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PREFACE

For the last decade I have had a challenging opportunity to work as a manager in a training I
organisation and a rewarding opportunity to learn to know the SME sector. A couple of
years ago, I had an interesting discussion with the marketing manager in a family-owned
enterprise. On that particular day, he was completely frustrated because he had just heard
that the managing director did not support his idea to develop himself in a training
programme. This happened only a day after I myself had heard the managing director
talking for a long time about how important it is to train and develop the employees in
order to survive in the competitive environment. This particular episode started to disturb .
=——c—me.whythe talk-of-these:two-persons-provided-such-a-contradictory-picture-of-the-numan___.__ Et

resource development in the firm. After that, I started to listen to the employees and

owners more carefully, and this episode seemed to be repeated again and again.

In addition, the episode appeared to be even more complex the more I observed and
listened. Every now and then, even all the persons in a small firm seemed to talk
completely differently about human resource development, and I became interested in this
phenomenon. Why does it seem that there are not any single realities in the firm, but rather

a number of individual interpretations of the reality? In addition, as I worked in the field of

management training, my interest was to identify the persons who are strategically the most
tmportant for the firm (i.e. not only the managers) and listen to their individual inter-
pretations. As these thoughts did not now leave my mind, it was natural for me to focus my

doctoral dissertation in order to answer these questions.

The tuming point of my research process was the reading of Alasuutari’s (1996) book
“Excellent dear Watson™ in which he constructs a fascinating analogy between qualitative
research and the work of detectives. According to him both these focus on aiming at
solving the mysteries of the social world by means of human intelligence. For me the
interpretative realities as well as the identification of key employees in SMEs were the
mysteries which I wanted to solve, and while reading the book an imaginative discussion

between detective Sherlock Holmes and his assistant Dr. Watson suddenly appeared to my
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mind. This particular dialogue has been of great support during the research process. It has
provided me with a possibility of keeping the research process strictly on track and,
especially, it has provided me with the trust that the mystery is possible to solve by
systemic use of human intelligence and fruitful discussions with other researchers in the
field, with colleagues at work and, especially, with the key employees in SMEs. Therefore,

I would like to present the dialogue for the readers in this prologue:

Holmes: “Dear Watson, what are the facts we have regarding the mysteries of
identifying the key employees in SMEs and their interpretations of the human
resource development in the firm, and why does there seem to be so much
internal variation on the individual level?”

Watson: “Let me see, the facts are..hmm... First, as we know each SME is
< e MRiQUe Inils nature. Therefore we-should.treat-it as. unique,-100.Second,-there . .
"7 Tare a number of previous studies listing the obstacles to the development of '
human resources in SMEs, but they do not solve the mystery of internal
variation. Third, there are strategically important persons — perhaps we could
call them key employees - working in SMEs. However, the problem is how to
identify them. Fourth, as we already know, the talk is an important part of the
organisational life of SMEs. So, perhaps we should reach the unique nature of

SMEs by discussing with the individual key employees?”

Holmes: “Excellent, dear Watson. I think we have the clue!”
Watson: “Do we??"
Holmes: “We just have to identify the key employees and dive into the discursive

worlds of the key employees and the mystery will be solved! — So, please, dear :
Watson, would you pour me some more tea...”
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ABSTRACT

Tuomi, Lauri (2005). Strategic Human Resource Development in SMEs — The identifica-
tion of Key Employees and Their Discourses on Human Resource Development. Acta
Wasaensia No. 135, 226 p.

This doctoral thesis examines the role of strategic human resource development (SHRD}) in
an SME context. The focus is on the key employees’ point of view and on the socially
created reality. Thus, SHRD in an SME context is seen as a frame which does not exist a
priori, but rather, it is open to different interpretations and, hence, open to be modified and
broadened. In addition, since the reality is created by individuals in social interaction, the
key employees will be provided with the opportunity to talk about human resource
development. Thus, their socially constructed interpretations provide the possibility of
broadening the picture of the role of SHRD in the SME sector.

First, however, the key employees need to be identified and, therefore, the criteria of

strateglc resource of of Resource-based theory Value ranty, mutablhty a.nd substltutablllty -

Identlﬁcatlon will be developed Methodologlcally the dlscourse analysm will pr0v1de a
means to understand how the social reality is constructed and maintained in SMEs. Thus,
the talk of the key employees is not regarded as a description of the reality but rather the
use of language is seen as function itself. Therefore, the discourses of the key employees
provide the possibility of understanding the complexity of the reality and the consequences
which affect human resource development in the firms.

In all, twelve key employees from two Finnish SMEs were identified and interviewed. As a
result, the interpretative nature of the reality became evident. The key employees produced
discursive worlds being their socially constructed interpretations aifecting the development
of human resources of the firm. The interpretations differed from each other and, also, the
majority of the discursive worlds were incoherent in their nature. Moreover, the discourses
were usually taken for granted affecting radical obstacles to the development. In addition,
there were discourses which maintained the past history of the firm, too. Hence, SHRD and
key employees’ discourses are in close interaction in SMEs and, thus, discourses facilitate
the implementation, maintaining and the renewal of SHRD. In addition, SHRD provides a
base for social interaction in which the discourses are maintained, renewed and shared. As a
result, this dissertation emphasises the strategic role of key employees in constructing the
fit between the actual and interpreted realities. Therefore, the interaction and the use of
language are raised as powerful tools to make a shared strategy. To conclude, as the
discourses as well as the environment of SMEs are dynamic in nature, the continuous
assurance of the fit between the actual and interpreted realities becomes a central issue in
SME:s in order to unfold the strategy of the firm

Lauri Tuomi, Pajumdentie 6, FIN-06450 Porvoo, Finland, e-mail lauri.tuomi@pp.inet fi.

Keywords: strategic human resource development, human resource development, human
resources, key employees, SMEs, discourse analysis
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1. INTRODUCTION

In this research we will shift to the ‘boundary surface’ in the SME research field. In other
words, the research on entrepreneurship and SMEs has been primarily targeted on the
entrepreneur him/herself or on new venture creation (see Veciana 1999). However, during
the past decade the importance of human resource development in SMEs has been noticed
by the researchers and practitioners as well. For example, human resource development in
the SME-context has been included as a theme in the most outstanding research confer-
ences in the field, e.g. the world conferences arranged by the International Council of Small
Business (ICSB) and RENT (Research in Entrepreneurship and Small Business), confer-
.ences. arranged-by the. European.Institute-for Advanced Studies-in-Management(EIASM). ...

Also, the international doctoral programmes, e.g. EDP (European Doctoral Programme in
Entrepreneurship and Small Business Management), have been the facilitators in widening ’
the perspective to the human resource in SMEs. In addition to these, the conferences and
workshops on strategic human resource management and development' have approached

the SME sector, too.

Actually, there is no doubt why the SME sector has become an attractive field for studies
focusing on the human resource. First, SMEs — no matter how it is defined — cover over 90
per cent of the total number of enterprises in almost all countries in global perspective.
Thus, SMEs are important if the economic aspects or employability are taken into account.
Second, until the past decades, the research on human resource development in SMEs has
been neglected. Actually, the development of entrepreneurs has been the first wave in the
research field having roots in the Schumpeterian era. In fact, this is understandable because
there is no doubt that the entrepreneurs are the most important human resource during the

start-up phase and, thus, that research truly is needed.

' e.g. the workshops on Strategic Human Resourcc Management arranged by the European Institute for

Advanced Studies in Management (EIASM).
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However, there is a strong ‘call’ for the next wave of the SME research. In fact, there is the
call for the research on human resource development in the SMEs having 10-49 employees
(i.e. the ‘small firms’). In small firms, the role of the founding entrepreneur is urging for a
change because the founding entrepreneur has recruited persons to different tasks — even
strategic for the firm — and should start delegating and empowering. In other words, the
field for the cultivation of key employees is prepared in this size category. Moreover, the
expectations of all employees for the development are already raised due to the turbulent
business environment in which the small firms operate. In addition, these small firms are on
the edge regarding their future: either these firms are waiting for the growth phase or they
are in the mature phase targeting towards succession or new strategies for future survival.

Therefore, in this dissertation we will reach the next wave and focus on strategic human

_resource-development.in-SMEs..On.that wave ;. we-will navigate-towards the sall-ficms-and_-..

their employees and, then, we will dive into the reality in which the small firms operate and
develop their personnel, and, finally, we will analyse the role of strategic human resource

development in this challenging size category of SMEs.

In this chapter, the background as well as the research process will be introduced. First, we
will take a closer look at the SME sector in general and its human resource in particular.
Secondly, we will adjust the focus towards the strategic human resource development.
Thirdly, we will reach the individual employees and raise the talk to the focus by intro-
ducing some samples illustrating the importance and power of discourse. Finally, we will

present the research objectives and research setting as well as the outline of this research.

1.1. The SMEs and the Strategic Human Resource as Focus

The SME sector is a source of employment and a contributor to European competitiveness.

At the moment there are over 20 million SMEs” in Europe providing the employment with

? $MEs are defined as all enterprises employing less than 250 employees, turnover less than 40 million or the
balance sheet less than 27 million and finally economic independence. Micro enterprise employs less than [0
cmployeces. Small enterprise employs 1049 employees and medium-sized enterprise employs 50-249
employees. (Buropean Commission 2002a; European Commission 2002b: European Comrmission 2003.)

S _%
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over 80 million people. These SMEs account for around 99% of all enterprises, 66% of the
total employment and 55% of the total tumover. Some 19 million of these SMEs are micro-
sized (0-9 employees). About 1,2 million are small-sized (10—49 employees) and about
200 000 are medium-sized (50-249 employees). Only 40 000 of the European enterprises
are categorised as large (more than 250 employees). During the years 1998-2001 the
employment in the SME sector increased while during the same period the large enterprises
lost jobs. Due to the increased competition in single market almost one third of the SMEs
have increased the number of their business contacts over the period 1995-2000. In 2001
the main business constrains according to SMEs were: (1) lack of skilied labour, (2) access
to finance, (3) administrative regulations and (4) infrastructure. (European Commission

2002a; European Commission 2002b.)

Hendry, Arthur and Jones (1995) point out that the SMEs are a source of employment,
contributors to a dynamic economy and sources of innovations and, as such, SMEs play a
vital role in every local economy (see Miettinen 2002). Despite the statistical fact that the
SME sector is important for the dynamic economy, a previous human resource manage-
ment research — especially the human resource development research — has been con-
centrating on the larger companies and organisations (see Kerr & McDougall 1999; Hendry
et al. 1995; Heneman & Tansky 2000). However, a number of studies have been made on
SMEs, e.g. on the impact of training in SMEs (see Patton, Marlow & Hannon 2000,
Marshall, Alderman, Wong & Thwaites 1995, Westhead & Storey 1996), human resource
management and development practices in SMEs (see Hornsby & Kuratko 1990; Hill &
Stewart 2000); the de_velopment of learning organisation (see Gibb 1997); skill supply,
development and learning (see Hendry, Arthur & Jones 1991; Dalley & Hamilton 2000)
and training and education (see Curran & Blackburn 1994; Sadler-Smith, Sargeant &

Dawson 1998).

The common feature of the previous literature on human resource management and
development of SMEs has been the “problem-based view”, i.e. the researchers provide the
reader with lists of problems or obstacles regarding the development of the human resource.
Kerr and McDougall (1999) list particular features of SMEs that are important in any

discussion about human resource development in SMEs. First, one key characteristic is the
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importance of owner-managers because they determine the strategic direction for the whole
company and thus the appropriateness of training and development (see Homsby &
Kuratko 1990). A second feature is that training and development in SMEs are often ad
hoc, occurring in the course of normal routines. The third characteristic is the prevalence of
a short-term perspective. Similarly, De Kok (2002) presents a list regarding the reasons
why small firms spend less on formal training. First, the training may be too expensive,
including the lack of financial resources as well as the higher cost compared to larger firms
and the opportunity costs being relatively high for small firms regarding the absence of
individual employees. Secondly, the short time horizon (cf. Kerr & McDougall 1999)

makes it less attractive to invest in training. Third, training may increase the outflow of

employees. Finally, according to De Kok (2002), smaller firms have a more limited

a similar kind of list asking why small firms buy less management training than large firms.
The reasons for this are: (1) the real price is higher in small firms, (2) small firms are more
financially constrained, (3) greater uncertainty means a short-time view, (4) absence of an
internal labour-market, (5) training perceived is not appropriate, (6) the scale economies for

trainers in dealing with large firms.

Despite the fact that there are special features in SMEs regarding human resource
management and development (e.g. time horizon, lack of resources etc.), Hill and Stewart
(2000) pointed out that each SME is unique in its composition and culture and therefore a
small organisation’s model of HRD will be unique, too. This is the feature we want to share
in this research: each SME is unique and, thus, it is important to reach the uniqueness and
pass the “problem-based” view ~ not forgetting it but, rather, to reach the individual
employees. As Tyson (1995: 55) states: “One of the main gaps in human resource
management [later HRM)] research is the absence of data on what people who actually
experience HRM policies think or feel about them.” Furthermore, the lack of information
about human resources in SMEs 1s problematic for theory, research and practice and a
greater understanding of personnel management in smaller firms is needed (e.g. Heneman

et al. 2000; Homnsby et al. 1990).
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In sum, there 15 a need for deeper understanding of the strategic human resource and
strategic human resource development in SMEs, firstly, because the employment in the
SME sector is important for the dynamic economy, secondly, because there is a lack of
studies concentrating on human resource in SMEs and, thirdly, because the research can
reduce the gap between the practitioners’ concemns as the lack of skilled employees as the
number one concern of SMEs in the European Union (European Commission 2002b) and

current academic research (e.g. Heneman et al. 2000: 12).

1.2. The Importance of the Talk in SMEs

guage.and talk comprise.a-major-part.of organisational-life.(Alvesson-1994; Alvesson & - .. ... - .. ..

T e e R e

Karreman 2000a; see Pfeffer 1994: 109-112), and thus talk has practical consequences for '.

the members of the organisation (see Eriksson & Lehtimiki 1998; Lehtiméki 2000; Barry
& Elmes 1997). However, language is easily taken for granted if we do not see it as a
medium for action but merely just as a code for communication (Potter & Wetherell 1987:
9-10). In order to illustrate this, let us take an example. The following discussion is a part of
the interview during which the researcher interviewed a 50-year-old manager in an SME

regarding the content of the work and his development:

Researcher: So, your job description is quite wide — In your opinion, what is
the best part in your work?

Key Employee: Uh, what is the best part in my work in general [pause]. I
don’'t have that anymore [pause]. I'm of that age already that I don't have
any particular dreams or visions for my work anymore. There is the everyday
realism [pause]. The best thing is that you can come here every day

The previous sample illustrates how the talk is not just a code for communication. As we
can see ‘age’” is taken for granted as a factor which affects the work and the working
environment. We can just assume what kind of consequences this kind of talk will bring in

the company and especially for the key employee® himself. Moreover, this particular key

* The concept of “key employee’ will be defined later in this research (Chapter 2).
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employee will work still at least ten years before his retirement and has eighteen

subordinates and 1s a member of the management team in the company.

The following sample illustrates that the other employee — a Chief in Financing in her 50’s
—m the same firm does not see age as an obstacle for her development but merely wonders

why it is a strong obstacle for her subordinates:

Researcher: So the experience is also needed here?

Key Employee B: Yes some kind of. There is no doubt we need to have new
blood in order to get innovativeness so that not all are over fifty years old and
have got stuck to the old routine and do all things as they have been done
earlier and if you try something new it does not succeed. But I have thought

- that uh-l am of that-age. too...-that which-makes-the-people-over fifty become

as they are... that you can’t get anything out of them... and 1 am almost
hysterical that I will keep my knowledge up to date...

As the above examples illustrate, these persons working in the same firm have created their
own interpretations of the reality in the company. According to the 50-year-old manager his
age is a strong obstacle to the development and we can hear some tiredness and lack of
motivation in his voice. On the contrary, the Chief in Financing says that precisely because
of the age you have to develop yourself. Therefore, she wonders why the employees of the
same age do not develop themselves. Thus, it can be said that these two key employees
have created individual interpretative realities in which age is a determinant affecting the

development of the human resource.

Furthermore, sometimes the interpretative reality may direct the thinking so strongly that
even the actions which are needed will not be done. In the next sample, the key employee is
so fixed to his discourse in which the firm is in its start-up phase and, thus, any self-
development is impossible due to the critical situation. So, he doesn’t develop himself at all
and the aim is to ensure the development of his subordinates. However, suddenly, he

notices that the same situation has continued already almost three years and something

should be done.
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Key Employee: I try to take care that my team has money for training
purposes and that every one has the possibility to develop himself but because
of the firm’s current situation I have not had any kind of development. {a
moment later] but, uh, we were in the same situation already three years ago
[laughing]

1.3. The Research Objectives and Research Setting

As we saw at the beginning of this dissertation, it seems that even in a same firm there are
radical differences regarding the interpretations of human resource development in the
SME context. For example, for a key employee ‘age’ was a strong obstacle to the develop-

ment and, controversially, according to another key employee it was a strong reason to keep

TeeKrowledge-ad SKilIS Ipaatea=THUSs tHeTr Tnierpretations; Whith-Were Constrigted Tr——"

social interaction, affected the consequences for the human resource development. Further-
more, we explored that there are a number of studies and surveys listing the obstacles to
human resource development in the SME sector. Thus, it seems that the research aiming at
listing the obstacles provides a too simplistic picture of the human resource development in
the SME context and it seems that the reality is more complex if it is seen from the key
employee level. Therefore, this research focuses on strategic human resource development
in SMEs and a precise research question will read as follows: Is there a role of strategic

human resource development in the SME context?

As we are especially interested in identifying the strategically most important human
resource, the scope will be limited to the key employees in the firm in order to solve the
mystery of this variation regarding human resource development. Thus, the qualitative re-
search will provide the appropriate means in order to understand the complex phenomenon
of strategic human resource development in SMEs. Consequently, this research seeks to
contribute to the research on human resource development in SMEs by introducing a
framework for the identification of the strategically most important human resource in
firms. Therefore, the first objective of the research is to clarify the widely used, but at the
moment ambiguous and vague concept of ‘key employee’. As the resource-based theory
concentrates on the strategic resources as a means to sustainable competitive advantage, it

will form the theoretical framework for the development of the concept of ‘key employee’
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as well as a frame for the identification. Thus, the second objective of this research is to
revise and further develop the previous models for the identification of the strategically

most important resonrces — in this research especially the key employees.

Methodologically the discourse analysis® provides a means to understand how social reality
is constructed and maintained. Thus, the talk of the key employees is not regarded as a
description of the reality but rather the talk forms the interpretative reality of the key
employee in a social interaction (see Potter & Wetherell 1987). Consequently, the analysis
of the talk will provide a means to understand the discursive world (i.e. the interpretative
reality) of key employees (see Figure 1) and, finally, to properly understand the human

resource development as a complex and, especially, social phenomenon in the SMEs.

_Thus,_the_third objective of the research_is to analyse the individual key-employees'

discursive worlds in order to understand the internal discursive variation in the firms

and, thus, the consequences affecting SHRD.

Tha Discoursive World
of ihe Key Employes

is formed by is based cn

lhe Key Employee's
Accounis

Figure1l. The framework for the discourse analysis (modified Jokinen, Juhila & Suoni-

nen 1999: 21).

In this research the human resource development will be the phenomenon around which the
key employees’ discursive worlds are constructed. Thus, the human resource development
will be seen as an integrated and holistic approach to changing work-related behaviour,

using a range of learning techniques and strategies. (Megginson, Joy-Matthews & Banfield

? The methodology will be presented later in Chapter 3.
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1993). In addition, the human resource development is seen as a dynamically changing and
strategically important phenomenon, and thus the deeper understanding of its complex
nature in SMEs will contribute to the training organisations as well as the SMEs in their
efforts to develop the human resource. In particular, in this research the strategic role of
HRD will be emphasised and, therefore, both the concepts HRD and SHRD will be used in
this research. The concept of ‘HRD’ is used in order to emphasise the learning techniques
and strategies and, the concept ‘SHRD’ is used in order to highlight the linkage between
HRD and business strategy. Thus, the fourth objective of the research is to broaden the
picture of SHRD in SME-context by using the resulls of the discourse analysis.

The research process can be illustrated as a continuum. First, the overall picture of SHRD

resource-based view in the firm will form the basis for the clarification of the concept ‘key
employee’ and for the revision of the identification framework. Third, the identified key
employees’ discourses and their interpretations of the reality regarding the development of
human resources will be analysed. Then, the conclusions will be made according to the key
employees’ discourses and, finally, the picture of SHRD in SME sector will be broadened.

The research process is presented in Figure 2.

The

. The broadening’
plcture of N - picture of
SHRD:In an The:Key - SHRD in.air
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Figure 2. The research process.
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As the research question is what is the role of SHRD in the SME-context, it is worth
emphasising that the aim of this dissertation is not to study the linkage between strategy
and HRD in the SME-context as such but to enrich this discussion by focusing on the key
employees’ point of view and on the socially created reality. Thus, epistemologically this
dissertation is located in soctal constructionism (Schwandt 1994; Gergen 1994; Burr 1995;
Parker 1998; Jokinen, Juhila & Suoninen 1999: 39-41). In addition, from the structural
point of view of this dissertation, the overall picture of SHRD in an SME-context is seen as
a cultural context or frame (see Jokinen, Juhila, Suoninen 1999: 60-62). However, this
frame does not exist a priori, but rather, it is open to different interpretations and, thus, to
be modified and broadened. Morecover, as the rationale of social constructivism is that the

reality is created by individuals in social interaction (e.g. Schwandt 1994), the

——— identification_framework of--these- individuals:(i.e-key-employees)-will- be_reyised.- .-

Moreover, methodologically discourse analyses has its theoretical base in social
constructionism® and thus, from the epistemological point of view the structure of the
research can be seen as a continuum in which, first, the ‘culrural’ context is presented,
second, the individuals are identified and, third, the socially constructed interpretations will

be analysed strictly on a content base and, finally, the conclusions are drawn.

1.4. The Qutline of the Research

This dissertation consists of five chapters which follow the sequential logic of the research
process. In the first chapter, the main themes as well as the research objectives and setting
will be introduced. In Chapter 2 the overall picture of strategic human resource
development in an SME-context will be formed as well as the concept of ‘key employee’
will be defined. In addition, in the same chapter, the revised framework for the

identification of key employees will be formed.

3 We will return to social constructionism in Chapter 3.
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Then in Chapter 3 the focus will be tumed to the importance of the talk in organisations by
presenting the discourse analysis as a methodology of the research. Moreover, the discourse
analytic research process as well as the questions regarding credibility and generalisation
will be discussed. In Chapter 4 the identification framework of key employees will be
applied in two firms and each key employee’s discursive worlds will be analysed. Finally,
the conclusions regarding the discourses in the firm will be discussed. Next, in Chapter 3,

the conclusions of the research will be drawn.
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2. THE STRATEGIC HUMAN RESOQURCE DEVELOPMENT AND THE KEY
EMPLOYEES IN SMES

In this chapter we will build the overall picture of strategic human resource development in
the SME sector. In order to generate the picture we will first discuss human resource
development in its wider theoretical context i.e. human resource management and secondly,
we will shift the focus towards strategic development of human resource in SMEs. After
that, we will shift the focus to the strategic human resource and to the clarification of the
concept of key employee. Accordingly, the resource-based theory will be seen as an
appropriate angle of human resource development for the identification of strategic human

resource — i.e. the key employees.

2.1. The Human Resource Management and Development in SMEs

During the 1980°s there was a shift in vocabulary from ‘personnel management’ to “human
resource management’ (HRM) made by academic researchers as well as human resource
practitioners (Beaumont 1993: 1-4: 5-7; Legge 1995a: 62-63; Beardwell and Holden
1997). Traditionally two models of HRM — ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ — have been identified (Legge
1995a: 66—67). The “hard’ model of human resource management research emphasises the
close integration of human resource management and business strategy and sees the human
resource merely as a passive input. In contrast, even though the ‘soft’ model also
emphasises the strategic linkage, it treats employees as proactive and valued assets and a
source of competitive advantage through commitment and ability (Legge 1995a: 62-69; see
Legge 1995b: 34-36).

Moreover, the prior research has viewed human resource management and development
from several angles (Legge 1995a). Especially, in large organisations the angle has been on
the human resource profession or function (Sisson 1995: §7-10). Also, a number of
researchers have emphasised the importance of the l/ine management in HRM lissues (e.g.
Beaumont 1993). Moreover, the key practice areas of HRM have been the perspective of
several researchers (Rothwell 1995: 167-203; Iles and Salaman 1995: 203-233; Ashton
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and Felstead 1995: 234-243). HRM as discourse and rhetoric has been one of the angles
(Legge 1995a: 312-325; see Peltonen 2001: 55-75). In addition to this, the research on
power and HRM has been closely linked to the discourse and rhetoric angle of HRM
{(Peltonen 2003; Ulrich 1997).

Furthermore, the linkage between strategy and HRM and/or HRD has been one of the
angles of the prior mainstream literature (Armstrong 1993; Fombrun, Tichy and Devanna
1984; Routamaa 1991). To the strategic approach of the HRM research the resource-based
view® of the firm has provided the possibility of linking the concepts of strategic resources
and sustained competitive advantage to HRM (Boxall and Purcell 2003; Storey 1995).

From the organisational point of view the strategic human resource management has been

_seen.also from the angle-of cultural change-(Meek 1992 Thompson.1992;-Schein-1992). ..

As HRM research has mainly focused on larger companies one of the mainstream angles

has been HRM in international and global companies (Brewster 1995; Scullion 1993).

Tansky and Heneman (2003: 299-302) argue that very few of the existing studies of human
resource management apply to SMEs and, thus, there is the need for HRM research in
SME-context (see Katz, Aldrich, Welbourne and Williams 2000). Similarly, it can be
argued that not all above-mentioned angles of HRM/HRD are applicable in an SME-
context, e.g. due to the underdeveloped HR function (Tansky and Heneman 2003:
299-302). As there is a lack of HR function or specialists in SMEs, the role of owners and
line managers becomes strategic on HRM issues (e.g. Homsby and Kuratko 1990: 9-19;
Vesalainen and Routamaa 1992: 273-291) and, thus, even the founders themselves have
recently seen HRM decisions as very important to the growth of their enterprises
(Heneman, Tansky and Camp 2000). Consequently, in this dissertation the angle of vision
will be the strategic approach of human resource management and more specificaily
strategic human resource development (SHRD). Moreover, we argue that not only the
owners or line managers, but rather all key employees in a firm are in a strategic role in

regard to human resource development and, thus, their identification and the knowledge

¢ We will return to resource-based view in more detail in the sub-Chapter 2.3.
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regarding their socially constructed interpretations of SHRD are essential for the research
field.

2.2,  The Overall Picture of Strategic Human Resource Development in SMEs

In this sub-Chapter we will first discuss the roles of the employees in SMEs in general and
the need for the development of the human resource in particular. Then the human resource
development is connected to the life-cycle and career models of the firm. Finally, the

overall picture of SHRD in SMEs will be completed.

Lhe.employees in SMEs-act-in several different roles. They act-as-owners.entrepreneus,..

as sources of skill and expertise, as collaborators, as participants in network and learning
activities and as agents of their own career, all of which have a particular flavour in SME-
setting. The employees are the actors through whom the strategy unfolds and as a result of
which the firms succeed or fail. First, the role of the entrepreneur (owner-manager) or
entrepreneurial chief executives, or even the role of the management team is one of the
most important roles in regard to the strategic management. Second, the employees are
fundamental sources of the skills and expertise or ‘human capital’. Third, the employees are
prospective collaborators in the pursuit of a firm’s goals. Fourth, as participants in network
and learning activities the employees communicate across firms and achieve the newest
knowledge. Fifth, as agents of their own career, the employees in SMEs are called on to
drop their dependence on particular jobs and hierarchies and the career goals of their own.
These different roles of employees point to a fundamental criticism of small firm studies
because the workforce in smaller firms has been comparatively neglected in small firm

studies. (Hendry, Arthur & Jones 1995: 10-21.)

Solely in Europe there are over 80 million people working in SMES in their different roles
named by Hendry et al. (1995: 10-21). They are doing their daily duties — developing and
selling new products and services, working on financial matters, working in offices, shops,
workshops etc. This human resource needs to be developed because highly motivated staff

with effective transferable skills is more likely to be able to meet the demands of the Fast-
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changing working environment which is typically associated with small business (Kerr et
al. 1999). Moreover, human resource development described as an area which encompasses
activities and processes which are intended to have an impact on organisationa! and indi-
vidual learmning, has much to offer to SMEs because of the emphasis on integrating training

and development activities into key business decisions and activities (Kerr et al. 1999).

In addition, as the employees are the agents of their own career, the important issue is the
retention of the human resource — especially retention of the strategically most important
resource (defined as key employees later on in this dissertation). Kaye and Jordan-Evans
(2001) emphasized this issue by saying: “Retaining key employees is a number-one

problem...We believe that the key role of human resource development is to lead in the

== 1glent-war-on_behalf-of-their organisations.”_Actually,_the-questiop-of-retaining:-the-‘best_-

employees’, ‘key people’, ‘the rising stars’, ‘crucial workers’, ‘key executives’ etc. has
been prevailing in previous research as well as in management journals (see Barret 1999,
Olalla Forsas 1999; Schoebridge 2000; Mitchell, Holtom, Lee, & Graske 2001; Olearcek
2001; Sintti 2002). The importance of retaining key employees is closely linked to the
global competition of talented persons as a driving force of competitiveness and
productivity of the firms. The hard competition of talented employees is referred to “skill
wars” or “talent war” in order to highlight the prevailing challenge of companies (e.g.
Collis & Montgomery 1995; Gordon 2000; Schoebridge 2000). In spite of the common
interest in retaining the key employees and diminishing the risks of voluntary tumover,
even the managers as a special group of human resource have been largely overlooked in
the studies of small firms (see Hendry et al. 1995:160-161). However, as we saw above, the
previous research does not provide a uniform concept for the term ‘key employee’ but,
rather, the concept has been taken for granted and, thus, it has become ambiguous.

Therefore, the conceptualisation of the term will be discussed later in this dissertation.

In addition, the research on life-cycle models for firms (see Churchill & Lewis 1983;
Greiner 1998; Koskinen 1996) together with the research on strategic human resource
management/development provides a view on how the development of human resources

is one of the means to ensure the survival of the firm in different phases of the life-cycle
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(e.g. Schuler 1989; see also Beaumont 1994: 26). In their model Churchill and Lewis
(1983) provide a holistic view of the life-cycle of the firm (Figure 3). First, during the
existence phase the firm’s strategy is to survive and the ability of the owner-manager is
crucial. Secondly, during the survival phase the organisation remains simple and, still, the
strategy is to survive. In this stage, there are already employees under the supervision of the
owner who remain synonymous with the business. Thirdly, during the success phase the
strategic decisions regarding the future will be made whether to exploit or keep the firm
stable. In this phase the firm has grown large enough to require competent managers and,
thus, the role of the owner should be changed. Fourth, during the take off stage the business
is growing and the role of other personnel becomes more and more important in regard to

the owner. Finally, in the resource maturity phase the management is decentralised and the

_challenge is to preserve.ils entrepreneudal spigit. .. ... ... ... .

In their model Churchill and Lewis (1983: 40-42) state eight key success factors of which
Jfive relate to the owner or to human resource: (1) personnel resources, (2) owner’s goals for
himself and business, (3) owner’s operational abilities, (4) owner’s managerial ability and
(3) owner’s strategic ability. The main conclusion of Churchill and Lewis’s research (1983)
was that the importance of each key success factor varies according to the different phases
in the life-cycle (see Figure 3). Similarly, Greiner (1998) divides in his seminal research the
life-cycle into five phases and each phase ends with a crisis (Ieadership, autonomy, control,
‘red tape’) which requires changes in operations and in management. Moreover, Tyson
(1995: 137-140) compared several studies regarding HRM and growth by linking them to
Greiner's life-cycle model and drew the conclusion that the role of HRM has to be changed
in each phase of the life-cycle in order to resolve the organisational crisis and to reinterpret
the reality to organisation members. In addition, Schuler (1989) combined the five life-
cycle stages into three and applied corresponding human resource activities to each stage:
(1) the entrepreneurial/growth stage and attraction and retention of technical talent, (2) the
mature/decline stage and extensive training and the challenge of attraction and retention of
capable employees and (3) the tum-around stage and the survival strategy with enhanced
product quality. Even if the life-cycle models have been criticized for being normative and
approximate for the small firms and, thus, the models do not pay enough attention to the

uniqueness of small firms, the life-cycle models provide a useful frame to understand the
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essential contingencies that should be taken into account in human resource management

and development decision making (see Routamaa 1991: 243; Koskinen 1996: 51).

Stage 1 Stage |l Stage llI-D Stage lI-G Stage IV Stage V
Existence Survival  Success Success Take OF Resouce
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Figure 3. The life-cycle model and five key management factors (modified Churchill
and Lewis 1983: 42).

Despite the life-cycle models at firm-level, the understanding of an individual employee’s
life-cycles and/or career paths have been seen as important for the continuous
maintenance and development of human resource (Hall 1984: 173-177; Odiome 1984,
Lihteenmiiki 1995: 13--18; Boxall & Purcell 2003: 158-159; 3-31). Hall (1984: 173-174)
explores a congruence between personal and organisational life stages (e.g. young
organisation — young employees) and, actually, encourages organisations to create strategic
misfits (e.g. at the mature stage new employees are needed). Moreover, Hall (1984: 175-
176) presents a set of development possibilities for different career stages (i.e. establish-

ment, mid-career and later career) of individual employees.

Similarly, Odiorne (1984: 61-62) divides the human resource life cycle into four stages

(start-up, growth, maturity, decline) according to the profitable contribution of the




28 ACTA WASAENSIA

employee, and provides a human resource portfolio’ with four categories of employees
(*workhorse’, ‘star’, ‘deadwood’, ‘problem employees’) according to the employee’s
potential and performance (Figure 4). In his model, workhorse is a person who has reached
a high peak of performance but has definitely limited potential whereas ‘problem
employee’ is the counterpart: having much potential which is not fully used (Odiome 1984:
66-67). Moreover, ‘deadwood’ tefers to people whose performance and potential are both
low whereas ‘stars’ are people who are performing at the highest level of potential
(Odiome 1984: 66-67). Lihteenmiki (1995: 338-346) further developed the matrix and
provided possible transfer paths for the employees. Actually, the rotation from different
career categories is seen as natural and continuous and, thus, the aim in the firm is to

minimise the number of ‘dogs’ (cf. deadwood) (Lahteenmiki 1995: 338-346). According

—~to.Lahteenmiki-(1995:338-346)-question-marks- are_key-employees-who-are-starting-their—__

career whereas ‘cows’’ role can be e.g. the role of mentor. Thus, in both models, ‘stars’ are

the employees who represent the strategically central role in the firm.
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Figure4. The HRM portfolio and the roles and potential career paths (modified Odiorne
1984: 65-67; cf. Lihteenmiki 1995: 339).

? Actually, Odiorne modified the two by two matrix (usuvally called “the grid’) originally developed by the
Boston Consutlting Group for the analysis of market growth relationships (Odiome 1984: 44-47).
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The human resource development in SMESs is an element through which the employees are
able to unfold the strategy and, thus, the concept of strategic human resource develop-
ment [later SHRD] is useful in the SME context, too. As Hall (1984: 159) defines it:
“Strategic human resource development is the identification of needed skills and active
management of employee learning for the long-range future in relation to explicif’
corporate and business strategies.” (cf. Kerr et al. 1999: 68; see Legge 1995b). The future
orientation and the proactive nature of SHRD are included in the wider perspective
provided by Rothwell and Kazanas (1989: 2, 16). In their concept the stakeholders as well
as groups inside the firm are included in order to change the organisation through planned
learning. Luoma (2000: 53—70) analysed the field of SHRD research and presented three
approaches which link HRD with strategy: (1) the need-driven approach is linked to the

=to-the-orgapisation-and.thys,-the-HRD-helps:tofill.

the ‘gaps’ between the strategy and performance, (2} the opportunity-driven approach has
an interest in the outer world and provides interventions and techniques as a catalyst for
organisational development, and (3) the capability-driven approach’ sees the internal
capabilities (as a combination of several skills and abilities) as a source of competitive

advantage and, thus, HRD works in the process of making strategy happen.

The frame created by Luoma (2000: 63) enables us to broaden the horizon on SHRD from
the traditional ‘fill the gap’ approach to the search for the competitive advantage and,
however, emphasising that all the approaches should be taken into account in order to find
the optimal way for the human resource development. Moreover, two of the above
mentioned approaches of human resource development can be explored by looking at the
different approaches: the first and second approaches concentrate mainly on the
development of the individual employee’s competencies whereas the third approach

emphasises the development of organisational level capabilities. Thus, the learning on

¥ Because the formality of strategic planning is unusual in SMEs, in this research the ‘explicit’ strategy is used
as an analogy to the possibility of finding the strategy in (he important choices of managers and staff of the
furm regarding what to do and how to do it (scc Boxall & Purcell 2003: 28).

® The approach is closcly linked to the resource-based theory of the firm which is discussed in more detail in
the following chapters of this dissertation.
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both levels' becomes essential for the acquisition of needed competencies in order to both
plan and execute the firm’s strategy (see Routamaa 1991: 247; Keep 1993: 109-125;
Hendry et al. 1995: 14,138-199; Nonaka & Takeuchi 1995; Nonaka 1996: 18-31; Kolb
1996: 270-287; Boxall & Purcell 2003: 78-88). Thus, the central role of SHRD as a means
to facilitate both individual and organisational (i.e. firm level) learning as well as the
strategy planning and execution are illustrated in Figure 3. Moreover, the life-cycle and
portfolio models are integrated in the figure as contextual factors affecting the human
resource development both at individual and at firm levels. As mentioned in Chapter 1.3
this overall picture of SHRD in SME context (i.e. Figure 5) will form the cultural frame in
which the reality will be socially constructed. Therefore, we will retumn to this picture at the

end of the research in order to draw the conclusions and broaden the picture.
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Figure5. The Central Role of SHRD in the SME context.

2.3. The Key Employees as Strategic Human Resource

In this sub-Chapter we will develop and modify the framework for the identification of key

employees. Thus, the literature regarding the resource-based view (RBVY) will be reviewed

' Especially the seminal research of Senge {(1992; 1996), Kolb (1996) and Nonaka and Takeuchi (1995) have
embedded the concepts of ‘learning organisation’, ‘organisational learning’ and ‘knowledge management’
into an integral part of present HRD research and practice,
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1n order to create a robust base for the conceptualisation of ‘key employee’. Therefore, in
this dissertation the resource-based view is seen as an appropriate angle of the human
resource management research providing the theoretical base for the identification for
several reasons. The resource-based view focuses on the strategic resources to be the
potential source of sustained competitive advantage without neglecting the importance of
business environment or external resources. In fact, the internal and external perspectives
are in close interaction because, actually, the strategic human resource inside the firm is in a
position to make the strategic decisions regarding the business environment (e.g. competi-
tive strategy, resource allocation, strategic alliances and networking). Thus, in this research,
the strategic human resource, especially, is seen to be the main source for the links between

the internal and the external environment of an SME.

Secondly, the resource-based view provides us with the attributes of strategic resources.
These attributes have contributed a number of studies focusing on strategic resources dating
back to Edith Penrose’s (Penrose 1995) seminal research in the year 1959. Thus, these
attributes together with Jay Bamey’s prior framework (Barney 1994b) provide us with the
base for the further development and revision. In addition, RBV has provided a robust base
for research on strategic human resource management and development by emphasising the
importance of human resource and, thus, highlighting the necessity to constantly develop
the resource-base of the firm. Actually, the continuous development of resources is
embedded in the concept of sustained competitive advantage of RBV. This term “sustained’
is often misunderstood to be analogous with the term ‘long lasting’. However, as we will
see later in this chapter, constant development of the resources is needed in order to

maintain the firm’'s vitality.

2.3.1. The Resource-Based View of the Firm

The resource-based theory is usually traced to Edith Penrose’s in 1959 published book
“The theory of the growth of the firm” in which she defined the business firm as both "an

administrative organisation and a collection of productive resources”. Penrose argues the
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traditional “theory of firm” by saying in her foreword to the third edition of the book
(Penrose 1995):

“Few economists thought it necessary to enguire what happened inside the
firm — and indeed their ‘firm’ had no ‘insides’ so to speak...I wanted to
answer...was whether there was something inherent in the very nature of any
Sfirm that both promoted its growth and necessarily limited its rate of growth.
Clearly, a definition of a firm with ‘insides’ was required.”

Moreover, Penrose (1995) continued by memorising the momentum in the 1950’s as the

analyses of the growth of the industrial firms were made:

“The economic function of such firm was assumed simply to be that of
acquiring and organizing human and other resources in order profitably to
= supply=goods-and:servicessto:market=It:zwas:defined:thereforezas:a-collection———-——
of resources bound together in an administrative framework, the boundaries
of which are determined by the ‘area of administrative coordination’ and
‘authoritative’ communication...”

As we can see, Edith Penrose laid the foundation for the forthcoming resource-based theory
of the firm by looking ‘inside’ the firm and by understanding the importance of the firm’s
resources, €.2. by writing about the competence of managers and the role of management
teams (Penrose 1995: 33, 45-49). It can be said the Penrose was about 30 years ahead of
the mainstream of strategic management theory. Then, Birger Wemerfelt (1984) brought
the seminal work of Penrose again to the mainstreamn of strategic management theory in his
article ‘A Resource-based View of the Firm’ published in the Strategic Management
Journal. Wernerfelt (1984) explored in his study the usefulness of analysing firms from the
resource side rather than from the product side and, thus, started the explosion'! of interest

in resource-based perspective (see Boxall 2003: 72-73).

Ever since the seminal article of Wernerfelt was published, researches of the resource-based
theory (often expressed as “resource-based view™) have emphasised the importance of the

internal resources of the firm as the major determinant of the success factor (see Bamey

i e.g. in 1994 ‘Advances in Strategic Management' published a special issue (VOL 10} on Resource-Based

View of the Firm.
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1991b; Peteraf 1993; Conner 1991: Miller and Shamsie 1996; Castanias & Helfat 1991;
Grant 1991). Thus, in this research both terms resource-based view and resource-based
theory will be used as synonyms. In contrast to the environmental models (see Figure 6) of
competitive advantage the resource-based view assumes that the resources of the firm can
be sources of competitive advantage. Moreover, it is assumed that the resources are
heterogeneously distributed among the firms (i.e. there are different resources in different
firms) and that the resources are imperfectly mobile (i.e. that not all resources are
purchasable in the market) (Bamey 1991b: 99). Thus, the Resource-based view suggests
that firms sustain competitive advantage by implementing strategies that exploit their
internal strengths through responding to environmental opportunities, while neutralizing

external threats and avoiding internal weaknesses (Barmney 1991b: 99-101).

Actually, the ‘artificial’ separation of internal resources and competitive environment has
been a topic of critical debate regarding resource-based theory (see Priem & Butler 2001;
McWilliams & Smart 1995). However, according to Barney (1986: 1231; see Bammey 2001)
the firms can develop the future value of their strategic resources by analysing the
competitive environment or by analysing skills and capabilities they already control (Figure
6). In regard to the sustained competitive advantage Bamey (1986: 1239) ends up by
saying: “While firms cannot obtain systematic expectational advantages from an analysis
of the competitive characteristics of their environment, it may be possible, under certain
conditions, to obtain such advantages by turning inwardly and analyzing information about
the assets a firm already controls.” In other words, in the firms seeking greater than normal
economic performance, the strategic choices should be mainly based on the analysis of the
unique skills and capabilities rather than on the analysis of competitive environment. This
is due to the possibility of all competitors of gaining the same information from the
environment whereas the information regarding the unique resources is only available to
the firm possessing the resources. Moreover, resource-based theory has been criticised for
being a relatively static concept making the managers relatively unimportant (McWilliams
& Smart 1995). However, as a response to the criticism Barney (2001) states that dynamic
analysis (having both equilibrium and evolutionary approaches) has been applied to
resource-based contexts, but, especially equilibrium analysis has been sometimes mis-

understood to be static in nature. Moreover, the analysis of a firm’s resources may result in
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being consistent with several different strategic options (even creative and entrepreneurial)
and, thus, the role of management (being a strategic resource per se, too) becomes essential

(see Barney 2001).

