define 
talent in different ways in the literature and terms such as “key employee”, “high potential”, “excellent 
ability” or “individuals with high potentials who are of particular value to an organization” are 
commonly used (Thunnissen, 2016).  
 
In 2006, Lewis and Heckman stated that there is “a disturbing lack of clarity regarding the definition, 
scope and overall goals of talent management”. Interestingly, even five years later when Tansley 
(2011) researches the subject, she discovers that the definition of TM is still unclear. In her findings 
she highlights one area of concern to be the starting point before talent management begins – the 
terminological vagueness around definitions of talent. This has serious implications for those 
organizations attempting to design and implement talent management programs. Initially, a company 
needs a common balanced view of talent within the company but it is ok that it is different between 
different companies: 

 
 ‘‘ . . . how talent is defined is generally organizationally specific, being highly influenced by 

the type of industry and the nature of its work. ’’ (Tansley, 2011) 
 
Also Stuart-Kotze and Dunn (2008) state that the organization’s context steers the definition of talent. 
In a soft, humanistic organization qualities like personality, attitudes and behaviour are probably 
considered as talent while in a square organization, talent is defined by results and specific 
competences. Companies therefore have to decide what is to be considered as ‘talent’ and ‘talent 
management’ in the specific context of their organizations since many interpretations exist. 

 

2.7.3 Talent management and the organization 

In general, talent management is meant to fulfil the quantitative and qualitative needs for human 
capital and to contribute to the overall firm performance in terms of profit, competitive advantage and 
sustainability (Cappelli, 2008). The main objective for companies, in general, is to be profitable and 
the economic aspect of talent management is therefore a very important objective. Organizations 
don’t want to lose their talents since the human capital and knowledge is important for the result and 
for the growth. However, the non-economic objectives are largely neglected in the talent management 
literature and Thunnissen, Boselie, and Fruytier (2013) recommend a broad approach when designing 
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a TM system, in which both the economic and non-economic values of talent management are 
considered.  
 
Thunnissen et al. (2013) present three new perspectives, which are to be seen as extensions to 
existing literature on talent management. They do so in an effort to refocus research on the 
organization as a whole, rather than accepting a narrow scope of understanding only parts of the 
overall organization, thereby putting talent management in a wider perspective and building a 
broader, more balanced theoretical framework (Thunnissen et al., 2013). These three new 
perspectives by Thunnissen et al. (2013) are presented below: 
 
Focus on people and their work instead of a narrow set of HR practices. In many talent management 
publications the scope is narrowed down to the impact of a limited set of HR practices, but an 
employment relationship is much more than just an economic exchange. Thunnissen et al. (2013) 
suggest that the organization-employee relationship should be expanded beyond the usual 
employment relationship, and the logic of social exchange should be taken into account. If an 
employer invests in the well-being of an employee, that employee is willing to do more than the 
prescribed tasks (Thunnissen et al., 2013). 
 
Consider the well-being of actors at multiple levels instead of having a unitarist approach. The 
organization is usually presented as a unified actor unanimously working to obtain organizational 
goals, and the structural elements of the organization are interrelated in such a way that they serve 
the achievement of shared organizational goals in a highly instrumental fashion (Thunnissen et al., 
2013). Organizations are, however, neither purely instrumental systems nor purely political arenas, 
and the adoption of a more pluralistic view towards talent management admits that the needs, beliefs, 
and preferences of other stakeholders than management has an impact on the employee-
organization relationship and its outcomes (Thunnissen et al., 2013). Talent management should 
include the preferences and intensions of the employee as well (Thunnissen et al., 2013). 
 
Consider the multifaceted value creation of talent management instead of keeping the instrumental, 
managerialist view of economic orientation. Most of the current talent management literature focus on 
the economic side of work, with an emphasis on economic value and objectives such as performance 
and efficiency (Thunnissen et al., 2013). However, not only economic values, but also moral and 
social values affect the organization and the organization-employee relationship (Thunnissen et al., 
2013). 
 
Further on, Thunnissen et al. (2013) make a distinction between the economic and non-economic 
value of TM at the individual, organizational and societal level. Thunnissen et al.’s (2013) conclusions 
on the individual level are presented in this thesis’ subchapter Talent management from the 
individual’s perspective. 
 
In his 2008 article, Talent Management for the Twenty-First Century, Peter Cappelli states that talent 
management is simply a matter of anticipating the need for human capital and then setting out a plan 
to meet it. Current approaches to this are divided into two categories: Do nothing at all, or to rely on 
old, complex and bureaucratic models for forecasting and succession planning. The first approach, to 
do nothing at all, renders the term “talent management” meaningless and is doomed to fail since it to 
a very large extent relies on outside hiring in an era where a surplus of management talent no longer 
exists (Cappelli, 2008). The second one, built around systems implemented in the 1950s when 
business was very predictable and lifetime employment was the norm, fail today due to cost and 
inaccuracy in an environment where executive turnover can easily reach 10% making a develop-from-
within approach to slow and risky, and a hire-from-outside model too expensive and disruptive to the 
organization (Cappelli, 2008). Cappelli (2008) suggests a new approach which builds on theories and 
practices from operations and supply chain management. This “talent-on-demand” framework 
(Cappelli, 2008) consists of four principles: 
 

1. Make and Buy to Manage Risk. In the 1950s and 1960s the general principle was that all 
leaders had to be home-grown, and although forecasting the future need for managers was 
easier than today, estimates were never perfect and the only way to avoid a shortfall was to 
purposely overshoot talent demand projections. Today, such an approach would not only be 
expensive, but an excessive pool of trained managers who do not receive opportunities that 
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match their talents may very likely just walk out the door. This latter view is also supported by 
Martin & Schmidt (2010). Cappelli (2008) therefore proposes that companies should 
undershoot their estimates for needed talent, and hire from the outside to make up for any 
shortfall. 

2. Adapt to the Uncertainty in Talent Demand. In the context of adapting to uncertainty in 
talent demand, Cappelli (2008) draws a parallel to the purchasing of material for production: 
Buying components in bulk and storing them in the warehouse means forecasting demand 
perhaps years in advance, whereas bringing in small batches of components more often 
reduces the necessary time horizon of the forecast. Building on this, two suggestions by 
Cappelli (2008) are to break up development programs into shorter units, and to create an 
organization-wide talent pool which may be allocated between business units as the need 
arises. 

3. Improve the Return on Investment in Developing Employees. With lifetime employment 
and a talent pool loyal to the company merely being a memory from times gone by, putting 
employees through expensive training programs only to see them leave for opportunities at 
competitors significantly reduces the Return on Investment (ROI). Cappelli (2008) presents 
two options to increase the ROI: First, employees may be asked to share the costs of 
development by, for instance, participating in learning opportunities voluntarily in addition to 
their normal work. Second, if relationships with former employees are carefully maintained, 
they may return someday, bringing back the investment made in their skills. 

4. Preserve the Investment by Balancing Employee-Employer Interests. In today’s labour 
market, employees have the freedom to, and may very well, leave the organization if they do 
not get the jobs they want inside it. Perhaps even more so for the most talented ones. 
Cappelli (2008) states that the key to retain employees, thus preserving the investment made 
in developing them, is to balance the interests of employee and employer by having them 
share in advancement decisions. Internal job boards is presented as one practical example of 
accomplishing this. 

 
Cappelli (2008) claims that the desires of the different stakeholders in talent management are often 
conflicting and are not addressed properly by existing practices. The “talent-on-demand” framework is 
presented as market-driven and operations-based to counteract the weaknesses of these current, 
engineering- and planning-based practices. 

 

2.7.4 Talent management and the line manager 

The role of the line manager is crucial for a talent management process to be successful since they 
are usually the person that nominates employees to be considered a talent, and are also the 
implementers of the TM strategy (Collings & Mellahi, 2009). According to Blackburn & Swailes (2016) 
there is also a lot of pressure on the line manager from several directions. The organization and the 
executives may be raising expectations for career development, but if line managers are not provided 
with the right tool box, time and competences needed for effective talent management, the outcome is 
rarely good. The line manager has to handle both the talents and non-talents and is very much 
involved in everything in the talent management process; the recruitment, the development of the 
individual, feedback, coaching, resource planning, finding new talents, layoffs etc. (Blackburn & 
Swailes, 2016).  
 
Regardless of the important position of the line manager in nominating talent and implementing talent 
management strategies, the perception, role, and impact of the line manager in TM is deemed as 
under-explored by scholars in a comprehensive literature review made by Gallardo-Gallardo & 
Thunnissen (2016) and a similar finding is done by King (2016). Perspectives of line managers are 
often disregarded in talent management studies, but also findings from the field of Human Resource 
Management (HRM) show that line managers play a crucial role in implementing HRM practices 
(Gallardo-Gallardo & Thunnissen, 2016). One recent study on this subject was made by Knies & 
Leisink in 2014: 
 
In their 2014 article Linking people management and extra-role behaviour: results of a longitudinal 
study, Knies & Leisink examine the validity of the AMO (Ability, Motivation, Opportunity) model and 
whether perceived line managers’ people management activities have an impact on employees’ 
behaviour and attributes in a longitudinal study. The original AMO model was built on the notion that 
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individuals perform well when they have the ability (A) to perform, the motivation (M) to perform and 
the opportunity (O) to perform (Knies & Leisink, 2014). In their study, Knies & Leisink (2014) collect 
empirical data from financial service provider in the Netherlands, and employees’ ability, commitment, 
and autonomy is measured. In their model, ‘ability’ and ‘autonomy’ conform to the definitions of 
‘ability’ and ‘opportunity to perform’, whereas ‘commitment’ replaces ‘motivation’ from the original 
AMO model since ‘commitment’ has a stronger theoretical and empirical foundation (Knies & Leisink, 
2014). 
 

 
Figure 2.1 - Knies' & Leisink's (2014) AMO model. 
 
The scale of ‘extra-role behaviour’ in Figure 2.1 is a measurement of the extent to which employees’ 
efforts go beyond their formal job requirements, and this is a dependent variable in their study. The 
results from Knies’ & Leisink’s (2014) research show strong support for the AMO model in that 
employees’ abilities, motivation (commitment) and opportunities to perform mediate the relationship 
between HRM and performance. Moreover, their study shows that not only the support employees 
perceive from HR practices has positive effects on employees’ ability, commitment and autonomy, but 
the leadership behaviour of their manager adds a further effect to their commitment (Knies & Leisink, 
2014). It should be noted though, that an effect in the opposite direction also exists: More committed 
employees also report greater people management support from their managers (Knies & Leisink, 
2014). In Figure 2.1 it can also be seen that autonomy has an indirect effect on extra-role behaviour 
through the commitment variable. Since the supervisor in many cases controls the autonomy variable, 
they should be able to further increase extra-role behaviour through the commitment variable. 
Interestingly, in the context of talent management, which is the focus of this thesis, the line manager 
may also be able to exert extensive force on the ability variable as being the person implementing the 
TM strategy (Collings & Mellahi, 2009) and developing talents, thus further solidifying the line 
manager role as crucial in talent management practices. 
 

2.7.5 Talent management from the individual’s perspective 

The findings by Cheese (2008) state that if a talent management process supports both the demands 
of the organization and those of the individual it is more likely to be successful. If the employees get a 
feeling of being important and that the company is investing in them, they will usually be more 
engaged and have a higher motivation, and being engaged is synonymous with being loyal, a much 
whished for attribute in talent management (Cheese, 2008). This statement is also supported by King 
(2015) saying that talented employees contribute the most to value creation in an organization and 
should thus not be forgotten as the central component in talent management. 
 
So what are the demands of the talented individual employees, and how can organizations meet them 
in order to ensure a high engagement and value creation? According to Thunnissen et al. (2013) job 
preference orientations at the individual level can be grouped into economic and non-economic 
values of talent management. Where the economic values are those of financial rewards and job 
security, the non-economic ones are those of meaningful and challenging work which gives a feeling 
of accomplishment, growth and social needs, and fair and just treatment. The latter one, fair and just 
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treatment, is considered highly important not only in the fairness of outcome distributions and 
allocations and in the procedures used to determine these, but also in the fairness and quality of 
interpersonal treatment while procedures are implemented (Thunnissen et al., 2013). With regards to 
meaningful and challenging work which gives a feeling of accomplishment, this is consistent with the 
findings by Cheese (2008) stating that a subjective notion of being important will produce more 
engaged employees with a higher motivation. While the economic values of talent management are 
often addressed indirectly at the individual level in current talent management literature, incentives 
are seen as relevant talent management instruments (Thunnissen et al., 2013). There are scholars, 
however, that warn about the limited effects of financial rewards since employees who accept a job 
for the money, may very well leave for money (Stahl et al., 2012; Thunnissen et al. 2013). 
 
In her 2016 study The talent deal and journey, Karin A. King examines the employee response to 
Strategic Talent Management (STM) by putting the employee in focus and introducing the ‘talent deal’ 
which is defined as “the modified psychological contract and exchange expectations of talented 
employees resulting from perceived talent status” (King, 2016, p. 95). STM is first considered in three 
contexts: As a strategic business activity, as an HR-led dynamic process, and as a significant career 
event to the employee (King, 2016). The latter is identified as an event bound to happen only after a 
talent rating by the supervisor and thereafter confirmed by the management for the overall talent pool 
(King, 2016). Although organizations who chose a system of non-disclosure with regards to talent 
identification have received criticism, an open system where the employee is aware of being tagged 
as a talent arguably establishes a Psychological Contract (PC), the “Talent Deal”, and the associated 
social and economic exchange expectations of the talented employee (King, 2016). King’s (2016) 
research model for the talent deal is presented below in Figure 2.2. 
 

 
Figure 2.2 - The Talent Deal, as presented by King (2016). 
 
The model presented in Figure 2.2 is coherent with the findings in the body of literature reviewed, and 
also views the outcomes on an individual level rather indirectly with metrics such as ‘performance’ 
and ‘turnover’ being more important to the organization than to the individual employee. This is not an 
uncommon perspective in the literature, but has also received extensive criticism (Thunnissen et al., 
2013) since the individual’s perspective shouldn’t be neglected. 
 
