EXPLORING TALENT MANAGEMENT PRACTICES IN SMEs IN A

TURBULENT CONTEXT: LESSONS FROM BREXIT AND COVID-19

By

BERTHA DZIFA KUMODJI

A thesis submitted in partial fulfilment of the requirements of Birmingham City University

for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy

The Faculty of Business, Law and Social Sciences

Birmingham City University Business School

Birmingham City University

November 2021

l1|Page



ABSTRACT

Talent management is a rapidly evolving subject of study. At all levels of an
organisation, talent is critical to success. When managed properly, it has a beneficial
effect on the bottom line. As a result, talent management has become a critical strategic
issue for businesses worldwide. However, there is a dearth of research on applying TM
concepts and practices in various corporate settings, including SMEs. This thesis
examines TM practices in SMEs during turbulent times (Brexit and Covid-19). First, it
discusses TM’s application in SMEs, followed by the current state of TM in UK SMEs
and the impact of talent retention on UK SMEs during times of turbulence. Next, an
integrated institutional resource-based framework is developed from human resource

management and talent management fields to achieve this goal.

Two (2) case studies of SMEs operating in the UK were selected to address the research
questions and validate the framework using a qualitative and abductive research
approach. Twenty-eight (28) semi-structured in-depth interviews were conducted with
owners, managers, and employees of participating companies, supplemented by
qualitative documentation method, following the framework’s order and structure.
According to the empirical findings, talent management practices are critical in
turbulence and uncertainty for the SME sector. Finally, the integrated institutional
resource-based TM framework is reviewed and modified to facilitate future researchers

and practitioners’ use and expansion.

Additionally, the findings of the thesis add to the body of existing research and practice.
Finally, it provides recommendations about the role of human resource management
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and talent management practices in enabling organisations to configure valuable and
committed employees with a high level of knowledge, skills, and abilities. Overall, the
study adds to a better theoretical understanding of talent management in the context of

SMEs in the UK, a subject that has received little attention in the literature.
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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

1.1 Summary of the Chapter

Section 1.1 of this chapter provides an overview of the thesis. Sections 1.2 present the
introduction to the research. Section 1.3 expands on the research rationale, while
Section 1.4 describes the research aims, objectives, and questions. Sections 1.5 and 1.6
details the methodological approach and the study’s contribution, respectively. Finally,

Section 1.7 outlines the thesis.

1.2 Introduction to the Research

Although change is unpredictable, it is critical to address its underlying causes. Difficult
circumstances highlight the importance of Mr Ducker’s lesson that ‘only change is
constant.” However, it may also be a time for many companies to recognise and
embrace the new reality. Demand and supply dynamics have made it difficult for
organisations to maintain talent flows in today’s unpredictable market conditions,
globalisation, and global competition (Schuler and Tarique, 2009). People seem to be
the most critical competitive advantage, rather than financial resources, efficient
processes, and technology. Companies seeking an edge over their competition must
recruit, develop, and retain top-tier staff. However, this only applies to a small and
restricted set of prospective workers, which is why competition for these individuals is
becoming more intense. The current population’s supply of the most competent
individuals is relatively limited. As a result, organisations that compete for these limited

resources must identify and implement the most efficient tools to succeed.
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Businesses must not just adjust to shifting demographics and employee preferences.
Nonetheless, they must revitalise their organisations while investing in new
technologies, expanding their operations globally, and competing with new threats. A
cost-effective and focused people management strategy is critical for any organisation’s
success. The bulk of organisations’ fate will be determined by their talent pool and
talent development throughout the whole workforce. Organisations must engage in
various actions to guarantee that talent is recruited and nurtured among all workers.
Employees and management must work together to manage performance, career
development, and training. Line management is critical in identifying and deciding on

staff development opportunities in their respective areas.

One HR managers’ challenge is selecting from a growing talent pool of exceptional,
marginal, and fluid staff (Kayode, 2012). Having individuals with unclear abilities to
choose from seems to be a problem. On the other hand, hiring more educated employees
is advantageous since talent may provide a long-term competitive advantage and
influence organisational outcomes. With global talent supply falling short of long-term
demand, especially for highly skilled people, organisations must prioritise human
capital above financial capital. This is readily available to investors and lenders, and it

can be reproduced inexpensively and quickly.

Developing great HRM is the most acceptable way to differentiate one organisation
from another (Kapoor, 2011). This is done by creating a strategy that ensures
organisations manage their employees effectively, thus boosting company success

(Gratton, 2003). Therefore, organisations that care about their employees should
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prioritise HR strategies (Subhash, 2011). In addition, those willing to adapt their HR
procedures to changing labour circumstances will attract, develop, and retain people,
improving their chances of success in global competition (Kapoor, 2011). This has
resulted in a significant dependence on HR by business organisations to gain a

competitive advantage, an important economic growth component.

Despite demonstrating its value and competitive advantage for the business
environment, TM remains a relatively undeveloped and new idea in HRM for many
institutions, such as SMEs in the UK. Most of these institutions are uninformed of the
TM techniques used in organisations to aid them and their effectiveness. Talent is
valued like innovation and creativity, yet it is rarely understood and nurtured inside
organisations. Many organisations, such as SMEs, want brilliant individuals. Even if
they are lucky enough to acquire outstanding individuals, they often struggle to engage
or retain them. Organisations often try to implement TM processes and practices.
However, real success is achieved when people’s hearts and minds are involved.
Organisations that do this have values and visions that are linked to the individual. TM

must be prioritised for this to happen.

An organisation may assign tasks to an individual and hope that everything goes as
planned. Hence, there must be conviction and dedication to making it happen,
beginning with the owners, managers and going down to line management and the
newest recruits. When a company develops a defined process or specifies a technique
for managing people, it may convince itself that TM is occurring. TM emerges when a

company creates a culture based on shared values. Emotions, thinking, and feeling are
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engaged, and leadership demonstrates commitment via actions and attitudes.
Individuals who join an organisation should feel valued, as though their efforts are
recognised and will make a difference. It is simple to assert that this happens in most
UK SMEs. However, it is much more difficult to show actual evidence of

implementation and application.

TM has developed into a virtual drive to gain a competitive edge in the business
environment using human resources (Tarique and Schuler, 2010). Horvéthova (2011)
outlines two significant views on what or who talent is. The first point of view is that
specific organisations concentrate their attention on a selected number of high
performers. They are the organisation’s ‘stars.” They consider a talented individual a
successful employee who can significantly influence an organisation’s output. The
second point of view is that other organisations may be more inclusive through fostering
different people’s talents, skills, abilities, capabilities, and knowledge (Horvathova,

2011).

TM, whether selective or inclusive, is a significant issue. Various organisations may
use a variety of approaches to finding, selecting, developing, and retaining talent.
Prioritising people management, growth in TM processes, or developing high potential
Is essential in every business organisation. No company should concentrate all its
efforts on managing a portion of its human capital. Recognising the needs of different
individuals inside the organisation is therefore critical. Thus, talent is defined as
everyone who can contribute to an organisation’s objectives. TM should not be

confined to a selected set of favoured individuals. This approach is founded on the
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notion that talent must be handled comprehensively. TM is a growing profession,
whether selective or inclusive; different organisations may have different ways of

identifying, developing, and retaining their talent.

Companies profit from TM not just during tough times but even when the economy has
stabilised. The corporate world has changed because of the crisis and challenging
conditions. It is becoming more common for companies to engage in so-called “talent
wars.” Workers are likely to leave their current employers as the job market is becoming
increasingly competitive. As a result, a flurry of lucrative employment opportunities
will open up, particularly for top performers. Having committed employees will assist
the company in retaining essential people and making the transition to a more robust
economy much easier. However, SMEs must deal with the unexpected. Preparing for
and coping with the unexpected has been a common challenge in recent turbulent times
(e.g., Brexit and Covid-19). Recession and unpredictable events such as Brexit and
Covid-19 have altered the business environment, and organisations are faced with talent
wars. SMEs are becoming increasingly conscious of the importance of intellectual
property and knowledge workers and the need to recruit and retain talent. Surprisingly,
companies in more disposable industries, where employee turnover is high, are

beginning to recognise the cost of recruiting and training their employees.

On that account, SMEs in the UK must ask themselves: What if our top workers are not
as good as we believe they are? Our organisation’s personnel pool may lack the requisite
behavioural DNA and the experience, knowledge, and competence to produce what has

to be done or performed in the next five (5) years. Thus, ‘talent’ becomes a lever,
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mechanism, and technique that aids in keeping the organisation prepared for future and
unforeseen circumstances both in and outside the organisation. Talent is a top priority
in UK SME organisations now, tomorrow, and forever. It is, however, a continuous
process that requires authority, responsibility, and commitment — not forms,
procedures, and assessment centres. One of the main issues here is the SME’s ability

and willingness to confront the realities of the current scenario.

1.3 Research Rationale

Good HRM is recognised as a critical factor in determining a business’s success or
failure (Vaiman et al., 2012: Collings and Scullion, 2012). This emphasises the crucial
need for operational organisations investing in TM initiatives to select and develop
high-potential personnel capable of maintaining their operations with a decreased risk
of failure. Therefore, developing talent is essential to the overall running of the
company (Stahl et al., 2012). In addition, for a firm to survive, it needs a steady stream
of new information. In this context, recognising the impact of a complex economy that
requires more sophisticated people, new knowledge at all levels, and fundamental
changes in how organisations adapt to the imperatives of new technology and
globalisation offer substantial hurdles to successful TM (Stahl et al., 2012; Schuler,

2015).

The results of Rauch and Hatak’s (2016) research may be used as the starting point for
analysing HRM practices in SMEs. They find a positive cause and effect relationship
between HRM activities and performance. They argue that such a relationship can be
stronger in SMEs than in larger companies. Moreover, the positive relationship between
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HR practices and SME performance finds support in other studies (Razouk, 2011;
Sheehan, 2014). Thus, it may be concluded that the potential of SMEs to achieve a
sustainable and competitive advantage depends on the quality of HR processes. Such a
relationship stems from the importance of human capital, which can be characterised
by the VRIN attributes: valuable, rare, inimitable and non-substitutable (Barney, 1991,

Kaufman, 2015).

TM is a dynamically developing field of research, proven by a number of publications
and findings that describe the current understanding of this area (Al Ariss et al., 2014;
Morley et al., 2015; McDonnell et al., 2017). Most literature that review articles
continuously raises two issues. The first refers to the underrepresentation of empirically
grounded research (McDonnell et al., 2017); the second indicates the insufficient
consideration of contextual issues (Dries, 2013a; Dries, 2013b; Al Ariss et al., 2014).
TM has emerged as one of the key issues facing organisations and will undoubtedly
continue being an important challenge for management (Schuler et al., 2011).
According to some scholars and practitioners, TM is an HR challenge that firms will
confront in the future years (Tansley et al., 2007). Most TM’s surveys indicate that at
least 75% of top managers believe it is the second critical problem organisations will
face in the future (Deloitte, 2008). The consensus among the academic community is
that the management of talent represents an important source of competitive advantage
for organisations worldwide and that the prosperity of an organisation depends on its
ability to manage its talents effectively (Nilson and Ellstrom, 2012; Collings and
Mellahi, 2013). Thus, organisations striving to survive in the current highly competitive
and uncertain business environment (e.g., Brexit and Covid-19) must consider TM as a

key organisational and management issue.
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In terms of TM within a global context, questions such as the following abound: What
are the TM practices and strategies required of line managers and HR managers to
effectively manage talent? To what extent do employee engagement, job satisfaction
and organisational commitment mediate the relationship between TM practices and
intention to quit? How can organisations attract, engage and optimise talent in the
current global market conditions? These questions are likely to have a particularly
important applied benefit as they represent some of the key challenges organisations
like SMEs are grappling with in effectively managing their talent. Darvish, Najafi and
Zare (2012) maintain that the future of most businesses is reliant on the acquisition,
development and retention of talented people to create the leadership capacity and talent

required to implement new strategies so as to meet current and future business needs.

Despite the growing popularity of TM in the literature, the current conceptualisation of
TM remains narrow and limited (Gallardo-Gallardo et al., 2013). Even though TM is
essential to the organisation’s day-to-day operations, most academic literature,
including organisations like the CIPD in the UK, tends to be intensely focused on
national settings (Mcdonnell et al., 2009). Consequently, there are few comparative
studies. The current study on global TM is mainly anecdotal (Mcdonnell et al., 2010)
and has many theoretical flaws (Tarique and Schuler, 2010). The lack of empirical
research on applications of TM in different contexts is a serious limitation (Festing et
al., 2013; Skuza et al., 2013). Although there is a wide range of external and internal
factors that influence the use of TM practices, the awareness of TM in different types
of organisations and national contexts is weak (McDonnell et al., 2010). The current
conceptualisation of TM strongly focuses on multinational companies and large

domestic organisations (McDonnell et al., 2010; Oltra and Vivas-Lopez, 2013).
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However, HRM and TM are becoming increasingly important in SMEs, and TM in

SMEs is different from that in large organisations (Mendez, 2013).

The application of a contextual framework can be of the highest importance when
analysing TM processes in SMEs. According to Krishnan and Scullion (2017), the
notion of TM is not replicable to SMEs and the conceptualisation of TM as proposed
for large firms needs adaptation in the SME context. Although scholars investigate TM
for three decades already, their research mainly focuses on large companies, without
enough attention to the characteristics of SMEs (Valverde et al., 2013; Collings, 2014;

Festing et al., 2017; Sparrow and Makram, 2015).

There has been little research into the role of HRM and TM as it relates to SMEs
(Muogbo, 2013). It is argued, therefore, that further researching exploring HRM and
TM in the context of SMEs is both important and necessary (Klaas et al., 2012). SMEs
experience a greater degree of instability in their structural forms and management
processes. Moreover, as Festing et al. (2017) indicate, there is need for theoretical
perspectives and conceptual developments to increase understanding in TM area, and
more generally to explain why TM in SMEs differs from that in large organisations.
Festing et al. (2017) attend to three issues: the challenges of TM in SMEs in the context
of the labour market, the understanding of talent in SMEs, and the differences in the
TM system with regard to cultural differences in particular countries. Despite the fact
that they identify such research gaps, the majority of research concerning TM studies

is in large, leaving TM practices in SMEs insufficiently investigated.
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SMEs do not implement solutions and best practices developed in large companies.
Although scholars traced the relationship between HR and SME performance (Rauch
and Hatak’s 2016), there are difficulties in developing a common approach to HRM
and TM activities in SMEs, which may stem from four factors. Firstly, most of these
companies apply different and unique patterns of executing personnel functions as their
business models and the environment in which they operate differ. Secondly,
implementing HR practices for large companies may require changes in organisational
structures, which can be considered too expensive for many SMEs (Patel and Cardon,
2010). Thirdly, SMEs suffer from limited resources, which results in optimising or even
reducing HR processes and supportive functions, also HR departments (Razouk, 2011,
Pocztowski and Pauli, 2013). Lastly, solutions developed in large companies are not
suitable for SMEs, because there are no HR departments in such organisations. In
research carried out by the Human Capital Institute (2011), only 57% of companies
surveyed had a department formally dedicated to TM. The results of this study also

showed that more than half of companies find it difficult to implement TM practices.

SMEs run standard HR processes by referring to recruitment, appraisal, training, and
remuneration (Cardon and Stevens, 2004; Psychogios et al., 2016), but they are
organised in a different way. These processes are executed mostly by managers and
owners who are not prepared to run them due to the lack of required competences. They
are specialists in the main field of the firm’s business, but they frequently suffer from
insufficient managerial skills (Razouk, 2011; Pocztowski and Pauli, 2013). Thus,
according to Nolan and Garavan (2012), SMEs are not a “scaled down” version of a
large company, so processes implemented in SMEs are designed in a different manner

to meet their specific needs and operating models. As a result, such enterprises may
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develop different TM practices, which are highly related to the context in which they

operate and to the resources they have.

Due to the variety of approaches to HRM and TM that SMEs apply, they may
implement TM processes that significantly differ from those suitable for large
companies. Although the scope of TM activities and processes in SMEs may be similar
to those implemented in large ones, this seems to be all they have in common. It would
be difficult or even impossible to replicate already developed models (Festing et al.,
2013; Krishnan and Scullion, 2017). Thus, mapping TM patterns in SMESs requires the
inclusion of the environmental context, which consists of both internal and external
factors (Gallardo-Gallardo et al., 2017; Krishnan and Scullion, 2017). Moreover, as
Festing et al. (2013), Skuza et al. (2013), and Valverde et al. (2013) indicate that, the

approach to TM in SMEs may differ with regard to country-specific cultural context.

While designing TM in SMEs, we should account for some specified practices by
referring to the uniqueness of undertaken actions and initiatives (Krishnan and Scullion,
2017). Moreover, the approach to TM may vary in accordance with the stage of SME
growth (Krishnan and Scullion, 2017). The importance of particular resources at
consecutive stages can change, which means that the share of investments in human
capital can differ (Pauli, 2015). Moreover, as concluded by Valverde et al. (2013), many
SME owners are unaware of the concept of TM, even though they undertake actions
that can be regarded as part of TM programmes or initiatives. The authors observe a
tendency among SMEs to defer the formalisation of the concept of TM (Valverde et al.,

2013).
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Examining the academic literature on TM demonstrates that the field ignores theoretical
breakthroughs in TM practices and methods in recent years (Collings and Mellahi,
2009). Considering this, it is important that this topic is covered extensively. Moreover,
there are a number of areas and questions that need to be explored in order to bridge
existing gaps in the literature. Thus, the purpose of this study is to bridge the gap by
investigating HR and TM practices and strategies in SMESs in a turbulent context. This
study emphasises the significance of theoretical work in HR and TM and associated
practices, particularly in UK SMEs during a turbulent time. Therefore, the question is:
what is TM, and how does it apply in business organisations, especially SMEs, during
turbulent times? This thesis begins with a brief overview of the current views on HR,
talent and TM in SMEs. Then, the methodology and findings of the empirical study are
presented and discussed. The thesis concludes with a summary and the study‘s

limitations and suggestions for further research.

1.4 Research Aims, Objectives and Questions

The purpose of this study is to uncover gaps in empirical studies on the concept of HR
and TM and explore the application of TM practices within the SME business during a

period of uncertainty (e.g., Brexit and Covid-19).

1.4.1 Research Aims and Objectives
1) To explore the application and concept of TM in SMEs in the UK during

turbulent times (e.g., Brexit and Covid-19).
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2) Toexplore the gaps in the current literature and contribute to a better theoretical
understanding of HR and TM practices of SMEs in the UK during turbulent

times (e.g., Brexit and Covid-19).

1.4.2 Research Questions
1. To what extent will Brexit and Covid-19 impact TM within SMEs in the UK?
2. How do owners in SMEs in the UK perceive the influence of turbulent events
(e.g., Brexit and Covid-19) on managing talents?
3. How do managers in SMEs in the UK perceive the influence of turbulent events
(e.g., Brexit and Covid-19) on managing talents?
4. How do employees in SMEs in the UK perceive the influence of turbulent

events (e.g., Brexit and Covid-19) on managing?

1.5 Methodological Approach

As Figure 1.5 shows, the first stage of this study involved gathering secondary data
from various sources, including company websites, employee handbooks, and articles,
on HRM and TM practices in SMEs, HRM in a turbulent environment, and managing
people in the SME context. Additional secondary data sources included books and
journals, which aided in developing a thorough understanding of the various variables
affecting the UK economy’s turbulent nature and informality. Following this study
stage, a series of semi-structured in-depth interviews with owners, managers, and
employees of two (2) SME case companies are conducted. When used with
documentation method (Bowen, 2009), this approach generates rich data that paints a
complete picture of SMEs’ employee-employer relations. The information gleaned

from these interviews aids in the comprehension of HR and TM practices in the SME
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sector in a turbulent environment. Transcripts of interviews are then analysed using

coding and thematic analysis.

Figure: 1.5 Methodological Approach
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As described in Chapter 5, the thesis employs a case study approach. Case studies
investigate phenomena in a realistic environment by integrating numerous sources to
compare theory and reality (Najeeb, 2014). The case studies in this thesis focused on
Engineering and Construction SMEs that meet the OECD and EU definition of an
‘SME,’ classified as a business with between 10 and 250 employees (European
Commission, 2003). This study examines various factors, including the relationships
between managers and employees and their institutional environments. This study
surveyed owners, managers, and employees of SMEs in the UK. The reason for
focusing on SMEs is that the majority lack dedicated HR departments (Psychogios et
al., 2016). Hence, owners and managers make strategic decisions when it comes to

HRM.

1.6 Contribution of the Research

The study is significant because it managed to develop and propose a dual conceptual
framework (i.e., integrated institutional resource-based view model) towards HRM and
TM in solving management issues in SMEs in the UK in the phase of uncertainties like
Brexit and Covid-19. Also, this research resulted in the introduction of various practices
and strategies to better manage talent in the SME context. These strategies in the form
of recommendations are solutions to better acquire and retain talent in the SME business
sector to reduce talent gaps and challenges. The strategies as outcomes can act as
guidelines to HR practitioners and various managers on how to better attract and retain
talent efficiently and effectively organisations, most especially SMEs in the UK during

a time of turbulence.
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This thesis contributes to the debate on TM by addressing three (3) main research gaps
raised in the literature. Firstly, (a) by presenting data gathered from two (2) selected
case SMEs in the UK (i.e., Engineering and Construction), the study provides detailed
information concerning TM practices in SMEs: the current state of TM in the UK
SMEs. Specifically, the study explores the extent to which SME organisations in the
UK engage in TM. Secondly, (b) by conducting analysis and developing a theoretical
model of TM in SMEs, the study refers to the lack of conceptual frameworks of TM in
SMEs. The findings are grounded in empirical research and are built on the basis of
identified actions undertaken by SMEs: the applicability of the notion of TM in the
SME context. The TM practices are possibly different in SMEs mostly due to distinct
structural and organisational factors (Krishnan and Scullion, 2017). This thesis
discusses alternative approaches to TM — and presents a dual conceptual framework of
understanding the concepts of TM approaches in SMEs, which may widen the
theoretical discussion about the boundaries of the phenomenon. Thirdly, (c) the study
responds to the call for more context specific research. The growing complexity and
unpredictability of the environment in which SMEs operate generate a unique set of
organisational, coordination, and management challenges (Morley and Collings, 2004;
Tatoglu et al., 2016; Morley and Heraty, 2021). This is mainly because company
activities operate in many countries and employ diverse national origins (Scullion and
Linehan, 2005). Hence, TM enables SME companies to develop the basic skill sets to
remain competitive. This was the impetus for this study, which resulted in exploratory
research of TM practices in SME operating businesses in the UK during turbulent times
like Brexit and Covid-19. These constraints and uncertainties provide a shred of
compelling research evidence to dismantle these inherent limitations and gaps on TM

as a management practice and as a component of HRM. Moreover, this presents the

29|Page



SME owner/manager and employee perspectives while mapping HR and TM practices.
Such a viewpoint is rarely investigated, as most research assumes the perspective of the

HR manager or specialist.

While solving the problem, the researcher provides this study as a proactive scholarly
tool in solving challenges faced in the SME sector in relation to managing talents. This
is essentially important as this brings on board effective measures in the attraction and
retention of talent which significantly improve organisational and environmental
competitiveness. The study provides recommendations to several aspects into which
the research was investigating. It is hoped that these will help to ensure that various
stakeholders (i.e., owners, managers and employees) concerned will take proactive and
practical measures in decision making. They may also discuss with one another
effectively in areas involving HRM and TM in the context of attracting, developing and

retention of talent.

It is imperative that HR departments set the stage for success by attracting, developing
and retaining capable employees. There is a need for organisations to establish TM
practices, strategies and new approaches to find, develop, motivate and retain highly
skilled and talented employees. The current study assist HR and line managers, in
particular, with the necessary information and strategic talent plan to identify people
whose talent retention is critical. Moreover, the study ensures that strategic, talent
driven organisations endeavouring to win the talent war within a competitive global
economy, adopt a long term, integrated and systematic view of their talent, and the

supply and demand in the market. It is hoped that this study will assist organisations in
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identifying TM strategies and processes and practices that can be used to attract, select,
develop, evaluate and retain talent during unstable environments. Furthermore, it is
believed that this study will motivate other researchers to further investigate areas that
are not covered in this work. The study was valuable as it represented an assessment of
the current HR and TM practices at the participating SMEs in the UK in turbulent
contexts and could be used as a baseline for future improvements. The primary data
collected from the cases studies could be meaningful to them itself, while the
generalisation of the results to other or similar SMEs could benefit them in general and

in different settings.

1.7 Outline of the Thesis

The thesis is divided into the following eight (8) chapters: (as seen from the research

process in figure 1.7).

Figure: 1.7 Outline of the Thesis
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Chapter 1: Introduction

This chapter summarises and introduces the start of the research. Then, the rationale for
studying HRM and TM in the SME sector in uncertain times (e.g., Brexit and Covid-
19) is addressed, followed by the study’s aims, objectives, questions, methodological

approach, and contribution. Finally, the outline of the thesis is elaborated.

Chapter 2: Theoretical Underpinnings and Contexts

The chapter begins with an introduction. The theoretical underpinnings include ideas
related to HR and TM practices in SMEs. A dual and integrated conceptual framework
Is utilised to represent the themes and constructs and drive the research forward. Finally,

a summary of this chapter is provided.

Chapter 3 & 4: Research Literature Review

The literature review chapter focuses on three (3) primary themes. First, SMEs in the
UK, HRM and TM in SMEs in the UK (see Chapter 3), and HRM and TM in SMEs in
the UK in turbulent environments (see Chapter 4). It starts with definitions of SMEs’
importance and role in job creation and GDP contribution to the economy. Next, the
chapter delves into the opportunities and challenges that SMEs confront. Following
that, it assesses the literature on HRM, TM practices in SMEs, and the discussion over
the formalisation and informalisation of SMEs. Next, TM processes, practices, and
challenges are reviewed and addressed through a three-pronged approach: talent
identification, attraction, development, and retention. Finally, a chapter summary is

provided.
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Chapter 5: Research Design and Methodology

The research design and methodology chapter follow the literature review, thoroughly
examining the study’s methodological issues and the techniques necessary to address
the research questions and objectives. It begins with the research paradigm. Next, the
methodology is explained in detail, with examples of methods used to conduct
fieldwork and collect the desired data. Next, the research design, sampling strategy,
overview of the participants, justification for the purposive sampling approach, data
collection approach, presentation of data sources, and discussion of reliability, validity,
and ethical issues are discussed in detail. This chapter also includes critical information
about the researchers’ overall approach and how practical issues were addressed during

fieldwork. Finally, this chapter is summarised.

Chapter 6: Research Data Findings and Analysis

This chapter discusses the results, analysis, and techniques used to create themes from
qualitative data. First, it presents interviews and data analysed using thematic analysis
and NVivo 12 software. It then delves into the qualitative results obtained via semi-
structured interviews and documentation method. Finally, a summary of the chapter is

provided.

Chapter 7: Discussion of Research Data Findings

This chapter examines the study’s results and links them to theory and literature. In
addition, the research’s contributions to the literature and practice are discussed in this

chapter. Finally, a summary of the chapter is provided.
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Chapter 8: Conclusions and Recommendations

Following the research’s aim and objectives, this part provides the study’s findings and
suggestions. Furthermore, this part addresses the study’s shortcomings as well as future

research recommendations.
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CHAPTER TWO

THEORETICAL UNDERPINNINGS AND BACKGROUND

2.1 Introduction

The employment landscape evolves as organisations confront demographic and
economic challenges such as increasing life expectancy, decreasing birth rates and
increased human capital mobility (Beechler and Woodward, 2009: Schuler et al., 2011:
Santana and Valle-Cabrera, 2021). In addition, the capacity to recruit, motivate and
retain people will become more complex as turnover costs rise (Meyskens et al., 2009:
Collings and Scullion, 2012). The growing difficulty in identifying the right talents in
the labour market is causing TM problems related to the futureproofing of an
organisation’s human capital pool. In addition, the difficulties are creating a workforce
that can keep up with technological advances and the varying expectations of the job
relationship among baby boomers, generations X and Y (Pelster et al., 2013). These
skills shortages underscore the necessity for organisations to adopt TM strategic

initiatives (Al Ariss et al., 2014).

Sparrow et al. (2014) emphasise the need to reconsider the knowledge of the
conceptualisation and application of TM as attracting and keeping talent becomes more
complex. Because of economic development, demographic changes, personnel
characteristics, and changing attitudes and ideas about work, TM practices are critical
in the corporate environment (Doh et al., 2014). The thesis adds to the theoretical
knowledge of HR and TM practices in UK SMEs in a volatile environment. It sheds
light on how institutional and resource-based theory may be combined to understand
HR and TM practices in UK SMEs in unstable and challenging settings (Sparrow et al.,
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2014). To the researcher's knowledge, this is the very first investigation into the topic
to examine HR and TM practices in SMEs in the UK in light of the economic
uncertainty (i.e., Brexit and Covid-19). Finally, it examines the reasons for adopting

and implementing TM practices in two case study organisations in the SME sector.

2.2 HRM & TM Models and Theories

According to HRM scholars, there has been a foundation for developing HRM theory,
namely human capital theory, transaction cost theory, institutional theory, resource
dependence theory, agency theory, and resource-based view (Festing, 2012). These
have made a significant contribution to aid the development of the HRM field (Khan,
2011). In addition, these theories have generally been used to understand the
determinants of HR practices and explain how internal and external organisational
contexts influence HRM policies and practices (Schuler and Jackson, 2005; Kramar,
2014: Cooke, 2018: Dickmann, 2021). The two (2) theoretical perspectives that
underpin the relationships depicted in the research model — the resource-based view

(RBV) and institutional theory — are discussed below:

2.2.1 Resource-Based View (RBV)

The resource based view (RBV) is a way of viewing the firm and consecutively of
imminent strategy. The RBV was popularized by Hamel and Prahalad in their book
“Competing for the Future” (1996). RBV considers the firm as a bundle and collection
of resources (Ferreira et al., 2011). These resources, and the way that they are
combined, make firms different from one another, enable them to provide products and

services to the market and in turn allow a firm gain competitive advantage (Saridakis
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etal., 2017). Firms assert that people, whether they are technology specialists, customer

service professionals, or visionary managers, are the basis of their competitive edge.