Internal Extemgl
Analysis Analysis
Strengths Opportunities
Woeaknesses Threats
Resource based Environmental
Model Model

—Figure 6. The Resource-based model and environmental models- of competitive: -

advantage (Bamey 1991b: 110).

As the concem of Resource-based theorists has been to explain the sources of competitive
advantage, a number of studies in this perspective generally have focused on the charac-
teristics of firm resources that can contribute to a sustainable competitive advantage (see
Barney 1991a; Brumagim 1994; Wemerfelt 1984; Dierickx & Cool 1989; Fladmoe-
Lindqvist & Tallman 1994). Also, there has been a tendency to concentrate on the human
resources" (including competencies and capabilities) as a potential source of sustained
competitive advantage (see Lado & Wilson 1994; Leonard-Barton 1992; Wright, McMahan
& McWilliams 1994; Russell 1997; Amit & Belcourt 1999; Boxall 1996; Boxall & Purcell
2003).

As the understanding of sources of sustained competitive advantage is the core of the
resource-based view, it is necessary to take a closer look at the concept ‘sustained
competitive advantage’. A firm is said to have a sustained competitive advantage when it
is implementing a value creating strategy not simultaneously being implemented by any

current or potential competitors and when these other firms are unable to duplicate the

12 ¢f. the capability-driven approach of SHRD {Luoma 2000).
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benefits of this strategy (Bamey 1991b: 102). In addition, Barney (1994a: 119-120)
specifies the definition in her commentary article on Brumagin’s (1994) article ‘A
Hierarchy of Corporate Resources’. In her commentary she emphasized that there has been
a common misunderstanding in previous research maintaining that the term ‘sustained’ is
analogous to the meaning of ‘long lasting’. Thus, Bamey (1994a: 119-120) clarifies: “In
my work, a sustained competitive advantage is not an advantage that lasts a long time, but
is an advantage that other firms find too costly to imitate’. By clarifying the concept
Bamey (1991b) simultanecusly constructs the basis for the continuous need for the
development of strategic resources by answering the question *“Do sustained competitive

(19

advantages create lazy managers?” by arguing: “...managers seeking additional above

normal economic profits “[and therefore sustained competitive advantage as a means to

than expected value from their resources and capabilities.”

According to Wernerfelt (1984: 172) a resource refers to anything that could be thought of
as a strength or weakness of a given firm. Bamey (1991a: 101) cites Daft (1983) and
defines the resources as including all assets, capabilities, organisational processes, firm
attributes, information, knowledge etc. controlled by a firm that enable the firm to conceive
of and implement strategies that improve its efficiency and effectiveness. However, some
researchers (see Grant 1991; Hall 1993 and Rangone 1999: 234 providing a review of
definitions) introduce a distinction between the assets and competencies; assets as being
something that the firm possesses and capabilities, competencies and skills as being

something that the firm is able to do.

Int order to simplify the exposition of the concepts many researchers often use only the term
“resource” as a shorthand for “resources and capabilities” or for “resources, capabilities and

competencies” (see Schultze 1994: 130). Similarly, in this research the term resource is

" The above normal profit is achieved by the supenor performance which depends on the ability of firms to
generate higher level performance than what was expected by the original owners of those resources and
capabilities. Resource-based theory predicts a positive relationship between sustained competitive advantage
and superior performance (Barney 1994a: 116-123) )
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used as a shorthand to express the definitions made by Wemerfelt (1984: 172) and Daft
(1983 cited by Barney 1991b: 101).

The most common classification of resources has been the following (see Barney 1991b:
101):

1. Physical resources
e.g. physical technology, firm’s plant and equipment, geographic location

2. Human resources
e.g. training, experience, intelligence, relationships, the insights of the
managers and workers in a firm

3. Organisational resources
e.g. the firm’s formal reporting structure, formal and informal planning,
controlling and coordinating system, informal relations among groups within a
firm etc.

Also, other classifications of resources are introduced in the field. For example, Grant
(1991: 119) states that the classification of a firm’s resources provides a useful starting
point for the managers of the firm to analyse the resource base of the firm. He presents six
categories: (1) financial, (2) physical, (3) human, (4) technological, (5) reputation and (6)
organisational resources. A widely used classification is also the division of resources into
tangibles (e.g. physical, technological resources) and intangibles or invisible resources (e.g.
organisation, knowledge and skills, patents) (see Hall 1993; Conner 1991: 137). Human
and organisational resources are the most difficult to imitate and, therefore, they are more
appropriately associated with competitive advantages and superior firm performance
(Bamney 1991a; 1991b). On the other hand, a human resource is highly mobile and, thus,
least predictable and controllable (Smart & Hitt 1994: 181).

The resource-based theory has not been interested in all the resources of the firm because
not all aspects of physical, human and organisational resources are strategically relevant
(Barney 1991b: 102). Thus, the field of research focuses only on strategically critical
resources, i.¢. those that are the basis of the company’s sustainable competitive advantage
(see Rangone 1999: 234). In this respect it can be said that in the category of human
resources not all resources are strategically relevant and, thus, by using these assumptions,
it can be said that it is relevant to find the strategically most important human resources i.c.

the key employees in the firm (see Russell 1997; Amit & Belcourt 1999).
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2.3.2. The Attributes of Strategic Resources

The resource-based theory assumes that the firm’s resources must have four attributes in
order to be sources of sustained competitive advantage and, thus, to be critical for the firm
(Barney 1991b: 105; see also Fladmoe-Lindqvist & Tallman 1994: 48). These attributes

arc:

The value of the resources

The rareness of the resources

The resources have to be imperfectly imitable

The resources have to be imperfectly substitutable.

b S

The resources are valuable when they enable a firm to conceive of or implement strategies

that improve.its efficiency.and effectiveness. The valuable resources:haye.to be.also rare.in.

the market in order to be potential sources of competitive advantage. In order to be
imperfectly imitable the resources are dependent on unique historical conditions of the
firm, they are hard to be understood by competitors or they are socially complex. The
substitutability means that there are similar kinds of resources which can be adopted by
competitors or that very different firm resources can be strategic substitutes. (Bamey
1991b; see Priem & Butler 2001.)

As an application of the resource-based view of the firm the VRIO" framework (Table 1)
has been represented. This framework suggests that there are four questions that must be
asked about any resource to evaluate whether or not it will be a source of competitive
advantage. These four questions are: (1) the question of value, (2) the question of rareness,
(3) the question of imitability, and (4) the question of organisation. The resource is valuable
if it enables the firm to respond to environmental opportunities and/or threats. Thus, the
question of value links the analysis to the extemal environment and to the economic
performance of the firm. In order to analyse the rareness it should be asked how many
competing firms already possess these valuable resources. A firm that possesses valuable

and rare resources and capabilities, can gain, at least, a temporary competitive advantage. If

" The acronym stems from the words “Value’, ‘Rare’, ‘Imitability” and ‘Organizing’ (see Bamey 19%4b:
1-33)
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in addition, competing firms that find it too costly to imitate the firm’s resources by
duplication or substitution, the competitive advantage may be sustained. The importance of
the history, numerous small decisions and social complexity are the means to create
resources which are hard to be imitated. Finally, the quality of organisation structure,
control system, management style etc. creates the quality of organisation which can make
the difference in whether or not a competitive advantage is obtained. (Barney 1994b: 1-33;
see Bamey 1986.)

Table 1. The VRIO-framework (Barney 1994b: 4).

Valuable? Rare? Costly to Efficiently Competitive
Imitate? Organised? Implications

no - - no competitive
disadvantage
yes no - competitive

yes yes no temporary
competitive
advantage
yes yes yes yes sustained
v competitive
advantage

The researchers in the field emphasise that it is not only the individual resources that are the
sources of competitive advantage but rather the unique bundle or mix of resources that are
at the core of the firm (see Fladmoe-Lindgvist & Tallman 1994: 48; Barney 1991b: 106;
Conner 1991: 122; Barney & Zajac 1994: 7-8; Benyamin & Brush 2001). Also, Rangone
(1999) emphasises the importance of the firms (in his study especially the SMEs) to
concentrate on firm-specific and strategic resources. By emphasising the importance of the
resources to be unique Fladmoe-Lindqvist and Tallman (1994: 48—49) use the concept
Jirm-specific resources describing the rent-producing resources or core competencies

which are developed over time within the firms. Mehra (1994) brought a wider perspective

' If a particular resource is controlled by numerous competing firms then that resource is unlikely to be a
source of competitive advantage for any one of them. Instead, valuable but common (i.e. not rare) resources
are sources of competitive parity. (Bamey 1994b: 6).
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of competitive environment into the discussion of resource bundles and defined a strafegic
group as groups of firms which compete within an industry by deploying similar resource
bundles by concluding that: “It is the complexity of underlying resource bundles which

sustain a firm's competitive advantage and prevent effective imitation of its strategies.”

According to Barney (1991b: 101) the human resources consist of the training, experience,
relationships, intelligence and insights of the individual managers and workers in the firm.
Thus, the concept of human resources is seen to be close to the concepts of capabilities,
skills or competencies. The capabilities are seen to be something that can be done in the
firm by the human resources (e.g. Grant 1991; Amit & Shoemaker 1994) and, more

specifically, the core competencies are seen to be the most strategic capabilities of the

-.wman tesource in.the firm. (see Hamel & Prahalad 1994: 202-200).occ . . .. -

In the previous research, especially the managers are seen to be in a key role in using the
firms’ resources and creating sustainable competitive advantage (Castanias & Heifat 1991
135). Similarly, according to Brumagim (1994: 90) the people who initially develop the
strategic vision of the company and support the organisation to implement the visions (and
strategies) are seen to be in the highest position of the hierarchical model of the resources.
Thus, it can be said that it is not only the people in the company who form the human
resources of the firm but rather their capabilities and skills and experience that can create
sustained competitive advantage to the company (see Boxall 1996: 3). This argument
emphasises the importance of the development of the capabilities and skills in order to

maintain the sustained competitive advantage.

In studying the managerial expertise as a rent-generating resource, Castanias and Helfat
(1991) concluded that firm-specific skills were more likely to be a source of superior rents
than the generic or industry-specific skills. Also, the firm-specific skills provided a source
of sustained competitive advantage because the skills were hard to imitate by competitors.
In addition, these skills were unique (i.e. hard to substitute) and, thus, they were also more
valuable to the company than the other skills of the managers. Also, Miller and Shamsie
(1996) state that the human resources are knowledge-based resources, which can only be

protected by knowledge barriers: i.e. these resources are hard to be imitated by competitors
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because they are subtle and hard to understand. Human resources can also be socially
complex, which makes them hard to imitate (Barney 1991b: 110) or the human resources
are a part of the particular mix of resources which are used to implement the strategy of the

firm, and, therefore, hard to be imitated (Bamey 1991b: 106).

Barney (1994b) discusses about the managers as resources and represents the concepts
‘managerial human resource’ and ‘managerial organisational resource’. The manage-
rial human resource includes all the experience, knowledge, judgment, risk-taking
propensity and wisdom of individuals, and many of these types of human resources may be
possessed by individual managers in a firm (Barney 1994b). As the managerial human
resource is merely possessed by an individual manager, organisational human resources are

__the properties of,

zroups_of managers in.the firm (Bamey. 1994b).-According.to_Bamey. .

(1994b) managerial human resources, while often valuable, are not necessarily rare or
costly to imitate, and thus less likely to be sources of competitive advantage'®. On the other
hand, managerial organisational resources are often valuable, rare, costly to imitate and
thus more likely to be sources of sustained competitive advantage. These managerial
organisational resources include managerial resources that are properties of groups of
managers (cf. the particular mix or bundle of resources) in firms such as relationships
among managers (including e.g. trusting interpersonal relationships) and transformational
leadership, i.e. the manager is able to fundamentally alter a firm’s strategy, operations and

culture in a way that substantially adds to its economic value (Bamey 1994b).

In order to create and maintain the sustained competitive advantage, the resource-base of
the company has to be maintained and developed continuously (Grant 1991: 131 see also

Castanias and Helfat 1991). As Grant (1991: 132) states: “Harmonizing the exploitation of

' This argument becomes understandable because in Barney’s (1994) concept e.g. the formal managerial
training and managerial intelligence are included into the managerial human resource. The management
training market is wide and, thus, the formal training is not rare in the market. Also, managerial intelligence
does not directly mean that the firm has a strategically important manager. Thus, Barmney {1994b) emphasises
the importance of the cooperation of managers as a possibility of creating managerial organizational resource
and gaining sustained competitive advantage. Therefore, in regard to sustained competitive advantage the
amount of training or the level of intelligence is not the main questions. The most important question is how
the manager vses and renews his compctencies in the firm in order to create managerial organizational
resource and to gain sustained competitive advantage.
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existing resources with the development of the resources and capabilities for competitive
advantage in the future is a subtle task”. Thus, according to the resource-based theory the
rare, valuable, imperfect to imitate and hard to substitute human resources have to be
continuously developed in order to create and maintain the sustained competitive
advantage. In addition, Reed and Fillippi (1990: 97) studied barriers to imitation, causal

ambiguity and sustained competitive advantage and concluded:

“Decay in barriers to imitation is, among other things, a temporally related
phenomenon. To maintain barriers, and to sustain an advantage from
imitation, decay must be averted. This means that the firm mnust continually
reinvest in the factors [i.e. tacitness, complexity and specificity’] that create
the ambiguity and barriers to imitations.”

“Thus, resource-based theory has provided a strong base for the human resource manage-

ment to see the employees as valued resources and that the value should be increased by a
systematic and coherent approach to investing in the training and development (Armstrong
1993: 152; see also Hall 1984; Nadler & Nadler 1989; Pfeffer 1994: 17-26). Similarly, the
approaches of strategic HRM that emphasise the importance of linking the strategy and the
human resource management and development — i.e. the strategic HRM and strategic HRD
— see that the human resource of the firm has to be treated as a strategic resource and should
be therefore also continuously developed (see Rothwell & Kazanas 1989; Cooke 1992;
Vanhala & Lihteenmiki 1995; Tyson 1995; Purcell 1996).

Moreover, the management of knowledge or ‘knowledge-based view’ as a perspective of
resource-based theory emphasises the importance of knowledge creation and exploitation
within firms (Boxall & Purcell 2003: 82-83; see Grant 1991; Spender 1994; Grant 1996).
This perspective of resource-based theory focuses on organisational knowledge and
learning as a source of sustained competitive advantage. In this perspective the organisa-
tional knowledge is mainly divided into explicit and tacit knowledge on both individual and

organisational levels (see Nonaka & Takeuchi 1995; Spender 1994: 45). Thus, the firm’s

' added by the rescarcher
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ability to learn faster than its rivals and adapt its behaviour more productively is seen as a

means to achieve competitive advantage (Boxall & Purcell 2003: 83; see Chrisman 1999).

2.3.3. The Concept of Key Employee

As introduced in the previous chapter, not all resources are strategic and, therefore, the re-
searchers of the resource-based theory concentrate on the critical resources. The managerial
resources — especially top-managers — are seen to be the most critical human resources (see
Castanias and Helfat 1991). As they are in the position to make decisions regarding the

other resources, they are able to create a superior resource base and they are also visioning

th_e_,__f_t_lture of the firm. Howcver if the main charact_ensncs of the cntlcal Tesources (valua-

_blhty, ranty, 1m1tab1]1ty and substltutabxllty) are taken into account there can be other

employees (i.¢. not only persons in managerial positions) who can be seen as critical for the
firm’s ability to create sustained competitive advantage. For example, an employee who is
valuable has a rare combination of skills, knowledge and has experience in the industry and
of working in the firm, works in a socially complex environment (e.g. in a special team)
and who is hard to be substituted for in a short period of time, can be seen as a key

employee of the firm.

In the previous studies of human resource management a number of different definitions are
given of the key human resources of a firm. As we will see in Table 2, there are several
concepts used to describe the strategically most important persons in the firm. The concepts
range from ‘key employee’ to ‘talented employees’. Also, the criterion for the identification
of the person is expressed in Table 2. In most cases the key employee is identified by using
a single criterion: human value, rarity, risk or the position. Moreover, especially in the texts
regarding the insurance policy and risk management (e.g. Hodgetts & Kuratko 1985: 711),
the concept is used wirthout any definition, and, thus, the concept has been taken for
granted. The same phenomenon can be found in a part of strategic human resource manage-
ment literature, too (e.g. Varila 1994: 101). In comparison with the criteria of resource-
based theory the human value is analogous to the criterion ‘value’, similarly as rarity means

rarity in the labour market. In addition, ‘risk’ includes the risk of personal turnover.
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Interestingly, ‘risk’ is the only criterion which is combined with other criteria (rarity or

position).

Table 2. The classification of the concepts of ‘key employee’.

Author Concept Perspective Criteria
Qdiorne (1984) star personnel portfolio: Human Value
performance and
potential
Vesalainen & key employee persons with high human | Human value
Routamaa (1993) value for the firm; the
strategic importance of
the development of key
employees; SME
perspective
Lihteenmiki (1995) key employee position (past, present or i Rareness/ Position
e e e E'paﬁt’ﬁ‘otéﬁu‘alﬁtur&:oﬁé e
position during the
employee’s career)
Nonaka & Takeuchi key player knowledge creation Human Value
(1995) (especially middle
managers)
Scullion (1995) key assets competent managers; Human value
international human
Tesource management
perspective
Iles & Salaman (1995) | managers and the recruitment and Rareness
other key staff selection of key
managerial competencies
Rothwell (1995) key people human resource planning | Rareness
in order to avoid the
problems related to key
people leaving
Kochan & Dyer key decision- top managers’ role in Position
(1995) makers human resource
management
Brewster (1995) key human asset the persons in most Position
critical positions
according to the firm’s
objectives
Lepak & Snell (1999) | core employees HR architecture Human value and
Uniqueness
Olalla (1999) essential strategic capabilities Human value
employees
Barret (1999) talented the risks of losing key Rareness/ Risk
employees; key employees and the
employee; top factors to address in
executives keeping the talented
employees
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Shoebridge (2000} key executives “the talent war" between | Rareness
firms

Mayo (2001) key people high human value and Human value /
hard to be replaced Rareness

Mitchell et al. (2001) key employee voluntary turnover, Rareness
retention policy

Kaye & Jordan-Evans { key employee the retention and the Rareness

(2001) “talent war™

Olearcek (2001) key employee the protection of the most | Rareness/ Risk
valuable human asset

Droege & Hoobler key people employee turnover and Human value / Rarity

(2003) loss of social capital

As was mentioned in Sub-chapter 2.2., Odiorne (1984) applied the portfolio approach to

strategic analysis created by Boston Consulting Group and created the human resources

= - portfolio.in which the.employees_ate-assessed-by-using: two-dimensions:-performance.-- ;._gl}

referring to the actual achievements of the individual compared with the objectives of the
Jjob and potential referring to the likelihood of the jobholder making a future contribution of
value to the organisation. Odiome’s {(1984) portfolio model was further developed by
Lihteenmiki'® (1995) who criticised Odiorne’s model as static and, thus, it does not take
into account the individual career paths. Both of these two-dimensional models emphasise
the importance of managing and developing each employee individually by taking into
account the portfolio role (and the career phase). These two models provide a more holistic
frame for the identification of key employees and a necessary mental model for the
understanding that the human resource consists of strategically important and potential
persons to whom special attention should be paid in order to avoid their exclusion towards
‘dog’ or ‘deadwood’ roles. However, in regard to resource-based theory, these models are
restricted because they do not provide the possibility of evaluating the human resource by
taking into account the competitive environment (e.g. rareness in the labour market or e.g.

the team work providing a possibility of forming hard-to-imitate resource bundles).

Another effort to group human resources is Mayo’s (2001: 118-121) categorisation ac-

cording to the parameters of ‘added value’ and ‘ease of replacement’. As a result, four

'* The model was presented in sub-Chapter 2.2.
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groupings of employees are made in which the key employees are persons with high added
value and, simultaneously, hard to be replaced (Mayo’s 2001: 120). Thus, the criteria used
by Mayo take into account two of the criteria (i.e. human value and rareness) of resource-

based theory.

In addition to Odiorne’s and Mayo’s categorisations, Lepak and Snell (1999) developed a
framework (or what the authors call ‘architecture’) for studying altemative employment
arrangements. In their model the human resource is categorised by using two dimensions
emphasising the importance to note that not all employees possess skills that are equally
unique and/or valuable to a particular firm. The premise of the human capital architecture is
that there may be different HR configurations within a single organisation and that the

~ value” and/or umqucncss are its pnmary determmant (Le]gak and Snell 1999) Actually, |

“these determinants are closely related to the attributes of the resource-based view (i.e.

value-> value; uniqueness -> rareness and imperfect imitability/substitutability) (I.epak and
Snell 1999: 35-36).

As a theoretical framework the HR architecture model is useful for the researchers in
studying the HR practices in different firms and, also, for the identification of the human
capital which is potential to be a source of competitive advantage. However, the primary
use of the model is targeted to the research of HR practices, and therefore, the model has a
limited benefit for the identification of key employees empirically. In all, the model
supports the understanding that due to the natural decay of human capital, we need to better
understand how firms make investments to compete through people over time and enable
firms to understand which forms of human capital have the potential to be a source of

competitive advantage (Lepak and Snell 1999: 45).

Actually, each of the attributes of strategic resource (value, rareness, imitability and

organisation) is presented in the former key employee definitions. However, only one or

" Value is defined as a ratio of strategic benefits to customers derived from skills refative to the costs incurred
(Lepak and Snell 1999:35)

*® Uniqueness is defined as firm-specific human capital which is often path-dependent, requires tacit skills and
is acquired in situ (Lepak and Snell 1999:36)
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two attributes are used simultaneously, which is not sufficient for the identification of a
strategic resource. Therefore, a more comprehensive definition taking into account all the
four attributes is needed. To conclude, in this research the concept of key employee will be

defined as follows:

The key employee has a high human value for the firm. He or she has a
combination of skills, knowledge and experience which is strategic for the
firm and rare in the labour market. Moreover, he or she is hard to be imitated
arnd, in all, efficient organising is used in order to diminish the personal risk.

In the next chapter the concept will be used as a base for the development of the framework

for the identification of key employees.

2.3.4. The Framework for the Identification of Key Employees

Barney’s (1994b: 4) VRIO-framework as well as the concept of key employee will provide
the tools for the development of the framework for the identification. Thus, the VRIO-
framework will be revised and focused for the identification of key employees. First of all,
an employee who uses his/her skills, knowledge and experience in order to exploit oppor-
tunities and/or neutralize threats is analysed as valuable for the firm (see Bamney & Zajak
1994: 5). Thus, a person with skills, knowledge and working experience is not directly
identified as valuable unless he or she can be assessed to use them accordingly. In other
words, the ability to do the work is a necessary condition but not sufficient. Therefore, the
motivation and willingness to do the work is needed in order to evaluate the person as
valuable. As a result, the employee’s individual performance is able to be presented as a
function P= f(A,M,0), in which A refers to ability, M refers to motivation, and O to
opportunity to succeed in a specific context (Boxall & Purcell 2003: 137). In this function
the ability consists of declarative knowledge (what we know about things) and of

procedural knowledge and skills (how the work is done) (Boxall & Purcell 2003: 137-138).

Thus, skills and knowledge are closely inter-related: the application of skills is always
contextual (i.e. the ability to perform work-related tasks), influenced by collective and indi-

vidual knowledge (i.e. specific information about a subject or a field) pertaining to a
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specific situation (see Gibb 1997: 15; Nordhaug 1993: 51). Moreover, the term ‘compe-
tence’ has been widely used in previous research with different meanings. In this research,
by competence is meant a composition of knowledge, skills and aptitudes (i.e. the natural
talent as a base for knowledge and skills) that may serve the purposes of the firm
(Nordhaug 1993: 49-52). In this respect, in this research aptitude is included in the ability
(A) in the performance function. In all, on this criterion the individual performance of
potential key employees will be evaluated by using the performance function (P=f(A,M,0))

as a frame.

Secondly, as Barney et al. (1994: 7) state, a firm with valuable and rare resources may gain

at least a temporary competitive advantage. Similarly, Mayo (2001: 120) represents a

categorization of employees by two dimensions: ‘difficulty to replace’ and ‘added value’.

In this matrix the priority of the per;m who hés high édded value and is ha1;d to b;_
replaced, is retention. As Mayo (2001: 120) states: “These people might come from any
level in the hierarchy, but each represents a real asset loss” (see also Droege & Hoobler
2003; Mitchell et al. 2001; Kaye & Jordan-Evans 2001; Graham 1999). In this research, the
question of rareness will be measured as the length of the replacement period and whether
a similar combination of skills, knowledge and experience exits or not in the labour market.
This criterion measures actually the rareness outside the firm contrary to the fourth criterion

measuring the internal substitution.

Thirdly, the question of imitability is combined with the concept of ‘tacit knowledge’
(Hendry et al. 1995: 30; see also Nonaka 1998:4; Nonaka 1991: 96—-104) as well as with the
concept of “Firm-Specific Resources’ (see Castanias & Helfat 1991; Fladmoe-Lindqvist &
Tallman 1994: 48-49). Tacit knowledge is personal, context-specific, and therefore hard to
formalize and communicate (Nonaka & Takeuchi 1995: 59). Thus, a person with tacit
knowledge and firm-specific skills and even socially complex capabilities (e.g. teamwork,
trust, reputation etc.) is hard to be imitated and, thus, a potential key employee (see Reed &
deFilippi 1990). In this sense, the individual employee is not assessed only by seeing the
person as a separate resource in the firm, but rather as a resource which is a part of the
bundle of the total resource-base. Thus, for example, the membership in the management

teamn can raise the difficulty to imitate the employee at work. Therefore, the resource
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bundles are taken into consideration in this stage, too. Moreover, the concept ‘core
competence’ is applicable to this condition because it is defined as a unique bundle of the
firm’s skills and technologies and representing the sum of leamning across individual skill

sets and individual organisational units (Hamel and Prahalad 1994: 202-210).

Fourth, and the final criterion, concerns the organising of the resources. In this stage the
assessment is made on the level of the firm (as the other criteria focus on the individual
person’s skills, knowledge and experience). This criterion is important in regard to the
personal risk if the knowledge, skills and experience are not shared in the firm. Thus, the
organisational arrangements (e.g. the ownership, insurances, agreements etc.} which aim

to limit the risk of personal turnover and the level of risk if the person is absent,

the resources in order to exploit the resources fully (Barmey 1994b: 14). Thus, the idea that
the right person should be in the right position will be expanded with the idea of the extent
of the personal risk. In Table 3 all the four criteria and the content of the criteria combined

with the specific questions are presented.

person’s
combination of
skills, knowledge
and experience
in regard to the
fir's strategy?
How motivated is
the person ro use
the combination?

estimated period of
rime to recruit a
new person if the
person leaves the
firm?

of the persen’s
tacit and firm-
specific
knowledge?

Is s/he a parr of a
resonrce bundle?

Table 3. The operationalisation of the attributes of strategic human resources.
Criteria a) b) c) d)
The question of The question of The question of The question of
value Tareness imitation organisation and risk
management
Content P=f{AM0) replacement tacimess, internal substitution,
period finm-specificity, |personal risk
complexity
Question What is the What is the What is the extent | How high is the

estimated personal
risk of mirnover?

Is the risk taken into
account in the firm
and how?

In Table 4, the framework for the identification is presented and on each criterion specific

questions are stated. By using the framework the whole personnel of the firm can be
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assessed. Then, the answer on each criterion has to be positive in order to identify a person

as a key employee. As the criteria are closely linked to the business strategy of the firm, the

identification is made by persons in the strategic core of the firm. In this research, the

identification framework will be applied in two SMEs (Firms A and B). The assessment of

the personnel will be made by the Owner-Managers in both firms, because due to the

ownership they have important implications for the strategy of the firm (see Hendry et al.
1995: 11; Daily & Dalton 1992; Hankinson 2000; Churchill & Lewis 1983), the power to
run and target the business as well as organise and manage the human resource of the firm
(see Hodgetts & Kuratko 1985: 30; Curran and Stanworth 1989: 160; Hornsby & Kuratko
1990: 9; Saapunki 1993: 19; Kerr & McDougall 1999: 66).

... Table4. The framework for the identification of the Key Employees. =

The Criteria / |® b) c) d) Key
The Person The question of | The question of | The question of | The question of Employee?
value rareness imilation organisation and
risk management
Person A yes/no
Person B T yes/no
i s
! ]
{ Abundleof |
! Auman
Person C | resources yes/no
:
—

Finally, it can be concluded that a person is a key employee if the answer is positive to all

four questions. Also, it should be noted that the identification of the key employees does

not exclude the importance of other human resources: these resources may be essential for a

firm’s survival (see Bamey 1994b: 7). However, Mayo (2001: 121) argues that the

traditional HR approach considering all employees in much the same way might need

rethinking as more attention will be paid to retention of the best human resource, but, as he

continues: “This need not, of course, cut across any equal opportunity policies or

programs.” Moreover, the life-cycle and career models as well as the attributes of strategic

human resource emphasise the possibility of other employees to be developed towards key

employee position (see Odiome 1984; Lihteenmiaki 1995). In this sense the dynamism is
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built into the frame even though it provides cross-sectional information regarding the
human resource at specific time and space of the firm. In addition, as the strategic resource
has to be continuously maintained and developed in order to avoid the erosion of human
resource (see Hamel & Prahalad 1994: 235), the periedic repetition of the use of frame can
provide the firm with longitudinal information regarding the condition of the human

resource-base.

According to the previous literature, strategic human resource development has a centrai
role linking the individual as well as organisational level leaming to become the means to
achieve the strategic goals of the firm. Moreover, in the light of previous studies, both the

phase of the life-cycle on firm level and the phase of career on individual level are seen as

_ u:nportant contexrual factors for SHRD in SMEs. Howeve_r_ as l:v_a_s_c_hggusge_d _t!l_f_:_?l:%l_ol.l_s_ S %
research on SHRD in SMES havc not pr0v1ded the answer to why the interpretations of
HRD and its role seem to vary. Therefore, we have focused our study on the key
employee’s discourses. In order to reach the individual key employees, the vague concept
‘key employee’ was revised together with the revision of the identification framework (i.e
the VRIO-framework). Therefore, at the moment we are ready to move on and start
analysing how the key employees talk about human resource development and how the
discourses change the overall picture of SHRD and finally provide us with the opportunity

to answer the research question: ‘is there a role for SHRD in the SME-context?’.
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3. THE DISCOURSE ANALYSIS

Next, we will turn the attention to the individual key employees in SMEs. However, before
providing the key employees with the possibility of talking, the methodology of this
research will be discussed. During the past years researchers have increasingly advocated
theories and methodologies that illuminate the complex organisational phenomena and the
dynamism and even the fragility of organisations (Oswick, Keenoy and Grant 2000). Thus,
discourse analysis as a wide theoretical and methodological frame has become more
utilized also in organisational research {(e.g. Anderson-Gough, Grey and Robson 2000;

Welcomer, Gioia and Kilduff 2000; Hardy, Palmer and Phillips 2000, Peltonen 2003).

In the field of éhtfépreneﬁrsﬁip and SME-research the hegemony of quantitative research

has been considerable. According to Kyré (2004) 11 per cent of the entrepreneurship
studies used qualitative methods and at the same time gquantitative methods were used in
over 60 per cent of the studies in the data of 337 referee articles published in 1999-2000.
Interestingly, in the studies using a qualitative approach, discursive methods were presented
most (Kyr$ 2004). In addition, the increasing interest in a discourse analytic approach can
be seen in recent entrepreneurship studies e.g. regarding entrepreneurs’ construction of
identities (Hytti 2003), women entrepreneurship and the making of entrepreneurs (Ahl
2004), the rhetoric in knowledge-intensive firms (Alvesson 1993), consultant advice in
SMEs studied by using Foucault’s power and knowledge approach (Johansson 1999) and

entrepreneurial learning (Rae 2003).

In this dissertation the social actors are the key employees constructing the reality in social
interaction. Therefore, a closer look is taken at the discourse analytic studies in which the
actors are managers and experts (as potential key employees in their organisation).
According to Legge (1995: 312-325) HRM as such can be seen as a discourse which is
produced and renewed by academics, line managers and — as Legge (1995: 318) emphasises
— personnel managers themselves. According to Legge (1995: 312-325) the language of
HRM can be analysed from the power and knowledge perspective: especially the ambiguity

of HRM language serves as a powerful means for line managers or personnel managers to
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provide them with a better power position in the organisation. Actually, Peltonen (2003)
provided the individual managers with the possibility of talking and concluded in his
discourse analytic study that the ambiguity of HRM can be a resource or an obstacle in the
local accomplishment of social and power relations. In spite of the power and knowledge
aspect, the prior discourse analytic research has provided e.g. the expatriates in inter-
national companies with the possibility of interpreting their development and movement
across their career life-cycle (Peltonen 1998). Moreover, Kyr6 (1999) studied the discursive
construction of capabilities by using a multifaceted material including the thematic
interviews of managers and experts. Thus, the prior discourse analytic research provides us
with the understanding that methodologically discourse analysis is, first, an appropriate

means to understand reality as a social construction and secondly, a means to analyse the

_actors’ interpretations of the social reality. In addition, the prior discourse analytic studies

provide us with appropriate alternatives or models for the analytic process.

Next, we will discuss the main principle of discourse analysis: the language itself as a
function. Secondly, the concepts of ‘discourse’ and ‘discursive world’ will be discussed
and defined. Thirdly, the discourse analytic research process will be presented and, finally,

the questions regarding credibility and generalisation will be discussed.

3.1. The Language seen as Function

The antecedents of discourse analysis are to be found in the ‘wave’ of postmodemnism at the
beginning of the 1970’s aiming at understanding how the reality is constructed in the social
context. Consequently, studies in organisational discourse have extended beyond a narrow
micro-level focus on short texts to a broader and more sophisticated repertoire of

approaches. (Oswick, Keenoy & Grand 2000:1115; Potter & Wetherell 1987; Limsi 2003.)

Actually, Silverman (1993) distinguishes two ‘schools’ of social science: positivism (which
seeks to test correlations between variables) and interpretive social science which is more
concerned with observation and description. The interpretative social science consists of

social construction as a concept and emphasis on qualitative methodology (Silverman
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1993). The main goal of social constructionism is the understanding that the complex world
of lived experience from the point of view of those who live it i.e. the social actors
(Schwandt 1994: 118-119). Moreover, the constructionists believe that to understand this
world of meaning one must interpret it and, therefore, the research has to clarify what and
how meanings are embodied in the Janguage and actions of social actors (Schwandt 1994:

118-119).

Language — being the means to construct the versions of the social world — is such a central
aspect of all social activities that it is usually easily taken for granted. According to Potter
and Wetherell (1987; see Burman & Parker 1993: 1-15) language orders our perceptions

and makes things happen. It creates social interaction and diverse social worlds. As Potter

“"People use their language to do things: to order und =

request, persuade and accuse. This focus on language function is also one of the major

components of discourse analysis.”

As Potter and Wetherell (1987: 9-10) stress, language is not just a code for communication:
it is inseparably involved with the processes of thinking and reasoning. Therefore, it is clear
that a large part of our activities are performed through language: our talk and writing do
not live in some purely conceptual realm, but are mediums for action as Potter and
Wetherell (1987: 9-10) specify the importance of the study of language. Therefore, the aim

of discourse analytic research is to gain a better understanding of social life.

The main principle of discourse analysis is that all use of language is seen as function. In
this respect, people using language are actively renewing and adopting the cultural ‘flow’.
Thus, the use of language can be seen as a function itself. The talk and the action are not the
counterparts in discourse analytic research. Both are seen as functions which maintain and

renew the social reality. (Jokinen, Juhila & Suoninen 1999: 19.)
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3.2. The Discourse and the Discursive World

In the discourse analytic research the main interest is on how people are using their
language to construct versions of the social world. The main principle is that even the same
phenomenon can be constructed in various ways and producing various accounts. Thus, the
principal tenet of the discourse analysis is that function involves constructions of versions
of the social world and this function is demonstrated by language variation. Therefore, a
discourse analyst is interested in analysing how people construct the reality by producing
accounts and what kind of consequences are constructed by these accounts. (Jokinen et al.

1999: 20.)

The ‘world’ can be divided info smaller units - discourses. Jokinen et al. (1999: 21) define

the disc}Jﬁr_sé as a éofﬁbﬁtfblt_a -set_ of l_n-_ézinin gs ;VhICh %orm ti;e sdciﬁl w01:1d ina _c;tjairi way.
Similarly, Potter and Wetherell (1987), define an interpretative repertoire as a lexicon or
register of terms and metaphors drawn upon to characterise and evaluate actions and events.
According to them, the interpretative repertoire is achieved by the use of a cluster of terms
and metaphors which are selectively put forward to provide evaluative versions of the
events taking place in a ‘riot’. Jokinen et al. (1993: 26-27) mention that the concepts
“discourse” and “interpretative repertoire” are closely related and are used as synonyms in
many discourse analytic researches. Therefore, later in this study we will use the term
‘discourse’ as a combination of the above definitions: a discourse is a relatively compatible
set of meanings, which are socially constructed and which form the social reality. Thus, the
term discursive world will be used for the entity of discourses which form the social reality.
Consequently, as the social reality is formed in social interaction in the cultural flow, it is
possible that some of the discourses in the social world are closely related or even in
contradiction with each other. As a result, in this research, the discursive world of an
individual key employee can be constructed as a diversified entity producing consequences

for the human resource development in the firm (see Figure 7).
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Discourse 1 Discourse 2

—z

The
accounts The consequences
affected the
social reality
4_
Discourse 3 Discourse 4

Figure 7. The discursive world (modified Jokinen et al. 1999: 20-25).

The individual person’s discursive world is not constructed in a vacuum. On the contrary, it
is maintained, rebuilt, changed — or destroyed — in continuous social interaction. Thus, the
person is actively participating — maintaining or renewing — the common social reality and
vice versa. In this sense, the formative range of discourses presented by Alvesson and
Kammeman (2000b: 1133-1135) is useful for the analysis. According to them it is possible to
point out four versions of discourse analysis (Figure 7). First, one option is to take an
interest in discourse at close range, considering and emphasising local, situational context.
In the micro-level the researcher is interested in the text as an interesting phenomenon in
itself not as a part of a larger context. The second level is called the ‘meso-discourse
approach’. In this level the researcher is sensitive to language use in context but interested
in finding broader patterns and going beyond the details of the text and generalising to
similar local contexts. The third level s called ‘Grand Discourse approach’. A Grand
Discourse may tefer to organisational reality, for example dominating language use about
corporate culture or ideclogy. The fourth level is called ‘Mega-Discourse approach’. Mega-
Discourse typically addresses more or less standardized ways of referring to a certain type
of phenomenon (e.g. globalization in the Western world). (Alvesson & Karreman 2000b:
1133-1134; see Limsi 2003.)
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Lamsd 2003).

In this dissertation, discourse analysis is seen as a methadélogicai Sframework which
enables us to study the social reality as discursively constructed and maintained (see Eskola
and Suoranta 1998; Alvesson & Karreman 2000a: 1126). Thus, according to Alvesson and
Karreman (2000a) there are also two main methodological risks which have to be taken into
account. First, there is the risk of the current tendency to work with a too grandiose view on
discourse as well as there is the risk of imposing a discursive macro order (i.e. diversity is
neglected at the expense of broader entities). Secondly, there is the risk of too narrow a
focus on details of the social text. These risks are diminished in this dissertation by using
the ‘ladders’ of discourse (Figure 8) presented by Alvesson and Karreman (2000a; see
Lamsa 2003). First, the approach is on micro-level, aiming at analysing how the social
reality 1s constructed on the individual level in social interaction. Secondly, the context (the
key employee working in the SME) will be taken into account in the analysis. Thirdly, the
firm level approach will be taken into account as the discourses produced by the key
employees in two SMEs provide the possibility of exploring the Grand-Discourses. Finally,
the discursive worlds of key employees in two SMEs may provide some clues to whether
the Mega-Discourses (e.g. discourses of business life in general) have affected the social
reality in the two SMEs.
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3.3.  The Discourse Analytic Research Process

During the discourse analysis process we will follow the stages provided by Potter and
Wetherell (1987: 160-175). First, regarding the sample size Potter and Wetherell (1987:
161) state: “Because one is interested in language use rather than the people generating
the language and because a large number of linguistic patterns are likely to emerge from a
few people, small samples or a few interviews are generally quite adequate for
investigating an interesting and practically important range of phenomena”. Thus, the
scope is limited to the discourses produced by the key employees in two case enterprises.
First, the key employees will be identified and, second, the thematic interviews will be

made. The two case enterprises are selected to represent two different kinds of SMEs in the

_same size category (small enterprises having 10-49 employees). The aim is to select firms

which are Jocated in opposite parts of the life cycle: one start-up and one mature firm.

The size category is selected because in these firms there are not separate human resource
management or development departments and, therefore, Owner-Managers’ as well as other
key employees’ role is important regarding the decision-making on human resource
development activities. In addition, the firms chosen are operating in different fields of
industry, in order to be able to analyse the discourses produced by key employees with
different backgrounds (e.g. education, age, sex). The two firms were selected by using the
personal network of the researcher. Firm A was recommended by the chairman of a local
association of entrepreneurs, and Firm B was recommended by the manager of the venture
capital company funding the Firm B. The aim is not to compare these two firms in order to
make generalisations regarding the SMEs in different phases in their life cycle but rather to
explore the discursive worlds of key employees working in different SME context in order

to obtain diversified material (or ‘clues’) for the analysis.

Secondly, Potter and Wetherell (1987: 162) emphasise the benefit to collect documents
and material from many sources in order to be able to build up a much fuller idea of the
way participants’ linguistic practices are organised. Thus, the researcher contacted first both
owner-managers in order to present the idea of the research and to ask whether they would

like to attend the research process. During the first calls it was possible to obtain the first
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impression of the firm and its operations. Of course, the researcher had already some
impression regarding Firm A as he knew the Owner-Manager. The intemet-sites of both
firms provided additional beneficial background information of the firms. Then, both
owner-managers were met for the first time. During the first meeting the researcher told
about the research idea and the Owner-Manager presented the firm, its personnel and
operations. These open discussions were taperecorded in order to ensure the possibility of
checking the details of the firms later. As a result of the first meeting, the identification of
key employees was made and the overall picture of the firm was created. Also, it was
agreed that the researcher could contact the key employees directly in order to schedule the

thematic interviews.

_ Thudly, the mtervnews were preparecl and completed The researcher ca.llecl or contacted _

by email each key employee and told about the subject of the research and advised the
persons to reserve two hours for the thematic interview. Similarly, the themes of the
mterview were mentioned as well as the idea not to search for facts but the thoughts and
opinions of individual persons. The interviews were arranged either in a negotiation room
or in the office of the key employee. Thus, the key employee was kindly advised to switch
off the cell phone and inform the secretary that the person was reserved for the period of the
interview. In order to create an open atmosphere the interviews were started with small talk
together with a cup of coffee. Then, the interviewee was asked whether the interview could
be taperecorded and, at the same time, the interviewee was assured that all the material was

confidential and strictly used only for the purpose of the research.

According to Potter and Wetherell (1987: 165) the interviews in discourse analysis differ
from conventional interviews in three ways: (1) variation in response, (2) techniques which
allow diversity and (3) interviewer is seen as an active participant. Thus, these three issues
were taken into account in the construction of interviews. First, the theoretical pimacy was
given to the talk itself. Therefore, there were not any preassumptions or hypotheses made
regarding the responses but rather the discursive worlds were analysed from the full range
of accounting resources produced by the key employees. Secondly, the themes of the
mterviews (see Appendix 2) allowed diversity and interventions (e.g. follow-up questions)

during the mterviews. Therefore, the list of themes was produced only for the use of the
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researcher to make sure that the same themes were discussed with each key employee. The
themes covered a wide range of topics regarding the human resource development in the
firm and these themes were open-ended in order to allow the interviewees to elaborate their
views in a relatively naturalistic conversational exchange (see Potter & Wetherell 1987:
165). Thirdly, the interviewer was seen as an active participant during the interviews. Thus,
whole interviews were to be transcribed and the researcher’s questions and comments are

seen as active and constructive — not passive and neutral.

Fourth, the transcriptions and coding are made from the audiotape by using the
conventional transcription coding system used in discourse analytic research (Appendix 1).
The transcription process is the most time-consuming phase during the discourse analysis.