So what are the most important factors for job satisfaction on an individual level? In their 2004 study 
Employee Satisfaction: Does Kano’s Model Apply?, Matzler et al. investigate if Kano’s model of 
customer satisfaction is also valid with regards to employee satisfaction. The Kano model sorts 
factors that have an impact on customer satisfaction into three categories: basic (or hygiene) factors 
(dissatisfiers), excitement factors (satisfiers), and performance factors (hybrid factors) (Matzler et al., 
2004). An empirical study of seven different employee satisfaction areas is conducted and the Kano 
model is found to be valid in the context of employee satisfaction (Matzler et al., 2004). 
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Of the seven factors, neither significant reward nor penalty effects are measured for factor three 
(Employee) and factor seven (Recognition), and hence their penalty and reward indices are not 
investigated further. A summary of Matzler et al.’s (2004) five remaining factors, their underlying 
variables, and a classification based on Kano’s model is presented below in Table 2.2. 
 

Factor of employee 
satisfaction  

Underlying variables Variable classification Factor 
classification 

1: Superior 

…is supportive Hygiene1 

Hygiene 

…acknowledges good work Hygiene1 

…offers adequate chances for 
promotion 

Hygiene 

…briefs adequately Hygiene1 

…is fair Hygiene1 

…provides challenges Performance 

…is trustworthy Hygiene1 

2: Job 

…content is multi-faceted Performance 

Hygiene 

…is useful and makes sense Hygiene 

…is challenging Hygiene1 

…is varied Hygiene 

Firm offers further job training Excitement 

4: Remuneration 

Pay is fair and adequate Hygiene 

Hygiene 
Pay is based on achievement Hygiene1 

Pay system is transparent Excitement1 

Working hours are reasonable Hygiene1 

5: Responsibility 

Adequate decision-making power Excitement 

Excitement 
Adequate scope of action Performance1 

Opportunity to take on work 
responsibility 

Hygiene 

Career opportunities within the firm Excitement1 

6: Firm 

Workplace design is adequate Hygiene1 

Performance1 
Work environment is pleasant Hygiene1 

…is achievement oriented Hygiene 

…is strategy oriented Hygiene 
Table 2.1 - Summary of Matzler et al.'s (2004) findings. 
1) Notes a statistical significance level of worse than 10%. 
 
In summary, the employee satisfaction factors of superior, job, and remuneration are found to be 
purely hygienic, while the responsibility is found to be an excitement factor. Interestingly, Firm is 
classified as a performance factor, while its underlying variables are deemed hygienic. A note on the 
latter is that a statistical significance worse than 10% is present for both the factor itself, and two of its 
underlying variables. 

2.7.6 Actual outcomes of talent management 

Wright and Nishii (2013) states that the implementation of the talent management practices is often 
done by other actors (like HR and line managers) than the executive decision makers which could 
have the effect that the practices differ from the initial intention. Obstacles exist at both organizational 
and individual level and are interfering with the implementation process. Lack of alignment with 
company strategy, inconsistency and bad infrastructure to support the talent management process 
are example of challenges to handle on the organizational level. The challenges at the individual level 
are usually related to the actors involved in the implementation process, the employees’ reflections, 
and the fact that the role of the line manager is very crucial when it comes to talent management 
(Collings & Mellahi, 2009; Blackburn & Swailes (2016). Not getting the outcome a company wishes for 
when implementing talent management is common, also verified by the research by Pauwee, Boon, 
Boselie and Den Hartog (2013) who all state that having a clear transparent communicated objective 
of talent management and its processes is important. 

 
In the 2011 article Effectiveness of talent management strategies, Bethke-Langenegger et al. present 
a thorough investigation on how executives, HR directors, and supervisors perceive effectiveness and 
outcomes of talent management strategies in their companies. In their research, they perform an 
empirical study which set out to investigate talent management impact on organizational performance. 
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Organizational performance is divided into financial outcomes, organizational outcomes, and human 
resource outcomes (Bethke-Langenegger et al., 2011). Four aspects of talent management strategy 
are defined, propositions are tied to each of these, and they are then empirically investigated. The 
results by Bethke-Langenegger et al. (2011) are presented, linked to each strategy, below: 
 
Talent management to support the corporate strategy.  
Bethke-Langenegger et al. (2011) find very strong support for talent management practices with a 
strong focus on corporate strategy and its alignment having a significant impact on company profit. A 
talent management strategy that is aligned with the corporate strategy, focusing on one superior goal, 
gives a higher success in achieving business goals (Bethke-Langenegger et al., 2011). 
 
Talent management to enable succession planning. 
Talent management, in the manner of a strategy to meet a company’s demand for the right people at 
the right time, shows a strong impact on corporate profit (Bethke-Langenegger et al., 2011) which ties 
in very well with the “talent-on-demand” framework (Cappelli, 2008). Highly significant increases in 
performance motivation and trust in leaders were also noted by Bethke-Langenegger et al. (2011), the 
latter stemming from a belief by talents that the promises of their leaders can be relied upon. In 
addition to this, it may be worth noting that broken promises and employees not getting the jobs they 
want inside the company, often leads to low retention rates (Cappelli, 2008). 
 
Talent management to attract and retain talent. 
A focus on attracting and retaining talents seems to have a non-existent effect on company profit, and 
a possible explanation given for this is that the costs associated with retaining talents are rated higher 
than the profit itself (Bethke-Langenegger et al., 2011). This talent management strategy is however 
shown to have statistically significant positive impacts on customer satisfaction, which may be due to 
long-term customer relationship, and work quality, job satisfaction, performance motivation, 
commitment, and qualification levels of talents (Bethke-Langenegger et al., 2011). 
 
Talent management to develop talent. 
A focus on developing talents is deemed to be equal to making systematic investments in human 
capital, and as a result, the intellectual capital rises and influences both current and future market 
value (Bethke-Langenegger et al., 2011). This talent management strategy also shows positive 
effects on the employer’s attractiveness, job satisfaction, performance motivation, commitment and 
trust in leaders. The reason for this seems to be that employees are given “career and development 
perspectives and goals according to their competencies and engagement levels” (Bethke-
Langenegger et al., 2011, p. 535). 
 

2.7.7 To be in or out of talent pools 

With talent management, investments are made in the talents since they are the employees with a big 
impact on the success of the company. Huselid and Becker (2011) state that some roles and 
employees within an organization are more valuable than others and in that case a differentiation of 
the workforce is needed. Everyone can’t, and should not, get the same investment from the company. 
The non-talents are also essential to the organization but in a more supportive role to the talents 
according to them. This might sound harsh and to make a good design of talent pools, it is also 
important to understand how people who fall outside the talent pools feel about their exclusion and 
how they can benefit from a talent management system even though they aren’t considered as talents 
(Blackburn and Swailes, 2016). If you get a lot of investment and attention, a positive attitude towards 
talent management is natural. 
 
With regards to employee reactions to being in talent pools, Björkman et al. (2013) found evidence 
that it could lead to a higher commitment to skill development, a higher acceptance of performance 
demands, and a higher support of the company’s strategic priorities. On the other hand, concerns 
have been raised that excluded employees may become disengaged and performance management 
problems in the organization may be covered up (Pfeffer, 2001). To provide a better understanding of 
individuals’ responses to being in or out of talent pools, Blackburn & Swailes perform a comparative 
study in their 2016 paper Employee reactions to talent pool membership. In a matched sample study 
of a public sector, scientific organization, the work related attitudes of individuals in and out of talent 
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pools are compared (Blackburn & Swailes, 2016). A summary of their findings is presented in Table 
2.3 below. 
 
 

Talent pool Main themes expressed by pool members Main themes expressed by control 
group members (non-members) 

Leadership - Generally positive views of line manager 
support but some dissenting views 
present. 

- A strong sense that career mentoring is 
useful, more so than professional 
mentoring. 

- Some sense that others should be looking 
to create opportunities for them. 
 

- Overwhelming perceptions of 
no line manager support. 

Emerging 
talent 

- A strong sense of support from line 
managers and HR. 

- A strong sense that opportunities are “out 
there”. 

- Some sense that access to talent pools is 
not equal. 

- Little sense of support from line 
managers. 

- Inability to self-develop or to 
influence those who could help 
with self-development. 

- Access to talent pools is not 
equal. 
 

Scientists - A strong sense of support from line 
managers and HR. 

- Some sense that access to talent pools is 
not equal. 
 

- Little sense of support from line 
managers or others. 

Table 2.2 - Summary of differences between talent pool members and non-members, as presented by Swailes & 
Blackburn (2015) 

 
In all three talent pools, Leadership, Emerging talent, and Scientists, there is a general theme of 
employees in talent pools being more positive about their future career prospects than those outside 
of the pools (Blackburn & Swailes, 2016). The latter report feelings of lower organizational support, 
unfairness, and lower expectations of the organizations interest in them (Blackburn & Swailes, 2016). 

2.8 Theoretical framework 

 
The goal of this section is to build a relevant theoretical framework for the study, based on the 
findings in the literature review. Building on the core subchapters 2.6.3, 2.6.4, and 2.6.5, the 
foundation for the theoretical framework may be laid down. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
From the body of literature reviewed, the conclusion may be drawn that the line manager acts as the 
individual employee’s primary interface not only with regards to daily work tasks, but also with regards 

Organization Line 

Manager 

Individual 

Employee 

Figure 2.3 - Foundation for the theoretical framework 
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to professional development and talent management. The organization is the context in which 
professional development and talent management practices take place, and there are many 
stakeholders within the organization exerting pressure on both the line manager and the individual 
employee. The following subchapters use the findings from the reviewed literature to develop the 
foundation presented in Figure 2.3 into the complete framework used in the study. 
 

2.8.1 Impact of the organization 

Thunnissen et al.’s (2013) three new perspective on talent management shift the focus of research to 
the organization as a whole and are adopted in the development of this study’s theoretical framework. 
Cappelli’s (2008) talent-on-demand framework builds on four principles to counteract weaknesses in 
current TM approaches. Adopting Cappelli’s (2008) principles straight into the theoretical framework is 
deemed to be a poor fit, but the issues the principles were designed to solve are highly relevant to get 
a better understanding of the context when examining the attitudes of employees. 
 
 

 
 
Figure 2.4 - Important TM factors in the context of the organization 

 
Building on the work by Thunnissen et al. (2013) and Cappelli (2008) Figure 2.4 presents important 
talent management factors in the organizational context. Together they form the bulk of the 
organizations talent management principles and practices in the thesis’ theoretical framework. 
Thunnissen et al. (2013) stress the importance of the employees’ well-being and including employee 
preferences and intensions, and this ties in well with Cappelli’s (2008) theory stating that balancing 
the interests of the employer and employee is the key to employee retention, and thus the 
preservation of investment made in them. 

 

2.8.2 The crucial role of the line manager 

From the reviewed literature, it is evident that the line manager plays a major role in employee 
development, performance and implementation of talent management practices. Based on the work 
by Collings & Mellahi (2009) and Blackburn & Swailes (2016) tasks such as recruitment, individual 
development, feedback, coaching, resource management, talent identification and nomination, and 
layoffs are identified as major work tasks of the line manager and all crucial factors to talent 
management. These factors are adopted into the framework. 
 

Organization 
Thunnissen et al. (2013) 

- Employment & Work relationship. 
- TM stakeholders. 
- Economic, social, and moral values. 

 
Cappelli (2008) 

- Forecasting of talent needs. 
- Building talent. 
- Buying talent. 
- ROI 
- Employee retention. 

Talent 

management 

principles and 

practices. 
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Figure 2.5 - Line manager activities crucial to professional development of employees and implementation of talent 
management practices 

 
In Figure 2.5, the task ‘employment termination’ refers to both the task of discharging (due to e.g. 
negative behaviour or poor performance), laying off (due to e.g. budget constraints), and handling 
resignations (volunteer termination of the employment relationship). The task of ‘re-hiring’ is treated 
as a sub-task to ‘recruitment’ and therefore not shown in Figure 2.5. 

2.8.3 The committed employee 

A talent management process that supports both the demands of the organization as those of the 
individual employee is more likely to be successful according to Cheese (2008), and both economic 
and non-economic values of talent management are important at the individual level (Thunnissen et 
al., 2013). Since this thesis focuses on the attitudes of individual employees, these concepts are 
considered relevant to the framework. 
 

 
Figure 2.6 - Values of talent management on the individual level 

 
The non-economic value of ‘feeling of accomplishment’ presented in Figure 2.6 is a product of 
meaningful and challenging work (Thunnissen et al., 2013), which are variables that are highly 
dependent on the organization and on the direct supervisor (the line manager). 
 

2.8.4 Putting the pieces together 

The work tasks of the line manager, with regards to employee development and implementation of 
talent management practices, may be grouped into the general task of ‘people management’, and are 
thus at the root of Knies’ & Leisink’s (2014) AMO model. How well the line manager executes this task 
has a direct impact on the ability, commitment, and autonomy variables in the AMO model (Knies & 
Leisink, 2014). These variables, in turn, have an impact on the employee’s extra-role behaviour which 
is, from an organizational perspective, a desired talent management outcome on the individual level. 
Therefore, the model is also adopted into the theoretical framework. 
 
The hygiene, performance, and excitement variables presented by Matzler et al. (2014) are important 
and therefore to a certain extent adopted into the framework. Variables classified as ‘hygiene’ are de-
selected since they only provide a penalty index if the employee should be dissatisfied with them. 
‘Performance’ and ‘excitement’ variables are adopted into the framework since they have a reward 
index if the employee is satisfied with them (Matzler et al., 2014), and are therefore considered to 
have an impact on the extra-role behaviour of the employee. Which also ties in well with the desired 
outcome of Knies’ & Leisink’s (2014) AMO model. 
 

Line Manager 

- Recruitment 
- Employee development & feedback 
- Coaching 
- Resource management & task delegation 
- Talent identification & nomination 
- Employment termination 

Individual Employee 
Economic values   Non-economic values 
- Financial rewards  - Feeling of accomplishment 
- Job security   - Growth and social needs 
    - Fair and just treatment 
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Figure 2.7 - Overview of the theoretical framework 

 
The performance and excitement variables shown In Figure 2.7 come from the work of Matzler et al. 
(2014), and a summary of which variables that can be influenced by the line manager and the 
organization is shown below. 
 

