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EXPLORING HR PERSPECTIVES  ON SUCCESSION PLANNING AS 

RETENTION AID FOR ENGINEERING PROFESSIONALS :  THE CASE 

OF S ADRI  IN 2007/08  

 

ABSTRACT  

Success ion  p lann ing  is  a  key  ta len t  management  in i t ia t i ve .  I t  p lays  

an  impor tan t  ro le  in  ensu r ing tha t  c r i t i ca l  sk i l l s  a re  ava i lab le  a t  a l l  

l eve ls  th roughout  the  o rgan isa t ion ,  so  tha t  the  o rgan isa t ion  can  

ach ieve  a  compet i t i ve  advan tage .  Success ion  p lann ing  ensu res  the  

bench  s t reng th  o f  the  o rgan isa t ion  and  in tegra t ion  be tween  the  

emp loyees ’  sk i l l s  and  the  o rgan isa t ion ’s  s t ra tegy ,  thus  mak ing 

p rov is ion  fo r  i t s  pe r fo rmance  in  the  long  run .  Th is  s tudy  repo r t s  on  

HR’s  perspect i ves  on  success ion  p lann ing as  a  re ten t ion  a id  fo r  

eng inee r ing  p ro fess iona ls  in  the  South  A f r i c an  de fence - re la ted  

indus t r ies  in  2007/08 ,  wh ich  were  found  to  be  in  a  dec l in ing  l i f e  

cyc le .  The  s tudy  was  unde r taken  to  exam ine  wha t  p rac t i ca l  methods 

o rgan isa t ions  were  emp loy ing  to  re ta in  eng inee r ing s ta f f  in  l i gh t  o f  

the  cu r ren t  sk i l l s  sho r tage ,  pa r t icu la r l y  in  the  f ie lds  o f  sc ience ,  

eng inee r ing and  techno log y  in  Sou th  A f r i ca .   

 

KEY WORDS:  Success ion  p lann ing,  eng inee r ing  p ro fess iona ls ,  Sou th  

A f r i can  de fence - re la ted  indus t r ies ,  compe t i t i ve  advantage ,  re ten t ion ,  

bench  s t reng th ,  ta len t  p ipe l ine    

 

I INTRODUCTION 

The  cen t ra l  d i lemma con f ron t ing h igh  techno logy  compan ies ,  l i ke  

those  ac t i ve  in  the  South  A f r i can  de fence - re la ted  indus t r ies  (SADRI ) ,  

i s  how to  success fu l l y  manage two  con f l i c t ing t rends :  con t inu i t y  and  

rap id  change .  Cont inu i t y  ensu res ,  i n te r  a l ia ,  t he  ava i lab i l i t y  o f  the  

requ i red  ta len t ,  such  as  eng ineer ing  ta len t ,  to  sus ta in  the  p roduc t i ve  

capac i t y  o f  the  o rgan isa t ion .  Rap id  change ,  on  the  o the r  hand,  
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ensu res  tha t  the  o rgan isa t ion  adap ts  swi f t l y  to  the  eve r -chang ing 

needs  o f  cus tomers .  Bo th  approach es  a im  a t  ach iev ing  the  long - te rm 

goa l  o f  the  o rgan isa t ion ,  wh ich  is  surv i va l  and  g rowth ,  as  measu red  

by  pe r fo rmance,  and  u l t ima te ly  exp ressed  as  p ro f i tab i l i t y .   

 

The  t rad i t i ona l  app roach  to  the  d i lemma o f  con t inu i t y  and  rap id  

change  i s  to  manage  the  d i f f e ren t  pa r t s  o f  the  o rgan isa t ion  e i ther  f o r  

e f f i c iency  o r  innova t ion .  E f f i c iency  inc ludes  a t ten t ion  to  p roduct i v i t y ,  

wh i le  innova t ion  focuses  on  se iz ing  improvement  oppo r tun i t i es .  The  

ava i lab i l i t y  o f  eng inee rs  p rov ides  a  use fu l  measure  o f  innova t ion  

po ten t ia l ,  and  a t  the  same t ime ensu res  con t inu i ty .  I t  s tands  to  

reason  tha t  ta len t  p lays  an  impor tan t  ro le  in  manag ing  bo th  

con t inu i t y  and  rap id  change.  Ta len t  a t  a l l  h ie ra rch ica l  leve ls  and  

occupa t ions  w i th in  the  o rgan isa t ion  fo rms one  o f  the  bu i ld ing  b locks  

o f  an  o rgan isa t ion ’s  compet i t i ve  advan tage  (Boxa l l  1998 ;  Gran t  1996;  

He inen  &  O ’Ne i l l  2004 ;  He l fa t  &  Pe te ra f  2003 ;  Jo ia  2000;  N ienabe r  

2002 ;  Pe te ra f  1993 ;  T russ  &  Gra t ton  1994 ) .  Compet i t i ve  advantage  

a t t rac ts  cus tomers  on  the  bas is  o f  supe r io r  va lue  o f fe red  t o  them,  

wh i le  a t  the  same t ime de fend ing the  o rgan isa t ion ’s  va lue  o f fe r  f rom 

e rod ing  e f fo r t s  on  the  pa r t  o f  compet i t o rs .  Compet i t i ve  advantage  i s  

the  foundat ion  o f  an  e f fec t i ve  s t ra tegy  (Ca rpen te r  &  Sanders  2009;  

Dav id  2009;  I re land ,  Hosk isson  &  H i t t  2009 ;  N ienabe r  2002 ;  Pea rce  