At a period of unprecedented technological advancement, HR paradoxically determines
success or failure. The RBV takes an ‘inside-out’ view or firm-specific perspective on
why organisations succeed or fail in the market place (Dicksen, 1996: Madhani, 2010:
Chigara, 2021). As shown in the figure 2.2.1, resources that are valuable, rare,
inimitable and non-substitutable (Barney, 1991) make it possible for businesses to
develop and maintain competitive advantages, to utilize these resources and
competitive advantages for superior performance (Kabue and Kilika, 2016: Baia et al.,
2020). Resources that cannot be easily transferred or purchased, that require an
extended learning curve or a major change in the organisation climate and culture, are
more likely to be unique to the organisation and, therefore, more difficult to imitate by

competitors.

According to Barney valuable resource must enable a firm to do things and behave in
ways that lead to high sales, low costs, high margins, or in others ways add financial
value to the firm (Barney, 1986: Madhani, 2010: Anning-Dorson, 2021). Barney also
emphasized that resources are valuable when they enable a firm to conceive or
implement strategies that improve its efficiency and effectiveness (Barney, 1991.:
Barney et al., 2012). RBV helps managers of firms to understand why competencies
can be perceived as a firms’ most important asset and, at the same time, to appreciate
how those assets can be used to improve business performance (Brahma and

Chakraborty, 2011). RBV of the firm accepts that attributes related to past experiences,
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organisational culture and competencies are critical for the success of the firm (Hamel

and Prahalad, 1996: Madhani, 2010: Coleman et al., 2013).

The resource-based perspective of business has been accepted among SHRM
academics and literature (Gallardo-Gallardo et al., 2015). This is due to its popularity
in more extensive strategic literature and its ability to define the relationship between
HRM and economic performance (Wright and Haggerty, 2003: Paauwe and Farndale,
2012: Kaufman, 2015: Chang et al., 2021). Because the resource-based perspective
asserts that a firm’s competitive advantage stems from the internal resources it manages
(Barney, 1991: Brahma and Chakraborty, 2011: Barney et al., 2011). RBV establishes
a valid basis for HRM scholars to claim that people and human resources contribute to
overall firm performance and impact strategy formulation (Allen and Wright, 2006:
Kaufman, 2015). In addition, the RBV demonstrates the critical nature of developing a
valuable collection of resources and combining them in novel and dynamic ways to

achieve business success (Ambrosini, 2007: Kim et al., 2015).

According to the resource-based approach, HR systems contribute to sustained
competitive advantage (Barney and Mackey, 2016). This is by developing firm-specific
competencies that result in complex social interactions ingrained in a firm’s history and
culture and generate tacit organisational knowledge (Wright and McMahan, 1992:
Paauwe and Farndale, 2017). Furthermore, RBV implies that firms achieve sustainable
competitive advantage by implementing strategies. This capitalises on their internal
strengths through responding to environmental opportunities while mitigating external

threats and avoiding internal weakness (Barney, 1991: West et al., 2015). Hence, to
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establish a competitive edge, the resources accessible to businesses must be varied
amongst competitors. These resources are not simply attainable. Thus, the
heterogeneity of units as far as HR is concerned contributes to competitive advantage
(Barney, 1991; Chadwick and Flinchbaugh 2021). Also, businesses may leverage their

human capital to achieve a competitive edge (Pfeffer, 1994).

Figure: 2.2.1 The Resource-Based View Model
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A company achieves a competitive advantage by acquiring and developing, integrating,
and successfully utilising its physical, human, and organisational resources in ways that
are difficult to replicate (Barney, 1991: Madhani, 2012: Ferreira and Fernandes, 2017).
Therefore, companies should seek sources of competitive advantage, both physical and
intellectual. The critical ideas of RBV are that resources that are valued, scarce, unique,
and unreplaceable, will provide a competitive advantage (Ferreira et al., 2022). In this
context, ‘value’ is defined as resources that enable the organisation to capitalise on
opportunities or mitigate dangers (Newbert, 2008: Lengnick-Hall, 2011). ‘Rarity’ is
defined as a resource unavailable to a substantial portion of an organisation’s existing
or prospective rivals (Barney, 1991: Cardeal and Antonio, 2012). The term ‘imitation’
refers to the difficulties other businesses have in replicating the resources for their use
(Ambrosini and Bowman, 2010). Finally, ‘non-substitutability’ implies that rivals will
be unable to reproduce the gain through more resources (Barney, 1991: Madhani, 2010:
Jenkins, 2014). When all these criteria are satisfied, the business or organisation is
considered to possess resources capable of sustaining a competitive edge over time

(Allen and Wright, 2007: Liu, 2013).

Despite widespread popularity, the RBV has been criticised. Priem and Butler (2001)
state that RBV is not a viable theory. Their argument is centred on two critical points
(Priem and Butler, 2001: Priem et al., 2013: Kaufman, 2015). First, they demonstrate
that the RBV is tautological, implying that its critical statements are factually accurate
and immune to empirical proof. In other words, the opposing idea that companies have
a competitive advantage is irrational in the absence of substantial resources. Their

second significant critique of RBV as a theory is that it has a limited capacity for a
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prescription (Priem and Butler, 2001: Barney and Mackey, 2016). Priem and Butler

(2001) highlight four limitations on the application of RBV theory:

1. The theory’s characteristics of resources that may create and maintain strategic
advantage are not susceptible to management manipulation.

2. The context in which the concept applies is not defined.

3. The definition of resources is all-inclusive.

4. Furthermore, the idea is static rather than dynamic.

Numerous aspects of RBV must be addressed, including its contributions and limits. It
emphasises an organisation’s internal strength, implying that it may be used to
accomplish desired objectives (Paauwe and Boselie, 2003: Delery and Gupta, 2016).
Additionally, it is asserted that RBV exposes a great deal about SHRM philosophy
(Armstrong, 2009: Meyers and Van Woerkom, 2014: Armstrong and Taylor 2020). It
strengthens the case for HR’s strategic role. It emphasises the critical significance of
HRM strategies in creating human capital and, ultimately, supporting organisations’
growth (Paauwe and Boselie, 2003; Katou, 2012). As such, it can serve as a theoretical
framework for SHRM research. In addition, it demonstrates the rationale of investing
in workers through systematic HRM techniques and further encourages human resource

development.

RBV has been criticised for failing to account for an organisation’s external
environment (Boxall and Purcell, 2011: Paauwe and Boon, 2018). For example, Boxall
and Purcell (2011) point out that specific organisations have intrinsic advantages
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worldwide. They live in a moderately sophisticated civilisation with modern
technologies and a well-educated workforce (Boxall and Purcell, 2011). RBV
overestimates the individuality of organisations within a single industry and
commonalities between sectors (Boxall and Purcell, 2000; Gelens et al., 2013). Hamel
and Prahalad (1994) pronounce that the similarities may be due to a necessary
competence that is more likely a need than a source of competitive advantage (Yunis et
al., 2013. Finally, the coherence of the resource description must be questioned. Nanda
(1996), for example, contends that it is understood as a company’s strengths and

strategic resources (Feldman, 2020).

Despite these criticisms, even critics agree that the RBV has had a significant impact
on SHRM research (Kaufman, 2015). Thus, an effort to emphasise the internal
components of the organisation in analysing competitive advantage has been helpful
(Priem and Butler, 2001: Guest et al., 2012). As a result, RBV has made significant
contributions to SHRM research and, more specifically, HRM research (Wright et al.,
2001: Delery and Roumpi, 2017). According to Wright et al. (2001), the RBV has
played an essential role in the growth of HRM discipline and served as a backdrop for
most SHRM theories (Delery, 1998; Colbert, 2004: Boxall, 2014). This is mainly
because the RBV has shifted the focus of strategy literature away from external factors
(such as industry position). And internal business resources as sources of competitive

advantage (Wright et al., 2001; Kaufman, 2015).

The growing recognition of internal resources has given HR's contention that people

are critical to a company's success as sources of competitive advantage (Kaufman,
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2015). For this reason, there has been an ongoing effort to root SHRM from a resource-
based viewpoint conceptually. Wright et al. (2001) contend that HR strategies on value,
imitability and substitutability cannot offer a long-term competitive advantage as
competitors may easily duplicate (Brahma and Chakraborty, 2011; Miller, 2019).
Instead, the human capital pool has a higher potential to serve as a source of long-term
competitive advantage. Hence, for a human capital pool to provide a competitive
advantage, it must have high skill levels and a desire to participate in productive
behaviour (Wright et al., 2001; Wright and McMahan, 2011; Delery and Roumpi,

2017).

2.2.2 Institutional Theory

According to Paauwe and Boselie (2003), the new institutionalism is a useful theoretical
lens for viewing the process of shaping HRM in different contexts (Najeeb, 2014). It
has implications around HRM for conceptual modelling and proposal development. It
highlights the significance of the organisation’s engagement with its environment
(Paauwe and Boselie, 2003; Paauwe and Farndale, 2012). The argument is founded on
short assessments of SHRM criticisms of the resource-based approach, which has been
the dominant position in HRM for the past decade. The most common critique of
resource-based theory is its failure to account for contextual and institutional context
(Evans and Davis, 2005; Evans et al., 2016). Paauwe and Boselie (2003), on the other
hand, is of the view that the new intuitionalism adequately accounts for likely
institutional differences, which may help in understanding HR practices across

institutional contexts (Thunnissen et al., 2013. Paauwe and Boselie (2005) and Harney
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and Dundon (2005) are two examples of scholars that have incorporated the idea in

their study (2006).

Figure: 2.2.2 The Institutional Theory Model
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(Source: Paauwe and Boselie, 2003)

According to current institutionalism, society’s common ideas and expectations
influence how organisations should be organised and what procedures, practices,
activities, and regulations should be in place (Tempel and Walgenbach, 2007; Rocha
and Granerud, 2011). As organisations operate within the constraints imposed by
institutional structures, they must follow a specific structure or set of processes. This

does not necessarily relate to strategic goals but is acceptable (Wright and McMahan,
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1992; Sparrow and Cooper, 2014.). A fundamental premise of contemporary
institutionalism is that organisations must conform to institutional norms (Tempel and
Walgenbach, 2007; Gray et al., 2015). It is emphasised that an organisation’s survival
and performance are dependent on its compliance with institutional criteria (Oliver,
1997; Ahmad, 2015). Organisations would become more homogenous due to this
(Tempel and Walgenbach, 2007). DiMaggio and Powell (1983) describe this
homogeneity as ‘isomorphism’ mechanisms: coercive (i.e., political influence and the
problem of legitimacy), mimetic (i.e., standard responses to uncertainty), and normative
(i.e., professionalisation) (DiMaggio and Powell, 2012 ; Martinez-Ferrero and Garcia-

Sanchez, 2017) (as seen in the figure 2.2.2 above).

DiMaggio and Powell (1983) state that organisations in the same field often have the
same organisational structure, culture, and output (DiMaggio and Powell, 2012). Legal
companies, for example, are structured as professional partnerships, and business
schools provide courses and curriculum that are similar. Isomorphism is a constraining
mechanism that leads one unit in a population to resemble other units exposed to the
same environmental circumstances (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983; Powell and
DiMaggio, 2012). The three ways by which organisations in related areas become
similar are summarised below, along with examples of how these variables may

influence HRM policies and practices:

a. Coercive Isomorphism: is the consequence of regulatory and political
pressures. According to institutional theory, the external legal and regulatory
environment has an impact on organisational structures (Thornton et al., 2012).

In the context of HRM, coercive isomorphism may relate to the impact of the
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government, labour laws, and labour unions (Bartram, 2011). For example,
organisations must change their hiring practices to comply with laws regulating
equal employment opportunity, health and safety, and the national minimum
wage (Arrowsmith et al., 2003; Parker et al., 2022). For that reason,
organisations within the same industrial sector are becoming more
homogeneous in terms of HR policies and processes to comply with the same
regulatory and external restrictions (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983; Chapman et

al., 2018).

Mimetic Isomorphism: Uncertainty-related responses cause this. When
confronted with uncertainty or when such processes seem more legitimate or
successful, organisations mimic their competitors’ techniques (DiMaggio and
Powell, 1983; Nijssen and Paauwe, 2012). For example, companies may use
high-performance work system methods such as rigorous training and
performance-based pay in connection to HRM to cope with unexpected

circumstances or remain competitive (Paauwe and Farndale, 2017).

Normative Isomorphism: is associated with the professionalisation of
employee groups (DiMaggio and Powell, 2012). Members of the same
profession may help to create and spread consistent organisational behaviour
and structure. Employees in the same occupation often share norms and values
shaped by their formal education and the professional conventions formed via
professional networking (Powell and DiMaggio, 2012). Accounting, for
example, has traditionally been an institutionalised profession regulated by
several certifications and regulatory frameworks (Paauwe and Boselie, 2003).

These competent people usually occupy equivalent positions inside
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organisations; they bring their professional standards and ideals and encourage
similar organisational behaviour. This has the potential to significantly affect
the management control system (Paauwe and Boselie, 2003; (Powell and
DiMaggio, 2012). Similarly, when HR practitioners get similar specialised
education and participation in similar trade associations, HR practices may

become increasingly comparable across organisations in an industry.

For example, a study of 158 MNC subsidiaries identified considerable differences in
host country training, performance assessment and promotion processes, most notably
between the United States and Russia, due to the different institutional contexts of the
two nations (Bjorkman et al., 2007; Budhwar et al., 2017). For the most part, the
institutional theory focuses on how organisations’ choices and actions are influenced
by institutional elements (Oliver, 1997; Bjérkman and Gooderham, 2012). As Wright
and McMahan (1992) suggest, institutionalisation may help understand the drivers of
HRM practices and can serve as a conceptual foundation for IHRM research
(Bjorkman, 2006; Wright and Ulrich, 2017). Furthermore, in contrast to RBV's
concentration on internal factors, it places greater attention on the external
surroundings. In addition, it is useful in comparisons of HRM practices between

countries (ibid, 2006; Horwitz et al., 2015).

There is an ideological contradiction between RBV and new institutionalism (Mellahi
et al., 2016). According to the former, organisations can gain from differentiation
because of their different internal resources and cost-effective tactics to attain strategic

objectives (Chapman et al., 2018). When it comes to institutionalism, organisations are
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compelled to conform to institutional standards to make intelligent decisions because
of the external constraints that force them to be homogenous in their structure, strategy,
policies, and practices (Paauwe and Boselie, 2003; Raynard et al., 2015). Using a
combined strategy that emphasises both resource and institutional capital shows that
they can coexist in a healthy environment (Oliver, 1997; Doh et al., 2017). In a highly
institutionalised society, competitive advantage and long-term performance result from
their ability to adapt more effectively and adequately to institutional components than

their rivals (Paauwe and Boselie, 2003; Guest et al., 2012).

2.3 Study’s Proposed Theoretical Framework (i.e., integrated institutional

resource-based view)

Scase (1996) argues that cumulative theory development is constrained by insufficient
evidence and empirically particular theories. Attempts at research have concentrated
only on the determinants and features of HRM and TM in SMEs, at the expense of a
more holistic view that considers the entire domain of HRM in context (Arthur and
Hendry, 1992; Harney and Alkhalaf, 2021). The theoretical framework given in this
research (as seen in figure 2.3) is an attempt to provide a more comprehensive lens
through which the factors and practices of HRM and TM in SMEs are at a moment of
uncertainty (e.g., Brexit and Covid-19). The framework considers the complex
interaction of variables that may affect HRM and TM in an SME setting (Duberley and
Walley, 1995). The theoretical foundation animates critiques at mainstream HRM and
TM models while also offering a solid foundation for understanding how and why
organisations have chosen various parts of HRM and TM. This is not a unique concept;

instead, it builds on strategy and labour relations (Kochan et al., 1986).

48|Page



Like previous methods, these approaches emphasise the relevance of integrated
institutional resource-based and environmental factors, strategic choice, and the role of
values and ideologies in creating HRM strategies. This method of modelling recalls
prior work by Lewin et al. (1988). The paradigm enables a shift away from rational and
planned approaches to HRM and TM toward emergent processes that incorporate both
market and institutional variables. It is critical to highlight that the framework
emphasises the influence of external structural variables on HRM parameters. It implies
that the basic form HRM and TM adopt is likely to rely on firm-specific reactions. Thus,
the study captures difficulties and builds a more holistic picture of why HRM and TM
in SMEs have been described as having a high degree of heterogeneity and complexity
(Cassell et al., 2002; Harney and Alkhalaf, 2021). The theoretical framework’s validity
is derived from the fact that it visually shows and summarises prior research efforts in

this field.

Specifically, the framework demonstrates how company size interacts with elements
such as labour and product market forces, ownership, managerial style and relationships
with customers and suppliers to shape HRM. While these determinants are identical to
those impacting large businesses, given SMEs’ closeness to the external environment,
these factors influence small enterprises in ways that differentiate them from large firms
(McMahon, 1995; Nolan and Garavan, 2016). Furthermore, research in SMEs has
revealed that people’s concerns generally take precedence since they are critical to

preserving their competitive edge (Brand and Bax, 2002; Burke, 2011).

49|Page



SMEs have constraints in terms of time, money, and experience, which is believed to
impede the implementation of advanced management methods, hiring HR
professionals, and the growth of unions (Storey, 1994; Nolan and Garavan, 2016.). In
addition, due to its resource limits, SMEs frequently spend more time adapting to
turbulence than they forecast it (Weaven et al., 2021). Thus, SMEs are lauded for their
direct and informal approach to HRM. Even when formalisation occurs, it is typically
with small organisations’ informal, organic management style (Bacon et al., 1996;
Edwards and Ram, 2019). From a methodological standpoint, it has been claimed that
researchers should study and investigate the entire organisation rather than isolated

components (d’Amboise and Muldowney, 1988; Harney, 2021).

This section explains why the current investigation is necessary. First, it is necessary to
understand the shape HRM and TM take in SMEs and why they take that form to
develop knowledge. Therefore, explaining the type and structure of HR and TM
methods applied in the sampled SMEs. Second, following this level of study, the
function of external structural variables in moulding the parameters of HRM and TM
decisions should be considered before assuming the role of internal influences in
deciding the actual shape HRM and TM take. Notably, while operationalising the
framework, the emphasis is on comprehension and explanation rather than prediction

(Truss, 2002).

Figure: 2.3 Study’s Proposed Theoretical Framework
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2.4 The rationale for adopting a dual theoretical framework

Organisations are defined as complex assemblages of activities, goals, and values
(March, 1981; Scott, 2013). For instance, management has reasons for engaging in HR
and TM operations. In addition, individuals being talent managed may have their
interpretations of being part of a talent pool (Bjorkman et al., 2013). In this way, a
single theoretical lens is insufficient to adequately convey the intricacies inherent in HR
and TM approaches (MacDougall et al., 2014). Beech et al. (2005) state that adopting
a single perspective indicates that the situation is unique; it can only be viewed from a
single vantage point. However, TM in globally functioning businesses is far from
straightforward; it is complex (Sheehan et al., 2018). From the definition of the two
interrelated notions of talent and TM, there is no one ideal way to establish or

implement initiatives to implement the practices.

Besides, TM has two primary stakeholders: employers and employees, each of whom
has a distinct set of interests; this complexity necessitates a multi-perspective approach
(Thunnissen, 2015). Hence, the complexity inherent in TM includes interactions with
individuals from many countries and cultural backgrounds. Glegg et al. (2008)
propound that when people come to work, they do not abandon their non-work
identities; everyone has a complicated personal and everyday cultural existence. In
other words, TM as a process of HRM is a complex organisational practice that
necessitates a multi-perspective study (Thunnissen, 2015). Furthermore, analysing a
challenging people management practice necessitates a scenario-based reading of the
circumstance. Without a doubt, the two theoretical lenses help to clarify the TM process

from the employer-employee perspective (Raymond et al., 2013).
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2.5 Conclusion

The two theories mentioned in this chapter serve as an interpretive framework for
analysing the findings from the case studies. However, this is only one critical part of

the study’s methodology and design.
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CHAPTER THREE

HRM AND TM IN SMEs

3.1 Introduction

The purpose of this chapter is to conduct a literature review in numerous areas relating
to the study's goals. A literature review summarises research on a particular subject
(Creswell, 2014). This chapter lays the theoretical groundwork for further inquiry using
current research on three core topics described in two (2) chapters. The first theme
concerns SMEs. SMEs’ significance and current struggles are highlighted and
emphasised to bring attention to their inherent features and the crucial need of providing
them with support for their growth. It critically examines the origins, definitions,
models, theories, and practices of HRM and TM in SMEs. The review discusses TM
theory and conceptual frameworks. The practices and processes of TM in SMEs are
reviewed and addressed, including talent attraction, development, and retention. The
second theme focuses on HRM and TM practices in SMEs in the UK operating in
turbulent environments. This chapter explains the logic behind the critical concept of

HR and TM practices during a difficult time.

3.2 Small and Medium-Sized Enterprises (SMEs)

3.2.1 Definition and Classification of SMEs

The definitions of SMEs in the literature differ significantly. Furthermore, definitions
differ between various countries, organisations, and, in some cases, across individual
countries (Krishnan and Scullion, 2017). As a result, there is no one universal definition
of an SME. Some studies examine SMEs in terms of finance and total income, whilst

others look at the number of workers as a distinguishing factor for SMEs. For example,
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the IFC, MIGA, and WBG have all established a definition of SMEs based on the
number of workers, assets, and annual sales (IFC, 2009). On the other hand, the OECD
definition is based on the number of workers and annual turnover (OECD, 2019). In
contrast, the EU definition is based on headcount, turnover, or balance sheet total
(European Commission, 2003). For a quick reference and more detailed delineation

between micro, small and medium sized enterprises see figure 3.2.1 below.

Figure: 3.2.1 Definition and Categorisation of SMEs

Company Balance
Employees Turnover or
category sheet total
S€50m S€43m
S€10m S€10m
S€2m =S€2m

(Source: European Commission, 2003)

The World Bank defines SMEs as businesses with less than 300 workers, assets, and
less than $15 million in sales (World Bank, 2013). The OECD defines an SME as an
organisation with fewer than 250 workers and an annual revenue or balance sheet of

less than $13.1 million (OECD, 2019). The EU defines SME as an organisation with
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up to 250 employees which makes between €10 and €50 million in annual turnover, or

€10 to €43 million in the balance sheet total/assets (European Commission, 2009).

SMEs play a critical role in the economies of many nations due to their substantial
contributions to national revenue, employment, exports, innovation, and development
activities (Pandya, 2012). Kachembere (2011) reports that SMEs are critical for
economic growth and sustainable development at the grassroots level. SMEs contribute
significantly to job generation. SMEs constitute the backbone of developed and
emerging economies, supporting economic growth, and stabilising during downturns
(Varum and Rocha, 2013). They are increasingly viewed as vital contributors to the
economy, producing revenue and creating jobs (Krishnan and Scullion, 2017). Thus,
they are viewed as a critical component of economies’ growth and productivity (Mason

and Brown, 2013).

The EU and other international organisations such as the World Bank, the WTO, and
the UN frequently use ‘SMEs.” SME owners are driven to expand their firms, foster
innovation, and compete in a wide variety of economic sectors (Dundon and Wilkinson,
2018). Why and how this is true is a matter that many countries’ developmental policy
circles have yet to examine properly. The literature has devoted substantial emphasis to
the role of SMEs in employment generation (Harney and Dundon, 2006; Harney and
Nolan, 2014). SMEs are widely recognised as the primary engines of economic growth
by both governments and practitioners. They assist in the development of the business
sector and foster collaboration. In most economies, mainly developed ones such as the

US and the UK, SMEs account for considerably over half of total employment, sales,
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and GDP contribution (Eze et al., 2016). Each year, SMEs are created, but many fail to
survive a decade after their creation (Beaver, 2002; Simpson et al., 2012). Numerous
variables contribute to the brevity with which small businesses survive. Several
important factors contribute to their incapacity to compete against large companies both

inside and outside their areas.

Table: 3.2.1 SME Composition in Europe

Micro Small Medium | SMEs Large Total
Number of
enterprises 18788 1402 220 20409 43 20452
(1000)
Share in 92 7 1 >99 <1 100
total (%0)
Number of
persons 38890 27062 21957 87909 42895 130805
employed
(1000)
Share in 30 21 17 67 33 100
total (%0)
Profit 1251 1132 1070 3453 2537 5990
(Billion)
Share in 21 19 18 58 42 100
total (%0)
Including rounded estimates based on non-confidential data from the year 2007;
SMEs (1-249 persons employed); micro-enterprises (1-9 persons employed); small
enterprises (10-49 persons employed); medium-sized enterprises (50-249 persons
employed); large enterprises (250 or more persons employed)

(Source: EIM Annual Report on SMEs, 2009)

Large companies frequently garner more government attention and overshadow the
critical role of SMEs in developing the economy in which they operate. SMEs are
defined in the European economy (as shown in Table 3.2.1) as businesses with less than
250 workers. Nevertheless, SMEs are the backbone of the European economy,

accounting for 99% of all businesses and two out of every three jobs (Ceranic and
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Popovic, 2009; Varum and Rocha, 2013). Also, SMEs account for 67% of employment

and 58% of overall earnings (De Kok et al., 2011; Storey, 2016).

3.2.2 Characteristics of SMEs

While the research demonstrates that SMEs are distinct (De Kok, 2003; De Kok et al.,
2011), it also demonstrates that SMEs as a group share some traits that differentiate
them from their larger counterparts. For example, SMEs are defined by the employer’s
dominating position (De Kok, 2003), which makes them less focused on expansion. In
addition, they place a high premium on teamwork, informal working practices, operate
without full-time supervisors, and frequently lack expertise within the manufacturing
process (Jameson, 2000; de Kok and Uhlaner, 2001). Research shows that SMEs’
owners and individual workers have more informal personal interactions than in large
corporations (Kitching and Marlow, 2013). Also, unpredictability is a primary feature
that distinguishes SMEs from large businesses. While big businesses are characterised
by internal uncertainty, SMEs are characterised by external uncertainty (Westhead and

Storey, 1996; Lai et al., 2016) due to their lack of market power.

3.2.3 Importance of SMEs

There is widespread consensus that SMEs are critical for attaining decent and
productive employment since they account for two-thirds of all jobs globally and
generate new jobs (ILO, 2015). The significance of SMEs is considerably greater in
developing, transition, and crisis economies (World Bank, 2013). However, their
socioeconomic situation is markedly different from developed economies regarding the

institutional framework, norms, resources, and infrastructure (Psychogios et al., 2016).
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SMEs contribute to every area and industry — from agriculture to manufacturing and
services — and create employment quicker than more significant firms. In addition, they
contribute to the expansion of productive capability and the absorption of appropriate
resources at all levels of the economy, allowing economic systems to be more flexible

and allowing collaboration between small and large businesses (Subhan et al., 2013).

Figure: 3.2.3 Estimated number of businesses in the UK private sector and their

associated employment and turnover, by the size of business, the start of 2020

Businesses  Employment Turnover'
thousands £ millions
All businesses 5,980,520 27,732 4,346,969
SMEs (0-249 employees) 5,972,685 16,836 2,270,229
Small businesses (0-49
employees) 5,936,545 13,302 1,576,540
With no employees? 4,567,775 4,966 315,627
All employers 1,412,745 22,766 4,031,341
of which:
1-9 employees 1,156,925 4,196 615,251
10-49 employees 211,845 4,140 645,662
50-249 employees 36,140 3,534 693,689
250 or more employees 7,835 10,896 2,076,740

1. Total turnover figures exclude Section K (financial and insurance activities) where turnover is not available on a
comparable basis.

2. "With no employees" comprises sole proprietorships and partnerships with only a self-employed owner manager(s)
and companies with one employee, assumed to be a working proprietor.

(Source: Business Population Estimates for the UK: Statistical Release — Department

for Business, Energy, and Industrial Strategy, 2020)

59|Page



Additionally, SMEs contribute to economic growth by producing jobs, expanding rural
and urban labour forces, and bringing sustainability and innovation to the whole
economy (Subhan et al., 2013). SMEs substantially impact income distribution, tax
revenue, employment, family income stability, and resource use effectiveness (as
shown in figure 3.2.3 above). SMEs account for 60% of gross domestic product (GDP)
and 70% of total employment in low-income nations. They account for 70% of GDP
and 95% of total employment in middle-income nations (Subhan et al., 2013). In
general, SMEs create productive jobs and produce revenue in both emerging and

merging economies (as seen in figure 3.2.3 below).

Figure: 3.2.3 The role of SMEs in the national economy
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3.2.4 Constraints and Challenges of SMEs

Despite their ability to contribute to the global economy, SMEs face various obstacles
(Newberry, 2006). According to the EIU (2009), a lack of financial resources and
investment capital is one of the most critical hurdles to development for small
businesses in emerging, transition, and crisis economies (Herbane, 2010; Smallbone et
al., 2012; Eggers, 2020). Recent worldwide economic events, such as the 2008 global
financial crisis and the 2009-2010 Eurozone crisis, have influenced the economy of
SMEs (Harrison and Baldock, 2015; Cowling et al., 2018). On a worldwide scale,
SMEs have competed against other SMEs and huge MNCs. As a result of
internationalisation, small businesses have become more inventive to maintain their
competitive edge (Boermans and Roelfsema, 2016; Saridakis et al., 2019). Similarly,
they must think more creatively about cost-cutting and efficiency-enhancing measures.

Simultaneously, they face a conundrum about their capacity to spend on R & D.