Variable Classification Influenced primarily by 

Superior provides challenges Performance Line manager 

Job content is multi-faceted Performance Line manager 

Adequate decision-making power Excitement Line manager 

Adequate scope of action Performance Line manager 

Firm offers further job training Excitement Organization 

Pay system is transparent Excitement Organization 

Career opportunities within the 
firm 

Excitement Organization 

Table 2.3 - Performance and excitement factors used in the framework. 
 
Some of the factors presented in Table 2.4 may be debated whether they are primarily influenced by 
the line manager or the organization, for instance ‘job content is multi-faceted’. The line manager is in 
this case chosen as the prime influencer since, even though multi-faceted job content may or may not 
be part of the role the employee is hired for, the line manager still has a large amount of power over 
this variable through task delegation, job rotation, etc. It can also be noted that the majority of the 
excitement factors are influenced by the organization, while the line manager has control over the 
performance variables. 

  

Organization 
- Talent management principles and practices. 

 

Line Manager 
Employee development and 
implementation of TM 
practices. 

Ability 

Commitment 

Autonomy 

Performance 

variables 

Excitement 

variables 

Extra-role 

behaviour 

Excitement 

variables 

Individual Employee 
Economic & non-economic 
values 
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3 Method 

Several types of approaches, such as case studies, experiments and surveys, may be used when 
conducting research. According to Yin (2009) each method has disadvantages and advantages, all 
depending on the question, on the control of the investigator, and on the focus on contemporary to 
historical events. The research question in this study is of “how/why/what”-character which together 
with the fact that the researcher has no control over the events, and that focus is on real life context, 
makes case study methodology an appropriate method. The research presented in this thesis is 
mainly exploratory, as it investigates what attitudes exist among employees towards professional 
development and talent management practices. 
 
When conducting case studies, the six most common sources of evidence are documentation, 
archival records, interviews, direct observations, participant-observation, and physical artefacts (Yin, 
2009). The sources of evidence used in this thesis are documentation, participant-observation, and 
interviews. The prime motivation for selecting several sources of evidence is to increase the validity of 
the study (Yin, 2009) and the selected sources are discussed in the subsequent sub-chapters. 
 

3.1 The case study design 

Four types of case study designs are presented by Yin (2009), namely: single-case (holistic) designs, 
single-case (embedded) designs, multiple-case (holistic) designs, and multiple-case (embedded) 
designs. The original plan for this thesis was to conduct a multiple-case (holistic) study by means of 
interviews among five global enterprises in the south of Sweden. The reasons for this setup were: a) 
A desire to collect both quality data and quantity data; b) The contact details of HR representatives 
from these companies were available to the writers; c) One of the authors is based in the south of 
Sweden, making it practically possible to conduct face-to-face interviews with personnel from these 
companies within the time frame for the thesis.  
 
E-mails were sent to the HR representatives for these five chosen companies asking their permission 
to gather empirical data through interviews, resulting in one positive response, and one negative 
response (due to practical reasons for that company). One week later, a reminder was sent out to the 
remaining three companies, resulting in one positive response and contact details of the HR manager 
in charge of talent management for one section of that company. Unfortunately, this HR manager did 
not respond. 
 
Empirical data is thus collected from one company, with two internal organizations having come 
differently far on their way of implementing talent management processes and practices. 
 

 
Figure 3.1 - A case specific model of the single case (embedded) design presented by Yin (2009) 

 

Context: Sweden based global enterprises 
 

Case: The company 

Embedded Unit of Analysis 

1: 
Organization A 

Embedded Unit of Analysis 

2: 
Organization B 



IY2578 Master’s Thesis course, MBA programme  Linda Hedström 
Blekinge Institute of Technology, School of Management  Daniel Malmgren McGee  
Master’s Thesis                                                             Date: 2016-05-23 
 

 22 

 

The case company and the embedded units of analysis in Figure 3.1 are further presented in 
“Chapter 4 Empirical Findings”. Five rationales for choosing a single-case study design are presented 
by Yin (2009): 
 

1. When the case is a typical or representative case. 
2. When the case represents a unique or extreme case. 
3. When the case represents a critical case in testing a well formulated theory. 
4. When the case is a revelatory case: The investigator has the opportunity to observe and 

analyse a phenomenon previously inaccessible to social science inquiry. 
5. When the case is a longitudinal case: the same single case is studied at several different 

points in time. 
 
The rationales are neither presented as exclusive nor inclusive, and if a single rationale is fulfilled, the 
single-case study may be a suitable model. In the context of Sweden based global enterprises, the 
studied company is considered a representative case since its head quarter is in Sweden, but it 
operates on a global scale with one solid company culture. It may also be considered a unique case 
in that there are two embedded units of analysis that have implemented talent management to a 
varying degree, a critical case since it is the only company remaining available to collect empirical 
data, and finally it may also perhaps be deemed a revelatory case since the authors have full access 
to conduct the study. Hence, a single-case design is chosen. It is also important to note that a 
potential vulnerability of this design is that a case may later turn out completely different than initially 
thought (Yin, 2009). 
 
If, within a single case, attention is given to a subunit or subunits, the resulting design is classified as 
an embedded design (Yin, 2009) and this is the case regardless of how the subunits are chosen. As 
shown in Figure 3.1, the study of this thesis can therefore be classified as an embedded single case 
design. 
 

3.2 Documentation as a source of evidence 

Documentation is considered by Yin (2009) to be likely relevant to any case study, with the exception 
of studies of preliterate societies. Documented information can take many forms such as letters, e-
mails, personal documents, written reports of events, administrative documents, formal studies of the 
same case, and news clippings and other articles (Yin, 2009). Documentation has its strengths and 
weaknesses just like any other source of evidence. The strengths are that documentation is stable, 
unobtrusive, exact, and has a broad coverage (Yin, 2009). Weaknesses include that documentation 
can be difficult to retrieve, it can be incomplete, it may reflect bias of the author, and it may be 
deliberately withheld (Yin, 2009). Yin (2009) specifically warns that documentation must be carefully 
used and should not be accepted as literal recordings of events. 
 
On the other hand, Yin (2009) states that the most important use of documents is to augment and 
corroborate evidence from other sources. Systematic searches for relevant documents is an important 
part of the data collection plan, and access to files of organizations being studied should be arranged 
(Yin, 2009). Documentation is hence used as a complementary source of evidence in this thesis in 
order to corroborate the findings from the interviews where applicable. The overall goal with this 
approach is to increase the validity/credibility of the study. 

3.3 Participant-observation 

In order to further corroborate the data from interviews, participant-observation is used as another 
complementary source of evidence. Where direct observation as a source of evidence is defined as 
observing a current case in its natural setting, participant-observation is a special mode of the former 
where the researcher is not merely a passive observer, but also participates in the events being 
studied (Yin, 2009). One example by Yin (2009) is if the researcher serves as a staff member in an 
organization being studied, and since that is the case for one of the authors, participant-observation is 
used as a source of evidence in order to further corroborate the findings from the interviews. 
 
Participant-observation provides several opportunities to researchers. One opportunity is the ability to 
gain access to events or groups otherwise inaccessible, and another opportunity is the ability to 
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perceive reality from the viewpoint of someone “inside” the case study and not merely to observe from 
the “outside” (Yin, 2009). The latter opportunity has been argued by many to be invaluable in 
producing an accurate description of a case study phenomenon (Yin, 2009). Yin (2009) also presents 
the opportunity to manipulate minor events, and thereby producing a larger variety of situations for 
data collecting purposes. 
 
The major problems with direct-observation as a source of evidence are the potential biased 
produced (Yin, 2009). The participant-observer sometimes has to assume positions contrary to the 
interests of good social science practices, and may also be likely to follow a commonly known 
phenomenon and become a supporter of the studied organization (Yin, 2009). The risk of the 
participant role also requiring too much attention relative to the observer role is also presented as a 
drawback of this source of evidence by Yin (2009). There is also the risk that the organization is 
physically dispersed, and it may be difficult for the participant-observer to be at the right place at the 
right time. 

3.4 With regards to interviews 

A major source of evidence used in this thesis is interviews, and it is chosen because it is classified 
as a targeted and insightful source of evidence (Yin, 2009). Naturally, interviews as sources of 
evidence also have their weaknesses, and presented below are the main ones as presented by Yin 
(2009) together with the techniques used in this thesis as remedies: 
 

 Weakness: Response bias. Remedy: Each interview starts with informing the interviewee of 
the reasons for the interview, gaining the interviewee’s informed consent, and providing the 
person with reassurance that his/her privacy and confidentiality will be protected. These 
measures are also important with regards to human subject’s protection (Yin, 2009). 

 Weakness: Reflexivity. Remedy: The interviewer tries to stay neutral during the interview. 
Interview notes are digitalized right after the interview while the interviewer still has a good 
recollection of the interview and if the interviewer may have influenced the interviewee in any 
way. 

 Weakness: Inaccuracies due to poor recall. Remedy: Not applicable. Since the study 
focuses on the employees’ current attitudes, their recollection of past events is not relevant. 

 Weakness: Bias due to poorly articulated questions. Remedy: Each interview follows a set of 
questions outlined in the interview guide, which were also rehearsed before each interview. 

 
Interviews are of the structured kind (Yin, 2009) and hence follow a certain set of questions. Notes are 
taken during the interviews since they tend to capture the essence of the answer, reduce post 
processing work (i.e. transcription), and it also provides natural, short brakes for the interviewee to 
reflect. Since the research is of qualitative characteristics the data is based on human experiences 
and therefore, as evaluation of the validity/credibility and reliability of the study, the trustworthiness 
and authenticity of the data needs to be examined as stated by Bryman (2012). These items are 
further discussed in section 3.7.5 Quality criteria – trustworthiness of study. 

 

3.5 Interview planning and preparation 

To gain a better understanding of employees’ attitudes towards professional development and talent 
management, which is the aim with this whole study, interviews were planned to be conducted with 
several people from the case company. Since the theoretical framework argues that a tight 
relationship between the employee, the manager, and the organization is present within this research 
area, not only were the employees interviewed but also their managers and HR representatives. 
 
In the planning of whom to interview, two key roles were quickly identified, namely the HR business 
partner of organization A, and the HR director of organization B. They were identified not only as the 
key HR representatives of their respective organizations, but also highly responsible for developing 
talent management processes and practices within these two organizations. 
 
From the body of literature reviewed, the role of the line manager has emerged as very important in 
the implementation of talent management practices as a key figure in the professional development of 
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employees. Therefore, it was deemed necessary to conduct interviews with line managers as well. 
Line managers were primarily selected on the basis of which embedded unit of the analysis they 
represented, how long they had been with the company (since company specific knowledge of the 
line manager was deemed helpful) and on their availability to conduct the interviews. Two line 
managers from organization A and one line manager from organization B emerged as the best 
candidates. 
 
The selection of employees to the interviews was based on the need to collect data from employees 
in both organizations. Moreover, interviewees were also selected based on their availability to conduct 
interviews, how long they had been with the company, and their role. Employees with different roles 
and different tenures with the company were considered important to provide a good statistical 
foundation to answer the research question of: What attitudes among employees are important to the 
practice of talent management? 
 
A complete list of interview participants is found in Appendix A. 
 
Interviews were designed to be of the structured kind since they can beneficially be part of an 
embedded case study, e.g. a case study of an organization that includes both workers and managers 
(Yin, 2009). The interview questions are partly based on the interview questions of Thunnissen (2013) 
and partly designed by the thesis authors to be in line with this thesis’ theoretical framework. Some of 
the interview questions differ between employees, line managers, and employees, due to the unique 
context of each group, and some questions overlap, so results with a high validity may be found. Also, 
the employees were asked to rate how important 14 factors derived from the theoretical framework 
are to them, in order to validate the framework. 
 
The three interview guides (one for HR, one for Line managers and one for Employees) are found in 
Appendix B. 
 

3.6  Interview Execution 

Interviews were conducted in the second half of April 2016. All interviewees were native Swedish 
speakers and interviews were therefore conducted in Swedish in order to make the interviewees 
comfortable in answering the questions and to have their full, native, linguistic palette at hand when 
expressing themselves. Notes were taken during the interviews instead of using a recording device, 
since systematic listening and transcription of an electronic recording takes enormous time and 
energy, and a recording device may actually become a substitute for listening closely during an 
interview (Yin, 2009). The process of taking notes also provided natural, short brakes for the 
interviewee to reflect. 
 
According to Yin (2009), human subject’s protection is a vital part of the ethical practices when 
conducting a study of a contemporary phenomenon in its real life context. Four principles that usually 
have to be followed are (Yin, 2009): 
 

1. To gain informed consent from all persons who may be part of the case study. 
2. To protect those who participate in the study from any harm, including the use of any 

deception in the study. 
3. To protect the privacy and confidentiality of those who participate so that, as a result of their 

participation, they will not be unwittingly put in any undesirable position. 
4. To take special precautions that might be needed to protect especially vulnerable groups. 

 
Therefore, each interview started with an introduction to why the study is performed, that the person’s 
name would be anonymized in the thesis, and the interviewees consent to take part in the interview 
was gained. The interviewees were also asked if notes could be taken before the interview continued. 
 
During each interview, the interviewer tried to stay as neutral and unbiased as possible in order to not 
induce any thoughts into the interviewee. After each interview, the interviewee was asked if 
everything had been discussed sufficiently or if there was a certain question they felt any need to 
elaborate on, and they were thanked for participating in the interview. 
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3.7 Post processing and analysis method 

Interview notes were digitalized right after each interview in order to ensure that the interviewer still 
had a good recollection of the overall interview, any special events during the interview, and any ways 
that the interviewer might have influenced the interviewee. During the digitalization process, the 
answers were also translated into English, and great care was taken not to distort them. 
 