&  Rob inson  2009;  Thompson ,  S t r ick land  &  Gamble  2007 ) .  I t  f o l l ows 

then  tha t  cen t ra l  t o  the  h igh  techno logy  o rgan isa t ion ’s  s t ra tegy 

shou ld  be  the  management  o f  i t s  ta len t  as  ta len t  g ives  e f fec t  to  the  

o rgan isa t ion ’s  s t ra tegy .  Th is  v iew i s  i n  accordance  wi th  the  

resource -based  v iew o f  the  f i rm  (He l fa t  &  Pe te ra f  2003 ;  Pe te ra f  

1993 )  as  we l l  as  the  knowledge -based  v iew o f  t he  f i rm  ind ica t ing  the  

impor tance  o f  s ta f f  and  how they  a re  app l ied  in  c rea t ing  and  

ma in ta in ing a  compet i t i ve  advantage .  
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The d i lemma o f  con t inu i t y  and  rap id  change i s  exace rba ted  w i th  the  

appa ren t  lack  o f  sk i l l s  wor ldwide ,  espec ia l l y  in  the  f ie ld s  o f  sc ience ,  

techno logy  and  eng inee r ing  in  Sou th  A f r ica  (see  fo r  example  

Axe l rod ,  Handf ie ld -Jones  &  W elsh  2001 ;  Bodden ,  G lucksm an & Lasky 

2000 ;  Bus iness  Repor t  2007 ;  Chambers ,  Fou lon ,  Handf ie ld -Jones,  

Hank in  &  M ichae ls  1998;  Eng inee r ing  News  200 6 ;  Ma i l  &  Guard ian  

2007a,  b ) .  The  mob i l i t y  o f  h igh ly  sk i l l ed  employees,  pa r t icu la r l y  

eng inee rs ,  in tens i f ies  the  s i t ua t ion .  In  v iew o f  thes e  aggrava t ing 

c i r cumstances,  h igh  techno logy  compan ies ,  l i ke  those  in  SADRI ,  a re  

compe l led  to  re fo rmu la te  the i r  t a len t  management  s t ra teg ies ,  w i th  

spec i f i c  emphas is  on  success ion  p lann ing.  The  iden t i f i ca t ion  and  

re ten t ion  o f  key  emp loyees  a t  a l l  o rgan isa t i ona l  leve ls  has  become 

c ruc ia l  f o r  g rowth  and  sus ta ined  pe r fo rmance,  espec ia l l y  i n  the  

de fence - re la ted  indus t ry  i n  South  A f r i ca .  Th is  i ndus t ry  i s  a  dec l in ing 

indus t ry  compet ing  fo r  ta len t  w i th  more  a t t rac t i ve  indus t r ies ,  

pa r t i cu la r l y  f inance  and  manufac tu r ing  (S teyn  &  Dan ie ls  2003) .  

Success ion  p lann ing  p rov ides  for  the  re ten t ion  o f  c r i t i ca l  sk i l l s  

requ i red  to  ensure  tha t  sus ta ined  va lue  i s  o f fe red  in  te rms o f  

cus tomers ’  chang ing  needs ;  i t  a lso  add resses  the  d i lemma o f  

con t inu i t y  and  rap id  change .   

 

P rev ious  s tud ies  on  success ion  p lann ing  focused  on  successo r  o r ig in  

(Car l son  1961;  Pa r r ino  1997 ;  Vanc i l  1987) ;  the  impact  o f  s i ze  and  

success ion  f requency  (Grusky 1961 ) ;  re la t ionsh ips  be tween 

success ion  ( f requency)  and  an  o rgan isa t ion ’s  pe r fo rmance (Beat t y  &  

Za jac  1987 ;  Gamson &  Sco tch  1964 ;  Grusky  1961 ;  Ip  &  Jacobs 

2006 ) ;  the  l i ke l ihood  o f  a  success ion  even t  (Naveen  2000 ) ;  the  

d r i ve rs  o f  success ion  (Abe rdeen Group  2006 ) ;  success fu l  success ion  

p lann ing  p rac t ices  (Ka r aev l i  &  Ha l l  2003 ) ;  the  fo rm o f  a  success ion  

even t  (Arnd t  2002;  Deutsch  2001;  G i lp in  2000;  Sch losse r  2003 ) ;  and  

success ion  in  gene ra l  (HRM Sof twa re  2000 ) .  None  o f  t hese  s tud ies  
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spec i f i ca l l y  examined  success ion  p lann ing  as  a  re ten t ion  a id  fo r  

ta len t  to  ensure  compet i t i ve  advantage .  Th is  s tudy  is  thus  a ime d  a t   

f i l l ing  th is  gap  in  the  resea rch  l i te ra tu re .   

 

The  pu rpose  o f  t h i s  a r t i c le  i s  t o  repo r t  on  the  p reva lence  o f  

success ion  p lann ing  wi th in  SADRI  o rgan isa t ions  and  i t s  po ten t ia l  

app l ica t ion  as  a  re ten t ion  a id  fo r  eng inee r ing  p ro fess iona l s ,  f rom an  

HR pe rspec t i ve .  Theo re t ica l l y ,  success ion  p lann ing  a l lows  fo r  the  

re ten t ion  and  deve lopment  o f  ta len t  f o r  t he  fu tu re ,  and  encou rages 

ind iv idua l  advancement .  G iven  the  po ten t ia l  ro le  o f  eng inee rs  in  

a t ta in ing  a  compe t i t i ve  advantage ,  the i r  re ten t ion  i s  c ruc ia l  in  

sus ta in ing  no t  on ly  o rgan isa t iona l  bu t  a lso  na t iona l  compet i t i veness .   

 

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND  

Al l  o rgan isa t ions  have  success ion  sys tems  s ince  a t  some  po in t  they 

w i l l  f ace  the  cha l lenge  o f  rep lac ing cu r ren t  leade rs  (F r iedman  1986 ) .  