Actually, the transcribing was an active part of the research process. The first hearing of the

tape proqd_ed, first, a possibility of memorizing the situation and the feeling of the
interview and, secondly, a holistic overview of the interview. The use of foot-pedal tape-
recorder and headphones was essential in order to write the detailed transcription by using
the computer and a word-processing programme. Even though the detailed transcribing was
extremely time consuming, it provided the researcher with the possibility of ‘diving’ into
the discursive worlds in advance. The possibility of hearing and reading the ‘raw’ material
many times before the final analysis of the discourses was essential in regard to the

following phases of the analysis.

Fifth, the analysis of the discourses was started with several readings of the transcriptions
in order to get an overview. First, two interviews from Firm A (Financial Manager and
Owner-Manager) were analysed and, also, these results were also presented in several
international conferences in order to obtain beneficial feedback from the research
community for the future research process (Tuomi 2002a; Tuomi 2002b; Tuomi 2003a;
Tuomi 2003Db). The reading and rereading of the detailed transcriptions by one person at a
time turned out to be the most beneficial way to proceed with the material. First, the
discourses were analysed by analysing the glossaries which actually were good clues to the
content of the discourses. Similar kinds of glossaries (including key symbols, metaphors
and connotations) are actually bases for discourses. After that, the wider use of language

was analysed. The analysis of rhetorical means to construct discourses proved to be
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beneficial (see Jokinen et al. 1999: 126-157). These rhetorical means to use language are

for example:

argumentation on the interpretative reality

divergence of the person’s own interest (e.g. talking about ‘us’ instead of ‘I’) as
a means to convince the listener

quantifying: figures, percentages efc. as a means to convince the listener

using of passive form

telling of narratives or examples

leaving gaps which were filled by the listener

using of metaphors

using of extreme statements (such as ‘always’, ‘never’ etc.)

using of repetition or tautology

In addition, as the mterviewer is seen as an active partner of the interview, the means of

B e L

interaction analysis were used. For example, the following means were analysed (see

subjective positions of the persons (e.g. interviewer- interviewee or colleague —
colleague)

lengths of the pauses (may mean that the topic is problematic or difficult)
transition places of different discourses

‘cultural dance’ (i.e. the places in the discussion in which the transitions of
speakers are changes in common cultural understanding: e.g. questions are
followed by answers which are followed by the next question etc.)

turn design (e.g. the tone of the speech)

silences and the length of silence

complicated ways of talking (e.g. the talk is full of small words without
meaning such as ‘well’).

However, the discourse analysis is not a mechanical procedure for producing findings from

an archive of transcripts, but rather it is a method in which the researcher actively makes his

interpretations accurately from the transcriptions. Thus, the interviewees’ discourses are

approaches in their own right and not as a secondary route to things ‘beyond’: discourse is

treated as a potent, action-orientated medium, not as a transparent information channel (see

Potter & Wetherell 1987: 160). Therefore, the analyses’ ‘routes’ and ‘paths’ are reported
\J P

in detail and as a result a picture of the discursive world of each key employee will be

made. Finally, each discourse is analysed in respect to all the other discourses in each

discursive world. Consequently, the interaction between discourses will be explored as

well as the consequences which are affected by these discourses to human resource
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development will be discussed, first, on individual level and, second, on firm level. To
finalise the research, the results obtained will be analysed in relation to the different levels
of discourses (Figure 8) as well as whether the results are able to provide clues to under-
stand the research phenomenon in general. Thus, the assessment and the generalisation will

be discussed more in detail in the next chapter.

3.4. The Questions of Credibility and Generalisation

The traditional criteria for evaluation research has to be rethought in discourse analytic
research because the aim is not to produce universal facts but rather to research the reality

which is dynamically constructed in.social interaction (sec Jokinen et al..1999). Thus, the

language produced by key employees forms a textual reality which does not reflect the
reality and facts but, actually, is the reality itself. Therefore, the aim is to accurately
analyse the meanings rising from the use of language resulting from the researcher’s
interpretations. Thus, the researcher is an active partner in the social interactions through
which the interpreted reality is formed. Consequently, this could lead to loose speculations
regarding the interpretations unless the use of analytic techniques for validation is taken
into account. There are several analytic techniques which are used in discourse analyses in
order to validate the findings. In the following chapters the applicability of the following
techniques will be discussed: (1) coherence, (2) reader’s evaluation, (3) participants’
orientation, (4) new problems and (5) fruitfulness (Potter & Wetherell 1987: 169-172 and
Potter 1996 quoted in Jokinen et al. 1999: 234-236; Eskola & Suoranta: 1998: 222-223).

First, the analysis should show how the discourse fits together and how discursive structure
produces effects and functions, and thus coherence will be reached. Eskola et al. (1998:
223) connect the coherence to the traditional means to set hypotheses which are tested by
analysing the deviant cases in the text. In this research the aim is not to set up traditional
hypotheses before the analysis of the discourses as the discursive world. Even though in
this research hypotheses are not set regarding the interpretative reality, the coherence will
be taken into account during the research process. Especially, the analysis of the deviant

cases enables the specification of the interpretation. In other words, if a discourse is

~
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explained and analysed to be coherent in its nature, a deviation or exception in the text is
taken into account in order to test the coherence. Thus, the analysis of the deviations or

exceptions could result in the change or specification for the researcher’s interpretation.

As the researcher is an active participant in the social interaction in which the research
material (transcriptions and the interpretations) is produced, the second means to validate
the interpretations is the reader’s evaluation. Thus, the aim is to provide the reader with
the possibility of criticising the researcher’s interpretations. In this research, the reader’s
evaluation is ensured by the accurate presentations of the chains of analyses. Therefore, the
transcriptions will be presented in the same sequence as the researcher has made the

analysis. Each discourse will be discussed with strict links to the original transcription:

ether with the researcher’s analysis will be included in .

the research. In sum, to make interpretations is not the sole right of the researcher as the
aim is not to produce universal facts but merely to make visible the diversity of the social

reality.

Third, in spite of the interpretation of the researcher, the participant’s own understanding
or orientation becomes important because the kinds of phenomena which interest discourse
analysts have genuine consequences for people’s social lives. As Potter and Wetherell
(1987: 170) state: “We are not interested in the dictionary definitions of words, or abstract
notions of meaning, but in distinctions participants actually make in their interactions and
which have important implications for their practice.” Thus, the aim is to understand what
the participants see as consistent and different. In the thematic interview with a researcher
as an active participant producing the social reality, the participant’s orientation will be
taken into account by considering how the discourses are kept separate or how they by the
use of language are interlinked to each other. As there is the standardised form used during
the thematic interview, the key employees’ own orientation is taken into account by
providing the key employee with the possibility of talking and discussing as much as they
are willing to. Thus, the research setting provides the key employees with the possibility of
producing diversified talk on the themes ensuring the visibility of their own understanding

and orientation.
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The goal of the discourse analysis is to clarify the linguistic resources used to make certain
things happen. However, as a result, the analysis will not only solve the problems, but will
also create new problems. Thus, the existence of new problems and solutions, provides
further confirmation that discourse analysis is being used as intended. Thus, as the social
reality is contradictory in its nature, the aim is to make the contradictory nature of the
discourses visible. In this research, the contradictory nature of the discursive worlds
produced by each key employee will be analysed and made visible. Thus, the new problems
raised from the material will make visible the issues which are taken for granted, too.
Finally, the validation of the research can be evaluated by its fruitfulness. The fruitfulness

1s seen also as one of the most powerful techniques for validation. In this sense, this refers

to the scope of an analytic scheme to make sense of new kinds of discourse and to generate

problems in the field of research, it could be evaluated as valid. (Potter & Wetherell 1987:

160-161.)

In discourse analytic research the generalisation of results depends on the reader assessing
the importance of the effect described and deciding whether it has vital consequences for
the social life in which it emerges and possibly for other diverse areas (Potter & Wetherell
1987: 161). Also, Alasuutari (1994: 206) emphasises that the aim of qualitative research is
not to prove or testify that the phenomenon is there, but rather to make it understandable.
Thus, the aim of qualitative research is the questioning of the phenomenon which is taken
for granted. Therefore, in order to provide the reader with the possibility of assessing, it is
important that the phenomenon can be explicitly explained in the local context. Thus,
Alasuutari (1994: 222) would rather use the term ‘proportioning’ than generalisation
meaning that the researcher is able to express that the qualitative analysis is explaining the
phenomenon not only in the local context but in the wider social context, too. In this
research, the aim is to solve the mystery why there is varation in regard to human resource
development even in the same small medium enterprise and between the key employees in
the firm. Therefore, the local explanation is the aim. The discourses are dynamic of their
nature; thus, the aim is not to explore universal truths in regard to the context of discourses
but rather the aim 1s to understand what kind of consequences these discourses have on the

strategic HRD on the individual as well as on the firm level. By reporting the thematic
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interviews and the analysis paths in detail the research material will be subject to the
readers’ assessment. Moreover, as many clues as possible are presented in the research in
order to solve the mystery, first, in the two case enterprises and, second, to discuss whether

the clues tell something about the phenomenon in the wider context, too.
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4. THE KEY EMPLOYEES AND THEIR DISCOURSES IN FIRM A AND
FIRM B

In this chapter we will first identify the key employees in both target firms by using the
revised framework presented in sub-Chapter 2.3.4. Next, the conceptualisation and the
revision of the identification framework will be evaluated. After that we shift to discourse
analysis. Subsequently, the socially constructed discourses produced by the key employee

will be analysed and, finally, we will discuss the conclusions regarding the discourses.

4.1.1. The Key Employees in Firm A

Firm A is a family-owned firm operating in the field of wholesale of electronic equipment.
The firm is over 40 years old and it was started by the Owner-Manager’s father and in the
beginning the assembly was made in the garage of their home. At the moment the firm
belongs to the SME category ‘firms having 10-50 employees’. There are 36 employees and
the firm is owned by one family. The annual turnover is over 6.7 MEUR. During the first
decades the parents of the Owner-Manager were the only personnel of the firm. The growth
phase started in the 1970°s as the present owner-manager started to work full-time for the
firm and after that the succession which was made in the middie of the 1970’s. The base for
the growth was possible due to a product innovation made by the Owner-Manager. Thus,
the forthcoming decades until the recession period at the beginning of the 1990’s were the
years of growth. The years of recession were hard as the turnover collapsed and a
reorganisation was needed, too. Since the period of recession, the situation of the firm has
been unsteady. The turnover has been on average quite stable but the profitability has

weakened. Thus, the firm can be located as mature in its life-cycle.

The analysis of the key employees in Firm A was made by the Owner-Manager. At the

beginning of the discussion aiming at identification, the Owner-Manager presented the




66 ACTA WASAENSIA

firm, the organisation and told in detail about the history and the present state of the firm.
Then each employee was analysed step-by-step by using the criteria. The researcher had
learned to know the Owner-Manager two years ago as both were working in the same
business district. Therefore, the discussion was open and analytical. Actually, the main task
of the researcher was to write down the results of the identification. The Owner-Manager
made the identification in three phases: (1} the first selection of potential key employees of
the whole human resource, (2) each potential key employee was analysed by more accurate
evaluation regarding the criteria and (3) the final selection of key employees. In total, the
identification and the pre-discussion took about two hours. The researcher had a possibility
of providing the Owner-Manager with supplementary information regarding the criteria

during the discussion. In all, the Owner-Manager seemed to know his personnel individual-

_ly with a lot of background information, which contributed to the identification DLOCESS.

Finally, five key employees from the total of 36 employees were identified (Table 5). In
Table five as well as in the following chapters the key employees are presented in a random
order; in other words, the key employees are not presented in any priority order. The
Owner-manager’s value for the firm is based on the holistic view as well as on the
decision-making role of the firm. As owner he is hard to be replaced, but in a long period of
time a new managing director is possible to find. However, at the same time the decisions
regarding the ownership and the new role of Owner-Manager (e.g. the chairman of the
board) has to be decided. The imperfect imitability is based on the historical as well as on

the tacit knowledge regarding all the operations as well as strategies of the firm.

The risk is evaluated to be high because any arrangements regarding the substitution have
not been made and the person holds two strategic roles being owner and manager at the
same time. The Financial Manager has a wide job description being responsible for the
combination which is evaluated to be highly valued for the firm (financing/bookkeeping,
human resource management and quality management, ISO9002). Moreover, she is
evaluated as highly committed and having the ability and willingness to do her best at the
work. Due to the wide combination of tasks, she is judged to be replaced only in a long
period of time. As a result of her eight-year working history in Firm A she has strategic

tacit knowledge regarding the financial function as well as personnel of the firm. The
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accountant acts as a substitute for her (mainly on financial tasks). However, there is some

risk at the moment regarding the personnel management as well as quality management.

Table 5. The identification of the key employees is Firm A.

Questions/ . . |a)'. b) Aoy o v e d)
Key Employeg.. ™ '|'The question of | The question of . .~ | The question of The question of ... 37,
and the " =~ | value rareness - .- | imitation organisation.and-risk:
backgrolnid o management
Owner-manager owner with the impossible if tacit and historical owner of the firm,
age:early 50's holistic view of | combined with knowledge of the high personal risk
education: the firm ownership, firm
matric.exam. olherwise possible to
replace in a long
period of time
Financial Manager | special replacement period | financing possible to |hard tobe ) .
== age=early50'F=—=| cCombmation-of—| ShOrtm fImancing ———-be-imitated - Witk the=|-substimed = ——— | — =
education: skills: financing, | butin combination |combination of Accounlant as a
M.Sc. HRM and quality | with quality system | skills: harl substitute
system long
Management special shorl: management | lacit knowledge high personal risk,
assistant knowledge of assistant; 6 months- |regarding the hard to be
age: late 30's foreign trade year if combined operations and substituted ,
edication: with knowledge and | personnel of the firm | no substitute at the
business college experience of moment
foreign trade
Logistics Manager |a combination of |as a combination6 | lots of tacit high personal risk,
age: mid 50's skills, knowledge | month-year knowledge of the no substitulion
education: and experience operations of arrangements at the
technical college | on logistics, logistics and moment
warehousing and warehousing due to
facility long experience
management elc.
Acconntant the newest about 6 months at the moment could | financial manager as
age: early 30°s knowledge of be imitated, a formal substitute,
education: bookkeeping and however, a strong however not on
business college balancing of will to develop the bookkeeping or on
accounts Jjob description annual accounling
combined with towards controller procedures
the knowledge of tasks and towards
firm-specific firm-specific and
operations tacit knowledge

The Management assistant was evaluated as a key employee because of her strategic

knowledge of foreign trade. The traditional secretarial skills are not rare in the labour

market, but due to her special knowledge she is assessed to be replaced in a longer period

of time (approximately in six months). Her strategic position between the personnel and the

owner-manager has provided her with a good view of all operations in the firm and, thus,
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with a lot of tacit knowledge of the firm. In regard to the organisation, the personal risk is
high because there are not any substitution arrangements in the firm. Next, the Logistics
Manager has a wide range of tasks, too. The combination consists of ware housing, logis-
tics, facility management, security etc. Because of the combination he is evaluated to be
replaced only in a fairly long period of time. Due to his long history in the field he
possesses a lot of tacit knowledge especially of logistics, and thus he is imperfectly imi-
table. Moreover, there is high personal risk because there are not any substitution arrange-
ments made at the moment. The Accountant is the youngest (both in age and career) key
employee and, thus, his future potential was the attribute which classified him as a key
employee, otherwise the rareness or imitability would have dropped him from the category.

In spite of the future potential, his current work as an accountant includes high risk because

e is the only person 10.do.the bookkeeping and the anoual. sccounts in the fiom.at the

moment (the Financial Manager acts only as a formal substitute). As a person with the

newest knowledge on financial issues, he is assessed to be highly valuable for the firm.

4.1.2. The Key Employees in Firm B

Firm B, a limited company, was founded in the year 2000 by three persons who are still
partners and employed by the firm. The business idea was to provide the customers with
comprehensive software solutions in the field of telecommunications. Since the start the
enterprise has been funded by venture capital companies which have their representatives
on the board of managers. In the year 2002 (the year during which the thematic interviews
were accomplished) there were 22 employees working in the firm. All the founders of the
firm are still working in the firm: the OQwner-Manager (CEQ)”, the Vice President (profes-

sional services) and the Chief Technical Officer. The turnover of the first accounting period
was over 620 000 €, and due to the product (i.e. software) development phase the cash
flow has been negative. The firm is located in the start-up phase of its life cycle, and due to

venture capital funding the expectations regarding the growth as well as intemationalisation

are high.

# The title CEO (Chief Executive Officer) was officially used in Firm B. In this rescarch both terms Owner-
Manager and CEQ are used.
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The analysis of the key employees in Firm B was made by the Owner-Manager (CEQ)
during a consultative discussion during which the researcher presented the identification
framework of key employees. First, the Owner-Manager (CEQ) presented the whole
organisation and the human resources of the firm. Then each person was analysed
separately by using the identification criteria. Actually, the process of identification was
fluent lasting about two hours. For the researcher it became evident that the Owner-
Manager knows his personnel thoroughly and, thus, it seemed that the tacit knowledge
regarding each employee’s background and working experience was the clue to the fluent
identification. The analytical working method of the CEO was admirable. The background
of the CEO having been a researcher with a PhD qualification had their effects in the

process. Each person was analysed step by step comparing the criteria with the person’s

_knowledge, skills and experience. Finally, the CEO.made the. analyses.of himself using the..

same criteria. During the self-analysis he looked at the matrix of other key employees and
said that “I’m the only person of these who could be analysed not to be a key employee.
There are always managing directors available in the market.” However, the researcher
encouraged him to make the analysis as the idea was to take an overlook of the whole
personnel including the Owner-Manager. After finalising his analysis, he stated that “I'm
replaceable, but if 1 would leave the firm, this would cause dramatic effects on the whole

Jfirm because most of the personnel as well as the investors consider that I'm the firm”'.

Finally, seven key employees of the total of 22 employees were identified (Table 6). In the
table and in the following chapters the key employees are presented in a random order and,
thus, the order does not indicate any comparison regarding the strategic priority of key
employees. The Owner-Manager (CEQ) evaluated himself as an expert in the field, but he
assumed that this knowledge could be bought from the labour market. However, his
replacement would affect changes in the whole organisation due to his strategic
combination of roles (expert, owner and manager). As he is the founder, he possesses a lot
of tacit knowledge which prevents direct imitation. As a founding partner his position
enables effective working in the firm, but, also, a high level of personal risk. As Vice
President (sales), he has a wide personal network as well as knowledge regarding the
clients, making him highly valuable for the firm. In addition, his approximate replacement

period is about six months. The imperfect imitability is strengthened by the membership in
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a resource bundle consisting of other key employees (as is the case with other vice

presidents, too). As a strategic employee an agreement regarding the prohibition of

competition is made in order to diminish the personal risk. The same kind of agreement is

made with other vice presidents, too.

Table 6. The key employees in Finn B.

Questions/ a) by c) d)
Employee The question of The question of . The question of The question of 7.
value N rareness - imitation organisation and-risk.
A management. -
CEO expertise on could be replaced a lot of tacit a founding partner
telecommunications | but this would have [ knowledge of the
effects on the whole | firm gained as a
organisalion founder
—|:Vice-President,—_|the-wide-network_|.about:6.-months— - |-hard:1o:be-imitated=|-agreement-of—
Sales and the knowledge (as one member of | prohibition on
regarding the clients a bundle consisting | compeltition
of other vice
presidents)
Vice President, the personal there are consultants | hard to be imitaled | agreement of
Professional competence on available; this, {as one member of | prohibition on
services consultancy however, would a bundle consisting | compelition
have effects on the | of other vice
whole organisations | presidents)
Vice President, the experience on can not be replaced | hard (o be imitaled | agreement of
Development product development | without effects on (as one member of | prohibition on
projects, ability of the whole a bundle consisling | competition
team leadership organisation of other vice
presidents})
Chief Archirect young, bright, in Europe hard to be | the special agreement of
competent and has found, would be knowledge and prohibilion on
visions: experience | very expensive to be |experience of the | competition

experience is
essential for the
fulure growth.

of software replaced and if software hard to be
companies replaced the product | imitated
should be chanped
Chief Financial | previous experience |could be substituted | Due to long committed by the
Officer of the work of in 2-3 months experience and expectations on the
financial issues in because the current | deep knowledge of | more challenging
the start-up firm job underutilizes her | the financial issues | tasks in the future
skills. However, her |of the firm hard to

be imitated. The
routine part of the
work is imilable,

Chief Technical
Officer

the background on
technical
lelecommunications

in Europe hard 1o be
found, would be
very expensive lo be
replaced and if
replaced the product
should be changed

a lot of 1acit and
firm-specific
knowledge of
technical
telecornmunication

a founding partner
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The Vice President (professional services) has the competence of consultancy, which is
highly valuable for the firm. This competence can be found in the labour market, but
replacement would affect changes in the whole organisation because of his strategic and
synergetic role in the firm. The Vice President (development) is highly valuable because of
his expertise on product development products. Also, he is evaluated to be a competent
team manager and, thus, he can not be replaced without effects on the whole organisation
(e.g. other employees leaving the firm at the same time). Because of the future potential as
well as of his current competence, the Chief Architect was assessed to be highly valuable to
the firm. In addition, among key employees he is the key employee who is hardest to
replace. First, because there are not persons available in the European labour market and,

second, the replacement would affect changes in the product. His special knowledge is

prohibition of competition.

The evaluation of the Chief Financial Officer is interesting, because her knowledge and
skills are under-utilized at the moment because of the non-complexity of financial tasks
during the start-up phase. Thus, the key employee is fairly fast replaceable. However, her
long experience, knowledge and skills are essential for the growth strategy of the firm.
Thus, a part of her current work could be imitated, but as she already acts as a discussion
partner in financial matters with the Owner-Manager, the whole range of her tacit
knowledge is ‘activated’ and, thus, very hard to be imitated. The personal risk of turnover is
diminished by a ‘psychological’ contract between the Owner-manager and the Chief
Financial Officer: the future growth of the firm will provide her with vast possibilities for
the use of her competence (especially the strategy of internationalisation). The Chief
Technical Officer’s experience in the field is highly valuable for the firm, too. His
knowledge is hard to buy in the labour market (cf. Chief Architect). His expertise is
imperfectly imitable, and as a founding partner he is ‘tied’ to the firm, and as a person with

special knowledge the personal risk is regarded as high.
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4.1.3. The Evaluation of Conceptualisation and Identification of the Key Employees

In this dissertation, the conceptualisation of the term ‘key employee’ as well as the
framework for the identification were constructed upon the resource-based theory assuming
that the resources having four attributes (value, rarity, imitability and substitutability) can
be the sources of sustained competitive advantage and, thus, critical and strategically
relevant (see Bamey 1991b; Fladmoe-Lindqvist & Tallman 1994). Consequently, Bamey’s
(1994b:4) VRIO-framework (V = valuable, R = rare, 1 = costly to imitate, O = efficiently
organized) was revised. As a result specific questions were formed on each criterion in
order to assess each employee in the firm. If the answers to all four questions were positive

the employee was identified as a key employee.

During the research process the framework was conducted in two case firms resulting in the

identification of a total of twelve key employees. The identification was made by the
owner-managers and with the presence of the researcher to ensure the understanding of
each criterion. As the size of the firms was in the category of ‘small-firms’ having 10-49
employees the owner-managers knew individually the employees and the assessment
process went without hesitation. In addition, the owner-managers made a self-evaluation of
themselves. In this sense, the owner-managers’ widening awareness of their human
resource is regarded as one of the most important contributions of the research. Actually,
both owner-managers made, for the first time, a conscious and holistic evaluation regarding

the human resource in their firms.

The first criterion for the identification is ‘value’. Thus, an employee who uses his/her
skills, knowledge and experience in order to exploit opportunities and/or neutralize threats
is analysed to be valuable for the firm (see Bamey et al. 1994: 5). Thus, a person with
skills, knowledge and working experience is not directly identified as valuable unless he or
she can be assessed to use them accordingly. In this research the criterion was created by
using the function P=f (A,M,0O) according to which the individual performance is the

combination of ability, motivation and opportunity.
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Therefore, the specific questions were: “What is the person’s combination of skills,
knowledge and experience in regard to the firm’s strategy and how motivated is the person
to use the combination? The common feature of this criterion was that the identified key
employees actually had a special combination of skills, knowledge and experience in regard
to their tasks. The key employees had deep and in most cases newly updated knowledge
and skills as well as working experience which was gathered from other firms, too. The
exceptions regarding the deep task-specific knowledge were the owner-managers who had
the holistic view of the whole firm or the holistic view of the whole sector in which the firm
operated. An interesting phenomenon was that in both case firms the deep task-specific
knowledge was not tied to the key employees’ age or to the length of the career. Rather, the

young and highly motivated key employees with future potential were regarded as highly

_valuable for the firm as they had been.able lo form a combination of the newest knowledge,

skills and experience, actually, in a fairly short period of time. Thus, even the young and
just graduated employees have potential to become key employees in the firms if they are
provided with the possibility of working on challenging tasks and using their potential
fully.

The second criterion ‘rareness’ means the availability of 2 similar resource in the labour
market. The criterion was measured by an estimation regarding the length of the
replacement period. In this research, the estimated period for the replacement varied from
two months to an immeasurable period of time. Actually, it was the key employee’s special
combination of skills, knowledge and experience which affected the estimated length of the
replacement period. Also, with regard to the person whose replacement period was
estimated to be 2-3 months, her current job underutilized her skills and, in fact, she was
identified as a key employee because of her competence for the future growth. Moreover,
the person’s central role in the firm made the period considerably longer. In some cases the
key employee was identified not to be able to be replaced at all. In these cases the leaving
of the person would cause dramatic organisational and/or operational effects on the firm. In
all, the criteria value and rareness can be seen to be closely tied to each other. The more
specific or complex the combination of skills, knowledge and experience, the longer is the

period of replacement.
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The third criterion ‘imitability’ can also be seen as a continuation of to the first two
criteria. The parts of this criterion are tacit knowledge, firm-specificity and social
complexity. Actually, with regard to this criterion the special question is how closely the
person 1s connected with the firm, not only as a single person, but rather as a part of the
resource bundle. The long working experience in the firm was seen to be the way to create
tacit as well as firm specific knowledge and, thus, the working of the key employee was
seen to be hard to imitate. The common tasks of the firm were seen to be imitable but if the
person was an active member of a bundle (e.g. the management team) the imitability was
evaluated to be harder. Thus, a highly competent person who has knowledge, skills and
experience could be evaluated as a key employee only if he/she is ready to share his/her

knowledge and be a part of a bundle. Hence, highly competent individuals working with

their own tasks can not automatically be identified as key employees if the imitability is

possible. In this sense, this criterion encourages the employees to actively share the

expertise for the common use in the firm.

The fourth criterion is ‘organisation and risk management’. This criterion emphasises the
night positioning of the resources in order to exploit fully the resources (Barney 1994b:14).
Moreover, the person’s specific nisk is evaluated regarding the risks of personal tumover or
absence. On this criterion the two case firms were totally different. In one firm, the risk of
personal tumover was taken into account by making the agreements of prohibition of
competition whereas, in the other firm, no actions regarding the risk were made. An
interesting phenomenon was that the ‘psychological agreement’ was especially strong on
one key employee: the future expectation of the more challenging work in the future “tied’
the person strongly to the firm. Moreover, the actions which supported the sharing of the
knowledge (e.g. the resource bundles) seemed to diminish the accumulation of the personal
risk. A surprise for the researcher was that the arrangements regarding the substitution of
the key employees were minimal. Even though there were official substitutes nominated, in
practice the persons seemed not to share the knowledge and, thus, the personal risk
remained high. In all, the key employees seemed to carry remarkable high personal risk.
However, some actions were made in order to diminish the risk (written agreements,

substitution arrangement etc.). To conclude, the clear vision for the future seemed to create
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a strong ‘mental’ or ‘psychological’ agreement between the key employee and the firm and,

thus, also the possibility of diminishing the personal risk.

In sum, even though in this research the empirical analysis of the framework is limited to
cover two case enterprises, it can be concluded that from the entire human resource of the
firm, the strategically most important individual employees can be originated by using the
identification framework. The framework functioned as an analytic tool for owner-
managers to assess the employees on the individual level including the owner-manager
himself. Thus, the critical question is whether the evaluation has been correct, and whether
these persons really are the ‘right’ key employees. In this research the identification was

made by owner-managers who are responsible for planning and realising the firm’s

strategies as well as being the persons who have the main power to make decisions. In this

_éf_:nse, the ﬁf;rsonﬁ_identiﬁe&_ as key cmploye_éé are key emp_l_c;yéés from the point_of view of
strategic management: these are the persons with whom the owner-manager unfolds the
strategy. However, it should be emphasised that the use of this framework should take into
account the context and situation of the firm and, thus, the number of persons assessing the

human resource has to be considered in order to recognise the strategic human resource.

Next, we will shift to the discourse analysis and provide the key employees of Firms A and
B with the possibility of talking and, thus, of constructing their interpretations regarding the

development of human resource.

4.2. The Discourses Produced by the Key Employees in Firm A

4.2.1. Financial Manager

The financial Manager is a woman in her fifties, and she has worked for the company for
eight years. In spite of financial matters, she works on personnel issues and is responsible
for the quality system (EN ISO 9002) of the company. Her team consists of three office
clerks including the Accountant who is identified as one of the key employees, too. The
discourses were named as follows: ‘Age’, ‘Money’, ‘Motivation’ and ‘Independency’

(Figure 9).
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Figure 9. The discourses produced by the Financial Manager.

‘Age’ discourse is the most dominant discourse produced by the Financial Manager. In fact,
the discourse was counted to appear eighteen times during the interview. In sample a.1., the
theme is the long experience of the key employee. However, at the beginning of her answer
she changes the discussion towards the problems of the aging employees and states that
experience can be a problem for the firm, too. In sample a.2., she focuses the problem on
the motivation of the aging employees — especially employees over 50 years old, and she
describes the problem more clearly in sample 2.3. and explains that the persons over 50 are
stuck to the old and, thus, younger employces are needed. As the Financial Manager is in
her 50s, too, she is almost ‘hysterical’ to keep her knowledge updated (see sample a.4.).
However, she has noticed that perhaps the lack of motivation is not totally explained by the
age (see sample a.5. and the example of a Finnish philosopher in his 80’s). This interaction

between the ‘Age’ and “Motivation’ discourses will be discussed later in this chapter.

Sample a.1. Researcher: So you have a long experience in the field

1. So it can also be a problem uh. it can be seen at least in our
2. firm. I have a lot of fears for the change of work (.) and I should
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3.  bereplaced as all other persons over fifty [laughing].

Sample a.2. Discussion on the theme ‘personnel management’ and ‘the recent years in the

firm’

Researcher: Hmm

1. We have quite a lot and quite, uh, many persons who have left
2.  the company already, and there have been people in their fifties
3. who have not had motivation...

Sample a.3. So the experience is also needed here?

Yes some kind of. (1.0} there is no doubt we need to

have new blood in order to get innovativeness so that not all are

over fifty years and stuck to the old and do all thing as they

have been done earlier and if you try something new it does not succeed.

bl ol

a §ample a.4. Discussion on the theme ‘an ideal employee in the ﬁr:rﬁr:_ S __:__i

But I have thought that, uh. I am at that age too (.) that

what makes the people over fifty become as they are (.) that you
can’t get anything of them (.) and I am almost hysterical

that I will keep my knowledge up to date and as I have discussed
with my husband quite a lot. He has said that he really would not like
to retire in his fifties And it has been ever since I came here the
people [i.e. the fifty year-old empioyees without motivation]. The
problems were already when they were in their forties.

il S Ll ol o

Sample a.5. Researcher: “Do you know what issues are hindering the development?

You know, it is everywhere else, too. I have discussed with others that
there is something wrong in the society. If we think about persons who
have worked with their brains for decades e.g. George Henrik von Wright
[a Finnish philosopher] and even today in his 80s writes fresh opinions
and he has points of view on many issues . So why aren’t we able to
renew ourselves? So the situation is thrilling. ..

AR il A

The second discourse is called ‘Money’. The discourse is presented in the samples a.6.—a.8.
In sample a.6., the key employee in the first line avoids starting the answer to the
researcher’s question regarding self-development. After the avoidance section in the first
line, the key employee, actually, says that she has not dared to develop herself as it causes
costs to the firm. Interestingly, in sample a.7., the discussion is on the limited time
resources (as the current autumn has been very busy for the key employee), but the key

employee again begins to talk about money (i.e. lack of financial resources) and the training
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costs. Actually, the key employee echoes — apparently without noticing it — that her skill
base was already completed before her recruitment to firm A (to this key employee it
happened already eight years ago) of the key employee (cf. Hendy et al. 1991: 71). On the
discussion regarding the future and the key employee’s occupation in three years’
perspective (see sample a.8.) the current scarcity of money (or the assumption of the
scarcity) appears as a wish that the lack of money would not be a problem any more. In line
3 (sample a.8.) we can find an interesting change of the discourses. After a short pause in
line 3 the key employee changes ‘Money’ to ‘Motivation’ discourse. By mentioning that
the imaginatton of the endless financial resources is said ironically, the key employee sees
that the financial resources will be limited in the future, too. Particularly interesting is the

phenomenon that in the “Motivation’ discourse the lack of financial resources is not any

- -more the obstacle for the development.

Sample a.6. Researcher: “How have you been able to develop your skills?

Oh, I have always collected that information and oh always got the
information needed. Uh it is uh it is more uh which is linked to my
development is uh it is the money which is an important thing and I have
not dared to go and it has been more regarding the information systems and
I have acquired information on my own and participated in many kinds of

il

Sample a.7. Discussion on the training and the limited time resources

1.  There have been a lot of interesting courses, but as I earlier said

2. there are those financial matters. As the courses have been quite

3. expensive and actually I was trained a lot by the Bank (i.e. the previous
4.  employer).

Sample a.8. Discussion on the key employee’s occupation in three years’ perspective.
Transition (=} from ‘money’ discourse to ‘motivation’ discourse.

I.  Oh that is something I haven’t thought before [laughing]. Of course, that
2. you have a lot of money [laughing] and that you could spread it all over.
3. But this is little bit ironic. (.) — But I am ready to do all kinds of work, I
4. am ready to study and keep my knowledge updated.

By producing the ‘Motivation’ discourse the key employee actually eliminates some of the
‘truths’ produced in the “Age’ and ‘Money’ discourses. In sample a.9., she passes almost
completely the question regarding the investment in human resources and starts to talk
about the motivational problems in the sales department. Simultaneously, she eliminates the

relationship between age and motivation: the employees in the warehouse were motivated
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to be trained to a new computer system and to implement it whereas at the same time the
persons in the sales department were not motivated to participate in the training. The same
contradiction between the *Age’ and ‘Motivation’ discourses can be found in sample a.4:
the problems regarding the willingness to participate in training were there already when

the employees were in their forties.

Sample a.9. Discussion on how Firm A invests in human resource development

1. Surely, we should invest more. The training (.) uh plus and there are the
2. persons the certain persons for example I talk about the sales persons they
3. are problems for us. They have been here for a real long time and
4. if we set up training then no one wants to participate

Researcher: Can you do something about it?
5. That is something I have thought whether there is something I could do
6. - [laugh] There are some positive things, too. For.example when.the new .

7. computer system came to the warehouse, no one had used PCs in practice
8. but now the *boys’ make all by themselves. There was a man over 60 but
9. the change went so smoothly. You could have thought that the warehouse
10. would have been very difficult because the employees are mostly over
11.  50...First of all the motivation should be found in the sales persons. And I
12.  have tried to discuss with the boys in order to arrange training which
13. could motivate, too.
Researcher: How about you, do you think that if you have motivation to develop yourself,
the Firm is ready to invest in your development?
14. Yes, sure.
Researcher: You have a long working experience and training background. What has been
to most useful part of your earlier studies whicl is useful even today?
15.  Oh, that is that I have leamed to leam. It is the most important thing.

Sample a.10. On the discussion regarding the ‘learning to learn’ the researcher asked:
“Is the learning to learn actually something which enables you to understand that you can
learn every day ‘on-the-job?". The key employee’s response was a short narrative about
one of her office clerks in the accounting department.

Yes, sure. You just notice that you can do this and that in a new way (1). It is exciting (1). ]
have an accountant in my department with whom I have tried everything. I knew that it
doesn’t take a long time to book the payable and receivable accounts. On those days the
booking would have lasted about one hour per day. Before the computer system this had
been her full time job. But when the new system was implemented, she didn’t want to do
anything else. It was done always like this (1). But then we discussed and discussed (.) in a
demanding way, too. I thought that she would never learn the new systems. But she really
learned. It wasn’t the ability to learn but merely the barrier was too high to start the leaming
and to do something else.
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Another contradiction between discourses can be found at the end of sample a.9. In
‘money’ discourse the key employee does not dare to attend training courses because of the
scarcity of financial resources. However, in line 14 the key employee is certain that there
would be resources in case she wanted to develop herself. Also, in the last line of the
sample the key employee produces her own ‘core’ for the motivation: the learning to learn.
Moreover, she stresses the importance of learning to learn by telling a narrative about one

of her subordinates (see sample a.10.).

By producing the ‘independency’ discourse the key employee emphasises her possibility
of developing herself (e.g. sample a.13. line 1} and, also, of working independently (see

sample a.15). The other side of the ‘coin’ is the loneliness in decision-making in her own

_ department (sce samplo a.1L line 2). She describes.a remedy for the loneliness which would.

be the discussions with other members of the management team (sample a.15.). The
independency is not without boundaries: the key employee strongly announces (see sample
a.13) that the firm is owned by her boss and she thinks that perhaps her position is different
than the others’. In fact, in sample a.12. it can be seen that the members of the management
team do not discuss their development together or at least in the firm there is not a common

procedures for the development of key employees (or the personnel as a whole).

Sample a.11 Discussion of the key employees’ development on personnel issues

1.  There have been a certain kind of problems and they are not easy.

2. There you are quite lonely and these are quite sensitive things when you
3. manage and have worked with these persons for a long time. On those

4.  things you really feel that you are an orphan.

Researcher: So the working contracts and so on are on your responsibility, too?
5. Yes

Researcher: How do you cooperate with other managers?

6.  If there are problems, then of course.

Sample a.12. Researcher: How has your boss [Owner-Manager] encouraged your
development?

I always have been able to do what I have wanted. And there

hasn’t been anything that I have not been able to do. Perhaps this is not the
case of other persons (.) I have not experienced that I would have not been
able to participate in training or other activities that I have wanted

[the voice quieting down]

Lol ol
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Sample a.13. Researcher: What do you think, can you influence the content of your work?

Yes I do. I can do everything. There haven’t been problems ever.
Researcher: How is your process regarding the development?

Well, yes I am so close to my boss and actually we all are. It is the
common discussion and of course what he [i.e. the boss] thinks about
issues. His opinion is very important. This is his firm.

“noh N

Sample a.14. Discussion on the support received from other members of the management
team

1.  The meetings aren’t held systematically...and we just discussed
2. that you really have to discuss with people and without hurry and it gives
3. you so much support ...

Sample a.15. Researcher: What is the best part in your work at this moment?

_L.._.Oh. Certainly it is the independency.and the possibility. of organising.the .

27 work of my own and things like that. That's it.

As a result, the discursive world produced by the Financial Manager can be drawn (Figure
10). First, according to the ‘Age’ discourse there seems to be a relationship between the age
of the employee and the motivation for the development. According to this relationship the
older the employee the less motivated he or she is for the development. However, according
to the ‘Motivation’ discourse age does not fully explain the differences in motivation
among employees (as e.g. the key employee is motivated even though she is already in her
50s). According to the ‘Independency’ discourse there seems to be a relationship between
the independency at work and the motivation for the development. Another contradiction
can be explored between the ‘Money’ and ‘Independency’ discourses. According to the
‘Money’ discourse there is a lack of financial resources for the development and, therefore,
the key employee thinks that the costs of training and development are not allowed.
However, according to the ‘independency’ discourse there is a freedom to make decisions
regarding the development whether the key employee just makes proposals for e.g. training
courses. In sum, in the light of this discursive world the following aspects describe the

development of human resource:

— The key employee acquires the new knowledge independently, not daring to
occasion costs for the firm. This is partly explained by the idea that the key
employee considers that her skill-base was already established in the phase of
her recruitment nine years ago.
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— Age is seen as a strong factor — but contradictory, too — affecting the motivation
on development among employees .

— The key to the desire to self-develop was based on the fact that the key
employee had learned to learn before entering working life.

— There is a desire to diminish the feeling of loneliness in personnel issues by e.g.
discussing with other members of the management team and solving the
personnel problems by sharing knowledge.

As Jokinen, Juhila & Suoninen (1993) state, the social reality is a complex entity and,
therefore, an individual forms different identities (i.e. characteristics, duties and rights) for
different discourses. For example, in the *Age’ discourse the identity of the financial
manager can be called ‘a person in her fifties’, as for the ‘Money’ discourse the
corresponding identity is formed as ‘traditional accountant’. Moreover, in the ‘Motivation’

discourse the identity is expressed as ‘a self-motivated person’ whereas in the ‘Inde-

pende.ncyr “discourse the ldentlty is constructed as ‘a person in mdependcnt posntlon A

Motivation

+——>

The development

of the human resource:

- no costs allowed
The accounts - learning to learn as
produced by ‘:> a key to motivation
the Financial - ageis a factor

Manager affecting
dismotivation

41 ‘_L, = contradiction

Independency > = relationship

Money

Figure 10. The interaction between the discourses produced by the Financial Manager.

4.2.2. Owner-Manager

The Owner-Manager is in his fifties and has worked in the firm for almost 30 years. He

became an entrepreneur in his twenties having passed the matriculation examination.
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Before that he worked in the firm during e.g. summer time and helped his parents. At the
beginning of the 1970’s he started to work full time and became Qwner-Manager in the
middle of 1970’s after the succession process. Totally four discourses were constructed by
the Owner-manager: ‘Entrepreneurship’, ‘Searching for success’, ‘Managing employees’

and ‘Networking’ (Figure 11).

Searching for Managing
Success em ees
The accounts The development :
| producediby|sec o [ ofhumanyosources . . %
Owner- ,
Manager '
Entrepreneurship Networking

Figure 11. The discourses produced by the Owner-Manager.

The discourses were analysed on the basis of two separate thematic interviews between the
researcher and the Owner-Manager. At the beginning of the first interview the Owner-
Manager, actually, philosophises on the nature of the entrepreneurship in the Finnish
society (sample b.1.). Thus, the most dominant discourse produced by the Owner-Manager
in Firm A was called ‘Enirepreneurship’. The picture of the entrepreneur is clearly
produced by the Owner-Manager. The entrepreneurship is rooted in the misery and poverty
(sample b.1.) from which the desire to become successful (or even an idol to other
entrepreneurs) is grown (samples b.3.-b.5.). The entrepreneurs are hard-necked persons
devoting their time and efforts to their enterprises (sample b.4.). Being an entrepreneur
means independency but as a counterpart loneliness (sample b.1. lines 9-10), too.

Education could have helped the entrepreneur to avoid problems (sample b.2. lines 2-3),
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but, as the Owner-Manager emphasised, the other side of the coin is that education could

prevent the person from becoming an entrepreneur (sample b.1. lines 4-5).

As can be seen in samples b.2.-b.6., the ‘Entrepreneurship’ discourse is closely linked to

discourses ‘Searching for Success’ and also to ‘Networking’ (the transitions between the

discourses are marked with an arrow). In sample b.2., the transition phase is important

regarding the key employee’s reasoning: If the firm does not grow you will stay as an

ordinary entrepreneur and you will not become successful and, also, if you don’t remain

independent you will not maintain your freedom. Interestingly, in the ‘Entrepreneurship’

discourse the active person is the Owner-Manager — setting up personal targets (sample b.3.

line 4), categonising himself as one of those hard-necked entrepreneurs (sample b.4. line 11)

= _andaciually;:excluding-the-personnel-of.the firm:totally-(in-that:sense:the-Owner-Manager - -_.-_- - %

is alone, too).

Sample b.1. Entrepreneurship (the roots}

[a—

S N Rl

It can be said that in my opinion the entrepreneurship has its roots
in misery and poverty=of course this is a very stupid way to say so,
but it is a very very large part of it. And if you read especially the
surveys (0,5) on entrepreneurship in Finland, you’ll find that the
more educated you are the Iess you want to be an entrepreneur and
it is an axiom and I must say that I have that much of experience
and become more arrogant that to start as an basic entrepreneur is
(1,0) very stupid because of the obligations and all the payments to
the state. No one will ask you how you could have enough sales
and no one supports you...