In their book Interviews: Learning the Craft of Qualitative Research Interviewing, Kvale & Brinkmann 
(2009) present a number of themes for conducting interview analyses, such as analyses focusing on 
meaning, analyses focusing on language, and eclectic and theoretical analyses of interviews. The 
overall analysis method used in this study is Bricolage, which is an eclectic method of interview 
analysis using whatever tools are available (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009). It is a mixture of diverse tools 
with the overall objective to make sense of the gathered data. Bricolage can be regarded as different 
to more structured methods of analysis, and the researcher “adapts mixed technical discourses, 
moving freely between different analytic techniques and concepts” (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009, p. 233). 
This is defined as a common mode of interview analysis, and is in contrast to more analytical 
techniques (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009). After reading through the interviews and having gained an 
overall picture, the interviewer can go back to different passages, count statements indicating different 
attitudes to a phenomenon, capture key understandings, and for interviews lacking an overall sense 
at first, this may bring out connections and structures significant to a research project (Kvale & 
Brinkmann, 2009). The output of this analysis can be in numbers, words, figures and flowcharts, or a 
combination of these (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009). 
 
The collected data from the interviews was restructured into an Excel spreadsheet where the answers 
of employees, line managers and HR representatives were put on different tabs. Questions were 
organized in their respective categories, and every participant’s answer to each question grouped 
next to one another. This was done in order to make the analysis work easier and to facilitate pattern 
finding. If any emerging patterns could be matched to what is expected from the theoretical 
framework, it will also strengthen the internal validity of the study (Yin, 2009). 
 
Any emerging patterns or key understanding in the analysis, and quotes of participants which belong 
to these, are the outputs of the analysis. These are sorted into topics relevant to the theoretical 
framework and body of literature reviewed, and presented in chapter 5 Analysis. The analysis of the 
14 factors ranked by employees is also presented in this section. 
 

3.7.1 Quality criteria – trustworthiness of study 

In order to further increase the validity/credibility of the study, data triangulation between the sources 
of evidence has been performed when possible. With data triangulation, the same issue is studied in 
various perspectives that complement and verify each other. The triangulation addresses potential 
problems of construct validity since multiples sources of evidence provide multiple measures of the 
same phenomenon (Yin, 2009). The study has two researchers which also support triangulation. 
Company specific documentation is used as a complementary source of evidence in order to 
corroborate the findings from interviews where applicable. That chosen approach, with several 
sources, has the objective to to increase the validity of the study too. By using surveys, the validity 
would increase even more but that source has not been chosen to be used in this study, mostly 
because of the immense time that would be needed to analyse the result. However, the employees 
performed a ranking of factors crucial to the framework, summarized in Table 4.2, which could be 
considered as a minor survey. 
 
The reliability/dependability of the study has been addressed by attempting to maintain a critical chain 
of evidence. The principle of maintaining a critical chain of evidence is to allow the reader of the study 
to follow the derivation of any evidence from initial research questions to case study conclusions (Yin, 
2009). The structure of the thesis, as well as the interview questions, relevant with regards to the 
theoretical framework have been designed to maintain a critical chain of evidence, and thus, increase 
the internal reliability of the study. Also using the same interview questions for all respondents in a 
role increases the reliability for the findings. Since the study has two researches they also have the 
possibility to checking each other’s notes and transcripts. 
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Regarding confirmability of the study, there is a concern to objectivity and personal values and 
believes from the interviewers to have impact on the study (Bryman, 2012). Full objectivity is difficult 
to maintain in this kind of qualitative research but to avoid bias during the analysis of the findings, it is 
important to not let the personal perception of the interviewed person or company affect how the 
answers are interpreted. Based on that, the conformability of the research is considered sufficient. 
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4 Empirical findings 

This chapter contains the empirical findings of the study, sorted into subchapters depending on which 
source of evidence they stem from. The used documents in the data collection are internal to the case 
company, and empirical findings from these have obfuscated, when applicable, in order to protect the 
organization. The names of interviewees have also been anonymized in order to protect them, and 
observations are presented in such a way that no harm shall come to neither the case company, nor 
the individuals working in it. These measures have been taken in the lines of human subject’s 
protection (Yin, 2009). 
 
The results from the interviews with HR representatives, line managers, and employees are found in 
their respective subsections in this chapter. Due to reasons of confidentiality, the names of the 
interviewees are not shown but a list can be found in Appendix A with some information about each 
interview participant. Quotations of participants are presented in the subsections of interview findings 
which they are relevant to. With regards to quotations, Kvale & Brinkmann (2009) state that they are a 
common mode of presenting the findings of interview inquiries and they also recommend the quotes 
to be short, and only the best ones to be used. 

4.1 Findings from company documents 

Empirical findings from documents are presented in this chapter. The original documents are 
protected and only available through the company’s internal website (Company, 2016), and 
references to these are therefore omitted in the subsequent sections. 

4.1.1 The company’s learning and development strategy 

The company acknowledges that learning and development of their employees are crucial to its 
success in the fast changing business environment. Engaged and inspired employees who share 
knowledge and experience with each other is deemed necessary to the company’s success, and the 
company has an ambition to integrate new employees and to develop and retain existing ones, and 
focuses to do so in line with its company culture and core values. 
 
Each individual is said to gain active support in their professional development, in order to ensure that 
it is in line with the overall objectives and the long term growth of the company. A key component of 
the strategy is also to acknowledge the individual’s own responsibility when it comes to building 
his/her competencies in accordance to the needs for current and future roles and responsibilities. 
 
The development strategy of the company is built on a mind-set which claims that: 

- 10% of development occurs through formal training like classes, e-learning, workshops, or 
books. 

- 20% of development occurs through formal and informal coaching sessions, feedback, job 
rotation, cross functional projects and networks. 

- 70% of development occurs through on-the-job experiences, tasks and projects, conferences, 
events, extended responsibilities, and advanced tasks. 

 

4.1.2 Performance and development process in organization A 

The performance and development process in organization A (embedded unit of analysis) is stated to 
be the process by which the company ensures that the required competencies for the employees to 
deliver upon the company’s strategic objectives, today and in the future, are developed. The purpose 
of the process is to link the company’s short-term and long-term goals with the employee’s individual 
goals. The process is a structured, yearly dialogue between the manager and the employee, and 
includes a goal talk, salary expectation talk, salary information talk, and an appraisal talk at four 
separate occasions each year. 
 
The goal talk is a discussion about goals and expectations that are crucial to the company. The 
discussion helps the company to link and direct activities and to motivate, follow-up, and give the 
proper foundation to plan a common future with the staff. It is stated that all managers and employees 
shall in a simple way be able to see the context of the process, to be given a possibility to influence 



IY2578 Master’s Thesis course, MBA programme  Linda Hedström 
Blekinge Institute of Technology, School of Management  Daniel Malmgren McGee  
Master’s Thesis                                                             Date: 2016-05-23 
 

 28 

 

their own goals, and to see the results. Preparation time before the meeting is emphasized in the 
process, and both the manager and employee should reflect upon how last year’s goals were 
achieved as well as taking into consideration the department’s goals for the coming year and try to 
cascade them into goals for the individual. 
 
The appraisal talk is aligned with the goal talk in such a way that the goals that were set in the 
beginning of the year shall be reviewed during the appraisal talk. Managers and employees should 
prepare themselves by going through strengths, improvement areas, and development areas. Topics 
such as motivation, working environment, employment relation, and the employee’s future are part of 
the appraisal talk. 
 
Talent management principles and practices are not connected to the performance and development 
process in organization A, and the organization is only on the verge of implementing talent 
management. 
 

4.1.3 Performance and development process in organization B 

The performance and development process in organization B is quite similar to that of organization A, 
but a few items differ. A goal talk is held in the beginning of the year, a performance and development 
appraisal during the summer, and a follow up at the end of the year. The result of the performance 
and development process shall also impact the outcome of the salary review process. The manager is 
given the responsibility to conduct the conversations with high quality and at the right time, whereas 
the employee is given the responsibility to prepare him/herself and to take an active part in the 
discussion. 
 
Talent management principles and practices have slowly and carefully been implemented in 
organization B during the last two years. They are connected to the performance and development 
process in the organization. 

4.1.4 Talent management in organization B 

Talent management in organization B is referred to as “performance management”. Performance 
management is stated to be equal to the motivation of employees, which in turn is related to retention. 
Retention is defined by the organization to be its ability to keep employees motivated and productive 
within the organization. Employee retention is said to be related to the efforts within the areas of 
recruitment quality, leadership, values, performance management, compensation and benefits, results 
and success, and motivation. 
 
The main reasons for conducting talent management (here defined as performance management) are 
said to be: 

- It is a powerful tool for managers, if used with the right leadership. 
- The purpose of the performance management process is to steer the organization towards its 

goals by combining the company’s short-term and long-term goals with the individual’s 
personal goals. 

- The individual’s goals can be properly identified, and if they do not comply with the company’s 
goals this can, and should be, addressed. 

 
Benefits from the performance management are claimed to be: 

- A good tool for managing the business. 
- Provides an ability to understand and use employees at their highest capacity. 
- Individual career aspirations can be evaluated and aligned with the company’s needs of 

future competencies and roles. 
- Employees feel valuated and appreciated. The organization listens to them and they 

understand what the organization provides for them. 
- Managers also get feedback on their performance and how they are perceived. 
- Provides a formal way of bringing up improvement issues. 
- It can act as a foundation for the salary review. 

 



IY2578 Master’s Thesis course, MBA programme  Linda Hedström 
Blekinge Institute of Technology, School of Management  Daniel Malmgren McGee  
Master’s Thesis                                                             Date: 2016-05-23 
 

 29 

 

According to the performance and development process of organization B, the manager shall hold a 
follow up conversation with the employees at the end of each year. The information from these 
conversations is analysed and summarized by the regional manager together with the regional HR 
manager into a HR analysis of the team. Important key elements to assess in the analysis are: 
 

- Strengths and weaknesses of each individual and the team. 
- Needs for competence development and training initiatives the coming year. 
- Needs for organizational development and team building activities the coming year. 
- The presence of any “warning signs” to take into account. 
- Potential promotions. 
- People willing to move for new opportunities. 

 
The analysis acts as the foundation for the Talent Review which is to be compiled in each region and 
then reported to the vice president and the HR business partner of organization B. The three main 
parts of the talent review is to identify: 
 

- Key performers.  The purpose of identifying key performers is to keep the turnover for this 
group lower than the average. In order to be identified as a key performer, the employee has 
to meet certain criteria such as being among the top 20% performers, having worked in the 
organization for more than six months, standing out with regards to goal achievement, and 
acting according to the company core values. 

- Potentials. The purpose of identifying potentials is to keep them in the organization and to 
develop their talents as the business is growing. A potential is defined as a leader or key 
employee that has the potential to be promoted to another position within two years (manager 
position or other key function). In order to be identified as a potential, the employee has to 
meet certain criteria such as having been more than 18 months in the current position, 
possessing valuable strengths linked to the new potential area, having expressed a wish to 
change area of responsibility, and is a high performer in the current position. 

- Key positions – succession plan. The purpose of identifying key positions and develop a 
succession plan for them is to manage risk, plan retention actions, and to have a back-up 
plan ready when key resources leave temporarily or permanently. The definition of a key 
position is a position that is considered vital to the structure and success of the region. 
Different regions have different needs and different key positions. 

 
Talent management has been carefully implemented in organization B, step by step, during the past 
two years. 2016 is the first year when managers are supposed to execute the talent review. 
 

4.2 Findings from interviews with employees 

Empirical data from interviews with employees is presented in this section. The results are presented 
in subchapters that correlate to the areas of questions in the interview guides (Appendix B). 

 

4.2.1 The definition of talent according to employees 

The word “talent” can mean different things to different people and within different organizations 
(Tansley, 2011). To understand whether or not the company in the study has a consensus on what a 
talented person is, all interviewees were told to describe their own definition of talent in the beginning 
of the interviews. Evidently, there is a focus among the employees on learning, engagement, 
commitment, and potential when describing what a talent is: 
 
“A talented employee is an employee that has an interest in learning, is easy to teach, and is flexible. 
Talent does not mean that you know everything, but rather that you have an interest and are good at 

learning new things.” (Employee 1, Org A, 2016) 

 
“Easy to learn his/her job. Does not need to know everything, but must have an easy time processing 

new information and learning new things.” (Employee 2, Org A, 2016) 

 
“A person that is highly engaged in the work and committed to it.” (Employee 5, Org A, 2016) 
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Employees acknowledge that an eagerness and capability to learn new things is an essential part of 
talent. Some respondents, mostly in organization B, also mentioned the capability of getting future 
roles when they were asked to define talent: 
  
“An talented employee has a strong will to develop professionally, be a quick learner, and has the 
ability to adapt to new situations. Also to have the ability to develop towards new roles.” (Employee 
10, Org B, 2016) 

4.2.2 Working conditions according to employees 

The employees seem to find the working conditions of great importance for their well-being at the 
company: 

 
”I like it here and I have plenty of opportunities to develop professionally and personally” (Employee 2, 

Org A, 2016) 

 
”It is a company that cares about its employees and I got a good connection to my present manager 

during the interview” (Employee 5, Org A, 2016) 

 
”The company has a good set of core values which are actually lived by” (Employee 10, Org B, 2016) 
 
Answers also tell us that the possibility for an employee to develop professionally is of great 
importance for not leaving the company, and if they don’t find it in the situation they are in, they might 
look for it elsewhere: 

 
“A reorganization would make the working conditions even better. There are more opportunities for 

professional development in a bigger team with more complex products.” (Employee 3, Org A, 2016) 
 
There is a high level of satisfaction among the employees with regards to working conditions 
throughout the interviews, regardless of which organization (A and B) they work in. When responding 
to the proposition “A disadvantage of this company department is…”, the answers are generally as 
varied as the roles in which the employees work. The only theme which is mentioned by several 
interviewees as non-satisfactory is the lack of understanding between different departments: 
 
“Colleagues from other departments do not understand what it is that we do. I also believe there is a 

low interest among them to actually gain this understanding” (Employee 1, Org A, 2016) 
 

“The department is a bit isolated from the other mechanical engineering departments.” (Employee 2, 
Org A, 2016) 

 
“A disadvantage is that other departments do not understand what it is we do.” (Employee 2, Org A, 

2016) 
 

Proposed solutions by the interviewees to these problems generally have to do with dissemination of 
information and communication and not directly on how the talent management is being handled in 
the organization: 
  

“It is hard to say, I think the problem is more on an individual level. Some are more interested in 
understanding than others. I guess you could try formal descriptions of our roles, but it is dangerous 

to set such boundaries as well.” (Employee 1, Org A, 2016) 
 
However, one respondent from Organization B (with TM) states that a better understanding between 
departments is also a certain type of competence that is asked for: 
 

“Set up cross-functional teams and perhaps even role exchanges. This would increase the flow of 
information and also increase the competence of the engineers.” (Employee 2, Org B, 2016) 
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4.2.3 Professional development practices according to employees 

With regards to the company’s professional development practices and the available tools to support 
the employees in their professional development, there is generally an awareness of both formal 
tools, such as processes and courses, and more informal tools, such as learning from others, 
networking and socializing, among the employees. When asked which tools that are the most 
successful for their development, there is a general emphasis on the more informal ones: 
 

“Learning by doing, exchange of information, formal and informal conversations with the manager, 
formal processes such as performance and salary reviews, courses, helping others and getting help 

from others, exchange of information.” (Employee 1, Org A, 2016) 
 
“Networking, socializing, courses, accept responsibility outside of my role, participation in competence 
groups, formal goal setting talks and performance reviews, the mechanical engineering process / key 

event list.” (Employee 5, Org A, 2016) 
 
The preferred tools are informal conversations with the manager, learning by doing, and learning from 
others. Also the more formal meetings with the manager seem important for their development 
according to themselves. Several employees also state that there is a lot of knowledge within the 
company and that there is much to learn from others. 
 