According to a recent poll, around 3% of SME businesses engage in new technology
and product research and development. By contrast, more than 80% of them advocate
for technology produced by larger corporations (Khazragui, 2011). Due to a lack of
resources and technical developments, the latter influences their internationalisation
process. These issues jeopardise the viability of SMEs, resulting in high failure rates in
a wide range of economies worldwide, both developed and developing (Switzer and
Huang, 2007). Thus, various management methods to assist SME development and
expansion in developed countries have emerged (Newberry, 2006). SMEs in
developing, transitional, and crisis economies are subjected to a combination of these

techniques. However, much research has thrown doubt on their relevance in SMEs,
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particularly in non-Western cultures (Psychogios et al., 2010). Moreover, much of the
business literature contains shocking data on the inability of SMEs to successfully fulfil

their role as the backbone of their economies (McEvoy, 1984).

Figure: 3.2.4 Challenges of SMEs

Low level of Insufficient
associativity capital
Weak strategic " Lack of research
planning WWeERKIesEes and training
Weak
. 43 . Low level of
administrative i
technification
processes

Despite a broad range of economic reforms implemented in most countries to improve
the operational efficiency of this sector, they continue to confront several limitations
and difficulties that act as roadblocks to their point of operation (see above figure 3.2.4).
First, there is a shortage of money to support their activities, leaving them susceptible

to external shocks from global market rivalry brought on by liberalised trade (Arthur,
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2007). Second, SMEs do not invest time and effort in establishing connections and
collaborations with NGOs, governments, and other organisations, making it
challenging to influence government policy development affecting their businesses.
Third, they must compete with big companies for raw supplies and labour, yet their
insufficient funding makes them less marketable (Arthur, 2007). Fourth, they also lack
access to current market knowledge due to their incapacity to research, limiting their

ability to discover and capitalise on new possibilities (Arthur, 2007).

SMEs are also more likely to struggle with formal monitoring and evaluation
requirements to enhance their operations. They find it challenging to spend significantly
on such activities due to their financial inability (UNIDO, 2002). Additionally, SMEs’
inability to fund operations restricts their expansion, which results in the
underutilisation of most of their equipment and staff, depriving them of scale
economies. Consequently, a lack of economies of scale may result in a high per-unit
cost of their products and services on the global market, leading to their lack of
competitiveness in global marketplaces. While big companies have an easier time
gaining direct access to foreign markets, SMEs face significant barriers due to the high

cost of intermediation for smaller initiatives.

According to preliminary data, uncertainty affects SMEs because they have fewer
resources and are less resilient to unanticipated shocks or turbulence (Ghosal and Ye,
2015). Uncertainty has been demonstrated to significantly impact a business’s decision-
making processes (Baker et al., 2016). Due to financial and human resource restrictions,

SMEs cannot participate in the contingency planning necessary to properly deal with
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uncertainties and unanticipated events such as Brexit and Covid-19. While SMEs have
expanded their prospects over the previous decade, they continue to confront several
obstacles, most notably in the aftermath of the global financial crisis. Due to a lack of

institutional support and resources, it is difficult to capitalise on future possibilities.

Human resources are critical for SMEs operating in unstable environments because they
provide the necessary competitive advantage through their expertise and experience,
particularly when they lack the financial resources to invest significantly in developing
new technologies and innovations. Throughout the preceding decades, SMEs expanded
at a breakneck pace. However, due to the enormous pressures brought about by
globalisation and substantial multinational firms, an increasing number of such
enterprises are now fighting for existence (Mulhern and Stewart, 2003). Due to a lack
of resources, notably financial and human capital, SMEs are more susceptible
throughout the development stages (Krishnan and Scullion, 2017). Given the
significance of SMEs to the national economy, it is unfortunate that HRM and TM
practices receive less attention in SME research (Burke, 2011), much more so during a

turbulent time.

3.3 Human Resource Management in SMEs

HRM within an organisation is concerned with the recruitment, management, and
direction of people to ensure the most effective and efficient human resources to
accomplish organisational goals (Opatha, 2010; Armstrong, 2010; Stone et al., 2020).
HRM is a component of business management that focuses on the human element. It is
mainly accountable for recruiting, selecting, training, evaluating, and rewarding
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workers to maximise their contribution to their performance (Stredwick, 2013;
Ahammad, 2017; Stone et al., 2020). According to Stone (2005), HRM is defined as
the effective use of people to accomplish the organisation's strategic business goals and
ensure individual workers' satisfaction (Dartey-Baah and Harlley, 2010; Taylor et al.,
2015; Stone et al., 2020). This concept implies that an organisation's objectives are

contingent upon the productivity of its employees.

HRM has been defined as the process of recruiting, training, evaluating, compensating
employees, supervising workers, and responding to their labour relations, health and
safety, and fairness concerns (Dessler, 2005; Mathis et al., 2016; Armstrong and Taylor,
2020). According to Storey (2007), HRM may provide a company with a competitive
advantage. A corporation or organisation may have superior infrastructure and
significant financial resources. Nevertheless, none of them can contribute ideally to
effectiveness unless a competent human resource operates them. As a result, every
business must carefully choose and develop each employee to maintain a competitive
edge (Lawler 111, 2010; Porter, 2011). By integrating HRM techniques into the
organisation's goals and objectives, these may be linked. Multiple HR functions may
need to be examined to assess HR practices properly (Guest, 2011; Ulrich and
Dulebohn, 2015). The significance of these procedures varies according to the size of
the organisation. Dessler and Fishe (2008) developed one of the most comprehensive
and frequently used HR practice metrics. HRM techniques are multifaceted, with four
critical components: recruiting and selection, HR development, employee performance

assessment, and employee compensation management.
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Given the economic significance of SME workers, it is not very reassuring to see that
SMEs get little attention when it comes to HRM research. Most of the studies on HRM
are based on big companies. As Woodhams and Lupton (2006) note, conventional HR
literature pays little attention to the unique circumstances of SMEs, as shown by a
severe lack of research on HR practices in SMEs. However, interest in HRM activities
has grown among SME businesses (Cardon and Stevens, 2004, Patel and Cardon,
2010). One could argue that these are a one-of-a-kind example because the HR practices
were recently acquired. The circumstances under which they evolved differ markedly

from those in the market economies where they originated.

In today’s environment, effective management of an organisation’s human resources is
critical for survival (Lengnick-Hall et al., 2011). The efficacy of an organisation
(Huselid, 1995) and its capacity to maintain a competitive edge are contingent on
whether HRM strategies are well-conceived and executed (Pfeffer, 1994). Human
potential in a business is usually far more difficult to replicate than the business's plant,
equipment, or goods (Flanagan and Despanade, 1996; Purce, 2014). As a result, the
nature and well-being of an organisation’s workers may become its primary asset in
carving out a lucrative niche in the market. Because small businesses rely on human
capital, HRM practices are critical (Marlow and Patton, 1993; Boxall and Purcell, 2011;
Sheehan, 2014). According to research, poor and ineffective management of workers
in small businesses results in low productivity and high turnover rates (Croucher et al.,
2013), making it one of the main reasons for small company failure (McEvoy, 1984;

Ghosh et al., 2013).
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HRM’s overarching aim is to guarantee that the business succeeds through its
employees (Schuler and Jackson, 2014). HRM seeks to improve an organisation’s
effectiveness and organisational skills (Cania, 2014), which are defined as the capacity
of the organisation to accomplish its objectives while maximising the use of available
resources. According to some writers, HRM systems may help companies develop
organisational skills to learn and capitalise on new possibilities (Garavan et al., 2016).
The overarching goal of HRM is to develop and maintain a qualified and content
workforce that contributes to the organisation’s success (Opatha, 2010; Arulrajah and
Opatha, 2016). As a result, a highly qualified, motivated, and satisfied workforce is

critical to the success of SMEs.

An efficient HRM system enables organisations to recruit and employ qualified
individuals and keep their knowledge, abilities, and attitudes current. As a result,
individuals develop the ability to execute the tasks assigned to them. On the other side,
a sound HRM system enables an organisation to maintain a competitive staff. This
means that the HRM system contributes to employee motivation. A motivated staff is
a happy workforce, which helps the business in many ways. For instance, if employees
are satisfied, they will always contribute to the organisation’s success by providing
high-quality services. If a product or service is of high quality, consumers will purchase
it and become satisfied customers. If an organisation’s consumers are pleased, they
become loyal customers, boosting their propensity to purchase more in the future and

favourably influencing others to become new customers via word of mouth.
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Excellent service is a critical element of determining whether a prospective client
selects a specific business or whether current customers remain or go (Schneider and
Bowen, 2010). The best perceptions of service given by a friend or family impact the
business selection process. Thus, a negative perception of service will drive consumers
to competitors. Customer service excellence provides all businesses with a sustainable
and long-term competitive edge (Peppers and Rogers, 2016; Srivastava et al., 2013).
However, it will be difficult to replicate and outperform rivals in the near term. Good
service cannot be achieved overnight; it requires months, if not years, of investment in

training and commitment (Cook, 2010).

The majority of HRM research is centred on large corporations (Dunn et al., 2008;
Hargis and Bradley, 2011). Indeed, it is assumed that larger organisations’ people
management methods may be applied to SMEs (Harney and Nolan, 2014). However,
there is currently no evidence on how HRM is applied in such organisations (Varum
and Rocha, 2013). HRM's main aim is to create and keep an efficient workforce capable
of fulfilling the needs of the business (Mayhew, 2014). In addition, HRM may offer a
competitive advantage for SMEs since experienced and motivated employees are

valuable resources, with a significant effect on overall performance (Mayhew, 2014).

McEvoy (1984) asserts that good HRM is critical to the success of small companies
(McEvoy and Buller, 2013). Hornsby and Kuratko (1999) argue that SMEs must
establish excellent HRM and continually improve it as they expand (Zakaria et al.,
2011). It was shown that businesses that prioritise training and development,

performance evaluations, recruiting, and establishing competitive pay levels
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outperformed those not (Carlson et al., 2006; Moake et al., 2021). According to other
research, such involvement in HRM practices may assist SMEs to enhance their
financial performance and productivity, resulting in increased revenue growth and

profit and a substantial decrease in employee turnover (Collins and Allen, 2006).

Businesses with effective HRM strategies are likely to have reduced absenteeism, lower
employee turnover rates, and improved skill development and retention, resulting in
increased returns and profitability (Asadii, 2012). Human resources should be utilised
to provide a competitive edge for the company (Delery and Roumpi, 2017). It should
be evaluated due to its relative lack of material or financial resources; SMEs often rely
on above-average dedicated, motivated, and qualified workers. Human resources
availability is necessary for long-term organisational performance, including expansion
and competitiveness (Behrends, 2007; Nolan and Garavan, 2016). Hence, HRM must
ensure that the appropriate workers are recruited to fulfil those needs and the necessary
support systems to guarantee worker productivity. However, it is well established that
SMEs globally depend on less formal HRM methods (Psychogios et al., 2016). This is

for three reasons.

To begin, most SMEs cannot afford to invest in HRM (Harney and Nolan, 2014). This
implies they are unable to sustain and grow HRM departments handled by HR
professionals and specialists (Bryson and Forth, 2018). Instead, they choose to
outsource specific HR tasks or to implement techniques via more informal structures.
Second, the owner’s dominating position inside these businesses influences how HRM

is used. The owner is ultimately responsible for HRM choices (Psychogios et al., 2016).
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Third, within these organisations, SME owners establish an informal environment. For
example, SMEs depend primarily on word of mouth and referrals for selection rather

than on formal and well-documented procedures (Psychogios and Garev, 2012).

Additionally, many companies lack official job descriptions. Employee relations in
SMEs vary significantly from those in more prominent companies (Allen et al., 2013).
For example, trade unions and collective bargaining are uncommon among SMEs.
Rather than that, the firm’s culture is shaped by its owners, who convey organisational
goals directly to workers. This results in a more casual and adaptable work atmosphere.
However, HRM development is not uniform across all SMEs, particularly in
developing, transitional, or crisis environments (Fuschetti and Pollack, 2011). In this
regard, this research aims to map the present HRM and TM practices in SMEs in the

UK operating in unstable environments.

While SMEs may lack the resources necessary to adopt advanced HRM practices, they
must nevertheless adhere to HRM to keep workers happy and productive (Saru, 2007;
Nolan, 2017). Furthermore, there is substantial evidence that SMEs cannot ignore HRM
practices if they want to succeed and develop (Sheehan, 2014), even if not all HRM
strategies are appropriate for every SME owing to the sector’s heterogeneity (de Kok,
2003). Therefore, there is a need for further study in this area of management to identify
more successful and efficient methods in ensuring the survival and development of
SMEs in specific settings, particularly stormy ones (Lai et al., 2016. Kravariti et al.,
2021). This is where this study aspires to contribute. Prior to beginning this study, this

researcher educated herself on different areas of HRM. This information inspired the
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interview questions and the creation of the theoretical framework. Thus, the interview
questions and analysis were influenced by an awareness of these critical components of

HRM.

3.4 Talent Management: A Critical Review

3.4.1 Definition of Talent

Tansley et al. (2006) note that TM needs HR professionals and their clients to define
talent, referred to as ‘the talented’, and their usual background (Ansar and Baloch,
2018). Before learning about TM, defining the term ‘talent’ is essential because it will
impact how talents and TM approaches are encouraged (Thunnissen and Van
Arensbergen, 2015). It is widely acknowledged that the importance of TM has grown
than any other element affecting an organisation’s performance in the future
(Buckingham and Vosburgh, 2001; Meyers and Van Woerkom, 2014) and that it
remains scarce (Frank et al., 2004; Vaiman and Collings, 2013). However, proponents
of such ideas have difficulty defining exceptionally talented workers (see Definitions:

Talent in figure 3.4.1 below).

Different organisations place a higher value on defining talent in their terms than on
adopting a universal or mandated definition (CIPD, 2007; McDonnell and Collings,
2011). As a result, their talent acquisition strategies vary. For example, as Bill Gates
famously said, “if Microsoft was to lose its twenty most excellent people, I can tell you
that the company would become insignificant” (Gates and Lowe, 1998). As a result,

finding a one-size-fits-all approach to recruiting the right talent for any organisation is
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challenging (Nyamubarwa and Chipunza, 2019). Organisational cultures differ from

one another, and each job requires a different set of skills (Cook and Yanow, 2011).

Duttagupta (2005) discovered, for example,

e Microsoft UK focuses on the top 10% of its performance across all roles and

levels with its A-list.

¢ Philips is modernising its culture and recruiting new people to help define its

goal of being a high-growth technology business.

Figure: 3.4.1 Definition of Talent
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Despite the wide range of approaches to the idea, many perceptions of ‘talent’ may have
standard features and fall into similar patterns (Dries, 2013). Among the most critical
viewpoints are the two (2): Exclusive and Inclusive approaches (Dries, 2013; Al Ariss
et al., 2014). A somewhat restricted interpretation of the term is used in the first strand
(i.e., exclusive approach): individuals who can significantly impact the present and
future success of the firm (Morton, 2006; Cappelli and Keller, 2014). Scholars and
professionals from several fields have this opinion. According to Wall and Aijala
(2004), “critical talent” is a term used to describe groups and people that account for a
significant amount of a company's business performance and provide significantly more
than the industry average in terms of value to consumers and shareholders (Avedon and
Scholes, 2010). lles (2008) said that an organisation’s most valuable asset is its human
capital because of its ability to perform business/operational-critical functions.
Employees are classified according to their existing or prospective contribution to the
company's success, and Berger (2004) defines talent as "super keepers" by using this

categorization system.

Human capital, according to Fishman (1998), is the most valuable corporate resource
(Wright and McMahan, 2011). These individuals are clever, sophisticated business
professionals who are technologically fluent, internationally astute, and operationally
adaptable in their work. According to the characteristics of talent provided above,
individuals with exceptional competence and skill provide a company with a
competitive advantage by driving the company ahead (Tansley, 2011). In other words,
people cannot be classified as "talented™" in this way since the criteria for identifying
people with special abilities are different for everyone in terms of their present, previous

performance and competence. As a result, this method of appreciating talent considers
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both the short- and long-term implications of a situation. As Branham (2005) proposed,
the Pareto Principle of Factor Sparsity goes a step further in this regard (in other words,

20% of the labour contributes 80% of the value).

The fact that TM is a long-term strategic and comprehensive approach means that the
definition of talent should encompass characteristics linked to performance and
potential (Ashton and Morton, 2005; Festing et al., 2013). Mucha (2004) states that
performance is evaluated considering predetermined goals and evaluations of one's
prior work, which may not hint at future growth and development (Pollitt, 2013). As
opposed to this, one's potential is about anticipating what a worker may be capable of
in the future. Possibilities are forward-looking, and they include predictions about an
employee's potential for future accomplishments in the organisation (Maisel and
Cokins, 2013). In this way, comments influence the mix of observations, judgments,
and conversations, and it is more difficult to judge since future contributions must be

inferred from present evidence.

TM strategy, in its simplest form, refers to both performance and potential (McDonnell,
2011). For example, TM is concerned with coordinating the construction of potential
identification procedures with the alignment of current performance assessment
systems. Thus, the exclusive approach demonstrates a proclivity for asserting that talent
is not tied to rank or position (Stokes et al., 2016). There may be two sets of talents:
those already in place and those who could succeed or replace them in the future (Stahl

et al., 2012). Using segmentation as a foundation, this approach to defining talent

74|Page



prioritises some subsets of the workforce above others and are handled differently

(Schuler, 2015; Bonneton et al., 2020).

Segmentation is essential to TM (Thunnissen and Buttiens, 2017). In the absence of
segmentation, managers would see all workers as equally valued regardless of their
level of competency and potential or whether they performed well or had the potential
to succeed. It might lead to high costs for attracting, employing, training, developing,
and rewarding personnel. Because of this, it is only fair and necessary to provide limited
resources and tasks to the most promising employees for further development. Hence,
there must be no exploitation or disregard of other workers to succeed (Walker, 2002).
This viewpoint is demonstrated by the contentious classification of people who
consistently go above and beyond what is expected of them by the organisation - super
keepers (A), individuals who surpass expectations in the workplace — keepers(B),
people who satisfy the demands of the organisation - solid citizens(C) and individuals
who fall short of meeting the expectations of their employers - misfits(D) (Walker,

2002).

Instead of taking an 'exclusive' perspective to talent, which focuses primarily on the
most gifted individuals, the "inclusive approach” argues that everyone has inherent skill
(Swailes et al., 2014). Similar to the wider debate around the definition of “talent
management”, there are many definitions of what constitutes inclusive approach to TM
or inclusion in the context of TM (Festing et al., 2015). Inclusive approaches suggest
that TM should apply to all workers. All employees of an organisation are seen as

possessing strengths that can potentially create added value for the organisation
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(Festing et al., 2015). Is based on the assumption that all employees have valuable
qualities or talents that can be productively applied to organisations and that too much
emphasis on top players is damaging to the wider morale and can be detrimental to the

company’s success (Stahl et al. 2012).

According to this theory, every individual in an ideal optimum organisation has a
specific job and, as a result, is a source of competitive advantage; hence, every person
should be considered as a source of value (Gallardo-Gallardo et al., 2020). Inclusive
approach can be defined as the recognition that all employees have the talent together
with constant assessment and their employment being in the positions that are most
suitable and that offer the greatest potential through participation for employees that
possess these talents (Swailes et al. 2014). Festing et al. (2015) propose that TM can be
considered inclusive when it supports all talented employees equally to contribute fully
and effectively to the organisation, independent of their gender, ethnicity, social status,
disability, etc. Therefore inclusive TM is seen as an approach that not only taps into a
full range of skills, competencies and talents in an organisation but also results in
greater inclusion of traditionally underrepresented groups (Lenton, 2021; Tarique,

2021).

The goal of inclusive approach is to highlight the best in all employees, allowing them
to fully utilise their potential at work (Shore et al., 2018). It also means that the aim is
to invest in a number of different talents (Meyers, 2015). It is important to mention that
inclusive approach also recognises the possibility that employees may have talents that

are not suitable for a particular organisation. In such cases, organisations must facilitate
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finding another, more suitable job place (Swailes et al. 2014), so that their talents are
not wasted. Inclusive TM strategy promotes employee well-being, learning, and activity
through the opportunity for employees to fully realise their potential (Meyers, 2015).
This strategy is particularly appropriate for organisations that seek to promote health

and well-being by prioritising cooperation rather than competition.

The practical implication of these two approaches concerns the investment of scarce
resources: Is development for everyone, or should the firm differentially invest in
certain individuals or jobs? Inclusive approaches seem to have developed more
recently, possibly in response to the more egalitarian concepts in the air during the
1960s and 1970s (Cappelli and Keller, 2014), as well as workplace regulations requiring
equal treatment of employees in areas such as retirement policies and health benefits.
Exclusive approach has a longer history, no doubt inspired by the practices in the
military where hierarchical arrangements are assumed (Cappelli and Keller, 2014).
Each of these approaches have advantages and disadvantages. A perfectly suitable
approach for one company will not be suitable for another. Therefore, selecting a
specific TM approach should include not only assessing the strengths and weaknesses
of each strategy, but also complying with the contextual factors such as the
organisation’s size, culture, values, mission, and strategy (Thunnissen and Buttiens,
2017). In addition, it is important to evaluate the TM approach not only in the context
of the organisation but also in the context of the industry, or even national context

(Thunnissen 2016).
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Whether TM should have an inclusive or exclusive stance has been a significant point
of contention (Thunnissen 2016), as Stainton (2005) noted. It may be possible to adopt
a more inclusive approach by acknowledging that everyone is competent and able to
demonstrate their talents, allowing everyone to be evaluated for consideration and
development (Swailes et al., 2014). Everybody may go through the same process of
identifying and developing their talents. A vital component of this argument is that
opportunities are critical since ability can only be exhibited when given a chance. While
employees may possess certain qualities, they may not be permitted to demonstrate
them on the job. Thus, Stainton (2005) adds weight to the argument by emphasising the
importance of providing people with the opportunity to show their abilities. It is vital
to continue to create chances for everyone to learn, develop, and strive to reach their

full potential (Walker, 2002; Burke and Noumair, 2015).

While talent may be classified as valuable, uncommon, and difficult to replicate, the
specific definitions remain ambiguous (Collings, 2014). The term "great talent” has no
universal meaning. (Brown and Hesketh, 2004). An organisation’s talent objectives are
determined by its business strategy, firm type or size, and general competitive climate
(Ingham, 2006; Alkhafaji and Nelson, 2013). Thus, talent criteria should be customised
for each organisation (Towers Perrin, 2004; Al Ariss et al., 2014). Each organisation
should be encouraged to identify the exact talent profile most suited to its needs
(Michaels et al., 2001; Farndale et al., 2014). In the process of talent identification,
prioritizing candidates who have specific educational backgrounds, work histories, and
inner personality features becomes crucial when conducting an in-depth and concise
examination of critical areas of organisational culture. The examination of the literature

on understanding talent concludes that there is no one definition of talent (Collings et
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al., 2015). One point of view takes a step further, claiming that identifying exceptional
management skills is complex; a distinctive talent is challenging to describe (Tulgan,

2001; Tansley, 2011).

3.5 Talent Management Process

When evaluating a firm’s efficacy, various resources, including money, personnel, and
machinery, may be utilised to accomplish this. The most essential of these resources is
people (Kehinde, 2012). They were referred to as a production factor and were known
as the organisation’s human resources. They are now given greater weight since they
are talent working inside the business (Kehinde, 2012). This notion is derived from the
intellectual capital theory, which defines intellectual capital as a pool of knowledge
flows accessible to an organisation. When combined with physical resources like
money and other assets like property, these intangible resources make up the
organisation's market value or total worth (Armstrong, 2011). Initially, the behavioural
components of talent were emphasised, and talent was linked to will and drive (Tansely,
2011). Those regarded as talented showed exceptional mental and physical abilities

beginning in the 19th century (Tansely, 2011).

In the 1930s, the term ‘talent scout’ was used to describe someone looking for a new
athletic or acting talent. The fundamentals of TM became clear. Initially, the attention
to talent was emphasised in music, science, and sports (Gallardo-Gallardo et al., 2013).
Management is the art of achieving results using people and processes. The argument
is that if management is competent and the employees under their supervision are
talented, this might significantly increase effectiveness. (Davies et al., 2007). Having
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the proper skill set and managing that talent offers businesses a competitive edge (He
et al., 2011). During the years 2000-2008, most of the results from the TM study
indicated a talent shortage (Collings and Mellahi, 2009). Even though there was a
significant unemployment rate, the Deloitte research report of 2008 was positive. New
technology, quickly changing company structures, and market globalisation have

boosted the demand for highly trained workers (Deloitte, 2008).

The rise of TM may be traced back to the early years of 2000. ‘McKinsey,” a
management consulting company, states that businesses are facing a ‘war for talents’,
characterised by challenges in hiring workers owing to a tight labour market (Hartmann
et al., 2010). TM has existed for some time and has taken on several guises. This has
been since McKinsey originally affixed the label ‘The War for Talent’ to their study on
the scarce supply of talented senior executives and garnered media attention, as
evidenced by Fortune Magazine’s May 2000 front cover feature (Stumpf and Tymon,
2001). The subject of TM has grown in significance, garnering attention in both the
literature and corporate practices. It has been stated that it is more important than ever
for organisational development. It is quickly becoming a top priority for organisations

worldwide (Hartmann et al., 2010). From a holistic perspective, it is an age-old notion.

Nowadays, TM is one of the most critical issues organisations face; according to the
Human Capital Institute, workforce management’s single most significant challenge is
creating or maintaining their companies’ ability to compete for talent. According to
research, demand for skilled labourers will increase in the next few years, while supply

will decline (Foster, 2014). Furthermore, there is no disputing that technological
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advancements and globalisation have changed our lives by boosting talent competition.
Thus, organisations' potential growth worldwide relies on their ability to ensure that the
right people with the right skills are in the right place at the right time and working on
the right tasks. Because of these reasons, TM has climbed to the top of the list of SHRM
issues, gaining prominence in all organisations (Fowler, 2016). TM entails placing the
appropriate people in the correct positions. It guarantees that workers use their talents
to the greatest extent possible for the organisation’s development. Because TM is a
relatively new topic for organisations in both the public and private sectors, most have
prioritised hiring the appropriate people. TM has been related to employees' effective

identification, development, and retention (Baheshtiffar, 2011).

TM includes methods for identifying, attracting, retaining, and developing talent (as
shown below in talent management process in figure 3.5). Because organisations can
effectively identify and retain essential skills, TM is critical. Furthermore, talent
identification and development assist organisations in identifying workers who can take
on leadership positions in the future. This strategy focuses on creating and sustaining
talent pools with solid leadership abilities (Baheshtiffar, 2011). In organisations, TM is
restricted to recruiting the best people and continual sourcing, employing, developing,
retaining, and promoting them while satisfying its objectives. For example, suppose an
organisation wants to hire its competition’s top talent. In that case, it must attract that
individual and give them something significantly superior to what the competitor
provides in exchange for coming to work for the organisation. Hiring them does not
address the problem; the primary objective is to get work done through them. Thus, TM

is a comprehensive process that manages the entry and exit of employees.
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Figure: 3.5 Talent Management Process

Talent
Acquisition

Find the right
people

Talent J Talent
Deployment Identification

Get people ready Evaluate and
for key roles in the 1 p understand
business existing talents

Talent
Development

Invest in people
and nurture growth

Attracting, recruiting, keeping, and compensating exceptional employees is a central
theme in TM research. By contrast, research on talented individuals is primarily
concerned with the idea of talent and the behaviour of high achievers (Mcdonnell et al.,
2017). Lewis and Heckman (2006) identify three main ways of interpreting TM within
these two types of literature. The first stream regards TM as a new term for standard
HRM practices with relatively few distinctions; hence, TM=HRM. The second stream
focuses on talent pools and views TM as a means of ensuring an organisation’s adequate
talent flow. The third identified perspective is more generic, focusing on talent and
performance levels rather than on organisational boundaries or specific jobs (Lewis and
Heckman, 2006). Finally, Collings and Mellahi (2009) introduce the fourth stream to
the mix, focusing on important positions rather than talent itself. An evaluation and
review of the literature suggests that a rather appropriate approach to retaining workers

is to create a TM pool and encourage them to do so by establishing goals that align with
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their objectives. However, when reviewing the literature on TM, it becomes clear that
there is a disturbing lack of clarity on its definition and breadth of the subject matter in
question since TM appears to imply various things to various people. As seen in table

3.5, for instance.

Table: 3.5 Definitions of TM by researchers / practitioners

A Definitions of TM from the perspectives of academics Source

An intentional and conscientious effort to recruit, develop and | (Stockley,
retain employees who have the aptitude and ability to satisfy | 2005)

the organisation's present and future requirements. To be
successful in today's dynamic and complicated working
environment, individuals and organisations must evolve.
Creating and maintaining a healthy, people-centred
organisational culture is part of this process.

All aspects of an organisation’s ability to attract and retain | (Duttagupta,
talented employees must be managed feasibly. Its goal is to | 2005)
guarantee that the appropriate individuals are placed in the right
roles at the right time based on strategic business goals.

Talent management may be defined as a process of identifying, | (lles, 2008)
developing, and retaining individuals that are exceptionally
useful to an organisation—either because of their high potential
for the future or because they are performing
business/operation-critical jobs.

B Definitions of TM in the management consultancy | Source
literature

Making sure there are always enough high-performing | (Vurv,
employees to keep a company running smoothly. Workplace | retrieved
productivity and methods for recruiting, training, maintaining, | 2007)
and employing people with the necessary competencies to
satisfy current and future strategic business demands are part of
this strategy.

in

TM is a realistic approach to managing performance, potential, | (CRF

and capacity as a long-term transformation endeavour. With | workshop,
TM, high-potential and high-performing employees may be | 2005)
identified, nurtured, and used for strategic purposes and
recruiting across the whole HR cycle, resulting in better
working conditions for employees.

TM is a comprehensive collection of procedures, programmes, | (Sistonen,
and technology for developing, deploying, and connecting | 2005)
essential personnel and skillsets to drive business goals.