Sample b.2. Entrepreneurship (the freedom) and the transition (—) to ‘Searching for
success’

el ROl e

But if we think of the time when I came here my dad had a commercial
education from the 1930’s and as he hadn’t any money he was so
extremely cautious and had a principle that you should never borrow any
money which was a good principle if I think of it today. —» However, the
firm couldn’t grow at all and it was very boring nibbling. There are for
example the shopkeepers of different chains but there isn’t a lot of
difference compared with the old tenant farmer system There is

not much of this kind of freedom in entrepreneurship in Finland any more.

Sample b.3. Entrepreneurship and the transition (—) to 'Searching for success’

I.

I came in the 1970’s because my mother had to go to the hospital and I am
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still on that path (1) which is quite sad because a certain kind of education

would have saved a huge amount of things. And if we take a look at this

firm in those days we set up clear targets and — personally my target was

to become successful: a little bit money, good accommodation and things like that...

hhwn

Sample b.4. The discursive transitions (—): ‘Entrepreneurship’, ‘Searching for success’,
‘Netrworking’

We were a tough player at those times and it was very rewarding time for
us — and since the 1980’s the venture capitalists started to contact file
continues discussion by describing some examples of mergers] but we
have wanted to be independent. It i1s a

kind of question of contentiousness and if you want an example of
contentious entrepreneurs just read the latest “Talouselimi’ magazine [the
owner-manager tells an example of a family-owned enterprise situated in
the same industrial area]

Researcher: I actually read the article and it was very interesting

N W

9 ——— I just discussed it with the owner of the company and we discussed what———
10.  we will do. It is so good for you that the whole street here is full of this
11.  kind of stiff-necked entrepreneurs. - Of course the most successful has
12.  been the family Virtanen® from the Company Z Ltd...

ol

Sample b.S. ‘Entreprencurship’ and transition (—) to ‘Searching for success’

1. Isentrepreneurship (.) is it a disease or what?
2. A Finn goes on when it is hard and miserable but when the things are well
3. it becomes so tough because you are not used to it...

Sample b.6. ‘Entrepreneurship’ and transition (—) to ‘Networking’

If you want to manage this kind of firm you reserve the time needed for it.
I have had my principle that I devote all my time in the world to my firm
and all other things become after that. And has that been wise or not, that
is something I can’t say, but certainly quite often you feel that you have
made wrong decisions. — But the truth is that the better way to learn is
that you communicate with real people who work in different parts of

the world and there is the difference between travelling and business
travelling (.) you really can have a panoramic view on all things...

PN AW =

As it was already mentioned, ‘Networking® discourse is related to ‘Entrepreneurship’
discourse (sample b.6.) i.e. the loneliness of the entrepreneur can be conquered by net-

working. Thus, the leaming is seen as leaming from others’ experience and learning by

2 The name of the family and the company are changed by the researcher
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meeting people — especially other entrepreneurs (see sample b.9.). The importance of the
networking can be understood also by the phenomenon in which the personnel in the firm
are not seen as a resource of sharing experience and knowledge. In other words, the
learning is possible only outside the firm. In samples b.6 (lines 6-7) and b.7., another as-
pect of networking can be found i.e. the possibility of widening the perspective (e.g.

regionally).

Sample b.7: networking

This industrial association has been very good for me in that sense that I
have learned to know the decision makers in this city and also I have
created very close contacts with them. I don’t know whether there has
been any financial benefit of this but uh uh (.) but it has been very nice to

~ be a member of working groups in which L you JUSt try to think of the future

M B0 R

—=of thISTegion In the perspective u

Sample b.8.: networking

then I have been a member of different working groups of the chamber of
commerce or so and then in the wholesale association and some other.

I have been on different boards which has given me a large

knowledge and information network and also a network of friends

from different fields...

bl ol

Sample b.9. networking

1. for example the managers and owners in the association, so to say, are
2.  mentors to each other and try to find answers

In discourse “Searching for success’, the driving force for an entrepreneur is the possibility
of becoming successful (samples b.3., b.10.-b.13.). In sample b.3., (lines 4-5) the aim of
becoming successful is stated. As the success of the firm is the result of the work of the
Owner-Manager, the learning from other persons’ experience becomes an essential part of
the development of the Owner-Manager. Actually, the Owner-Manager mentions many
successful entrepreneurs from previous years who have acted as idols to the Owner-
Manager (see sample b.11.). An interesting phenomenon is that the networking with other
entrepreneurs running firms of a similar size (or smaller) was not appealing (see sample
b.13.). Thus, learning from other persons’ experience is limited to the successful

entrepreneurs who have effectively developed their firms. Also, the Owner-Manager is
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aware of the fact that even if the driving force is the search for success, there are also risks

if the success is finally reached (see sample b.12.).

Sample b.10: ‘Searching for Success’ / idols

1. FPor a young entrepreneur, as I was in those days, there (in seminars for
2.  entrepreneurs) were successful entrepreneurs telling their stories which
3.  were really incredible and most of those companies still exist today.

Sample b.11. ‘Searching for Success’ / idols

1.  There were (giving presentations of their companies) Mr Kan Suominen

2.  from Amerplast Ltd. and Mr Leo Laine from Lokari Cars Ltd and (1) they

3. were very strong personalities and and (1) there were many really

4.  successful entrepreneurs those days who had reached about ten to twenty -
5.  million turover and they employed 50-100 employees and their o j'

g B
inspiring. I went there because I didn’t have an educational background |
and tried to obtain knowledge.

=

Sample b.12. ‘Searching for Success’ on discussing the theme ‘what has been
the most important thing that you have learned’

1.  Unfortunately I have to (0,5) that the truth is that there aren’t any short cuts
2. tosuccess. There isn't anything but work so, that your working days are

3.  long and that if some day everything goes well you know that there is a

4.  short way to go down again ...

Sample b.13. ‘Searching for Success’

1. Inthe first phase as I was asked to join the local association for
2. entrepreneurs I said that I have got enough of being entrepreneur in a small
3.  business: I know how boring it is.

An interesting phenomenon in analysing the discourses produced by the Owner-Manager
was the role of personnel in the firm. The discourse ‘Managing employees’ is presented in
samples b.14.-b.17. First, the glossary was based on the Owner-Manager himself (“I”’) or on
the firm (“The firm has to be awakened”} and, therefore, the employees — or even the key
employees — were located in the background. Secondly, the position of the Owner-Manager
towards the personnel was mainly based on a top-down relationship. The top-down locus
can be rationalised by understanding that the human resource is seen as a resource which is

already established (cf. Hendry et al. 1991: 71) rather than a resource which should be
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actively developed and which could actively participate in developing the firm together
with the Owner-Manager” (see samples b.16.). According to this discourse personnel
training is arranged in those situations when the firm is forced to do it (see samples b.14.
and b.17.). Moreover, as seen in sample b.17., the Owner-Manager has noticed that the
aging personnel should be ‘awakened’ and, thus, the prevailing principle that the human

resource is established in the moment of the recruitment does not function any more.

Sample b.14. Managing the personnel

1. Because the computing systems were changed and as we moved at the
2. same time then we needed quite of lot of special staff and we were
3.  forced (0,5) to arrange internal training

‘Sample b1S. Managing the personnel / the discussion of the daily management work
1. I have considered myself to be a kind of idea bank which provides E*

2. them [i.e. employees] with those kind of issues which they
3.  have not noticed and even though they would have noticed
4. and have not done that...

Sample b.16. Managing the personnel / the discussion on the role of the personnel in the

firm

1.  Inthe eighties as we had the construction department, also, then we
2. bought quite a lot of technical knowledge and at a maximum we had
3.  six engineers as the customers required that..

Sample b.17. Managing the personnel

At the moment we have to awaken the firm and it was yesterday that I
discussed that we will arrange training in August in order to awaken the

whole firm to the reality of today and to these figures. After that we will

look at who are willing to be with us and who won’t. I probable already

said that the problem is (0,5) that the average age is quite high and that is
something I work hard to solve the problem. As we just talked about the
computing training also (.) we at the moment (.) we have to change some labour
force or new labour force if the old ones

aren’t able to change or if we don’t get more language skills

and then we need more flexibility for these new things...

S I Rl o

(S

P compare with the idea of the loneliness of the Owner-Manager seeing the other — successful — entrepreneurs

as a source of the development (sce the sample b.11.)
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In sum, the dominant discourse produced by the Owner-Manager was ‘Entrepreneurship’,
in which entrepreneurship raised from poverty and misery providing the possibilities for the
entrepreneur of achieving independency and freedom. However, as the entrepreneur is after
all alone the focus turns outwards from the firm. Thus, there is a close link to ‘Networking’
discourse which acts as a source of widening the perspective inside the branch, regionally
and even globally. Moreover, ‘Networking’ is a way to diminish the feeling of loneliness
inside the firm. As the driving force of entrepreneurship is the search for success, the
successful entrepreneurs act as idols for the entrepreneur and their experience and
knowledge is an important part of the learning of the Owner-Manager. Particularly
important was the notion that the role of the personnel — and even the role of other key

employees ~ was somewhere in the background and merely in a passive role accomplishing

-the-ideas-of-the-Owner=Manager.-Following-this-logic_thezhuman resource_of:-the-firm is_.__.

accomplished by buying the needed skills and, therefore, training and development are seen
merely as a means to solve problems which have already occurred (e.g. problems of the use
of the computing system, motivation of aging employees etc.). In this respect, it can be
concluded that there is a relationship between the ‘Searching for success’ and the
‘Entrepreneurship’ discourses. In addition, ‘Networking’ and ‘Entrepreneurship’ discourses
are in close interaction. Also, there is a relationship between ‘Entrepreneurship’ and
‘Managing employees’. In fact, a ‘chain’ can be found between the discourses. An example
of this ‘chain’ could be that through networks the entrepreneur obtains new information,

which is refined into new ideas which are delivered to the personnel.

To conclude, human resource development is seen from two different perspectives. First,
the Owner-Manager himself focuses outwards from the company and, thus, the self-
development takes place outside the firm: leamming from successful entrepreneurs’
experiences, changing his own ideas and experience with other entrepreneurs in the
neighbourhood and refining new ideas gathered from the wide networks. Second, the
human resource development of the personnel is merely based on the idea that the resource-
base is bought as a complete ‘skill-package’ as the persons were recruited. As the years
have passed, the average age of the personnel has risen and thus some measures should be

taken in order to awake the ‘firm’. Thus, training and development are merely seen as a
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means to react to the problems which the firm has already encountered. These interactive

relationships are described in Figure 12.

Searching Managing
for Success personnel
Focus: outwards
Self-development:
The accounts -through networking
produced by |:_—> The development of
the Owner- personnel:
Manager -reactive / ad hoc

-the resource base is
. . .). _established . _ .. |_.. . _.._ .

«+——p = interaction

Entrepreneurship Networking

Figure 12. The interaction between the discourses produced by the Owner-Manager.

4.2.3. Management Assistant

The third key employee in Firm A is assistant to the Owner-Manager. She is the expertl in
foreign trade and, also, as an assistant, she is a person with a lot of tacit knowledge
regarding the operations of the firm. The key employee is approaching her 40’s and holds
the secretarial qualification. She has worked in different positions in different firms in
Finland as well as abroad. Also, in Firm A she has been responsible for different office and
accounting tasks. One of the main duties in her job is the responsibility of foreign trade
(contacts and correspondence). During the thematic interview she produced four discourses
which were named: ‘Self-development’, ‘Content of the work’, ‘Hard times’ and “Personnel

training’ (Figure 13).
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Self-development Content of the
work

Thedaccodui::ts The development
pro 1:;-: y I____> of human resources
Management
Assistant
Pel_'so?nnel Hard times

Figure 13. The discourses produced by the Management Assistant.

A main feature of the first discourse ‘Self-development’ is the determinant role of the
Owner-Manager. First, at the beginning of the interview the assistant tells how hard it was
for the Owner-Manager to accept that she wanted to develop herself and target a higher
qualification (see sample c.1.). As it is seen in this discourse, it has been very hard for the
key employee to notice that her desire to develop herself and have a higher qualification is
not supported by the Owner-Manager (i.e. her boss). This seems to be very frustrating for
her in the sense that the training would support her daily activities as well as the
development of the foreign trade in the firm as a whole (sample ¢.2. lines 1-2 and c.13.
lines 13—-14). The critical point in this discourse is the statement made by the Owner-
Manager (sample c.2. line 5). Actually, the statement “Oh, then you’ll find a better job™” is
the explanation of the reasoning why she was not supported by the Owner-Manager. The
assistant mentions that perhaps the reason for the Owner-Manager’s attitude, first, was that
the Owner-Manager did not have any qualification (sample c.2. line 6-7); secondly, that the
Owner-Manager wanted the assistant more clearly to concentrate on the secretarial work
(sample c.3. lines 15-18). Thirdly, the learning in the firm is mainly done on-the-job and as
leaming by tral and error (see sample c.5. lines 6-7). However, the assistant says that the
Owner-Manager has always been positive regarding short courses or seminars in case the

person has asked him for that (sample c.4. lines 3-5).
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Sample c.1. On the discussion regarding the educational background

1.  and then a couple of years went by and as the college of secretarial studies
2. became a polytechnic I applied for continuing studies and I was accepted
Researcher: okay
3.  But somehow it was A HARD THING FOR JAAKKO* [louder voice]
4.  because he did not support me
Researcher: hmm
5. Idon’t know why and I haven’t much participated in the training programme
6.  and the programme is still in the beginning phase for me
Researcher: But you are still registered in the school?
7. Yes, inspite of that, I decided to hang on there

Sample c.2. On the discussion regarding the educational background

1. ..I hoped that I could have cammied out the exercises here and linked them
2. to my daily work. As my main subject is foreign trade..
-J:=—[lateron-the:same-discussionj.- -

e e T e e T SNt

4.  Idon’t know why this irritated him so much. The ﬁrst words were:
5. “Oh, now you get a better job” [laughing]
Researcher: imm
6.  Ihave thought of this always and perhaps the reason is that he does not have
7. any qualification

Sample c.3. ‘Seif-development’ and transition (—) to ‘Content of the work’
Discussion of the role of personnel in the firm

1. on the other hand Jaakko gives you freedom and that you really have to be
2. self-active, you should somehow present things and do more, you know,
3. askmore
Researcher: okay
4.  that is something he would respect and respects more than if you just wait
5.  for someone to come and tell you that you are going to be trained to do
6.  this and that
Researcher: hinmm
7. self-actively seeking the...
Researcher: and as you had self-actively searched new training possibilities there were
some difficulties
8.  Yes, and as I understood I have to do my duties, that’s okay for me. We
9. haven’t discussed that afterwards and I have tried to start . It is a kind
10. ‘black’ issue for him and somehow he does not like it and thinks that I
11.  should study on my own time totally. I don't know if he understands the
12.  content of the studies in the polytechnic. There are excellent possibilities
13.  of reading just those issues that would be needed here ° foreign trade or °in

# the forename is changed by the researcher
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14.  prnciple every day you could link all things to your own work. That is

15.  whatI have many times thought and — perhaps he would like me to

16.  concentrate more to be his personal assistant and secretary but this is of
17.  course a small organisation and there aren’t many career opportunities and
18.  then you should make your own assumptions

Sample c.4. Discussion of the development of the key employee

Researcher: How do you obtain the newest knowledge?

Just doing my work here. It is the issue: the things are learned here.
It is okay but of course it would be supportive to study also what the
basic things could be. ] remember participating in some courses and
different seminars. I can say (2) that Jaakko was very positive at least
when I was concerned. But you have to ask...

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Sample <. 5 D:scu.s‘s:on of the new mfomranon system and the need for trammg

2. about one and a half year and I have noticed that even if you leam
3. by doing but if you look at others they do things differently...
[later in the same discussion]

4.  and all the time and all the time new things appear. “Oh,

5.  you can do this that way and so on”

Researcher: okay

6.  Of course you learn from your mistakes but it is so frustrating and
7. it takes time and (.) you get grey hair and you become angry

The second discourse was called ‘Content of the work’ (samples c.3., c.6.—.7.). This
discourse emphasises the importance of the key employee’s work (see sample c¢.6. line 5)
and the reason for the importance is, first, that the person is trusted by the Owner-Manager
(sample c.6. line 1) and, secondly, she has a wide understanding of the business (samples
¢.6. line 2; sample c.7. lines 4, 7-9). Thirdly, she seems to be trusted by other employees,
too, because she works as a mediator between the management and other employees (see
sample ¢.6. line 4). The position has provided her, first, with a wide perspective of the firm
as a means to develop on-the-job (sample c.7. lines 2-4) and secondly, the possibility of
working in a small firm with a wide variety of tasks (sample c.7. line 1). However, what
has limited the possibilities of developing herself on-the-job is probably because the
Owner-Manager would like — as an assumption made by the assistant — her to concentrate
more on the traditional secretarial work rather than widen her knowledge of foreign trade
(see sample c.3. lines 15-18). Actually, this risk of restriction makes her think about other

career opportunities (see sample c.3. lines 17-18).
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In sum, in the light of this discourse the small firm has provided the key employee with a
possibility of seeing the whole entity of business life and with the possibility of doing work
which she personally regards as important. However, the interest in higher leve] studies or
qualifications is restricted, first, probably because the Owner-Manager does not have any
qualification or, secondly, because the Owner-Manager does not understand the
possibilities for a person simultaneously to develop herself and to develop the content of

the work and functions of the firm.

Sample ¢.6. ‘Content of the work’, on the discussion on how to define a key employee
1.  (3) In my opinion [slowly] Jaakko trusts me and I have a wider

2.  understanding of the business and my work is essential for the firm.

3.  and I somehow have the kind of intemmal information or acting as a kind of

4.  mediator between the management and the other personnel.

esearcher-4omep- ——— —— ———

5.  In my opinion this is important what I am doing and I think that [slowly] 5

Sample c.7. ‘Content of the work’, discussion on how to define of key employee

Researcher: Hmm

1.  Anditis nice that you can do everything here and
Researcher: Okay and actually one of the themes is also: what have been the "best lessons’
you have learned here?

2.  so () really certainly the best thing is that you have been able to see

3.  business life and private enterprise and such from this kind of position

4.  that you have got a comprehensive view of how the things function in reality.
Researcher: hmm
and how an enterprise functions and how the goods are delivered and 1
have noticed many times and as I just came from my matemity vacation I
noticed that for some persons it is very difficult to understand the firm as a
whole. In my opinion they know some certain parts of the issues but
they don’t understand their role in the entity. Actually,
that 1s the point.

S w0 N o

The third discourse is called ‘Hard times’. There have been hard years ever since the
recession from the beginning of the 1990’s (sample ¢.8. line 3-4) and the competitive
environment seems to harden in the future too (sample ¢.10.). Thus, in the reality of this
discourse there are not any funds for the training or development and other issues have
become more important (sample c.11. lines 3-4). However, this reality is not coherent. In
sample c.8. (lines 3-6), it can be seen that the expectations of the Owner-Manager were
high regarding the growth of the firm and, as this did not happen, the thinking of ‘hard

times’ still remained. In sample c.8., (line 6), the assistant actually starts to defend the
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Owner-Manager and, also, later in sample c.8. (line 8) and in sample c.9. (line 1), as well
as, in sample c.11. (lines 4-6) the assistant emphasises the understanding of the Owner-
Manager. Interestingly, the argumentation regarding the facts shows that there have been,
there are and there will be hard times, but they will be followed by the showing of
understanding of the Owner-Manager’s actions. However, the assistant wonders about the
Owner-Manager’s idea not to invest in training (sample c.9. line 2-3). In this respect, it can
be concluded that the ‘Hard times’ discourse is linked to the following discourse,

‘Personnel training’, which next will be analysed.

Sample c¢.8. Discussion on the role of the personnel in the firm

1.  hmm (2) and we have had a lot of bad years though there have been good
_ times, too, and then it is easy to be 2 good manager (00.

3.  andencouraging and all. And then the period from the beginning of the

4 1990’s as the recession years started so (.) it can be said that this [firm]

5.  didn’t grow as it was hoped and he [the Owner-Manager] has always

6.  wanted a lot of volume and such. (2) that (2} he does respect the personnel,
7.  of course, otherwise the firm couldn’t survive. But let’s say the kind of

8 respect is less to be seen lately, which is understandable also and (1) then we
9.  have perhaps quite a lot compared to other firms of the kind of older persons
0 who have been for a long time here.

Sample c.9. Discussion on the role of the personnel

1.  SoTIunderstand that also that there is the question of costs and money and
2. that we have had hard times but, I don’t know, the money will be spent
3.  if the same thing is done a hundred times, too.

Sample c.10. Discussion on the future of the firm

1.  All the production [in the branch] will be transferred to China
2. and the competition will be harder. In China there has to be a
3. volume which counts. We will sell more and more items all the
4. time but we will get less and less money.

Sample c.11. ‘Hard times’ and the transition (—) to ‘Personnel training’

The development has been in the background during the last

couple of years resulting from the fact at the years have been

tough and there has been a kind of survival [laughing] and other

issues have been more important. And I think that (1) this kind of
poverty that you can’t provide the personnel with the kind of incentives
and it is the issue. = But I DON’T KNOW [louder voice] whether

A=
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the persons know or not that they can make proposals for training
issues. In my opinion there are so few employees requesting any
training the kind of shared training or something (.) the (1) kind of
information meetings or the kind (.) those are so exceptional.

SRR

As was already mentioned, there is a close link between the discourses ‘Hard times’ and
‘Personnel training’ (samples c.11.—c.13.). The lack of funding restricts the arrangements
of personnel training (sample c.12. lines 1-3) even though the personnel would, however,
be even flexible to attend training for example during weekends (sample c.12. line 4-5). In
this discourse the assistant draws a picture of her as a person who has noticed the training
needs and in a concrete way understands the personnel not being a passive resource-base,
but are rather persons who could in certain circumstances be flexible and even self-active

__ (sample c.13. lines 5-6). Thus, the keys to activate the personnel are, firstly, to provide =~

information regarding the possibility of making proposals regarding the training !
possibilities (sample c.11. lines 6-10), secondly, to make decisions which are put into
action (sample c.12. lines 7-9) and, thirdly, to understand that the employees are
individuals with different development needs — especially in the case they are already older

and persons who have done the same job for a long period (sample ¢.13.).

Sample ¢.12. "Personnel training’/ Discussion on the role of the personnel

1.  and then as I have ‘raged’ against the person who is responsible for
2.  the training, the answer has been that it is so difficult to arrange
3.  kind of (\) so called comprehensive training just at this time.
Researcher: okay
4.  Yes. This sounds crazy. This is crazy because then I said
5.  that the persons will be ready to come let’s say on weekends...
6.  [at the end of this theme the assistant said the following]
7 And we have made decisions (.} decisions (.) but there has not been
8 any control or checking in the end. I would say that the
9 computing systems. ..
10.  Researcher: And this will be repeated in your discussions?
11. Will be repeated, yes, and then it follows that I have many times
12.  heard the persons say that they won’t say it any more because
13. T have said it already a million times and if anything doesn’t happen
14.  then so what. And this is however so frustrating.

Sample ¢.13. ‘Personnel training’/ Discussion on the role of the personnel

1.  There is something that I can’t understand. Why you should
2. inthe first place give up and throw away that kind of person [who is
3. not willing to change his/her working style] as you could somehow,
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you know, guide the person and provide him or her with an
opportunity to notice: “oh, it would be nice if you could learn
something” and you really should be clever in guiding
ter on in the same discussion]
1t is the case that the person who does that kind of job which does not
take the whole day will be frustrated and he or she really knows

9. the situation and this can cause different kinds of even physiological
10. illnesses. So I think that today that kind of clever, the kind of clever
11.  personnel management should be somehow and I {.) sometimes the
12.  persons are so different that not all the persons even though they would do
13.  the same job they do it differently (2} and however they reach the same
14.  end and finally if their own way of doing the work could be found...

[l

N Ok

In sum, the discourses produced by the Management Assistant were ‘Self-development’,

‘Hard times’, ‘Content of the work’ and ‘Personnel training’. In the discourse ‘Self-

of developing herself as well as her functions (i.e. foreign trade) in the firm. In that

discourse the appearance and the effects of the Owner-Manager are prevailing and, as was
seen, contradictory, too. On the other hand the Owner-Manager’s attitude was positive
regarding the development and training but, for some reason, he did not support the idea
that an employee should participate in a training which would lead to a higher qualification.
Moreover, the discourse ‘Hard times’ affects the discourse ‘Personnel training’. Thus, the
lack of financial resources inhibits the training and development initiatives. However, it can
be seen that the discourse ‘Hard times’ has become so strong that it prevents even the
thinking that the training could prevent frustration (e.g. due to the problems of
implementing a new computing system) and, thus, motivate the employees in their daily

work.

Moreover, inside this discourse the assistant thinks that training could save the costs which
are due to the ineffective use of new systems and to learning by trial and error. Also, the
discourse ‘Hard times’ raises the question whether the ‘Hard times’ have become so strong

and prevailing because the previous expectations of the Owner-Manager regarding the

-.growth. were -not. realised . due to -the. recession -at-the.beginning-of .the-1990Qs..In the. .

discourse ‘Content of the work’, the work of the assistant is seen as that of a mediator
between management and employees inside the firm. At the same time, the person has got a

holistic view of the operations and personnel of the firm. The small firm has provided a
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wide variety of tasks and the assistant sees herself as a ‘knot’ in the internal network of the
firm. In this discourse, also, the existence of the Owner-Manager is prevailing because the

development of the content of the work is, actually, restricted by the Owner-Manager.

To conclude, the discourse ‘Hard times’ affects the discourses ‘Personnel training’ and
‘Self-development’ by restricting the possibilities of developing individual key employees
as well as the whole personnel (Figure 14). Also, the discourse ‘Self-development’ affects
the discourse ‘Content of the work” emphasising the interest of the development of the key
employee’s work. Moreover, there is a conflict between the discourses ‘Self-development’
and ‘Content of the work’ in the sense that even though the self-development is possible
and, actually, silently encouraged by the Owner-Manager, the initiatives to develop the

e-notzsupported-by-the-owner(in: discourses:the-content-of:th

work of the assistant).

Self-development Content of the
— ., work
P
self-development:
- apossibility of
The accounts developing the content
produced by the of m? wgr'l: ibl
Management ;)crs;iit;cgainist;oss' :
Assistant - apossibility of
motivating and
developing the firm
- rcactive and seen as
a cost o the firm
«—> —_— ) }
=relationship
Personnel .
e Hard times
training ‘—L» =contradiction
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4.2.4. Logistics Manager

The fourth key employee works as Logistics Manager in Firm A. He is over 50 years old
and has worked in Firm A for fourteen years. He works as a team chief having subordinates
working in the warehouse as well as being responsible for the logistic services. Previously
he worked in several private and public organisations having held different managerial
positions as well as been responsible for different kinds of development projects in the field
of logistics. The discussion with the Logistics Manager became an interesting part of the
whole research process because of the strong linkage between the tone of the talk and the
discourses. Mainly he used a cynical, sarcastic and partly ironic tone of talk. But
remarkably, there was a drastic change of the tone as the key employee talked about his
team:members-— the tone-of:the:talk-became-warmer:and:almost-fatherlyZ.-The disco

produced by the Logistics Manager were called ‘Everyday realism’, 'Team’, and ‘Self-

development’ (Figure 15).

Self-development Everyday realism
The accounts The development
produced by of the human resource
the Logistics
Manaper
Team

______ - Figure 15, The discourses produced by the Logistics Manager. = _

* The meaning of the tone will be discussed more fully later in this chapter.
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The first discourse is called ‘Everyday Realism’ (samples d.1.—d.4., d.8.). The discourse
appears at the beginning of the thematic interview and, as already mentioned, the tone of
this discourse is cynical and sarcastic including some irony towards the key employee
himself. The use of this tone could mean the positioning of the person during the interview
(e.g. younger and highly educated researcher and less educated, self-leamed key employee).
However, the tone can rather be seen as an integral part of the discourse emphasising the
key employee’s opinion that the experience has shown him that in a small enterprise like
Firm A the possibilities are limited. If you are already in your 50’s you have to forget the
idealism which you perhaps had when you were younger (sample d.1.). In order to
rationalise the discourse, the Logistics Manager emphasised some fundamental principles
regarding the business life in general. First, the main reason to do the work is to eam the
living(sample-d:2:-line-3)=Secondlys:the-aging-employees:(referming-to:himself;-teo)-
needed and they should be just happy to be able to come to work every day (sample d.1.
lines 2—4 and sample d.2. lines 9—-10). Thirdly, the firm is privately owned and there is the
owner who runs the business. Thus, it is better to remain silent if you don’t agree with the

opinions of the owner (sample d.4.).

Especially in this discourse, the key employee uses strong means of rhetoric. Some
sentences are formed as universal facts (e.g. “The employees do their work in order to earn
a living for their families’ and ‘In the firm there are certain boundaries’). Also, the use of
extreme statements can be found in this discourse (e.g. “I won’t ever ask’; “The men of my
age are not needed’). The ‘world’ inside this discourse is quite ‘black and white’: the
possibilities of development are limited and the development takes place individually
outside the firm in order to keep the job — otherwise you would be thrown out. Moreover,
the employees work because they have to earn the living, and the person who runs and
develops the business is the owner. In addition to this, by gathering the experience of
working life as you have grown older the idealistic opinions and the dreams have been left
behind and the everyday realism has become the prevailing condition. However, there is a
- - small fracture-in-this discourse which can-be seen in-sample d.8.-as the key-employee says - -
that he won’t ever ask (for training, support etc.) because of the hard times. By finalising

his statement by saying ‘I don’t know’, he, actually, shows that he is uncertain about this.
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Sample d.1. The discussion on the background of the key employee
Researcher: So, your job description is quite wide — In your opinion what is the best part in
your work

1. Uh, what is the best part in my work in general [pause].I don’t have
2. that any more [pause]. I'm of that age already that I don’t have any

3. particular dreams or visions for my work any more. There is the

4.  everyday realism [pause]. The best thing is that you can come here

5 every day

Sample d.2. The discussion on the background of the key employee

1. If ahuman being is concerned, then a human is very egocentric and in this

2 sense he or she doesn’t come here just to do his or her work. They come

3.  toearn the living for their families and you aren’t able to bluff the persons

4. by promising something you can’t keep. You have to be able to be

5. responsible. And you have to start from the person him or herself. There

_6._._-have been-a lot.of discussions on-how.to encourage employees.andsoon.. . ... . . .}
7
8

One pattemn is to manage people in a traditional way, manage them as a v

crowd; of course you can do that, but you have to see the individual ’
9.  person, t0oo. And if I were younger I wonld draw some conclusions. The men

10.  of my age aren’t needed any more.

Researcher: Aren’t they needed?

11.  Today there is the common assumption that this kind of over 50-year-olds

12.  are not valuable

Researcher: But how was it a few years ago?

13.  Itis areason why I have been stuck here. There is some kind of lack of

14.  orinterest outwards...

Sample d.3. The discussion on the development of the key employee. Transition
from the discourse ‘Everyday realism’ to ‘Self-development’

Researcher: If we should continue to the theme of training and development...

Yes, I have been (.) the most problematic thing is that I will never ask

for anything. This is my principle that I won’t ask.

Researcher: Ask for training?

Anything that would cause any trouble (.) or headache. — The

development is self-development and you use as much time as you can and
want to. It was at the beginning of 90’s that I had to buy a PC for me otherwise
I would have been thrown out of the job and from common

development. And I have a network of my own and I construct the

knowledge by training myself at my own cost.

hal ol A i

Sample d.4. The discussion on the future of Firm A

1. the owner has a different opinion on what should be obtained from the labour
2. and how it will be done. I have a different background and different
3.  opinions but I won’t argue because the principal question 1s what you
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4. do for the firm. There are the boundaries that are the business culture and so
5. on and you have to play by following those rules and my opinions
6. are worthless

The second discourse is called ‘Self-development® (samples d.3., d.5.—d.8.). In this
discourse three different bases for self-development can be found. Firstly, there is the
personal interest in the issues (e.g. logistics and warehousing) (sample d.5. lines 1-2) and,
secondly, the person has been provided with completely new fields of duties™ (e.g. facility
management) and he has confronted a gap between his previous knowledge and the needed
knowledge and skills (see sample d.5. lines 5-7). Thirdly, the key employee uses actively
his contacts outside. In addition, there is the lack of financial resources in the firm and even

the discussions with other persons are seen as a waste of time and money (see sample d.8.

the ‘Everyday realism’ discourse. In this discourse the focus is outwards (samples d.6. and

d.7.): the key employee uses his own network as a source of new knowledge as well as
attends seminars and uses the intemet, and, thus, the new knowledge is not now shared by

other persons in the firm but rather used by the key employee himself.

Sample d.5. The discussion on the theme ‘development and training’
Researcher: What kind of subjects?

1.  Regarding the logistics and warehouses and such. These were just my own
2. interest areas and if the training policy in the firm is () I don’t know if
3.  Ihave understood correctly, I don’t just think whether it is smart to pay or
4.  not but rather to develop the firm.

Researcher: So, you have paid by yourself?
S. I have had different duties and the kind of fields where I felt that I was a complete
6.  outsider and I was responsible for those issues. Let’s say (2) the facility
7. management so [ have a large “patlet’ of duties

Researcher: So, a lot of duties
8.  And a lot of regulation and I felt completely powerless and I didn’t have any
9.  time to concentrate on the regulation...

28 The wide job descriptions of small business managers have been discovered by previous research, too. Gibb
and Dyson (1984) state that: “Thus, the new manager may well have to take on a varicty of distinctly different
tasks outside of narrow functional specialism”.
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Sample d.6. The discussion on the theme ‘development and training’

Researcher: So you mentioned that you have participated in some seminars, what
has been the benefit of them?

Those are actually very fragmented situations in order to attract as much
audience as possible but, sure, the best outcome is achieved during the
discussions in the corridors with the colleagues. It can happen that one subject
is ‘awakened’ there. And it is. Therefore, I am interested in and so many times
it is a problem that I don’t have any time to sit there and listen but you should
() Today the internet is very good for getting the information.

Gl

Sample d.7. The discussion on the theme ‘development and training’
Researcher: What about the corridor discussions during the seminars?

1.  There are quite a few of us. So the persons from the same region and from

2. the same industry meet each other. During the last ten years we have met regularly
_ 3. .every.autumn and itis akind of groupof feiends. ... .. . ... . . .
esearcher: okay
4.  But as all the persons are from the same field, of course, we start to talk
5.  about our work [laughing]. And every now and then we cooperate. As
6. I have the busiest time in spring time I don’t have...

Sample d.8. The discussion on the theme ‘development and training’ transition from “Self-
development to (—)’ Everyday realism’ and back to (—) ‘Self-development’

Researcher: How is the situation inside the firm, have you got help or support for your
work?

[.  Yes () From some I have got (.) and (1) to have discussions (2)

2. perhaps I have emphasised too much that only in emergency will I
3. contact and I won’t ever ask. — But the times are so hard (.)

4.  thinking and discussion are a waste of time. — I don’t know.

It is remarkable that the sarcastic tone of the speech changes completely in the following
‘Team’ discourse (samples d.9.—d.16.). In this discourse the focus is on the subordinates of
the key employee. The tone becomes almost ‘fatherly’ as the key employee discusses the
hard work in providing the subordinates with the self-esteem and considering the team
valuable for the firm (sample d.11. lines 4-7). As he notices the challenge is to break the
long history of seeing the persons working in the warehouse as not so valuable for the firm
‘¢.g. in comparison: with the sales-persons- (see-sample d.9.). The-key employee considers - -
himself as a team leader who protects and respects the team members. As a base for this is
the understanding that the work on logistics and warehousing is an important part of the

whole process (sample d.12.). In the light of this discourse the tools for the development of
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the team are e.g. the open information regarding the firm (sample d.10) as well as the
participation of the development processes regarding the firm’s own team and the firm as a
whole (sample d.14). Moreover, the key employee emphasises that there are many small
issues by which e.g. the productiveness of the firm could be raised — and without any costs
(see sample d.15). Also, in this discourse the key employee highlights the importance of the

cooperation inside the firm (sample d.12. lines 2-3).

Sample d.9. The discussion on the theme’ personnel and development’

1.
2.
3.
4.
3

This kind of small team is ideal. The largest department I used to have
consisted of 70 employees and it was (2) too much to lead. Today
there are only a few (3) persons that have worked in any

other firm and most of them have grown with the house as
‘equipment’. That heritage has been extremely strong and the ...

Sample d.10. The discussion on the work of the key employee
Researcher: You said that every one is able to develop their work.

All in all the most important thing is always that you (.) can

get the team working as a team. In this kind of family-owned firm

the most important thing is (3) to achieve results and every one should
know how the things are going in the firm...

e

Sample d.11. The discussion on the work of the key employee

The valuation of the work on logistics and warehousing has risen since

the 1970’s and 1980°s. But if we go to the 60’s, as my background is there, in
those days the persons who weren’t suitable for any other duties were

placed in the warehouses and in logistics or so (.) This history has long

roots and this has affected the valuation of the whole field and there

has been a lot of work to provide the team with the self-esteem and
understanding of what is the value of their work.

HoWm RN

Sample d.12. The discussion on the work of the key employee

We have the idea that the sales is the core and thus my work is a little

bit (2) troublesome. However, in a firm like this the co-operation is so

important. It isn’t beneficial that one part is working well (.) it is just

as good as the weakest part in the chain. Would it be the delivery time or
- accounting or whatsoever... - e,

e

Sample d.13. The discussion on the work of the key employee and the roots of the team
thinking

1. My team was thinking is formed during the past decades as I have worked in
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2.  that kind of organisations and I have seen a close cooperation between
3.  different parts when it is real cooperation, the kind of unselfish desire to
4.  work and reach good results should be supported in many ways...

Sample d.14. The discussion on the future of Firm A
Researcher: You talked previously about the need of self-esteem

1. (4) YesifI think of the team of my own the phase when we were working on the

2. quality system. It was a huge process and sometimes you wondered whether

3. it was useful or not. The processes were meaningful because all the employees were
4.  involved and they could handle the process (.) and think how we could reach

5 better results and something is living still today (.} and it should be used...

Sample d.15. The discussion on the future of Firm A

1.  and there are so many small issues which could help (.) the working life
2. of mdwldual persons : and ralse (2) the producnveness ( ) some of those

4.  areissues that we could begm to use for example the flexible workmg hours
5. andsoon.

Sample d.16. The discussion on the future of the firm A and the recruitinent of new
employees

1.  But we need supervisors to control the employees if we don’t get persons
2. who are willing to be responsible and if we don’t count on the employees and
3. see them as a resource then...

In sum, the three discourses produced by the Logistics Manager provide three different
settings regarding the human resource development. The key employee appeared to be
sarcastic and even cynical regarding the development issues. It could be said that he
identified himself to be a team manager in that age when there is no sense to invest in his
development. In this respect, he had decided not to ask for the possibilities of self-
developing or either raising any discussion regarding the development of the firm. The
sarcastic and cynical tone was an integral part of that discourse emphasising the frustration
which was developed during the past years of working in Firm A. However, in the

discourse ‘Self—development’, actually, the identity of the key employee could be seen as

develop hlmself, found it important to have a network of colleagues of his own. Thus, there
can be seen a relationship between these discourses (because due to the principle ‘T won’t

ask’ the development is performed by the key employee alone).
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Moreover, there can be seen a coniradiction between the identities in those discourses (‘a
frustrated and aged manager’ and ‘a person willing to develop himself’). Interestingly, the
third discourse “Team’ showed a completely different view. The key employee identified
himself as a team leader who supports, protects and respects his employees. The employees
work in the warehouse and in logistics and, thus, one of the most important challenges has
been the development of the self-esteem of the team members. Moreover, the key employee
emphasises that open information and cooperation are important in the firm. Thus, it can be
seen that there is a contradiction between the discourses ‘Everyday realism’ and ‘“Team’.
The interactions and contradictions between the discourses produced by the Logistics

Manager are represented in Figure 16.

- self-development is
the means for
development

The accounts - all the employees
produced by |:> should be seen as

the logistics valuable

manager - there are
possibilities of
developing without
costs

‘i’ =contradiction

=relationship

Team

Figure 16. The interaction between the discourses produced by the Logistics Manager.

4.2.5. Accountant
The fifth key employee in Firm A was the Accountant. He is in his early thirties and has a
commercial education. He has been working for six years in Firm A, first, in the sales

department and then two years ago he applied for the current position. He worked in the




The accounts

ACTA WASAENSIA 107

financial team and reported to the Financial Manager. During his studies in the commercial
college he concentrated on foreign trade and marketing, but in his opinion accountancy was
more suitable for him. Interestingly, the discursive world of the Accountant was much more
positive in its nature when compared with the other key employees in the firm, and, at the
same time, much simpler, which can be seen in regard to the number of discourses, too.
Thus, the two discourses produced by the Accountant were called: ‘Self-activity’ and

‘Continuous self-development’ (Figure 17).

Self-activity

The development

produced by
the of human
Accountant resources

Continuous self-
development

Figure 17. The discourses produced by the Accountant.

The first discourse is called ‘Continuous self-development’ (samples e.1.—€.4.). The
accountant identifies himself as a person who will continuously develop himself in order to
do his work properly (sample e.2. line 1 and sample e.4. line 7). Actually, in this discourse
the accountant shows quite a clear picture of ‘self-development. In this discourse the
employee is motivated to train himself. Firstly, the person finds ways to get the needed
knowledge (sample e.2. lines 3-5), secondly, whether he thinks that longer training is
development is a continuous — even life-long - process which is closely linked to the career
(sample e.4. and e.3.) and, thus, to the changes in the work content. Also, as it will be

explained in more detail in the next chapter, the self-development is closely linked to self-
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activity. Thus, if the person is willing to develop the work on his own, this causes new

needs for the development which, finally, effect the motivation to train and develop.

Sample e.l. The discussion on the background of the key employee

Researcher: You have graduated from commercial college. How is it today? Have you taken
courses or trained yourself?

1.  Yes, actually, at the moment there is a course going on (1) a qualification

2.  inaccountancy and I have already passed half of it. It is a kind of

3.  distance leamning course..
Researcher: And do you participate in it at the moment?

4.  Yes, besides the work. It is a kind of distance learning in evenings and

5.  at weekends and on contact days one day on average in 2 month
Researcher: And you can manage that?

6. YES, cvcry two months there are two contact days and it has been ok. You

Researcher And your employer has been posmve ?
8.  Yes, yes I have tried to schedule my studies so that one day in a week I will stay
9.  the evening here at work

Sample e2. The discussion on the background of the key employee

Researcher: Ckay, that was about your background regarding training. Have you got
posstbilities of developing on-the-job and is it possible?

1. Yes it is possible and it has been necessary because the situation

2. [the new occupation] came so fast and I didn’t have so much time to prepare.
Researcher: Hmm, how fast did it happen?

3. It took about two months. Then I read a lot at home and of course during

4.  working days, too and I participated in a couple of shorter courses before the

5. new job. Those kinds of basic things.
Researcher: okay

6.  Yes, during this new period (3} and even before the studies for the qualification

7. Ifeel that I have been able to develop (2) and obtain new information...

Sample e.3. The discussion on the future of the firm
Researcher: How do you see your work in a perspective of three years?

1. itis so (4) that first the firm has developed (1) first the tools should be fixed in
2. order to get more time for operational accounting and I thus could
3.  concentrate more on calculations and could work merely as a controller..

Sample e.4. The discussion on the future of the firm
Researcher: How do you see your development in a three years’ perspective?

1.  Ithink that I have to have a short break after this current training programme
2. butI am sure that I will take some distance courses which support my job and
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it is otherwise meaningful because I am still young and in my opinion
self-development and training is very smart. It can be further training for
accountancy or something else on financial administration or management. This
is something I have thought lately.
Researcher: okay

7.  and itis even dangerous if there isn’t any development...

ok W

As was stated earlier, the discourses ‘Continuous self-development’ and ‘Self-activity’ are
closely linked together. The discourse ‘Self-Activity’ is presented in samples e.5.—€.10. In
sample e.5., the key employee describes the situation as he changed from the sales
department to accountancy and found the gap between his current knowledge and the
needed knowledge. Actually, in this discourse self-activity is the only means to obtain

possibilities of training and self-developing. In the sample e.6., the key employee wonders

5-6), even though the Firm’s attitude towards self-development is positive (lines 1-3).