“Learning by doing, exchange of information, formal and informal conversations with the manager is 

the best tools for my professional development.” (Employee 1, Org A, 2016) 
 

“Successful tools for my development are learning by doing, exchange of information, formal and 
informal conversations with the manager.” (Employee 1, Org A, 2016) 

 
“I develop when I talk to people. This gives me new information and it is also a good way of promoting 

your talent internally.” (Employee 12, Org B, 2016) 
 

“The best development for me is to connect to other people in the company and learn from them.” 
(Employee 5, Org A 2016) 

 
While there is no general consensus among the employees to which specific tool they find least 
successful for their development, there is an overall opinion that the formal tools are of least help. 
Again, the employees prefer learning from colleagues within the company:  
 
“Formal processes such as performance reviews and salary reviews. Too seldom and too subjective 

to be efficient to be helpful for my development.” (Employee 1, Org A, 2016) 
 

“(External) courses, but they are still not bad. It’s better to create more and better opportunities for 
information exchange within the company.” (Employee 4, Org A, 2016) 

 
Even if the employees tend to prefer the informal tools over the formal ones, there is a consensus 
among the employees that all of the tools are still relevant: 
 

“There are no completely useless tools.” (Employee 3, Org A, 2016) 
 

“No useless ones.” (Employee 4, Org A, 2016) 
 
These kind of answers are a general theme among the employees, displaying a consensus that there 
are no useless tools present at the company regarding professional development. On the contrary, 
employees actually ask for more tools. At the same time, they cannot specify which tools that are 
missing and they also comment that there is lack of time to make use of the existing tools satisfactory. 
 

“No tools are really bad, but there are just too few of them. Well, at the same time, I am not sure 
which ones should be added.” (Employee 3, Org A, 2016) 

 
“There is no lack of tools, but rather time to use them.” (Employee 9, Org A, 2016) 
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4.2.4 Employees on the line manager’s role with regards to professional development 

When it comes to the employees’ attitudes towards the role of the line manager in the context of their 
professional development, there is a general theme among the employees to consider the line 
manager very important. Many of the employees also acknowledge that the line manager has both a 
power role and the role of a mentor in this context, but there seems to be an emphasis on the 
mentoring role: 
 

“The line manager has an important role, a combination of a mentor role and power role, but more 
towards mentor. He has a big influence on work assignments and which project you should work in.” 

(Employee 4, Org A, 2016) 
 

“A supporting role with big influence. Supportive in my long-term development.” (Employee 10, Org B, 
2016) 

 
“A mentor and power role and has a very big influence. The manager knows what tools are available 
for my professional development, he is a motivating factor and creates a good balance between my 

personal ambitions and what the company needs.” (Employee 12, Org B, 2016) 
 
The two last comments above are also examples of the fact that employees in organization B seem to 
have a more long-term focus on their professional development and also an understanding for that 
their development has to be of value for the company too. It is also evident that when asked what 
support the employees receive from the company for their professional development, interviewees 
tend to answer the question with emphasis on the support from the manager, not the company in 
general: 
 

“The line manager is supportive regarding courses, keeps an eye open for other suitable internal 
positions, and provides references if you wish to apply for another position.” (Employee 5, Org A, 

2016) 
 

“The manager suggests suitable future roles for me. The organization supports with recreational 
activities which are also very important.” (Employee 12, Org B, 2016) 

 
“The manager shares knowledge. The company has a formal career ladder implemented, there are 
also plenty of opportunities to apply for other positions within the company.” (Employee 2, Org A, 

2016) 
 

In this case there is however one answer that strongly deviates from the rest: 
 
“The company always states that ‘we look for new managers internally’, but I am quite uncertain if that 
is actually practiced. It would be good to have an internal program for people who have the desire to 

become managers. Right now there is too much show and too little go. The manager has the authority 
to approve external courses, but your professional development is not entirely dependent on such 

courses.” (Employee 3, Org A, 2016) 
 

Not only do the employees state that the line manager is important for their professional development 
but also that the development is important for their well-being and therefore is the line-manager of 
great importance for their working conditions indirectly: 
 

“The line manager has a very big influence on my professional development. You work 8 hours per 
day, and if the manager does not contribute to a stimulating and developing work environment, it will 

have a negative impact on your professional development.” (Employee 1, Org A, 2016) 

 

4.2.5 Commitment according to the employees 

Since it is of importance for this research study to understand the employees’ opinion regarding the 
commitment to their job, the employees were asked the question “What type of event within the 
company or action from your manager would make you much less committed to your job?” Some of 
the answers were: 
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“If I was treated unfairly either by my manager or the company, I wouldn’t be that committed 

anymore.” (Employee 5, Org A, 2016) 
 

“If the manager micro-manages your work. Then it feels like he/she does not trust you. Also, with 
regards to the company, if higher management should make some kind of unethical decision.” 

(Employee 4, Org A, 2016 
 

“If you feel overlooked, down prioritized, when it comes to opportunities or when important decisions 
are made. s.” (Employee 3, Org A, 2016) 

 
“My role is a service role within training, and if no one asks for my competencies I will of course 

become less committed.” (Employee 10, Org B, 2016) 
 

“If the knowledge that exists within the company is not used properly, if it is not seen as important, 
and if people who do a good job are not rewarded. High performers should be made highly visible 

within the company, and low performers should not get the same degree of attention.” (Employee 2, 
Org A, 2016) 

 
The general attitude among employees is that fairness, trust, ethics, and attention from management 
all play crucial roles when it comes to their commitment. During the interviews, the employees were, 
once again, quicker to answer the question with regards to the line manager than to the company in 
general. 
 

4.2.6 Employee rating of factors crucial to the framework 

Some factors are deemed crucial in the theoretical framework (see chapter 2.6) and the employees 
were asked to rank these factors to find what is most important to them and their answer is presented 
in Table 4.1. Each factor is graded on a scale 1-5 where 5 equals very important to the employee. 
Seven employees from the both embedded units of analysis were asked to rank the factors, and the 
mean and median results for each question are presented below. 
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Factor Mean ranking (n=7) Median ranking (n=7) 

Financial rewards 3.43 3 

Job security 3.57 4 

Feeling of accomplishment 4.71 5 

Professional development 4.43 4 

Personal development 4.00 4 

Fair and just treatment 4.43 5 

Challenging work assignments 4.43 4 

Varying work assignments 4.00 4 

Autonomy in your work 3.86 4 

Decision-making power related to 
your assignments 

4.29 4 

Opportunities to perform tasks 
outside of the strict limits for your 

role 

3.71 4 

To receive further job training 4.00 4 

A transparent pay system 4.14 4 

Career opportunities within the firm 4.29 4 

Overall 4.09 4 
Table 4.1 - Employee rating of factors crucial to the framework. 

 
The mean rankings presented in Table 4.1 are generally quite high, indicating a high importance of 
the factors to the employees. Median values do not differ significantly from the mean values, 
indicating a symmetrical distribution. Factors which are below the overall mean value of 4.09 are 
financial rewards, job security, personal development, varying work assignments, autonomy in your 
work, opportunities to perform tasks outside of the strict limits for your role, and to receive further job 
training. 
 

4.3 Findings from interviews with line managers 

Empirical data from interviews with the line managers is presented in this section. The results are 
presented in subchapters that correlate to the defined areas of questions in the interview guides (see 
Appendix B). 

4.3.1 The definition of a talented employee according to line managers 

Among the line managers, there are slightly different views on the definitions of a talented employee 
compared to the employees. Their answers also include words like engagement and commitment, just 
as the employees, but more focus is the performance and competence in their current role. Manager 
9 has the view that a talented employee has the potential to do more than their current role requires, 
but this view is not consistent among the other line managers. 
 
“A talent is engaged, takes initiatives, and is knowledgeable within his/her area.” (Manager 7, Org A, 

2016) 
 

“Someone who handles their job well and has the potential to do even more.” (Manager 9, Org A, 
2016) 

 
“Someone who shows competence within a knowledge area or way of working. A talented employee 
is someone who has a creative thinking. A sense for business and an open mind to other professional 
areas. A will to develop professionally and personally.” (Manager 11, Org B, 2016) 
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4.3.2 The line manager’s role in relation to talent management 

Some questions in this section were only relevant to ask Line manager 11 since that person works 
within organization B which is currently conducting talent management. However, some questions 
were asked to all of them such whether or not they handle talents and non-talents (according to their 
definitions) differently. They answered: 
 

“I try not to treat them differently in my approach, but I give more demanding, and perhaps better 
tasks to talents. I think that is a natural part of managing talented employees, if you show that you are 

talented you show that you are ready for tougher assignments.” (Manager 7, Org A, 2016) 
 

“I do not treat them differently in my approach, but I focus on different things in their development.” 
(Manager 9, Org A, 2016) 

 
“Yes, more consideration, time and resources are necessary for the people I try to help to develop 
their talents. Other employees do their work, go home to their families, and are happy with that.” 

(Manager 11, Org B, 2016) 

 
As seen in the answers, there is a general focus on future development areas when it comes to 
talented employees (compared to non-talented) among the line managers. Manager 7 perhaps shows 
somewhat of a deviation with a stronger focus on different tasks for talents, but this may also be 
considered as a part of their development. All of the line managers also express positive certainty with 
regards to the question if they have a good relationship with their employees and if the employees 
trust them. 
 
Manager 11 works as a line manager within organization B and answered ten more questions than 
the other two line managers (from organization A). The first question considered expected work tasks 
the line manager’s role with regards to talent management, and the manager from organization B 
answered: 
 

“a) Identify talents  
b) Talk to the identified talent about their development. There has to be a common goal for the 

company and the individual.  
c) Put the talents to good use. If there is no possibility to do so within the organization, then I 

encourage them to seek a new role within the organization, and if there is no possibility to do so I 
may, unfortunately, be forced to suggest they seek employment with another organization.” (Manager 

11, Org B, 2016) 
 

The manager from organization B describes the main tasks for a line manager as follows: 
 

“My main tasks are to identify and develop talents. The will of the individual employee also plays a 
major role of course.” (Manager 11, Org B, 2016) 

 
There is also an opinion that the talent management is needed if the company doesn’t want to lose 
their talents and the line managers have a focus in their work task to build the talents they are 
supervising: 
 
“I spend time working with talent management. If I do not identify and develop our talents, we will lose 

them. Tagged talents feel very good and that is important.” (Manager 11, Org B, 2016) 
 
With regards to how clear the company’s talent management strategy is, and how well the line 
manager’s participation corresponds and contributes to the company’s talent management objectives, 
some answers were: 
 

“The TM strategy is not clear, but we have only recently started to work with TM. The reason I work 
with talent management is to achieve the goals of the company. If it is also useful to the individual, 

that is also beneficial.” (Manager 11, Org B, 2016) 
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“Good efforts are rewarded, but perhaps talents are still not always seen. I think we can improve, but 
talent management is quite new to us which is a contributing factor to this.” (Manager 11, Org B, 

2016) 
 
When interviewing manager 11 from organization B, it became clear that he/she was speaking 
positively about talent management and the advantages it gave for both the individual and the 
company, but also that the respondent was of the opinion that his own role as a line manager is a 
very important factor for a positive outcome of the TM practices: 
 
 “My role as a line manager is to identify talents and to talk to them about their development. 
Important is to put the talents to good use. If there is no possibility to do so within the organization, 
then I encourage them to seek a new role within the organization, and if there is no possibility to do so 
I may, unfortunately, be forced to suggest they seek employment with another organization.” 
(Manager 11, Org B, 2016) 
 
The answers from participant 11 underlines the fact that talent management is still quite new to 
Organization B. When asked the question “Has your relationship with your employees changed since 
talent management was implemented? Pros and Cons?” the answer was: 
 
“Yes, positively. I have a more open dialogue with my employees now, especially with the ones who 
feel that they receive talent management. There is also a shift of focus. If someone is tagged for a 
certain talent area, they tend to focus more on that area. The negative point is that TM requires time 
and resources.” (Manager 11, Org B, 2016) 

 

4.3.3 Professional development practices according to the line managers 

The line managers work actively with professional development of their employees and the most 
useful practices according to them are the dialogue with the employees and the tool “learning by 
doing” which mean that the individual develop while he/she is learning in the role he/she has today. 
The relationship and learning from other colleagues is also something important to help the talents in 
their development and to make them grow:  
 
“I talk regularly with each individual about their performance and what assignments they would like to 
take on. I try to focus on people’s strengths and make sure they can put them to good use. Learning 

by doing is also important. I try to make sure that people get opportunities to work with talented 
colleagues so they may learn from them.” (Manager 7, Org A, 2016) 

 
”When employees manage to conquer challenges, it is a very effective tool and builds their self-

esteem.” (Manager 11, Org B, 2016) 
 

Other tools that are being used by the managers to support their employees in their professional 
development are: Information, feedback, giving them challenges, use the company’s performance and 
development process, technical conferences, courses, communication, individual responsibility etc. 
Manager 11 from organization B also comments that all these tools can be very unsuccessful if the 
line manager doesn’t have a structure or an action plan for it. 
 