Success ion  sys tems  are  a l so  impor tan t  to  ensu re  tha t  the  

o rgan isa t ion  is  p rov ided  wi th  a  su f f i c ien t  number  o f  cho ices  shou ld  a  

p lanned  o r  unp lanned  success ion  even t  occu r :  th is  i s  common ly 

re fe r red  to  as  the  bench  s t reng th  o f  the  o rgan isa t ion .  The  bench  

s t rength ,  a t  a l l  leve ls  o f  the  o rgan isa t ion ,  a f fec ts  the  o rgan isa t ion ’s  

ab i l i t y  to  rema in  compet i t i ve  (Bady 2007;  Be rs in  2008 ;  Cunn ingham 

2007 ;  Joseph,  W i l son ,  Tay lo r ,  Honey &  Savo ie  2006;  Kes le r  2002;  

P r ieu r  2007;  Ro thwe l l  2002 ;  Seymour  2008 ;  S t -Onge  2007 ) .  These  

success ion  sys te ms  range  f rom fo rma l ,  task -d r i ven  app roaches  to  

in fo rma l  re la t ionsh ip -based  approaches  (F iegener  &  W elsch  in  

Cab re ra -Sau rez ,  Saa -Perez  &  Garc ia -A lme ida  2001 ) .  Ro thwe l l  

(2005 :6 )  de f ines  success ion  p lann ing  as  a  de l ibe ra te  and  sys temat ic  

e f fo r t  by  an  o rgan is a t ion  to  ensu re  leade rsh ip  con t inu i t y  in  key 

pos i t i ons ,  re ta in  and  deve lop  in te l l ec tua l  and  knowledge  cap i ta l  f o r  

the  fu tu re ,  and  encou rage  ind iv idua l  advancement .  Th is  de f in i t ion  
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i nc ludes  no t  on ly  l eade rs  in  the  success ion  p lan ,  bu t  a l l  key  ro le  

p layers  in  the  o rgan isa t ion  who  con t r ibu te  to  the  per fo rmance  o f  the  

o rgan isa t ion .   

 

A  po ten t ia l  ou tcome o f  a  success fu l l y  imp lemented  success ion  

p lann ing  p rogramme i s  a  sus ta inab le  ta len t  p ipe l ine  wh ich  i s  capab le  

o f  sus ta in ing  the  fu tu re  pe r fo rmance o f  the  o rgan i sa t ion  (Conger  &  

Fu lmer  2003 ) .  The  b road  ob jec t i ve  o f  success ion  p lann ing  is  thus  to  

ensu re  the  ava i lab i l i t y  o f  incumben ts  when  a  vacancy  a r ises ,  to  

mot i va te  and  encou rage  the  qu ick  adopt ion  o f  the  incumbent ’s  new 

ro le ,  and  to  ensu re  fu r the r  lea rn ing  so  th a t  grea te r  ro les  can  be  

assumed  (C lu t te rbuck  2005 ) .  Success ion  p lann ing shou ld  be  an  

in tegra l  pa r t  o f  ta len t  management  p rac t ices  tha t  in f l uence  the  

rec ru i tmen t ,  se lec t ion ,  mentor ing ,  ca ree r  deve lopment ,  l eade rsh ip  

deve lopment ,  ca ree r  p lann ing,  recogn i t ion  and  reward  in i t ia t i ves  

a imed  a t  ensu r ing  the  sus ta ined  compet i t i ve  advantage  o f  the  

o rgan isa t ion  (Be rs in  2008;  Cunn ingham 2007;  He inen  &  O ’Ne i l l  2004 ;  

Kes le r  2002;  Lamoureux 2009 ) .  Success ion  p lann ing  shou ld  

there fo re  be  in tegra ted  wi th  the  s t ra tegy o f  th e  o rgan isa t ion .   

 

Success ion  p lann ing  i s  more  l i ke l y  to  occur  i n  o rgan isa t ions  tha t :  

a .  cou ld  reduce  the i r  cos ts  assoc ia ted  w i th  the  success ion  even t  by 

p lann ing the  success ion  p rocess  

b .  p lace  a  h igh  va lue  on  human  cap i ta l  

c .  have  a  s t rong  a f f in i t y  f o r  choos ing  su ccesso rs  f rom wi th in  the  

o rgan isa t ion  (Naveen  2000 )  

 

The  re ten t ion  o f  sk i l led  techno logy  worke rs  is  impor tan t  f o r  th ree  

reasons ,  name ly  (1 )  the  con t inued  success  o f  the  o rgan isa t ion ;  (2 )  

sk i l led  ind iv idua ls  have  an  inc reased  number  o f  emp loyment  op t ions  

resu l t ing  in  h ighe r  mob i l i t y ;  and  (3 )  o rgan isa t ions  must  avo id  
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i ncu r r ing  h igh  recru i tment ,  oppor tun i t y  and  t ra in ing  cos ts  (Mos ley &  

Hur ley  1999) .  Mos ley  and  Hur ley  (1999 )  the re fo re  advoca te  a  

p roac t i ve  app roach  to  s ta f f  re ten t ion  c i t ing  tha t  once  ind iv idua ls  

have  a r t icu la ted  the  des i re  to  leave ,  e f fo r t s  to  re ta in  them may 

a l ready  be  too  la te .  The  p roac t ive  app roach  cou ld  be  sea led  in  

success ion  p lann ing .  