(Source: Compiled by Researcher)
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Meanwhile, the workforce’s ageing issue, combined with a scarcity of younger talent,
will create a significant vacuum in the labour market. All the current debates regarding
talent shortages and population ageing issues suggest that organisations should
reconsider their approach to TM if they have not already. TM is one of the most pressing
issues businesses confront since recruiting and keeping important workers is essential
to success and competition (Collings et al., 2018). TM requires hard effort and
commitment, and just recruiting competent people is insufficient. Successful TM
entails having competent staff and completing a succession plan without gaps that

would cost the business money if an employee were to leave.

According to Clark (2009), TM is the process of developing and identifying all
available talent, exceptionally high potential talent for future initiatives, jobs, and
assignments. TM is another more revealing definition as a dynamic, continuous process
of methodically finding, evaluating, and developing people for future vital positions to
guarantee organisational continuity and optimum performance (Heidke, 2006). The TM
approach is centred on developing leaders and workers to ensure the organisation’s
continued success (Gay and Sims, 2006). TM has become an increasingly debated topic
around HRM theory and practice (Mcdonnell et al., 2017). The fundamental
assumption that distinguishes TM from conventional HRM practices is that the
approaches necessary to manage high-performing, talented people in critical roles are
qualitatively distinct from conventional HRM processes (Thunnissen et al., 2013).

Also, traditional HRM practices are designed to serve the whole workforce.
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TM refers to the whole process of recruitment, learning, and training, pay, employee
performance management, and succession planning. According to Clark (2009),
institutions’ most critical strategic challenge is managing employee talent. Most
organisations fail to reinvent their employee value proposition, which leads to
difficulties recruiting, retaining, and developing the best people (Ernst and Young,
2010).TM is concerned with identifying, obtaining, retaining, and developing talented
individuals. It serves as the foundation for achieving organisational goals. Appropriate
TM, which specifies individual capabilities, training and development, and career
management, enables the organisation to perform well and its strategic goals. The TM
literature is classified into two subfields: TM and talented individuals (Mcdonnell et

al., 2017).

By contrast, TM concentrates on workers who are deemed to have a strategic role in
the organisation’s success and influence it (Collings and Mellahi, 2009). This thesis
applies and synthesises theories from the second and fourth research classes to provide
a comprehensive framework for studying the TM process within a TM system. First,
TM encompasses the activities and processes associated with the methodical
identification of essential roles that contribute to an organisation’s long-term
competitive advantage. This description is consistent with the widely held belief that
when assessing the placement of talent resources, a greater emphasis should be placed
on strategic positions rather than non-strategic jobs (Boudreau and Ramstad, 2007;

Minbaeva and Collings, 2013).
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The second aspect of the definition defines what it means to establish a talent pool to
fill crucial jobs with talent resources capable of resulting in sustained competitive
advantage (Collings and Mellahi, 2009). By addressing the ongoing competitive
advantage that results from successful TM, this section of the definition hints at the
relationship between TM and the resource-based paradigm (Barney, 1991). The third
part of the definition emphasises the importance of a well-designed HR architecture
that fills critical roles and develops and manages a talent pool. In a nutshell, TM is the
capacity of an organisation to discover and develop talent from the talent pool via the

pipeline (Jooss et al., 2021).

The most critical factor in establishing corporate success is identifying talent to
accomplish this goal (Collings, 2014). Attracting people and strategically deploying
them within the organisation is the next phase. It must be borne in mind that placing a
candidate in an inappropriate position might exacerbate difficulties regardless of their
qualifications, skills, abilities, and competencies. Regardless of how great they are,
placing them in the wrong place destroys the company’s primary objective. If a
corporation cannot place the industry’s most excellent personnel where they should be,
the TM process is flawed. Specific organisations may view the entire procedure as
highly unethical, particularly at the conclusion (who loses their high-worth employee).
However, in this cutthroat environment, the entire premise sounds reasonable when
survival is a significant concern. Every organisation requires the best employees to
thrive and remain competitive. Talent is the most crucial aspect that propels an
organisation forward and propels it to greater heights, and so cannot be compromised

in any way. It is hardly hyperbole to assert that TM is a never-ending battle for talent!
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3.6 Talent Management Practices in SMEs

According to the TM literature, TM practices may be classified as follows: recruiting,
attraction and selection, training and development, retention, and performance
management of talent. Thus, based on the findings of the qualitative phase of this study,
the constructs of TM practices are identified as attraction & identification,
development, and retention of talent. It began with the Personnel Department in the
1970s and 1980s, responsible for all administrative and personnel functions. By the
mid-1980s, businesses had expanded into a corporation, necessitating acquiring
additional resources while recognising the importance of developing and training
present personnel and planning the workforce. These events contributed to the

evolution and creation of the HRM concept, or HR for short.

In the 1990s, the HR Department began to participate in all strategic decisions, evolving
into more than a business function; it was viewed as a business partner, formulating and
implementing all strategic decisions. As a result, the term ‘Personnel’ was replaced with
‘Human Resources’ to elevate human capital to a strategic asset. In the latter part of the
1990s, the war for talent was declared. The primary foundations for TM were
established through an effective and efficient recruitment process, employee
development programmes, reinforcement of the company’s culture and values, and
identification of potential and successors through appropriate training (Tubey et al.,
2015). As a result, TM has evolved into the business’s focal point. A sound business
strategy should include a plan and a process for developing its staff to achieve current

objectives. As a result, the organisation develops a competitive edge. It sustains its
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business by monitoring the recruitment pipeline, developing and training talent, and

evaluating employee performance (Filmer, 2012).

TM is gaining popularity in many organisations and has emerged as a major HR
challenge for various businesses across various industries (Scullion et al., 2016). The
TM literature places a premium on multinational corporations worldwide (Thunnissen
et al., 2013). SMEs have received less attention, particularly during a period of
economic uncertainty. As a result, additional research is required to close this gap,
particularly given the UK’s primarily SME-based economy. Nevertheless, SMEs are
increasingly being recognised as substantial contributors to the global economy and
significant employment creators. First, it is necessary to recognise that managing
human capital in small businesses is distinct from big, established international
corporations (Cardon and Stevens, 2004). Due to their size, poor visibility, and lack of
resources to establish formal TM systems or policies. Coordination of conventional TM
policies and procedures with the informal culture prevalent in most SMEs is a

challenge.

Indeed, smaller businesses tend to be more relaxed, less organised, and managed in a
less bureaucratic manner (Dundon and Wilkinson, 2009). Timming (2011) argues that
SMEs are inherently less likely to adopt informal staffing practices and policies.
Numerous reasons contribute to this, including organisational culture, resource
constraints, industry or sectoral characteristics, and a lack of awareness among owners
and managers about the critical nature of SHRM practices and impact on company

success. These behaviours differ depending on the size and kind of organisation
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(Festing et al., 2013). SMEs do not engage in TM activities such as recruiting and
retaining young talents, training and development, and employee career and succession
planning, perhaps owing to their smaller size or resource constraints, resulting in the
lack of established TM practices and policies. Alonso and O'Neill (2009) confirm that,
for example, in SME hospitality operations in a college town, only a few have
developed initiatives to combat employee turnover and related problems, such as

providing a friendly environment, flexibility, and training opportunities.

Nonetheless, Timming (2011) claims that SMEs are not inherently inclined to adopt
standard personnel practices. Numerous factors are at work, including industry or
sectoral peculiarities, organisational culture, resource scarcity, and a lack of
understanding among owners-managers about strategic management practices impact
organisational performance. This highlights some difficulties in researching TM
practices in SMEs, primarily because they are labelled as a homogeneous group.
Additionally, control in SMEs is based on the supervisory authority of the owner-
manager (Bridge et al., 2003). Festing et al. (2013) questioned 700 Chief Executive
Officers (CEOs) and owners/founders of SMEs in Germany to ascertain their attitudes

and perspectives on TM.

According to questionnaire data, roughly 40% of examined businesses had CEOs or
owners in control of recruiting, indicating their predominance in hiring choices (Festing
et al., 2013). This demonstrates the critical role of the owner-manager in developing a
comprehensive TM strategy. Thus, it is necessary to examine the breadth and

complexity of TM practices used by owner-managers regarded as a critical component
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of a company’s talent pool (Nolan and Garavan, 2016). Festing et al. (2013) discover
that these practices varied by organisation size and type, with more significant industry,
service, and retail-oriented SMEs reporting more excellent investment in TM activities
such as early talent identification, employee training, and development as succession
and career planning. This may signify that the risk associated with a small size or
resource constraints resulted in the lack of formalised human resources or technology

management procedures.

Priority must be given to the HR domains that are considered most important in terms
of resource allocation. As a result, talent acquisition and development may be pushed
aside in favour of operational priorities such as marketing or finance (Stokes et al.,
2016). A few conclusions may be made from the current body of knowledge about TM
practices in SMEs. First, it seems as if SMEs lack the strategic advantage that more
prominent, more established organisations possess when adopting formalised TM
processes. Additionally, despite the concept’s high relevance, there seems to be a dearth
of knowledge of TM’s terms and rhetoric among owner-managers. For instance,
managers often lack clarity about whom they refer to when they speak of talent
(Valverde et al., 2013). This pertains to one of the critical issues arising from previous
research endeavours: the degree to which skill is recognised as inclusive (Schuler et al.,
2011). On the one hand, the whole approach sees talent as a small pool of high-potential,
high-performing people strategically valuable to an organisation. On the other hand, the
inclusive strategy is predicated on the assumption that most workers can contribute to

an organisation’s success (see figure 3.6 below).
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Figure 3.6: Meaning of Talent
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The exclusive strategy is predicated on the assumption that investing in workers with

critical and valued skills results in higher profits and productivity. Due to resource

limitations, an exclusive view on TM and development is undoubtedly a more cost-

effective option in SMEs. As Krishnan and Scullion (2017) note, by concentrating on

essential individuals, the danger of weakening the morale of the rest of the workforce

IS not recognised as talent. However, it may not fit into the casual work culture that is

a significant source of employment for SMEs. However, as stated before, this indicates

that SMEs may use both inclusive and exclusive strategies. A lack of knowledge of the

TM idea and the absence of formalised TM practices does not always imply that owners
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or founders of SMEs lack people management and development plans. Even when TM

methods are casual, they may be successful, as Valverde et al. (2013) research shows.

The findings of this study stated that some small company owners might be ignorant of
the long-term implications of failing to properly manage and develop outstanding
employees (Alonso and O’Neill, 2009). Contrary to what the literature suggests, it was
pointed out that recruiting labour was not an issue due to the large pool of available
employees. Low levels of employee involvement and discipline, on the other hand, have
been recognised as significant problems for these organisations. This suggests that the
lack of a plan TM approach may impact the organisations’ day-to-day operations.
Valverde et al. (2013) found numerous TM-related features in Spanish medium-sized
businesses. While managers were unfamiliar with the term TM, it was noted that many
of these organisations already used TM practices. This may imply that significant
research on TM has been conducted on organisations that actively pursue more
formalised TM practices as part of the sampling procedure. However, many SMEs
struggle to strike a balance between formal TM practices and the informal culture of

these organisations (Jameson, 2000).

Nonetheless, it is anticipated that a properly structured and more systematic TM may
help an organisation’s performance significantly. The concept of TM is adapted to the
settings of SMEs (Krishnan and Scullion, 2017). Maxwell and MacLean (2008)
conclude that TM has significant potential to contribute to the industry’s enhancement,
with purported benefits including increased productivity, improved employee

engagement and commitment, enhanced skill base, decreased labour turnover, and
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improved employer image and brand. However, the research demonstrated that TM is
about recruiting the appropriate people from the outset; again, owing to resource
constraints, it is often necessary to find and employ individuals who match or exceed
the role’s objectives and needs (Maxwell and MacLean, 2008). Furthermore, retention
would be a significant concern for other SMEs that develop talent internally due to the

difficulty of replacing these skills if they leave.

It should be observed from the preceding that, given the variety of management
methods across SMEs (Cassell et al., 2002), a standardized approach to TM may not be
suitable. Rather than that, companies should use TM practices that are most appropriate
for their operations, staff, and targeted customers. Baum (2008) maintains that TM in
SMEs should be interpreted differently than in other sectors, particularly when the
sector emphasizes providing high-quality service to a broad range of customers (Baum,
2008). Additionally, even if the most acceptable TM practices are used, SMEs’ owner-
managers may encounter unique challenges, such as unstable economic environments
like Brexit and Covid-19. Thus, it is anticipated that the present study would shed some
empirical light on the topic area by eliciting owner-manager and employee perspectives
on the factors that influence the adoption of TM practices, with a particular emphasis

on the SME sector during times of turmoil.

3.7 Challenges of Talent Management Practices in SMES

Handy et al. (1988) found that SMEs vary from their bigger counterparts in various
ways, indicating that the limitations and uncertainties encountered by SMEs differ
significantly from those faced by large-scale businesses. According to Stanworth and
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Gray (1991), small companies face various difficulties and concerns that affect their
larger counterparts. The topic of SME uniqueness has resurfaced more recently, with
Stokes and Wilson (2006) focusing more specifically on SME internal processes:
‘Managing in SMEs is not like managing part of a big organisation.” Beaver (2002), for

example, argues that:

"Management procedures in SMEs are distinct. Much of today’s theory is based
on actual studies of management behaviour in big corporations. These ideas, no
matter how sophisticated they are, cannot be immediately applied to SMEs.
While similar abilities are required in many organisations, the contextualisation
of these talents to suit the needs of the SME operating environment is unique”

(Beaver, 2002, p. 60)

Given these distinctions, it is fair to conclude that TM and HR practices in big
corporations cannot be applied automatically to SMEs (Valverde et al., 2013). When
SMEs operate in developing market environments in a partnership or collaborative
arrangements, their practices are likely to be more complicated and varied, necessitating
creative management solutions. As stated in the preceding chapters, SMEs seem to face
distinct difficulties from their bigger counterparts, owing to a lack of resources, the
owner’s dominance, a propensity toward reactive management practices, or a lack of
formalised procedures. As a result, TM problems (i.e., recruiting and retaining talent)
may arise (Cardon and Stevens, 2004). These difficulties are described in more detail

below (see figure 3.7 below):
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Figure 3.7: Challenges of Talent Management Practices in SMEs

Attracting high quality candidates

|dentifying and developing high performers for key
positions

Retaining top performing employees
Challenges in TM

Filling high-impact positions to support the company's
growth

Keeping employees engaged and focused on high
priority goals

Optimising compensation to serve business objectives

(Source: Vidyeswari and Nair, 2009)

I.  Talent Identification and Attraction Challenges

Identifying high potentials became an issue for most organisations, which prompted
studies such as the McKinsey consultants’ ‘War for talent’ (Michaels et al., 2001).
Kermally (2004) implies that skills remain in relatively limited supply despite
occasional reports of layoffs. Consistent with this, Douglas et al. (2007) observe that
despite widespread knowledge of TM, a sizable proportion of organisations continue to
struggle to fill essential roles. Thus, one of the critical issues that organisations face is
identifying talent (Sparrow et al., 2015). Numerous variables contribute to the difficulty

of recognising talented employees (Festing and Schéfer, 2014).
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An organisation must have the capacity to conduct business worldwide and the skills
necessary to stay up with the market's ever-changing criteria to succeed in today's global
market (Alkhafaji and Nelson, 2013). However, several studies demonstrate that
finding and retaining appropriate management staff to run the company's overseas
operations is becoming more challenging for the organisation (Scullion and Collings,
2006; Collings and Scullion, 2012). According to a global poll of over 9,000 CEOs,
recruiting and maintaining excellent staff is the most challenging part of operating a

firm (Lubitsh and Smith, 2007).

Organisations seek individuals with more than potential; they seek employees who can
immediately provide value (Brown and Hesketh, 2004). However, this approach to
talent identification may limit the talent pool, as not every person is immediately ready
to contribute value upon hire. As a result, it leaves much to be desired in terms of talent
detection. For the talented and organisations, winning this ‘battle for talent” appears to
be a game of luck due to the absence of well-established methods for identifying such

talent (Lahey, 2014).

Second, although TM has sparked much research (Tansley et al., 2006; Thunnissen and
Gallardo-Gallardo, 2017), various perspectives on talent characteristics have arisen.
According to Brown and Hesketh (2004), these characteristics include a ‘can-do
attitude, the ability to create new realities, experiences, and knowledge, and a variety
of thinking in creating a specific state of mind that fits organisational needs.
Nevertheless, on the other hand, these traits are bizarre and discourage employers from

employing talented individuals (Blass et al., 2006).
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Tankely et al. (2007) assert that an assessment panel for talent is often in charge when
looking for and selecting talent inside an organisation. Human resource professionals,
senior management, line managers, and subject experts compose the talent assessment
panel. They also include representatives from other departments. As a result of the wide
variety of processes and equipment employed, talent evaluation committees may not be
used by every organisation. Competency frameworks and traditional HRM practices
like performance management and HR planning may be needed to help discover
potential employees inside a company. There are several ways to uncover talent, and

each one is considered beneficial by a specific company (Tansley, 2011)..

When it comes to recognising high potential, HR professionals and their clients must
have a common concept of talent (CIPD, 2006; Baron, 2011). First, it is critical to have
a clear definition of what qualifies an individual as talented (Ulrich and Smallwood,
2012). Second, there must be clarity about what distinguishes outstanding managers
who can make a strategic impact (Delbridge, 2006). Third, although the research
acknowledges that well-developed practices may improve organisational results, no
clear theory or set of rules exists to determine which organisational pools should be
targeted (Lewis and Heckerman, 2006). Because of the absence of defined guidelines,
TM falls victim to power and politics in the talent selection process. As previously
stated, the vagueness of the concept of talent contributes to difficulties in recognising
talent. The qualities that an organisation seeks in talented people are arguably

determined by how it defines talent.

Creating a favourable business image that appeals to prospective employees is known

as employer branding. Using the company's brand to attract top-tier talent is a smart
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strategy. Successful management of corporate brands gives organisations a competitive
edge in today's global market. First, however, getting the right kind of employees (Ana,
2009). One thing distinguishes high-rated companies: they give out constant and
unambiguous messages about themselves, resulting in a strong talent attraction (Tanuja,
2007). An employee value proposition describes what a potential employee believes an
organisation gains by hiring him or her. A company's reputation, training opportunities,
work environment, and employee satisfaction all factor into how much value employees

place on their jobs (Oehley, 2007).

Because different organisations operate in various industries and sectors, it is simple to
create a standardised set of criteria that define individuals deemed talented. As a result,
there are significant gaps in essential worker skill sets and identifying them to create
tomorrow’s prospective key employees today. SMEs’ competitiveness, economic
success, and growth are all dependent on attracting the right workers (Festing et al.,
2013). Recruitment and selection, on the other hand, can be difficult. According to
global research conducted by ADP (2010), a top HRM service provider in Europe,
SMEs' most significant HR difficulty is finding competent personnel to fill important
positions. One factor could be that SMEs frequently lack an effective strategy and
competent HR resources for recruiting (Heneman and Berkley, 1999). In addition,
compared to major corporations, they are perceived as having less visibility in the
labour market (Cardon and Stevens, 2004). Because resources in SMEs are generally
poor and limited, only simple and inexpensive methods of attracting, selecting, and

recruiting personnel are used (Heneman and Berkley, 1999).
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Furthermore, Williamson (2000) expresses that SMEs may lack employer legitimacy,
implying that the organisation is not perceived as a desirable employer by potential and
prospective applicants or prospects. Also, their actions may not conform to the
industry’s standards, attitudes, beliefs, and definitions, making them appear
unappealing. Another factor that makes it more difficult for SMEs to locate and identify
qualified staff is that the demands of working in an SME are high. First, employees
generally have multiple tasks to do in their day-to-day operations due to their small size
(Cardon and Stevens, 2004), which is why SMEs prefer people with generalist rather
than specialised knowledge (Festing, 2007). Second, norms, attitudes, and beliefs play
an essential part in SMEs’ recruitment; therefore, the person-organisation fit is critical
(Williamson, 2000). As a result, these variables exacerbate the difficulty and

complexity of attracting and recruiting personnel in the SME sector.

Attracting and identifying talent is a critical component of any TM system (Mcdonnell
et al., 2010; McDonnell et al., 2011). The availability of talent in and of itself has no
strategic value unless it is identified, fostered, and exploited efficiently (Mellahi and
Collings, 2010; McDonnell and Collings, 2011). It implies that, even if an organisation
has talented personnel, they are of little value unless they are identified and provided
with the appropriate development opportunities and job matches (Deery and Jago,
2015; Thunnissen, 2016). Recruitment and selection, employer branding, employee
value proposition, and employer choice are all components of talent attraction
(Armstrong, 2006; Armstrong and Taylor, 2020). Recruitment and selection need
organisations to employ various strategies or techniques to identify the best talent that

reflects the organisation’s culture and values (Armstrong, 2009; Argue, 2015).
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The first task of a TM strategy is to recruit members of the talent pool. The talent pool
is a collection of employees who share common characteristics and serves as a source
of future senior executives (Ballesteros et al., 2010; Saad and Mayouf, 2018). Internal
or external sources can provide talented employees. Internal sources are ideal for
building a talent pool because employees already understand business processes and
quickly integrate into the new role. As a result, employee morale is boosted. On the
other hand, external sources are the most important if an organisation wishes to make
significant changes or revitalise its culture (Ballesteros et al., 2010). Stahl et al. (2007)
mention that successful TM practices require a high degree of internal, cultural, and
strategic alignment, which results in a unique set of methodologies, drives TM

excellence and contributes to organisational learning and knowledge management.

Organisations must assess how employee competencies align with their strategic
objectives and the potential contribution of these workers to organisational performance
(Collings and Mellahi, 2009; Collings, 2014). Stahl et al. (2007) hold that firms that
thrive at TM maintain internal consistency, complementarity, and reinforcement of
their practices to attract, select, develop, evaluate, and retain talent (Krishnan and
Scullion, 2017). In other words, the internal fit is viewed as critical for successfully
identifying and managing talent. Employer branding entails the creation of a positive
image for a company that is attractive to potential workers (Sokro, 2012). Thus,
branding the company recruits top talent (Chhabra and Sharma, 2014). In today’s highly
competitive global economy, companies that successfully manage their corporate

brands gain a competitive advantage.
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It is challenging to recruit the right talent without a strong brand image (Ana, 2009;
Rabbi et al., 2015; Mihalcea, 2017). However, top-rated businesses have one trait: they
send out clear and consistent signals about themselves, which results in pull-on solid
talent (Tanuja, 2007). A prospective employee’s view of an organisation’s worth in
recruiting him or her is defined by an employee value proposition. Employees evaluate
the value offered based on the job’s difficulty, work atmosphere, training opportunities,

flexibility, and the company’s reputation (Oehley, 2007).

Il.  Talent Development Challenges

In an ideal business environment, organisations invest in developing their exceptional
workers to become more productive quickly (Malmgren McGee and Hedstrom, 2016).
Thus, talent development must be included in the hiring process and seen as a successful
strategy for organisations seeking to enhance the quality of their highly skilled
individual employees (Moayedi and Vaseghi, 2016). For a company’s competitive
advantage to be achieved and maintained, talent development involves transforming its
employees, stakeholders, and various groups via planned and unplanned learning
(Davis et al., 2007). Constant and continuous upskilling of the workforce is required as
organisations implement new technological, commercial, and marketing methods
(Alkhafaji and Nelson, 2013; Carnevale and Smith, 2013). Effective learning and
development practices begin with the workers of an organisation. This means they
identify workers who need knowledge and growth, the required degree of expertise and
development, and the learning length (Harburg, 2003). Organisations with superior
talent development efforts thrive at listening to employee development requirements

and communicating those needs to employees (Werner, 2021). In many businesses
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across the globe, talent development has become a critical TM effort (Festing et al.,

2013).

It is a deliberate strategy for specific organisations that minimises leadership gaps for
key jobs while also providing top personnel with opportunities to build the skills needed
for future roles. With some firms, talent development is regarded as an administrative
exercise rather than a competitive advantage (Stahl et al., 2012; Albrecht et al., 2015).
The shortcomings in the career management process are simpler to ignore during
difficult economic times. However, in light of worldwide economic events, such as the
2008/2009 global financial and economic crisis and the 2009/2010 Eurozone crisis,
there has never been a time when they need to uncover and nurture exceptional talent
for crucial jobs was more pressing (Collings and Mellahi, 2009; Farndale et al., 2010;
Hatum, 2010; McDonnell et al., 2010; Schmidt, 2010; Schuler et al., 2011; Anand et
al., 2012; Sparrow et al., 2013; Baldwin, 2015; Caligiuri et al., 2020). A company’s
approach to ensuring that individuals with the appropriate qualifications and expertise

are accessible when required is known as talent development (Zheng et al., 2001).

Investing money and launching different efforts to cultivate talent would not generate
outcomes independently (Kermally, 2004; Kabwe, 2011). Kermally (2004) points out
that a talent development plan should be linked with the company strategy in this
context (Kabwe, 2011). Based on the identified strategic capabilities, an organisation
must determine its skills to foster high-potential people (Dries et al., 2012). As

previously stated, the internal fit is an integral part of the TM process since it is
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necessary to match the organisation’s development capabilities with its objectives

(Boon et al., 2011; Thunnissen, 2016).

In summary, besides aligning high-potential individuals” growth with the organisation’s
goal, talented individuals’ workgroups and environment are also critical elements of
growing and increasing their performance (Taylor et al., 2015). lles and Preece (2006)
emphasise networks, teams, and social processes as critical TM elements (Preece et al.,
2013; Vaiman and Collings, 2013). They contend that leadership development has been
associated with a concentration on the individual rather than the social, political, and
collective leadership settings, both in theory and practice. lles (2007) makes a
significant point in this regard, stating that leadership development and, by extension,
TM are about building leadership & TM processes in context and developing leaders &
talents as individuals (Preece et al., 2013). As a result, TM plays a critical role in
developing people within the organisation's framework, concentrating on strategic

goals and skills (Valverde et al., 2013; Chakraborty and Biswas, 2019).

Another critical aspect of TM is the availability of training and development
opportunities (Al Ariss et al., 2014). Due to limited financial and material resources,
SMEs may not afford costly, high-rate formalised training programmes with external
providers and organisations (Ansar and Baloch, 2018). Instead, they concentrate on
informal, on-the-job training to educate their workers about the many responsibilities
that they face daily (Cardon and Stevens, 2004; Cardon and Valentin, 2017). This may
be a disadvantage since workers may not be able to, for example, improve their

professional CV by attending or participating in training programmes. This is one of
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the main reasons SMEs look for talent in labour markets or business settings that are
not often selected by large corporations (Storey et al., 2010). Despite the significance
and difficulties that SMEs face, there has been little research on TM in SMEs (Sheehan

et al., 2018; Pauli and Pocztowski, 2019).

1.  Talent Retention Challenges

Talent retention has grown in importance as an organisation’s capacity to gain and
sustain a competitive edge has increased (Smith, 2017). It focuses on keeping talent
among an organisation’s workers to ensure continued employment (Almeda, 2016).
Due to intense competition for talent among top organisations across all industries, it is
difficult for organisations, especially SMEs, to retain exceptional employees (Walker,
2017). This is partly owing to the economy’s continuous expansion, which creates
almost limitless employment possibilities for talent (Salau, 2017). Retention of talented
people seeks to allow an organisation to retain valuable staff and provide a sustainable
source of competitive advantage, resulting in organisational development and success

(Alnagbi, 2011).

Talent retention attempts to adopt steps that encourage workers to stay with the
company for the most time possible. Because the expenses of attracting talent are
considerable, talent churn is detrimental to a company’s productivity. Direct expenses
include turnover, replacement, and transition costs, as well as indirect costs associated
with production loss, decreased performance levels, needless overtime, and poor morale
(Echols, 2007). Vaiman et al. (2008) classify retention strategies into two categories
based on their ability to meet employee expectations: extrinsic and intrinsic incentives
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(Vaiman and Collings, 2014). Extrinsic incentives include monetary compensation that
meets workers’ physiological requirements, while intrinsic incentives include non-
monetary compensation that meets employees’ psychological needs. A financial

incentive is a critical component in retaining talent (Vaiman et al., 2008).

Mendez et al. (2011) emphasise the need to invest in staff retention to be successful.
For instance, a competitive pay plan is critical for keeping workers. In addition, offering
an appealing, competitive benefits package that includes life insurance, disability
insurance, and flexible work hours encourages workers to commit to a company
(Lockwood et al., 2006). Employee retention is critical for all organisations, whether
large or small, as turnover has several negative consequences (Cardy and Lengnick-
Hall, 2011; Deery and Jago, 2015). This includes interruption of workflows, a decrease
in customer service and quality, and the overall financial resources required to recruit
and train a replacement, which frequently exceeds the annual salary of the position

(Hausknecht 2017).

When an organisation discusses why workers may quit, it considers job satisfaction,
organisational commitments, working climate, growth possibilities, and pay (Bryant
and Allen, 2013; Dobre, 2013). While little research exists on retention in SMEs,
Kuhlmann (2000) demonstrates how the external labour market views their good and
negative characteristics as employers in the German context. On the plus side, SMEs
are believed to foster a pleasant work atmosphere, be less anonymous, give a high level
of information, and needless mobility. However, on the opposite hand, he asserts that

they provide fewer career possibilities, give fewer perks and benefits, and are less
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progressive in terms of organisational structure, training, and development, pay, and

international employment opportunities.

To retain workers, SMEs should emphasise the good elements of the relationship and
work to address the bad ones (Festing 2007; Shahzad et al., 2019). However, when it
comes to remuneration as a retention strategy, the peculiarities of SMEs take
precedence. As stated, concerning HRM in SMEs, it is often more difficult for them to
provide appealing pay packages to their workers than it is for most of their larger
counterparts (Cardon and Stevens 2004; Michiels, 2017; Salimi and Della Torre, 2021).
Furthermore, remuneration in SMEs often varies from the reference levels used. For
example, SMEs emphasise innovative and creative behaviour, the capacity and desire
to take calculated risks, and cooperative connections among workers (Cardon and

Stevens 2004).

