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So,
One thing is for sure: career management means 
a lot of different things to different people. Even within a 
company, it’s often unclear whether it’s a philosophy,  
a practice or a process.   

“Career management,” however you define it, is a greater 
challenge now than it’s ever been — for both companies 
and employees. Slashed training budgets, scant commu-
nication efforts and managers with larger and more virtual 
teams  build obstacles to feedback, personalized devel-
opment and even one-on-one conversations between 
employee and boss. All of this makes for a more difficult  
environment for employees who really want support and 
direction.

In many cases companies have given up cajoling, training 
and threatening their managers with the task of develop-
ing their teams. Managers rarely receive proactive training  
anymore about how to coach, give feedback, manage  
performance or guide career development discussions 
with their people. So with no accountability, and no  
training, where does that leave employees?

In this lucky-to-have-a-job economy, lots of workers don’t 
feel very lucky. Engagement surveys and exit interview 
data suggest employees feel static, trapped, longing for 
something — development, recognition, movement — and 
they’re unsure of how to make it happen. Often, they  
look to HR for the magic bullet that will propel them in 
the right direction. In turn, HR is getting it from all sides: 
workers clamoring for direction that will translate into 
higher salaries, leaders demanding more productive,  
engaged workers, and the business strategy mandating 
an innovative approach to finding and retaining cutting-
edge skills and experiences. 

Can careers really 
be managed anymore?

here is no simple, linear path to career nirvana these 

days — but that doesn’t stop employees from shouting 

from the rooftops, hoping enough noise will show them 

the way. Whether a straight shot from the mailroom to the corner 

office ever really existed is debatable. Yet it’s undeniable that  

today’s workers are on a zig-zag career trajectory, and they’re 

not sure they like the ride.  

So what does “career management” mean anyway? Is it a formal 

philosophy, a structured development program, an alliance from 

the very start with an HR partner or career coach who sees the 

big picture? Is it entirely owned by employees and, if so, what is 

the role of managers in the process? Is it related to — or entirely 

removed from — promotional opportunities?

We recently brought together a diverse group of HR leaders 

to ask them these very questions. That conversation, and our 

thoughts about where the career management debate is headed, 

are summarized in this paper.  

T
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Every company in every industry has this same problem, 
to some extent. And there are wildly different approaches 
to dealing with it — from ignoring it to implementing just-
in-time learning solutions, affinity groups, job mapping, 
peer coaching programs and virtual mentors. But all 
agree: change has come and ultimately every leader has 
to deal with the onslaught of pressure from employees 
demanding more… better… now.  

Our conversation with a cross-industry team of HR leaders  
focused on career management concerns, strategies, 
generational differences and the million-dollar question: 

Whose career is it, anyway? 

DIFFERENT CAREER MANAGEMENT PHILOSOPHIES

One HR leader discussed her company’s “Grow or Go” model: either make it to  

the next level or, the implication eventually: leave the company. This philosophy 

was accompanied by an in-depth discussion about the practicality of such an  

approach and where this leaves the hordes of plain-old “acceptable” performers. 

The debate moved into whether this was an “old school” mindset that has no 

relevance given the talent challenges of the new economy. Or perhaps it is more 

relevant than ever, at least for companies that invest heavily in entry-level workers, 

banking on the potential value they generate as they progress. Those who aren’t 

able to make the leap become a financial burden. 

Another participant discussed his company’s shift from a one-time, annual  activity  

to an on-going process that better fits the quickly-evolving nature of his business. 

While they’ve implemented messaging and tools to support this change, the  

mentality of leaders and employees enterprise-wide hasn’t yet shifted.

Yet another leader stressed the fact that her company has invested in building  

tools and processes to drive the message that careers are fueled by learning and 

experiences, and are not promotion-based. In this organization, the emphasis  

is on “doing” new things — whether or not it directly leads to a promotion.  

“Everyone needs to know that our business requires us all to constantly learn and 

grow — and our career management philosophy now reflects that.”

A leader from a similarly sized organization agreed with this philosophy, adding, 

“We’re in a similar boat.  We never stated it before, but in the past year we’ve put it 

out there, and started saying it out loud: development doesn’t equal promotions.”

While development may not equal promotion, some companies feel compelled to 

better communicate to associates the variety of jobs that exist. Not a career path, 

mind you, but the smorgasbord of jobs in a given job family. They feel that providing  

visibility into the array of roles available inspires, or at least imparts, a feeling of 

choice in career direction.
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We’ve seen organizations go so far as listing competencies by role. In theory, it 

seems like a good idea — employees that desire specific jobs can learn exactly 

what behaviors they must develop to have a shot.  But it’s tough to sustain this 

level of detail as jobs evolve.

The Role of Competencies  
in Career Development 
To equip employees with the development direction they need while  

balancing sustainability, a company-level competency model is key — one 

that embodies business strategy and channels development efforts in ways 

that differentiates the business. Organizations can get the most out of their 

models when they use them as the foundation of multiple talent management 

processes — and employees understand their significance. 

SOCIAL NETWORKS POWER LEARNING

A big part of that philosophy of learning on the fly, doing new things and virtual 

development is outlined in Human Capital Institute’s “Tapping the Power of Social 

Networking to Manage Talent,” focusing on Social Network Analysis (SNA). SNA 

maps and measures the flow of knowledge between people and groups, and dem-

onstrates how technology has changed employee value from a linear structure to 

something far more informal. And regardless of whether we acknowledge it (or like 

it ), most of this flow of information takes place through social networks.

