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initiatives reported underway in Avalon state government’s strategic plan for implementation of 

an integrated approach to talent management. 

Connecticut’s report in the NASGA teleconference identified workforce challenges 

similar to other states and included: an aging workforce with retirement eligibility, salary 

compression, and a somewhat flat organizational structure that offered little career movement.  

Risk analysis was conducted through impact assessment of vacancies in key activities and 

functions, underdeveloped successors in the pipeline, poor assimilation into a job or 

employment, and poor deployment of talent against organization goals.  Integrated planning and 

strategy development drove changes in statewide systems and processes designed to increase the 

state government’s capacity to attract, develop, and retain talent.   

Businesses have sought to outperform rivals in the marketplace through the strategic 

differentiators of cost leadership, differentiation, customer intimacy, or innovation (Chan & 

Mauborgne, 2004; Mintzberg, Ahlstrand, & Lampel, 2005; Porter, 1985).  Aligning talent 

management with strategy is the new differentiator for organizations in achieving goals and 

fulfilling their missions.  Based on the reports from other states, government is also competing 

for talent.  Faced with challenges in filling key positions with individuals possessing the right 

capabilities and skills, Nagran (2013) noted that organizations experience constraints to the 

organizational structure in which they are “forced to operate at less than full effectiveness in its 

mission.”  Participants in the Avalon’s state government study expressed strong beliefs about the 

state’s need to address talent management in a strategic and holistic manner.   

Theme 4.1: Developing talent management abilities is a high priority for managers.  

Managers are the primary lever for significant employee engagement as they are the front line of 
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communication with employees (Axelrod & Coyle, 2011).  They plan and delegate assignments 

and remove barriers, identify resources to complete work, and guide employee performance.   

Organizations most successful in attracting and retaining talent are investing in 

management development programs – such as General Mills’ Great Manager program – ranked 

#1 in Best Leadership Development Programs by Leadership Excellence magazine (Shelton, 

2011).  A core belief of the program is that talent and leadership development is intrinsic to the 

company mission; one of the organization’s five stated core values is developing and investing in 

its employees (Shelton, 2011).  Senior executives teach the classes, and program effectiveness is 

evaluated through alignment with key business strategies and metrics.   

An initiative in the federal government called PeopleFirst (Rivera & Flinck, 2011) was an 

employee-led employee engagement initiative designed to develop talent leaders across the 

agency.  PeopleFirst reflected its purpose in its name and was designed as an employee 

engagement initiative to address deeply rooted structural and cultural issues that may interfere 

with effective talent management practices.  Inherent to the transformation were shared values – 

organizational practices; shared goals – performance management; shared knowledge – learning 

and professional development; and one community – organizational culture (Rivera & Flinck, 

2011).  The results of the initiative led to new models of decision-making, new leadership roles 

regardless of rank in the organization, different approaches to problem-solving, and increased 

organizational commitment and citizenship.   

While every organization takes a different approach to talent management, each is similar 

in several important aspects: organizational commitment to development; alignment with 

organizational strategy; and performance measurement (Rivera & Flinck, 2011).  What the 

organizations in Rivera and Flink’s study (2011) recognized was that the success of the 
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organization resided in their employees; they adopted a “talent mindset” and an integrated set of 

practices to support managers in their work of attracting, developing, and retaining employees 

for better organizational results (Chambers et al., 1998). 

The findings in the Avalon case study suggested that developing skills as talent leaders 

was a high priority for managers.  Statements such as, “how do you recruit, attract, select, deal 

with problems, and [learn] specifics on pay plans….how do you use coaching before it becomes 

discipline….” were representative remarks expressed by managers.  Other comments noted the 

importance of mentoring, peer coaching, and ideas exchanges through communities of practice.  

The literature defined managerial behaviors and roles in talent management, and managers in the 

study expressed understanding of their roles in talent management.  There is a gap between the 

literature and managerial talent management practices in Avalon’s state government which 

managers in the study ascribed to limitations in systems, policies, and resources.  Alignment 

between organizational goals and approaches to management development is a challenge that 

remains in Avalon’s state government.    