In summary, this study established that talent retention is a critical focus area within
people management. It is critical for maintaining a competitive advantage in a variety
of organisations. Hence, a TM literature study reveals many procedures used across
various industries and organisations (Thunnissen, 2016). Attraction, development, and

retention are the three most prevalent TM strategies.

3.8 Conclusion

Several definitions of SME businesses were highlighted in the first section of this

chapter. Some studies, for example, define SMEs in terms of finance and total sales,
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while others use the number of workers as a criterion. The OECD definition was the
most widely recognised definition for this research since it is more generally acceptable.
Following that, the significance of SMEs was addressed. While SMEs have advantages,
such as leveraging human resources or investing in technology, they also confront many
difficulties (Lee et al., 2012). As demonstrated in this research literature, the study of
TM practices in SMEs is essential and highly required in today’s chaotic and

challenging business climate (Baporikar, 2021).

First, since SMEs make up most businesses, they constitute the backbone of the global
economy and therefore have a significant economic impact (OECD 2015). Second,
because of the specific features of SMEs, such as the liability of smallness or the
scarcity of resources, TM in SMEs differs from TM in big corporations (Festing 2013).
As a result, businesses should be aware of the importance, possibilities, and, most
crucially, difficulties of TM strategies in different settings, particularly SMEs, during

tumultuous times.

It is surprising that this has not occurred yet, and that the area of TM in SMESs remains
mostly unexplored (Valverde et al., 2013). As a result, as summarised in this study,
findings from the current study and theoretical discussions and background about HRM
and TM practices in SMEs in turbulent contexts point to unique, context-specific, and
exciting findings that could be useful to organisations and practitioners around the

world.
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CHAPTER FOUR
HRM AND TM IN SMEs IN UK IN TURBULENT CONTEXTS
4.1 Introduction

Organisations that survive and flourish in tumultuous settings have acquired the ability
to make quick and effective choices without full knowledge. The term ‘turbulence’
denotes environmental discontinuities (Barrows and Neely, 2011). For example,
turbulence in physics refers to the random fluctuations of fluids unsystematic as
molecules and atoms engage in continuous chaotic flow when supplied with external
energy. As a result, irregular patterns emerge, posing a threat to the overall stability of
the system. In the business world, the continuous turbulence of socioeconomic, cultural,
and political variables (as shown in figure 4.1) correlates to the environment in which

organisations work (Psychogios and Garev, 2012).

Figure 4.1: Components of Business environment
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Turbulence in the business environment may be defined as rapid changes in external or
internal settings that influence company performance and provide a competitive edge
over competitors (Teece and Leih, 2016). Since the pre-industrial period, when
development was gradual but pre-determined and change was predictable, the business
environment in which organisations operate today has altered dramatically.
Organisations and industries operate in generally stable settings, and their responses to
change are predicated on extrapolation aspects (Bunker and Alban, 2012; Barnett and
O’Hagan, 2020). Past success nearly definitely ensured future success, a supposition
that no longer exists today (Kipley et al., 2012). Turbulence is a novel change
phenomenon that has emerged due to the evolution of change to various degrees of
variability (Gray, 2018). Numerous studies in strategic management have linked this
phenomenon to environmental dynamism, which is characterised by three variables:

uncertainty, complexity, and unpredictability (Ansell et al., 2017).

4.2 Research Context and Turbulent Environment

4.2.1 SMEs in the UK

Small companies have been recognised as critical to the UK economy’s development
and stability (Malay 2012). SMEs are self-contained, unaffiliated companies with less
than a specified number of workers (Mason, 2015). This number fluctuates depending
on the country. In the UK, where statistics are based on employment definition, SMEs
are classified as companies with less than 250 workers, domestic and international.
Sections 382 and 465 of the Companies Act, 2006 define SME for accounting purposes
in the UK (Government of UK — Companies Act, 2006). A small company has a

revenue of less than £6.5 million, a balance sheet total of less than £3.26 million, and
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less than 50 employees. A medium-sized company has up to £25.9 million in sales, a

balance sheet value of up to £12.9 million, and less than 250 employees (BIS 2016).

PERCENTAGE %

In 2013, the UK had 4.9 million firms, with almost 99% of them being SMEs.

In 2013, SME businesses employed 14,424,000 people in the UK.

The European Commission’s SME Performance Review states that SMEs

generate a Gross Value Added of €473 billion or 49.8% of the UK economy.
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Figure: 4.2.1 Share of Enterprises in the UK Private Sector 2014

SHARE OF ENTERPRISES IN THE UK PRIVATE SECTOR 2014

53.2
479
399
33.2
122 135
0.6 . . 0.1

Small Medium Large
SECTORS

99.3

BBusinesses ~ MEmployment ™ Turnover

(Source: BIS, Business Population Estimates 2014)

110|Page



In 2014, there were 5.2 million SMEs in the UK (as shown in table 4.2.1 below),
accounting for more than 99% of all businesses (Ward and Rhodes, 2014; Rhodes,
2017) . Microbusinesses are those with less than nine employees. Although most UK
businesses employ less than ten people, they account for only 33% of employment and
19% turnover (Mason et al., 2011; Cowling et al., 2015). Large enterprises with more
than 250 employees accounted for less than 0.1% of businesses but 40% of jobs and
53% of turnover (Holmes, 2018). The UK is a strong supporter of SMEs, with most

firms falling into the small, medium-sized, and microbusiness categories (Cowling et

al., 2012).
Table: 4.2.1 Business Statistics, UK private sector 2014
Number of Enterprises Employees | Turnover

2013 2014 % Change 2014 2014

(000s) (000s) (000s) (£ billions)
Micro (0 - 9 4,671 5,010 7% 8,276 655
employees)
Small (10 - 49 186 195 5% 3,807 515
employees)
Medium (50 - 30 31 3% 3,075 477
249
employees)
Total SMEs 4,887 5,236 % 15,158 1,647
O - 250
employees)
Large (250 + 6 7 17% 10,070 1,874
employees)
Total (an 4,895 5,243 % 25,228 3,521
businesses)
SMEs as % of 99.8% 99.9% - 60% 47%
total
Micro as % of 95% 96% - 33% 19%
total

(Source: BIS, Business Population Estimates 2014)
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SMEs account for around three-fifths of the workforce and create nearly half of private-

sector income in the UK.

At the start of the 2020 calendar year, SMEs employed 16.8 million people

(61% of the total), with a £2.3 trillion (52%) turnover.

Small businesses employed 13.3 million people (48%) and generated £1.6
trillion in revenue (36%).

Medium-sized businesses employed 3.5 million people (13%) and generated
£0.7 trillion in revenue (16%).

Large corporations employed 10.9 million people (39%) and generated £2.1

trillion in revenue (48%) (See figure 4.2.1 below).

Figure: 4.2.1 Contribution of different sized businesses to the total population,
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for Business, Energy, and Industrial Strategy, 2020)
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4.2.2 Overview of Turbulent Environment

In hindsight, turbulence should not be confused with a crisis. These two occurrences
are sometimes used interchangeably, although they are not equivalent in meaning. A
crisis is defined by a feeling of urgency, danger, and uncertainty, while turbulence is
defined as a persistent element (Ansell et al., 2017). For example, the US had an
economic collapse in 2007/2008 because of a mortgage-related financial crisis
(Helleiner, 2011). The financial crisis was unanticipated and unforeseen, but the
economic collapse is a continuous element that continues to be a danger to
organisational success or failure ten years later (Purves et al., 2016). This seems to
confirm Cameron and Kim’s (1987) thesis that environmental volatility is the most
significant issue confronting contemporary organisations. Kipley et al. (2012) contend
that environmental turbulence is the degree of change and complexity in an industry’s

environment that external causes may cause.

Globalisation, economic insecurity, technological convergence, and political and civil
upheaval have all rocked the industries’ foundations (Steger, 2017). As Van den
Bekerom et al. (2016) put it, these environmental shocks have increased the
complexities in business environments, as the greater the amount of change in
environmental factors or the greater the number of environmental factors that must be
considered, the greater the level of environmental turbulence. Furthermore, Kipley et
al. (2012) argue that when changes in the regulatory, social-economic, technical, and

environmental realms co-occur, turbulence and uncertainty arises.
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In the words of Kipley et al. (2012), environmental turbulence refers to the degree of
change and complexity present in an industry's surrounding environment. Khandwalla
(1977) states that environmental turbulence might be defined as a dynamic,
unpredictable and fluctuating environment in which a change in their properties
characterises the components (Beckett, 2015). With increasing external volatility,
strategic problems that put the organisation's capacity to design and implement its plan
to the test are becoming more frequent. (Perrot 2011). Therefore to withstand the
turbulence, the level must guide the kind of reaction. For example, an organisation may

react by making operational adjustments but minimal strategic changes (Perrot 2011).

According to Ansoff and McDonnell (1990), for a firm to get the highest return on
investment, the aggressiveness of its strategy must be matched to the volatility of the
external environment (Ansoff et al., 2018). Navigating through the complexities of
today's business environment is a challenging task for top managers and leaders. The
first intuitive response is to cut costs and lock the company until things get better. Every
downturn, on the other hand, provides an opportunity to call into question the status
quo. Managers and employees must recognise that the organisation cannot continue to
function in the same manner as it has in the past. Resistance to change and complacency
are reduced during a recession, enabling managers to leverage the energy created by
these events to make significant changes to the organisation's strategy, structure, and
culture (KPMG 2009). Organisations operate in a hostile environment where they must
master the art of survival in order to thrive. An organisation's environment is comprised
of elements and situations, some of which are outside the company's control and have
an impact on the company's strategic decisions and competitiveness. The extent to

which the organisation comprehends its surroundings is a significant step forward.
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Businesses must be aware of these elements to take advantage of chances, convert them
into possibilities, and decrease the dangers that might jeopardise the organisation's
long-term viability. Therefore, managers should design plans compatible with or match
internal strengths and external opportunities (Mintzberg et al., 2009; Wilden et al.,
2013). According to Karake (1997), managers are confronted with environmental
changes and complexity due to the introduction of new technology, rapidly changing
economic and political trends, shifts in cultural values, and consumer expectations.
According to Rigby (2001), when environmental circumstances change rapidly, top
executives must renounce using a one-size—fits—all strategy that was widespread during

tough times and adopt a tailored approach (Kotter et al., 2021).

As Karake (1997) points out, management is faced with a difficult task: maintaining a
careful watch on external conditions while creating and implementing effective coping
strategies. As a result, notifying top executives is critical to ensuring successful
adaptation. In his book, Rigby (2001) believes that top managers must constantly
evaluate three aspects of their company content: the source and amount of turbulence
in their industry, their strategic position within their sector, and the soundness of their
financial position. As history has shown, the speed of the corporate environment has
increased as a result of the lessons learned (Rigby 2001). Recent events, such as the
global financial crisis, shifting political leadership, and growing firm spending have
brought a slew of challenges to business executives operating in the twenty-first
century. External issues such as uncertainty and limits may be substantial causes of
stress when it comes to organisations (Balint et al., 2011). While a wide variety of
environmental variables touches some organisations, others are impacted by a few

(Pearce and Robinson 2008).
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Economic circumstances are constantly shifting; interest rates vary; consumer tastes
and preferences shift; new government rules are implemented; new technologies are
introduced and developed. Turbulence is created by all of these changes (Perrot 2011).
In order to operate effectively in turbulent environments, organisations must
continually foresee and forecast future changes and develop techniques for dealing with
shifting environmental conditions (Karake 1997). Because of this, organisations are
required to gather knowledge about their surroundings to deal with unpredictable and
dynamic situations. As the intensity of turbulence increases, more information is
required in order to manoeuvre effectively. As the most famous line of reasoning goes,
top executives of firms functioning in extremely tumultuous settings are compelled to
make plans for unpredictability and change based on a large amount of data collected
over time. Executives at businesses functioning in low-turbulence settings, on the other
hand, need the least amount of organisational planning (Miller and Friensen 1983;

Miller, 2011).

According to Miller and Friensen (1983), it is necessary to assess a changing
environment more thoroughly and persistently to provide executives with an
appropriate level of expertise (Miller, 2011). The unpredictable nature of turbulence
often leads to organisations’ inability to react or anticipate their competitors to behave
(Caldart and Ricart 2006; Caldart et al., 2019). In most cases, once one company
responds to environmental shocks, the others follow suit, causing ripple effects that
create environmental instability (Mason 2007; Dubey et al., 2021). As a result, most
organisations postpone their reaction to different external variables as they arise
(Beirman, 2020). In today’s world, most changes are new, the costs of coping with the

changes are substantial, and the pace of change is quick and complex to predict (Kipley
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et al., 2012). Because of the increased volatility in the environment, many
organisations’ plans nowadays become outdated even before they are executed (Ansell
et al., 2017). Rapidly changing external circumstances and numerous factors require
management teams to interpret such changes more correctly and respond more

forcefully than in stable settings (Alkhafaji and Nelson, 2013).

4.3 Turbulent Contexts

4.3.1 Brexit

In 2015, the UK Conservative Party advocated for a referendum. On Friday, June 24,
2016, British people awoke to the startling news that ‘Brexit’ had become a reality after
the vote (Bailey and Budd, 2017). It was an extraordinary political occurrence with
possibly seismic economic ramifications. Brexit was the abbreviation for the UK’s
departure from the EU, the economic and policy union to which it had been a member
since 1973 (Smith, 2017). The ‘Leave’ campaign got 51.9% of the vote, or 17.4 million
votes, in the June 2016 referendum, while the ‘Remain’ campaign received 48.1% or
16.1 million votes (See figure 4.3.1 below). The participation rate was 72.2% (Curtice,

2017). Leaving the EU was a complicated process.

Following the people's decision, Former UK Prime Minister Theresa May filed the
Avrticle 50 withdrawal notice to the EU on March 29, 2017 (Allen, 2018). She drafted a
departure deal with the EU outlining their future relationship, but a divided Parliament
blocked it. As a result, Boris Johnson took over as the next Prime Minister of the UK
in July 2019. Johnson’s Conservative Party subsequently won a majority in a royally
mandated general election on December 12, 2019, allowing him to secure Parliament’s
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ratification of the exit deal he negotiated with the EU (Pant, 2019). The Agreement Act
got the required legislative Royal Assent on January 23, 2020, which is when the Queen
officially agreed to turn the measure into law. On January 31, 2020, the UK formally
left the EU; however, a transition phase began on December 31, 2020. The EU-UK
Trade and Cooperation Agreement was signed on December 24, 2020 (and signed on

December 30).

Figure 4.3.1: UK’s vote to leave the EU by turnouts
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4.3.2 Covid-19

‘Coronavirus, also known as Covid-19, is an infectious illness caused by a virus (Moore
2020). The virus was discovered in the Chinese city of Wuhan and spread fast over the
globe. The disease is very infectious (Shereen et al., 2020). Many people infected with
the virus had respiratory issues, but they did not need therapy to recover from their
iliness. Serious diseases are more likely to strike the elderly and those suffering from
medical disorders such as heart disease, diabetes, chronic lung disease, and cancer.
(WHO 2020). The lethal illness is spreading at an unprecedented rate nearly everywhere
on the globe. Governments were concerned about the infection’s decrease. As a
precaution, countries were placed under lockdown to prevent the spread of the virus.
As a result, companies and economical operations were affected, reducing available
human and economic resources such as labour, materials, transportation, and so on
(Craven et al., 2020). Many companies were forced to close as a result, and their

performance suffered as well.

Some businesses were compelled to lay off staff, while others were forced to reduce the
number of hours that they worked (Edgecliffe 2020). In addition, the government
announced a lockdown, border and airport closures, mobility restrictions, market
closures, and social isolation, all of which curtailed products and services that serve as
the backbone of SMEs's operations and on which they rely for smooth, regular
operations, as well as other measures. Moreover, limits on the movement of people,
goods, and services result in significant losses for businesses and industries such as
aviation, entertainment, hospitality, and sports in various countries. As a result, an

estimated total loss of more than $4 trillion was incurred worldwide (Ozili, 2020).
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Figure 4.3.2: Covid ‘19 infections statistics globally
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Despite the demand from public health authorities to undertake preventive measures in
the case of such an emergency, business organisations were not prepared for the
pandemic, except for large corporations, who were able to take a bold action plan
against the pandemic (Rebmann et al., 2013). The worldwide pandemic wreaked havoc
on the global economy, destroying the economy and business while affecting the health
system, social movements, workers, and job prospects (as shown in figure 4.3.2 below).
Environmental shock exposes SMEs to a higher degree of strategic uncertainty, which
impacts SMEs’ regular operations and, in some instances, threatens their existence

(Sullivan-Taylor and Branicki 2011). Many nations across the globe are experiencing
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unprecedented difficulties because of the COVID-19 pandemic (UNDP 2020). The UK

IS no exception.

Figure 4.3.2: Covid ‘19 confirmed cases globally
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The overwhelming competing challenges raised by COVID-19 have forced UK SMEs
to take steps to maintain their existence, such as reducing working hours, dismissal,
halting some business operations, temporarily closing, and increasing the existing

inequalities and vulnerabilities among societies. This was reflected in its impact on the
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operations of SMEs throughout the world. The Covid-19 pandemic had a catastrophic
impact on people and material resources, and it is one of the most significant
occurrences in history. The pandemic spread without hindrance worldwide, and it was
the worst to hit the global economy since the Great Depression (WHO, 2020). As of
July 28th, 2020, the number of confirmed cases worldwide was 16,301,736, with
650,069 casualties (Akanni and Gabriel, 2020). Furthermore, WHO (2020) said that the
pandemic would cause the most significant economic slump in history. The global
economy is expected to lose money via three channels: the supply chain, demand, and
the financial market: these channels harm companies, household spending, and

international commerce.

4.3.3 Turbulent Contexts influences in SMEs in the UK

i. Brexit

The referendum decision in June 2016 to leave the EU (i.e., Brexit) has exacerbated
business uncertainty in the UK (Bloom et al., 2017). Brexit has the potential to
significantly alter the laws regulating how UK companies do business both locally and
globally due to its highly complicated, disputed, and uncertain character (Jessop 2017).
Many economists have previously focused their attention on the macroeconomic
implications of Brexit, such as the impact of Brexit on future GDP, trade, and inflation
(OECD 2016). However, the research concentrates on how Brexit would affect their
ability to compete in their respective industries (Dhingra et al., 2017b). Industries in
the UK dominated by large foreign corporations with a complex cross-country supply
chain, such as automotive manufacturing, have seen a 75% decline in fixed capital

investment over the last two years, with a significant portion of the decline attributed
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to uncertainty surrounding Brexit (Financial Times 2017a). According to a BMW
representative, ambiguity is a significant hindrance to making long-term business

choices. (Financial Times 2017b).

While this evidence is useful for large businesses and policymakers monitoring the
effects of Brexit, it lacks the information needed to determine the anticipated effect on
small businesses. Often referred to as the "backbone™ of the modern economy, the UK’s
5.5 million SMEs makeup 99.9% of all firms and employ 60% of the private sector
workforce (European Commission 2016). With more than 2 million employment
generated since 2010, SMEs account for 73% of all net private-sector job growth in the
UK (Nesta 2017). However, SMEs may find it challenging to participate or implement
contingency planning necessary to deal effectively with unforeseen events such as
Brexit due to financial and HR constraints. For example, the Confederation of British
Industry reported that while larger companies are more likely to be involved in Brexit

scenario preparation, smaller businesses are less likely to do so.

Additionally, the extent to which Brexit impacts the success of SMEs is likely to be
dependent on more than just the parameters of any deal agreed between the UK and the
EU. In addition, their geographical location, industrial sector, and company focus,
particularly when it comes to internationalisation, should be considered. While SMEs
are critically important to the economy, the vast majority of them are run by resource-
constrained entrepreneurs and managers who are limited in their ability to plan for
contingencies in the future, causing these businesses to struggle to deal with higher

levels of unpredictability (Gupta et al., 2004). Because of a shortage of data, empirical
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evidence on the impact of Brexit on UK SMEs is mainly on ad hoc, small-scale surveys
commissioned by financial intermediaries, trade groups, and other representative

organisations (Brown et al., 2018).

One thousand and one SMEs in the UK were polled. The results revealed that opinions
toward Brexit are equally divided, with 25% of companies responding positively and
29% responding negatively (Aldermore, 2017). Medium-sized firms (43% of those
polled) were more optimistic about the effect of Brexit than large corporations (37%).
Another poll of firms in the UK revealed that small businesses were more optimistic
about the effect of Brexit on exports than their bigger counterparts, according to the
results (Bloom et al., 2017). According to the Boston Consulting Group research, more
than half of UK SMEs had no preparations for change. However, according to the
study's results, 25% had done some internal planning, and roughly 20% actively

implemented changes in preparation for Brexit (AFME 2017).

Another research by the Financial Services Bureau indicated that EU personnel were
employed by a quarter of all small businesses in Scotland (FSB Scotland, 2017). One
of the essential sources of concern for these companies was the possible effect of Brexit
on labour supply. The data suggest that the opaque and unclear character of the Brexit
process is a primary source of anxiety for SMEs in the UK, but this is not conclusive
(FSB, 2017). However, because Brexit's impact is diverse and is expected to remain
over time, more comprehensive empirical research about the anticipated consequences
for SMEs is necessary (Brown et al., 2019).. Because of its highly complicated,

disputed, and ambiguous character, Brexit has the potential to fundamentally alter the
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laws that regulate how businesses in the UK conduct their activities both domestically

and internationally (Jessop, 2017).

Researchers from a wide range of disciplines, including economics, entrepreneurship,
corporate finance, organisational theory, and strategic management, have all looked at
the critical role uncertainty plays in influencing how organisations make choices in their
respective fields (Baker et al., 2016). Research suggests that uncertainty may impact
SMEs due to their lower ability to withstand unexpected shocks (Ghosal and Ye 2015).
However, it is projected that the impact of uncertainty would vary across SMEs
depending on their size and strategic direction and their governance structure and
geographical location (Brown et al., 2019). It is thus critical from both a management
and policy perspective to understand the effect of Brexit on SMEs and how this will

influence future strategic choices (Barron and Boutary, 2020).

ii. Covid-19

The year 2020 will undoubtedly provide unprecedented problems for SMEs throughout
the UK, with some referring to it as an "annus horribillis” for firms (ERC 2020). Even
though Brexit discussions are continuing, the year started with the advent of a
worldwide pandemic, which led to national lockdowns, frozen supply chains, and a
general lack of consumer demand. According to the ERC (2020), a survey performed
in the fourth quarter of 2020, over three-quarters of SMEs said that uncertainty around
the pandemic hindered operating a profitable business (ERC, 2020). When consumer-
facing industries like hospitality, food services, the arts, and leisure are considered, this
percentage rises dramatically, with 90% and 92% of respondents characterising the
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pandemic as a hindrance, respectively, in these industries (Hopley 2021). A further
finding of the King's Business School (KBS) poll was that around 61% of SMEs felt

that the crisis jeopardised their existence (Stephan et al., 2020).

Figure 4.3.3: UK SMEs feel more resilient than they did in April 2020, but more

than half may be out of business in 12 months.
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(Source: McKinsey UK SME Survey conducted as of May 2020)

It has been challenging for SMEs in the UK. They are much more likely to operate in
industries that have been hit the hardest by cash flow reductions, such as the food and

hospitality industries, the performing arts, and the building and construction industries.
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For example, the hotel sector created no production during the same period, while 90%
of logistics, construction, and agricultural firms recorded significant income declines.
Examples include: (ONS, 2020). According to the Office for National Statistics ONS
(2020), in November 2020, 34% of lodging and food service firms expressed little or
poor confidence in their ability to survive the following three months of operation
(ONS, 2020). SMEs are less robust than their bigger counterparts, exacerbating the
effect of the pandemic and making a recovery for these small firms more difficult
(Juergensen et al., 2020). Consequently, while the pandemic has unquestionably
hindered SMEs in terms of functioning and economics, it has also prompted legislative
measures that have boosted enterprises and opened the door to new possibilities for

those who have survived.

National lockdowns, social distancing measures, and limitations on the movement of
people and things have all impacted the way firms conduct their operations today (Ozili
and Arun, 2020; Kaushik and Guleria, 2020). According to a KBS poll, 73% of firms
altered their business strategy in response to the pandemic, either by inventing new
goods or comprehensively repositioning themselves (Stephan et al., 2020).
Furthermore, the slowdown in the global supply chain has had a substantial influence
on the productivity of businesses. Businesses who depended on imported goods
endured a supply shock prior to the UK lockdowns as the virus spread around the globe
(Mitha, 2020). Supply and demand were halted when the UK government enacted steps
to stem the spread of the COVID-19 virus in March 2020, with mobility throughout the

nation severely limited.
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The Business Impact COVID-19 Survey reported that March and April 2020 will see
the most significant month-on-month decline in exports and imports ever recorded by
the Office for National Statistics (ERC, 2020). SMEs feel these supply and demand
shocks even more intensely, often having insufficient resources to cope with them.
Aside from the apparent effects on supply and demand, the pandemic has considerably
influenced the day-to-day operations of SMEs, particularly in developing countries.
The fact is that many firms have hurried to build feasible work-from-home solutions or
adapt their workplaces in order to retain some level of activity; others have been forced
to confront the prospect of shutting their doors, either temporarily or permanently.
These transformations have been the most challenging for historically consumer-facing
companies that are less suited to work-from-home arrangements, such as the hospitality

and food services industries, to navigate (ERC, 2020).

Meanwhile, two-thirds of entrepreneurs questioned by KBS said that they began
working from home entirely or more often, and many firms reported that they had to
make significant expenditures in order to comply with social distancing requirements
(Juergensen et al., 2020). Work-from-home models have been used by firms that have
been successful in making a move. New technologies that allow telework or online
shopping have been implemented. In reaction to the epidemic, over two-thirds of
enterprises participating in the Business Futures Survey said they altered their
technology use (ERC, 2020). As a consequence of this inability to react, especially in
the service sector, service companies saw considerable declines in turnover compared

to their manufacturing counterparts (ERC, 2020).
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SMEs throughout the nation had substantial financial challenges as a result of the
epidemic (Bartik et al., 2020). According to the Office for National Statistics, just 38%
of the smallest businesses expressed strong confidence in their ability to survive the
following three months in October 2020. (ONS, 2020). A decline in approximately two-
thirds of SMEs' income has resulted from COVID-19, putting many businesses in a
vulnerable financial position (Roper et al., 2020). No matter the root reason, financial
crises draw attention to the problems that SMEs' problems in obtaining capital to meet
their cash-flow needs. While the economy is in a state of flux, banks typically regard
SMEs as posing more risks, denying them essential financial assistance (Eggers, 2020).
Many SMEs may find themselves forced to depend on turnover and savings due to this.
The authors estimate that one to twelve enterprises are in danger of experiencing a
severe liquidity crisis owing to a total absence of cash balances and that only four out
of every ten businesses had any 'rainy day' reserves prior to the commencement of the

COVID-19 lockdowns (Cowling et al., 2020).

These issues have been prevalent in the in-service industries, which have seen
significant decreases in turnover. More than half of firms in the foodservice industry,
the arts, entertainment, and other service sectors anticipate their cash reserves to last
barely six months, and 14% of all enterprises say their current operating expenditures
surpass their current turnover (ERC, 2020). Moreover, a quarter of firms are anxious
about defaulting on current loans, and over 30% of small businesses and 32% of
medium-sized enterprises have had to lay off staff as a result (Albonico, 2020).
Furthermore, many organisations have been forced to curtail or terminate their research

and development activities severely, thereby putting an end to their future innovation
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and growth ambitions. So the COVID-19 situation has placed the majority of SMES in

danger (Warsame, 2020; Baker and Judge, 2020).

4.4 HRM and TM in SMEs in turbulent contexts

Organisations have to cope with an increasingly turbulent environment requiring often
rapid adaptation (Ansoff et al., 2018). With increasingly saturated markets and fierce
competition in developed countries, some organisations are targeting fewer but
untapped markets in emerging economies (Ghauri et al., 2014; Tasavori et al., 2015)
where they might be faced with highly uncertain environments. With the presence of
uncertain environments in the world, an important issue is how companies carry out
business in such an environment (Bruton et al., 2018; Rodgers et al., 2019).
Unpredictable changes from war, terrorism, sanctions, economic crises, or political
changes in these environments create uncertainty and a more challenging situation for
organisations (Wood et al., 2018). Given the fiercely challenging global business
environment, companies are forced to be pragmatic and strategic in order to remain
competitive (Newell, 2005; Kravariti et al., 2021). Such environmental conditions also
make it difficult for businesses like SMEs to apply their standardised practices and

become successful (Mellahi et al., 2013).

To overcome this, SMEs have to develop new strategies, not just for improving their
performance, but sometimes with the aim of survival (Nijssen and Paauwe, 2012). One
of the ways they achieve this is by optimising their talented human capital on a global
scale (Carbery, 2015). Combined with the growing pressure from the economic system
towards greater efficiency and often identical or at least highly similar technological
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processes, people become a crucial resource for organisational success. Without
adequately qualified and motivated members an organisation hardly can cope with these
developments. In turn, this makes the management of human resources a crucial task
for the management of an organisation. In the current HRM and management thinking,
this is something of a no-brainer and belongs to common wisdom in HRM, as TM is
seen by many organisations as being necessary in order to gain competitive advantage
(Harsch and Festing, 2020). This area has seen a worldwide renaissance of interest in
the worker-workplace equation; all kinds of organisations have recognised the need to
manage their workforce effectively, regardless of context-specific economic and

workforce conditions (Tarique and Schuler, 2010).