However, as can be seen in lines 1-3, this isn’t completely beyond doubt. In the sample €.6.
(lines 1-3), there are many more pauses {even long silences} which show that the person
thinks about the issues. Moreover, the sentence starts with four ‘well” words which is a
different way to begin the sentence compared with all the other openings in this discourse.
Interestingly, sample e.6 is also constructed by questions which the key employee asks of

himself. This kind of structure shows, also, that the matter which is discussed is complex.

Actually, in sample €.7., the key employee finds the answer to the difficult question why so
few persons take the advantage to develop themselves. The answer is because the firm has
not openly encouraged the employees to be self-active (sample e.7. lines 1-3). The
importance of the Owner-Manager is obvious in this discourse. The owner-Manager is seen
to be the person who makes all the decisions and, therefore, there is no means to talk to the
middle-managers (sample e.8. line 3—4). However, later in the samples e.8. and e.9., the key
employee states that discussions are useful to be carried out with both the Owner-Manager
and with the Financial Manager. Interestingly, in this discourse the terms ‘firm’ and
‘Owner-Manager’ are used as synonyms. and mixed even in the same sentence (see sample.
e.6. lines 7-10). Similarly, the term ‘Owner-Manager’ is replaced with the metaphor

‘corner-room’ (sample e.8. line 1) describing the location of the Owner-Manager’s office.
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Sample e.5. The discussion on the background of the key employee

Researcher: Your qualification was in foreign trade but you changed to
work in accountancy. How did you feel the change?

Oh, I had actually been (.) I have been a member of different associations
and taken care of their accountancy and I have followed the

field before, too, but surely I felt that my knowledge wasn’t enough

and even before the qualification studies I had tried actively to develop
myself.

il o Sl

Sample e.6. The discussion on the role of the personnel in Firm A

Researcher: In your opinion what is the role of the personnel in this Firm?

L. (3) well, well, well, well. 1t is surely (6) regarding the firm (2) I have

2. that kind of insight that the Firm supports and (2) takes a positive

3.  attitude towards the development but (2) is the personnel interested in?

4.  1think that only a few are (2) and many persons just continue doing
=themo:k1uﬂ;—aﬁh&y;h&u&ahmy&dmeﬁhy-;ﬂnnkysaiempemﬁm =
understand the possibility? I don’t know anyone else attending any training (3)
I don’t believe that there are any other persons. In principle the Firm

suppotrts as it supported me as I went directly to ask whether I could

have a possibility for that. It was said for me that ‘of course’ and I could

find and choose the training all by myself.

waﬂm

Sample e.7. The discussion on the role of the personnel in Firm A

Researcher: What would be the reason that other employees have not
been active in searching for the possibilities of developing ?

1.  Idon’t know but surely there has not been (.} any encouragement either or
2. arrangements for this kind of activity but there is the principle that if anyone
3.  goes and asks for the training, the attitude towards the initiative is positive.

Sample e.8. The discussion on the possibilities of influencing inside the Firm

Researcher: In your opinion what is the best way to influence any matters
here inside the firm?

1.  The best way is (.) the ‘corner room’ makes the decision any way, especially
2. regarding larger amounts of money. The development costs always some

3.  money and he is the final decision-maker. So, perhaps, the best way is

4 to talk to him directly rather than discussing with the middle management.

Sample e.9. The discussion on the possibilities of influencing inside the Firm

Researcher: Are you able to develop the content of your work? - - -

Well, I have tried to develop through both my bosses fowner-manager and
Financial Manager] mainly regarding the new computer programme. If we
could buy a more advanced programme then I could have time to do
more. At the moment even the most simple procedures take too much

time and effort

ok k=
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Sample e.10. The discussion on the possibilities of influencing inside the Firm
Researcher: Do you have any formal channels for the ideas of how to develop the firm?

1. Particularly the discussions with those two persons. It is as simple
2. asthat.

. Self-activity

/ The accounts The development
produced by |:> of the humnan resource:
the - self-development

Accountant closely linked to the
- development of the

R R

Continuous self-
development

Figure 18. The interaction between the discourses produced by the Accountant.

In sum, the discourses produced by the Accountant present a clear and simple picture
regarding the development of human resources in Firm A (Figure 18). In this discursive
world the key employee understands the need to be self-active in order to obtain
possibilities of self-development. Actually, the self-development is regarded as the only
way to develop the human resource in the firm. The self-activity covers the activity m
suggesting training courses as well as the development of the content of the work. Thus, the
continuous self-development is needed in order to be able to widen the content of the work
and to fill the knowledge gaps. Interestingly, there is a slight ‘crack’ in this discursive
world, too. The key employee wonders why there are only a few employees who are
actively developing themselves. In this phase of the interview the construction of the
- discourses changed totally, too. All the other parts were clearly-following the conventional
structure of interview (i.e. the researcher asks questions or raises new themes for discussion
and after that the interviewee answers the questions). In this ‘crack’ phase, the key

employee started to repeat words, he kept long pauses and started to ask questions of

___contentofthework [ -~~~
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himself and, finally, he provided the researcher with the answers to questions of his own.
Therefore, it can be concluded that the possibility of expressing the developmental needs to
the managers is not commonly known in the firm and, thus, the discursive world of the

Accountant is his own interpretation of the reality of the firm.

4.2.6. The Conclusions Regarding the Key Employees’ Discourses in Firm A

In Table 7 the discourses and the main features as well as the human resource development
in those discursive worlds are described. Totally seventeen discourses were named during
the analysis process, constructing five individual worlds of human resource development.
is=chapter-these-constructions:are-analysed:on-individual-as-well-as-0n-or anisatio

levels. In addition, the discourses will be analysed using the analytical levels presented by

Alvesson et al. (2000b) (see Limsd 2003): micro-, meso-, grand- and mega-discourses.

Finally, the consequences of human resource development in Firm A will be discussed.

Table 7. The discourses produced by the key employees in Firm A.

KeymEm ployee

R il o P
IR

the discourse.:

The interpreted:
reality S

Finam:iaj manager

the more age, the less
motivation

The training and
development should

Motivation the leamning to learn as | not cause costs.
a key to be motivated | Leamning to learn is
Money the training and the key to be
development are seen | motivated to develop.
as a cost not as an Age is a strong factor
investment affecting the
Independency the independency at development.
work including the
possibilities of
developing is
important
Owner-Manager Searching for Success | the successful The self-development

entrepreneurs as role
models and idols --

Entrepreneurship

Entrepreneurship is
based on poverty and
misery and the search
for success is thus the
main motivator

is achieved by

-networking-and -

learning from others’
experience.

The development is
merely reactive and
the resource-base is




ACTA WASAENSIA

113

Nerworking

the most important
way to widen the
perspective and to
develop oneself

Managing Personnel

there is a ‘top-down’
perspective, the
needed knowledge and
skills are bought

established by
recruiting the skills
needed.

Management

Assistant

Self-development

There is a strong
desire to develop the
skills and knowledge
as well as the work
itself,

Content of the work

The development is
linked to the desire to
develop the content of
the work and thus to

as an active and
flexible resource.

Hard times

Understanding that the
hard years during the
recession still have

The self-development
is seen as a possibility
of developing the
content of the work.

Personnel training is a

motivating the
personnel and thus of
developing the Firm as
a whole.

effects in the firm.
Logistics Manager Self-development active self-
development outside Self-development is
the firm, individually the only means of
and almost in secret. development.
Every day realism according to the
(sarcastic, cynical experience the key All employees should
tone) employee will not ask | be seen as valuable
for any kind of and taken to develop
development the firm as a whole.
Team (warm and the valuation, self-
fatherly tone) respect and
participation in the Not all developmental
development of the activities praduce cost.
firm as whole {(e.g.
quality system) are the
keys to motivating
Accountant Self-activity To be active is the

only key to obtain
possibilities of training
and developing.

Continuous Self-
development

continuous self-
development makes it
possible to develop the
content of the work

The continuous self-
development is
emphasised.
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First of all, it is fruitful to take an overall look at the discourses on the individual level.
Actually, a slight surprise for the researcher was the flow of the speech during the thematic
interviews. In Table 8 the flow of the speech is described as a number of words per key
employee interview. For the purposes of analysis the interviews were written down having
on average 400 words per page. The number of pages is included in Table 8 providing the
view of the size of the analysed material. Thus, the main task for the researcher was to
raise the theme for the discussion and with the follow-up questions or comments to actively
encourage participation in the discussion. The feeling during the interviews was as if a
*lock gate’ (i.e. the need for the talk on development) would have been ‘opened’ and the

‘water’ (i.e. the talk) would have been ‘released’. Thus, the strong feeling during the

discussions was that these themes are not part of the everyday discussions in the firm and,

-there-is:an: accumulated-need:-to:talk-about-them.-For-the -discounrse:analysi

was very positive because the size of the material allowed a wide diversity of responses and

the interviewer was seen as an active participant in the discussion.

Table 8. The size of the material describing the ‘flow’ of the speech.

The thematic interview | Number of words /
total number of A4
pages

Financial Manager 3548 / 8.8

Owner-Manager 3890797

Management Assistant 3119/7,8

Logistics Manager 2898172

Accountant 3162179

On the micro-level the discursive worlds created a picture of key employees making
decisions regarding the development of their subordinates as well as suggestions to their
own superiors in an ambiguous world of human resource development. By constructing the
discourses the key employees make the interpretations regarding the human resource
development and, in this sense, all the discursive worlds are their concrete reality in which
they do their everyday work. Three of the key employees constructed their versions to

include contradictions between their discourses (i.e. the Financial Manager, the Manage-
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ment Assistant and the Logistics Manager). For example, age was seen as a strong inhibitor
of the motivation for development, but, however, if the person had leamed to learn age was
not an inhibitor any more (see Financial Manager). Also, the self-development and the
development of the content of the work were seen to be linked to each other (Management
Assistant). Moreover, relationships between the discourses were also found. For example,
the “Hard times’ discourse affects personnel training in such a way that no one is willing to
arrange training even though the employees would be willing to attend (see Management

Assistant).

The analysis of the identities provides a wider overview of the contradictory and

multidisciplinary discursive worlds in which key employees make their decisions and

describes the incoherence of the individual person and, accordingly, the identities are seen

as functional and closely linked to the discourses (see Jokinen et al. 1999; Suoninen 1992:
40-41). It can be seen that the years of recession still have a strong effect on the identities
on all key employees except the Accountant, who did not work in the firm during these
years (see Table 9). However, the identities are constructed individually and the identities
linked to ‘Hard times’ or ‘Money’ or ‘Everyday realism’ differ from each other. For
example, the Financial Manager acts as ‘traditional accountant’ in her ‘Money’, discourse,
i.e. not daring to spend any money on training and development. The management
Assistant constructs a different identity in her ‘Hard times’ discourse and acts as a ‘rational
person’ who understands the difficulties of developing the employees because of the hard
times in the history of the firm. The third identity linked to the years of recession is
constructed by the Logistics Manager. He acts as a frustrated and cynical employee not
willing to ask for any training or development any more and concentrates on developing

himself secretly in order to handle the ever-expanding field of duties.

In addition, the key employees’ motivation to self-develop (individually and alone) can be
seen by looking at the identities. The Financial Manager identifies herself as self-motivated
(‘Motivation’ discourse). The Owner-Manager is searching for success and, hence,
develops himself by leamning from the experiences of successful entrepreneurs in order to

become an ‘admired and successful entrepreneur’. The Management Assistant is confused
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and frustrated because she knows that the firm (i.e. The Owner-Manager as her superior)
supports self-development but her wish to achieve a higher qualification is for some reason
denied. The Logistics Manager identifies himself as *martyr’, since he is willing to develop
himself but that has to be done (as he thinks so} only by self-development and as he is not
willing to ask for any training because of the ‘Everyday realism’. The Accountant’s identity
with ‘Continuous self-development’ is as a ‘life-long learner” and with *Self-activity’ as a
‘young and active employee’. In sum, the key employees produce strong identities which
are consistent inside the discourse but often contradictory with other discourses and that,
thus, can cause confusion in their decision-making. For example, the ‘traditional
accountant’ does not dare to buy any training programme as the ‘person in her fifties’
wonders whether the other employees could be motivated by arranging some kind of
otivatien:training:forthem:(s

person’ does not want to bother the Owner-Manager and ask for training whereas the

‘father’ thinks that the training of his team is the key to developing the team members’ self-
esteem (see Logistics Manager). To conclude, the analysis of the identities brings forth the
complexity of the interpretative reality. The human resource development is actually a
phenomenon which is formed by different discourses being even contradictory in their
nature. Consequently, the next question is how an individual key employee makes the

complex discursive world rational.

Next, the analyses of the key points of the key employees” discursive worlds will be
accomplished (Table 9). In this research, the key point is defined as a core or “philosophy’
for the development which can be raised from the individual discourses. Thus, the concept
is close to the term ‘key moment’, which means the small but important moments in the
discussion (Jokinen et al. 1999: 110-113). Even though these concepts differ from each
other, the key point of the discursive world may be found by analysing the key moments, or
the key point may exist only once during the discussion, affecting however the whole
discursive world. By analysing the key points, the contradictory discursive worlds with
several identities become more rational for the producer of the discourses (i.e. key
employees). Thus, the analysis of the key points of the talk is a means to find the rationality

of the discursive world.
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Table 9. The identities and the key points.
Key Employee . -~ . | Thenameofthe . .~ . | Theidentity +:>- . . | The key point of the
e discourse’ ' - | discursive world: -

Financial manager Age person in her fifties

Motivation a self-motivated person

Money traditional accountant The learning to leamn

— as a key to be
Independency person in independent

motivated to develop

employee

position
Owner-Manager Searching for Success admired and successful
entrepreneur
Entrepreneurship traditional small firm
entrepreneur Successful
Networking an entrepreneur entrepreneurs as role
focusi_ng outwards models and drives
_ Managing Personnel idea-creator for the search for
Management Self-development a confused and
Assistant frustrated employee
Content of the Work a person with skills The integration of
and knowledge and the self-development
motivation and the enrichment
Personnel training a trusted mediator of the content of the
. - work
Hard times a rational person
Logistics Manager Self-development martyr
Every day realism a frostrated person
(sarcastic, cynical
tone) The everyday
Team (warm and father realism has
fatherly tone) conquered the
idealism.
Accountant Self-activity young and active

Continuous Self-
development

life-long leamer

Self-activity is a
means (o
continuously
develop.
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The key point of the Financial Manager’s talk is the notion that learning to learn is the base

for the motivation to develop. In this sense, age or the lack of financial resources are not

very powerful inhibitors of the development. For the Owner-manager the key point is that

the successful entrepreneurs are the driving force for the entrepreneur to rise from the

misery and poverty of a small business to become successful. For the Management

Assistant the key point is the integration of self-development as well as the enrichment of

the work. In this sense, the frustration regarding her situation (the Owner-Manager doesn’t

understand the idea of the integration) becomes understandable. Similarly, the everyday

realism, including the idea that the work is done only because you have to eam your living,

has conquered the idealism of the youth of the aging Logistics Manager. Thus, the idea that

you are forced to develop yourself alone and without support from the top management :
= hecomes:rational=Interestingly: agecis-not-willing:te:leave:this-ideolo. yﬁ

as a heritage to his team. There is a certain message for the forthcoming managers in the

discourse to take care of the team and to let them join the development of the firm as a
whole. For the Accountant the key point is clear: self-activity is the key to life-long and

continuous development.

On the meso-level the discursive worlds of the key employees can be compared to each
other in order to find broader patterns affecting the human resource development in the firm
(see Alvesson et al. 2000b). Firstly, the main difference in discursive worlds is found
between the Owner-Manager and other key employees. The Owner-Manager’s discourses
are constructed around the entrepreneurship and ownership and the main focus is outwards
of the firm (‘Networking’ and ‘Searching for success’ discourses). Inside the firm the
discourse ‘Managing people’ actually means that the Owner-Manager sees himself as ‘idea-
creator’ bringing new ideas from outside to the personnel. The other key employees’
discourses were produced around the fact that there have been hard years of recession in the
firm and, thus, the self-development is the only way to develop themselves. The only
exceptions were the discourses produced by the Accountant, for whom 1t was natural to
continuously develop himself as well as actively present the developmental ideas to his

SUperior.
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Moreover, the Owner-Managers’ role was dominant in all the discursive worlds produced
by the key employees. One example of his dominance is the reflection of the discourse
‘Searching for success’ on the discourses “Money’, ‘Hard times’ and ‘Everyday realism’.
The reason for the dominance can be visualised in Figure 19, in which the Owner-Manager
has strong expectations (mafked ‘e’ in the Figure) regarding the growth of the firm.
Because the expectation was not realised due to the recession, the gap between the
expectations and the reality (marked ‘r’ in the Figure) seems to continue in his interpre-
tation (marked ‘ir’ as interpreted reality in the Figure) that the hard years still continue.
However, the firm is still alive, producing positive result too, but, of course, situated in a

mature phase of the life-cycle and, thus, waiting for new strategies in order to go on.

turnover, size.

1 | » i
{ | » time

1990 2000

Figure 19. The interpreted reality in the life-cycle of Firm A produced by the Owner-

manager.

Thus, ‘hard times’ can be seen as a Grand Discourse (see Alvesson et al. 2000b:1133)
constituting the organisational reality and affecting the key employees’ discourses.
Similarly, the power of the language can be seen clearly. In this example, the use of
language still keeps the firm understanding that the recession years (which were the reality
at the beginning of the 1990’s) still continue even though the firm, actually, should find
new strategies for the future in order to pass the mature phase of the life-cycle.

Interestingly, this Grand Discourse has not affected the discourses produced by the
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Accountant, who actively develops himself and whose self-development is supported by the
Owner-manager. For him it has been self-evident that the firm (i.e. the Owner-Manager) is

willing to support his studies in order to make the best of his job.

In Firm A, a reflection of a Mega-Discourse can be explored. Especially, in Finland an
overall discussion regarding the aging workforce has been a current topic recently (e.g.
Otala & Ahonen 2003). As this is a current phenomenon in Firm A it has had the strongest
effect on the Financial Manager (being responsible for HRM issues in the Firm, too). In her
discursive world, age was a strong determinant of the motivation for the development. In
addition, age was present in the Logistics Manager’s discursive world. For him age was
merely a personal issue: he regarded himself to be too old to be needed in the firm (in his
eryday-realism=disconrse)=Morzover:the-ManagemenizAssistanizthaug

older employees could be motivated to train if the training could be arranged. However, the

connection between the national Mega-discourse and individual interpretations is vague.
The key employees do not import any point of view from the outer environment but rather

discuss the issue in regard to Firm A itself.

Next we will take a look at the discursive variation regarding the interpretations on human
resource development. Each key employee produced from three to four discourses and,
thus, they spoke by using the ‘voices’ of corresponding identities (see Jokinen et al.
1999:68). As a result, five different discursive worlds were constructed, each affecting
separately the human resource development. The discourses were constructed from the
background and the work of the individual key employee rather than from a common
interpretation regarding the human resource development. For example, the Financial
Manager's focus was inside the firm (*Money’ discourse) and even inside a single
employee (‘Age’, ‘Motivation’ and 'Independency’ discourses). On the contrary, the

Owner-Manager focused his discourses strongly outwards® (‘Networking’, ‘Searching for

¥ This notion is intercsting in comparison with ke research done by Curran and Blackburmn (1994: 106). Their
quantitative rescarch provided useful data regarding the connections between Owner-Managers and outside
bodies. However, Curran and Blackburn (1994: 106) stated: “It fi.e. the quantitative data] tells us little about
the motivations, meaning and expectations of owner-—managers in seeking outside advice or making other
kinds of external contacts.” Thus, the discourse analysis provided deeper understanding of individual Owner-
Managers' motivations regarding networking.
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success’ discourses) as well as on his position in the firm as owner-manager (‘Entre-

preneurship’ and ‘Managing personnel’ discourses).

For the Accountant as well as for the Management Assistant the content of the work
became a central issue. On the contrary, the Logistics Manager is stuck to his ‘Everyday
realism’ discourse work, but, however, he fatherly takes care of his team (‘Team’
discourse). In this sense, the consequences to the human resource development vary
between the discursive worlds of individual key employees (Table 10). In spite of that, the
consequences are multiple in their nature, too. For example, for the Financial Manager the
interpretative reality of the development of human resources consists of such issues as (1)

the training and development cannot affect costs, (2) the leamning to leamn is the key point in

====—————repard-to-the-motivation-to-develop:as:(3)-age-is-a-strong-factor-diminishing:the-meotivation——

to train. An opposite example is the Accountant’s quite different interpretative reality. For

him it is natural to self-develop himself continuously but it needs self-activity.

Table 10. The variation of the consequences in Firm A.

Key Employee The variution of consequences on the
development of lnuman resources

Financial Manager external training affects costs which is not
desirable;

age is a strong factor not to be motivated to
develop unless you have learned to leamn
Owner-Manager the role models of successful entrepreneurs and
networking are the means to develop;

the resource-base is established: the needed
skills will be bought

Management Assistant self-development (outside) 1s the means to
develop the person’s work;

the possibility of training and developing would
be a means to motivate employees

Logistics Manager there are no other ways but to self-develop
(outside, alone and by networking);

in the ideal case all employees are to be seen as
valuable and they are taken to develop the firm
together and to learn at the same time
Accountant continuous self-development is an axiom (just
tell the idea to your boss and start to learn)
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In spite of the variation, some joint elements can be explored between the discursive

worlds. The first joint element is self-development which is interpreted as being almost the

only means to develop in the firm, but, interestingly, the internal variation was explored

inside the joint element, too (see Table 11). Similarly, the factors fostering or hindering the

human resource development vary between

interpretations.

the discursive worlds and are results of the

Table 11. The internal variation on self-development in Firm A.

Key Employee

The internal variation on self-development

Financial Manager

good as there are no costs

Owner-Manager

~[Management Assstant

learning from successful entreprenenrs

Logistics Manager

the self-development has to be made alone and
at one's own cost as there is no use to make any
initiatives regarding training or development

Accountant

the motivation to develop one's work

The second joint element is based on the

hard years of recession (being the Grand-

Discourse) at the beginning of the 1990°s. The Owner-manager is still searching for success

and, actually, in the discourse ‘Hard times’

hard times are still so strongly rooted in the

the Management Assistant rationalises why

firm. She interpreted that the recession years

ruined the Owner-manager’s dream for exponential growth and, therefore, the hard times

have become a prevalent, deeply rooted and widely spread phenomenon in the firm.

Moreover, in the Logistics Manager's discourse ‘Everyday realism’ hard years are present

and this interpretation hinders him even from discussing training or development. On the

contrary, however, the hard times are not even present in the discursive world of the

Accountant. In Table 12 the variation regarding the interpretations of the hard times is

presented. Thus, in this sense the consequences of the Grand Discourse are individually

constructed and linked to the individual discursive worlds (or excluded as was the case with

the Accountant).

The 3eveiopmenf of the content of e WOTk
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Table 12. The variation on ‘hard times’ in Firm A.

Key Employee The variation on hard times

Financial Manager no extra cosls are accepted

Owner-Manager the search for success is the driving force as the
entrepreneurship rises from poverty and misery

Management Assistant the firm is stuck to hard times due to the lost
chance of exponential growth in the recession
years

Logistics Management there is no use in making any suggeslions
regarding training due to the situation of the
firm

Accountant hard times are not present in the discursive
world

__To.conclude this chapter, the main consequence of human resource development is that the .

self-development is seen as the only means to develop oneself (Financial Manager,

Management assistant, Logistics Manager and Accountant). The Grand Discourse ‘Hard
times’ hinders the arrangements of personnel training because of the costs. In the light of
the discursive worlds (especially in the Owner-Manager’s) the employees are located
somewhere in the background — not as an active resource but merely as an established skill-
base (and thus the training and development are not seen as important). Moreover, the key
employees’ discursive worlds present a picture in which the key employees are working
independently and individually — not having much cooperation in issues regarding the
human resource development. The active self-development of all the key employees shows
that each person is updating his or her skill-base, but this new knowledge and these skills
will not be shared with others. Furthermore, the analysis of discursive variation illustrates
clearly the phenomenon that the reality is interpretative. Even the Grand discourses are
interpreted differently on individual level thus, producing diverse effects on human

resource development.
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4.3. The Discourses Produced by the Key Employees in Firm B

43.1. Chief Financial Officer (CFO)

The Chief financial officer (CFO) is a 41-year-old woman and she has a qualification of
business accounting. She has studied accounting in higher education (polytechnic level) but
due to a working period abroad she did not finish the studies. Ever since she graduated
from the business college, she has gained experience both as office clerk and manager in
accounting departments in companies operating in different fields (e.g. computing and
pharmacy), in domestic as well as in international markets. In Firm B she has worked for
about one year. During the thematic interview she constructed four different discourses

==—=—(Figure20)-which:were-named=Euture>=Experience==3

Future -
Experience
The accounts The development
produced by |:> of human resources
the CFO
Small Firm Network

Figure 20. The discourses produced by the Chief Financial Officer.

The first discourse produced by the CFQ is called ‘Experience’ (samples a.1.—a.7.). In this
discourse, the CFO identifies herself as a ‘mentor’ who provides the firm as well as the
Owner-Manager (CEO) (see sample a.6.) with her knowledge gathered during her past

working experience. The experience is rationalised in a2 multi-facetted way. First, she talks
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about concrete situations in which she has previously worked: mergers and acquisitions
(sample 2.2. line 2; sample a.3. line 4), as foreign subsidiary (sample a.2. line 3), in a firm
on the edge of bankruptcy (sample a.3. line 3), as a manager for a group of Italians (sample
a.4. line 1), being a manager in a large organisation (sample a.l. line 2} and running an
international project (sample a.4. lines 2-3). Secondly, the experience is rationalised by
describing the present job by using the metaphor ‘children’s play’. Thirdly, the experience
is seen to create ‘good awareness’ of the processes in the firm (sample a.5. lines 5-7) and a
‘sense of numbers’ which provides her with knowledge of the ‘hidden shallows’ (sample
a.3. lines 15-17).

Actually, at the same time, the key employee links the experience strongly to the concept of
=tacitknowledge=by:usinp:thecwords=sensezofnumbers==awareness=and:thezknowledpe-of—-—
‘hidden shallows’. Interestingly, in this discourse the firm as a start-up is identical with
‘young and inexperienced’. This interpretation is directly expressed in sample a.l. (lines
5-6) as the key employee tells that it is natural that in a small firm like Firm B the
management team is willing to develop the human resource but not having the competence
to do so (e.g. the development does not always affect costs). Also, the interpretation is
rationalised in sample a.5. (line 8) as the key employee says that the experience is of huge

aid for an enterprise like Firm B.

As the experience is so important to young and small firms, how is it gathered and
maintained? The key employee provides the answers in samples a.3. and a.7.: the learning
means, first, listening and observing what the others are doing and, secondly, having
competent people {matching senior employees’ experience and junior employees’
creativeness). An interesting deviation in this discourse can be found at the end of sample
a.3. in which the key employee gives one example during her past career as she was
processing a merger and as she had noticed that the work was not only to do practical
things but rather that the emotions of employees are strongly present, too. This phase,
actually, is so important (i.e. the understanding that the emotions should be taken into
account in the changes of organisations) for the key employee that she even forgets the
original question. Thus, this phase of the talk can then be considered as a hint of a matter

which is important to the key employee.
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Sample a.l. Discussion on how the firm B has invested in the development of human
resources. The transition (—) from the discourse ‘Experience’ to the discourse ‘Small

firm’.
1. If we are talking [about financial investment in development] (.) so I have been
2.  working as a manager in larger organisation and I know that there are
3. alot of small things you can do in order to develop the joy of the work.
4.  So to conclude, in my opinion the management team is willing and
5.  motivated to develop — but every now and then the competence for that is
6.  missing as is natural in smaller firms

Sample a.2. Discussion on the background of the CFO. The transition (—) from the
discourse ‘Experience’ to the discourse ‘Future’

1. IfIanalyse my present work I must say that this is as children’s play for me
2. because in practice I have made mergers and acquisitions and adaptation and
3.  asaFinancial Manager I have created a foreign subsidiary so (. ) 50 you can say
=4——that-considerng:my: hackgmundselchmdeﬂdmm&e : £ —

5.  certain stage and then I will see what else I could do here..

Sample a.3. Discussion on the best way to learn
Researcher: In your opinion what is the best way to learn?

Well (.) One thing is that you listen and observe everything that the others
are doing. The second thing is that a real way to learn is through experience.
If you have been working while the firm is close to bankruptcy or if you

are proceeding a merger or acquisition then you are involved in the
practical issues and the whole scale of emotions are there, too.

So, that is one thing in personnel management (.) it is much

easier when you understand that there are the emotions and the

human being and...well () what was the question?

el Al ol e

Sample a.4. Discussion on the self-development of the CFO

For example, to be the manager for Italians is completely different
compared with being the manager for Finns, and in the international
projects in which there are seventeen different nationalities involved it
is completely different to be motivated and it is so that you can

learn by reading some issues about the country but unfortunately

you really don’t learn by reading a book.

Al S

Sample a.5. Discussion on the future competencies of the CFO. The transition from the
discourse ‘Experience’ to the discourse ‘Small firm’ and back to ‘Experience’

Researcher: I your opinion what are your competencies?

1. Oh, if we talk about my present job. What are my competencies?
2. oh, well, yes, it is perhaps (.) perhaps the holistic view of
3. accountancy. It is perhaps something which should have been
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rooted during the ten years of working experience. You have

seen it from all angles. And there is (.} you have been developing
certain processes or you have so good awareness that youina

short period of time notice that something should be changed

— so that kind of competence is of huge aid for a start up _ and

well I know that I can do that in practice and it isn’t so that I

10.  would like to do it but rather I can do it.

Researcher: imm

11. So, for sure (.) there are certain issues and it helps if you think that
12. Tknow what to do and what are the possible ‘shallows’. That is

13.  very concrete. And in my opinion, even though the boys think that
14. accountancy is mystic so I don’t think so and you can do it if you

15. have done it as your job. Every one can do it but, of course, you have
16. a sense of the numbers so that you can see the hidden shallows and you
17. understand what that means...

WO e

I and Mikko® [i.e. the CEQ], we are kind of coaching partners. Mikko is
in the position of managing director for the first time and so I have
actually even coached him in certain matters. After that Mikko of course
analyses the matter and decides...

bl S

Sample. a.7. Discussion on the future of Firm B
Researcher: In your opinion what would be an ideal firm?

Oh, there are so many things. One thing is (.) that you have competent
people around yourself and it is important because you can leamn from
them. The group is a mixture of experience and young
innovativeness. In my opinion there would be a good match.

And of course there should be real creativeness...

AW -

The second discourse produced by the CFQ is called ‘Future’ (samples a.8.—a.11.; sample
a2). The discourse actually explains why that kind of experienced person as CFO is
motivated for a job which under-utilizes her competence. Actually, there is also a mutual
understanding of the fact that the key employee is over-qualified for the current job (see
sample a.9. lines 1-2). Consequently, today’s less challenging work is tolerated by the
strong vision for the more challenging work in the future. Also, the metaphor (sample 2.10

lines 2-3) “get wind beneath the wings” presents a clear picture of a small start-up firm

® the forename of the CEO is changed.
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waiting for its moment to grow and internationalise (sample a.8. line 3 and sample a.9. line
4). In addition, the key employee is waiting for new challenges and emphasises that she has
already passed the times when she did just the basic and routine tasks (sample a.11.). To
conclude, the main ‘philosophy’ of this discourse is presented in Figure 21. In the Figure
‘a’ means today’s sitnation in which today’s needed competence level (e) is not as high as
the person’s actual competence (d). The line ¢ presents the expectation for the growth and
the growing need for competence. The key employee is ready to tolerate the content of the

work under-estimating her competence until the point b after which she expects that the

work will provide more chalienge as well as possibilities of developing on-the-job.

R ana =today

b=future
c=expectations

for the growth
d=current competence
level

e=competence needed
in today's work

> time

Figure 21. The expectations for the future in regard to the competence of the CFO.

Sample a.8. Discussion on the background of the key employee. The transition from the
discourse ‘Small Firm’ o the discourse "Future’.

Okay, let’s say that my present work is the kind of work I have not
done during the past few years...

— As you know this firm is a start-up so it grows — and during the
growth you can participate in the kind of tasks that you could not do
in the larger firms and as the firm grows you'll get a good

position. So I think that I can see a kind of curve which actually
means the development

Al S




ACTA WASAENSIA 129

Sample a.9. Discussion on the background of the key employee

Researcher: So you think that you have more competencies than is needed by your present

Job?
1. Yes yes and I think that there is a mutual understanding with
2. Mikko about the situation
3. Resecarcher: okay okay, so you will see after the start-up phase...
4. Yes and actually it [i.e. the more challenging tasks] provides you
5. with challenges when the internationalisation is realised. I have
6.  done that before, too, but of course there is the new perspective
7. which makes the job description completely different.

Sample a.10. Discussion on the future of Firm B

1. And then there is the third [scenario] which, of course, is on the

2 wish list of the personnel. Then (.) the firm has got wind beneath

3. its wings meaning that also other new strategic innovations have been

_.4. . found. And that we have been.gbletoexpand .. ... . . . .. .. . . .
5. to a wider selection and a larger segment of customers. ..

Sample a.11. Discussion on the future of the Firm B and the development of the CFO
Researcher: What are the primary targets for you?

1. oh (2)it’s a good question, oh, I hope that I don’t need that kind of
2. competence any more which was needed in those jobs in which I
3. was after the school. The kind of basic legal issues and so on...

4. Thave lived that phase already and I have the expertise on those...

The third discourse is called ‘Small firm’ (samples a.1., a.8., a.12.-a.13.). The discourse is
constructed by the CFO as if it would be natural and commonly known that, firstly, the
growth is the natural target (sample 2.8. line 3) and, thus, the ‘normal’ duties are done first
because of the Iack of time even though the importance of human resource development is
understood (sample a.12.). Moreover, in this discourse it is taken for granted that in a start-
up firm the managers or employees do not have all the same competencies as their
colleagues in larger firms (sample a.1.). Also, the importance of personnel is acknowledged
and, thus, the creation of a common working community and commitment of people
become important (sample a.13.). To conclude, in this discourse the identity of the CFO
becomes ‘provider’. According to the key employee there is lack of time as well as
competence in the start-up, therefore her competence and experience are needed in order to

support the growth of the firm.
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Sample a.12. Discussion on the human resource development in the Firm

I have that kind of feeling that all persons understand how
important it [i.e. human resource development] is but it is so easy
to forget as you have all the ‘normal’ as said by using the quotation
marks and behind other business duties as you think that

you are in a hurry.

bt

Sample a.13. Discussion on the human resource development in Firm B

Researcher: So, you are responsible for the personnel issues, too. In your opinion, what is
the role of the personnel in here?

1. Inasmall firm like this the personnel is very important. I have
2. experience of outplacement, too, and I know that certain issues in
3. a ﬁrm can be outplaced but, however, the workmg commumty 1s

5.  cooperation and the relations between persons should be good — S0
6.  the personnel means a lot for a firm!

The fourth discourse is called ‘Network’ (samples a.14.—a.15.). The network is constructed
as a personal network (sample a.14. line 1) which consists of persons from different phases
of the CFO’s career (sample a.14. line 2, line 9; sample a.15 line 5). The intenal interaction
between the members of the network is formed as the main means to develop oneself
(sample a.15. lines 5-7). Hence, in this discourse the identity of the key employee could be
called a ‘colleague’ who shares her knowledge and experience with the members of the

network, and, at the same time, receives a kind of ‘mentoring’ assistance.

Sample a.14. Discussion on the best ways to learn according to the key employee

Then of course I have a network of my own. I still keep in contact with
some of my ex-fellow-students who work in the same kind of positions
as I do. And then there are managing directors or owners with whom
you can discuss and we try to meet two times a month just to discuss
and it is a good opportunity to learn at the same time. Let’s say if
have a2 demanding task here I can discuss it with my network and
learn about their experiences.
Researcher: So the persons in your network work in same kind of positions as you do?
8. So, well, I have got ‘stuck’ with those people during the past years.
9.  There are the managing directors who used to be my bosses, some
10.  colleagues from abroad and, also, a personnel manager who
11.  hired me in the past.

HoWnsE LN -
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Sample a.15. Discussion on the best ways to learn according to the key employee

My network is that kind of ‘randomly selected’ network in which

the contacts are made in both directions. So it operates in both
directions. And there is quite a lot of interaction. For example, a
managing director from a company employing over 100 persons asks
something of me. Let’s say from all levels. You always can

leamn from the people working in different phases of the

life cycles of their firms.

Nk WD =

As a result, four discourses were explored: ‘Future’, ‘Experience’, ‘Small firm’ and
‘Network’ with the corresponding identities ‘receiver’, ‘mentor’, ‘provider’ and
‘colleague’. Interestingly, in the ‘Experience’ and ‘Small firm’ discourses the key employee
sees herself to be a person with a lot of experience and knowledge which are given to the

fll'lTl Thesc discourses hlghllght the aspect that the _person 1s bought as a complctcd

resource or sE1II—5ase for the firm In tﬁe ‘Sm II flm’l'_CIlSCOUI'SB 1t is E.Een

the management team in the firm is inexperienced and, therefore, the experience of the !

or granted that

CFO 1s needed. In addition, the identity of the discourse ‘Future’ is ‘receiver’ and, thus, the
key employee is today ready to distribute her experience because she strongly believes that
in the future she will get much more challenging work. Thus, today’s work is tolerated
because of the expectations of future growth. Another aspect of sharing the knowledge is
formed in the discourse ‘Network’. In this discourse her identity is ‘colleague’. The key

employee develops herself by active working in a network of her own.

To conclude this chapter, the interaction between discourses is described in Figure 22.
Thus, there can be seen a relationship with the ‘Experience’ and ‘Future’ discourses.
Consequently, the experience is needed in order to achieve the growth of the firm (and a
more challenging job). Another relationship can be found between these discourses, too.
The experience is used as a means to maintain the relationships between the members of the
network. Actually, there is a continuous exchange of knowledge and experience between
the members of the network. Finally, a contradiction between the discourses ‘Experience’
and ‘Small firm’ is discovered. In the “Small firm’ discourse it is taken for granted that a
start-up firm can be interpreted as ‘young and inexperienced’. Thus, the experience is
gained during the previous phases of the career rather than achieving the experience at the

same time as the firm grows and proceeds in its life cycle. To conclude, the human resource
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development is analogous to learning from others’ experience by networking and by

gathering experience from different firms.

Future :
Experience
i E The development
The accounts of the human resource:
produced by > eathering experience
the CFO - learning from others’
experience

|
H

Small Firm Network

O “‘
‘—L. =contradiction :
Figure 22, The interaction between the discourses produced by the CFO.

4.3.2. Owner-Manager (CEO)

The Owner-Manager is over 40 years old and has a technical doctorate qualification. He is
one of the three founders of Firm B. Before the founding of Firm B he worked as consultant
in the field of telecommunications technology development as well as researcher in the
university. Moreover, he has always been interested in leamning and education and,
therefore, he has accomplished pedagogical studies, too. The Owner-Manager was met
during research process two times. The aim of the first discussion was to present the
research, leamn the history of firm B as well as to identify of the key employees. During the
second appointment the thematic interview was made. The Owner-Manager produced
totally four discourses during the thematic interview. The discourses were named as (1)
‘Leaming philosophy, (2) ‘Start-up’, (3) ‘Shared learning’ and (4) ‘Leadership dilemma’
(Figure 23).
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Learning
philosophy Start-up

The accounts The development
produced by |:> of the human resource

CEO

Leadership dilemma Shared learning

Figure 23. The discourses produced by CEO.

The first discourse produced by the CEO is called ‘Learning philosophy’ (samples
b.1.-b.10). In this discourse the leaming is deeply rooted in the philosophy and the attitudes
of the key employee. Learning philosophy is rationalised by referring to the CEO’s
pedagogical studies (sample b.4. lines 1-2). Learning philosophy is constructed, first, by
expressing the interest in developing his meta-cognitive skills (sample b.1. line 2) and,
secondly, developing the understanding how he learns to learn (sample b.1. line 3; sample
b.7. lines 8-9) and, thirdly, by using an extreme metaphor “learning is my religion’ (sample
b.5. line 2). In this discourse the picture of the key employee as a leamer becomes very
clear: first, there is a critical attitude towards separate training courses (sample b.1. line
4-5; sample b.4. lines 3-5) and, secondly, the best way to leam is to think that every
situation at work is a learning opportunity (sample b.2. lines 2-7) and, thus, every task can
be done a little bit better next time (sample b.6. line 3; see also sample b.10. lines 3-7). In
sample b.10 (lines 3-7) the attitude always to do a little bit better is made convincing by
referring to the famous (in Finland, especially) former ice hockey coach who used the same
philosophy. Moreover, an important part of the philosophy is the reflection on the daily
tasks and the analyses of how the tasks are connected to the past and future of the firm

(sample b.3. lines 1-3). Interestingly, the discourse is strengthened in sample b.5. by using
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the traditional rhetorical means, i.e. by quantifying as well as presenting the opinions as a
professional. In this sample the CEO uses quantitative figures (percentages) in order to
assure the researcher that the person is a professional on leaming and education (cf. sample
b.4. lines 1-2). Consequently, the CEQ understands the dangers which are included in his
way of learning: the danger is that he is trapped in his self-confidence and in the “do-
analyse-reflect’ —chain (sample b.7. lines 11-12). Also, one of the risks is the continuous
interest in leaming, which may prevent the patience by repeating the leamed procedures
and developing them rather than creating something new all the time. Finally, in sample
b.8., the key employee, actually, describes how difficult the learning is. In this sample, he
knows that he should balance his work and leisure time and sees himself working in an
‘abnormal’ way, i.e. being stressed and working too much. In this respect, the key

B _.__employee constructs a slight “crack’ in the dominant discourse: the learning by doing does

not solve all the problems unless it will change the ways of working. In sum, in this
discourse the CEO produces for himself an identity which can be called ‘researcher’, who
analyses the daily work, gathers new information from the environment and combines it in

order to develop the Firm.

Sample b.1. Discussion on how the person is developed during the working career

For a long time I have been interested in learning and education
and I have tried to develop my meta-cognitive skills in order to
understand how I learn and how I don’t leamn and frankly that

I have been very selective regarding the courses or seminars in
which the speaker announces that “Now we are here to learn”

et

Sample b.2. Discussion on how the person is developed during the working career

I rather study by myself. For example, we have bought literature,

but the largest part of learning is obtained through the everyday

work and let’s say that whatever I do I consider my every task for
example a meeting with a client to be a kind of leaming

experience. I never make it just like always before but (1)

I use a lot of time to listen to what is said and analysing what could have
been done better (.) it is a learning experience every time.

A G ol

Sample b.3. Discussion on how the person is developed during the working career

1.  For me the best way to learn is just to sit down and reflect

2. what happened today and how it is connected with tomorrow and
3.  yesterday...

[later during the same theme]
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4.  Butin all the best way to learn is the everyday activities: literature,
5. colleagues, customers and some internal processes...

Sample b.4. Discussion on how the CEO has invested in his own development

1. Well,I am a very stingy person and I would consider myself to be a
2. professional on learning [referring to his pedagogical studies], too.
3. The tasks I have done all my life () I have
4.  had different occupations and I {.) could relatively freely attend all
5. kinds of training courses...but I have not wanted to use money. I want that
6. money used on sales and marketing and some money for the
7.  conferences. I attend conferences quite often and they provide
8.  opportunities to learn, I really want to understand where we a going and
9.  whatI should learn. In my opinion the picture of the whole
10.  puzzle becomes clear

- . Sample b.S. Discussion on the role of the personnel in Firm B.

Researcher: What do you think are the issues which can be learned?

I think that about seventy per cent of learning can be learning by

doing. But I must say that leaming is my ‘religion’ and I think that besides

learning by doing there are other ways to learn but as we started

it would have taken three or four times more time than it did and the

thirty per cent of learning is essential. However, the critical point is

how you behave in the real situation and what kind of consequences there

are and those are the things which cannot be leamed in any other way than

by experience. |
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Sample b.6. Discussion on what is the best way the key employee learns

Well, I am so analytic and, thus, even a difficult person as

I am so analytic

I try continuously to think about the attitude ‘a little bit better’ which I
have. It is a cruel attitude, too. It could mean that I am never satisfied...
Then there is the kind of “meta’ question whether it is good to leamn
continuously. In my opinton it is not good. But that’s what I am.

There are the bad and good sides but my way to learn is to analyse.
I'try to combine the things in my head and, of course, I go through the
feedback with the others...