Theme 4.2 System change in enterprise HR is focused on integrated talent 

management.  A strategic approach is supported by Silzer and Dowell (2010) who wrote that 

talent management is “a systems approach to thinking about talent” (p. 22).  In their research, 

Silzer and Dowell sought to identify differentiators between effective and ineffective talent 

management systems.  The resulting DIME Model of Talent Management Success described 

four success factors that characterized the most advanced and successful talent management 

efforts in organizations:  Driven by business strategy; Integrated with other processes; Managed 

as a core business practice; Engrained as a talent mindset.  The interviews with managers in 

Avalon’s state government illustrated the need for a more comprehensive and integrated 
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approach to talent management in the state, and the strategic plan reflected movement toward 

that goal. 

The literature is clear on leadership as a critical factor in generating a shared 

understanding of where an organization is headed and positioning the organization for success 

(Ulrich & Smallwood, 2008).  Ulrich and Smallwood (2008) also noted that leadership 

influences the brand identity of an organization and is the basis for an organization’s culture and 

talent mindset.  Leadership commitment is central to an organization’s internal and external 

reputation as an employer and ensuring effective talent management practices at all levels in the 

organization (Nagra, 2011).   

One of the goals reported in the enterprise HR strategic plan in Avalon’s state 

government was to strengthen its brand as an employer.  The result of integrated talent 

management systems and effective leadership is a strong employer brand (Silzer & Dowell, 

2010; Zenger & Folkman, 2002).  Avalon’s state government enterprise HR is in the early stages 

of strategic plan implementation which includes efforts to (a) align talent strategy with business 

needs; (b) align policy and practices with talent strategy; (c) implement infrastructure upgrades; 

(d) secure further funding from the legislature; and € cultivate a talent mindset throughout state 

government.  Each of these efforts represents herculean tasks when considered individually.  

Implication of Findings Related to Literature 

The nature of this interpretive case study was to provide the opportunity to understand the 

essence of managers’ practices in workforce planning and talent management of Avalon’s state 

government.  When compared to the overarching themes that emerged in the study, the literature 

on government activity in workforce planning and talent management suggested that Avalon’s 

state government was not unique in its experience, challenges, or practices in workforce planning 
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and talent management.  The findings posed challenges and opportunities for Avalon’s state 

government as it advanced toward an integrated talent management system. 

 In state government where priorities change with administrations and political influence, 

talent management needs to become an integrated, systemic, and sustainable practice able to 

endure beyond leadership transitions.  This requires a long term vision and strong leadership 

support for system alignment and capacity building to address the talent needs of Avalon’s 

state government. 

 Employment brands are built upon the structures, policies, and practices that frame the 

employee experience.  While the enterprise HR strategic plan demonstrated movement 

toward an integrated talent management system, a long term human capital strategy is needed 

to increase Avalon state government’s attractiveness as an employer in order to compete in a 

competitive talent market.  Organizations that invest in their people are those who attract and 

retain talent.  The lack of infrastructure related to essential components of employee 

engagement such as access to development opportunities, career pathways, and consistent 

HR policies and practices, indicate Avalon’s state government is in the early stages of system 

changes. 

 Managers’ practices in Avalon’s state government reflected the culture, leadership, and 

systems that define and support talent management, and need to be considered in the context 

of the entire state.  A clear picture of the vision, philosophy, goals, and strategies that include 

managerial development and accountability is necessary to cultivate talent leadership in 

practice. 

 Incoming generations to state government have different attitudes towards and expectations 

about work and require different management than previous generations of employees.  The 
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opportunity remains to structure and align classification, compensation, and career 

development systems that will attract, develop, and retain employees with the talent needed 

in Avalon’s state government.   