A negative aspect of the existing processes in the company is the opinion from one manager that 
he/she thinks that the existing processes put much focus on the employee’s role today and not in the 
future. The comment also highlights the motivational factor and the importance of the well-being of the 
employee for achieving great results: 
 
“The goal setting talks are our least successful tools. They are limited to the employees’ current role 
and the direction of the company. We should be allowed to handle it differently since personal traits 

and desires effect what you want to do, and motivation is directly connected to performance.” 
(Manager 9, Org A, 2016) 

 
This opinion, of a need for a possibility to tailor the tools depending on the individual, is supported by 
manager 7 and 11: 
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“Different tools are suitable for different employees.” (Manager 7, Org A, 2016) 
“Tools should be more tailored to the individual.” (Manager 11, Org B, 2016) 

 

4.3.4 With regard to Knies’ and Leisink’s AMO model 

During the interviews the line managers were asked some questions important for Knies’ and 
Leisink’s (2014) AMO model. Findings show that the line managers are of the opinion that a 
committed employee is someone that does something extra, it is an extra role behaviour, but also a 
person who has both a short and long term focus in their work: 
 
“A committed employee is someone who walks the extra mile when necessary. Someone who takes 
action outside of the boundaries of their role without requiring extra credit for it.” (Manager 9, Org A, 

2016) 
 

“Someone who realizes the value of their work and deliver it to colleagues and customers. Takes 
responsibility on a short and long-term basis. Quality in their work.” (Manager 11, Org B, 2016) 

 
The line managers also think that autonomy is needed to get committed employees. But that 
autonomy (and responsibility) is nothing specifically only for the talented employees.  

 

4.3.5 With regard to Matzler’s performance and excitement variables 

During the interviews, the line managers were asked some questions important to Matzler’s 
performance and excitement variables. Findings show that all line managers state that autonomy 
comes with delegated responsibility and decision-making power but within the limits of the 
assignment: 
 

“Yes, regarding certain decisions. They have full control of their calendar and their resources.” 
(Manager 11, Org B, 2016) 

 
“Yes, within the limits of the assignment.” (Manager 7, Org A, 2016) 

 
The line managers are also unanimous when it comes to the opinion that most employees’ roles are 
rather stretched and they expect their employees’ scope of action to go beyond the limits of their 
roles. 
 
The need for varied work tasks is important according to the line managers to get the most out of their 
employees and for them to feel motivated: 
 

“I want them to perform tasks they like, and for most people that means the tasks also have to be 
varied.” (Manager 9, Org A, 2016) 

 
The line managers are also of the opinion that they have the role to affect the opportunity for the 
employees to have varied work tasks and they make it happen through resource management and 
task assignments. But also that autonomy is a way for the employee to take that responsibility 
themselves. Manager 11, from organization B, is also of the opinion that it has to be of interest for the 
company: 
 
“Yes I can affect that. However, the roles are quite varied to start with, and I support talents so they 
can get even more varied assignments as long as it is still in the interest of the company.” (Manager 
11, Org B, 2016) 
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4.4 Findings from interviews with HR representatives 

Empirical data from the interviews with HR representatives from each organization is presented in this 
section. The results are presented in subchapters that correlate to the defined areas of questions in 
the interview guides (see Appendix B). The interviewees from the HR organizations are representing 
the company as a whole in this study. 

4.4.1 The definition of talent according to HR 

There are slightly different views on the definitions of a talented employee compared to the employee 
and line manager. The HR representatives’ perspective is a focus on both soft characteristics and on 
competence, but also the importance of the value for the company of the person: 
 
“A talent is a person that has the ability and competence to drive our business forward, related to the 
hard and soft goals which have been set up for that person. Measurable goals are important, but soft 

values and personality are very important too.” (HR 8, Org B, 2016) 
 

“A person that meets deadlines, but also has a scope of thought and action that exceeds the 
boundaries of their own role. Contributes with ways of working more efficiently. It is also important 

how you do things, attitude is very important.” (HR 6, Org A, 2016) 
 

Both HR representatives state that there is no formal communicated definition of “a talent” in their 
organizations. 

4.4.2 TM policy and practices according to HR 

The company culture and core values are important for the talent management process and 
professional development of the employees: 
  

“The company’s core values are strong and they provide employees with opportunities of internal 
exposure. Networking within the company is easy, and of course that has an effect on the TM 

process. Everybody are willing to share their knowledge, and that culture has a positive effect.” (HR 8, 
Org B, 2016) 

 
The objectives with talent management for both organizations are similar: 

 
“The objective with talent management is to keep employees and develop talents.” (HR 8, Org B, 

2016) 
 

“Identify talents, ensure retention and work with their development to prepare them for their next 
career step or to make them even better in their current role.” (HR 6, Org A, 2016) 

 
To be able to achieve these mentioned objectives, the interviewees in this group state that they work 
with different activities to develop the talented employees and and to keep them at the company. 
Organization B has linked the development of the employees to the performance management 
process. Another opinion from the HR representatives is that the company culture is of the kind that 
most people are willing to share their knowledge which support the professional development of the 
employees in a more informal process. 
 
To be a talented employee, according to the HR representatives, the employee has to be a part of 
and actively work for driving the business forward. To have the capability to do that in the right way, 
there is a need for the employee to have a big understanding of the company strategy: 
 

“We develop people in line with the company’s strategies.” (HR 8, Org B, 2016) 
 
Another comment confirms the expectation of extra-role behaviour to develop their employees:  

 
“There are many discussions about letting talented managers manage projects outside of their own 

role and organization and gain a better overview and understanding of the company by doing so. (HR 
6, Org A, 2016) 
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4.4.3 With regard to Cappelli’s problems and principles 

The balance of the employer’s interest with those of the employee’s is a key to retention and therefore 
included in the interviews with the HR representatives when gathering data regarding the company’s 
approach to retention to better understand attitudes towards that factor.  
 
The findings from the interviews show that the company doesn’t forecast the need for talents in any 
major way:  

 
“The future need for employees is linked to the forecast of sales, not linked to a need for talents.” (HR, 

Org B, 2016) 
 
Even though some talents are recruited to the company, most of them are home-grown within the 
company. Keeping the talented employees within the company and build their talent is considered 
important for keeping the culture and values of the company alive. The company have several 
activities to increase employee retention, both as a general mind set: 
 

“We work with our culture, our core values, work-life balance. All of the ‘soft’ parts.” (HR 6, Org A, 
2016) 

 
…. but also by information and by making the strategy clear for the employees: 

 
“We are very clear with what the company expects of a potential employee and we are honest about 
which opportunities there are within the company. We have a long-term approach, and are very clear 

with the fact that an employee has to build a solid foundation before they move on to another 
position.” (HR 8, Org B, 2016) 

 
“We develop people in line with the company’s strategies.” (HR 8, Org B, 2016) 

 
The HR representatives understand the importance of the line manager regarding the well-being of 
the employees and how to help them develop professionally in the best way. A quote that exemplifies 
that is from HR 8, Org B, 2016: 
 

“We spend a lot of time and resources on leadership courses and training managers. If employees 
are dissatisfied with their manager, they tend to leave.” 

 
Recognition, salary, and benefits have to be in line with what is reasonable according to the company, 
but those are obviously not aspects the HR representatives think of first as tools for keeping their 
employees. 

 

4.4.4 With regard to Matzler’s performance and excitement factors 

During the interviews, the HR representatives were asked some questions important for Matzler’s 
factors to get a better understanding for excitement and performance approach at the company. 
Findings show that there are several training options for the employees in their roles, like leadership 
programs. 
 
The pay system is considered transparent in the way that the dialogue is clear and open between 
managers and employees:  

 
“If there is solid communication and trust between the employee and his/her manager, then the 

system is transparent. If there is not, or if there is a flaw in the transparency.” (HR 8, Org B, 2016) 
 

However, the salary of each employee is not open information to everyone. The salary is set and 
connected to the performance management process. The line manager has a role here too: 
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 “There is a clear compensation and benefit policy where it is clearly stated what our offer is. Salaries 
is a sensitive subject. Managers get training with regards to the salary process and policy.” (HR 8, 
Org B, 2016) 
 
When it comes to awareness of career opportunities within the company, the dialogue between the 
line manager and the employee is important: 

 
“I hope and think that they are informed of career opportunities during their development talks with 

their managers.” (HR 6, Org A, 2016) 
 

“A continuous dialogue with their line manager gives the employee information about career 
opportunities.” (HR 6, Org A, 2016). 

  
To have a career in the company is the employees’ responsibility too: 
 
“The employee has a personal responsibility as well. The can find openings through the internal 
webpages, through HR, and their line manager.” (HR 8, Org B, 2016) 

 

4.4.5 Actors involved in professional development according to HR 

When interviewing the HR representatives about implementation of talent management processes 
and professional development strategy, the findings show that there is a joint responsibility between 
several actors within the company. This is confirmed both for organization A and B: 
 

“HR are responsible for the process, but the line managers are responsible for implementing the 
practices. It is also important to note that the individual employee has the responsibility for their own 
career, and the organization will support them as long as it is in line with what the company needs.” 

(HR 8, Org B, 2016) 
 

“HR has the overall responsibility, but managers have responsibility to.” (HR 6, Org B, 2016) 
 
Parts of top management is involved in the processes in both organizations: 
 
“The CTO and his management team are involved. The CEO and his management team are not that 

involved.” (HR 6, Org A, 2016) 
 
“The regional management teams are involved, as well as the VP Global Sales.” (HR 8, Org B, 2016) 

 

4.4.6 The line manager in the context of TM and professional development 

Both HR representatives are very clear about the importance of the line manager for the employees’ 
professional development. Also keeping in mind that it is a mutual responsibility between the 
employee and the manager: 
 

“The line manager is very important for talent management. Most of the times when talent 
management has failed, it has been due to a lack of birds-eye view of the line managers. Few 

managers want to lose team members, and if you are going to succeed with TM you got to have 
mature line managers.” (HR 6, Org A, 2016) 

 
“It is a shared responsibility between the manager and the employee. The seniority of the manager 
carries with it responsibility to guide the employees in their development. The line manager has a 
responsibility to tell where the company is headed and what it needs. The most important thing, 

however, is that the employee has an interest in developing.” (HR 6, Org A, 2016) 
 

“The employees have to take initiatives and the manager shall support them. It does not work if the 
employee is just waiting for the line manager or vice versa.” (HR 8, Org B, 2016) 
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To ensure having competent and mature line managers to handle the challenge with the right 
professional development of the employees, the company provide education for their managers: 
 
“They get trained in coaching, feedback, and difficult situations. We are reviewing what knowledge will 
be necessary in the future and how we will train line managers in these areas.” (HR 8, Org B, 2016) 

 

4.5 Observations 

As one of the authors has a full time employment at the case company, participant observations are 
possible as one source of evidence in this study. The risk of bias (Yin, 2009) is present in this section, 
but the author whom has performed the observations has tried to counter these risks by assuming the 
role of a passive observer in each situation presented. The opportunity to manipulate minor events 
(Yin, 2009), has thus not been used since it may also introduce a risk of bias that would perhaps 
outweigh the benefits of observing participants in a manipulated setting. 
 

4.5.1 Observations of employees 

One major finding from observing the employees is that they value autonomy and support from their 
line manager highly and that, in the case of the observed company, they also receive that autonomy 
and support. Employees are generally satisfied with the company culture and the development 
opportunities. They are also generally dissatisfied with salary levels. 
 
There are also some tendencies among employees to stay with the company out of comfort, or fear 
that other employers might be worse. There is a general feeling among employees that salary levels 
are higher at competitors, but that working conditions are worse. 
 
Another major finding from observing employees is that many of them emphasize a lack of formal 
career planning sessions with representatives from the HR department. Several employees make 
comparisons with acquaintances who work at other companies and whom have had opportunities to 
sit down with an HR representative to conduct long term career planning.  
 

4.5.2 Observations of line managers 

Line managers in the observed case are likely to give their employees a high degree of autonomy, 
they tend to be supportive in order to increase the employees’ ability to perform well in their roles, and 
a majority of managers like to provide the employees with suitable challenges in their assignments. A 
majority of the line managers come from an engineering background, and therefore they tend to 
approach and solve situations in a, from their point of view, objective and efficient method. The 
attitudes and motivational factors of employees tend to come in second place. 
 
There is also a trend among the line managers to think of a talented employee as someone who is a 
high performer in their current role. There is also a tendency to view them as talents in the context of 
their current role, rather than potentials for promotion, which correlates to their definition of talent. A 
certain degree of fear of losing talented employees also exists among the line managers. 
 
Line managers have an official responsibility to hold performance and appraisal talks according to the 
HR process, but there is also a general trend among line managers to hold more informal feedback 
and mentoring sessions with their employees in order to support their professional and personal 
development. Line managers also have the authority to approve external courses and the purchasing 
of literature in support of the employee’s professional development, and generally approve 
reasonable requests. 

4.5.3 Observations of HR representatives 

When it comes to attracting and retaining talent, observed HR representatives tend to emphasize 
“soft” rewards firstly, non-financial benefits secondly, and financial benefits thirdly. The prime “Soft” 
value emphasize the company culture, with positive core values that are actually lived by. The non-
financial benefits promoted are flexible working hours and a package of discounted services offered. 
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Promoted financial benefits are primarily a corporate bonus scheme and a fair and just pay system, 
rather than the actual salary level itself. 
 