 

Eng ineers  be long to  one  o f  th ree  p r imary  taxonomic  o r ien ta t ions ,  

name ly  (1 )  a  techn ica l  o r ien ta t ion ,  (2 )  a  management  o r ien ta t ion  and  

(3 )  a  p ro jec t  o r ien ta t ion  (A l len  &  Katz  1986 ) .  Eng inee rs  fa l l i ng  in  the  

techn ica l  o r ien ta t ion  show l i t t l e  in te res t  i n  management  and  focus  

pu re ly  on  techn ica l  aspec ts  ( a l so  see  Corde ro ,  D iT imaso  &  Fa r r is  

1994 ) .  Eng inee rs  w i th  a  managemen t  o r ien ta t ion  use  the i r  techn ica l  

expe r t ise  as  background  wh i l e  p ro jec t -o r ien ted  eng inee rs  fa l l  in -

be tween the  techn ica l  and  managemen t  o r ien ta t ions .  Eng inee rs  

fa l l ing  w i th in  a  p ro jec t  o r ien ta t ion  wou ld  in  l i eu  o f  p romot ion  ra ther  

be  invo lved  in  in te res t ing and  cha l leng ing  p ro jec ts .  

 

Eng ineers  a re  va lued  fo r  the i r  techn ica l  expe r t ise ,  bu t  a t  t imes  in  

the i r  ca reer  must  choose  be tween  a  techn ica l  o r  managemen t  ca reer .   

The  p rov is ion  o f  a  dua l  ca ree r  ladde r  (DCL)  wou ld  be  one  way o f  

re ta in ing  techn ica l  t a len t ,  l i ke  eng inee rs ,  in  techn ica l  pos i t ions  

ra the r  than  t rans i t ion ing  to  management .  I n  add i t ion ,  the  DCL  sys tem 

jus t i f ies  the  c rea t ion  o f  add i t iona l ,  non -supe rv i sory  pos i t ions  a t  

remunera t ion  leve ls  comparab le  to  equ iva len t  management  pos i t ions  

(Ske l ton  2003 ) .  The  DCL a lso  recogn ises  techn ica l  competence  and  

ma in ta ins  o rgan isa t iona l  capab i l i t y  and  compe t i t i ve  advantage  

(Boxa l l  1998 ) .   

 

Neve r the less ,  I gba r ia ,  Kass ic ieh  and  S i l ve r  (1999 )  a rgue  tha t  the  

DCL  app roach  ( in  o the r  wo rds  independen t  managemen t  and  
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techn ica l  ca ree r  pa ths ) ,  a l though  use fu l  as  a  re ten t ion  s t ra tegy  fo r  

the  o rgan isa t ion ,  may no t  adequate ly  address  the  work  and  ca ree r  

needs  o f  the  ind iv idua l ,  as  i t  may be  app l ied  in  a  mechan is t i c  way 

thereby  negat ing  the  va lue  o f  success ion  p lann ing .  Ske l ton  (2003 ) ,  

howeve r ,  be l ieves  tha t  i f  p rope r l y  app l ied  a  DCL  app roach  ob l iges  

ind iv idua ls  w i th in  these  pos i t ions  to  ma in ta in  the i r  techn ica l  

competency  –  imp ly ing  an  ongo ing  inves tment  in  educa t ion  and  

t ra in ing tha t  i s  deve lopment  as  pe r  the  success i on  p lan .   

 

Acco rd ing  to  A l len  and  Katz  (1986 ) ,  imp lementa t ion  o f  a  DCL  sys tem 

su f fe rs  f rom pe rcep tua l  p rob lems  o f  p res t ige  w i th in  o rgan isa t ions  –  

p romot ion  w i th in  the  manager ia l  pa th  is  seen  as  be ing  more  

p res t ig ious  than  the  “equ iva len t ”  techn ica l  advance ment .  As  such ,  

the  DCL  app roach  is  no t  o f ten  emp loyed  and  thus  deve lopment  and  

re ten t ion  o f  techn ica l  s ta f f  su f fe r .  

 

In  an  e f fo r t  to  ove rcome the  sho r tcomings  o f  the  DCL  app roach ,  Lee  

and  Maure r  (1997 )  cons t ruc ted  the  fo l lowing  f i ve  “s tanda rd ”  human 

resource  func t ions  matched wi th  each  taxonomic  eng inee r ing t ype :  

a .  s ta f f ing  

b .  compensa t ion  

c .  g r ievance  p rocedu res  

d .  t ra in ing and  deve lopmen t  

e .  ca reer  p lann ing  

 

A t  l eas t  t h ree  o f  these  func t ions  a re  inc luded  in  e f fec t i ve  success ion  

p lann ing  –  the  excep t ions  pe rhaps  be ing  g r ievance  p rocedures  and  

compensa t ion .  Lee  and  Maurer  (1997 )  p ropose  tha t  the  app roach  to  

s ta f f ing ,  t ra in ing  and  deve lopment ,  and  ca ree r  p lann ing  be  ta i lo red  

to  su i t  the  taxonomic  eng inee r ing  t ype .  Cus tomis ing  the  p rocess  

based  upon  the  p reva len t  eng inee r in g t ype ,  accord ing  to  Lee  and  
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Maure r  (1997 ) ,  imp l ies  tha t  the  o rgan isa t ion  has ,  o r  i s  w i l l ing  to  do  

the  fo l lowing :  

a .  Agree  on  de f in i t i ons  fo r  each  eng inee r ing  t ype  acco rd ing  to  

o rgan isa t iona l  rea l i t ies  and  no t  based  upon  a rb i t ra ry  and  a r t i f i c ia l  

d is t inc t ions .  Th is  v iew co r responds wi th  tha t  o f  Ske l ton  (2003 ) .  

b .  Ass ign  respons ib i l i t y  f o r  imp lement ing  and  admin is te r ing  t ra in ing 

and  deve lopment  and  career  p lann ing  in i t ia t i ves  to  an  ind iv idua l  

o r  g roup .  Th is  v iew i s  cons is ten t  w i th  tha t  o f  Kes le r  (2002 ) ,  Pr ieu r  