 The barriers to workforce planning and talent management define opportunities to engage 

HR as a critical link between organization strategy and the HR systems, structures, and 

policies necessary to ensure business units are able to hire, develop, and retain Avalon state 

government’s workforce.  HR and managers need a common understanding of and joint 

efforts in addressing agencies’ employee recruitment, development, and deployment needs.  

Managers are looking to HR for the structure and guidance in finding talent solutions. 

A long term vision for the state’s position as an employer is essential to secure the 

support for continued progress toward an integrated system of talent management.  An 

employment brand evolves from the ways in which an organization practices recruitment, 

development, and retention activities.  The approach an organization takes to implement and 

invest in the systems and structures which support those activities reflect the organization’s 

philosophy of and regard for its most valuable resource: talent.  

Limitations 

As this interpretive case study was to conduct an exploration of managers’ practices in 

one state government’s set of agencies, it was not intended to generalize practices to the private 

sector, non-profits, or other states.  The findings will be useful to inform strategies for sustaining 

or enhancing workforce planning and talent management practices in the state which was the 

subject of this study.  
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Limitations may have arisen due to this researcher’s insider knowledge as an employee of 

state government.  With the years of experience I have in the public sector my perspective may 

not be as objective as a researcher not familiar with state government, its operations and culture. 

Implications for OD and Future Research 

Managers in this interpretive case study described a strong sense of need for Avalon’s 

state government to identify a statewide talent strategy and to align systems and policies that 

support talent as a strategic resource.  Among those mentioned were compensation and 

classification systems; employee skills, career, and leadership development; and recruitment and 

retention efforts.  Also clearly identified was the need for more transparent and consistently 

applied HR practices; a stronger relationship between HR and managers in order to support 

better practices; and increased talent leadership skills development for managers that would 

allow Avalon’s state government to position itself as a desirable employer in a competitive talent 

market.  Based on these findings, I suggest future research in the following areas:  

  This case study focused on 12 managers’ practices in state government in a Midwestern 

state.  Research on managers’ practices and perspectives in additional states would generate 

understanding of similarities or differences across geographic areas. 

 Understanding the links among talent strategy, managerial practices, and outcomes in state 

government has not been fully explored.  Further studies on effects of managerial 

engagement in specific value chain activities would help identify the impact and value of 

differentiated activities. 

 As workplaces increase in generational diversity, research is needed to understand if there are 

differences in the impact of talent management strategies across generations at work. 
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 Integrated talent management suggests whole systems are engaged in promulgating a talent 

mindset which cascades downward through the organization.  I recommend further research 

to explore how sustainability beyond changes in administrations is achieved in political 

environments such as state government. 

 Further research is needed to understand how to achieve an integrated approach to talent 

management in decentralized organizations.  I recommend studying how strategy is 

implemented in a way that supports a single employer message yet provides a consistent 

employee experience across decentralized systems. 

 Ensuring alignment of management and leadership development is critical to promulgate 

talent management practices throughout the organization.  I encourage research to explore 

how talent strategy can be translated into management and leadership development programs, 

practices, and accountability measures. 

Research Question Answered 

This research study asked the question, “What are state government managers’ practices 

in workforce planning and talent management?”  The study yielded rich data and insights into 

the systems, policies and practices in state government, along with specific and detailed 

information on managers’ practices to answer the research question. 

Final Reflections  

Conducting the case study of Avalon’s state government was a multifaceted look at the 

layers and dynamics in which the systems of state government operate.  A conversation that 

began with managers about their practices shone the spotlight on internal and external factors 

which influenced their abilities to engage in workforce planning and talent management.  The 

external factors of dealing with changes in workforce composition and availability, in the face of 
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politics as the driving nature of government, presented management challenges for those 

engaged in attracting, developing, and retaining the workforce.  In the absence of a strong vision 

and message for human capital strategy, government will not be in a position to attract and keep 

the employees it needs to continue to implement and deliver the programs and services to its 

citizens. 

Insight on HR practices in Avalon and other states governments, in contrast with current 

literature on the overall role of HR, provided rich data on which to expand further study.  HR 

needs a clearly defined role in the organization that partners with and provides support and 

guidance to managers in achieving the organizations’ objectives through its employees.   