The bulk of TM studies are in the context of MNCs (Stahl et al., 2012), although there
is currently significant interest in the SMEs context as well (Festing et al., 2013).
Research suggests that the conceptualisation and practice of TM in SMEs is different
to that of MNCs (Gallardo-Gallardo et al., 2020). This is due to significant differences
between the contexts such as the latter’s primary focus on high potentials and high
performers (Cappelli and Keller, 2014). SMEs, on the other hand, are typified by an
egalitarian culture, lack of stable hierarchical structures and strategic positions, and the
enactment of informal and often personalised practices (Krishnan and Scullion, 2017).
It is therefore necessary for TM to be uniquely conceptualised in this context. In the
context of SMEs, TM is viewed as a philosophy relevant for all employees but which
focuses mostly on those with high potentials and in critical positions, with the aim to
get talents on board, grow their optimal capabilities and retain them (Piansoongnern et

al., 2011).
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Existing literature on TM shows that it lacks a robust theoretical and empirical basis
(Nijs et al., 2014). There are some theoretical perspectives that could explain how, and
why, TM is pursued by organisations; these include the institutional theory, the
resource-based view and the human capital theory (Khilji and Schuler, 2017). In this
study, the researcher focused on integrated institutional resource-based view
perspective. According to North (1990), institutions emerge because of the
uncertainties inherent in human interaction, and the institutional environment affects
both the official and informal rules of the game (Welter and Smallbone, 2011).
Consequently, the institutional context plays a vital role in moderating entrepreneurial
activity and firm-level strategic behaviour (Minniti 2008). Differences in institutional
settings among countries affect the nature and embeddedness of their people
management policies and practices (Paauwe and Boselie, 2003; Najeeb, 2014). Vaiman
and Brewster (2015) thus argue that TM strategies need to consider the institutional

context in which decisions are made.

According to Giancola (2009), studies have investigated how businesses respond to
recessions or turbulent environments and how these responses impact workers’ work
experiences. Nevertheless, firms are encouraged to adopt methods and develop
strategies that build and improve their organisational ability to survive and thrive in
challenging market conditions, particularly in the face of deep and prolonged turmoil
(Stefaniak et al., 2012). HRM is one management function that has seen the far-
reaching effects of turbulence or economic depression (CIPD 2009; Parry and Tyson,
2013). However, understanding how organisations like SMEs manage talent and HR in

volatile settings like Brexit and Covid-19 is still in infancy (Malik and Sanders, 2021).
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Moreover, much less is known about employment-related reactions to such

circumstances across businesses of various sizes (Latham 2009; Lai et al., 2016).

In an uncertain environment, employees are also affected. In such an environment,
because of the possibility of fluctuations in firm revenues, companies may consider
downsizing (Schenkel and Teigland, 2017). Employees’ bargaining power is also
impacted (Wilkinson and Wood, 2017) and they might experience a reduction in their
benefits and wages (Streeck, 2009; Johnstone et al., 2019). In addition, employees
might feel more vulnerable and less rational in their decision-making with the resultant
threats to their job security (Shoss, 2017). The possibility of all these potential changes
might also lead to the development of negative emotions such as fear, worry, anxiety
and stress (Subramaniam, 2018). Considering the impact of the uncertain environment
like Brexit and Covid-19 in managing talents is particularly crucial as the development
of solutions is to best utilise human assets (Bjorkman et al., 2007; Dries, 2013) which
can be a source of competitive advantage for the firm (Barney, 1991; Collings and
Mellahi, 2009; Collings et al., 2019) in an unpredictable environment. With volatile
environmental conditions impacting not only the firm but also its employees, HR
departments and managers have to be proactive and take measures to prevent any
potential disruptions in the workplace (Mirza, 2018). Despite the prominence of HRM,
there is little understanding of HRM and TM-related strategic changes that SMEs must

deploy in turbulent environments (Bader et al., 2015; Wood et al., 2018).

Some scholars, for example, have pointed to the emergence of institutional voids (Doh

et al., 2017), situations where institutional arrangements that support markets are
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absent, weak, or fail to accomplish the role expected of them (Mair and Marti, 2009;
Stephan et al., 2015), and highlighted the importance of the development of
entrepreneurial orientation when dysfunctional competition exists. Despite the
existence of some literature shedding light on how companies operate in a precarious
environment, there is limited research investigating how firms should also develop
strategies to cope with the effects of uncertainty inside their firms, especially in
managing their employees (Wood et al., 2018). Below, the study points to some of these

HR-related findings:

In highly uncertain environments, cost reduction is a common strategy that also impacts
HR departments (Schuler et al., 2011). Prior studies have shown that when faced with
a crisis, companies may decide to change employees’ compensation packages, lay them
off (Luan et al., 2013), or reduce their wages, actions which are usually perceived as a
breach of the psychological contract between the employer and employees (Chambel
and Fortuna, 2015) and which lead to employee dissatisfaction. Moreover, in turbulent
environments, more flexible, extemporaneous decisions may be needed to respond
quickly which can change the previous decision-making procedures of businesses like
SMEs to more a distributed, localized ones (Williams et al., 2017; Wood et al., 2018)
that is built upon the rare knowledge acquired in such environments (Suder et al., 2019).
The decision-making processes of managers will also be affected (Williams et al.,
2017). Thus, SME managers will have to accelerate the speed of their decision-making
under limited time pressure which requires having managers with better cognitive

ability (Pearson and Clair, 1998; Stefaniak et al., 2012).
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Some scholars have also pointed out the role of communication with employees about
both the uncertain environment and the strategies that the company is going to pursue
to create a shared understanding among employees (Nijssen and Paauwe, 2012). Prior
research has also corroborated that in turbulent environments, subsidiaries may need to
have a higher level of control over HRM practices to conform to the local conditions
(Mellahi et al., 2013). Finally, in the face of unstable environmental conditions, some
scholars have highlighted the importance of the development of resilience in employees
(Coutu, 2002; Lengnick-Hall et al., 2011; Tanner et al., 2015). Resilience has been
found to be a critical factor that supports employees in managing work-related stress
and coping with challenging environmental conditions (Lamb and Cogan, 2016; Rigotti

etal., 2021).

According to the current research, SMEs work in a highly dynamic and changing
environment, making them more susceptible to instability than larger companies
(Cowling et al., 2015; Krishnan and Scullion, 2017). While current research suggests
that there may be a difference in HRM and TM management between SMEs and large
companies (Vaiman and Collings, 2013), this is typically in times of economic stability
and growth (Allen et al., 2013). However, it is also helpful in delving further into such
problems during an economic downturn or instability. Turbulence and economic
uncertainty shocks such as Brexit and Covid-19 have distinct effects on small and big
businesses (Smallbone et al., 2012). Smaller businesses are anticipated to be less robust
in a turbulent environment than larger firms due to their relative resource poverty, poor

external environmental control, and access to financial resources (Sheehan, 2013).
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Given today’s challenging external environment (Brexit and Covid-19), people
management is a critical business problem for small businesses. A fundamental issue
in HR and TM in organisations, particularly SMEs, is the degree to which people are
treated like other resources to be used and discarded rather than as a different kind of
resource needing investment, growth, and nurture (Sheehan 2013). Even though studies
of larger corporations dominate the literature, academics have increasingly called for
additional studies at the confluence of HR, TM, and SMEs (Saridakis et al., 2013).
After all, many business owners must hire, assign tasks to, inspire, and keep workers
who will help their company grow and thrive (Cappelli, 2015; Griffin et al., 2016).
However, work and people management at SMEs is done more casually and frequently
without the assistance of a specialised HR department or even an HR specialist

(Saridakis et al., 2013).

Whether they use HR language to describe such tasks or whether their methods are
formal or informal, all employers, big or little, must manage talent and HR problems.
Practical HR and TM policies and practices for smaller businesses may improve their
performance in critical areas such as creativity, innovation, quality, adaptability, and
entrepreneurial behaviour (Hayton et al., 2013). In summary, although HR and TM
practices may be a bureaucratic and corporate phenomenon, they play a major role in
the success or failure of high-growth entrepreneurial companies (Tanksy and Heneman
2006; Sparrow et al., 2016). Thus, this research builds on the few studies that have
addressed this problem (Latham 2009) and adds to the small body of information
around this subject (Wickramasinghe and Perera 2012). SMEs mainly operate in a very

dynamic and chaotic environment (Barrows and Neely 2011). As a result, to remain in
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the market, SMEs must be creative and continuously evaluate their procedures and

practices (Bahri et al., 2011).

Therefore, the objective of this research is to bridge this gap and shed light on the
application and concept of TM in SMEs in the UK during turbulent times. Brexit and
Covid-19 are expected to have significant implications for entrepreneurial activity and
how UK companies conduct business locally and globally due to their highly politicised
and negotiated character (Balls et al., 2018). Furthermore, previous research indicates
that unexpected events (such as the global financial crisis, Brexit, and Covid-19) raise
uncertainty, which leads to decreases and delays in intangible and intangible
investments (Berg et al., 2016). While there is a plethora of research about the HR
strategies that SMEs adopt in stable environments (Stavrou et al., 2010; Boxall et al.,
2019), there is not much known about the successful HR and TM practices in SMES in
highly uncertain environments (Bader et al., 2015; Wood et al., 2018). Hence, the study

aims to complement the existing understandings in the field of HRM and TM.

4.5 Overall Discussion of Study’s Rationale and Gaps in Literature

In the context of SMEs (Bercu 2012), a sector that is labour intensive and largely
dependent on unskilled labour, there is a rising interest in human resource management
research (HRM). While TM has gained in popularity since the late 1990s, there is no
universally accepted definition of what constitutes “talent™ in this context (Sparrow et
al., 2014). In particular, there is disagreement on whether TM should concentrate on all
workers or just on the most promising and successful individuals (Thunnissen 2016).
While there has been little consensus on the definition of talent, there has been
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widespread agreement on talent management methods (Tansley, 2011; Tarique and
Schuler, 2012). The general idea is that TM encompasses the acquisition, selection,
development, and retention of talented individuals (Stahl et al., 2007; Meyers and Van

Woerkom, 2014).

People's employment and work practices, including the configuration and structure of
labour—and hence the 'how' of working together—should be taken into consideration
(Thunnissen et al., 2013). Undoubtedly, one of the most notable research gaps in the
SME context is the scarcity of in-depth empirical studies to understand the function of
human resource management in SMEs and whether HRM plays the same role in SMEs
as proven by big company study results (Nolan and Garavan, 2016; Crowley-Henry et
al., 2021). According to a recent literature analysis by Harney and Nolan (2013),
human resource management in SMEs has recently gotten increased attention.
However, despite being recognised as one of the most critical human resource roles,
TM is very context-dependent (Strack 2014). In 2015, Sparrow and Makram published

a paper on the subject.

When it comes to attracting, selecting, developing, and retaining key people at a start-
up, practices and techniques in a small business may not be successful in a large
multinational firm (Scullion et al., 2014). SMEs and country-specific or global settings
have previously been recognised as having distinct TM practices (Festing et al., 2013).
TM techniques and procedures change depending on internal and external
circumstances, as seen by the examples above (Gallardo-Gallardo et al., 2015). The

business environment has become more dynamic, unpredictable, and complex due to
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increased global competition, transformation into a knowledge economy, increasing
importance of digitalisation, and faster changes in customer needs and markets (Teece
et al., 2016). As a result of increased global competition, transformation into a
knowledge economy, growing importance of digitalization, and faster changes in
customer needs and markets, the business environment has become more dynamic,
unpredictable, and complex (Nijssen and Paauwe 2012). Internal aspects are shaped by
external contextual changes connected to changing working practices and skill needs
(Bhalla et al., 2017). The conventional and relatively long-term training programmes
with set career trajectories and competence models that are focused on a small number
of human resource elites seem to be out of place in today's dynamic and unpredictable

circumstances (Cappelli and Tavis, 2018).

However, although change is not a new occurrence, the pace and volatility with which
it is occurring at the moment are extraordinary (Hervas-Oliver, 2013). To provide an
example, the first iPhone was released barely a decade ago and signalled the beginning
of a new age in communications technology. Nonetheless, cellphones and applications
have become necessary in today's world, resulting in significant changes to many
companies and labour procedures. We are seeing extraordinary dynamics and
turbulence, and organisations must react swiftly and flexibly to keep up with the
constantly changing environment (Nijssen and Paauwe 2012). HRM and TM practice
in SMEs are still poorly understood, as shown by the present research (Psychogios et
al., 2016; Harney and Alkhalaf, 2021). One of the objectives is to investigate and
explain how TM can influence talent and organisations to promote a more stable

economy.
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When a dual conceptual framework is used as the underlying perspective of the study,
the research strengthens the process in the TM discussion. This is especially important
for TM in dynamic and turbulent environments, where constant effort is necessary to
shape resource talent according to company strategy needs to be effective (Sparrow and
Makram, 2015). As a result, the researcher employs an exploratory strategy in the
empirical investigation because of his or her limited expertise in the subject topic. The
work adds to the further contextualization of TM by responding to the respective calls
of Sparrow and Makram (2015) and Thunnissen et al. (2013) in the case of competitive
and uncertain contexts, respectively. The study proposes a theory- and evidence-based
framework for explaining relevant relationships concerning the TM process (Harsch
and Festing, 2020). It contributes to the theoretical and empirical research gap in TM
identified by (Gallardo-Gallardo and Thunnissen 2016) and its potential contribution to
creating competitive advantages through the lens of an integrated institutional resource-
based TM approach. This research contributes to our knowledge of this understudied

setting as a consequence of this.

4.6 Conclusion

Managing talent is becoming more complex and demanding, and a few global
companies, such as SMEs, are contemplating taking on the challenge (Festing et al.,
2013; Carrigan et al., 2017). The present UK business climate reveals a slew of flaws
in HR and TM procedures, as well as a lack of complete knowledge of SMEs’ skills,
competencies, critical workforces, and top talent. In this tumultuous era, the need for
SMEs to be flexible is more urgent, as it has fuelled an increase in employee loyalty,

pushing workers to put their job search on wait for the time being (Stringer, 2016).
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When excellent talent perceives that market circumstances are improving, they will
inevitably become more receptive to career moves (Bryant and Allen, 2013). Talent
strategy is just as essential as any other aspect of an organisation’s overall strategy
(Schuler et al., 2011; Werner, 2021). Unfortunately, the harsh reality of volatility in the
environment, such as Brexit and Covid-19, implies that organisations such as SMEs do
not have the talent planning and management skills to meet the difficulties ahead
(Rashid and Ratten, 2021; Kravariti et al., 2021). Innovative organisations will be on
the lookout for qualified and talented employees who, in good times, may have been
difficult or costly to recruit but are now accessible due to staff cutbacks in other

organisations (Manimala and Bhati, 2011; Trost, 2014).

The actual use of a TM approach requires consistency and regularity. As a result, it is
simple to conclude that organisations that can unite their workers have a greater chance
of thriving during and after a time of turmoil (Collins and Hansen, 2011). Effective TM,
on the other hand, is not just a question of encouragement. It is more important than
ever for organisations, particularly SMEs, to have a long-term perspective on HR and
TM initiatives and take proactive measures to establish retention plans (Sheehan et al.,

2018; Marinakou and Giousmpasoglou, 2019).
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CHAPTER FIVE

RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY

5.1 Introduction

The purpose of research is to elucidate. This may seem to be a deceptively easy idea,
yet it entails a complex interaction of philosophy, theory, skill, knowledge,
commitment, and good fortune. Saunders et al. (2009) describe research as the
systematic pursuit of knowledge by individuals. This indicates that research is
conducted based on logical connections rather than simply preconceptions (Saunders et
al., 2009). On the other hand, methodology refers to acquiring information; it
encompasses generating and testing ideas and connecting theoretical views and a
research issue. Unfortunately, there are several instances in which researchers confuse
methodology with research methodologies since the two terms are commonly used
interchangeably when talking about the rationale and constraints of research

methodologies.

Research Methodology connects existing literature analysis with field research,
bringing together the components that form a cohesive and relevant collection of
results. A significant issue for management research is the need to achieve not just
"relevance” but also "rigour” in the theoretical approach, design, and implementation
(Myers 2013). As Chapter 3 demonstrates, there has been a growing interest in the HR
professional role and professionalisation of HR. However, HR and TM work is
conducted with little reliance on primary and empirical data (Marchington 2015). The
purpose of this study is to ascertain stakeholders’ (i.e., owners, managers, and
employees) perceptions of the impact of turbulent contexts such as Brexit and Covid-
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19 on HR and TM retention practices and the applicability and concept of TM practice

in UK SMEs.

It is claimed that the methodology and methods used in research are defined by the
study’s objectives, goals, and questions (Noor 2008). The relationships between
research questions and methods are critical for ensuring that the questions can be
addressed accurately and appropriately. The methodology for doing the research is
determined by the type and context of the study’s goals (Saunders et al., 2012). As such,
this chapter attempts to understand and use the research methodology (as show in figure

5.1 below) to address the research questions.

Figure 5.1: Overview of the Study’s Design and Methodology
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It was essential to do primary research, which was accomplished via a qualitative
inquiry. In-depth, semi-structured interviews were used to collect data. The research
was exploratory and inquiring, consistent with an approach that fosters familiarity and
comprehension of the social environment. It was not intended to test hypotheses or to
ascertain the veracity of any notion. As a result, it may be generally non-positivistic and
inductive, but it may include a deductive aspect when relevant literature inspires the

investigation.

The following material discusses the nature of the research investigation; philosophical
debates surrounding research that underpin the study based on appropriate methodology
literature; pertinent theoretical perspectives; the methodological strategy; research
method and design issues; sampling procedures and the data collection process; and the
rationale for using an interview and case study approach by elaborating on the strengths
and weaknesses of these and other alternative methods. Overall, the study focused on a
triangle examination of HRM and TM practices at a tumultuous time for SME

businesses, thus filling an important gap in the current literature.

5.2 Research Paradigm and Philosophical Stance

Creating a piece of social research is a methodical process that involves several phases,
beginning with establishing a researcher’s worldview, identifying problems,
developing a logical framework, and choosing suitable tools to address the concerns
(Saunders et al., 2012). A paradigm is a theoretical framework that encompasses all of
the numerous ideas and methods frequently employed in the investigation process
(Blaikie, 2010). Because it has numerous connotations, the word paradigm is often
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causes misunderstood (Saunders et al., 2011). Methodological frameworks help
researchers connect the dots between research questions and their answers and between
the study's goals and its results (Saunders et al., 2012). The researcher may develop a
specific step-by-step approach that allows him or her to establish a relationship between

the research goals, questions, analysis, and conclusions.

In this approach, research paradigms represent a method of thinking about the process
of performing scientific investigation. It is not precisely a technique but rather a mindset
that informs how research is carried out in general. The individual researcher's mental
model, way of seeing things, perceptions of reality, and ideas about reality serve as the
foundation for his or her research paradigm and philosophical framework. Due to their
role in generating dependable results, researchers are encouraged to express their
personal opinions and values in their study findings. A range of research theories may
assist the researcher in determining the most proper location for a study to be conducted.
When faced with several theoretical perspectives and philosophical stances, the
researcher's task is to choose and defend the most appropriate philosophy or theoretical

viewpoint (Gray 2009).

Saunders et al. (2007) define research philosophy as concerned with the acquisition and
nature of knowledge acquisition. The concept of a ‘researcher’s worldview' relates to
how an individual sees the world. It is founded on their values, beliefs, and morality
(Morgan 2007). Different academics and methodologists have distinguished them using
a variety of parameters. Among others, Creswell and Clark (2011) classified research

paradigms according to their ontology (the nature of reality), epistemology (how to
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know something), and technique (how to find out things practically). These traits

contribute to a comprehensive understanding of how a researcher views information,

her relationship with it, and the approach or strategy used to acquire it (Creswell and

Clark 2011). Thus, two philosophical perspectives on the nature of knowledge exist:

ontological and epistemological (table 5.2.1 shows the research paradigms).

Table 5.2: Research Paradigms and Worldviews

. . o .. Design science Critical social
Basic beliefs Positivist Interpretivism g

research theory

Multiple, Reality as it is
. contextually situated sociall

One reality; . y y

. . alternative world- constructed;
Ontology knowable; Multiple realities .
e states, power; discourse
probabilistic i .
sociotechnologically
aided

Epistemology

An objective,
dispassionate,
detached
observer of
truth.

Subjective, i.e.,
values and
knowledge

emerge from the
researcher-
participant
interaction.

Making knowledge:
Obijectively
constrained

construction within a

context. Iterative
circumscription
reveals meaning.

Suspicious;
political; the
observer creates
different versions

Observation,

Participation is

Developmentally.

Textual analysis;
discourse analysis;

Methodolo guantitative, qualitative, Measure artefacts'
9y statistical hermeneutical, impacts on the deconstruction.
dialectical. composite system.
Contextual
- . Control; creation; understanding.
Prediction; Understanding:

Axiology

universal and
beautiful truth

situated and
description

progress (i.e.,
improvement);
understanding

inquiry is value
bound;

researcher's values

affect the study

(Source: Adebesin etal., 2011)
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According to Blaikie (1993), Ontology is primarily defined as the study of being, which
comprises addressing concerns about the nature of existence and the nature of reality.
Thus, it is primarily concerned with whether social entities can and should be regarded
as objective entities with a reality distinct from social actors or should be regarded as
social constructions based on their perceptions and actions. These positions are referred
to as objectivism and constructivism, respectively (Bryman and Bell 2003). According
to objectivism, sociological phenomena and their meanings exist irrespective of social
actors and actions (Bryman and Bell 2003). The researcher chooses not to conduct an

objective examination of TM for two primary reasons.

For a start, the phenomenon of TM is interpreted differently by various organisations
in the corporate world. First, the meaning is derived from the thoughts and divergent
experiences of management and personnel. Thus, it is required to examine social
phenomena rather than physical ones. Second, the notion of TM is socially formed by
senior management with the primary goal of boosting individual performance with the
intended outcome of increased corporate productivity. Numerous authors emphasise the
unquestionable usefulness of skill as a competitive weapon in this situation (Lewis and
Heckman 2006). Given this context, it is unquestionably evident that TM is a notion

that cannot be considered irrespective of the social players involved.

Epistemology is concerned with concepts about what constitutes knowledge: the
established and well-defined standards rather than beliefs (Blaikie 2001). There are two
major epistemologies within the social sciences regarding what constitutes knowledge:

positivism and interpretivism. According to Bryman and Bell (2003), positivism
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defines knowledge as observable truths that exist independently of the intellect;
theoretical ideas that are not immediately observable are not deemed authentically
scientific. Instead, the researcher assumes the role of a natural scientist (Saunders et al.,
2000), analysing valueless data. Furthermore, positivism emphasises a highly organised
technique to allow replication which is defined by quantitative, objectivist, or

experimentalist methodologies (Saunders et al., 2007).

Although the conceptualisation of TM is not directly observable, knowledge about it
may be gleaned through corporate records, statements made by management involved
in planning and implementing activities, and statements made by people who have gone
through the process. Thus, using natural science approaches to TM activities may not
give a particularly relevant understanding, as an in-depth examination of the notion in
practice is necessary. The second epistemological stance is interpretivism. This holds
that the social sciences' subject matter, humans, and their institutions, is essentially
distinct from the scientific sciences (Bryman and Bell 2003). This is because the
meanings of phenomena under examination are generated from the researcher's

interpretations of individuals' lived experiences.

Hence, the positivist paradigm's objective is to provide universally recognised rules
based on observable facts independent of the mind. The positivist paradigm is judged
inadequate for this research since the researcher believes that the phenomena under
inquiry may not be regarded authentically scientific. TM as an organisational technique
Is concerned with natural qualities that may not be readily visible or replicable since

talent is individual and is thought to be a malleable phenomenon. As previously said,
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the notion is inextricably linked to the mind since it is the result of management thinking

in search of increased productivity and competitive advantage.

Thus, the researcher creates a world view by comprehending the studied people'
perspectives and experiences. Whereas positivism is concerned with creating generally
recognised laws, interpretivism is concerned with comprehending an idea in its context.
By rebuilding and reinterpreting management and talented persons, the current study
intends to advance the knowledge of TM in the context of SMEs. The researcher is
viewed as an insider in this technique, as data for this study were gathered through semi-
structured in-depth interviews with owners, managers, and workers. Most writers on
research techniques recognise that neither approach is superior. As such, the option is
determined by the nature of the investigation (Blaikie 2001). Given the nature of the

phenomena under consideration, this thesis takes an interpretive approach.

5.2.1 The rationale for adopting Interpretivism philosophical approach

Five reasons justify the use of interpretivism. To begin, in the business world, the word
TM is used in several ways. TM's definition, scope, and overall goals are all a little hazy
(Lewis and Heckman 2006). The interpretivist method is placed on the identification of
subjective meanings and social phenomena, as well as directing attention to (a) the
situation's complexity, (b) the reality that supports the situation, and (c) the subjective
meanings that drive actions (Saunders et al., 2007). Given this context, the lack of
clarity around the idea of TM necessitates the development of a research approach that
allows for an in-depth evaluation of the subjective components of the phenomenon
under investigation. Second, the researcher may explore in detail the lived experiences
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of those who take part in TM via interpretivist approaches. According to Bryman
(1998), Interpretivism allows researchers to be more dedicated to the natural
environment while simultaneously promoting the construction of knowledge based on
the viewpoints of study participants (Bryman, 1998). As a result, conducting in-depth
interviews with research informants indicates that the researcher may also join the
social milieu in which he or she is interested to better understand the participants'

experiences with the phenomena under investigation (Shaw, 1999).

Thirdly, since the researcher employs an interpretivist technique to elucidate the
meanings of individual experiences, the findings are interpretive (Creswell, 2007). This
research does not merely describe TM; it examines TM practices in SMEs critically.
Hence, interpretation plays a critical role in this study. Since interpretivism is a
qualitative method, it lends itself to studying previous empirical and conceptual
research to understand current advances in TM better. Additionally, it may provide
information on evolutionary processes and aid in assimilating new ideas that lead to
new theories (Easterby-Smith et al., 2001). Thus, the interpretivist method will uncover
existing practices in TM in SMEs and shed light on the expectations of talented
managed personnel. Finally, TM research relies on semi-structured in-depth interviews,
observations, and secondary sources of information such as business documents to
understand the phenomenon. This allows for investigating things like people, events,

and surroundings that are not immediately apparent (Bogdan and Taylor 1975).

5.3 Research Approaches
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Apart from selecting a philosophical research paradigm, determining an acceptable
research approach is vital when conducting research. In social science, deductive and
inductive approaches are two primary modes of inquiry (Saunders et al., 2012). Before
collecting data from the field, the researcher should conduct literature searches and
develop a study framework or subject for investigation. (Martin et al., 2005). As a
result, deciding on a research strategy is required (Brotherton 2008). Researchers often
use either inductive or deductive research approaches (see table 5.3 below). The former
is more often associated with qualitative research. No hypotheses are tested for the

study; the latter is associated with quantitative studies.

Table 5.3: Deduction and Induction Research Approaches

Deduction

Induction

Collects Quantitative data

Collects Qualitative Data

Works within scientific principles

Investigates meaning and perception

Variables are identified, and a clear
definition is established.

Takes context of data into account

Adopts a structured and replicable
approach

Allows for incremental development of
the research process

Ensures that the subjects being studied
remain independent.

Accepts researcher involvement in the
process being investigated

Uses large enough sample to be able to
generalise the conclusion

Accepts the value of deep ‘rich’ data that
is less generalizable

Positivism (Objectivity)

Constructionism /
(Subjectivity)

Interpretivism

Causation

Meaning (theorisation)

Pre-specified, Outcome-oriented

Open-ended, Process-Oriented

Numerical estimation, Statistical analysis

Narrative description, Constant

comparison

(Source: Anderson, 2009)
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A research study would aim to test the theory, develop hypotheses, and generate
generalisable application of pre-set theory. The deductive method begins with
developing a theory and is followed by actual findings (Anderson 2009). Meanwhile,
the deductive approach, which is based on a positivist philosophy, is concerned with
confirming existing concepts and theories rather than developing new ones (Brotherton
2008). The two approaches establish a distinction between the nature of research and

its design.

Researchers depend more on primary data or participant perspectives to define the
study’s topics and categories, which serve as the study’s starting point. On the other
hand, researchers using the deductive method depend more on literature, self-pre-
understanding, and assumptions as a starting point for the investigation. While the
inductive method allows the researcher to begin with evidence (i.e., observations,
narratives, etc.) to develop a theory or theorise phenomena, the deductive approach
allows the researcher to begin with a hypothesis or theory. Inductive methods begin
with observation and other kinds of qualitative data, resulting in developing a theory
(Goddard and Melville 2004). It entails a series of phases of research designed to
uncover patterns in qualitative data and provide explanations or interpretations
(Bernard 2011). As a result, no one theory is used at the outset of the study; instead, the

researcher can change the direction of the investigation during the process.

Although deductive and inductive research methods are distinct, employing a strictly
inductive or deductive strategy is uncommon (if not impossible) (Eriksson and

Kovalainen 2008). The researcher thinks that a single strategy to TM or business
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management study may not be appropriate. Consequently, some academics believe that
integrating the two approaches results in a more productive study technique. (Eriksson
and Kovalainen 2008). Likewise, Saunders et al. (2012) argue for a mixed strategy (i.e.,
abduction approach). The abduction method uses data to investigate a phenomenon,
uncover themes, and explain patterns to develop new theories or alter current ones. The

following table compares deductive and inductive approaches.

According to the literature review conducted in Chapters 2, 3, and 4, this research
revealed that a combination of deductive and inductive strategy is the most excellent
match for investigating how participants perceive, interpret, and make sense of HR and
TM practices in their workplace during a turbulent period (i.e., Brexit and Covid-19).
Saunders et al. (2012) argue that employing the abduction strategy to concentrate and
lead the investigation. The literature study revealed that the concepts of HRM, talent,
and TM exist in the world (albeit they are mediated by elements such as the UK's
historical context, economic position, and nature of the UK's SME sector, among

others). From this, issues and interpretations are drawn.