(2007 )  and  S t -Onge  (2007 ) .  

c .  In tegra te  the  success ion  p lan  w i th  o the r  s ta f f ing ,  t ra in ing and  

deve lopment ,  and  ca ree r  deve lopment  i n i t ia t i ves  shou ld  they 

ex is t .  Th is  v iew i s  cons is ten t  w i th  tha t  o f  Groves  (2007 )  and  

He inen  and  O ’Ne i l l  (2004 ) .  

d .  Take  in to  account  th e  ind iv idua l ’ s  asp i ra t ions  and  seek  the  

consen t  o f  the  ind iv idua l  be fo re  ass ign ing  a  pa r t icu la r  

eng inee r ing  t ype .  Th is  suppo r ts  the  v iew o f  Gaf fney  (2005 )  who 

be l ieves  tha t  emp loyee  re ten t ion  ra tes  improve  when  emp loyers  

co l labo ra te  w i th  the i r  emp loyees  to  a l i gn  the i r  ca ree r  d i rec t ion  

w i th  the  goa ls  o f  the  o rgan isa t ion .  

 

Buy- in  o f  eng ineers ,  i r respect i ve  o f  t axonomy,  cou ld  be  a  means o f  

p roac t i ve ly  re ta in ing  th e i r  sca rce  sk i l l s  based  on  the i r  asp i ra t ions .  I t  

i s  espec ia l l y  t he  de fence - re la ted  indus t ry  in  Sou th  A f r ica  tha t  can  

benef i t  f rom th is  w i l l ingness  to  engage  in  e f fec t i ve  success ion  

p lann ing.  Th is  imp l ies  tha t  success ion  p lann ing  o f  these  

o rgan isa t ions  shou ld  be  in tegra ted  wi th  ta len t  management  

i n i t ia t i ves ,  wh ich  shou ld  in  t u rn  be  in tegra ted  wi th  the  s t ra tegy  o f  the  

o rgan isa t ion  to  ensure  i t s  long - te rm su rv i va l  and  g rowth .  
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RESE ARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY  

The  bas ic  ph i losoph ica l  assumpt ions  he ld  by  a  resea rcher ,  a l though 

la rge ly  h idden  in  research ,  in f l uence  the  inqu i ry  (Creswe l l  2009 )  as  

they  exp la in  why th ings  a re  the  way they  a re  fo r  the  researche r  

(Henn ing,  Van  Rensbu rg  &  Smi t  2004 ) .  The  inqu i ry  repo r ted  on  is  

s i tua ted  in  an  in te rp re t i v i s t  resea rch  ph i losophy wi th  i t s  emphas is  on  

expe r ience  and  in te rp re ta t ion .  I n te rp re t i ve  resea rch  is  conce rned  

wi th  mean ing  and  seeks  to  unders tand  peop le ’s  mean ing -mak ing,  

among o thers ,  o f  a  soc ia l  rea l i t y ,  in  th is  ins tance  HR’s  pe rspect i ves  

on  success ion  p lann ing  as  re ten t ion  a id  fo r  eng inee rs  in  SADRI  in  

2007 /08 .  As  such  the  in te rp re t i ve  ph i losophy seeks  to  p roduce  

desc r ip t i ve  ana lyses  tha t  emphas ise  unde rs tand ing  o f  the  

phenomenon  s tud ied  ra the r  than  sea rch ing  fo r  b road ly  app l icab le  

laws.  The  in te rp re t i ve  ph i losophy i s  congruen t  w i th  the  pu rpose  o f  

th i s  resea rch ,  name ly  exp lo r ing  the  pe rspec t i ves  o f  p rac t i t ione rs  o f  

success ion  p lann ing as  a  re ten t ion  a id  o f  SADRI  eng inee rs  w i th  a  

v iew to  unde rs tand ing  th i s  p rac t i ce .  Onto log ica l l y ,  knowledge  ( in  the  

in te rp re t i v i s t  ph i losophy )  i s  sub jec t i ve  as  unde rs tand ing  is  mu tua l ly  

cons t ruc ted  (Henn ing  e t  a l  2004 ) .  Th is  is  a lso  app l icab le  in  t h is  

i ns tance  where  the  in te rv iewer  cons t i tu tes  an  ins ide r  as  pa r t  o f  the  

in te rv iew and  resea rch  p rocess .  Th rough  in te rv iews  wi th  ava i lab le  

sen io r  human  rsou rce  o f f i c ia ls  in  the  pa r t ic ipa t ing  o rgan isa t ions ,  

pa r t i c ipan ts ’  pe rspect i ves  o f  success i on  p lann ing  as  re ten t ion  a id  fo r  

eng inee r ing  p ro fess iona ls  in  SADRI  we re  exp lo red .  The  desc r ip t ions  

o f  the  pa r t ic ipan ts ’  pe rspect i ves  o f  t he  soc ia l  rea l i t y  s tud ied  p rov ided  

da ta  wh ich  fo rmed  the  bas is  o f  themes  and  ca tego r ies  rega rd ing  the  

use fu lness  o f  su ccess ion  p lann ing  as  a  re ten t ion  a id  fo r  eng inee r ing 

p ro fess iona ls  in  SADRI .  These  themes  cou ld  be  used  to  deve lop  

success ion  p lann ing  as  a  re ten t ion  a id  fo r  eng inee r ing  p ro fess iona ls ,  

pa r t i cu la r l y  in  SADRI .  As  such  the  themes can  be  gene ra l ised ,  ra ther  

than  gene ra l i s ing ( laws)  f rom samp le  to  popu la t ion .  Th is  v iew is  
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suppo r ted  by  Co l l i s  &  Hussey (2009 ) ,  Creswe l l  (2009 ) ,  Ha l lebone  & 

P r ies t  (2009 )  and  Henn ing e t  a l  (2004 ) .     