WO N R WM

Sample b.7. Discussion on the benefits of previous training

The main benefit has been the pragmatic attitude. The understanding
that there are problems and there are difficult problems and with

the difficult problems you have to work even harder. And I am used
to the fact that I cannot solve all the problems because I have seen
problems that have not been solved even though people have tried
to solve them during the past five hundred years...Secondly, I have

AN ol e
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7. leamed to work hard and I have learned that every problem you can
8.  atleast try to analyse even though you cannot solve it. Thirdly, [ have
9. leamed to know how I learn myself and what kind of values I have.

10.  Perhaps the greatest strength is the critical attitude which I have. Of
11.  course, the critical point is that I am too self-confident and then I am in an
12.  analytic loop just sitting in the sofa and thinking and getting nowhere.

Sample b.8. Discussion on the future of the key employee

1. Well,(\) let’s say (.) in the five-year perspective I should get rid of my
2.  abnormal way to do the work let’s say I have some problems in uh
3. balancing work and leisure time (.)...
Researcher: well..
4.  And there is no sense that a firm small like this and known by nobody.
5.  Isit so important after all?
Researcher: hmmm
6.  The big challenge is how could I say (.) doing the work so that you could
: éﬁa&&ﬁm&b&oﬁeﬁﬁng&t@ﬂ@
Researcher: hmmm ‘.
8.  Those are the things I should get rid of. And that kind of learning is hard '
9.  for me. And it is hard to say how it could be leamed. It is more like
10.  feeling, a kind of management of life. The knowledge (.} does not help
11.  atall. And the more you have knowledge the more pain you feel...

Sample b.9. Discussion on the future of Firm B

I.  Always as I have wanted to learn something new and as I have leamed it I
2. somehow feel that I don’t want to do it again and, actually, I want to learn
3.  something new.

The second discourse is called ‘Shared learning’ which emphasises the importance to
share the learning and information among the whole personnel (samples b.10-b.11). In this
discourse the key employee identifies himself as an ’active leader’, who creates
opportunities for his subordinates to share the new knowledge acquired by participating in
external training courses or seminars. The CEO constructs the discourse in his assumption
that the best way to learn is to teach others (sample b.11. lines 6-8). Interestingly, this
insight is different from the one expressed in the discourse ‘Learning philosophy’ (i.e. the
analyse->action->reflection ~chain). However, these insights are close to each other as the
CEO emphasises the importance for an employee to understand (sample b.11. lines 14—15)
what he or she has learned in order to be able to present it to others. Consequently, the CEQ
provides the answer to this difference in lines 10-12 (sample b.11.): the presentation is a

means to control whether the employees really have leamed during the courses or seminars.
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Another ‘hidden agenda’ in ‘Shared learning’ is stated in sample b.11. (line 23) meaning
the CEO’s interest in developing the firm’s working atmosphere. The close connection to
the discourse ‘Learning philosophy’ can clearly be seen in sample b.10. In this sample the
means for sharing the knowledge is rationalised by the creation of ‘a little bit better’

attitude.

Sample b.10. Discussion on the role of the personnel in development. Transition (—) from
the discourse ‘Shared learming’ to "Learning philosophy’ and back to ‘Shared learning’

We have the kind of structured (.) meetings both with the stakeholders

and with the employees by ourselves on which the aim is not directly

to learn but rather to innovate. — I have tried to create — being more or

less successful —a kind of ‘lite battre' [Swedish: meaning ‘a little bit

better’] attitude as that of Kurt Lindstrom [the former coach of Finnish ice

hockey team which won the world championship]. I have told that you |
EaLwaysacansdo_-:a'—-_little'abitabetteEb.ysjustaobsemdngawhata}tomar&doinga(;)ez)E'“‘
8.  And sometimes we have a kind of workshops in which we go
9.  through the feedback ...

I

Sample b.11. Discussion on the role of the personnel in development

1. My attitude is divided into two. First, we have a certain amount for the
personnel training reserved in the budget covering about two short courses
per person and then we have the internal events. Also, we have arranged
training sessions for the whole personnel for about six months. A lesson
lasted 45 minutes every Friday and we had moming coffee at the same
time. This is linked to my pedagogical background. I believe that the best
way to learn is that you learn the issues {.) as you hear your own voice
which is explaining (.) it’s an amazing experience! So we have aimed that
the persons who have participated in any training should have the responsibility
10.  to make some kind of presentation and tell what they learned. It is perhaps
11.  cruel to say but there is the possibility of controlling whether the persons
12, really have leamed and that they were present and awake

13.  during the training. But as the persons know

14.  this beforehand, it isn’t any surprise for them and it improves the quality
15.  of leaming and improves the understanding of the person who is

16.  presenting the issues as well as the others who get the information.
Researcher: Do you do the same when you have participated a conference or...?
17.  Yes, we have the breakfast meeting on Fridays. First we just chat for

18.  about thirty minutes and then the other thirty minutes are reserved for the
19.  information and I tell them what I have learned but of course there are

20.  issues that can not be told, unfortunately, for example if I have leamed

21.  something which proves that the work the persons have done isn’t good or
22.  something like that. This is extremely rare though. And there are (.) that
23.  kind of ‘hidden’ meanings for example the sense of ‘our firm’ when all
24.  employees know what the others are doing. And everybody

R
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25.  is of course interested in how the firm is doing. ..

Third discourse produced by the CEO is called ‘Leadership dilemma’ (sample b.12.). In
this discourse the CEO analyses his leadership skills, especially the skills to motivate,
recrvit and analyse the employees. The CEO analyses his background as a highly
committed person who is devoted to the firm and concludes that perhaps he has been even
naive in thinking that everyone else acts in a similar way. This discourse brings the CEO
back to the ‘ground’ from the higher spheres of the discourses ‘Learning philosophy’ and
‘Shared leamning’. This discourse is constructed by the ‘voice’ of the experienced manager.
Thus, the CEO’s identity can be referred to ‘realistic leader’. The negative experiences
regarding the leadership have been on the failures of some recruitments (lines 10-12) and
on the experience of how hard it is to motivate or rather stimulate the persons (lines 13-14).
;——mﬁaﬁﬁhﬁdﬁﬁifmﬁﬁmﬁiﬁm&—?&ﬁfﬁlﬁﬁﬁﬂﬁﬁi

more experience the CEO has gathered. He rationalises this by saying that sometimes the

persons who seem to be the most silent, are actually bright persons whom he can count on
(lines 14-16). Actually, in this discourse he concludes that the key to avoiding failures in
the future is based on the idea that all the employees (including himself) finally think only
their own best — not of the firm. In this respect, the dilemma is that you should understand

that all the employees are different and, thus, you should be open-minded (line 16).

Sample b.12. Discussion on the role of the personnel in human resource development

Then there are the personnel issues which I should learn, unfortunately,
both in good and bad. These are highly valued words but anyway it means
that I have learned that I have a lot to learn because I can not mirror what
the employees are thinking, and I have been a bit naive in that sense that I
thought that every one wants to do his or her best for the firm and if I

think of that more deeply there isn’t anyone to think of anything else but his or
her own best, and, actually, that is what I am doing, too. I think of the firm’s
best only because I am one of the owners and as I have the

attitude not to neglect my duties and it is perhaps over-emphasised, too.
This is something I thought that I had learned but I hadn’t as [ have done a
11.  couple of unsuccessful recruitments and I can say that there have been

12.  some failures. I am not any good recruiter. And there is the other thing.

13. How hard it is to stimulate the employees and how hard it is

14.  to activate them. Also, There are the silent ones and actually they are the

15.  ‘sharpest’ ones who can be used in many tasks and whose help you

16.  always can count on (2}. You really should be open minded and perhaps

17.  thisis a kind of soft value which actually is a considerably

ok
PO P WD




ACTA WASAENSIA 139

18.  hard value. This has been proved to be difficult...

The fourth discourse produced by the CEO is called ‘Start-up’ (samples b.13.-b.18.). In
this discourse the determining factors affecting the human resource development are the
venture capital funding as well as the firm’s location in the start-up phase in its life cycle
(samples b.13.-b.18.). The fast tempo of the firm is rationalised by using the metaphors of
‘heart’ and ‘pump beating horribly fast’ (sample b.14. lines 1-4). In this respect, the start-
up firm is located in a totally different context than all the other firms (sample b.15. lines
4-7). Thus, the fast tempo of the firm is a factor which forces the firm to buy the new
knowledge and skills rather than to develop the existing hurnan resource (sample b.14. lines
5-8). Moreover, the management of a start-up firm and the cooperation with venture

capitalists have provided the CEO with an extensive leaming experience (sample b.17. lines

3—4) including, also, the necessity to find the balance between self-development and the
turbulent way to operate (sample b.13). In sample b.17., the work as owner-manager has
been the main means to leamn. In this discourse, the founder of the start-up firm is seen as a

‘lonely actor’”

trying to understand the expectations of venture capitalists, and, thus, trying
to make decisions which target the demanding visions of the owners. Thus, the identity of
the CEQO can be called ‘founder’ who still is the only employee in the firm starting the

business even though the firm is already over two years old having 22 employees.

Sample b.13. Discussion on the background of CEQ

I have learned a lot (.) how this kind of start-up firm operates.
The firm is funded by venture capital and we are expected to
operate fast and I have leamed how in this kind of schedule 1
can balance between self-development and with turbulent
business environment.

bt ol A o

Sample b.14. Discussion on the background of CEO

One of my dogmas is that (.) a venture-capital funded start-up operates
in a completely different time horizon than any other firm. Its heart
beats faster. This is my experience that it is like a pump which

bumps at a terribly fast speed and we don’t necessarily have time

to obtain new skills by training but we learn on the job and the

el ol e

% Interestingly, neither key employees nor other employees are present in the discourse.
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6.  new skills we need are recruited directly and this is the second way
7. how we handle this. If we don’t have the competence we buy one and
8. he or she teaches the others. By complementing these elements...

Sample b.15. Discussion on the role of the personnel in the human resource development

But let’s say a couple of issues which have come as surprises to me
so (.) well there are those well (.) I have a much clearer picture

I have a better picture of what it means to be a young firm like this
funded by venture capital and [ argue that it is completely different
than a kind of stable firm funded by incoming cash flow or (.)

Here we go fast and the targets are demanding and well well the
decisions have to be made fast.

Nk L -

Sample b.16. Discussion on the role of the personnel in the human resource development

And about the differences in operations, there is the factor that the

results-have-tozbe-scaling-and=-we=have=to-aim-to=do
business which can beat the intemational competitors and
we cannot think that now we’ve got it

and with it we will live (.} it asks for product development
and it demands different ways to do business...

R

Sample b.17. Discussion on the role of the personnel in human resource development

Well I have learned how to live with those venture capitalists and

it has been a kind of funny experience. They are acting completely

in an unexpected manner (2) It has been (.} I would argue that even if
I have learned a lot in the past, during the past two years I have
learned more than in my life-time. But it has been very difficult, too.
Those kind of days I really would not wish ever to face.

S e

Sample b.18. Discussion on the role of the personnel in human resource development

1 In the beginning I listened to the venture capitalist in an arrogant manner
2. when they asked whether this was my first start-up. I thought: “Oh yes,
3. what a stupid question”. Now I understand the meaning of the question
4 completely.

To conclude this chapter the interaction between the discourses produced by the CEO will
be discussed (see Figure 24). Totally four discourses with four identities were constructed
by the CEO presenting a multi-disciplinary picture of the ‘world’ of human resource
development. In the first discourse most of the leamning can occur at the work place if the
person analyses and reflects on the daily activities actively and combines new information

and knowledge in order to develop the firm. The identity was described as a ‘researcher’.
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This discourse has a close interaction with the ‘shared learning’ discourse in which the new
knowledge gathered outside the firm is shared with other employees. Thus, the task of the
CEO is to create conditions in order to facilitate the sharing of the new knowledge. As a
result, the learning ‘chain’ will be formed as ‘do-analyse-reflect combine new knowledge

and share the new knowledge with others’.

Interestingly, the use of the words ‘I’ and ‘we’ differs almost completely between these
discourses. In the discourse ‘Leaming philosophy’ the actor is the CEO himself and the
other employees are almost completely missing. A total change occurs as the CEO talks
inside the ‘Shared learning’ discourse. By changing the vocabulary and using ‘we’ instead
of ‘I" the CEO constructs a picture of a common understanding of the importance of

sharing knowledge. By doing this, the CEQ actually diverges from his own interest (i.e.

‘the hidden agenda’) and creates 2 picture of 2 common aim to share the knowledge.
However, the picture is not so simple. The third discourse brings in the ‘Leadership
dilemma’ which means that not all of the employees are ready for the ‘learning chain’ and,
thus, the leader can not naively think that all persons are similar and similarly devoted to
and motivated for their jobs. Thus, there are contradictions with both ‘Learning philosophy’
as well as with ‘Shared leaming’ discourses. In addition, the context of the firm forms the
fourth discourse which is called ‘Start-up’. As this discourse highlights the importance to
learn by experience (especially the management of a start-up firm), the discourse is closely
connected to the ‘Learning philosophy’ discourse which highlights the importance to leamn
by action and by analysing and reflecting on the action. Despite this connection, there is a

contradiction between the ‘Start-up’ and ‘Shared learning’ discourses.

The identity of the CEO in the “Start-up’ discourse is named as ‘founder’ meaning that the
CEQ sees himself still to be the first person starting the business and working with venture
capitalists. In this discourse there aren’t other leammers except the CEQ himself trying to
manage the firm in a turbulent environment. As a result, the consequences for the human
resource development affected by this discursive world can be concluded to emphasise the
importance of on-the-job leamning including the learning ‘chain’ or process: ‘do-analyse-
reflect-combine-share’. The on-the-job is seen to cover 70% of the total learning whereas

30% of learning is gathered by attending training courses, seminars, conferences etc.
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However, due to the fast tempo of the firm the newest knowledge is acquired by recruiting
new persons with the appropriate knowledge. In order to lead and develop the human
resource effectively the key is in the understanding that all the employees are different with

different motives — mainly thinking of his or her best (i.e. not the firm’s best) only.

Learning Start
philosophy °p - learning by doing
(70%: do-analyse-
-— reflect)
- external leamning
(30%:share with

The others)

accounts -newest skill-base is

duced b recruited due to the
\ prgl uéeéoy 'fast tempo’

e

-understand that each

¢ employee=is=different:
and every one is
looking only for his or
her best
‘_L, <«+—— = nteraction
Leadership The Shared .
Dilemma Learning +—7_, ~contradiction

Figure 24. The interaction between the discourses produced by the CEQ.

4.3.3. Yice President, development

The fifth key employee in Firm B is responsible for the product development team with
seven subordinates. He is 31 years old and has a university degree on computer science. He
has worked in several different companies in the field of IT-technology including one of the
world’s largest telecommunication companies. In Firm B he has worked for two years and,
actually, he was the first salaried employee in the firm. As a key employee he was highly
valued (having the experience of product development projects and the ability to lead the
team). Also, his substitution can not take place without having effects on the whole
organisation. As a member of the ‘bundle’ of other key employees he is hard to be tmitated.

Moreover, an agreement of prohibition on competition was made in order to diminish the
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risk of the person leaving the firm. The discourses produced by the key employee were
called: (1) ‘Social competence’, (2) ‘Balancing life’, (3) ‘Start-up’ and (4) ‘Tacit
knowledge’ (Figure 25).

Social o
competence Balancing life
- The accounts The development
produced by |:> of the human resource
the Vice
president,
_development |
Tacit knowledge Start-up

Figure 25. The discourses produced by the Vice President (development).

The first and dominant discourse is called ‘Social competence’ (samples c.1.—.8.). In this
discourse the ideal employee for a small firm like Firm B (sample c.7) is described to be an
extrovert person (sample ¢.2 line 3) having good social skills for group and pair working
(sample c.5 lines 1-7) and ability to discuss and argue (sample c.2. lines 4-5). Thus, a
person with these attributes can become a key employee, too, if he or she can turn the
sometimes pressing situations of the firm into humour and, thus, create a pleasant
atmosphere (sample c.1 lines 7-10). Simultaneously, by describing the ideal employee the
key employee constructs a picture of himself [i.e. the identity for this discourse] as “an
extrovert team leader” who has gained his social skills from being a member of a sports
team (sampie ¢.6) and, also, during his working career (sample c.4 line 2). Moreover, the
social skills are needed in order to develop the personal network (sample ¢.5 lines 7-11)
and, thus, the development of the netwoik is seen to be the main challenge in the future

development of the key employee (sample c.8).
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Sample c.1. Discussion on the concept of ‘key employee’

1. Animportant person is a kind of ‘social key employee’ who is

a person who has the ability to lead the team and he or she does

not have special skills in technology and, theoretically, he or she

could easily be substituted but as a person he or she is valuable and

if the person leaves the firm the whole dynamics of the group could
6. suffera lot.

Researcher: Do you mean that the kind of personal attributes are important?
7. Yes, and the attribute is the social competence.
8.  Especially in pressing situations it is good to have a person who can
9.  tum the atmosphere by using humour and telling a couple of jokes and

10.  that could be vital for the survival...

L

Sample c.2. Discussion on the background of the key employee

A great deal of the work is done in pairs and, thus, the persons
have to talk with each other and in that sense we have a good

sttu‘atl'on‘th’at'alm'o'st'al1'a're‘s‘o‘c‘fal]y'extrove'rt'zm'd'th'ey'a‘rﬁlil'e
to share their knowledge and they are able to discuss and
argue, too. In that sense, the situation in our Firm is different than
in many other IT firms.

AN i

Sample ¢.3. Discussion on the background of the key employee

And it is so that no one is working in his or her first working place
and everyone is experienced and respects the others as experts and
they are not introvert persons, but rather, very dynamic and

the kind of persons that don’t live only for the work and
sometimes the atmosphere is almost wild [laughing]

bl ool ol o

Sample c.4. Discussion on the development of the key employee

I In all (.) in my opinion the social part of my job (.} I suppose that doesn’t
2. have to be developed a lot neither the competence I have gained until

3. now, however, the technological expertise

4.  should continuously be developed

Sample ¢.5. Discussion on the development of the key employee

Researcher: You mentioned that the discussions with other person are important. What kind
of discussions do you mean?

1. During the planning we have started to use a kind of technique called
2. ‘team planning’.

Researcher: okay :
3. So, there is always a person who is responsible but usually there is the
4.  team because nowadays the planning is connected to s0 many
5. parts of the whole system that different persons have a better
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knowledge of the parts of the system and it is so huge and it is

hard to be handled by one person only. Then, if we talk about the
circle of my friends. There are persons who have made similar kind

of things during their career as I have. So, we can talk (.) mainly about
10.  problems on a common level. And my colleagues who have worked in
11. larger as well as in smaller firms and in different occupations. There is
12. a huge amount of experience to be exchanged.

oo

Sample c.6. Discussion on the development of the key employee
Researcher: What about your leisure time and hobbies?

1. So, () well I have read books ever since I leamed to read and
2. what really has helped me is the sports and especially being a
3. member of a sports team and this has been of great help on
4.  the social side...
Researcher: okay
5. but as you know usually if you are actively involved in associations

(themotivation s personal and the desire to"do"something for
the benefit of all the others. This is the key if we talk about the
team coaching. The other thing is the planning and coordination of a
large sports team...

o0

Sample c.7. Discussion on the future of Firm B. The transition (—) from the discourse
‘Social competence’ to the discourse 'Start-up’.

Researcher: In your opinion what are the challenges of the personnel development if you
have a team of 15-20 persons in the future?

It means that I have to do more not only on development but

for the well-being of the personnel. There is a problem for me. The
persons who will be recruited should be socially competent for

the team and — it is one of the greatest challenges for a small firm like
us. So, the importance of social competence will be prevailing in

the small but growing firm.

AN Al Sl

Sample ¢.8. Discussion on the future development of the key employee

1. If you need to learn something very fast then a short course is okay
2. but, I personally think that I need to develop my network () to gain
3. more persons for the exchange of ideas...

The second discourse is called ‘Balancing life’ (samples ¢.9.—.13.). In this discourse the
identity of the key employee is formed as a ‘manager trying to balance his life’ between
three pillars: work, family and leisure time (sample c.10. lines 1-2). The balance is built on
the idea that there is only a certain number of hours and, thus, the balance is achieved by

limiting the number of tasks.i.¢. if you are given more responsibility then you should, also,
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leave or delegate some tasks (sample c.11.). In this sense, the managerial condition for the
balance is that every person in all levels of the firm has a manager who takes care of his/her
subordinates (sample c.9.). The balance is closely connected to the development of the key
employee. Particularly, if the balance is achieved the person has strength to develop
him/herself, otherwise, the person becomes too tired. Interestingly, the metaphors in this
discourse are raised from the battlefield (sample c.9. lines 7-9). The key employee regards
himself as ‘a tired soldier in the battlefield facing the tiredness due to the long lasting
Jfight’. Actually, the tiredness appears in three samples (c.9. line 8; c¢.12 lines 9-~10 and
sample c.13 line 3). In this discourse, if the balance is not achieved the tiredness will inhibit
the development. In fact, lack of time and tiredness are both explained to be the inhibitors
of the development (sample c.12. lines 9-10). However, tiredness is raised to be the real

inhibitor in sample c.13.

Sample ¢.9. Discussion on the development of the key employee

1. Ireally prefer the traditional model of management in which the

2. manager takes care of his subordinates and sometimes ‘forgets’

3. him/herself. You should have a boss who takes care of yourself. And

4.  the managing director should have the board to take care.
Researcher: well

5. but of course, the development has been in my mind and of course

6.  Ishould have the possibility of studying but it is not only the lack of

7. time but then you get tired of the ‘battle’ as you have ‘fought’ fora

8 long time (.) then you simply get tired. Earlier as I was younger

9. Ileft for home and continued working...

Sample c.10. Discussion on the development of the key employee. The transition (=) from
the discourse 'Balancing life’ to the discourse ‘Start-up’ and to the discourse ‘Tacit
kmowledge’

1. It is not only the family-life but the personal hobbies and and

2. there should be those three “feet’. Let’s say that you have the

3. family and work and the solution would be having more employees

4. — but then we face the impossibility that in this phase it is not

5.  possible for the firm

Researcher: Okay, so in sum, you have to ‘clean’ away some parts of your work?

6.  Yes, exactly, clean away, I don’t see anything else because those things
7. have to be done any way and — quite often, you know, that in order to do

8. this it will take an hour of working time but if somebody else is going to
9. doit, it will take a couple of days. -

Researcher: well

10.  This does not mean that I couldn’t be replaced but for some reason that
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11. is the truth...

Sample c.11. Discussion on the development of the key employee.

Some day you have to give more responsibility to others, because you
have a certain number of working hours, and you can handle a certain
number of issues, and if you have to take one more issue you should at
the same time leave something. And if I have learned something, as I have
run a lot of projects, so [laughing], the truth is if you get more tasks

you have to leave something.

A o

Sample c.12. Discussion on the development of the key employee.

1. Sometimes it helps that you learn something which has been known for a
2. longtime...
Researcher: okay
3. butif you have an open mind and you read some old things, too. Even
though-the-business-enyvirenment:and:the-technological=arrow-develop:ail

4
5.  the time, the basic knowledge in computer science has been j
6.  developed in the 1960’s and 1970's. With those basic things it is much easier :
7.  for you to learn new knowledge as you understand that the basics

8.  have not changed.
Researcher: What is then the means to get the newest knowledge for you?

9. Well () in practice (.) there aren’t any other means than to have time
10.  enough and let’s say that you are not too tired.

Sample c.13. Discussion on the development of the key employee.

1. So when you have time, it is worth while to read the publications but this

2. unfortunately, has been minimal and it is because you simply are, to be

3. honest, it is because I have been too tired to do that. I have got time but

4.  you really don’t have strength to do that.
The third discourse is called ‘Start-up’ (samples c.10. and ¢.14.—¢.17.). First, the start-up
firm is small, and thus, all the persons seem to cause a ‘strategic problem’ if he or she
leaves the firm (sample c.14). Secondly, the start-up firm is at a ‘critical point’ (sample
c.16. lines 2-3). Hence, the start- up phase of Firm B affects the self-development of the
key employee as well as his work load (sample c.15 lines 5-6). Therefore, the key
employee has concentrated on taking care of his personnel and, actually, has consciously
‘forgotten’ himself regarding developmental activities (sample c.16. lines 4-5; sample c.15.
line 3). Thus, the discourse is closely connected to the discourse ‘Balancing life’. In sample
c.9., the idea of a manager taking care of his team is described. Particularly, in this

discourse, the time horizon becomes essential. The key employee actuaily notices that the




148 ACTA WASAENSIA

firm is already two and a half years old meaning that the first employees have been working
for the same time (sample c.17. lines 3—4; sample c.16. lines 6-7). Actually, the notion that
time has run fast is strengthened by a laugh (sample c.16. line 7). Thus, the need for
development has been accumulating ever since the start of the firm and the development

has become more and more important (sample c.17. lines 4-5).

Sample c.14. Discussion on the background of the key employee

1. Inasmall firm quite often all the employees are investments which have
2. been analysed very carefully and if someone leaves, the firm
3. will face a strategic problem...

Sample ¢.15. Discussion on the role of the employees in Firm B. The transition (—) from
the discourse ‘Start-up’ to the discourse ‘Balancing life’.

Ltry-to-ensure-that-my=team:has-meney-fortraining-purposes:and:that

everyone has the possibility of developing him/herself but because of the firm’s
current situation I myself have not had any kind of development. And I

have discussed that with our managing director. I simply have not had any

time due to the situation of the firm and I have had so much to do and

— so many ‘hats’ that I have not had any guts — and I have concentrated

on taking care of the actual workers that their skills are updated...

N OO R W

Sample ¢.16. Discussion on development of the key employee
Researcher: So you should take one part of your working time for the development?

1. Yes, but on the other hand, there is always the question of priorities and of
2. course there are things that have to be done because the firm is at a
3. crtical stage...

Researcher; himm
4.  Itis so because you know the other side and you don’t think about
5.  yourself only.

Researcher: What could be the ideal solution then?
6.  Well, actually, it is quite hard to see what could be the ideal solution (.}
7.  but we were in the same situation already two years ago [laughing]
8.  We have been forced to change our focus and all the time we have lived
9.  in an extremely important phase. Then there has not been any time...

Sample c¢.17. Discussion on the future of Firm B

One thing is that a person can do his or her job with less possibilities of
developing for a certain period of time if there are other compensations. But
as we are coming to the phase in the life-cycle that most employees have
been working for two and a half years the development becomes

more and more important

ook
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The fourth discourse was called ‘Tacit knowledge’ (samples ¢.10; ¢.18.—c.19). First, the
key employee knows that he should diminish his work load, but that is hard because he
knows that he can do the tasks faster than his subordinates (sample ¢.10. lines 7-11). Also,
tacit knowledge is connected with the person’s knowledge, which would disappear if the
person left the firm (sample c.18.). In this sample (c.18. line 3) the metaphor ‘skin package’
is used in order to emphasise the person’s specific knowledge. In this discourse, tacit
knowledge is seen to be gathered during the working career ever since the start of the firm
(i.e. the date “zero’) (see sample c.19. lines 1-3). As a result, the key employee has gained a
wider angle and holistic knowledge about the firm (sample ¢.19. lines 3-7). The transfer of
tacit knowledge becomes also essential but it would need more employees, which,
however, is connected with the lack of financial resources (see the transition to the

discourse ‘Start-up’ in sample ¢.19. line 9).

Sample c.18. Discussion on the background of the key employee

1. Iwould emphasise the concept of tacit knowledge and things like that and
2. its’ importance (.) a lot disappears if a person leaves. A lot of
3. knowledge which is loaded into a ‘skin package’.

Sample ¢.19. Discussion on the role of the key employee. Transition (—) from the
discourse ‘Tacit knowledge’ to the discourse 'Start- up’

1. If I would next talk about our work ever since the date ‘zero’. You really

2. know all the history which lies behind the issues and that kind of

3 ‘compressed’ knowledge of how we have come to this point, and, moreover,

4. as you have been involved in the firm’s activities and the work I have

5.  done in product development then you have a wider angle and you know

6.  how the things are interconnected and you know about the products

7. andsoon.

Researcher: fimim

3. well ()soitis () if I only could hand it over and share it forwards and get

9.  more persons but — it is a financial question as well as a question of time resources.

In sum, the discourses produced by this key employee form a ‘discursive world’ in which,
first, the human resource development is dependent on how well the person can balance his
life in order to have strength and motivation to develop. The main inhibitor is the tiredness
if the balance is not reached. The main contributor of the balance is a manager who takes
care of his subordinates (in all levels of the organisation). Moreover, in a small start-up

fim the work is mainly done in groups or in pairs. Thus, social competence is needed. In
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addition, tacit knowledge will be gained along with the growth of the start-up firm. But due
to the growth of the firm more employees are needed and thus, a challenge will be the
transfer of tacit knowledge. Nevertheless, the firm is facing an accumulated need for
development as the ‘critical point’ of the firm has lasted over two years already. In other
words, ‘Start-up’ discourse is so strong that the time flow resulting in the accumnulation of

the developrental needs is almost totally neglected.

To conclude, the interaction between the discourses is described in Figure 26. There is
interaction between ‘Balancing life’ and ‘Start-up’ discourses because the work load and
the lack of resources inhibit the needed balance. Also, there is a contradiction between
‘Tacit knowledge’ and ‘Balancing life’ as the transfer of tacit knowledge is hard but needed

in order to balance the person’s life. Moreover, the working_in a start-up firm can be a

source of the creation of tacit knowledge i.e. the working in a growing firm provides the
employee with a wide and deep understanding of the functions of the firm. Also, the
discourses ‘Social competence’ and ‘Start-up’ are interconnected as the social competence

is needed in order to be able to work in a small start-up firm.

Social o
competence Balancing life
The development
of the hurnan resource:
/ s sharing the
knowledge in groups
/ The accounts and pairs
produced by ¢ the balance in life is
the Vice needed in order to
president, have strength to
development develop oneself
s the manager’s first
priority is to take care
and develop his/her
subordinates
—
Tacit knowledge

Start-up

Figure 26. The interaction between the discourses produced by the Vice President

(development).
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4.3.4. Chief Architect

The Chief Architect is 25 years old and he has just graduated from a technical university
after completing his master’s thesis which was made for Firm B. In the organisation chart
his work is located under the supervision of the Vice President (development). He does not
have any subordinates and, thus, he works as an expert in the firm. He was identified to be
one of the key employees because of his competence in system architecture and his
experience gained in other software companies. Despite his age, he is hard to be replaced as
well as hard to be imitated because of the combination of his highly specialised knowledge
and working experience. The risk level is minimised by the agreement of prohibition on
competition. The main feature during the thematic interview was that the interview setting

was different in comparison with the other interviews. Thus, the interview could be seen |

merely as a traditional question-answer interview rather than two colleagues discussing
human resource development (as was the case in other interviews). In particular, during the
theme ‘the background of the key employee’ the phenomenon can be seen clearly (see
sample d.2.). In this interview the phenomenon can be explained by the short working
career of the interviewee (one year in the firm and working experience which was gained
during the studies) and by the fresh and new knowledge-base of the person (he has just
graduated). Thus the topic ‘human resource development’ could be estimated not to be an
actual issue for him (as he is not in a supervisory role in the firm either). Also, as we will
see later, the problem solving is a natural as well as an essential way to learn on the job.
Thus, the other forms of leaming are all linked to this dominant way to operate. To
conclude, during the thematic interview three discourses were produced by the key
employee: (1) ‘Continuous problem solving’, (2) ‘Self-activity’ and (3) ‘Discussions’
(Figure 27).
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Discussions

The accounts The development
produced by |:> of the human resource
the Chief
Architect

Continuous problem Self-activity :
solving ‘-

e I

Figure 27. The discourses produced by the Chief Architect.

The dominant discourse was called ‘Continuous problem solving’ (samples d.1.-d.4.). In
this discourse, the daily work of the key employee is mainly linked to problem solving. The
problem solving is essential because of the compeltitive environment: things have to be
done fast (sample d.1. lines 1-2). The mathematical background of the key employee
enables the fast problem solving, but, also, for example complex thinking. In sum, the
process of problem solving consists of three stages: (1) discussions with others, (2}
literature review and (3) experimental testing (sample d.3. lines 2—4). The identity of the
key employee can be described as a ‘modern researcher’ who is actively in interaction with
the ‘research community’ (in this case the team), analyses the previous knowledge and

makes the final conclusion by proceeding with the empirical testing.

Sample d.1. Discussion on the background of the key employee
Researcher: In your opinion what kind of skills do you have in regard to your work?

1. uh (1) in my opinion I’m quite fast in problem solving especially because
2. we have to do things very fast. But, on the other hand, I can cover many
3. other competence fields, too.
Researcher: You mentioned that the title of your work covers many other things, too?
4.  Well, yes, if we think only of our system then we actually have three
5.  different stages and I can say that I understand something of all of them.
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6.  For the others it is much more difficult to change from one stage to
7. another if he has not done it previously. Surely, it can be done but of
8.  course it will take a longer period of time.

Sample d.2. Discussion on the background of the key employee

Researcher: How would you describe your competence for your current job?

. Well, the mathematical knowledge is something I have not had to use for
2. alongtime.

Researcher: But it was needed in the beginning?
3. Yes, actually, it was dependent on our focus in those days. For example,
4.  there were measurements to be made and so on.

Researcher: Was it a conscious process to change the focus?
5. Yes, it had to be done because we did not find a market which would have
6.  been large enough. But, of course, mathematics is atways useful. It is
7. useful in problem solving, architecture planning and it involves a kind
8.  of complex thinking...

Sample d.3. Discussion on the development of the key employee. Transition (—) from the
discourse ‘Continuous problem solving’ to the discourse ‘Discussions’.

Researcher: You said that you made your master’s thesis here. How was it?

1. Well, it was mainly mathematical, so, in that sense...
Researcher: How do you use the knowledge nowadays let’s say on problem solving ?
2. Well, of course — it starts by having discussions. — Then you have to
3. read or in some way obtain the information and then you have to
4,  try an experimental problem solving.

Sample d.4. Discussion on the background of the key employee

Researcher: And you have competitors world wide?

1. Yes, and the problem solving has to be emphasised. I don’t have
2. time just to sit and draw a picture. The continuous problem solving is
3.  the common feature in our field.

The second discourse was called ‘Self-activity’ (samples d.5.—d.6.). In this discourse the
key employee is responsible for his self-development. For example training programmes or
courses are chosen and participated in individually. The person has to keep his or her eyes
open (sample d.5. line 2) and convey the interest to the manager (sample d.5. line 5) and
after that the resources are available (sample d.6. line 2) because there are financial
resources allocated in the budget (sample d.5. line 1). It is remarkable that already the
knowledge that the development is possible is meaningful to the key employee {sample d.6.

line 3). The identity of the key employee can be described as an ‘active and highly
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motivated employee’ who needs his superior in order get the resources for the external

training or development.

Sample d.5. Discussion on the background of the key employee

Researcher: How does the firm invest in development in your opinion?

1.  Well, yes, we do have budgets and we have taken courses and such. If
2. there is a good course you just have to keep your eyes open and think
3.  what do you want to do yourself.

Researcher: Are these topics discussed in the firm?
4.  We have those personnel meetings every now and then and, of course,
5. Ican go and say to my boss that...

Sample d.6. Discussion on the role of the employees in the firm. Transition from the
discourse 'Self-activity’ to the discourse ‘Discussion’

Researcher. How are the key employees.encouraged.to.develop.themselves?

1. Well, yes, the meaning is to provide feedback when things are going well.
2.  Also, if someone wants to do something the resources are found.

3. Inaway, also, it is already the knowledge that there are possibilities. — I

4.  believe, that if the problems are faced there will be those discussions. And
5 I think that the management team is a good forum (.) I have not been

6 there, so I'm not sure.

The third discourse was called ‘Discussions’ (samples d.3.; d.7.-d.8). Actually, the
discourse is closely connected with the discourse ‘Continuous problems solving’ (sample
d.3. line 2). Moreover, as the discussion is closely connected with ‘Problem solving’, two
stages can be explored. First, the topic is discussed with the superior on a common level
(sample d.7. lines 1-3) and, second, the other experts in the team will be involved in the
discussion (sample d.7. lines 1-2). Interestingly, the key employee uses a metaphor which
is taken from football (sample d.7. line 3). The discussion s like playing ball: kicking it
and in some seconds the ball (i.e. the topic) is received and, in that way, the ball playing
goes on. As a result, all the knowledge which is inside the firm is connected to problem

solving. In the firm, the “ball playing’ is one part of the daily activities of the key employee.

Sample d.7. Discussion on the background of the key employee
Researcher: With whom do you discuss the matters?

1. My boss is (.) it depends on the problem. Jukka fthe name is changed] who
2. issitting in the neighbouring room. My boss is usually in the beginning of the
3. process because you have to play the ball —kick and receive it.
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Researcher: How often do you have the “ball play”?
4. Well, every day. If there are larger problems, then once or twice a week I
5.  have to open some books.

Researcher: It is interesting that you really ‘play ball’ so often.
6.  Yes, there are parallel processes daily...

Sample d.8. Discussion on the background of the key employee
Researcher: In your opinion where do you find the newest knowledge for your work?

1. Well, the newest knowledge can’t be found by reading the books. It can be
2. found from the internet or from somewhere and, of course, we do discuss
3. alot. Anyway, the books can provide us with some

4.  deeper information.

In sum, the three discourses produced by the Chief Architect form a discursive ‘world’ in

which the learning inside the firm is analogous to continuous problem solving (Figure 28).

Self-activity is needed in order to obtain training or development outside. Discussions are
an integral part of the problem-solving process. Thus, the lack of resources is not the
problem for the attendance of the training; rather, as the training is budgeted, the
supervisors are able to make the decisions. However, the person has to actively by himself

map the training and development possibilities.

Discussions
- individual self-
development
- there are resources;
be active and ask
your boss
- continuous problem-
The accounts solving is a means to
duced b develop on-the-job
pro el - the knowledge that
the C_hmf self-development is
architect possible is important
Continuous problem Self-activity

solving

Figure 28. The interaction between the discourses produced by the Chief Architect.
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4.3.5. Vice President, sales and marketing

The Vice President, sales and marketing, is 32 years old with a master’s degree from a
technological university. Moreover, he has just obtained an MBA qualification. He has
gathered working experience as a researcher at the university and as a business consultant
in the field of IT-technology. In Firm B he is responsible for the sales and marketing and as
a vice president he works under the supervision of the managing director (CEO). In
addition, he is one of the members of the management team. As a key employee he is
analysed by the CEQO to be valuable for the firm because of his wide network of customers
as well as having close contacts with the customers. The replacement period is estimated to
be about six months. As a member of the ‘bundle’ of key employees he is hard to be

imitated. Also, there is an agreement of prohibition of competition made between the firm

and the key employee. Now he has worked almost two years in the firm. During the
thematic interview three discourses were produced by the key employee: (1) ‘Professional

workforce’, (2) ‘The work as such’ and (3) ‘Discussions inside and outside the firm’
(Figure 29).

Professional
workfor

The accounts The development
produced by |:> of the human resource
the Vice
President,
sales and

marketing

The work as such Discussions
inside and
outside the firm

Figure 29. The discourses produced by the Vice President, sales and marketing.
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The dominant discourse was called ‘The work as such’ (samples e.l.—e.5). In this
discourse the identity of the key employee is constructed as ‘a person motivated by the
challenge of his work’. The key employee grows with his work as he has been provided
with the possibility of creating a job description of his own without previous models
(sample e.l. lines 1-3). A part of growing with the firm is the possibility of working with
other members of the management team (see the transition of the discourses in sample e.1.
line 7). The idea of a chalienging job guides, also, the leadership role of the person: a
principle is that the professional persons should be provided with interesting jobs (sample
e.2. line 3). In addition, the possibility of working in a ‘core’ of the firm provides the
possibility of growing with the firm (sample e.4. lines 1-2). In order to be able to work in a
‘core’, theoretical knowledge is needed but it is not sufficient and, therefore, the real way to

learn is the practice of everyday business connected with discussions with other persons

and customers. A challenge for the person who is motivated by demanding work is how to
balance work, leisure time and family-life (sample e.5. lines 1-2). Consequently, the

challenge is to keep those three apart from each other (sample ¢.5. lines 3—4).

Sample e.1. Discussion on the background of the key employee. The transition (—) from
discourse ‘“The work as such’ to the discourse ‘Discussions inside and outside the firm’

Researcher: How has the firm invested in your development?

Well, yes, actually by providing me with the challenge of my work which
means the practical doing which is challenging as there aren’t any
previous models. And the everyday business (.) business is a challenge
which is the best [way to learn] and as regards external training, we

don’t have time for it. The leading of the operations of the firm together
with other members of the management team and the “reparation’ of the
firm is training as such — and the feedback from other members of the
management team as well as from customers due to trial and error.

e A ol ol

Sample e.2. Discussion on the development of personnel. The transition (—) from the
discourse ‘Professional workforce’ to the discourse ‘The work as such’

Researcher: What is the role of the personnel development in your firm?

1. Let’s say, the keeping of the real professional persons is a really important
2.  factor — and the principle should be that the persons are motivated and

3. that they can work with the tasks that are interesting and in a way the

4.  person thinks that he really can say that “I’'m developing™.
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Sample e.3. Discussion on the development of the key employee. The transition (—) from
the discourse ‘The work as such’ to the discourse ‘Discussions inside and outside the firm’'.

Researcher: What is the best way for you to learn?

Well, you have to have theories in the background but the practice is the
real way to leamn and, well, the theories are left in the background. — But
we discuss a lot and compare with colleagues but let’s say that very
limited time is left for the training courses.

il S e

Sample e.4. The discussion on the development of the key employee
Researcher: Do you have any examples of how you have developed yourself?

1. (2) well, uh, in a certain way my work as a whole is in the core of the firm
2. which is even stronger than earlier and, of course, I have been doing that
3.  andin my opinion I have even been successful and it has worked well.

--Sample-e.5.-The-discussion-on:the.development-of-the-key-employee— - - - -~ - .. - . ..

Researcher: Do you have any hobbies which support your daily work?

1. In that sense the problem is how to keep the work and family-life some

2 way in balance. My work, family and leisure time activities are quite close
3. toeach other. I used to play and meet customers in my leisure time. Another
4.  question is how to keep these apart.

The second discourse is called ‘Professional workforce’ (samples e.2., €.6.~¢.7.). As was
seen this discourse is closely connected with the discourse ‘The work as such’ (sample
e.2.): the keeping of the professional persons is linked to a possibility of providing them
with an interesting job. Also, the construction of a professional workforce is challenging
because the professionalism is built on a combination of flexibility and innovativeness
together with a professional background (sample €.6. lines 4-5) as well as on working
experience (sample e.7. lines 2-3). The professional workforce does not include only lay
persons but rather a bundle of professionals working together, e.g. in the management team
(sample e.7. lines 5-7). Interestingly, the bundle of professionals is tied together also in the
time horizon: the persons have the same experience (e.g. they have grown with the firm)
and they have developed the firm together (sample e.7. lines 7-11). The common historical
background has provided tacit knowledge for the employees and that appears in fast
decision-making and operations (sample e.7. lines 8-9). In sum, the identity of the key

employee can be seen as a ‘key employee in a bundle of professionals’. In this sense, the
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key employee needs a professional workforce in order to discuss and develop matters as we

will see in the next discourse which is called ‘Discussions inside and outside the firm’.

Sample e.6. Discussion on the background of the key employee

Well, it is hard to assess yourself but I have felt that the recruitment

of professionals has been challenging. Evaluating persons with the same
background and the same kind of history (.) but there could be persons
who have a certain combination of flexibility integrated into
innovativeness combined with a professional background. That kind of
combination is harder to find for an SME but in a larger firm it could

be easier...