In a recent HCI study, only 9.5% of HR Leader respondents consider themselves 

to be either knowledgeable or very knowledgeable about SNA. Yet if everyone can 

agree that knowledge is being transferred primarily through social networks, it 

makes sense that we understand, value and leverage those among us who are the 

major connectors, the ones who share the most impor-

tant information and organically help others learn and 

develop. To this end, organizations are beginning to better 

manage both formal and informal networks to increase 

information flow, learning and efficiency. And the impact of 

these social networks on other parts of the talent lifecycle 

beyond development — such as assimilation, engagement, 

productivity and retention — are only now being quantified.1

All of which brings us back to the fundamental question: 

How do we balance the need for feedback and 
development and growth when we operate in an 
environment that, by its very nature, limits the 
number of promotions that can be awarded?

DEVELOPMENT VS. PROMOTION 

There was a spirited discussion at our roundtable about 

the difficulty of getting employees to embrace develop-

ment that doesn’t lead either directly or immediately 

to their definition of growth: i.e., promotions and salary 

increases. All participants agreed that their development  

planning process is widely understood — but that’s where 

the similarities ended. At one company, the individual 

development planning process is optional and gets  

few takers. At another organization, the program is  

mandatory and over 90% of the staff participates. 

So which of these approaches, if any, work best to  

convince employees that career management is their 

responsibility… and that development is in their best 

interest? 
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A roundtable participant noted that his company “does 

a lot but employees don’t see it as career enhancing; 

they can go to an event every day if they want but don’t 

necessarily see it as ‘development’.”  Another participant 

praised the increasing popularity of self-directed, virtual 

learning: “People are more invested when they can pick 

and choose learning opportunities that are personalized  

and meaningful to them. The out-of-the-classroom, 

hands-on experience is much better for them — and 

we know it drives learning more effectively.” TED Talks, 

virtual speaker series, online Q&A with executives, iTunes 

University podcasts, etc. can all supplement traditional 

classroom based learning — and drive personalized 

development — in a very effective way. Without being 

too prescriptive, organizations can point out important 

competencies that these resources emphasize, so that 

employees can take a deliberate approach to learning.

SOCIAL MEDIA IS HERE TO STAY

But even the most innovative approaches can’t always stop the sound of employees 

clamoring for more. More what?  Well, for some, the grumblings of discontent are 

really signs of burn-out or check-out:  Deloitte’s Talent Edge 2020 study revealed 

that only about 30% of employees at large companies plan to stay when the econ-

omy picks up.  Nearly half (49%) of employees surveyed have been, plan to, or are 

currently seeking new employment. In addition, social media sites like Facebook, 

Twitter, and LinkedIn open up a new, highly effective method for job-seekers and 

employers to connect. Networking sites now provide the second-most effective way 

for job-hunters to find new work, falling only behind traditional networking.2

So employers are faced with the challenge of tapping into what employees feel is 

important and fulfilling. And they can no longer rely on a gatekeeper, like a manager, 

to inform, train, coach and develop their teams. Over time, as the workforce yields to 

Millennials, and Generations X, Y and Z, the pressure will increase in some ways — 

but decrease in other ways.3  As one HR leader said: “There is the perception that 

there’s not a lot of opportunity. Yet there are a lot of jobs coming. Associates don’t 

realize that a retirement wave will present many opportunities for movement soon. 

So we need to tamp down expectations — but not forever.” 

All of this points to the fact that the way we think about — and implement — career 

management processes needs to radically change from what we were doing just  

a few years ago.  Now is the time for bite-sized, relevant topics, wide variety,  

accessibility, app-like delivery, gaming elements, virtual collaboration, on-demand 

mentoring, and so on.

Where to begin?  It can feel overwhelming to an HR or TM leader. But the advice of 

those in the know is to put tools into the hands of employees which allow them to 

communicate, share, learn and grow from one another. Unleash the power of the in-

ternet — sites like Khan Academy, IBM’s simulation game Innov8, Harvard Business 

Review’s Management Tip of the Day, social media networks, blogs and boards. 

Embrace that fact that even if your company doesn’t allow access to social media 
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sites, employees are on their smartphones accessing 

them right this minute anyway, so fight to enable connec-

tions via Linkedin and Facebook and Twitter. Start with 

anything that drives organic communication and builds 

ways employees can learn from one another. 

One last tip: start soon. The demand from employees to 

communicate, share and learn with one another at work —  

in the same way they communicate outside of work — is 

just going to increase, not go away. Leverage the power 

of this new world, and use it to drive the kind of employee 

development that will help your company achieve its  

strategic goals. 

1  
Willis B. and Schweyer A., Tapping the Power of Social Networking to  
Manage Talent, Saba and Human Capital Institute (presentation), 2012.

2  Deloitte, 2012 Top Five Total Rewards Priorities Survey, December 2011.

3  
Hershatter A. and Epstein M., Millennials and the World of Work:  
An Organization and Management Perspective, Springer Science +  
Business Media, LLC, 2010.

    Is your career management philosophy clearly stated 
and widely accessible to employees?

    Is there a clear road map to development for  
managers and employees to follow?

    Do you have tools to support employees who  
want to drive their own development?

    Do senior leaders model the fact that everyone needs 
feedback and everyone has areas to improve?

    Do you leverage informal, technology-based modes  
of communication, sharing and learning?

    Do employees have access to social media sites?

If you answered YES to 3 or more, you’re headed in the right 
direction — keep up the good work!

If you answered NO to 3 or more, it’s time to take a fresh  
look at career management and how employees can develop 
themselves, with their managers’ help.  

ASSESS THE EFFECTIVENESS 
OF YOUR COMPANY’S 
CAREER MANAGEMENT PROCESS

YES   NO
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