 

The  above  exp lana t ion  o f  the  in te rp re t i v i s t  ph i losophy a l ludes  to  the  

app l ica t ion  o f  a  qua l i ta t i ve  resea rch  app roach  in  co l lec t ing  and  

ana lys ing  da ta  for  th i s  resea rch .  In  th is  ins tance  us ing  a  qua l i ta t i ve  

research  app roach  was  app rop r ia te  to  the  pu rpose  o f  the  inqu i ry  

conduc ted .  Fu r the rmore ,  the  qua l i ta t i ve  app roach  is  in  l ine  w i th  the  

p redominant  resea rch  approach  wi th in  the  in te rp re t i v i s t  ph i losophy 

(Co l l i s  &  Hussey 2009;  Creswe l l  2009 ;  Ha l lebone  & Pr ies t  2009 ;  

Henn ing  e t  a l  2004 ) .  The  p rob lem was  s tud ied  by  way o f  case  s tudy 

wh ich  was  deemed  app rop r ia te  fo r  th is  i nqu i ry ,  as  i t  exp lo red  a  

con tempora ry  phenomenon  in  i t s  rea l - l i f e  con tex t  (Mye rs  2009;  Pe r ry  

2001 ) .  Emp i r i ca l  ev idence  was  ob ta ined  v ia  i n te rv iews  as  in te rv iews 

were  deemed  to  y ie ld  r i che r  da ta  than  a  su rvey  s ince  responses to  

open -ended quest ions  cou ld  be  c ross -examined .   

 

A  quest ionna i re  w i th  28  open -ended  quest ions  based  on  the  theo ry 

p resen ted  in  the  p rev ious  sec t ion  was  used  as  an  in te rv iew gu ide .  

The  quest ionna i re  i s  inc luded  in  the  append ix .  The  f i r s t  f our  

ques t ions  covered  demograph ics ,  wh i le  quest ions  5  to  7  cove red  th e  

impor tance  o f  eng inee rs  in  the  o rgan isa t ion  and  success ion  p lann ing 

as  a  too l  to  re ta in  them.  Quest ion  8  a t tended  to  the  use  o f  DCL,  

wh i le  ques t ion  9  exp lo red  cu r ren t  re ten t ion  s t ra teg ies .  Quest ions  10  

and  11  exp lo red  cu r ren t  success ion  p lann ing  s t ra teg i es ,  wh i le  

quest ions  12  to  28  exam ined  the  imp lementa t ion  o f  success ion  

p lann ing in  the  o rgan isa t ion  in  ques t ion .   

 

In te rv iews  were  a r ranged  te lephon ica l l y  o r  v ia  e lec t ron ic  ma i l  (e -

ma i l )  w i th  the  mos t  sen io r  human  resou rce  manager  w i th in  the  

o rgan isa t ion ,  as  success ion  p lann ing ,  gene ra l l y ,  was  found  to  be  the  
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respons ib i l i t y  o f  the  human resources  manager  (see  fo r  example  

P r ieu r  2007 ) .  In  the  o rgan isa t ions  w i thou t  a  spec i f i c  human  resource  

manager ,  the  in te rv iew was requested  wi th  the  manager  respons ib le  

fo r  ta len t  management .  As  such  the  in te rv iewee was  deemed  the  

pe rson  l i ke l y  to  know the  mos t  about  the  sub jec t  s tud ied ,  tak ing  care  

o f  ex te rna l  va l id i t y  ( see  Pe r ry  2001 :319 ) .  Consent  was  requested  

f rom the  pa r t i c ipan ts  p r io r  to  commencement  o f  the  in te rv iew.   

 

Hou r - long  in te rv iews  were  conducted  a t  the  o rgan isa t ions ’  p remises  

a t  a  t ime  conven ien t  f o r  t he  par t i c ipan t  ove r  a  s i x -mon th  per iod .  The  

success ion  p lann ing  de f in i t ion  as  p roposed  by  Rothwe l l  (2005 :6 )  

served  as  the  re fe rence  de f in i t ion  th roughout  the  in t e rv iews .  In  

o rgan isa t ions  w i thou t  f o rma l i sed  success ion  p lans ,  ev idence  was 

sought  f o r  o the r  sys tems  o r  p rocesses  tha t  we re  b road ly  in  l ine  wi th  

success ion  p lann ing  such  as  rec ru i tment ,  l eade rsh ip  deve lopment ,  

t ra in ing,  sk i l l s  deve lopment  and  re ten t ion .  The  c la r i f i ca t ion  o f  

concep ts  took  ca re  o f  cons t ruc t  va l id i t y  as  bo th  in te rv iewer  and  

in te rv iewee  cou ld  agree  o r  d i sagree  on  the  de f in i t ion  o f  the  cons t ruc t  

s tud ied  (Per ry  2001 ) .  These  in te rv iews  were  reco rded  and  

t ransc r ibed  and  t ransc r ip t ions  were  ana lysed  by  app ly ing  con ten t  

ana lys is  and  descr ip t i ve  s ta t i s t i cs .  