HNeunAa L=

Sample e.7. Discussion on the role of the personnel in the firm

Researcher: I would like to raise the term ‘core competence’ to our discussion.

interesting question. It is true that in a small firm like this there is the
combination of experience and competence and in a way our firm is
quite young and the marketing knowledge combined with the
technological knowledge was different at the very beginning of the firm.
Now we have been able to focus more on the present segment of
customers and the management team works for the same focus and it can
decide and operate fast and it is also able to make things professionally as
there is the experience in the background. In this phase the

10.  workforce is a combination of professionals who have made the same
11.  kind of things and who have developed the technology

12, andthat is the key in this phase.

bl AR Gl Sl e

The third discourse was called ‘Discussions inside and oufside the firm® (samples e.1;
e.3.; e.8.—e.11.). In this discourse the discussions and the feedback form an important entity
of the key employee’s work (e.g. sample e.9.). The discussions between the members of the
‘core group’ of key employees (sample €.10.) are a means to develop the firm. The same
objective is targeted in the discussions with customers providing feedback (sample e.1.
lines 7-8). The importance of the discussion regarding the development is emphasised by
the fact that there is a lack of time inhibiting the training outside the firm (sample e.3. lines
2-4). A premise for the discussion is that the persons — both inside and outside the firm —
have a common language, and thus, the previous training (in this case theoretical education
in a university) is important (sample ¢.8.). Interestingly, the discussions and the wish for
interactive methods in training courses are linked in sample e.8. in which the key employee

mentions that the MBA programme should have been more interactive. The critical point in

—Well that hias been -2 topic which we have discussed; to0. And itisan - === ===
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this discourse is raised in sample e.11., in which the researcher asks whether the topic of
discussions is the personnel development as such. This is the first time the key employee
keeps pauses at the beginning of his answers (altogether 6 seconds). Actually, the direct
answer is avoided by explaining which are the topics of the discussions (i.e. the business
topics) and, also, by providing the interviewer with an excuse: if the firm would be in a
more stable phase, they could discuss other matters, too, as well as they would have more

time for training and development.

Sample e.8. Discussion on the background of the key employee
Researcher: What kind of benefit did you gain through your studies?

1. Inaway the technical terms have been useful in discussions with persons

2. working in the same field and of course basic knowledge on ;-
._3.___.internationalisation.and.the MBA .were.also.useful but .would have —.....o..c oo .|

4.  expected it to be more interactive, but anyway. ’-

Sample e.9. Discussion on the background of the key employee
Researcher: You are working close to your customers, aren’t you?

I.  Yes, in a way I get their feedback which is useful to connect to the
2. operations of the firm and for the development of the firm, too.
Researcher: You said that working is the best way to learn. Is that your way to obtain the
newest knowledge needed in your work, too?
I think that is a question of definition. How to define the newest
knowledge? Uh, in a way the internet is useful if I am interested in
knowing what is going on in the field and, every now and then, I will
benchmark our competitors but we have a very wide discussion network in
the field and once or twice a week we can combine the information in
order to grasp the developmental needs.

N oW

Sample e.10. Discussion on the development of the key employee
Research: So, you mentioned that you discuss a lot here in the firm?

1. There are four of us [VP, professional services; CFO, CTO and the
2. interviewee himself] I think this is it.

Sample e.11. Discussion on the development of personnel in Firm B
Researcher: Is the development a topic of discussions, too?

1 {(4), uh, (2) on the firm level there are the chiefs discussing together about
2 1ssues, about what we have been able to do and so on. The technical side is
3.  another question. If we were in a more stable phase then we would have

4. more time to do new things and more time for learning.
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To conclude, the three discourses produced by the Vice President (sales and marketing) can
be seen in close interaction (Figure 30). The discourses ‘Professional workforce’ and ‘The
work as such’ are interconnected because the membership in the professional workforce is
an integral part of the feeling that the work as such is a means to be motivated as well as a
means to be developed. Nevertheless, the possibility of ‘growing’ with the firm, i.e. getting
a more challenging job, is the ideal way to develop key employees in this discursive
‘world’. Moreover, the professional workforce is needed because of the need for dis-
cussions and feedback. Also, the discourses ‘Discussions inside and outside the firm’ and
“The work as such’ are interconnected. Thus, through discussions the key employee is able

to obtain feedback which is needed for the development of the work.

J An interesting notion was that the discussions regarding the personnel development were

not included in the discourse ‘Discussions inside and outside the firm'. As a result of this
discursive ‘world’ the human resource development means mainly the opportunity to
develop employees by providing them with challenging jobs and with the possibility of
discussing with each other as well as with the customers and, actually, providing them with

a possibility of working together with other professionals.

Professional
workf
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The accounts of growing with the
produced by firm
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Figure 30. The interaction between the discourses produced by the Vice President, sales
and marketing.
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4.3.6. Vice President, professional Services

The Vice President (professional services) is 28 years old and he has graduated from a
technical university in Finland but has studied in Great-Britain, too. He learned to know the
CEO of Firm B as they were working in the same business consultancy company during
past years. The CEO recruited him during the first year of Firm B. He was identified to be
one of the key employees, first, because of his competence on consultancy, second, he is a
member of the ‘resource bundle’ of key employees and, thus, the replacement would have
effects on the whole organisation. Moreover, the personal risk is diminished by the
agreement of prohibition on competition. The discourses produced by him are: (1)

‘Leamning by doing’, (2) Ambition for wider responsibility, (3) ‘Developing the firm’ and

Leaming by ..
doing Ambl_tlon for
wider
responsibility
The accounts The development
pr?;iuct?d by |:> of the human resource
e vICe
president,
professional
Services
Developing the firm Networks

Figure 31. The discourses produced by the Vice President, professional services.

The first discourse is called ‘Developing the firm’ (samples f.1.—£.3.). In this discourse the
growth of the firm and the clear vision for the future are the reasons for working in the firm
(sample f.1.). In sample f.1., the key employee is definite about that and says: “it is certain

that no one would take jobs like these [i.e. jobs without future challenges]”. In this sense,
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the growing with the firm is taken for granted by the key employee. Also, the meaning of
the vision can be seen in sample f.1. (line 10) as the key employee talks partly at the same
time as the researcher: he can not even wait to confirm the researcher’s notion that the
vision is the driving force for the growth. The importance of the possibility of starting and
developing the firm is emphasised by the strong metaphors describing the founders and the
first employees as ‘parents’ who raise their ‘child’ (sample f.3. lines 3—4). By constructing
these metaphors the key employee assures the researcher that even though he gets proposals

for other jobs he won’t easily change the job [and thus leave the child].

Actually, in sample f.3., the key employee produces a strong base for the discourse as he in

this long chapter justifies the factors which tie him to the firm. The lines 5-9 in sample £.3.

form a ‘heart warming’ description of the creation of the base for shared experiences during

the fifst years of the firm. This can be seen as analogous to the metaphor parents’
experiences of their child’s first steps. Thus, the researcher will be assured that the minor
problems do not risk the commitment of the key employee. However, a flash of realism is
produced at the end of sample f.3. Despite the shared experience, the commitment of the
managing director is still important as is the possibility of eamning some money in the
future. Interestingly, in sample f.2., the key employee pragmatically says that there are
certain steps which he has been committed to {referring to the agreement on restraint on
competition]. As was noticed in sample f.2., the shared experiences can form a very strong

— even emotional ~ commitment to the firm.

Sample f.1. Discussion on the theme ‘the role of the personnel in the firm’

It has to be clearly kept in mind that okay this is my job today and it
will be changed. In that way the development and the growth of the firm
(.} well it is certain that no one would take jobs like these. Working

for ten years with a personnel of fifteen employees and trying to sell the
products to the few customers but rather the point is that we can
achieve something. There is the growth and the challenges and the
growing within the challenges. But of course there will be new needs
and then the training (.) and, thus, the support for the growth should

be arranged.

Researcher: So, did I understand that the expectations on the future will help
the personnel through [ these days?

10.  yes, that’s exactly the point] that you should have the visions in front of
11.  your eyes and every one knows where we are drving...

WA R LN
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Sample [.2. Discussion on the future of the firm

Nk WD~

The vision is that our firm has intemationalised directly as well as

having foreign partners. So, during the next two years the growing should
be rapid (.) Then if I think personally, there are those ‘steps’ to which

I have been committed. Due to the strategic decisions, in my opinion, the
strategic ‘core’ of the firm has a clear vision that okay we will be
committed to a certain step and then we will see what the situation is

and what will be the conclusions.

Sample f.3. Discussion on the future of the key employee

Researcher: So you will probably get invitations to other jobs, too. Do you have any points
of view regarding your current job: what is it that keeps you in the firm?

V0B WD —

10.
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.
16.

Well, first of all is the kind of pure loyalty which means that you took
the job. Of course, it means that you had the possibility of coming along.
You have made your decision and come and then you get a “child”. So,

‘you all start to do this together and you try to achieve something. Oh, it

sounds like a marriage [laugh]. You get a common base for experiences.
So, you have made errors together and you have survived even through the
most difficult times and you have got some deals after large problems
and so on. You have negotiated deals through long nights and you have
been able to put them forward. So, after those shared experiences you
won’t leave after the first problem. But that is one thing. But then there is
the working atmosphere and that kind of commitment to others and that
kind of equality. For example, if our managing director would start
working for four hours a day these tasks wouldn’t interest many of us
any more. So a kind of spirit is there. Some day we all think that we
could get some money, too. But today in this sitnation this is a

remote possibility...

The second discourse was called ‘Learning by doing’ (sample f.4.—£.9.). In this discourse

Firm B is seen as a ‘leamning environment’ or ‘a school’ (samples f.4. line 6; sample f.5.

line 2 and lines 5-6) in which there is the possibility of doing things in reality and in a

concrete way (sample f.4. line 4). The working in the firm is compared to a practical “MBA

course” (sample f.4. line 8) or a “potter’ putting his hands into to ‘clay’ in order to create

new pottery (sample f.8. lines 4-5). Thus, the work provides the key employee with a

possibility of seeing his own efforts as either good or bad (sample f.4. lines 4-5). Thus, the

concrete work i1s a main element in creating possibilities of learning on the job.

Consequently, the job should be challenging and it should provide the employee with the

opportunities to leam new things. Thus, the employee learns to see his job from a wider
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perspective and, actually, is ready to work e.g. in routines or in other not so appealing tasks

that are present in a small firm.

Moreover, in order to learn on the job, also, the possibility of working with other
professionals is needed (sample f.9.). As we have seen in sample f.4., this discourse is
closely connected with the next discourse, ‘Ambition for wider responsibility’, and this will
be discussed in the next chapter. Interestingly, in this discourse the persons who come to
work in a small start-up firm are seen to be different from the persons working in large
companies (sample f.5. lines 9-11). However, the idea that all are motivated only by
learning on the job is questioned in sample f.5. (line 8), and thus other development

activities are needed, too. In sum, the identity of the key employee could be called

‘artisan’, whose work is very concrete and the results of the work can be visually seen.

Sample f£.4. Discussion on the role of HRD in the firm. The transition (—) from the
discourse ‘Ambition for wider responsibility’ to the discourse ‘Leaming by doing’

Researcher: How has your firm invested in your development?

1. May beitis so {.) well (.) perhaps the largest part of the development is that
2. you have the possibility of influencing matters and seeing things
3 from a wider perspective. — But it is often in a small start-up firm like
4.  this that a great appeal lies on the fact that you can really do things and that
5 your own effort can be seen in the result () good or bad.
Researcher: imm
6 and in a way the firm provides you with an environment in which you
7. learn in a concrete way. Quite many of us use a metaphor that the work
8.  hereis an MBA in reality [laughing] and you can do things in reality as
9.  others are writing papers. In that way this is a very
10.  positive environment.

Sample £.5. Discussion on the role of HRD in the firm.

So the firm does not invest in training but in my opinion that is not needed
because the firm is a kind of ‘school’ in itself and in this respect the
compensations are good in comparison with other firms in the field.

So I don’t have to complain (1) and let’s say that (.) in my opinion the
firm is investing enough in the development because this is a leaming
environment which is built on the operations and persons (.) and I don’t
long for anything else and that is okay for me but if this is seen on a wider
scale there are certain persons that aren’t satisfied. But that doesn’t change
the principle because the persons who come to work in firms or

projects like this, they do have different values than those who work in
traditional firms.

R0 NN R W
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Sample £.6. Discussion on the role of HRD in the firm.

Of course, the development is meaningful for the firm because there is a
small group of people trying to achieve fine things. And of course you
should be motivated and whether you (.} do not get training or such (.) in a
way (.)in a way at work you should have that kind of challenges and new
learning opportunities so that the motivation will remain high enough and I
would see this in a wider perspective, too. And the others should think in
the same way and be ready to do tasks such as routines and other tasks ...

N e

Sample [.7. Discussion on the future of the firm

1. So, this is more like working on a project and as I came here I thought that
2. this would be a project lasting from half a year to three years and
3.  inthose times we had the funding for a year and a half ...

Sample £.8. Discussion on the development of the key employee

.. —-1.. .-Then Iwould saythat I.respect-my- working-history-much-more than - - ---- - - .. —. . ... q
2. my training background. So the working history has been a means to
3. leama lot.

Researcher: So you would emphasise that?
4. Yes and first of all (.) how could I say it? You have been forced to put
5. your hands into the “clay”. And you have understood that you should be
6.  quite compliant (.) compliant and you should not assume that if you are just
7. graduated and start to work () that doesn’t help a lot.

Sample £.9. Discussion on the development of the key employee

Researcher: In what ways do you learn most effectively?
I.  Youleamn by doing (.) so by doing things concretely. And of course
2. if you are surrounded by professional people, that helps you a lot.

The third discourse is called ‘Ambition for wider responsibility’ (sample f.4., f.10-f.15)
In this discourse the top management (managing director as well as the board of managers)
is in an important role. First, the top managers should respect the key employee’s work
(sample f.10. line 2) and, secondly, by showing the trust, they should provide the key
employee with wider responsibilities and possibilities of influencing the work of the key .
employee (sample f.11. lines 1-2). Also, the possibility of being near the ‘most sacred’ (i.e. {
the managing director and the board of directors) is of importance (sample f.12. line 4). :
Also, the strategic ‘core’ can be found in the firm meaning persons who are trusted by the

owners and who, thus, are able to influence the strategies of the firm (sample f.12. lines 1-
2).
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Consequently, the ambition and the target of the growth of the firm ‘meet’ each other
clearly in sample f.15., in which the key employee highlights the importance that the
growth should take place below him — not above. Thus, the ambition is satisfied with the
match between the desire to widen the content of the work and the phase of growth of the
firm (sample f.11. lines 4-5). In this discourse, the necessary conditions for the
development are created by listening to the employees before the final decision-making as
well as by delegating more responsibility to them (sample f.10. lines 3-4). However, the
necessary conditions are not enough. As a sufficient condition the top management should
trust the employees (sample f.11. line 3). In all, the identity of the key employee in this
discourse could be called ‘young lion’ looking for more challenging working opportunities

in the firm.

S--ample-f.ll)_. Discussion on the -déﬁéfop;nenr_of the key émployee

There is also the possibility influencing here in the firm and also the
respect in a way that the top management respects your work and that
your points of view will be taken into consideration before
decision-making, and those are the issues which enables

the development.

bt S

Sample £.11. Discussion on the development of the key employee

Researcher: So, you said that you have been able to influence the decision-making in the

firm?

Yes, my tasks have been changed and the responsibility has been widened
and thus I have been able to show what I can and of course the top
management trusts me. How would I say (2) I have not been able to
influence very much the firm as a whole. Merely, my desires on the
content of my work and the situation of the firms have matched

all the time and that has been the key to influence.

AN il el

Sample £.12. Discussion on the role of the personnel in the firm
Researcher: Have you been able to influence the strategies of the firm?

In my opinion there is a group of persons who are trusted by the owners
and they think and plan the suggestions which are presented to the board.
It has of great importance for me to have the possibility of influencing how
would I say the “most sacred forum” [laughing] and, uh, it is

something which enriches your work.

Wk W -
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Sample £.13. Discussion on the role of the personnel in the firm

[. Ithink that some persons think that they don’t have possibilities of
2. influencing. So, that is one thing which should be improved and the other
3. one is that there are issues which should be known by all employees.

Sample f.14. Discussion on the background of the key employee
Researcher: So you have been involved in sports. Has it been beneficial to your work?

So, there are those things that you have been used to doing ambitiously
and of course the ambition has reflected on my work. However, I wouldn’t
say that I would have a high desire to compete and show how competent
you are. But in some sense you want to do your work properly and you
want to achieve the targets. Yes it comes through those issues. And those
are issues which are involved in sports.

S o

Sample £.15. Discussion on the future of the firm

1. So,in that sense, the idea is that if the firm grows then you should keep
2. In your mind that the growth is occurring below you, not above.

The fourth discourse is called ‘Networks’ (samples f.16.-f.19). In this discourse the
networks are seen as a dynamic means to survive in new environments (sample f.17 lines
3-4: e.g. studies abroad), a means to obtain the newest information (sample f.16. lines 4-6:
the personnel networks) and means to do cost-effective business (sample f.18. lines 7-8).
The key employee 1s an active developer of networks in different phases of his life and
career. As a student the networks were created as he was studying abroad as well as at his
home university. Actually, the networks are seen as the best benefit of the university
studies. In addition, the key employee has created a network of friends which is seen as an
additional resource for the newest information. In business life different networks (e.g.
financers) are useful for the solving of actual business issues (e.g. internationalisation,
obtaining new customers etc.). The active networking is also a part of the leisure time
hobbies: these contacts have been beneficial in the business, too. Thus, the identity of the

key employee is constructed as an “active network developer”.

Sample £.16. Discussion on the development of the key employee
Researcher: How do you get the newest information needed in your work?

1. Well, let’s say (.) that inside the firm it means, of course, that we put
2. our heads’ together and try to find wise solutions and of course we
3.  benchmark the market and read different researches and of course
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we have our personal channels such as a network of friends and
expand it to cover other contacts, and other persons in the firm have
their networks which are used to obtain that information. Yes, these are
the components and of course we learn by mistakes or try to learn.

A

Sample £.17. Discussion on the development of the key employee

1. Idon’t know how beneficial today are the theoretical studies which were
2 done at the university but the most useful has been the network and

3. the studies abroad in which I leamned to ‘survive’ in a different

4 environment in which I created the network, too.

Sample f.18. Discussion on the development of the key employee

1. Of course, the forming of a contact network has been a big issue for me.
Researcher: Yes, the networking sounds interesting. In what ways have
the networks been valuable 10 you?
Well, let’s say for example those financing contacts in those days when the
financing was topical. Then of course the opening of the customer’s doors.
It really helps you if you know whom to contact and that can be crucial
for the business. So there are those two things. And there are other
operations, too. For example on internationalisation you’ll know how to
do it and what should be avoided. For example partners and dealers. So, it
[i.e. networking] can save a lot of money as it can provide you with
cash flow.

g N A -l o

Sample £.19. Discussion on the development of the key employee — hobbies and leisure time

1. I'am a 'balance man’ so you have to have some counterweight. It reaily is so
2. for me. And sometimes quite a lot of contacts are made during the
3. leisure time and those can be useful in working life, too.

To conclude this chapter, the interaction between the discourses ‘Developing the firm’,
‘Networks’, ‘Leamning by doing’ and ‘Ambition for wider responsibility’ will be discussed
(Figure 32). The discourse ‘Developing the firm’ is the dominant one having interaction
between all the other discourses. First, the networks are needed in order to make the firm
grow. Thus, the right contacts ¢.g. to financiers can be built by using the networks. Also,
working in the growing firm can be seen as a source of creating personal networks (e.g.
customers, business partners etc.). Secondly, working in the growing firm provides a
learning environment and, thus, a means to learn by doing. Thirdly, the growing firm
provides challenging working opportunities for the ambitious ‘young lions’ as far as the top
managers trust the employees in order to be willing to provide the key employee with

challenging jobs.
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Figure 32. The interaction between the discourses produced by the Vice President,

professional services.

In sum, the human resource development in this discursive ‘world’ is based on the
assumption that the learning by doing is the main means to develop the personnel. The
persons are individually responsible for their development on-the-job, but that is supported
by the top management by providing the ambitious persons with challenging working
opportunities. Also, an effective means to gather the newest knowledge outside the firm is
the use of multilevel networks (friends, business partners, customers etc.). All in all, the
firm is regarded as a learning environment as such and, thus, the formal or other kind of

training is not seen as a main means for the development.

4.3.7. Chief Technical Officer (CTO)

The Chief Technical Officer (CTO) is the second founder of the firm (the other one was the
CEO). He is responsible for the technical support including the product development
processes. His work requires close co-operation with the product development team as well

as with the customers. Moreover, the quality of the product is his responsibility. He reports
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directly to the managing director (CEO). He is 32 years old and graduated from a technical
university five years ago. He has about ten years’ working and studying experience both in
Finland and abroad. As one of the key employees he is identified as having broad
experience as well as theoretical knowledge of technical telecommunications and, thus, he
is also hard to be replaced. Moreover, he is identified as having a lot of firm-specific
knowledge and, thus, his work is hard to be imitated. As a founding partner of the firm he is
seen to be committed to the firm and, thus, the risk of replacement is seen to be diminished.
During the thematic interview, the key employee produced four discourses: (1)

‘Responsibility’, (2) ‘Quality assurance’, (3) ‘Managing product development’ and (4)
‘Feedback’ (Figure 33).

Responsibility Quality assurance

The development
The of the human resource
accounts
produced

by the
CTO

Feedback Managing product
development

Figure 33. The discourses produced by the Chief Technical Officer.

The first discourse is called ‘Responsibility’ (samples g.1.—g.4. and g.7.). In this discourse
the key employee identifies himself as a ‘person highly devoted to his job'. The discourse is
filled with words like ‘be responsible for’ and ‘responsibility’. According to this discourse,
the position of the person does not make him/her to be a key employee but rather the fact
that the person is willing to be responsible for his or her job (sample g.1. lines 3-4). Thus,
for example the key employee regards himself more as a founder than as a chief technical
officer. In this sense, he has been willing to have a wide range of responsibilities in his job

(sample g.1. lines 5-11). The discourse covers the development of the key employee, too.
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In this sense, the question ‘how has the firm invested in your development’ is regarded as
an absurd question because the person himself is the only one who is responsible for his
development (sample g.2. lines 6-7). This view is emphasised in sample g.4. in which he
states ‘I believe that all persons are responsible for their own lives’. The personal
responsibility for the development is rationalised by the logical reasoning: first, you have
accepted the job offered by the firm, second, you are willing to do your job as well as
possible, then, thirdly, you should develop yourself in order to be able to do the work as
well as possible (sample g.4. lines. 6-9). Thus, the task which should be done in the firm is
to define what is meant by ‘good’. Moreover, the persons who have grown with the firm are
able to be kept in the firm by providing them with more responsibility as the firm grows

and as more employees will be recruited (sample g.3.).

Sample g.1. Discussion on the background of the key employee

Researcher: You mentioned that you are one of the founders of the firm. What kind of role
do you have in this firm?

1. Well, a key employee is responsible for those tasks which are hard to be
2. transferred in a short period of time to other employees inside the firm or
3. outside the firm. But the key employee should concretely be responsible
4. and it should be seen...
Researcher: Okay, and if we look at your job, how would you define your main
competences?
Well, the main competence is, uh, that I have the holistic responsibility
and I am able to set clear targets from the firm’s point of view. I
regard myself more as a founder not as a holder of any position. If
someone would be hired to my position he wouldn’t take this so seriously
and would focus more on the main tasks. But as we don’t have so many
employees you are forced to be responsible for the kind of tasks for which
no one has any previous experience.

=20 N oW
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Sample g.2. Discussion on the development of the key employee. The transition (—) from
discourse ‘Responsibility’ 1o the discourse ‘Quality assurance’.

Researcher: So. How has the finm invested in your development?

Actually, I don’t have any active ‘firm’ in my mind. Thus, in my opinion
the question is absurd. So how this house has invested? If I think from my
point of view there are my subordinates, the software ‘gang’, and
management team and the board. Then there is our CEO with whom I
work. And perhaps the most important question is what I myself have
done for my development. And I am certain that this question is connected
with the question of responsibility. I have never said no to any tasks in

the firm. I have done all the tasks in time and, thus, the

el N G al e
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9.  the persons who are willing to take responsibility differ from the others. —
10.  and these persons try to find the suitable indicators and they evaluate
I1.  whether the quality is good or bad, and they aim to improve the quality.

Sample g.3. Discussion on the future of Firm B
Researcher: Let’s assume that two years have passed. What kind of team do you have then?

I.  I'would say that I have about thirty subordinates. Some more persons

2. in development and more employees working on the support. I believe

3. that there will be some tension between the two groups because of the

4.  different ways of operation.
Researcher. How about the persons who have worked since the ‘pioneering’ period of start-
up?

5. Well, I have seen some successful processes. You have to be willing to

6.  provide them with more responsibility (.) more than you otherwise would

7. give. But you should not forget the others either...

Sample g.4. Discussion on the future of Firm B. Transition (—) from the discourse
‘Responsibility’ to the discourse "Quality assurance’

I believe that all persons are responsible for their own lives and the ability
to be responsible is not an easy task to give for any one. The main question is:
what does your work mean to you and what kind of responsibilities are
involved in your position? Also, there is the personal integration into the
responsibilities. That is the base (.) that you are yourself responsible for
your own development because — you have accepted to do your work as
well as possible and that must have been a topic of the discussions

of the definition of what that ‘as well as possible’ actually

means and in what kind of tasks you should succeed and one important
10.  thing is that there are those values..

[later...]

11.  Ibelieve that one of the central values is the responsibility — and of

12.  course you have to be sure if you promise that something is on your

13.  responsibility that really_has to be.

WO kW=

The second discourse is called ‘Managing product development’ (g.5.—g.8.). This
discourse arises from the work of the key employee. The product development is seen as a
separate and distinctive part of the firm, which is characteristic of the management of the
team, too. The key employee uses the metaphor ‘fo educate the cats’ in order to emphasise
the difficulty to manage the individual experts in his team. There are also other strong
metaphors used in the discourse. First, there is a continuous ‘cross fire’ between the

expectations of customers as well as the top management (sample g.6. line 1). Second, the
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work of the product development is compared to the work of an artist painting pictures

with oil colours (sample g.6. line 5).

In addition, the employees are motivated by the work as such, not by the expectations of the
customers or top managers willing to speed up the product development processes. Thus,
the ‘professional pride’ is an integral part of the work (sample g.7. line 8). Interestingly, the
understanding that working life is not always fair has helped him to adapt to the continuous
‘cross fire’ (sample g.7. lines 1-4). In this discourse the key employee identifies himself as
a ‘professional’” who clearly understands the unique nature of the product development and,
thus, is motivated by the work as such. What is remarkable, the development of the person-
nel or the key employee himself is not present in this discourse. The development is
focused on the development of the product — not on the development of the human re-

Source.

Sample g.5. Discussion on the background of the key employee

Some persons compare the management of the product development unit
to be like tending or educating cats. Actually, there are a number of
different processes. Some good guys prefer the kind of ways to work in
which their whole potential will not be used. And of course, a lot has to be
done from which we don’t know whether we are going to succeed or not.

il A S

Sample g.6. Discussion on the background of the key employee

The product development is always in a ‘cross fire’ in a firm. If the

product would be ready everything would be easier. From our point of view

the product has to be given to the customers always too early as we have

not been able to test it as long as we wanted. And often the product

developers have ambitions to revise it. They are a sort of artists painting

with oil colours. Even though the picture is ready they are keen to

continue as it is just that point at which the artist understands what kind of

picture he actually wants

Researcher: So the developers are interested in developing the product continuously?
9.  Yes, some of them are really interested in their work and they want to do it

10.  as well as possible. It is exciting that most of them think that the product

11.  is good because the developers think so. Only quite a few developers are

12.  interested in the customer’s point of view. The motivation is in the work itself.

e R R

Sample g.7. Discussion on the topic how beneficial the previous studies have been for the
key employee. Transition from the discourse ‘Managing product development’ to the
discourse ‘Responsibility’

1. Asastudent for the master’s degree in technological science you have to

2.  do the given tasks, otherwise you wouldn’t have been able to graduate
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3 unless all the courses were done by following the given assignments. It has
4.  helped a lot in the real world in which the *assignments’ are not always fair.
5.  Forexample, the demanded level of the quality is too high. In those
6 situations you can’t say “This is not fair” but you have to do it. I would
7. say that this has absolutely been the number one.
Researcher: So, the basic principles have been useful?
8.~ I'would use the kind of term ‘professional pride’ which means, in my
9.  opinion, in different occupations what is good and what is bad, what is
10.  important and what is not so important. This is very different in
I1.  different occupations. A strong professional pride
12.  defines the principles for the work which have not been broken
13.  during the working hours. These are the norms which always have
14. to be followed.

The third discourse is called ‘Quality assurance’ (samples g.2., g.4., 2.8., g.11., g.14).
First, in this discourse the quality is closely linked to the values (samples g.4. lines 6-11;
g.11. lines 11-13 and g.13.). The values answer to the question ‘why are we doing this?
(sample g.11. lines 11-13) and, also emphasise that responsibility is a value itself (sample
g.4. lines 6-11). Thus, the shared values ensure the quality of the product. Secondly, the
quality is linked to the risk management, too. In order to minimize the risk, continuous
measurements are needed in order to verify the quality of the product development
processes (sample g.8. lines 5-7). Thirdly, the quality assurance is in an integral part of the
key employees: they try to find suitable indicators and to evaluate whether the quality is
good or bad in order to improve their work (sample g.2. lines 9-11). In this discourse the
key employee identifies himself as a ‘quality controller’ who is not only controlling and

making measures but creating shared values for the base of the high quality products, too.

Sample g.8. Discussion on the background of the key employee. The transition (—) from
the discourse ‘Managing product development’ to the discourse 'Quality assurance’.

Many developers are aiming at that kind of working in which the risk
management is not taken into account. They would like to get their tasks
at the beginning of the year and, then, at the end of the year they would
give you the finalised product. This would be an effective way to produce
software. — However, the risks would be enormous. We have developed
our processes in order to minimise the risks and quite often we get results
of measurement and then we can evaluate where we are.
[a short discussion on the practical issues regarding measurement]
Researcher: So your job includes the management of processes?

8.  Actually, I don’t like the term which makes the organisation seem

9.  boring. FFrom our point of view it is more like risk management.

NG R W -
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The fourth discourse is called ‘Feedback’ (sample g.9.—g.14.). In this discourse the
feedback is seen as a multilateral phenomenon. First, the bilateral — and even strong and
fierce — feedback is exchanged together with the closest colleagues (sample g.9. lines 2-5
and sample g.11. lines 2—4) and with one of the closest subordinates {(g.11. lines 6-7).
Secondly, there is the feedback given to the subordinates, which is in fact given in a form
of value discussions (sample g.11. lines 8-9) or as a direct feedback described as a “pat on
the back’ (sample g.11. line 14). Interestingly, the key employee changes his tone in line 5
in sample g.11. as he wants to assure the researcher that the feedback really is direct and
neither ‘sordinos’ nor ‘Swedish discussions’ will be used. Thus, the change of the tone
and the use of metaphors can be seen as a means to make a sharp distinction between the
‘value discussions’ and other organisational discussions. Therefore, the value discussions
are included as a part of the whole ‘picture’ of feedback. Hence, the value discussions are a
means to direct the subordinates to work in the right direction (sample g.11. lines 10-11}).
In this sense, the value discussion can be seen as a means to develop the subordinates’
ability to self-evaluate their work and, thus, to make the conclusions regarding their

development (sample g.13.).

Finally, the feedback is asked from the customers in order to get the newest information
regarding the products. In sum, in this discourse the multi-level feedback is a source of the
self-development of the employees and, thus, the feedback is a tool to focus the firm on the
strategically right direction, develop the quality of the product and to receive the newest
information. In this discourse the key employee identifies himself as a ‘messenger’ who
actively receives and gives feedback in his organisation and actively uses different forms of

feedback from direct and fierce critics to the discussion of values.

Sample g.9. Discussion on the development of the key employee

Researcher: Did I understood correctly that you think that the development is achieved on-
the-job?

1. Absolutely.
Researcher: with other people...

% the Swedish discussions refer to the Swedish business culture emphasising the importance of discussions in
order to reach the decisions.
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There is in fact (.) that (.) with our CEO we do our work by using a ‘short
formula’. For my development, and I think that to our CEO too, it has
been beneficial. I have the kind of opinion on the analyses that I don’t
have that kind of approach but rather we direct even fierce criticism to
each other, too. Very direct feedback. And I think that

it helps you a lot as usually you become blind to what you have been
doing and the other one notices directly that this won’t work...

N RN

Sample g.10. Discussion on the background of the key employee

1. There are quite a few issues on which I can give my opinion. It is
2. meaningful for me that we are able to work in the way I feel right.

Sample g.11. Discussion on the background of the key employee. Transition (—) from the
discourse 'Feedback’ to the discourse ‘Quality assurance’ and back to ‘Feedback’

Actually, we have two separate groups of people. Some are more like
workers and the others are persons who are responsible for some entities
for which I expect to get even fierce comments, too. In that group you
don’t like to work by using *sordinos’ and by having fruitful

Swedish discussions [ironic tone].

searcher: hmmm

but with my own subordinates I have two different categories. I have Eki**
[Vice President, development] who surely gets even the strongest
feedback and with the others we have (.} I would call them value
discussions. Of course, all know what should be done and what 1s the most
10.  important thing. If we would have unlimited time resources, all employees
11.  would work in the right way. — But we have to have shared values

12.  regarding a product of high quality. The question is, why are we

13.  doing the work in this way? — Another important thing for the

14.  developers is that you give them a pat on their back when things are going well.
15.  But the feedback has to be clear, there shouldn’t be anything which is

16.  unclear. Thus the development is not only a good thing but rather

17.  itis essential.

R

Al A I

Sample g.12. Discussion on the development of the key employee

Researcher: If we return to the theme regarding your development. You said that the
learning on the job is the best way to develop. Then, how do you gain the newest
information or knowledge of your job?

1. Istrongly believe that the most essential source of information is the
2.  customer. That you take the risk and ask the customer what is good in the
3. product and what should be done in order to develop the product.

* the forename of the Vice president {development) is changed.
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Sample g.13. Discussion on the development of the key employee

In the management team it is more like a discussion of the values. You have
to share your values with the others and you should get the others to
understand your values and the development is not possible if you don’t
understand that your work is not according to the values and

then you should do something...

bbbl i ae

Sample g.14. The interviewee’s last phrases during the discussion. [The key employee
wanted 10 repeat some of the themes which were covered earlier]. The transition from the
discourse ‘Feedback’ to the discourse ‘Quality assurance’

1. There are the kind of continuous discussions of values. — I believe that the
relative value is the most important thing. But the difficulty lies there, too.
The discovery of the relative value is dependent on huge amounts of
discussions unless you can make the other person understand

what is the good quality.

bl ol o

In sum, the discursive ‘world’ produced by the Chief Technical Officer is described in
Figure 34. The work itself (the chief of the product development team) can clearly be seen
having affected the discourses, e.g. one of the discourses is called ‘Managing product
development’. Also, the discursive world can be seen to be quite rational even though the
special nature of the product development produces some contradictions in the picture, too.
First, a direct link between the discourses ‘Feedback’ and ‘Managing product development’
can be seen. The feedback — (1) the fierce one of the close colleagues, (2) the value
discussions with the subordinates and (3) the customers’ feedback — is needed in order to
develop the product. However, there is a contradiction between these discourses, too. As
the product developers would rather use the feedback from their colleagues and not from
the customers, there is a challenge for the key employee to act as a messenger from

customers to the product developers.

Moreover, there is a contradiction between the discourses ‘Managing product development’
and ‘Quality assurance’ as the product developers would rather develop the product without
continuous quality measurements and evaluation during the process. Despite these
contradictions, there is some interaction between the discourses, too. First, the key
employee needs multilevel feedback in order to manage the product development processes
in the firm (the arrow from ‘Feedback’ to “Managing product development’ in Figure 34).

Similarly, the shared values are needed in order to define the high quality of the product
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(the arrow from ‘Feedback’ and ‘Quality assurance’ in Figure 34). Second, the quality
measurements are needed in order to receive feedback from the processes (the arrow from
‘Quality assurance’ to ‘Feedback’ in Figure 34). In sum, the human resource development
consists of the self-development and on-the-job development. The responsibility of the
development is on the person himself as there is the logical chain for the development: (1)
you have accepted your work as you have come to the firm and you are motivated by the
work as such, (2} you want to do your work as well as possible and (3) in order to do the

work as well as possible your are yourself responsible for your development.

Responsibili
P e Quality assurance

The development
of the human resource:
- individual

responsibility
- self-development
produced - on-lhe-job-
by the development
CTO - the feedback from
cuslomers as a source
of newest information
- value discussions as a

source to evaluate the
—z ., quality of the work
Feedback Managing product
development

accounts

Figure 34. The interaction between the discourses produced by the Chief Technical
Officer.

4.3.8. Conclusions Regarding the Key Employees’ Discourses in Firm B

In Table 13 the discourses and the main features as well as the human resource
development in those ‘discursive worlds’ in Firm B are described. Totally 26 discourses
with their corresponding identities (see Table 15) were named during the analysis process

constructing seven ‘discursive worlds’. In this chapter these constructions are analysed both
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on individual and on organisational levels. Similarly, the discourses will be analysed using
the analytical levels presented by Alvesson et al. (2000b) and Lamsi (2003): micro-, meso-,
Grand- and mega-discourses. Finally, the consequences for human resource development in

Firrn B will be discussed.

Table 13.  The discourses produced by the key employees in Firm B.
Key Employee - - | The name of The main features of .- | Theinterpreted reality
R the discourse the discourse . L E T
Chiel Financial Future today’s less challenging work is = leamning by experience
tolerated by the sirong vision of
Ofheer futurc growth « leamning through
Experience the CFO has gathered her nelworking by
compelence in previous working changing knowledge
places — now she has taken the role and experience
ol a mentor
Small firm itis taken for granted that the * the CF sees herself
persons in small firms are nol as as a completed
competent as their counterparts in resource which does
lasger firms not have to be
Nelwork the personal network is a means Lo developed
share knowledge and experience
Owner-Manager Learning philosophy thinking and reflecting on * leaming by doing
(CEO) everything which is done (analysc- (analyse->do->
»action->reflection) reflect)
Start-up the fasl tempo of the firm forces it
to buy new knowledge from = newesl skills have to
oulside; as such a star-upisa be recruited due o
learning expericnce the last lempo
Leadership dilemma the undersianding thal each
subordinate is individual and thus | * the leader should
the motivation to develop differs understand that the
accordingly others are not
Shared learning creation of the opportunitics lor molivated 1o lean
the personnel to share the learning and developed from
experiences {tcach athers and the same sources
learn)
Vice President, Social Competence good social skills needed in order = sharing the
Development to be able Lo work in a small {irm knowlcladge in groups
and {o develop a personal network and pairs
Balancing Life everyone in a firm needs a
superior 1o lake care and thus the * balance in life is
balance of life (work, family, nceded in order to
leisure time) could be achieved. have strength to
The liredness is the inhibitor of all develop enesell
development
Tacil Knowledge tacit knowledge (TKY} is achieved = the manager's first
by working since the start-up of priorily is 10 1ake
the [irm. A wide and holistic view carc and develop
of the firm is achieved. The his/her subordinates
transler of TK is essential
Start-Up the slart-up phasc is critical for the .
firm and thus he sacrifices his own
development in order o provide
the subordinales with possibilities
1o develop
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Chiel Architect Discussicns To discuss is like playing foolball: | « the learning is
kicking and receiving the ball and analogous with
thus solving the problems with problem solving
others, + discussions inside
Conlinuous Problem The daily work is linked to the firm are a part of
Solving problem solving. The problem the leaming process
solving process: discussions- + the extemnal training
>lilerature review->experimenial and development is
testing possible but individual
Self-activity The self-development js the resuli self-activity is necded
of self-activity. The KE * even Lhe information
individually secks for the that the person can
possibilities of training and seli- develop himself is
developing. valuable
Yice President, Sales Professional workforce the bundle of professionals with * the challenging job
and Marketing common hiﬁlotl'ical roots f:nd with I:l1e po_ssihi]ily of
experience inside a firm is a means growing with the firm
to develop inside the firm is a means to develop
The work as such The challenging and inleresting onesell
job is a means lo develop
continuously * Lhe main method for
Discussions inside and To discuss with the professional the development is
outside the firm workforce as well as with persons discussion
oulside the finm is a main method
for the development (however, the | * a feeling of a member-
development itself is not ship of professional
discussed) workfloree is valuable
Vice President, Leaming by Doing The firm is a learning environment

Prolessional services

itsell. The possibility of seeing the
results of onc’s own waork is o key
1o the development.

Ambition for wider
responsibility

The lop manager’s irust and
respect provide the possibility of
delegating and developing the key
cmployee's work; otherwise the
‘young lion” would be frustrated.

Developing Lhe firm

The {irm is a common challenge
for the founders and for the first
employces. The fulure visions and
the common history are the bases
for the commitment.

Networks

The continuous development of
networks of one's own is a means
Lo obtain the newesl information
and to do cost-effective business,

*

the firm is a learning
environment in itself
(the practical work
with the possibility of
seeing one's
achievements)

the firm's growth
provides new
opportunitics for

the key employee —
the top manager’s trust
and respecl are needed

Chiel Technical
Officer (CTO)

Responsibility

the responsibility for and the
devolion o one's job are essential:
cach employee is responsible {or
his/her own work and
development

Quality assurance

The shared values ensure the
quality of the product and thus the
quality measurements are a means
to develop the work

Feedback

The feedback from the closcst
colleagues is different from the
feedback given Lo the subordinates
(mercly value discussions). A
means lo get the newest
information from the environment.

the development of
the person him/herself
is histher individual
responsibilily

on-the-job
development by

the support of quality
measurcments and
feedback

shared values needed
in order 1o know the
desirable qualily
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Managing Product the leadership of the individual
Developmenl experts in product development is
a challenge [or the key employee.
The producl developmend is in the
core — not the personnel
development.

The thematic interviews with the key employees in Firm B were intensive and the role of
the researcher was mainly to be the listener and the maintainer of the flow of the talk. The
main comments of the researcher were ‘hmm’ and ‘okay’ which were said only to assure
the interviewer that the researcher is actively listening. Thus, the research situation could be
described as if there were two colleagues meeting and discussing the human resource
development of the firm. However, the only exception of this structure was the interview
with the Chief Architect. During this interview the researcher’s role was to be the
interviewer making questions and the Chief Architect was the interviewee answering the
questions. In all, the atmosphere during the interviews was very similar to what it was
during the interviews in Firm A (i.e. open and intense). It felt just like a ‘lock gate’ would
have been opened and for the first time the persons would have been given the possibility
of talking about the human resource development. Thus, the continuous flow of the talk

provided the researcher with long and wide textual material for the analysis (Table 14).

Table 14. The size of the textual material in Firm B.

The thematic interview Number of words /
total number of A4
pages

Chief Financial Officer 3743794

{CFO)

Owner-Manager (CEO) 4459/11,1

Vice President, development 6424/ 16,1

Chiel Architect 1985 /5,0

Vice President, sales and 2700/6,8

marketing

Vice President, professional 5506/13,8

Services

Chief Technical Officer 50087125

(CTO)

As a result, altogether three or four discourses per key employee were produced. By

making a survey of the discourses as a whole, it can be concluded that the key employees’
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discourses arise from the context of the firm as well as from the context of the key
employees’ own work. First, the start-up phase of Firm B exists in four key employees’
discourses (Vice President/development, CEQO, Chief Financial Officer and Vice
President/professional Services). However, the contents of these discourses vary according
to the key employees’ interpretations. For the Chief Financial Officer it is taken for granted
that the start-up firms do not have as competent human resource as the larger companies do
and, thus, experience has to be bought outside. Also, in her discourse, today’s not so
challenging work is tolerated by the expectations for the growth of the firm and by more
challenging working opportunities in the future. On the contrary, for the CEO and the Vice
President (professional services) the working in a start-up firm provides an excellent
opportunity for the development. In addition, for the Vice President (development) the
start-up means the same as lack of financial resources (i.e. the firm is at a ‘critical point”)
and, thus, he sacrifices his own development in order to ensure the development of his
subordinates. However, the Vice President (development) notices that this critical phase of
the firm has been the reality for over two years and, thus, self-development should be taken

into consideration.

The key employees’ work was a dominant source of the discourses. The work and the
learning at work were included in the discourses of six key employees. The special nature
of the work was the theme of the discourse by the Chief Technical Officer. His discourse
‘Managing product development’ ¢an actually be seen as a testimony for the need of quality
management with continuous measurements in order to manage the individual ‘artisans’ of
his team. Another kind of discourse was produced by the Chief Architect. In his discourse
the work is seen as a continuous flow of problem solving processes and, in particular, a
continuous flow of opportunities to learn and develop. The Vice President (sales and
marketing) and the Vice President (professional services) produced the discourses ‘The
work as such’ and ‘Learning by doing’ emphasising the possibility of leaming by doing the
daily practical tasks. In both discourses the possibility of growing with the firm is a key to

new learning opportunities.