The observed HR representatives tend to view a talented employee as someone who is performing 
well in their current role and has the potential to move into a new role. The new role does not 
necessarily have to be a step up in the career ladder, it may just as well be a “sideway-step” into a 
new working area to gather experience and a broader perspective. 
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5 Analysis 

The analysis chapter aims to search for patterns and themes that emerge from the findings in this 
study. The collected empirical data is analysed in order to find out what attitudes exist among 
employees towards professional development, and what attitudes among employees are important to 
the practice of talent management. The analysed data comes from the interviews, observations and 
the company documents described in chapter 4. The findings are also compared to the theoretical 
framework and the reviewed literature to investigate if the outcome of the collected data correlates to 
today’s research in talent management. 

5.1  The definition of talent 

Tansley (2011) states that how talent is defined is generally organizationally specific, and this is 
supported by Stuart-Kotze and Dunn (2008) who claim that the context of the organization steers the 
definition of talent. At the company used in this study, there is no formal definition of a talented 
employee according to the HR representatives (HR participant 6 and HR participant 8, 2016) which 
also becomes clear in the interviews with the line managers and employees. The findings show that 
there is a focus among the employees on ability to learn, being engaged and committed when 
describing what a talent is, while the line managers are more focused on the performance in the 
employee’s current role. The HR representatives confirm the views of the line managers and 
employees regarding the term “talent” but also emphasise that a talent should add value to the 
business and work in line with the strategy. Findings from the company documentation show that the 
professional development and talent management processes support the view of the interviewed HR 
representatives but it is also clear that the culture and company value sets the base for the view of “a 
talent”.  
 
The interpretation of what a talented employee is results in limitations to the selection of talents, and 
should in turn have an impact on employees’ attitudes of the talent management process, and 
therefore it is considered important to have a transparent consensus view of the term if it is being 
used in an organization. It is obvious that if a person believes himself to be a talent there could be a 
contradiction to the views of the line manager and the organization if they have other opinions about 
what a talent is. There is a risk that the trust for the company and motivation will be torn and in the 
worst case, the company may end up with low talent retention, the opposite of a major talent 
management objective. The understanding of the term talent should have a clear effect on the 
attitudes towards talent management and professional development within a company. 
 
Since the case company has no formal definition of a talented employee, and the definitions differ 
between employees, line managers, and HR representatives, no empirical data has been found to 
support these views. 
 

5.2  Working conditions 

Thunnissen et al. (2013) stress the importance of employee’s well-being and also Cappelli (2008) 
argue that balancing the interests of the employer and employee is the key to engaged personnel and 
employee retention. The working conditions are a main reason for the company being attractive on 
the job market and attracting talents. When analysing this, there is no deviation between the 
employees, the line managers and HR representatives regarding the perceived working conditions at 
the studied company.  
 
In line with the theoretical framework’s “Values of talent management on the individual level” (see 
Figure 2.6), the employees in the study put “feeling of accomplishment”, “fair and just treatment” and 
“growth/professional development” on top of the rating for what is most important to the employees’ 
well-being at a company (see rating in Table 4.1). The economic values of talent management, 
“financial rewards” and “job security” get the lowest rankings from the employees which is confirming 
the theoretical framework in this study. 
 
The company’s learning and development strategy acknowledges that development of their 
employees is crucial to its success in the fast changing business environment. The fact that the 
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company includes this in its strategy also correlates to the results of the interviews, that the 
organization find the working conditions for the employees very important on all levels. The working 
conditions are crucial for the employee to stay at the company and a focus on their professional 
development plays a big part in the retention aspect. Findings from the interviews show that these 
appreciated working conditions with a great possibility to grow as an employee, gives the company a 
good reputation on the market and even though the company mostly focus on building its talents, they 
don’t have big challenges if they want to find talents externally, which is also confirmed from the 
observations. These findings together express that the organization is supporting the theoretical 
framework of Cappelli (2008) and Thunnissen et at. (2013) regarding the important talent 
management factors in the context of the organization (see Table 2.4)  
 
Findings from the interviews underline that the employees are very sensitive when it comes to their 
attitudes to the implemented processes of professional development in the organization, which is 
affecting their attitudes to the working conditions and the company in general. Their commitment and 
wish to be continuously developed in line with the company’s strategy would likely be affected if their 
working conditions were bad in the aspect of for example not being provided with the right challenges 
and development opportunities or if they would be treated unfairly. Also, the findings from the 
company documentation support the theory of keeping a good balance of the employer and 
employees' objectives which is stated by Cappelli (2008) and Thunnissen et al. (2013). The research 
show that the individual’s goals must comply with the company’s goals otherwise they’ll have to be 
addressed and re-directed to be in line with the the strategy of the company, this is found from results 
of both interviews and documentation. 
 
A criticism of this result is that having committed and engaged employees working in line with 
company strategy is probably wished for by all organizations. However, balancing the needs of the 
employees with the needs of the employer is of great importance since most organizations have a 
main objective of being profitable both in the short- and the long run. Too much focus on the 
employees’ well-being and working conditions might interfere with the profit of the company. The 
balance for the optimal return on investment within this area is difficult and hard to measure but are 
an important factor according to Cappelli (2008).  
 
The attitudes towards the working conditions are of great importance to talent management and are in 
line with the theoretical framework. 
 

5.3 Talent management policy and practices 

A talent management process that supports both the demands of the organization as those of the 
individual employee is more likely to be successful (Cheese, 2008), and both economic and non-
economic values of talent management are important at the individual level (Thunnissen et al., 2013). 
The studied company tries to challenge its employees to raise motivation which is of interest of both 
parts and in line with theory. Findings from the interviews reinforce that focus on the individual and its 
talent exist, but more tailored education and career paths would be preferable for the individual, which 
is an attitude supported by both employees and line managers. The organization seems happy about 
the existing talent management processes in general but again, to what extent is it of maximum value 
for both individual and the company?  
 
During the interviews, many of the employees comment that a very important activity for their talent 
development is the dialogue with their managers (both the formal and informal discussions) but that 
they also consider competence sharing with other colleagues, and dialogue with mentors, as 
important for their professional development. Getting the time and opportunity for these practices in a 
good way are highly dependent on the organization’s approach and its understanding for the value of 
this factor in talent management. Not only how the processes are being conducted, but also how the 
employee perceives them, have impact on the individual outcome as described by King (2016). 
Findings from this study is that both employees and line managers are satisfied with this part of the 
talent management activities. Also, the HR representatives emphasize the importance of having the 
development of the employee integrated in the whole company’s strategy and values which is in line 
with talent management literature, and also identified in the company’s documentation. 

 



IY2578 Master’s Thesis course, MBA programme  Linda Hedström 
Blekinge Institute of Technology, School of Management  Daniel Malmgren McGee  
Master’s Thesis                                                             Date: 2016-05-23 
 

 45 

 

5.4 The role of the line manager 

From the literature review, it is evident that the line manager plays a critical role in the development 
and performance of employees, and in the implementation of talent management practices. The line 
manager has to handle both the talents and non-talents and is very much involved in everything in the 
talent management process; the recruitment, the development of the individual, feedback, coaching, 
resource planning, finding new talents, layoffs etc. (Blackburn & Swailes, 2016). This theory, of the 
line manager’s important role, is confirmed in the thesis findings during interviews with all involved 
participants. The line manager is important for both the well-being and for the motivation of the 
employees and has a crucial role when it comes to the employees’ attitudes to the whole talent 
management and professional development handling in the company. 

 
The line manager is important for successful TM, but the responsibility of an employee’s development 
is not only his/hers. Theory states that both the individual and the manager play important roles in this 
process to make it profitable for both parts. This is confirmed by employees, HR and line managers 
during interviews, and support for this is also found in the company documentation:  
 

“Each individual is said to gain active support in their professional development, in order to ensure 
that it is in line with the overall objectives and the long term growth of the company.” (Company, 2016) 

 
“The manager is given the responsibility to conduct the conversations with high quality and at the right 

time, whereas the employee is given the responsibility to prepare him/herself and to take an active 
part in the discussion.” (Company, 2016) 

 
Since the talent management processes and professional development is executed by the line 
manager, and that person is the main point of contact for the employee in professional development 
matters, the relationship with the supervisor is important to the employee considering his/her attitudes 
in this area. This is confirmed in the interviews and a bad relationship with unfairly treatment will affect 
the working conditions and relationship with the line manager and also their professional development 
(whether or not being considered a talent). Nevertheless, this is a factor to study with critical eyes. A 
good relationship between the employee and the line manager is surely affecting the employee’s 
attitude to his/her development positively and a bad relationship could have the opposite effect. An 
employee that is not satisfied with the talent management within a company might have too many 
feelings interfering with their line manager. People being negative could actually mean that they do 
not like their manager, instead of not liking their professional development opportunities. This must 
also be considered the other way around, if a line manager does not like an employee that might 
affect the manager’s choice and action regarding support with professional development for that 
person. However, the interview material states that the line managers believe that their relationship 
with their employees has grown when implementing talent management and that they do not treat 
them differently.   
 
The findings show that the line manger influences several of the variables found in Table 4 from the 
theoretical framework, such as he/she is the one who provides challenges, has the power to make 
decisions regarding the employees’ professional development and also to make the job content multi-
faceted for the subordinate. This is in line with the theory by Matzler et al. (2014). 
 

5.5 Ability 

The employee’s ability (i.e. the necessary knowledge and skills) to do the work tasks is, together with 
the other variables (autonomy and commitment) of Knies’ and Leisink’s (2014) AMO model, adopted 
into the framework. According to the framework, extra-role behaviour is a desired outcome of talent 
management on the individual level, ability is important if the employee is to show extra-role 
behaviour, and the line manager can affect the ability variable. 
 
Do the empirical findings support that extra-role behaviour as part of being a talented employee? 
Although there are some differences at the individual level, there is a general theme from the 
interviews with the employees, as well as with the line managers and HR representatives, that a high 
engagement, ability to adapt to new situations, and take on extra responsibility is part of the definition 
of a talented employee.  
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Do the empirical findings support that ability is important for the extra-role behaviour of the 
employees? The findings from the interviews with the line managers support this. The line managers 
tend to emphasize the knowledge and ability of the employees to perform well when defining talent, 
and since evidence also suggests that extra role behaviour is part of being a talented employee, 
ability as an important factor for extra role behaviour is supported by the line managers. The findings 
from the interviews with the employees contradict this, however. Employees tend to emphasize that a 
high engagement and willingness to learn is part of being a talented employee, and knowledge and 
ability are rather outcomes of being a talent and showing extra-role behaviour rather than a 
prerequisite for it. The findings from the company documents and from the interviews with HR 
representatives encompass both views, and both performance and potential are part of being 
considered a talent. 
 
Is there evidence that the line manager can affect the ability variable? According to the company’s 
learning and development strategy, found in the company documents (Company, 2016), each 
individual is supposed to gain active support in their professional development, in order to ensure that 
it is in line with the overall objectives and the long term growth of the company. Moreover, the learning 
and development strategy is built on a presumption that 70% of professional development occurs 
through on-the-job experiences, tasks and projects, conferences and events, extended 
responsibilities, and advanced tasks, and 20% of development occurs through formal and informal 
coaching sessions, feedback, job rotation, cross functional projects and networks (Company, 2016). 
Most of these fall naturally under control of the line manager, and the findings from the employee 
interviews with regards to the role of the line manager also support that this is actually the case. The 
remaining 10% of professional development are presumed to occur through formal training classes, e-
learning, workshops, or books. The findings from the interviews with the employees as well as the 
participant observations, show that the line managers can affect these factors since they have the 
authority to grant external courses or purchase of literature. 
 
Overall, the findings thus suggest that the ability factor in the framework is important for the 
employee’s extra-role behaviour outcome of talent management, as described by the theory by Knies 
& Leisink (2014) in their AMO model. However, a major criticism of this part of the study may be that 
extra-role behaviour is not directly measured when impacted by the ability variable. To perform this 
measurement would be demanding, and this task alone could well consume more time than allocated 
for this thesis. 
 

5.6 Autonomy 

In the reviewed body of literature, extra-role behaviour has been identified as a key output, from an 
organizational point of view of the talent management process on the individual level. Autonomy has 
been identified as a key factor for improving employee commitment, which in turn has a major effect 
on extra-role behaviour according to Knies’ and Leisink’s (2014) AMO model. Moreover, adequate 
decision-making power is an important excitement factor according to Matzler et al. (2014) and is a 
direct output of autonomy which makes those two theories connected.  
 
When answering the question: “In your opinion, what role and influence does your manager have 
regarding your professional development?” there is a distinct pattern among employees to emphasize 
the line manager’s dual role as a mentor and as a power figure with the authority to assign work tasks 
and grant participation in external courses. With regards to the rating of the autonomy-factor, it 
averages a 4 on a 1-5 scale which indicates that it is an important factor to employees, and this is 
also consistent with the theoretical framework. 
 
An interesting answer from a line manager to the question “Do you generally prefer to give your 
employees a high degree of autonomy in their work or not?” 
 
“Yes, that is my ambition. I think it is the only way to get committed employees.” (Manager 9, Org A, 

2016) 
 
Participant 9 thus confirmed, without knowing, an essential part of Knies’ & Leisink’s (2014) AMO 
model. Findings from the interviews also indicate that not having autonomy in their work affects the 
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employees’ attitudes to the working conditions. Further, micro management is considered by many 
employees as something that would lower their motivation.  
 
Worth mentioning regarding this analysis is that all interviewees in this study are highly educated 
academic people with roles and work tasks where they are expected to take a broad responsibility 
outside of their roles, and the boundaries of their roles are considered rather unclear. This also aligns 
with the company’s wish for people to see the big picture and take greater responsibility, as evident 
from the findings from the company documents as well as the HR representatives. Therefore, it is not 
a surprise that the employees don’t like to be micro managed and that the employees prefer 
autonomy. If the interviews had occurred at another company with non-engineers and in another 
context and business, the answers might had been different. In this case, the interviewed employees 
have been working professionally for about 1-13 years which may affect the answers in the 
interviews. If the questions would be asked to, for instance, a group of newly graduated students or 
even non-professionals, their wish for autonomy would perhaps be lower than the finding in this study. 