 

The  SADRI  cons is ted  o f  a  popu la t ion  o f  44  o rgan isa t ions ,  

rep resen t ing  a  range  o f  p roducts  and  tu rnove r  ca tegor ies .  SADRI  

o rgan isa t ions  were  invo lved  in  resea rch ,  deve lopment ,  p roduct ion  

and  serv i ce  o f  m i l i ta ry  equ ipment  and  fac i l i t ies  fo r  a  s ta te ’s  a rmed 

fo rces .  Typ ica l  p roducts  inc luded  land -based  weapons  ( l i ke  guns  and  

tanks) ,  ae rospace  sys tems  ( l i ke  a i rc ra f t ,  m iss i les ,  sa te l l i tes  and  

f i gh te r  je ts ) ,  nava l  sys tems  ( l i ke  nuc lea r  submar ines  and  advan ced 

an t i -a i r  de fence  sys tems) ,  te lecommunica t ion  sys tems ,  power  

so lu t ions  and  surve i l lance  radar .  Organ isa t ion  s i ze  va r ied  f rom la rge  
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organ isa t ions  tha t  had  a  tu rnover  in  excess  o f  R250  mi l l ion  per  

annum,  wh i le  the  tu rnove r  o f  sma l l  o rgan isa t ions  was be twe en  

R10  m i l l ion  and  R50  m i l l ion  pe r  annum.  In  the  ma in ,  t hese  

o rgan isa t ions  were  no t  l i s ted  on  the  s tock  exchange  and  hence  were  

no t  compe l led  to  d isc lose  any  in fo rmat ion .  The  l im i ted  amount  o f  

pub l ic  d isc losu re  meant  tha t  the  s tudy  had  to  be  conduc ted  on  an  

o rgan isa t ion -by-o rgan isa t ion  bas is  w i th  the  accu racy  and  re l iab i l i t y  

o f  t he  da ta  be ing  seve re ly  a f fec ted  by  the  amount  o f  in fo rmat ion  

w i l l i ng to  be  d isc losed .   

 

In te rv iews  p rov ided  a  means  to  ob ta in  a  deepe r  unde rs tand ing  o f  the  

con tex t  in  wh ich  a  respo nse  was g iven  and  to  recogn ise  tha t  the  

app roach  to  re ten t ion  and  success ion  p lann ing  in  par t icu la r  wou ld  be  

un ique .  The  purpose  o f  th i s  s tudy  was  to  ga in  a  c leare r  

unde rs tand ing ,  thus  a  sample  o f  ten  o rgan isa t ions  was  pu rpose ly  

se lec ted  f rom d i f fe ren t  tu r nove r  ca tego r ies .  A l though no  idea l  sample  

s i ze  fo r  s tud ies  us ing  a  qua l i ta t i ve  app roach  has  been  es tab l ished ,  

gu ide l ines  a re  ava i lab le  fo r  case  s tud ies .  E isenha rd t  (1989)  

p roposes  be tween fou r  and  10  fo r  cases ,  wh i le  Morse  ( in  Denz in  and  

L inco ln  1994 )  suggest  s i x  cases  and  Creswe l l  (200 2  in  Onwuegbuzie  

&  Leech  2007 )  p roposes  th ree  to  f i ve  cases .  As  such  the  10  

o rgan isa t ions  se lec ted  and  the  seven respond ing  to  the  inv i ta t ion  to  

pa r t i c ipa te  a re  in  keep ing  wi th  these  gu ide l ines  fo r  h igh - leve l  

qua l i ta t i ve ,  case  s tudy ,  research .  Co l lec t i ve ly  the  seven  pa r t i c ipa t ing 

o rgan isa t ions  accounted  fo r  71% o f  the  SADRI  tu rnover  (AMD 

2004 :12 ) ,  rep resen t ing  a  s ign i f i can t  po r t ion  o f  SADRI .  The  un i t  o f  

ana lys is  was  thus  the  o rgan isa t ions  s tud ied ,  wh i le  the  un i t  o f  

obse rva t io n  was  the  pe rson  in te rv iewed  (Ba bb ie  2007 ;  Pe r ry  2001 ) .  

The  ma in  l im i ta t ion  o f  th i s  s tudy cou ld  be  tha t  the  v iews  o f  the  

in te rv iewees  were  no t  rep resen t ing  the  v iews  o f  the  o rgan isa t ion ,  

espec ia l l y  in  the  cases  o f  f i rm  numbers  4  and  7  where  a  pe rson  o ther  
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than  the  one  cha rged  wi th  the  respons ib i l i t y  f o r  success ion  p lann ing 

were  in te rv iewed  as  we l l  as  in  the  case  o f  f i rm  number  1  whe re  on ly  

one  o f  th ree  respons ib le  pa r t ies  we re  in te rv iewed.  Re l iab i l i t y  was 

ensu red  by  us ing a  fo rma l i sed ,  s t ruc tu red  p rocess  wh ich ,  i f  f o l lowed 

by  o ther  resea rche rs ,  shou ld  lead  to  ge t t ing the  same resu l ts .   

 

I t  shou ld  be  no ted  tha t  th is  s tudy  a lso  comp l ied  w i th  e th ica l  

requ i rements  as  in fo rmed  consen t  was  ob ta ined  f rom pa r t ic ipan ts  

and  they  were  assured  tha t  the  in fo rmat ion  submi t ted  wou ld  be  used  

on  a  con f iden t ia l  bas is .  The  o rgan isa t ions  a re  the re fo re  no t  named,  

bu t  ra the r  numbered  f rom one to  seven  in  th i s  paper .  