In other words, when creating the theoretical framework and identifying themes in the
literature, the deductive technique is used. The researcher then examines the inductive
method, which states that we go into the field to gather evidence through empirical
research to examine the application of HR, TM practices in the SME sector.
Additionally, the data and conclusions may contribute to a better understanding of how
HR, talent, and TM practices are implemented in the SME sector. Finally, the evidence

is weighed objectively (the existing theory) and subjectively (participants'
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perspectives); further evidence or supporting material, such as observations and

documents, is reviewed.

5.4 Theoretical / Literature Review and Secondary Data Collection Process

It was necessary to perform a literature review by looking for relevant material in
several places. Literature was sourced from many sources throughout the screening
process. The internet databases of academic research served as the primary source of
information for this study. To guarantee that the most relevant articles are identified, a
wide range of keywords were employed. The process of gathering and critically
examining material from a varied source of papers and electronically stored information
is similar to that of 'data mining," but on a much smaller scale. This is what a critical

literature review entails (Meenakshi et al., 2000).

As part of a critical literature review, written materials from diverse sources might be
carefully examined in order for researchers to discover gaps in the research,
conclusions, and connections. To find particular themes, the researcher used both
inductive and deductive methodologies, which were then used to construct a conceptual
framework and model, which were then used to generate the study questions, goals, and
objectives, respectively. Last but not least, each piece of literature was critically
reviewed in light of the overall goal and specific objectives to determine whether
theories and practices could be replicated and whether the findings of this research

contributed to the body of knowledge in the academic field of HR and TM.
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The process of analysing the documents could not be classified as either content
analysis or quantitative analysis of what was included inside the text. Therefore, the
researcher employed a variety of data sources while conducting a literature review.
Academic journals, papers, books, government websites, and other data sources were
used to gather information on important subjects and challenges relating to HRM and
TM globally and in the SME business. For further information on HRM, talent, and
TM, the researcher employed the Birmingham City University (Summon) search engine
and Google Scholar, which was able to find a significant amount of information. More
specific criteria were used, such as 'HR and SME industry," 'TM and SME industry,'
and "HR and TM in SMEs in a state of turbulence,” which helped reduce the search
scope. In addition, it was necessary to consider cultural and regional variations in data
mining to prevent biases (Sapsford and Jupp, 2006). As a result, these factors were
considered when selecting the data sources; a critical literature study revealed
deficiencies in HR and TM. Following that, primary data was utilised to acquire a more

in-depth grasp of the situation and address issues arising from examining the literature.

5.5 Research Purpose

Research may be divided into eight types: experiment; survey; archival analysis, action
research; grounded theory, narrative inquiry, and case study (Saunders et al., 2012).
Because study approaches are better suited to certain research strategies, they are
mainly used in specific situations. For example, while doing research, there are many
factors to consider, including the kind of questions asked, the degree of control an
investigator has over natural occurrences and the amount to which the study focuses on

current rather than historical events (Yin, 2009). There is also a collection of related
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research topics that might be addressed (see Table 5.5). For example, qualitative
approaches are more suited to grounded theory and case studies research, while

quantitative methods are better suited to experimental and survey research (Creswell

2014).
Table 5.5: Choice of Research Strategy
Strategy Research Required of Focused on Implement to
Questions Control of | Contemporar | this Research
Behaviour y Events
Events?
Experiment How, why? Yes Yes No
Survey Who, what, No Yes No
where, how
many, how
much?
Archival Who, what, No Yes/ No No
analysis where, how
many, how
much?
History How, why? No No No
Case study How, why? No Yes Yes

(Source: Yin, 2008)

TM in SMEs is a developing subject that justifies qualitative research methods by
outlining the underlying assumptions and boundary conditions. Given the proposed
challenge to established theory and the lack of research in the SME business
environment, the study employs an exploratory research methodology. This study was
required to gather primary data on HRM and TM practices and procedures in UK SMEs
during a time of uncertainty. Although published papers, articles, and journals included
some information, it was restricted, and the researcher had little control over what was

included. However, the best method was to gather information directly from
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stakeholders (owners, managers, and workers) in the case of study SMEs in the UK
using a process that enabled the primary data to be linked to the research objectives.
Thus, the research strategy was conceived as a qualitative examination of these

businesses in the UK.

Most of the literature has revealed many empirical investigations into HRM and TM
practices in business organisations. However, it has been restricted in its theoretical
notion of such practices in unstable environments, particularly in SMEs. Initially, a
quantitative survey was used to collect data that could be analysed to establish causal
relationships between variables. This, however, would not necessarily explain the links
or the reasons or motivations for management choices regarding HR and TM practices.
Given the researcher’s limited knowledge of international firms and the type of research
questions developed, it was determined that the purpose of this investigation was not to
establish causal connections but to explore HRM and TM-related decisions in SMEs

in the UK and the impact of a turbulent situation such as (Brexit and Covid-19).

Thus, the study focused on the ‘why’ and ‘how’ of HR and TM practices as they were
implemented, which required examination of informal and formal organisational life
elements. Given this assessment of the situation, it was determined that a two (2) case
study utilising face-to-face interviews as the primary data collection method, rather than
a quantitative survey, would be the most appropriate strategy for examining the
complex set of interactions involving HR and TM practices within SME firms in the
UK (Bryman and Bell 2011). However, in the end, it was ultimately determined that

there were strong reasons to adopt a more qualitative approach.
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5.5.1 Types of Research Purpose

There are three primary categories of study aims, according to Saunders et al. (2011):
description, explanation, and exploration. Explanatory research focuses on
investigating a scenario or an issue to explain the link between factors (Saunders et al.,
2011), see table 5.5.1. An explanatory study goes beyond descriptive research by
examining variables and explaining a specific occurrence (Saunders and Lewis 2012).
Unlike explanatory studies, which focus on causal linkages, theory-building studies aim
to provide an integrated picture of how all the pieces fit together in an integrated but

not yet realistic research goal.

Table 5.5.1: Types of Research Purpose

Case Study Type Research purpose

Descriptive This type of case study describes an intervention or
phenomenon and the real-life context in which it occurred.

Explanatory This type of case study would be used if you were seeking
to answer a question that sought to explain the presumed
causal links in real-life interventions that are too complex
for the survey or experimental strategies.

Exploratory This type of case study is used to explore those situations
in which the intervention being evaluated has no clear,
single set of outcomes.

(Source: Yin, 2003)

According to Hair et al. (2007), descriptive research is used to collect data that explains
the qualities of the study issue. Finally, descriptive research accurately represents
people, events, or circumstances (Saunders et al., 2012). Depending on the context, it

might also be a precursor to a piece of exploratory or explanatory study (Saunders et
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al., 2011). Descriptive work is meant to help better understand something or someone
we do not know as much about (Braun and Clarke, 2013). On the other hand,
exploratory research is a helpful tool for learning more about what is going on, gaining

new ideas, asking questions, and re-evaluating occurrences (Saunders et al., 2011).

5.6 Research Strategy and Design Process

1) Exploratory Study

The issue has not yet been defined since familiarity with the phenomena under research
must be understood as part of a complicated learning process. As a result, the research
aims to determine how individuals interact in the given situation, their meanings to their
activities and their concerns. There is a desire to discover what is going on and examine
social phenomena without having predetermined assumptions about them (Schutt
2011). Exploratory research is used whenever a researcher has little knowledge or
information about the study problem and wants to clarify their grasp of it and learn
more about a topic of interest (Saunders et al., 2012). As a result, the exploratory nature
of the research is intended. The ultimate objective is to grasp the phenomena under

examination rather than generate causal explanations or generalisable information.

a. The rationale for adopting Exploratory Study

To have a better knowledge of the phenomena under inquiry, more empirical research
is needed. Therefore, the study is being conducted. Since the issue is fresh, there are
no concepts suitable for serving as the foundation for hypotheses. Instead, many other
points of view must be explored first, which validates the goal and form of exploratory

research. No universal rules are envisaged to be produced because of exploratory study
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as research results. Despite this, judgments and inferences may be derived from them.
However, unlike generalizable theories, it is up to the reader to assess if the results fit
into the context in which she is interested and, therefore, determine whether discoveries
may be transferrable. Context-bound outcomes, on the other hand, aid in the study of
phenomena (such as perception, comprehension, and implementation of HRM and TM
practices) within communities such as UK SMEs. It enables conclusions to be drawn
regarding which components of these practices are most significant when dealing with
the populations under study. It also aided in a better understanding of the concept's
utility, perceived strengths and shortcomings, and which implementation approaches

seem to be the most promising - and why.

2) Qualitative Research Approach

Braun et al. (2013) describe qualitative research as the collection and analysis of data
using words. Consequently, quantitative research is defined as the collection of
numerical data and their analysis using statistical methods. Quantitative research uses
statistics and statistical analysis to quantify, while qualitative research collects data to
describe, analyse, and comprehend (Willig 2013). Quantitative is often used
interchangeably with any data collecting method or analytic process that produces or
utilises numerical data, while qualitative generates or uses non-numerical data

(Saunders et al., 2009).

There are many links between qualitative and quantitative research, and they are
employed in various domains in different ways. While qualitative indicates that it
primarily relies on human perception and comprehension, this is not always true (Stake
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2010). Statistical analysis and linear features are the foundations of quantitative
reasoning (Stake 2010). According to Braun et al. (2013), qualitative and quantitative
research are two sides of the same coin. A questionnaire in quantitative research may
generate answers from participants in qualitative, quantitative, or mixed-method
studies. In the social sciences, quantitative research is essential to obtain information
(Myers 2013). Nevertheless, it fails to comprehend human behaviour due to its
compatibility with the theoretical paradigm, phenomenological orientation, and

comprehensive research approach (Gilbert 2008).

On the other hand, the qualitative investigation is better suited to exploratory purposes
and the knowledge of individuals in ways that quantitative research cannot, including
their behaviours and experiences and the meanings they ascribe to them (Willig 2013).
Qualitative researchers often claim that their approach, which depicts human nature
more precisely and is more realistic, is superior (Hammersley 2008). In this case,
comparing qualitative and quantitative methodologies is not much use since they are
not interchangeable (Neuman 2011). Furthermore, the nature of the issue does not give
measurable metrics, even though quantitative research methodologies are often used in
empirical HRM work. Nevertheless, it is a well-suited approach for exploratory
management research and may give good opportunities for generalisation, even from a
limited number of cases, despite validity and reliability issues (Gilbert 2008).
Qualitative techniques were used for this study because, contrary to popular belief
(Bryman 2016), quantitative approaches are not as well-suited for studying participants'

experiences, perceptions, and understandings.
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a. The rationale for adopting Qualitative Research Approach

This method examines and explores the research questions more thoroughly, allowing
for a deeper understanding of the study phenomena (Kramer 2016). This method was
chosen because it entails the first study of a subject and effectively determines what is
occurring in SME organisations regarding HR and TM practices, an under-researched
field devoid of prior knowledge (Saunders et al., 2012). This decision was chosen based
on its widespread use and acceptability in management and business areas for resolving
previously unanswerable questions (Teddlie and Tashakkori, 2010). The qualitative
approach was considered the most suitable for obtaining complete data on HRM and
TM in SMEs. The most significant advantage of this approach was that it provided a
platform for a holistic analysis and enabled a comprehensive study of how owners and
managers understand, undertake, and deal with different HR and TM issues necessary

for successful people management.

To summarise, a multiple case study and individual face-to-face interview method were
selected for this research because it best enables the investigation of the phenomena
under inquiry. The research benefitted from adopting an interpretative, naturalistic
approach to its subject matter as an exploratory study (Wright 2008). Qualitative
research may be used to understand behaviour and experience in ways that enhance
knowledge and bridge the gap between preconceived notions and lived situations
(Neuman 2011). They offer context for experiences, events, and facts and pave the way
for new study topics that would not have been considered in other kinds of research

(Pritchard 2010). Therefore, the methodology used in this study was consistent with
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that of previous studies in the HR sector, which often employed qualitative approaches

in combination with quantitative methods (Jones and Saundry 2012).

3) Case Study Approach

Case studies are used to investigate and contextualise a current problem in different
real-world situations and examine a research topic or phenomena (Yin 2009). This is
especially true when the distinction between phenomena and setting is hazy. If a
researcher wants to understand the research environment completely, case studies are
required (Saunders et al., 2012). It is most effective when the researcher wishes to
provide answers to "how" and "why" questions as well as "what" questions (Yin 2009;
Saunders et al., 2012). According to Robson and McCartan (2016), a case study is a
research technique that evaluates a recent occurrence in its real-world environment

while drawing on various data sources.

A case study is a tried-and-true way of researching businesses and their leaders. Case
study research investigates one or more examples to uncover critical facts about their
nature (Bryman and Bell 2011). Because data must converge in a triangulation pattern
for a case study to be valid, the research needs to rely on several sources of information.
(Yin 2014). A case study design chooses a small number of study units, often in natural
settings, that do not need data collection processes, may be utilised to establish more
comprehensive generalisations, and can be used to develop theory (Blaikie 2010). If the
context allows for investigating the phenomenon's sequence and breadth and causal
linkages, a case unit does not have to be a single organisation (Ackroyd and Karlsson
2014). Although a case may be any bounded entity, such as community development
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or educational programmes (Myres 2009), or employee segments, the organisation is

typically the centre point of case studies (Baxter and Jack 2008).

Yin (2013) recommends establishing a framework before starting the data collection
process, although examples do not need established frameworks and maybe positivistic,
interpretative, or critical. To further understand the underlying phenomena surrounding
the function of HRM, researchers have advocated using a case study method
(Cunningham and Rowley 2010). When studying people's concerns, case studies are
beneficial due to their relevance and interest. In any case, generalisations based on them
are false. However, case studies are typically the favoured research technique since
they are epistemologically congruent with the reader's experience and give a natural

foundation for generalisation for that individual.

To summarise, a case study technique and individual face-to-face interview design were
used for this research because they are the optimal design for exploring the phenomena
under investigation within two (2) selected case firms. This was chosen as the most
suitable approach for studying the idea of HR and TM practices in the SME setting
during a volatile moment, given the relevance of the research's theoretical framework
and the critical research issues. The goal of the case study technique was to get a more
holistic picture of what is going on in a smaller social environment, such as SMEs in
the UK, during a chaotic moment, whether HRM, TM, or other labels were used. The
focus was on understanding behaviour from the participants' viewpoints or frames of
reference to gain insight and meaning. According to Yin (2014), having more situations

to which the framework may be used is never a sampling problem. These examples do
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not reflect a particular demographic. However, they were selected for the study because
of other characteristics that promise to give a deeper understanding of the research

model under consideration (Yin 2014).

a. The rationale for adopting a Two-Case Study Approach

When it comes to case studies, Dul and Hak (2008) define them as studies where one
case is picked from their real-life environment or a small number of cases are compared,
and the scores obtained from this case are qualitatively analysed (Dul and Hak 2008).
There is more proof from several instances when there are various cases (more than one
case). Therefore, the findings of numerous instances are more reliable than those of a
single case (Yin, 2009). There are four types of cases in which Yin (2009) says a single
example is suitable: important (rare), extreme (unique), representational (typical),
revelatory (unusual), and longitudinal (long-term). The objective of a single case study
is to enhance theoretical replication, but the goal of numerous case studies is to

generalise the findings of the studies. (Yin, 2009).

The case study method worked well since the study's goal was to acquire an in-depth
understanding of the influence of a tumultuous circumstance like Brexit and Covid-19
on HR and TM operations inside SMEs via a complete analysis. Case studies help
develop theories as a technique (Langley et al., 2013). While commonly mistaken with
qualitative research, case studies may be based on either wholly quantitative data or a
combination of qualitative and quantitative data. Case studies are a kind of qualitative
research based on a case study of a person's life. Many benefits may be gained by using
many case studies (Yin 2013).
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To begin with, as compared to other research methodologies, it enables the collection
of comprehensive information. In addition, because of data triangulation, the data
acquired is frequently more lucrative and essential than data collected via other research
methods (Curry et al., 2009). Another advantage is that researchers may do quantitative
or qualitative evaluations on the results of multiple case studies using different
instrumental and collective approaches. Constructing and extending theoretical
concepts, offering explanatory models, and expressing theoretical statements is second
to none (Bergh and Ketchen 2009). Furthermore, the extensive qualitative information
obtained by several case studies typically aids in explaining complicated processes or

circumstances that may not be well represented using other research methodologies.

4) Population and Sampling Procedure

Sample and sampling processes are used in various fields of study and are sometimes
the sole means to get information about an inevitable reality. According to Blanche et
al. (2006), A sampling process is a research strategy for selecting a subset of
respondents from the population to be included in the sample. The practicality and
sensibility of collecting data to answer research questions and satisfy the declared study
purpose influence the sample procedures used (Saunders et al., 2012). According to
Ghauari and Gronhaug (2010), after defining the research topic and developing a
suitable study design and data collecting instruments, the next phase in the research
process is to choose the components from which the data will be gathered. The
availability of various resources, notably money and the time available to the researcher
and individuals surveyed, may sometimes impact the sample size and methodologies

employed for sample selection.
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The present research relies on Stake's (1995) notion that ‘the individuals who happen
to be there when we chance to be there are unlikely to be the finest data sources.’
Instead, the researcher should have a ‘connoisseur's taste’ for the finest people, places,
and occasions, with ‘best’ referring to those who would aid the researcher in better
comprehending the case and study questions of interest. Therefore, the sample mainly
was chosen based on the study goals to give trustworthy information for each research
topic, as suggested by Patton (2002). Researchers can use a variety of methods to recruit
participants, with probability sampling techniques (i.e., simple random, systematic,
stratified sample, cluster, etc.) and non-probability sampling techniques (i.e., quota
sampling, purposive, convenience sampling, etc) being the most common (Saunders et

al., 2007).

The researcher may stipulate in advance that each section of the population will be
represented in the sample using probability sampling (Leedy and Ormrod 2010).
Random selection is the principle behind this kind. More precisely, for a particular
sampling technique, each sample from the population of interest has a specified
probability of selection. In non-probability, however, Leedy and Ormrod (2010) claim
that "the researcher has no method of anticipating or ensuring that each part of the

population will be represented in the sample” (Leedy and Ormrod 2010).

Non-probability sampling, according to Blanche et al. (2006), is any sampling in which
the statistical principle of randomness does not dictate the selection of items. A non-
probability sample, in contrast to a probability sample, was not chosen using a random

selection procedure. This means that specific population units are more likely to be
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chosen than others (Ghauri and Gronhaug 2010). This study attempts to get a
preliminary grasp of respondents' various experiences and views. As a result, achieving
a high degree of variety in the sample is crucial. The responders must then be carefully
chosen to use the unique information and insights they may provide, revealing the
phenomena from numerous angles. A purposive or judgmental sampling strategy, in
which the researcher determines whom to include in the sample based on her expertise

and experience in the subject, is the best way to achieve this.

a. The rationale for adopting the Purposive Sampling Strategy

"What data can be collected?" is the most critical issue when it comes to gathering
scientific evidence (Guest et al., 2011). Purposive sampling is about gaining "insight
and in-depth comprehension of the issue of interest" rather than making broad
generalisations (Braun and Clarke 2013). The section of participants in this study was
selected via non-probability purposive sampling. According to Polkinghorne (1998),
Purposive sampling entails the purposeful selection of appropriate people for the study.
Different 'categories' of respondents are not sampled to generalise to other entities of
'that kind' since samples are picked based on the information they can offer (Braun and
Clarke 2013). Inclusion and exclusion criteria, such as "what or whom do we want to
hear from, or what do we not want to hear from," are more significant (Braun and Clarke

2013).

Purposive sampling entails the researcher selecting individuals and conditions that
enable them to respond to the study topic (Creswell et al., 2007). Purposive samples
come in various shapes and sizes, but they always have one thing in common:
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participants are chosen based on specified criteria relevant to the study's goal. Thus,
purposive sampling helps one to "choose information-rich examples for in-depth
investigation” (Patton 1990). “Information-rich cases are ones from which one can learn
a great deal about topics of vital relevance to the research objective.” (Patton, 1990,
p.169). For a variety of reasons (Dean et al., 2016), the purposive sampling strategy

was used in this study:

1. This kind of non-probabilistic sampling might be helpful when the research goal
IS to investigate particular talents and learn about a specific occurrence
(Spearman 2015).

2. It may be advantageous for researchers to acquire big data from a small number
of well-selected cases (Yengoh et al., 2015).

3. Purposive sampling procedures may also be required to assist the quality of the
data collected (Gururajan et al., 2016).

4. Purposive sampling provides a robust foundation for obtaining respondents in

focus groups and interview research (Silverman 2014).

Participants were recruited for a particular reason using 'purposive’ sampling
(Silverman 2006). One of the reasons for using this strategy was that it included all
major stakeholders and helped to ensure diversity in each critical area (Ritchie and
Lewis 2006). Participants were chosen "on the premise that they can make a point
dramatically or because they are essential™ (Saunders et al., 2007). Data gathering aims
to understand what is occurring in each critical case to establish logical generalisations.
This judgmental or purposive sampling strategy concentrates on who would be most

suited to answer the study questions (Saunders et al., 2007).

169|Page



This technique is highly desirable when working with minimal numbers, such as case
study research, and when the researcher's goal is to choose especially illuminating
instances. However, while using this strategy to recruit people, researchers must
consider the significant trade-off in generalisation issues (few information-rich cases
against large samples being statistically representative) (Neuman 2000). Therefore, it
is critical to know how the researchers used a ‘purposive’ methodology. It is worth
noting that the goal was not to choose specific people (like an employee) but to make
sure they were from the correct category. Thus, the researcher can best determine which
respondents are most suited to answer the research questions, match the research goals,
and give the maximum variety of data for the current study. Selecting various instances
for in-depth research is one potential application of the judgemental (or purposive)

sample strategy.

5) Unit of Analysis and Sampling Size

The basis for a sample is the unit of analysis (Easterby-Smith et al., 2012). Therefore,
establishing the unit of analysis in advance is crucial since it will serve as the basis for
gathering data analysed (Easterby-Smith et al., 2012). Therefore, having a clear
understanding of the unit of analysis at the onset of the study is considered crucial and
may help in giving early guidelines for analysis with highly unstructured data

(Easterby-Smith et al., 2012).

The thesis is that the ‘places' where the examined phenomena occur are people's
thoughts, based on the questions of what reality is, how it manifests, and how
knowledge can be developed about it (ontological and epistemological problems). The
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phenomenon cannot exist without people or society, and individuals’ perceptions and
ideas are created via a range of social interactions. Due to these aspects, individual
persons must be the unit of study since these phenomena can only be examined by
investigating individuals, as perceptions, understandings, and assessments are all
characteristics of distinct individuals. Thus, the study concentrated on actors who were
ultimately accountable for the phenomenon's originality and variety: i.e., ‘owners,

managers, and employees of the phenomena under consideration.

It must be acknowledged that people's views, meanings, and understandings are shaped
by their social surroundings. However, analysing these situations would not answer the
research aims since the phenomena to be understood are psychological and occur in
people's thoughts. Thus, the purpose of this research was to understand these social
settings and examine individual actors’ perceptions, beliefs, and judgments within
them. The initial methodology selected for the study (i.e., mixed methods) was
influenced by the challenges involved with sampling SME businesses in the UK. Based
on the scope of the research, the number of SMEs at the national level, and the subject
of the research, a sample was drawn from a list obtained from the University’s library
guide/database (Bureau van Dyk Jordans) — FAME, which contains financial and

accounting information of UK and Irish SME businesses.

Following that, it was discovered that just a small number of e-mail addresses from the
businesses were accessible to the public. Additionally, many businesses did not have a
website. With these limitations in mind, between March and June 2019, e-mail alerts

were sent to 650 SME businesses in the Midlands, Yorkshire, and London. In addition,
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selected and recognised SME businesses were approached through email, with a short
description of the study subject and topic and its significance and permission to conduct

research and collect information about the company.

However, despite two follow-ups, the response rate was low: 30 businesses replied to
email inquiries. Only 2 (two) companies consented to participate in the study, despite
10.1% of favourable responses to the first online surveys. Due to the small size of the
SME business organisations identified, not all could participate in the study; for
example, independent entrepreneurs without workers and organisations with too few
employees to have an HRM and TM policy were excluded. Again, several organisations
were unwilling or unable to engage due to a lack of resources or time. Revising and
revisiting the research methodology and design was necessary to ensure a more
satisfactory response rate. Qualitative in-depth semi-structured face-to-face interviews
were conducted with owners, managers, and employees of the SME case companies in
the UK. Sampling and sampling procedures apply in various areas of knowledge and
constitute, often, the only way to get information about a particular reality that knows

what matters. The characteristics of these organisations can be found in the table below:

I.  Case Study A — Engineering Consulting

Case A is a thriving, incorporated, and national business with a regional footprint and
a registered office in Solihull, West Midlands, UK. It is a privately held
multidisciplinary engineering consulting firm that provides mechanical and electrical
engineering services to various customers and market sectors. It is a medium-sized
business with about 240 employees. It has been in business for about 40 years. It
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specialises in providing customised engineering solutions that result in cost-effective

and compliance projects with a high degree of sustainability and motivation.

Additionally, it is a business that specialises in the design and integration of a
comprehensive variety of energy solutions for existing and new buildings. By using
innovative and contemporary engineering methods, it strives to provide customers with
cutting-edge sustainable solutions that are energy efficient and financially and
ecologically sustainable. With more personnel and a broader range of services, it has
provided superior engineering solutions to local and national customers in various
industries across the UK. The company has tried to create a flexible organisation that

is flat with a low hierarchical structure.

Director 2 said: "As a medium-sized organisation, we did not have any human

resources at the time." (Director 2, Case A)

HR Philosophy and Presence: As the company grew, it became more concerned with
human resources. As the CEO said, the business has concentrated heavily on the human

viewpoint in recent years.

""We have been working on this for the past several years since people are essential
to us as an engineering consulting firm. As a result, we must ensure that the
business hires the appropriate individuals. Furthermore, they will work if feasible

for the business. They can grow and learn here and then contribute to the
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community. Moreover, we do not have anything else to manufacture; people make
everything here, so we are extremely focused on human resources." (Director 1,

Case A)

The business has grown and expanded. Aside from increased HR issues, the business
chose to employ an HR/Administrative Officer in the past several years. According to

the CEO, they would want to have:

"More structured, more functional organisation. | would say so. We aim to
enhance the organisation and functioning of the system. It may be compared to
stability in terms of staff involvement, decision making, and the company’s future.
HRM is in part the duty of the HR/Admin Officer, reporting to the CEO and senior

management (i.e., Directors)." (Director 2, Case A).

Il.  Case Study B — Construction Services

Case B is a well-established, successful building and construction services firm with a
track record of producing award-winning projects for a worldwide portfolio of
developers, public sector customers, and blue-chip corporations. Based in Leeds,
Yorkshire, UK, a medium-sized business with over 15 years of industry expertise offers
a first-rate construction service ranging from simple building repairs to a new build. It
is a privately held firm, with the director owners actively involved in the operations.
An award-winning construction firm that completes multimillion-pound projects in
both the public and private sectors. The business has spent many years assembling a

team of expertise and creativity capable of delivering new constructions, renovation
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projects, regeneration plans, and conversions of listed and historic structures in each of

its markets.

HR Philosophy and Presence: Currently, the business does not have an HR expert;

instead, they have created ‘the personnel officer” who oversees personnel management.

“There is a specific section in our management system for HR (CEO, Case B). For
a few years after the foundation, we had a clerk who managed workers. However,
at the time, the clerk’s primary job was administrative, including document
management and ensuring that workers were on time for work." (Director

Operations, Case B)

The personnel officer plays an essential role in the recruiting and planning of individual
employee training programmes. Previously, the CEO oversaw recruiting and hiring, but
today the personnel officer oversees identifying qualified candidates and arranging

training to enhance skills. The personnel officer also attends the corporate meeting.

6) Sampling Criteria and Participant’s Profile

Participants were chosen based on a set of criteria. Jones et al. (2013) define this as a
procedure in which sampling criteria are developed, and participants are selected
following those criteria. SMEs in the UK were selected to participate in the study at the
start of the sampling procedure. The companies were chosen based on the following
criteria:

175|Page



a) The company’s size - (SMEs between 50 and 249 workers) - according to the
EU definition of SMEs

b) Origin Country

c) Operation in a Geographical Area (local, regional, international)

d) SME Types (services, manufacturing, retail, etc.)

e) Yearsin Service

f) Have developed relationships with EU SMEs, hired and employed EU
nationals.

g) Have an official talent management plan in place.

The following additional criteria were used to choose the respondents for the interview:

1. The respondent’s role in the business required them to oversee first-line
supervision, either within their specialised duties or as team leaders within their
divisions or departments.

2. The level of work experiences the respondent has in the current role.

3. The respondent’s unique involvement with key decision-making positions
regarding TM and HR policies inside the firm.

4. Top-level executives were prioritised in the selection (Owners, CEOs, CFOs,
general directors and heads of departments, line managers, and functional
heads). This guaranteed that the data gathered referred to and represented the
entire organisation.

5. The emphasis was also placed on non-relative personnel to avoid any potential

prejudice caused by respondents' family ties to the business.
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The criteria guaranteed that the firms investigated were SMEs. At the same time, the

last condition was required to assess the influence of volatile events such as Brexit and

Covid-19 on TM practices in SMEs. There were no restrictions on the type of business

that could be owned or the industry in which it could operate. Instead, firms from

various industries and with various types of ownership were sampled. A detailed table

is provided to understand the informants better and comprehend some important

arguments made at the later stage of the thesis. In particular, the tables and figures 5.6

below describe some of the essential interviewee characteristics such as occupational

status, gender, nationality, years of experience, and industry.

Table 5.6: Demographic and Institutional Information of Participants

Position Code | Gender | Nationality Experiences Industry
(Yrs.)