 

5.7 Commitment 

Commitment is an important factor for employee extra-role behaviour according to Knies’ & Leisink’s 
(2014) AMO model, and it is directly influenced by the manager’s people management skills and 
practices and indirectly by the autonomy factor. The line manager should thus plays a crucial role 
when it comes to employee commitment.  
 
“A committed employee is someone who walks the extra mile when necessary. Someone who takes 
action outside of the boundaries of their role without requiring extra credit for it.” (Manager 9, Org A, 

2016) 
 
This is a direct confirmation of Knies’ & Leisink’s (2014) AMO model and the important role employee 
commitment plays in the extra-role behaviour of the employee. Manager 9 (2016) also confirmed the 
link between the autonomy and commitment variable which is an interesting pattern. A sense of not 
being seen as a major reason for loss of commitment is a general theme among the employees 
during the interviews. It also confirms the importance of Thunnissen et al.’s (2013) non-economic 
values of talent management depicted in Figure 2.6. 
 
The company’s documentation does not explicitly contain a statement regarding commitment but it 
reveals a wish to have employees that are highly motivated and employees with an ambition to grow 
within the company, which indirectly confirms the factor for committed employees. According to the 
interviewees and the findings from participant observations, commitment stems from a feeling of 
being appreciated, and both interview material and documents make it clear that the company puts a 
lot of focus on those areas. The general attitude among employees is that fairness, trust, ethics, and 
attention from management all play crucial roles when it comes to their commitment. When analysing 
the, by the employees, ranked factors in Table 4.1 regarding what they find most important, the 
factors “Feeling of accomplishment” and “Fair and just treatment” are the top two, which also supports 
this. During the interviews, when employees answered the question of what would make them 
significantly less committed to their work, they were quicker to do so with regards to the line manager 
than to the company. This supports the view in the framework that the line manager is crucial to the 
employees’ attitudes of motivation and commitment to work. 
 
In summary, the findings show that fairness and trust and other ‘soft’ values play a major role in the 
commitment of the employees. This is in line with the views of Thunissen et al. (2013) who claim that 
non-economic values, as well as economic values, are important to talent management and Cheese 
(2008) who states that a talent management process should take the interests of both the 
organization and the employee into account in order to be successful. 
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6 Conclusions and Implications 

 
This chapter reflects the contribution this research makes to the knowledge and practice in the field of 
study of talent management. The research provides a number of findings important to the research 
question what attitudes among employees are important to the practice of talent management. As 
stated in the problem formulation, the attitudes of employees have an impact not only on the 
effectiveness of talent programs, but also on the general attitudes and culture within the unit. Thus, as 
described in the introduction of the thesis, research in this area is considered important since it may 
provide useful information on how talent management programs should be designed to be successful. 
 
First, the case company has no formal definition of talent, and the perception of a talented employee 
differs between the employees, line managers, and the HR representatives. Employees generally 
emphasize that a talent is a person that is engaged, has an ability to adapt to new situations, and has 
an eagerness to learn. These differences should perhaps be considered when implementing talent 
management and defining talent in an organization, but due to the lack of formal definition of talent in 
the case company, no empirical data on the impact of such a definition on the attitudes of employees 
has been collected. Therefore, no real conclusion of the importance of the definition of a talented 
employee can be drawn from the study. 
 
Second, the attitudes to the working conditions at a company are important to the practice of talent 
management indirectly. The employees’ value soft professional development tools highly and 
consider factors for the well-being, such as feeling accomplished and being fairly treated, as important 
together with the possibility to grow and have a professional development within the company. That 
these factors are central, is in line with Thunnissen et al. (2013) who stress the importance of 
employee well-being and the importance of including their preferences as a key to employee retention 
and a good development tool. The thesis’ findings support that theory and also, in accordance with 
with Cappelli (2008) the findings in the study support his theory that the needs of the employee and 
the needs of the employer should be balanced.  
 
Third, Cappelli (2008) states that talents should be both developed internally and recruited from the 
outside to make up for any shortfalls. The case company focuses on developing talents internally, and 
does not make specific attempts to recruit talents from the outside even though they mention they do 
both. However, an interesting conclusion is that since the company puts a lot of effort into balancing 
the needs of the company and the employees, and provide plenty of opportunities for professional 
development, it has gained a very good reputation, not only internally, but also externally. Due to this 
reputation, there are many talented applicants for announced positions. In other words, the attitudes 
among employees towards the company’s approach to balancing its interests with those of the 
employees, are deemed highly important to the practice of talent management. 
 
Forth, this study finds support for Knie’s and Leisink’s (2014) AMO model, and the ability, 
commitment, and autonomy variables importance to talent management and extra-role behaviour is 
also supported. Moreover, the attitudes of employees towards these variables are found to be positive 
and employees underline the importance of autonomy in their work. The importance of the line 
manager’s role with regards to these variables is recognized by the employees, line managers, and 
HR representatives. This leads to the conclusion that the ability, autonomy, and commitment of 
employees should be taken into consideration when implementing talent management principles and 
practices, and not neglect the crucial role of the line manager in this. 
 
To conclude, employees’ perception of, and attitudes towards, the working conditions are highly 
important to take into consideration when developing talent management programs. Moreover, the 
line manager is a crucial role when it comes to the ability, autonomy, and commitment of the 
employees, which in turn are important to their extra-role behaviour, a desired outcome of talent 
management. Taking these factors into consideration when designing talent management programs 
should have a positive impact on the attitudes of the employees, improving the reputation of the 
company, and therefore also attracting new talent to the organization. 
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6.1 Suggestions for future research 

Professional development and talent management is in general about attracting, developing, and 
retaining talent, and also a leadership concern about how to manage employees to make them deliver 
and perform in their best way. More research in this area is needed and the following are some 
suggestions and recommendations for further research. 
 
This study has a number of limitations due to the use of only one case company, which also has 
limited experience of talent management, such as the quality and quantity of the collected data. 
Further study about what attitudes of employees that are important to the practice of talent 
management is needed, and also about employee reactions to talent management practices, and 
attitudes resulting from those practices. Empirical data from companies which have longer experience 
from talent management is necessary in order to conduct this research. There are a number of 
important topics that researchers could gain insight into from such research, like for example the 
employee attitudes towards being in or out of talent pools. 
 
Too much focus on the well-being of employees and their working conditions might interfere with the 
profit of the company. The balance necessary for optimal return on investment with regards to talent 
management is difficult and hard to measure, but deemed necessary in order for organizations to gain 
the most benefit from these activities and would therefore an interesting subject for future research. 
 
Variables that might moderate the attitudes towards talent management include age, career stage, 
and gender differences and it would be interesting to use these differences as a base for comparative 
research in the future. This could contribute to determine if differences between these groups have 
impact on the attitudes and if they thus should be approached in different ways by the organization. 
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8 Appendices 

8.1 Appendix A: List of interview participants 

Participant Role Time with 
the 

company 

Embedded 
unit of analysis 

Interview date 

1 Electronics designer 3.5 years Organization A 19 April 2016 

2 Project manager 7.5 years Organization A 19 April 2016 

3 Project manager 3.5 years Organization A 20 April 2016 

4 Mechanical test 
engineer 

8 months Organization A 20 April 2016 

5 Mechanics designer 3 years Organization A 21 April 2016 

6 HR business partner 1.5 years Organization A 26 April 2016 

7 Line manager 8 years Organization A 27 April 2016 

8 HR director 4.5 years Organization B 27 April 2016 

9 Line manager 7 years Organization A 27 April 2016 

10 Technical trainer 3 years Organization B 29 April 2016 

11 Regional (Line) 
manager 

5 years Organization B 29 April 2016 

12 Technical services 
engineer 

11 years Organization B 29 April 2016 
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8.2 Appendix B: Interview guide 

Three different interview guides were used for employees, line managers, and HR representatives. 

8.2.1 Interview guide Employees 

Introduction 
The interview starts with a short introduction to the aim with our study and how the interview will proceed. 
We inform the person that the interview is confidential and ask the interviewee if transcription is ok. 
 
Opening 
1. What is your name (Only for reference during the study)? 
2. For how long have you worked at this company? 
3. What is your current role and for long have you had it? 

  
The definition of talent 
4. What, in your opinion, is the meaning of talent/ talented employee? 
 
Working conditions 
Please respond to these propositions: 
5. I have chosen this company because…. 
6. A disadvantage of this company department is…. 
7. What can the company do to remove the minus point mentioned above? 
 
Professional development practices 
8. What tools (instrument, support, practice, process) do you use to support your personal and professional 

developments? 
9. What tools, in your opinion, are successful for your development? 
10. What tools are least successful? Can you recommend any improvements? 
11. What tools, in your perception, are today missing for your development and should be included? 
12. What tools at the company, in your opinion, are useless and can be cancelled? 
 
Line manager  
13. In your opinion, what role and influence does your manager have regarding your professional 

development? 
14. What support do you get from the company, and from your manager, for your professional development? 
15. Do you think the company see their talents and take good care of them? In what way? 
 
Commitment 
16. What type of event within the company or action from your manager would make you much less 

committed to your job? 
 
Rate the importance to you of the following on a scale 1-5 where 5 is very important. 
17. Financial rewards. 
18. Job security. 
19. Feeling of accomplishment. 
20. Professional development. 
21. Personal development. 
22. Fair and just treatment. 
23. Challenging work assignments. 
24. Varying work assignments. 
25. Autonomy in your work. 
26. Decision-making power related to your assignments. 
27. Opportunities to perform tasks outside of the strict limits for your role. 
28. To receive further job training. 
29. A transparent pay system. 
30. Career opportunities within the firm. 
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Conclusion 
Ask the interviewees if everything has been discussed sufficiently, and thank them for the interview. 

 

8.2.2 Interview guide Line Managers 

Introduction 
The interview starts with a short introduction to the aim with our study and how the interview will proceed. 
We inform the person that the interview is confidential and ask the interviewee if transcription is ok. 
 
Opening 
31. What is your name (Only for reference during the study)? 
32. For how long have you worked at this company? 
33. What is your current role and for long have you had it? 

  
The definition of talent 
1. What, in your opinion, is the meaning of talent/ talented employee? 
2. What kind of personal characteristics do you think a talent in your organization should have? Why are 

those important? 
 
The Line manager’s role in relation to talent management 
3. Thinking of talent management. What is your role as a manager in that process? 
4. What are your main working tasks related to talent management? 
5. For how long have you been working with talent management? 
6. Do you think you have a good relationship with your employees? Do they trust you? 
7. In what way are your handling (and what is the relation) to your talents and non-talents different? 
 
TM policy and practices 
8. What tools (instrument, support, practice, process) do you use to support your employees in their 

professional development? 
9. What tools, in your opinion, are successful in their development? Why? 
10. What tools are least successful? Why? Can you recommend any improvements? 
11. What tools, in your perception, are today missing for their development and should be included? Why? 
12. What tools at the company, in your opinion, are useless and can be cancelled? Why? 
 
Knies’ AMO model 
13. How would you define a committed employee? 
14. Do you generally prefer to give your employees a high degree of autonomy in their work or not? Why? 
15. Would your answer be different if you consider the employee a talent? 

 
Matzler’s factors 
16. Does autonomy come with delegated responsibility? 
17. Does autonomy come with delegated decision-making power? 
18. Consider the standard role of one of your employees, is that employees scope of action confined to that 

role or does it stretch further? 
19. Do you think it is important, in general, to your employees to perform varied work tasks? Why? 
20. If so, in what ways can you as a line manager affect this?  
 
Evaluation of the line manager’s role in talent management 
21. How satisfied are you with your participation in the talent management process? Strengths and 

weaknesses? 
22. Are you aware of the importance of your role in the talent management process? Why is it important?  
23. How well does your participation correspond and contribute to the company’s objectives regarding talent 

management? 
24. Is the company’s strategy clear and a good support for you in your work with talent management?  
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25. What support do you get from the company (top management / HR) with your work with talent 
management?  

26. Do you think the company see their talents and takes good care of them? In what way? 
27. Have your relationship with your employees changed since talent management was implemented? Pros 

and cons? 
 
Conclusion 
Ask the interviewees if everything has been discussed sufficiently, and thank them for the interview. 

 

8.2.3 Interview guide HR Representatives 

Introduction 
The interview starts with a short introduction to the aim with our study and how the interview will proceed. 
We inform the person that the interview is confidential and ask the interviewee if transcription is ok. 
 
Opening 
1. What is your name (Only for reference during the study)? 
2. For how long have you worked at this company? 
3. What is your current role and for long have you had it? 
 
The definition of talent 
4. What is your personal definition of a talented employee? 
5. Does the company have a formal definition of talent? If so, what is that definition? Is this definition widely 

accepted within the organization? 
 

TM policy and practices 
6. Does the company have difficulties in attracting and retaining talented employees?  

a. If yes - what difficulties? 
b. If no – why is that? 

7. Do you work with talent management in your organization, if so, for how long? 
8. What are the TM objectives in your organization? 
9. What practices and activities have been developed to meet these objectives? (check for recruitment & 

selection, development, performance & retention) 
10. How is the development of the talented employees integrated in the other processes and strategy of the 

company? 
 
Cappelli’s problems and principles 
11. How is future need of talented employees forecasted in your organization? 
12. Is talent mainly home-grown or bought? Why? 
13. What activities are exercised in your organization to increase employee retention? 

 
Matzler’s factors 
14. Are there training options available for employees to develop professionally in their current role? 
15. Are there training options available for employees to develop professionally for future roles? 
16. How would you define the transparency of the pay system in your organization? 
17. How are employees made aware of career opportunities within the firm? 
 
Actors involved in professional development 
18. Who are involved in the development and implementation of TM and employee development practices? 
19. Who are responsible for these practices? (employee, line manager, HR staff, etc) 
20. To what extent is the top management involved in management of talented employees? 

 
The Line Manager 
21. What education does the line managers get regarding talent management and how to handle their 

employees from that perspective? 
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22. What education does the line managers get regarding professional development and how to handle their 
employees from that perspective? 

23. What responsibility does the line managers have in the development of the employees (talents and non-
talents)? 

24. How important would you say the line manager is in the context of talent management? Why? 
 
 
Conclusion 
Ask the interviewee if everything has been discussed sufficiently, and thank him/her for the interview. 

 


