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ABSTRACT 


Turnover among high-tech professional employees remains a serious management issue in contemporary “free agent” labor markets such as California’s Silicon Valley:

*Existing career mobility models fail to explain the job choice decisions of such employees, for whom 

· participation in cutting-edge projects holds more appeal than long-term employment;

· signaling effects of remaining with the same employer for an extended period may be negative. 

*This paper builds upon Lee and Mitchell’s unfolding model of voluntary turnover to examine differing career decision paths and different kinds of shocks to the system that can interact with individual and organizational factors to impact employee retention in contemporary and evolving labor markets. 

Characteristics of Regional Hi-tech Labor Markets: A Free Agency Perspective


Both employers and employees in hi-tech industries are characterized by emphases on innovation, learning, flexibility, empowerment, company and industry networking, and rewarding initiative (see generally, Gould, Weiner, & Levin, 1998):

Employers that reflect a free agency orientation are characterized by abilities to

· quickly acquire and integrate people with new or different skills and expertise;

· build short-term commitment to firm goals;

· motivate people to work together in a competitive environment;

· disband and reconfigure teams as needed to maintain high performance flexibility. 

Employees that reflect a free agency orientation are characterized by desires to

· learn new skills and technologies;

· work on significant projects;

· work autonomously and with shared decision making authority;

· interact with other talented individuals;

· receive recognition for contributions to overall firm performance. 

A Conceptual Framework for Analyzing Hi-tech Employee Retention


Job choice in free agent labor markets differs greatly from traditional turnover models that view job change as a sequential process of dissatisfaction, withdrawal cognitions, and evaluation of alternatives: 

*Job switchers in hi-tech free agency markets are not always dissatisfied with their present firm, but may view job possibilities with other firms as valuable opportunities to gain external recognition and longer-term career or networking capital; 

*Information on job openings is continuously available on-line and through professional association linkages, job fairs, talent raiding, and headhunting calls; 

*Evaluation of alternatives takes place on a virtual, real-time basis rather than as a specific reaction to disgruntlement over one’s current job;

*Brief project and product life cycles characteristic of hi-tech industries in which discrete job assignments conclude on a regular basis provide a natural flow of repeated opportunities to consider changing jobs.

Unfolding Decision Paths in the Free Agency Context


Traditional process models offer limited views of voluntary turnover and job choice. 

*Lee and Mitchell’s (1994) “unfolding” model provides a more complete analytic framework; 

*Key elements of the unfolding model include

· the notion of “shocks to the system” (particular events that initiate psychological decision processes which may or may not lead to job changes);

· a series of four specific types of decision paths by which job changes may occur.

Decision Path 1 (Shock—Personal Focus)

Examples:  

*Departure of valued boss or colleague; 

*Knowledge that a friend has left his or her job to join a new start-up; 

*Unsolicited contact from a head-hunter;

*Conclusion of a project or training program at one’s current employer.

Retention or non-retention will depend on existence of a closely matching, predetermined script for contingent action, which in turn may depend on individual factors (see figure). 

Proposition 1: Shocks to the system that evoke a largely personal career focus will interact positively with individual factors including age, career stage, and organization/job tenure in driving employee retention, and with number of prior jobs and free agency career orientation in driving employee non-retention (turnover). 

Decision Path 2 (Shock—Internal Focus)

Examples:

*Employee fails to obtain reassignment to interesting new project or training opportunity;

*Firm fails to support project or new product idea championed by the employee;

*Stock options do not realize value or company fails to go public as anticipated. 

Retention or non-retention will depend on individual and organizational factors, such as 

· past experience reference points which can affect levels of risk aversion; 

· fair and meaningful appraisal or recognition/reward systems; 

· perceived organizational investment in employees (see figure). 

Proposition 2: Shocks to the system that evoke a largely internal focus will interact positively with individual factors including loss experience and corresponding prospect reference points in driving employee non-retention (turnover), and with organizational factors including HR practices, investment in employees, and an overall free agency orientation in driving employee retention. 

Decision Path 3 (Shock—External Focus)

Examples:

*Scenarios similar to Decision Path 2, but with active job search and evaluation of alternatives (e.g., attending job fair, listing self with headhunter or employment agency). 

Non-retention may be unavoidable; communicate with remaining employees about career moves (or absence of them) that might cause shocks and corresponding image violations; reexamine levels of investment in employees (see figure). 

Proposition 3: Shocks to the system that evoke a largely external focus will interact positively with organizational factors such as HR practices (e.g., communication, career planning), investment in employees, and an overall free agency orientation in driving employee retention. 

Decision Path 4 (No Shock—Mixed Focus)

Examples:

Job dissatisfaction develops over time, leading to withdrawal cognitions and eventual non-retention (see research on traditional turnover process models for this path). 

Retention or non-retention will depend largely on organizational factors previously discussed (e.g., HR practices such as recruitment, training, and career development). 

Practical Implications for Training and Development

*Extent to which individuals will be influenced by training and informal learning opportunities may vary greatly with career stage and prospect reference points: 

· For those in later career stages, or whose prospect reference points place them in the domain of gains (i.e., risk-aversion; Kameda & Davis, 1990), it may be neither necessary nor desirable to invest training resources or cutting edge technological opportunities in a misplaced attempt to satisfy employee images and desires; 

· For those in earlier stages, or for those whose other individual factors (e.g., loss experience, free agency orientation) make them high-risk leavers, it may be critical to do so. 

Practical Implications for Management Interventions

*Given Robson, et al.’s (1996) findings that resignation hazard rates may increase greatly at career junctures like the completion of training and certification milestones, the timing of management retention interventions may be critical: 

· Identify decision paths likely traced by key employees;

· Note points at which projects or training cycles will end;

· Stagger completion dates to minimize convenience of job-change opportunities;

· Align recognition/reward systems (e.g., award/revalue stock options) accordingly;

· Experiment with long-term employment contracts such as those used to lock in valued employees in other free agent contexts (e.g., major league sports);

· Consider corresponding reduction in emphasis on employment-at-will that often appears in offer letters and employee handbooks.

Generalizability and Directions for Research
*Kanter (1995) has characterized the software and information technology industries as virtual blueprints for tomorrow’s jobs;

*As we move increasingly toward a service and information-oriented economy, it is likely that more industries and regional labor markets will exhibit free agent phenomena; 

*Given that this is so, researchers should develop and test time-based hypotheses regarding differential hazard functions for different classes of key employees;

*Doing so could help to more effectively identify the type, timing, and targets of management interventions that can be directed toward solving retention problems in present and future organizations. 
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