DR1 Male Greek Over 10 Engineering
DR2 Male British Over 15 Engineering
DR3 Male British Over 10 Engineering
Owners, DR4 Male British Over 8 Construction
Directors, and DR5 Male British Over 10 Construction
Chief DR6 Male Spanish Over 7 Construction
Executives DR7 Male British Over 10 Construction
CFO1 Male British 8 Construction
GM1 Male British Over 10 Construction
FM1 Male British 9 Construction
Managers, Line M1 Female | Bulgarian 5 Construction
Managers, M2 Female British 4 Construction
Assistant HR M3 Female Sweden 5 Construction
managers MCSR 1 | Female British 6 Construction
AM1 Male British Over 15 Engineering
AM2 Female British 8 Engineering
ATL1 Female | Germany 5 Engineering
ATL2 Male British Over 10 Engineering
ME1 Male British 7 Engineering
ME2 Female British 12 Engineering
El Female Polish 4 Engineering
Middle Level E2 Male Italian 8 Engineering
E3 Female Spanish 6 Engineering
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JE1 Male Romanian 3 Engineering
PAl Female British 5 Engineering
Administrative,] PA2 Female British 5 Construction
Housekeeping, AO1 Female British 5 Engineering
Front office staff PO1 Female British 7 Construction

Source: (Compiled by Researcher)

**Further information could not be released since it would jeopardise participant

identity.
Table 5.6: Case Company A — Engineering Consultancy
COMPANY A-ENGINEERING CONSULTANCY
NO. | Gender Position of Nationality | Job Type | No.ofyears
Interviewee worked in
Company
1 Male Mechanical British Permanent 7
Engineer
2 Male Director (1) Greek Permanent Over 10
3 Female Associate Germany Permanent 5
Team Lead
4 Male Associate British Permanent Over 15
Manager
5 Female Mechanical British Permanent 12
Engineer
6 Female Engineer Polish Permanent 4
7 Male Associate British Permanent Over 10
Team Lead
8 Personal British Permanent 5
Female Assistant to
Director
9 Male Engineer Italian Permanent 8
10 Male Director (2) British Permanent Over 15
11 Female HR / Admin British Permanent 5
Officer
12 Female Engineer Spanish Permanent 6
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13 Male Director (3) British Permanent Over 10

14 Male Junior Romanian Permanent 3
Engineer

15 Female Associate British Permanent 8
Manager

Source: (Compiled by Researcher)

**Further information could not be released since it would jeopardise participant

identity.
Table 5.6: Case Company B — Construction
COMPANY B - CONSTRUCTION SERVICES
NO. Gender Position of Nationality | Job Type | No. of years
Interviewee worked in
Company
1 Male Director British Permanent Over 8
Operations (1)
2 Male Director (2) British Permanent Over 10
3 Female Manager Bulgarian | Permanent 5
4 Male Finance British Permanent 9
Manager
5 Female Personal British Permanent 5
Assistant to
Director
6 Female Manager British Permanent 4
7 Male General British Permanent Over 10
Manager
8 Female Manager Sweden Permanent 5
9 Male Chief Finance British Permanent 8
Officer
10 Male Director (3) Spanish Permanent Over7
11 Female Personnel British Permanent 7
Officer
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12 Male Director (4) British Permanent Over 10

13 Female Manager CSR British Permanent 6

Source: (Compiled by Researcher)

**Further information could not be released since it would jeopardise participant

identity.

Figure 5.6: Percentage of Participants by Industry / Sector
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Figure 5.6: Number of Participants by Gender
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Figure 5.6: Number of Participants by Level / Position
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Figure 5.6: Number of Participants by Years of Experience
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5.7 Empirical Research Data Collection Process

Stage Twao's goal was to gather data about how HR and talent are defined, identified,
and managed, as well as any challenges and opportunities. Key individuals were
recruited (i.e., owners, managers, and employees) from SME businesses to participate
in the research using qualitative interviews and document examinations. The following
parts cover the research design, including case selection, empirical data collection
utilising a triangulation of techniques (semi-structured interviews and document

analysis), the pilot study, ethical considerations, and data quality issues.
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Figure 5.7: Research Data Collection Method

(Source: Adapted from Bowen, 2009)

The data for this thesis was gathered through several methods. By triangulating data
collection methodologies, the researcher was able to ensure data consistency. It
guaranteed the consistency, reliability, and validity of the collected data, the inductive
investigation of new themes and categories, and the facilitation of accurate theoretical
sampling as the data analysis advanced. According to Bowen (2009), the researcher is
expected to employ at least two sources of evidence, i.e., seek convergence and
confirmation via diverse data sources and procedures. Yin (2009) investigates the

benefits and drawbacks of each kind of evidence, which are summarised in Table 5.7:
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Table 5.7: Strengths and Weaknesses of Sources of Evidence

Source of Evidence

Strengths

Weakness

Documentation

- Stable: can be
reviewed repeatedly

- Unobtrusive:  not
created because of the
case study.

- Exact: contain exact
names, references, and

- Retrievability

- Biased selectivity if the
collection is incomplete
-Reporting bias: reflecting the
bias of the author

- Access: may be deliberately
blocked

directly on case studies.

- Insightful: provides
perceived causal
inferences

details.
Archival records - Same as above - Same as above
- Precise and | - Accessibility may be limited
quantitative for privacy reasons
Interviews - Targeted: focuses |- Bias due to poorly

constructed questions

- Response bias

-Inaccuracies:  interviewees
say what they think the
interviewer wants to hear

Direct observation

- Reality: covers events
in real-time

- Contextual: covers the
context of an event

- Time-consuming

- Selectivity: poor,
broad coverage

- Reflexivity: events may be
processed differently

unless

(Source: Yin, 2009)

According to Silverman (2011), it is preferable to incorporate diverse data sources and,

if feasible, use numerous data gathering techniques in qualitative research, particularly

in case studies. In addition, Eriksson and Kovalainen (2008) said that employing "multi-

methodological methods enables more extensive and accurate studies while seeking for

causalities” or data triangulation (Leech and Onwuegbuzie 2007). Therefore, various

data collection strategies are used in qualitative research (case study), including

interviews and documentation. Other data collection approaches include direct

observations, participant observations, and physical artefacts, among others. (Saunders

etal., 2012).
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1) Qualitative Semi-Structured In-depth Interview Method

When doing a case study, interviews are one of the most important sources of
information. Even though various methodologies are utilised, it is widely accepted that
interviewing has remained the most popular way of gathering qualitative data
throughout the years. Interviewing is a qualitative data-gathering strategy that allows
researchers to access the context of people's behaviour and comprehend the meaning of
behaviour (Harding, 2013). Furthermore, interviewing allows a researcher to delve into
people's subjective experiences, which would otherwise be impossible to access

(Perakyld and Ruusuvuori, 2011).

Although quantifying the quality of interview data collecting is challenging, employing
it with other approaches increases its acceptance as a method (Cassell 2009). This
research attempted to attain validity by combining interview data with other types of
data (Silverman 2011). The decision was made that qualitative interviews would be the
primary method of data collecting. Another justification for employing qualitative
interviews rather than a survey needing statistical analysis was that this technique
matched the researcher's abilities and expertise. The researcher had significant semi-
structured interviewing experience from a previous career and previous work
experience in multinationals. It was expected that this would give the researcher
credibility in the informants' eyes, help foster dialogue with them, and contribute to the

understanding of comments made.

Practicably speaking, interviews may be performed across long distances and are
particularly suited for probing the prior experiences of those being interviewed
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(Perakyla and Russuvuori, 2011). It was considered that qualitative interviews would
be the most effective method of data collecting in this situation. A related argument for
adopting qualitative interviews was that this approach was more suited to the
researcher’s talents and expertise than a survey needing statistical analysis, which would
have required more time and resources. As a result of her prior work in multinational
corporations, the researcher was anticipated to have a high degree of credibility in her
informants' eyes and the ability to promote interaction with them and comprehend their

views better.

This strategy created a calm environment for gathering information. The participants
felt at ease sharing and speaking about their thoughts, ideas, and points of view on HRM
and TM practices in a turbulent period. The interviews for the studies were conducted
using a mix of conversational interviews and the general interview guide technique.
Each interview started with dialogue and chat with the participants in their environment.
This section of the interviews included discussions concerning participants' institutional
and social positions within their company context, status, and role activities. The
researcher was able to unfold the discussion and obtain participants' perspectives on the
applicability of HRM and TM practices in the organisation, how and why they adopted
them, to what extent a turbulent situation like Brexit and Covid-19 has an impact on
these practices, and what factors and actors have influenced them to follow these
practices by using this interview guideline approach. The goal was to come at the
fieldwork with a list of issue-oriented questions, with some leeway to shape guided
talks. The emphasis throughout interviews was on recording participants' experiences
and investigating their descriptions and explanations rather than obtaining a simple yes

Or no answer.
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Semi-structured interviewing is sometimes known as ‘qualitative’ interviewing,
‘exploratory’ interviewing, or 'in-depth’ interviewing (Denzin and Lincoln 2011).
According to Denzin and Lincoln (2011), the instant encounter with other individuals
is at the centre of our social and personal existence (i.e., we express who we are through
social interaction). Therefore, this method of interviewing was chosen to maximise
instant face-to-face interaction for conversing, engaging, and, if required, clarifying
questions and replies. Before the interview formally started, the essential topics and a
list of crucial questions were offered to the participant, allowing them to grasp what
would be requested during the upcoming interview session. This was done to reduce
the likelihood of participants experiencing negative feelings throughout the interview

if they felt they were being asked above and beyond their expectations.

Meanwhile, it may aid them in planning to react and develop responses. Confidentiality
and anonymity were both stressed and ensured. Interview data were audio-recorded
with consent from participants and augmented with notetaking. Saunders et al. (2012)
strongly advocated for the hybrid approach, stating that one data collecting technique
cannot replace another. Audio recordings allow the researcher to go back over the
original data several times to ensure that no information has been lost. (Neuman 2011).
In addition, taking notes may help interviewees stay focused by summarising key topics
and re-stating them to corroborate the interviewer's knowledge. It can also be used to
provide follow-up questions and capture transient ideas that would otherwise be
forgotten. (Saunders et al., 2012). The duration of interviews should be modified to

account for ethical concerns and the volume and quality of the data being collected.
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A longitudinal design was adopted in the research, including two data collection
periods. During phase one (1), face-to-face interviews were conducted with 28
individuals from both case organisations. Furthermore, phase one (1) was supplemented
by phase two (2), in which data was gathered by telephone and Microsoft team audio
interviews rather than face-to-face due to the current pandemic in-person government
restrictions (i.e., Covid-19), as shown in tables 5.7 — phase 1 & 2 below. All persons at
the case organisations were asked to participate in the study, and 28 participants
volunteered to participate during the first phase, and 12 participants volunteered to
participate during the second (follow-up) phase. The duration of the interviews varied
from 25 to 45 minutes (phase 1) and 20 to 30 minutes (phase 2 - follow-up). The
interviews with firm owners, managers, and non-managerial staff lasted between 20
minutes to one (1) hour on average. In addition, the participants were questioned at their

workplace at times that were convenient for them.

PHASE ONE (1) - CASE COMPANIES (A & B)

Table 5.7: Qualitative Semi-structured Interview Collection (i.e., First phase)

NO. INDUSTRY INTERVIEW DATE INTERVIEW
DURATION
SUB-TOTAL: 15 CASE A - ENGINEERING
1 Engineering 11" October 2019 41:20 mins.
2 Engineering 11" October 2019 32:16 mins.
3 Engineering 11" October 2019 25:43 mins.
4 Engineering 11" October 2019 42:06 mins.
5 Engineering 11" October 2019 25:51 mins.
6 Engineering 11" October 2019 31:05 mins.
7 Engineering 11" October 2019 34:58 mins.
8 Engineering 11" December 2019 43.46 mins.
9 Engineering 25" October 2019 43:15 mins.
10 Engineering 25" October 2019 40:19 mins.
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11 Engineering 25" October 2019 32:45 mins.
12 Engineering 25" October 2019 30:22 mins.
13 Engineering 25" October 2019 42.16 mins.
14 Engineering 25" October 2019 24:42 mins.
15 Engineering 25" October 2019 38:21 mins.
SUB-TOTAL: 13 CASE B - CONSTRUCTION
1 Construction 13" September, 2019 30:20 mins.
2 Construction 13" September, 2019 26:54 mins.
3 Construction 13" September, 2019 34:36 mins.
4 Construction 13" September, 2019 40:24 mins.
5 Construction 13" September, 2019 29:55 mins.
6 Construction 13" September, 2019 38:10 mins.
7 Construction 13" September, 2019 36:32 mins.
8 Construction 27" September, 2019 43:49 mins.
9 Construction 27" September, 2019 33:15 mins.
10 Construction 27" September, 2019 26:48 mins.
11 Construction 27" September, 2019 41:35 mins.
12 Construction 27" September, 2019 37:14 mins.
13 Construction 27" September, 2019 32:48 mins.
TOTAL: 28

(Source: Compiled by Researcher)

PHASE TWO (2) - CASE COMPANIES (A & B)

Table 5.7: Qualitative Semi-structured Interview Collection (i.e., Second phase)

NO. INDUSTRY INTERVIEW DATE | INTERVIEW
DURATION
SUB-TOTAL:7 CASE A - ENGINEERING
1 Engineering 20" October, 2020 21:37 mins.
2 Engineering 21%t October 2020 25:12 mins.
3 Engineering 22"9 October 2020 20:52 mins.
4 Engineering 22"d October 2020 28:48 mins.
5 Engineering 23" October 2020 23:52 mins
6 Engineering 23" October 2020 27:18 mins.
7 Engineering 2" November 2020 24:41 mins.
SUB-TOTAL:5 CASE B - CONSTRUCTION
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1 Construction 39 November 2020 28:45 mins.

2 Construction 39 November 2020 22:32 mins.

3 Construction 4™ November 2020 26:29 mins.

4 Construction 6" November 2020 21:22 mins.

5 Construction 6 November 2020 29:14 mins.
TOTAL: 12

(Source: Compiled by Researcher)

To maintain anonymity, only gender, nationality, and the number of years working at
the case organisation and their skill level were gathered at the time. Participants were
also promised identity protection prior to the interviews, and in all instances, were
assigned a fictional company and individual participants’ names. The study sought
information from owners, managers, and workers of SMEs in the UK. Participants were
first briefed about the study topic, the interview goals, and the confidentiality
conditions. Furthermore, each participant case firm was told about this study's
advantages to their organisations concerning TM. Finally, participants were told prior

to each interview that the information acquired would be utilised strictly for academic.

a. The rationale for adopting Qualitative Semi-Structured Interview Method

We should use specific techniques to gather information by selecting suitable data
collecting methods (Blaikie et al., 2010). Data for the study was gathered using guided,
semi-structured, in-depth interviews because, in exploratory investigations, in-depth
interviews help determine what is going on (Saunders et al., 2012). In addition, the goal

was to acquire insight into the phenomenon under investigation by looking at
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respondents’ perspectives, thoughts, and opinions via the language they employ

(Easterby-Smith et al., 2012).

To get unique knowledge or interpretation possessed by the individual questioned,
Stake (2010) says that qualitative researchers use interviews. They also gather a
numerical aggregate of data from many people, and they uncover "a thing" that the
researcher was unable to witness themselves. Since interviews investigate knowledge
and perception, they are well-suited to experience-type research questions and
construction-type research questions (Braun and Clarke 2013). First and foremost, the
exploratory nature of the research justifies the use of semi-structured in-depth
interviews as the primary data collection method. Second, the study issue was very
relevant to the researcher's work environment, and the phenomena under investigation
had occurred in her field. Thus, interviews are particularly well-suited to exploring
knowledge, perception, or construction of objects and exploring practice-type research
topics when the researcher or respondents have a personal investment in the issue

(Braun and Clarke 2013).

When used in combination with interviews investigating respondents' interpretations,
opinions, and attitudes, 'guided interviews,' which are among the qualitative interviews,
are the most suitable method of gathering information. As a result, an interview guide
contains subjects that have been pre-determined and will be discussed during the
interview. The precise wording of the questions and the sequence in which they are
asked are not deemed obligatory. More crucially, Glaser and Laudel (2010) construct a

natural conversational flow. If the purpose is to explore a phenomenon that has been
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little understood so far, the kind of question (s) and how to ask the questions must be
taught first. There is the possibility that the whole interviewing process will be
adjustable, enabling the researcher to make changes in real-time (Guest et al., 2011).
Based on early interviews, the interview guide was developed and changed. It was
modified throughout the interviewing process. Hence, data collecting techniques must
be interactive, capturing information as it emerges via a collaborative process between

the researcher and the responder.

To summarise, a research design that captures this information is essential due to
individuals' many forms of research knowledge. Survey-based questionnaires or
thoroughly organised interviews are ineffective because they are too rigid to enable
respondents to expand their knowledge interactively or to blend their bits of tacit and
explicit knowledge via reflection and reasoning. Semi-structured interviews were much
more suited to gathering such information. In social science, particularly in business
and management, interviews are widely regarded as one of the most common and

essential qualitative data collecting procedures (Myers 2013).

The study goals and questions primarily determine the use of interviews. First,
compared to other well-known qualitative methods, the interview seems to be the most
appropriate approach for this research than other methods such as participant
observation and focus group discussion. Observation and focus group discussions are
often carried out in groups, while interviews are conducted individually. (Neuman

2011). Second, the researcher looks at what HRM and TM activities are used for, how
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these practices are carried out in small businesses, and how people view the effects of

chaotic environments on these practices.

Considering the sensitivity of some topics and the evolving nature of SMEs, qualitative
data is thought to be best gathered one-on-one rather than in groups. Furthermore,
observation is often used for analysing the underlying meanings of group members'
behaviours in a participative situation (Bryman 2012). On the other hand, the focus
group discussion includes two significant faults that are damaging to this research. First,
fewer ideas are created because it limits the number of topics covered during the session
(Neuman 2011). Finally, given the breadth, complexity, and information required for

this research, an interview seems to be the most appropriate strategy.

2) The Interview Cover Letter

A cover letter explaining the aim of the survey or study is often included with most
interview questions, as reported by Saunders et al. (2009). Therefore, the inclusion of
a covering letter may assist in improving the number of responses. The cover letter for
this study was one page long. The structure of the covering letter contained the
following information: the research title, the research objectives, and the research ‘s
significance for the participating sample; promises of confidentiality; emphasising that
their cooperation was the most precious factor contributing to the success of this
research; the researcher ‘s contact details, and finally thanking the participants for their

concern, cooperation, and help.
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Including all of this information in the cover letter has been proposed to improve
response rates and times. As a result, all recommendations for the cover letter were
taken into account. To add to this, it is essential to note that a letter from the research
team'’s supervisors and the University motivated and urged respondents to assist the
researcher in attaining the best possible results from their participation in the study. For
this study, semi-structured interviews were used to gather qualitative data. Using a face-
to-face interview format allowed the researcher to connect better and improve
interactions with the interviewees. Among the significant informants in the SME case
firms were company owners, human resources managers, and other management and
non-managerial personnel. Achieving relevant data required separating the interview

questions between owners/human resource managers and non-managerial employees.

People in various hierarchical levels tend to be aware of distinct pieces of information.
It was, therefore, possible to design two different sets of interview questions based on
two different groups. When it came to the interview, the sequence of questions was
chosen to help establish rapport while also providing time for follow-up inquiries that
elicited further information and were relevant to the study's objectives (Silverman,
2011). To ensure that all critical questions were asked, the interview was structured so
that there was enough time to establish rapport before asking follow-up and probing
direct questions and questions to interpret and clarify meaning. Pauses and silences
were included to allow the interviewee to reflect, consider, or add additional comments
(Bryman and Bell, 2011). Hence, it is vital to explain why the interview instrument was
selected above alternative qualitative techniques before going into detail about its

construction.
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3) Consideration of the Role of Researcher in Interviews

When collecting interview data, Researchers should use interview data collection
techniques specifically tailored to the logic of qualitative research while conducting
their interviews with participants (Silverman, 2011). A respondent's account must be
checked for accuracy, and the researcher's effect on the setting must be considered
(Silverman, 2011). Furthermore, modern arguments about the use of interviews as a
research technique include reference to the researcher's reflexivity, the dynamic
character of the interview, and 'real-life' accounts of participants (Cassell, 2009). When
it comes to reflexivity, it is defined as the ability of researchers to be self-aware of the
consequences of their methodologies and values, their biases and choices, and their
presence in the settings they are investigating (Bryman and Bell, 2011). Understanding
how to get access, create rapport with respondents, and use interview questioning skills
was aided by the researcher's background. Given her training and expertise, the
researcher was adept at establishing rapport with respondents, ensuring them that she
understood their point of view and the pressures they were under in terms of social

standards and accepting their point of view in a non-judgmental way.

The researcher needed to be self-critical to guarantee that she was constantly assessing
her degree of impartiality (Silverman, 2011). For example, the interviewee's opinions
were not impacted by her own beliefs when she recorded them since she wanted to
convey them authentically. Furthermore, while providing an interview overview, the
researcher instructed the interviewee to interrupt if they thought the interviewer was
heading them in the wrong direction. Finally, as a result of her previous academic and

research experience, as well as her membership of a leading UK human resources
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professional body (i.e., the CIPD), she felt comfortable interviewing the subjects in
accordance with expected academic norms, albeit not at the same level as she would

have been in her role as a PhD candidate.

4) Documentation Method

Research methods such as document analysis are combined in a triangulation process
(Bowen 2009). This was another method employed in this study. It is a method for
studying or assessing materials in a methodical manner (Bowen 2009). A variety of
documentation may be used to support a research project. This includes printed
documents as well as electronic documents and website materials. It can also include
correspondence (such as letters and memos) as well as agendas and administrative
documents (such as maps and charts) (Yin 2009). This kind of information supports the
researcher in boosting evidence gained via other processes, such as essential
information on written documents collected without the assistance of a researcher, to

support his or her findings. (Bowen 2009).

According to Saldafa (2011), researchers should have access to relevant information
and secure written agreement from all parties involved in the study process. During this
investigation, the researcher only had restricted access to a photocopy machine or
scanner, and most of the materials were highly sensitive and confidential to the
organisation. However, the researcher read some of them, and some were taken down
as notes. For example, well-written sections in the HR planning document included job
descriptions and person specifications, training programmes and rewards for each
position, and each activity's budget. There was also information for the number of
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employees in each department (full-time, part-time, casual, and apprenticeship
employees). These other materials supported the interview, such as a company job
description, training programme, yearly report, and skill guidelines for each
position/person specification. They also contained a performance review form,

interview form, application form, and presentation slides.

Definition of talent and Managing talent

e What type of employees does the case firm need currently? Is there a purpose
for these requirements?

e What if a business requires specific qualifications or skills?

¢ In the case firm, which position/role is most important?

e What strategies does the company use to recruit and retain employees?

e Do you have any difficulties or obstacles when it comes to hiring and managing

people?

5.8 Access and Barriers to Data Collection

Best practices in research methodologies, as well as ethics, legislation, and regulations
from throughout the globe, advocate for educating the research organisation and
obtaining agreement from research owners, senior managers, and personnel. In both
situations, the management of organisations was officially told about the study, its goals
and objectives, and the importance of the same in academic and practical terms, which
may benefit them. The researcher established openness and built trust and confidence

among the management team with this action.

197|Page



Formal permission was obtained with promises of secrecy. It was granted with the
explicit conditions that the organisation's identity would not be divulged and that the
data obtained would be used only for this academic research endeavour. In each
instance, consent was given by the participant's signature on the form. The interview
questionnaire was circulated to staff once clearance was obtained from the two case
firms. In terms of ethics, the design of the interview questionnaire safeguarded the
respondents’ anonymity since their responses could not have been used to identify them.
According to Saunders et al. (2012), the topic of ethics in the research interview defines
the acceptability of the researcher's behaviour with persons who are the subject of the
study. The owners, managers, workers, and organisations involved in the study were

the subjects. Nevertheless, there are a few unresolved ethical dilemmas.

The first issue is gaining access to the necessary data and information and dealing with
any problems. Second, there are ethical concerns about the data collecting stage, and
third, there are concerns about the analysis and presentation stage. Each demands a
unique technique and plan to be dealt with effectively and correctly. It is critical to
identify concerns that pervade all three stages of the study design: participant privacy
and the confidentiality of the data they supply. The volunteers were told that they may
opt out of the research at any moment and that they would not be persuaded in taking
part. There were no substantial ethical difficulties identified in the study since the
researcher was external to the organisations, despite the risk of coercion and
intimidation related to data access. At the outset of the encounter, the researcher
informed all participants about the study aims, methodology, and data collecting
technique, and their agreement was obtained ethically. By acting ethically, the

researcher assured objectivity in the analysis. She avoided being selective in her data
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analysis, and all the information gathered via interviews was analysed in the results.
During the data collecting and analysis procedure, the researcher met several

roadblocks. These are as follows:

a) Ittook a long time to transcribe the primary material (tape recordings) obtained
via semi-structured interviews. Transcription time for each interview was, on
average, 12 hours.

b) Coding, categorising, and designing themes all took time. This meant re-reading

the scripts to verify that all concerns were captured and analysed.

As some participants opposed being recorded, the researcher noted the documents

witnessed and the whole interview in certain instances.

5.9 Trustworthiness of Data Collection

To produce dependable study findings, high reliability and validity must be reached

(Silverman 2006).

59.1 Reliability

The degree to which a method produces the same findings regardless of when or where
the study is conducted is reliable (Loh, 2013). Researchers suggest many methods for
improving the reliability of qualitative research. Moisander and Valtonen (2006), for

example, propose two techniques to improve dependability in qualitative research:
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I. Ensuring the study's findings are easily understood by clearly describing the
study's research approach and data analysis methods.

ii. By expressing the theoretical viewpoint from which the interpretation is
derived and demonstrating how this leads to interpretations that reject

others, theoretical transparency is considered.

By using these recommendations, the researcher purposefully explains the whole study
process and the transparency of each step. Silverman (2006) observes that 'low-
inference descriptors' are related to good dependability in qualitative research.
Additionally, Silverman contends that interview research must adhere to the low-

inference descriptors requirement by:

a. By recording interviews in a concrete manner as possible, such as verbatim
reports of what individuals say rather than researchers' reconstructions of what
a person said, researchers' viewpoints may impact reporting (Seale, 1999).

b. Instead of delegating the task to an audio-typist, carefully transcribing these
recordings according to dependable analytical requirements.

c. Including large data extracts in the study report, at the very least, the queries

that elicited any responses (Silverman 2006).

The researcher completely adhered to this criterion in this study; tape-recording of all

interviews with the participants were precisely transcribed.

5.9.2 Validity

As crucial as the reliability of data and methodology is, the validity of qualitative
research results (Silverman 2006). The veracity, authenticity, and reliability of

information are all influenced by the degree of validity. According to Hamilton and
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Corbett-Whittier (2012), quality research measures the truthfulness and correctness of

its findings, i.e., the degree to which the researcher's conclusions accurately represent

its purpose and reflect reality. The validity of this study was improved using

triangulation, peer debriefing, probing, and cross-checking.

Ethnographers believe that triangulation is a critical approach for verifying
qualitative research because it may overcome the biases inherent in a single
point of view (Silverman, 2006). A triangulation method uses many theories,
procedures, observers, and empirical data to provide a fuller and more objective
image of the subject being studied (Silverman, 2006). Observing something
from several angles, it is believed, enhances the probability of creating an
accurate depiction.

It has been suggested by Robson (1993) that repeatedly presenting one's results
and analysis to a colleague or other peer may benefit in the growth of the study's
design and analysis; the habit of being when preparing something for
presentation to a peer eventually creates credibility. Thus, the researcher used
the findings of her study to elicit input from colleagues and other academics,
notably from her PhD supervisors, who made insightful suggestions.
Disagreements and inconsistencies may be resolved by validating interviewee
assertions using various data sources (Taylor and Bogdan 1984). Interviews
were conducted using a cross-checking approach. Several questions were asked
according to the same interview schedule by the researcher with people from
different levels of hierarchy and departments. The researcher repeatedly asked
the same questions in various ways to get the same answer from the same
person. Due to these several comparisons, the researcher discovered hidden

realities and obliterated incorrect information previously suspected. There have
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been instances when triangulation techniques like documentary analysis have
shown multiple points of view to include inaccuracies or misunderstandings. In
this way, the study adopted the prevalent opinions while disregarding and

excluding deviations that failed to provide objective knowledge.

5.10 Ethical Considerations and GDPR Compliance

Ethics is defined by Saunders et al. (2012) as the suitability of behaviour to the rights
of persons who become study subjects. This implies that while observing or
interviewing individuals, the researcher must keep his or her ideals and obligations in
mind. Many ethical considerations must be considered when doing research, including
interviews and case studies with specific individuals. Ethics are critical in all research
and should be considered at all stages, including conception, initial access, data
collection, analysis, and reporting, while also being mindful of the impact of the work
on those who provide access and cooperation, as well as those who will have an impact

on the research's findings (Ryan 2011).

When weighing the advantages of doing research, it is essential to consider the ethical
difficulties and risks. These issues must be handled and controlled throughout the
process (Silverman, 2011). Before beginning the fieldwork study, the researcher must
apply for ethical approval to address problems such as protecting documents, data
collection, and the subject under investigation. Consequently, approval was sought

from the University's Research Governance and Ethics Committee.

e The goal of gathering primary data was to aid in answering the research

questions and to accomplish the study goals and objectives. To achieve this, the
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researcher made prior contact with case companies under investigation, and
necessary permissions and access were obtained. Before starting the fieldwork
and data collection, invitations and informal approvals were made via in-
person, face-to-face and remotely.

The participants and interviewees (i.e., owners, managers, and employees) were
provided with a cover letter and participant information sheet, including
information about the research and the ethical and confidentiality clause
associated with taking part in the study. It was not necessary to collect
participants’ names or other personal information. Data was only visible to the
researcher and her supervisory team. Thus, the process remained anonymous,
and the identity of individuals or organisations were not 