The most compelling insight was the passion, dedication, and the desire that managers 

expressed to increase their own capacities to inspire, motivate, and develop employees in their 

charge.  They clearly believed the best of the people they manage and have a strong belief in the 

importance of the work they do.  It is the lack of or barriers within the systemic infrastructure 

that undercuts the workforce planning and talent management practices needed. 

One of the greatest surprises that arose in conducting this study was the lack of 

discussion on diversity in any context other than age of the workforce.  The reason is not clear 

why managers did not raise other diversity topics, especially as they all discussed changing 

demographics.  It does raise the question for how as an employer, Avalon’s state government 

will take on this significant challenge for the future.  The workplace of the future is changing in 

many forms of diversity and the reputation an employer creates through its diversity and 

inclusion practices will be a major driver in the overall employment brand. 

Conducting this research was an engagement into which I entered with a fledgling 

knowledge of talent management, a passion for learning more about it, and a curiosity for 
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exploring the practices managers in state government undertake to hire, develop, and retain their 

workforce.  This study revealed a perspective on state government not generally considered – 

that of the practitioners.  The managers who participated in the interviews shared more than their 

practices and challenges.  What shone through the conversations were managers’ desires to 

become better talent leaders connected to a larger community of peers.  The commitment and 

passion they shared provided a depth and dimension to state government that made it about real 

people instead of a large bureaucracy; I felt privileged to give them voice. 

I developed a deep appreciation of the layered systems upon which government operates.  

It was a clarifying moment for me to grasp that government is built on politics and this will 

always be the driving force for decisions just as profits are to the private sector.  Conducting this 

study also helped me view the system dependencies and interdependencies of strategic initiatives 

and how politics influences these, and to consider the delicate balance between action and 

perception.  Balancing leadership and politics to address workforce issues is a significant 

challenge.  I believe these research findings will contribute new thinking into how state 

governments consider their approaches to talent management and strengthen the employment 

brand of government in a competitive talent marketplace.  
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Appendix A 

Sample Invitation to Participate in Research Study 

Greetings, 

 

I am a doctoral student in Organization Development at the University of St. Thomas, currently 

working on my dissertation and looking for research participants. My case study research focuses 

on how managers in state government attract, manage, develop, and retain employees in this time 

of rapidly changing demographics in the workplace. 

 

You are a potential participant in this study because you are a manager in state government and 

have responsibility for filling vacancies, conducting performance reviews, providing feedback, 

coaching, employee development, and succession planning, and therefore you have first-hand 

experiences to share in an interview. 

 

If you agree to participate in this study, you will participate in a one-on-one conversational 

interview that lasts approximately 60 to 90 minutes. Your responses will be recorded in order to 

maintain the integrity of your remarks. Any direct quotations will be assigned pseudonyms in 

place of real names. As a final step, you will be asked to review preliminary findings to 

determine accuracy and to identify aspects of your experience that may have been missed. Any 

relevant changes will be incorporated into the final report. 

 

Your participation in this study is completely voluntary. If at any time you decide not to 

participate, you may withdraw from the study and any data collected from you will not be used 

in the study. 

 

Information collected as part of the study is confidential and will be used in a manner that 

protects your identity. You will decide which experiences and challenges you wish to share. In 

my dissertation or in any follow up reports that I publish, I will not include information that 

would make it possible to identify you in any way. 

 

If you would like to be considered for participation in this study, please contact me by telephone 

at 651.324.0093 or by email at brnorman@stthomas.edu. I am available to answer any questions 

you may have about the research study. 

 

I would also appreciate referrals to your colleagues who are not in this group. Please provide me 

with contact information for them or ask them to contact me. Thank you very much! 

 

Sincerely, 

 

Brenda Norman 

Doctoral Candidate, University of St. Thomas 

651.324.0093 (cell) 

brnorman@stthomas.edu 
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