Similarly, but more deeply, the CEO produces his discourse ‘Learning philosophy’. In his

discourse the work ~ and actually everything a person does — can be seen as an opportunity
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to learn, if only the person analyses, proceeds and reflects on what he or she does. In
addition, the Vice president (development) produced a discourse called “Tacit knowledge’
which 1s closely linked to the work of the key employee. The historical knowledge of the
operations of the firm since the start-up affect the work of the key employee by making it
easier to solve problems as well as by speeding up the decision-making process. Thus, the
challenge for the near future is how to transfer this knowledge to other employees in the
firm. As was mentioned earlier, the Chief Financial Officer handled the question of
experience differently. In her discourse the experience is gathered outside the firm and,
thus, her work consists mainly of the providing of information as well as being a mentor for

the other key employees.

Another overwhelming phenomenon in the discourses was the significance of discussions,
feedback and networking. As was the case with the previous phenomena (start-up and the
work), the interpretations of the reality varied according to the key employee. For example,
the Chief Financial Officer focused in her discourse outwards and she used her personal
network as a means to exchange knowledge and experience. In addition, the Vice President
(professional services) continuously developed his multilevel networks (e.g. friends,
business partners etc.) in order to, first, have a dynamic means to survive in new
environments (e.g. abroad), second, to be able to do cost-effective business and, third,
obtain the newest information. Thus, his focus was also outwards from the firm. The Vice
President (sales and marketing) as well as the Chief Technical Officer focused both inside
and outwards in their discourses. The Chief Technical Officer’s discourse ‘Feedback’
divides the way to provide and obtain feedback on two levels. Thus, with the closest
colleagues the feedback can be even fierce and strong, as with the subordinates the
feedback is provided merely as a form of value discussions aiming at creating shared values
for the team. In his discourse ‘Discussions inside and outside the firm’ the Vice President
(sales and marketing) emphasised the importance of the feedback from the customers as
well as the discussions with the firm's professionals as a means to develop the work of the

key employee.

The rest of the key employees (CEQ, Chief Architect and Vice President, development)

focused inwards in their discourses. For the Chief Architect, the discussions are an integral
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part of the problem solving processes. Thus, the discussions are seen to be analogous with
Jootball playing: you kick the ball (the problem), and your team mate (a colleague from the
firm) kicks it back to you, and the ball playing will be continued until the problem is solved
or at least new information is received regarding the problem. Similarly, the social
competence is seen as a necessary attribute of the employee in a small firm in the discourse
of the Vice president (development). The social competence is needed for the creation of a
positive atmosphere as well as for the development of the personal networks. Interestingly,
the CEQO’s discourse ‘Shared leaming’ includes the narrowest focus in comparison with the
other discourses regarding discussions. In this discourse the CEO arranges opportunities for
the employees to share their learning experiences with each other e.g. during meetings or

planning sessions.

The survey of all the discourses produced by the key employees in Firmm B provides an
opportunity to see the individual person developing him/herself. There are four different
views regarding the development and the person’s role in the development. First, some of
the discourses emphasises the individual employee’s responsibility to develop himself
(Chief Technical Officer and Chief Architect). The Chief Technical Officer’s ‘Responsibili-
ty’ discourse tells clearly that as the person has accepted the job and wants to do the work,
the person is responsible for the development, too. The Chief Architect’s discourse
emphasise the importance of self-activity which is needed in order to observe possibilities
of training and developing. Second, some of the discourses create a picture of persons
developing by sharing the knowledge and working as members of the professional
workforce (CEO, Vice President/sales and marketing, Vice President/development).
Thirdly, in two discourses the role of the employee’s supervisor as well as the role of top
managers is taken up. In the discourse called ‘Balancing life’ (Vice President/development)
the manager’s most important task is to take care of his subordinates and, thus, to ensure
their development. Similarly, in the discourse ‘Ambition for wider responsibility’ (Vice
President/professional services) the role of top management is raised as essential as the top
manager’s trusting and respecting of the key employees’ competence is needed in order to

develop the content of the work.
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The analysis of the identities as well as the interaction between the discourses provide a
holistic picture of the discursive ‘struggle’ or ‘cohesiveness’ on individual level (Table 15).
The identities of the Chief Financial Officer form a logical picture of an expert working in a
start-up firm. At the moment the experience is gathered during the previous jobs (‘mentor’
and ‘provider’ identities) and thus she acts as a mentor inside the firm and uses her network
outside the firm as a means to exchange ideas and new knowledge (‘receiver’ identity). The
focus is on the future and on the possibilities of getting a more challenging job. The strong
belief in learning on-the-job is included in the identities of the CEO (‘researcher’ and
*active leader’ identities). There is a dilemma based on the observation that all employees
are individuals with individual motivations and, thus, the CEO has become realistic and he
understands that not all persons are motivated by the same things as he is (‘realistic
leader’). Also, the start-up phase of the firm forms the context for the development of

human resource — e.g. the newest skills have to be bought (‘founder’).

A more diversified discursive world was produced by the Vice President, development. He
identifies himself as ‘an extrovert team leader’ with social skills and, secondly, as a ‘soldier
in a battlefield’ who is tired due to a long-lasting fight; thirdly, as an "unselfish team leader’
providing the subordinates with the possibility of training themselves and, fourthly, as a
‘knowledge base’ with tacit knowledge of the firm. Due to the difficulty to transfer tacit
knowledge, balancing life is difficult. Also, as the start-up phase of the firm requires
unselfishness, the balance is hard to achieve. A much clearer discursive world is produced
by the Chief Architect, who is ‘playing football’ and thus solving the problems by actively
using the means of a ‘modern researcher’. If training and development are needed, the “self-
active and highly motivated employee’ searches for the training possibilities and makes
suggestions for his superior and trains himself — however, individually and alone. Similarly,
the Vice President, sales and marketing, produced a clear picture of discourses with
identities merely accomplishing each other. He identifies himself as a “discussion partner’
and a ‘member of a bundle of professionals’, who is “motivated by the challenge of the
work’. An interesting entity of identities is produced by the Vice President, professional
services, as he is a ‘young lion’ aiming at more challenging working opportunities but,
simultaneously, he is a “father’ growing his child (i.e. the start-up firm). In addition, as an

expert of his work, he identifies himself as an ‘artisan’ working on a concrete piece of art
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and with the results of the work visually seen (as a counterpart of the abstract work of
modemn high technology as Firm B, actually, is). Moreover, the identity of ‘active network
developer’ is seen as a way to help the growth of the firm (or ‘child’). Finally, the Chief
Technical Officer produced a diversified entity of identities, too. He identifies himself as ‘a
person who is highly devoted to his job’ and who ‘understands the unique nature of his
team’. Thus, because the challenge is the management of the individualistic product
developers, the quality assurance is needed resulting in the identity of ‘quality controller’.
For the support of the product development, the newest information has to be supplied to

the team and, thus, the identity of a ‘messenger’ is needed.

Next, the analyses of the key points of the key employees’ discursive worlds will be made
(Table 15). The key point is defined as a personal ‘philosophy’, for the development which
can be raised from the discourses. By analysing the key point the contradictory discursive
worlds with several identities become more rational. The sense-making of the complex
social life — the human resource development in this case — will actually be taken over by
creating a personal ‘key’ or ‘philosophy’ for the development. Thus, we will next take a
closer look at the key points. First, the Chief Financial Officer focuses on the future: the
opportunities for the development are waiting in the future and in the meanwhile she is
concentrated on providing her experience and knowledge for the use of the firm. Second,
the CEO rationalises his complex discursive world by his learning chain: everything you do

can be regarded as a possibility of learning and the learning should be shared with others.

However, the challenge is to understand that not all employees are acting or thinking in the
same way. In addition, the young Chief Architect rationalises the discursive world by
regarding the work as analogous with problem solving done together with colleagues.
Similarly, the Vice President (sales and marketing) raises the challenging work to be the
key, but that is not enough: there should be the feeling that you are working in a profes-
sional atmosphere surrounded by real experts in the field. Third, for the Vice President
(professional services) the top manager’s supporting role (including trust and respect) is the
key for a young lion to develop himself. Fourth, the Chief Technical Officer’s key point
araises from the rational thinking that all persons are willing to do their job as well as

possible and, thus, they are also responsible for their development themselves.
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Table 15.  The identities and the key points of the discursive entities produced by the key
employees.
.Key Employee- - ‘| The name of Identity The key pointef. -
SR I the discourse . NI "the discursive world
Chief financial Officer | Future a person looking for
future challenges
Experience mentor focus on future
hall
Small firm provider chatenges
Network receiver
Owner-Manager Learning philosophy researcher
the learning chain:
(CEO) Start-up founder analyse — act —reflect on
Leadership dilemma realistic leader all the work you do
Shared learning active leader

Yice President,

Social Compelence

an extrovert team leader

development Balancing Life a tired soldier in a baiile Every person should
have a manager to take
field :
Tacit K Ted knowledee b care. The balance of life
acit Knowledge nowledge base is a key to the
Start-Up unselfish team leader development
Chief Architect Discussions football player
Continuous Problem modern researcher The .work consists of a
. continuous flow of
Solving problem-solving
Self-aclivity self-active and highly
) processes
motivated employee
Vice President, sales Professional workforce a member of the bundle The work as such
and marketin of professionals togelher with the
g The work as such a person motivated by possibility of being
the challenge of his work | surrcunded by
Discussions inside and a discussion partner professionals is a key to
outside the firm the development
Yice President, Leamning by Doing artisan
professional services Ambition for wider young lion The top managers” trust
and respect of key
responsibility employees’ work is the
- - — base for the
Developing the firm a father making his child development.
pTOW
Networks aclive network developer
Chief technical Officer | Responsibility a person highly devoted
(CTO) to his job As you have accepted

Quality assurance

quality controller

Feedback

messenger

Managing product
development

a leader understanding
Lhe unique nature of his
team

your job and want to do
it as well as possible,
you are also responsible
for your development.
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Next, we will take a look at the discursive worlds in Firm B and analyse the variation on
the interpretations regarding human resource development. Each discursive world can
actually be seen as a personal entity. The consequences for human resource development
varied accordingly. Thus, the Chief Financial Officer acts as a mentor providing her ex-
perience for the small start-up firm, and the learning outside the firm by using her network
becomes a means to develop. Whereas the Owner-Manager believes in learning-by-doing
but is forced to buy new skills due to the limited possibilities of the start-up firm of training
and developing. The Vice President (development) organises his team to ensure pair and
group work in order to share the knowledge and sees that the balance of life is the clue to
having strength to develop. The Chief Architect’s leaming is analogous with problem

solving processes and, thus, the work itself provides opportunities to learn continuously.

Despite leaming on the job, external training is possible if only the person is self-active and
tells his boss what he wants. For the Vice President (sales and marketing) the challenging
Job with the possibility of growing with the firm is the main means to develop, and, in spite
of that, there should be a feeling of membership with professionals and possibilities of
discussing. For the Vice President (professional services) the firm is a learning environment
as such and the practical working is the clue to the development. Finally, for the Chief
Technical Officer the quality measurements (and values as a base for measuring good/bad
performance) and the work itself are the clues for the development on-the-job, but the main
issue is that each person is individually responsible for his/her development. In Table 16

the variation of the consequences on human resource development is presented.

In spite of the variation between the discursive worlds and the effects on human resource
development, the variation between three joint elements in the discursive worlds can be
explored, too. The first one is the variation in regard to on-the-job learning, the second one
is the varation in regard to the start-up firm and the third one is the variation in regard to

discussions. Even though the on-the-job™ leaming is the joint element in all the discursive

2 Remarkable is that on-the-job learning has been regarded as onc of the keys to success in previous rescarch

on small business success and failure (c.g. Lewis, Stanworth & Gibb 1984)
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worlds, it is interpreted individually {Table 17). For the Chief Financial Officer it is
connected with the challenges of the work and, thus, at the moment she is waiting for the
future challenges in order to develop herself at work. Similarly, the challenge of work
ensures the leaming at work for the Vice President (sales and marketing), but for him the
development has been possible even today. For the Owner-Manager the leaming on-the-job
is a conscious process. For the Vice President (development) the leamning at work is seen as
an interactive problem solving process. For the Vice President (professional services) the
practical work is the key to development at work, whereas the quality measurements
provide evaluation information which supports the development according to the Chief
Technical Officer. Thus, this joint element (on-the-job learning) is interpreted individually,

and thus it has individual meanings for each key employee.

Table 16. The variation of the consequences in Firm B.

Key Employee The variation of the consequences for
the development of human resources

Chief Financial Officer learning through networking and gaining
experience

Owner-Manager (CEQ) learning by doing (analyse-act-reflect and teach
others); some new skills have to be bought

Vice President (development) sharing the knowledge in social interaction; the

balance of life as a base;
the manager's role is important

Chief Architect the learning is analogous to problem solving
(work=problem-solving);

self-activity is needed and external training is
possible

Vice President (sales and marketing) learning by the challenging job with the
possibility of growing with the firm

Vice President (professional services) the firm is a leaming environment (practical
work as a clue); top manager’s trust and respect
needed-> developing the firm

Chief Technical Officer the development is each person’s own
responsibility; quality measurements provide
the information regarding the development
needs
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Table 17. The variation of on-the-job learning in Firm B.

Key Employee The variation of on-the-job learning

Chief financial Officer not possible now; the future growth brings new
challenges

Owner-Manager (CEQ) all events in work are potential for learning;
analyse->act->reflect

Vice President (development) share the knowledge with others and use group
or pair working

Chief Architect the work is analogous with problem solving
which is analogous to learning

Vice President (sales and marketing) the challenging work ensures learning on-the-
job

Vice President (professional services) the practical work is the key to learning on-the-
job

Chief Technical Officer the quality measurement supports leaming on-
the-job

The start-up phase of the firm is the second joint element in the firm (Table 18). However,
the interpretations vary on individual level remarkably. In the interpretation of the Chief in
Financing the persons in start-up firms are not as competent as persons in larger firms due
to the lack of experience. Actually, the Owner-Manager interprets the same issue from a
different point of view: due to lack of time and fast tempo in the firm, the firm is forced to
employ persons having certain skills rather than to train and develop the skills inside the
firm. The Vice President (development) actually interprets the situation to be so critical that
the managers should concentrate on providing their subordinates with a possibility of
developing instead of developing themselves. For the Vice President (sales and marketing)
the start-up phase provides him with a possibility of growing and getting more challenging
work at the same time as the firm grows. The same aspect is stressed in the interpretations
of the Vice President (professional services). In fact, he is actively promoting and
developing the firm not just developing himself as was the case with the Vice President
(sales and marketing). Interestingly, for two key employees the start-up phase did not exist

as a separate element in their interpretations (Chief Technical Officer and Chief Architect).
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Table 18. The variation on the ‘start-up phase’ in Firm B.

Key Employee The variation on start-up phase

Chief financial Officer the persons working in small firms are
inexperienced and less competent if compared
to persons in larger companies

Owner-Manager (CEO) due to fast tempo, knowledge has to be bought
outside; as such, a start-up is a learning
experience for founders

Vice President (development) the start-up phase is critical, thus key employees
should ‘forget’ the development of themselves
and provide the possibility of developing for

their subordinates

Chief Architect not present in his discursive world

Vice President (sales and marketing) there is the possibility of growing with the firm

Vice President (professional services) there is the possibility of growing and
developing the firm (top manager’s trust
needed)

Chief Technical Officer not present in his discursive world

In Table 19 the variation in regard to the third joint element (i.e. discussions) is presented.
The discussions were present in all discursive worlds. For the Chief in Financing the
discussions were focused outside the firm on the persons in her network as was the case
with the Vice President (professional services), too. The Owner-Manager emphasised the
importance of telling others what you have learned merely as a one-way means to develop
the person him/herself. For the Vice President (development) social competence was seen
as a necessary competence of the employees working in a small firm. For the Chief
Architect the discussions were seen as a part of the problem solving process whereas for the
Vice President {sales and marketing) the discussions with other professionals were a means
to develop as such. For the Chief Technical Officer the feedback discussions are a two
level possibility to provide information on other persons’ work and working practices. In
all, there were seven different interpretations regarding the discussions as a mean to
develop in the firm. Even though the phenomenon itself (discussions) was a part of the

firm’s reality the practices varied according to the individual interpretations.
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Table 19. The variation on ‘discussions’ in Firm B.

Key Emplayee . The variation on 'discussions’

Chief Financial Officer (CFO) discussions with network partners; mentoring
discussions with the Owner-Manager

Owner-Manager (CEO) tell others what you have learned and you will
learn

Vice President (development) sacial skills are needed for the work in a small
firm

Chief Architect the “ball playing’ with others is a part of
problem solving

Vice President (sales and marketing) the discussions with professionals are means to
develop yourself

Vice President (professional services) your own multilevel networks as a means to
develop yourself

Chief Technical Officer (CTQO) the feedback discussions have two levels: direct
feedback with one’s closest colleagues, value
discussions with subordinates

To conclude this chapter, the different levels of discourses will be discussed (see Alvesson
& Karreman 2000b; Lamsd 2003). The start-up phase of the firm, the work as such and the
discussions can be seen as Grand discourses (see Sub-chapter 3.2.) providing a holistic
view of the interpretative reality in Firm B. In this view the human resource development is
actually a part of the work of the employees. As the start-up phase is critical for the firm
and as there is a lack of resources, there are limited ways to develop. Thus, the work itself
and the discussions between colleagues and customers are the main sources for the personal
development. However, this holistic picture is merely a fictional ‘average’. As was
analysed, all the key employees made their own interpretations and produced their own
discursive worlds with their own rationalising. Thus, the meso-level discourses (individual
discourses in the firm level context; see Sub-chapter 3.2.) are the discourses which provide
the way to understand the factors which inhibit or foster the development on the individual

level.

These meso-discourses together with Grand discourses form the discursive world for the
key employee in which he or she works and develops. For example, the ‘Future’ is a clear
meso-discourse for the Chief Financial Officer as well as ‘Leaming philosophy’ for the
CEQO. These meso-discourses are meaningful for the employee him/herself and by

producing the discourse the key employee makes the rational actions (at least according to
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him/her) regarding the development. In addition, in the discourses, there are some hints
regarding the appearance of mega-discourses (i.e. standardised ways to refer to a certain
type of phenomenon, see sub-Chapter 3.2.). First, networking as well as tacit knowledge has
been one of the main topics of business literature during the last decade. Secondly, during
the past years there has been continuous national discussion on demands of the working life
and, thus, on the balancing of the working and family life of the employees. In sum, the
analysis of the discursive worlds as well as the levels of discourses provides us with strong
evidence that the individuals interpret and create their own ‘realities’ and, thus, even the
overwhelming grand or mega-level discourses are interpreted individually, having diverse

effects for different key employees.
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5. CONCLUSIONS

3.1. Summarizing the Aims of the Research

The overall research question of this dissertation regarded the role of strategic human
resource development in SMEs. Therefore, first, the overall picture of SHRD in an SME-
context was created. From the structural point of view the overall picture was seen as a
cultural frame which was open to different interpretations. Accordingly, from the perspec-
tive of social constructionism (as a epistemological base for this research) the reality is
created by individuals in social interaction. In this research the focus was on the key
employees as the strategic resource creating the interpretations of the human resource
development in social interaction. In order to ‘reach’ the key employees the following
objectives were stated: (1) the objective to clarify the widely used, but at the moment
ambiguous and vague concept of ‘key employee’ and (2) the objective to revise and further
develop the previous models of the identification of the strategically most important

resources — in this research especially the key employees.

The resource-based theory was used as a theoretical framework to define the concept of key
employee. Consequently, the framework for the identification was formed as a revision of
the VRIO-framework presented by Bamey (1994b: 4-17). The revised framework was
applied in two case firms. The identification of key employees by using the resource-based
view of the firm supports the prior research on the principle that RBYV is an applicable angle
for strategic HRM/HRD (e.g. Hendry et al. 1995; Boxall and Purcell 2003). Thus, this
dissertation provides an ‘extension’ of the common statement of managers: ‘Employees are
the most important resource’ first by continuing ‘and our key employees are our strategic
human resource’ and, secondly, by continuing ‘through whom our strategy unfolds and the

sustained competitive advantage may be achieved.’

The third objective of the research was to analyse the individual key employees’ discursive
worlds in order to understand the internal discursive variation in the firms and, thus, the
consequences affecting HRD. Thus, in this research the method of discourse analysis was

chosen in order to explore the interpretative realities of key employees. The idea that there
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could be a number of realities instead of a single one regarding the human resource
development inspired the researcher to talk with the individual key employees and to
consider the use of language as a function itself and not just as a description of the reality.
Thus, the human resource development was seen as a phenomenon which is individually
interpreted in social interaction. Hence, the aim was not the value whether the inter-
pretations of an individual key employee were good or bad but rather to understand how the
internal variation is constructed in social interaction and what kind of consequences are
affected by these interpretations. As a result, all the key employees in both firms (A: five
persons and B: seven persons) were interviewed and the interviews transcribed and
analysed, producing material of a total of 116 sheets of A4 size including 46442 words {(on
average 3870 words and 9,8 A4 sheets per person) resulting in twelve interpretative
realities (i.e. discursive worlds as a term used in the research). Thus, the fourth objective of
the research was to broaden the picture of SHRD in SME-contexts by using the results of

the discourse analysis.

In this chapter we will concentrate on the role of SHRD in SME contexts as a primary
question of this research. First, the conclusions regarding the discourse analysis will be
drawn and, secondly, the broadening of the picture of SHRD in an SME context will be

accomplished. Finally, the implications for practice and research will be discussed.

5.2. Conclusions Regarding the Discourse Analysis

The third objective of the research was to analyse the individual key employees' discursive
worlds in order to understand the internal discursive variation in the firms and, thus, the
consequences which daffected the development of human resource. Thus, the identified key
employees in both case firms were interviewed and their discourses were analysed. In order
to construct a picture of key employees’ interpretative realities (i.e. the discursive worlds)
the discourses of individuai key employees were analysed internally (i.e. the content of
discourses) as well as externally (i.e. by exploring the contradictions and interactions
between discourses). As a result, the consequences for human resource development

affected by each discursive world were explored.
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The analysis of the discourses was done strictly based on the content and, thus, the aim was
not to value the discursive worlds and the consequences as being good or bad, but rather to
understand that these discursive worlds are the actual reality for the key employees
themselves — this is the world in which they work and interact and these are the
consequences which are the reality for each key employee. Thus, this research setting made
it possible to understand that the reality in a firm is not a single entity but interpretative,
multiple and complex as well as dynamic in its nature. Moreover, it should be emphasised,
that in this research the aim was not to value whether the consequences on HRD are good
or bad but rather to understand the mechanism by which the variation is built. In this sense,
the research provided a cross-sectional view of the key employees’ discursive worlds and
especially of the discursive worlds which were constructed in interaction with the
researcher. In other words, the discursive worlds are interpretations by the researcher and in

this research, subject to the assessment of the readers.

During the research process it became evident that most of the key employees were actually
for the first time talking about human resource development in their firm. Thus, the flow of
the speech seemed as if ‘lock-gates’ were opened and the main task of the researcher was to
keep the thematic interviews to the themes of the research. The discourse analysis in two
case firms actually ended up to with the same results. The individual key employees
construct individual interpretations which cause the variation in regard to human resource
development in the firm. Thus the question of internal variation could be understood by the

interpretative nature of social reality.

As a result, first, the analysis of the discursive worlds on individual level provided the
possibility of exploring the overwhelming phenomenon that all the key employees created
their discursive worlds in social interaction (thematic interviews). Some joint elements
were explored as well as some meso-, grand- or mega-level discourses. However, also the
joint elements (e.g. self-development) were individually interpreted. Thus, this result
indicates that human resource development has not been a topic as such in the firm.
Therefore, each key employee had created histher own interpretation of the reality and
acted according to his/her own interpretation not by following a shared strategy for the

human resource development. If the discourses are evaluated by using a ‘distance’
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measurement, all the discourses seem to be raised from the individual key employee’s
closest sphere. In other words, the discourses were developed by the key employees” own
previous experiences (e.g. networking during the past career phases), current work (e.g. the
need for self-development) or current life- and career phase (e.g. age). This phenomenon
can be seen to be understandable as the human resource development is not a common topic
of discussions nor is there a strategy for HRD. Thus, it becomes rational why the discourses

are rooted in the key employee him or herself.

Second, in this research the multiple and complex nature of discursive worlds became
evident. In most cases the key employees constructed discursive worlds in which the
individual discourses were in contradiction with each other. Thus, the complexity of
discursive worlds may cause confusion for the decision-making processes regarding human
resource development. On the other hand, the key employee may think that the human
resource development is essential and needed, but on the other hand, there may be
discourses which are in contradiction with this view. Thus, the decision-making regarding
the key employee’s self-development as well as the human resource development in the
firm as a whole may become inconsistent. However, interesting exceptions were the two
key employees (one in each case firm) who had the shortest working career in the firm. The
discursive worlds of these key employees were consistent without any internal contradic-
tions. Thus, it seems that the interpretative reality is for the newcomers simpler than for the
persons who already have become socialised to the firm’s culture. Hence, future research
may provide more information regarding the change in discursive worlds during the
working career. However, according to this research it seems that if the firm has not created
a common and shared human resource development strategy, the complexity of individual

discursive worlds seems to increase.

In all, the overwhelming power of discourses to maintain or renew social conventions
became evident during the research process. Also, it became evident that the power of
discourses on firm level is not tied to the level of discourse (i.e. micro-, meso-, mega-,
grand) i.e. the higher level does not mean higher power of the discourse. This phenomenon
was explored through the analysis of the variation of discursive worlds. Thus, again, the

reality is interpreted on individual level and continuously. Therefore, the key employees are
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in key positions to create a shared interpretation of the reality and shared discursive worlds

regarding human resource development.

Even thought the aim of this dissertation was not to make a comparative study of the target
firms but rather to bring the discursive variation into the daylight, some similarities and
differences between firms A’s and B’s key employees’ discourses are worth mentioning.
First, the life-cycle of the firm was present in both firms. The maturity of Firm A was seen
in the discourses highlighting the hard times as well as the aging personnel. Whereas the
maturity seemed to hinder the development in several discourses, the start-up phase of Firm
B provided even a learning environment for the key employee. Secondly, the sharing of the
knowledge and pair and group working was seen as means to develop human resources in
Firm B where as in Firm A the key employees were merely alone developing themselves.
All in all, the attributes of a start-up firm seem to affect the interpretation regarding human

resource development positively.

To conclude this chapter we will discuss the credibility of these discourse analyses (see
Sub-chapter 3.4.). Coherence was the first criterion for the credibility. In this sense the
exceptions and deviations are presented in the report in order to test the internal coherence
of individual discourses. Thus, the interviews were tape-recorded and transcribed in detail
in order to analyse the coherence and explore the deviant and exceptional phases by using
multilevel material for the analysis (e.g. tones, brakes, extra words, hesitation). The second
criterion was the participant's own understanding. This criterion focused to the situation of
the thematic interview. The participant’s own understanding was ensured by the possibility
of producing as enriched talk as possible on the themes. Thus, the interpretative realities
with their consequences were the primary target of the analysis. The third criterion was
called new problems. Thus, the internally coherent discourses were the material for the
researcher to construct discursive worlds. The discursive worlds are not seen as coherent
entities but rather as contradictory entities in which the key employees work daily. Thus,
the contradictions were analysed as producing not only solutions (certain consequences)
but, also, new problems (e.g. a certain discourse hinders the development of human
resources as at the same time another discourse makes the development possible). In this

sense, the variation in regard to human resource development was seen as a complex and
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dynamic phenomenon. Finally, the reader’s evaluation is supported by the detailed
presentation of the interpretation paths of the researcher. The discourse analysis was
expressed in detail by providing the reader with the possibility of seeing the exact places in
the text from which the interpretation is made. In the last chapters of this research the last
criteria regarding the credibility, i.e. the fruitfulness and the generalisation, will be

discussed.

5.3. The Role of SHRD in the SME-Context

In this sub-Chapter, the angle of vision will be focused on the SME-context. Even though
the results of the discourse analysis provide the individual interpretations of the prevailing
reality in the case firms, the analysis will offer some insights into the particular role of
strategic human resource development in the SME context, too. Therefore, the aim is not to
produce universal truths or theories but rather to broaden the picture by using the resuits of

this research and, thus, Figure 35 (presented in Figure 5, too) will form the frame for this

discussion.
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Figure 35. The picture of the role of SHRD in an SME-context.

First of all, according to this research the importance of the talk about SMEs becomes
concrete and visible in regard to strategic human resource development. The human

resource development is a vital feature of the key employees’ working life and, as was
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explored, the key employees are enthusiastic to discuss the matter. However, HRD as such
has not been the topic of everyday discussions at work. In other words, even though the
culture of the firm may encourage employees to discuss with each other, it does not mean
that HRD as such is the topic of the discussions. Thus, the discourses will become
diversified and, then, secondly, the reality becomes individually interpreted, which may
lead to the possibility that discourses and the discursive worlds begin to ‘live’ their own
‘lives’ resulting in extreme cases in distorted pictures of the role of SHRD forming and
executing the strategy. Especially in SMEs, the importance of the talk is raised, as the

written communication or strategies are not so common as in larger firms.

Secondly, as the HRD is an important feature of the key employee’s working life, the
common feature is that the development is concentrated on the individual level. The key
employees develop themselves actively and the work as such provides a continuous
possibility of leamning. In addition, personal networks are created and used in order to
gather the newest knowledge. However, the individual interpretations may affect the self-
development being active but hidden from the employer. This means that a key employee
develops him/herself actively but, actually, he or she creates a personal knowledge base
which is not known by other employees or the employer at all. In this sense, the hidden
development may even raise the risk of personal turmover because the personal knowledge
enables the person to find a new job in case the current job does not motivate any more.
Moreover, if the hidden development is prevailing in the firm, the aspiration to create the
firm towards a learning organisation becomes more difficult or even impossible. Thus, the
shared interpretations regarding HRD can lead to a possibility of firm Ievel leaming as well
as of diminishing the personal risk (i.e. the danger that the knowledge, skills and experience

concentrate on a few key employees).

Third, the discourse analysis provided a new angle of vision for the career and individual
life-cycles, too. The individual discursive worlds reflect the person’s own interpretation
regarding the career categories. For example, a key employee may regard himself as a
‘problem employee’ in one discourse, but, simultaneously, in his other discourse he may
regard himself as a ‘workhorse’ being a senior manager who provides development

possibilities for his own team. In this respect, the discursive worlds with corresponding
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identities seem to be in interaction with the career roles. However, in this respect, the
present career models prove to be too simple if seen on the individual level. Actually, there
seems to be a possibility that the different career roles may be, first, individually
interpreted, second, they may even be imprecated. Thus, shared understanding regarding
the strategy together with continuous human resource development could lead to key

employees’ career roles which support the unfolding of the strategy.

Fourth, in the discursive worlds the role of strategic human resource management was
mainly need- or opportunity-driven (see Luoma 2000). In most discursive worlds, the
human resource development was targeted to fill the gap between the demands of the work
and the actual competencies (need-driven SHRD). In addition, there were discourses which
directly connected the exploration of new opportunities (i.e. opportunity-driven SHRD)
with the development (e.g. ‘Problem solving’ or ‘Leaming philosophy’ discourses). The
‘Developing the firm’ is the closest discourse to the capability-driven SHRD. In this
discourse the key employee developed himself by actively executing the growth strategy of
the firm. However, the capability-driven SHRD emphasises the importance of creating firm
level capabilities (i.e. not only on individual level) and, thus, this discourse cannot be
included in the category. In all, the role of HRD seemed to concentrate on the individual
level development and, thus, the development towards learning organisation was not clearly
seen. Actually, the discursive worlds affecting individual level development may even
prevent the firms from becoming leaming organisations. Thus, again, the fit between the
interpreted and the actual or ideal reality, can be regarded as a key to a shared human

resource strategy.

Fifth, on the individual level development was active, but the difference was on the firm
level collaboration and on the sharing of the knowledge. In this respect, if the discursive
worlds of owner-managers are analysed, the Owner-Manager’s influence has been strong
in the discursive worlds of the key employees. Moreover, in the light of discourse analysis,
especially the Owner-Manager’s talk affects the overall picture of the role of SHRD.
However, the path is not direct because of the individual interpretations. In this sense, the

continuous discussions and tatk about human resource development can be seen as a means
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to form a common understanding and, thus, common interpretations regarding the strategic

issues.

Finally, in this research, the role of the SHRD in SMEs is both unique and fragmented.
Besides the actual reality of the firm, the key employees’ interpretative realities diversified
the strategic role of human resource development. In this research, the common
phenomenon was that the individual level learning was emphasised. Thus, a shared strategy
with strong visions for the future combined with firm-level leaming and supported by
individual-level leaming could be a means to create a picture in which the human resource
development becomes strategic (i.e. enables the firm to reach the strategic goals).
Therefore, the continuous and conscious discussion on SHRD could be seen as a
possibility of creating more coherent discursive worlds affecting a more coherent role of

strategic HRD and, thus, the picture of SHRD will be revised.

To conclude, SHRD and key employees’ discourses are in close interaction in SMEs, and
thus discourses facilitate the implementation, maintaining and the renewal of SHRD. In
addition, SHRD provides a base for social interaction in which the discourses are
maintained, renewed and shared. Thus, the picture of the role of SHRD can be completed
(Figure 36). The revised picture of the role emphasises the strategic role of key employees
in constructing the fit between the actual and interpreted realities. Thus, the interaction and
the use of language are raised as powerful tools to make a coherent picture and, thus, the
key employees have the central role in unfolding the strategy. To conclude, as the
discourses as well as the environment of SMEs are dynamic in nature, the continuous
assurance of the fit between the actual and interpreted realities becomes a central issue in

SME:s in order to unfold the strategy of the firm.
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Figure 36. The interaction between SHRD and discursive worlds in an SME context.

In sum, this research supports the current leadership research, which emphasises the
importance of leadership skills e.g. knowledge management and leadership in a learning
organisation (e.g. Senge 1996, 2004; Nonaka & Takeuchi 1995; Bowerman & Collins
1999; Viitala 2003; Nonaka 2004). Senge (2004: 462—464) criticises the traditional role of
leader as a charismatic decision maker (see e.g. Hunt 1991) and argues that the leaders in
the learning organisation are responsible for building organisations where people are
continually expanding their capabilities to shape their future and, thus, they are responsible
for leamning. Similarly, it can be argued that in order to build a coherent and shared
interpretation of SHRD, the new leadership skills are needed. According to Senge (2004:
472) the leader’s new skills are building shared visions, surfacing and challenging mental
models and engaging in systems thinking. For example the special skills for building shared
visions are (Senge 2004: 472):

— encouraging personal vision: shared visions emerge from personal visions

— communicating and asking for support: the aim is to share the vision — not to be
the official representative of the vision

~ visioning as an ongoing process
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~  blending extrinsic and intrinsic visions: the vision should not only target
towards competitive environment but it should also encourage the innova-
tiveness and creativeness.

Moreover, Barney’s (1994) concept ‘managerial organizational resources’ as strategic
resources emphasise the importance of leadership skills — especially transformational
leadership (see Hunt 1991: 181-215). Despite the traditional view of charismatic leaders as
transformational leaders, Bamey (1994b) emphasises that the unique combination of the
‘right’ person in the ‘right’ firm at the ‘right’ time is the base for the existence of trans-
formational leadership — thus, all the leaders in the organisation have the possibility of
becoming persons who enable the firm to exploit new opportunities i.e. to become
transformational leaders. However, the question is not how individual managers become
transformational leaders but rather how the frusting relationships among managers and
team work in the organisation enable the exploitation of new opportunities (Bamey 1994b;
see Hurst, Rush and White 2004: 499-524). According to Barney (1994b): ’Managers, as
individuals, are still relevant in this new view, but their most relevant skills seem to focus

on building teams, relationships, cultures and traditions.’

Actually, the results of this dissertation call for widening the angle of the current
leadership research to all key employees — i.e. not only the leaders — as a resource which
enables the firm to become a learning organisation. Therefore, the skills needed from
leaders are also needed from all the key employees in the firm. These skills enable the firm
to create a shared interpretation of the reality and, thus, to form a shared understanding of
the strategic role of human resource development. In sum, even though this dissertation
supports the current leadership research, it also calls for widening the perspective towards
key employees especially in the SME sector in which the number of actual leaders is

small and, thus, the role of all key employees is crucial in regard to the survival of the fimm.

5.4. The Implications for Practice and Future Research

In order to finalise this research, it is worth while to discuss both the practical implications

and the possibilities for future research. First, we will start with the practical implications
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regarding the identification of strategic human resource. The clarification of the concept
‘key employee’ together with the revised framework for the identification of strategic
resource provides the SME managers with the possibility of understanding that the human
resource is not a single entity but, rather, it consists of individual persons with different
skills, knowledge and experience. The key employees are the persons through whom the
strategy unfolds and cascades to the everyday working life of all the employees. Thus, the
attention which is paid to key employees does not imply that the rest of the human resource
could be forgotten — on the contrary. All the human resource has to be maintained and
developed, but especially the maintenance and development of the strategic resource is
essential for the survival of the firm. Moreover, the knowledge of the criteria regarding
strategic resource may be used as a tool to develop other employees {especially those with
future potential) to become new key employees for the firm. Thus, the human resource
development will ensure the continuous maintenance of a strategic human resource-base for

the firm.

Secondly, as was analysed in this research, the talk has strategic importance especially in
SMEs where the written strategies and literal communication are usually minimal. In
addition, the phenomenon of the interpretative nature of the reality has practical implica-
tions. As it was seen that if the human resource development as such is not discussed in
organisations, individual key employees (and other employees, too) will make their own
interpretations and create their own realities in which they will work. As was seen in the
discourse analysis even individual persons may create their own realities which are
incoherent in their nature. Thus, the decision-making of a single key employee may become
incoherent causing uncertainty in the organisation. Therefore, the main task of the strategic
management of the firm will be the creation of the fit between the actual and interpretative
realities. The only means to create the fit and a coherent reality is the same tool which may
lead to incoherence — social interaction. Moreover, the firm needs a strategy and a strong
vision which are planned together and continuously discussed with the personnel. However,
this is not sufficient yet. As the strategic human resource development is in the role of
enabling individual as well as firm level leaming, it should be a topic of everyday dis-
cussions as such. Otherwise, the fit between the actual reality of SHRD and its inter-

pretations could be lost. Another benefit for SMEs taking SHRD as a topic of discussions
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could be the possibility of bringing SMEs closer to the mainstream ‘discourse’ of SHRD

and, thus, avoid the “peripheral’ location in which SMEs seem to be at the moment.

The practical implications can be summarised as suggestions for the SME practitioners as
follows: First, as the talk is important, thus, it is important that human resource develop-
ment as such will be a ropic of discussions in the firm. In this sense, the discussions may
provide the way to build a common strategy for the human resource development. Second,
the dynamic nature of the construction of social reality presupposes talking and discussing
continuously about HRD, otherwise the interpretations of individual persons will begin to
‘live’ their own ‘lives’. Third, the discussion regarding the individual interpretations could
be used as a means to destroy the kind of overwhelming discourses which prevent the
human resource development in the firm. In other words, the new leadership skills (see
Chapter 5.3.) including especially interaction and communication skills of key employees
in SMEs are seen as a primary tool to implement maintain and develop the strategic role of
HRD in SMEs. However, the use of these skills is not enough if the key employee has not
properly understood the principle that the reality is interpretative and, thus, the reality has
to be continuously and socially constructed in the everyday life of SMEs. By understanding
this phenomenon the implementation of strategic HRID becomes possible. Moreover, a
possible practical implication for a small firm is the understanding that strategic HRD also
means the possibility of shaping the firm’s strategy by means of human resource develop-
ment. In this sense, the discussions targeting towards a common interpretation of reality
may act as a part of the firm’s strategy process. In other words, the firm’s strategy process,
actually, is a learning process during which the shared vision is created. Thus, the
broadened picture of SHRD sets a challenge for the owner-managers and owners of the
firm: unlearning the past is first needed in order to create a new working culture with key

employees having the strategic role as facilitators of a learning organisation.

Next, the implications for future research will be discussed. First, the clarification of the
concept of key employee contributes to the future research on human resource management
and development. The previous research on resource-based theory has provided this
research with the theoretical base for the revised framework for the identification of key

employees. However, the revision of the VRIO-framework was needed in order to apply it
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to human resource and, especially, for the purposes of individual level analyses. Thus, this
research contributes to the previous theoretical studies regarding strategic human resources
with a revised frame applied in practice. As in this study the owner-managers of the firms
made the identification, it would be fruitful to expand the analyses to the key employees’
self-analysis. The research on individual key employees’ own understanding regarding the
attributes of strategic resource could provide new knowledge for SHRD research. There-
fore, the longitudinal research regarding the identified key employees and their develop-
ment could provide new knowledge for the research field. An especially important question
1s: How could the shared discursive worlds regarding SHRD diminish the risk of personal
turnover (especially of key employees) in SMEs? Moreover, future research is needed for
the understanding of how the knowledge of the attributes of strategic resources affect the
key employees’ decision-making regarding their self-development and the HRD of their

subordinates.

Methodologically the discourse analysis provided a means to explore the multiple and
complex nature of the reality in the SMEs. In two case firms the key employees constructed
their individual interpretations of the reality and formed their own discursive worlds which
had corresponding effects on human resource development. Thus, this research provided a
possibility of deeply understanding the interpretative nature of SMEs’ reality. Hence, the
contribution of the research is the widened picture of the role of SHRD in an SME context.
Especially, the phenomenon of the continvously changing discursive worlds will contribute
to future SHRD research. In fact, as a challenge for the future research we would like to
leave the longitudinal research on the dyramic nature of discursive worlds in SMEs: how
the discursive worlds change in social interaction in time and how the understanding of the

interpretative nature of the reality changes the discursive worlds.

Finally, the challenge of strategic human resource development research in an SME context
is, in fact, the multilevel complexity of SMEs: first, the uniqueness of each firm, second,
the uniqueness of each employee and, third, the interpretative nature of the reality.
However, as we experienced during this research process, these challenges are able to be
met. Thus, in the future, more research on SME and individual employee levels is needed

with innovative methodologies taking into account the complexity and uniqueness of
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SMEs. Furthermore, a special challenge is, first, to target leadership research to the SME
sector and, then, to widen the perspective towards all the key employees and their leader-

ship role and skills in SMEs in regard to strategic human resource development.
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POSTSCRIPT

Sherlock Holmes: “Dear Watson, look what we have done! The mystery is
solved and the case can be closed — even though some further questions
remain...”

Dr. Watson: “Yes Sir, the understanding that the reality is interpretative was
actually the main clue which guided us to solve the mystery. Actually, I have
made a poem of the ingredients in which the key employees work and develop
themselves and their subordinates in SMEs. Would you like to hear it?”

Sherlock Holmes: “Of course I would like to hear it! But in the mean time,
would you pass me another cup of tea.”

As the reality is interpretative,
talk about human resource development with your colleagues.

Talk about your interpretations, and listen
to the others, then, take the risk and
share your learning experiences. Don’t hide your learning and
you’ll grasp the feeling that you really are one of the professionals!
Then, enjoy your work toduay,
even though, the future is waiting somewhere
with its challenges and new opportunities for you and the small firm.
And, please, note that
as time is running so fast, it is better to stay for a mnoment and
reflect on what you have learned, and what should be learned
and then, keep going, but remember
that the reality is interpretative, so pay attention to your talk

and start from the beginning.
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APPENDIX 1. The coding

The interviews are coded using the following coding system (Potter and Wetherell 1987):

0
2

word
WORD
.hh
(word)

[word]

a pause which is noticeable but too short to measure
a pause which is noticeable and measured in seconds
an extension of the vowel

the emphasis

Iouder voice than the surrounding talk

an audible intake of breath

inaudible talk or there is a doubt about the accuracy
clarificatory information

a whisper
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APPENDIX 2. Thematic interview

The following themes were discussed during the interview sessions:

First, open discussion about the object of the study in order to create an open climate for the

interview.

» background information about the interviewee:
» position
> education
» working experience

> The career history of the person (a short narrative is preferable)

> Discussion about the concept of ‘key employee’: how the person would define it

» How the person is developed during the working career, how in the present position

> What is the role of the personnel in the firm

» What kind of role has HRD in the firm

> How the person sees the near future (in three years’ perspective) of the firm: what is the
role of the personnel in the future