 
 
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION OF RESULTS  
 

Tab le  1  summar ises  the  p ro f i l e  o f  the  respond ing  f i rms.  
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Table  1 :  Organisa t ional  character is t ics  of  the  surveyed organisa t ions  

 
 

Characteristic/Firm 1  2  3  4  5  6  7  

Number of employees 1700 310 54 800 550 220 500 (est) 
Defence-related 

Engineering professional as 
percentage of total employees 

23.5% 66.7% 72.2% 37.5% 40% 70% 20% 

Shareholder 
(ownership) 

Private – 
German 

Private – 
French 

Private – 
South African 

State – 
South African 

Private – 
Swedish 

Private – 
French 

Publicly owned 

Engineering staff retention a 
priority 

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Dependent on 
BU 

Formalised succession plan Yes Informal, 
semi- 
structured 

No 
 

No No In process Yes 

Owner of succession plan Board, CEO, 
HR 

HR CEO CEO Indefinite HR CEO 

Person interviewed Senior HR 
Manager 

Senior HR 
Manager 

CEO Senior HR 
Manager 

Senior 
Business 
Development 
Manager 

Senior HR 
Manager 

Senior Business 
Development 
Manager 

Previous succession event Yes, 
2

nd
 pending 

Yes Pending Pending No No No 

Age of succession plan 13 years, 
1st generation 

Not applicable Not applicable Not 
applicable 

Not applicable Not applicable Varies between 
BU 

Who organisational level 
succession plan is directed at 

Top 
performers 
throughout 

Scarce skills 
and key 
individuals 
across the 
firm 

Senior technical/ 
management 
positions 

Senior 
management 

Key positions 
throughout 

Executive and 
management 
senior engineers 

Business 
unit executive 

Priority in formulating a 
succession plan 

 
High 

 
Medium 

 
Low 

 
High 

 
Medium 

 
Medium 

 
High 

Formulation time frame 3 months 
2

nd
 generation 

Ad hoc Not applicable 12 months 2–3 years 12 months Reviewed yearly 
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Tab le  1  con ta ins  a  hos t  o f  in fo rmat ion  tha t  needs  c la r i f i ca t ion .  The  

s i ze  o f  these  f i rms  va r ied  in  t e rms  o f  number  o f  pe rsons  emp loyed  

and  pe rcen tage  o f  eng inee rs  fo rm ing  pa r t  o f  to ta l  emp loyment .  

Eng ineer ing  p ro fess iona ls  cou ld  no t  be  co r re la ted  w i th  the  

o rgan isa t ion ’s  ove ra l l  s i ze .  The  f i rm  emp loy ing  the  sma l les t  number  

o f  pe rsons  (54)  employed  the  la rges t  pe rcen tage  o f  eng inee rs  

(72 ,2%).   

 

S ix  o f  t he  seven  respondents  ind ica ted  tha t  the  re ten t ion  o f  

eng inee r ing  s ta f f  was  a  p r io r i t y .  One  respondent  ind ica ted  tha t  

re ten t ion  was  dependent  on  bus iness  un i ts .  Two  o f  t he  respondents  

ind ica ted  tha t  t he i r  f i rms  had  a  fo rma l  success ion  p lan  in  p lace ,  one  

had  an  in fo rma l  success ion  p lan  in  p lace ,  and  one  respondent  

i nd ica ted  tha t  a  f o rma l  success ion  p lan  was  in  p rocess .  Th is  

obse rva t ion  i s  cons is ten t  w i th  tha t  o f  F iegener  and  W elsch  (2001) ,  

i nd ica t ing  tha t  success ion  p lans  can  vary  f rom fo rma l  task -d r i ven  to  

in fo rma l  re la t ion -based.  Th ree  o f  the  respondents  ind ica ted  tha t  the i r  

f i rms  had  no  fo rma l  success ion  p lan  in  p lace .  Th is  observa t ion  is  

cons is ten t  w i th  Ha rvey  (2009 ) ,  Kes le r  (2002 )  and  Rothwe l l  (2002) ,  

i nd ica t ing  tha t  a  number  o f  f i rms  neg lec t  success ion  p lann ing  a t  a l l  

l eve ls  o f  the  o rgan isa t ion ,  a l though  they  may recogn ise  i t  as  a  

bus iness  impera t ive .    

 

The  two  respond ing  f i rms  wi th  success ion  p lans  in  p lace  ind ica ted  

the  age  o f  t he  success ion  p lans  as  13  yea rs  and  va r ied  be tween 

bus iness  un i ts .  The  age  o f  the  success ion  p lan  seem ed to  be  

ou tda ted  to  take  care  o f  cu r ren t  re ten t ion  issues  g iven  the  chang ed 

demograph ic  and  compet i t i ve  landscapes .  

 

The  ma jo r i t y  o f  respond ing  o rgan isa t ions  ind ica ted  tha t  the i r  

success ion  p lans  were  a imed  a t  sen io r  execu t i ves ,  wh i le  a  m ino r i t y  
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i nd ica ted  tha t  t op  pe r fo rmers  th roughou t  the  o rgan isa t ion  and  those  

wi th  sca rce  sk i l l s  a l so  th roughout  t he  o rgan isa t ion  a re  ta rge ted  in  

the  success ion  p lan .  Th is  obse rva t ion  is  cons is ten t  w i th  Bady (2007)  

and  Harvey  (2009 )  who  no te  tha t  t he  success ion  p lann ing  i s  an  

uncommon p rac t ice  and  the  de fau l t  success ion  p lann ing  takes  care  

o f  sen io r  execu t i ve  success ion  and  l i t t le  be low tha t .  The  

consequence  o f  neg lec t ing  lower  eche lons  o f  the  h ie ra rchy  m igh t  

weaken  the  bench  s t rength  and  adve rse ly  a f fec t  the  ta len t  p ipe l ine  

w i th  se r ious  consequences fo r  the  f i rm ’s  pe r fo rmance.   

 

Th ree  o f  the  respondents  ind ica ted  tha t  success ion  p lann ing  is  a  

h igh  p r io r i t y ,  th ree  ind ica ted  i t  as  a  med ium p r io r i t y  and  one  

ind ica ted  success ion  p lann ing  as  a  low p r io r i t y .  The  fo rmu la t ion  t ime 

f rames  o f  the  success ion  p lans  var ied  f rom th ree  months  to  two / th ree  

yea rs .  These  t ime  f rames  co r respond ed  to  the  p r io r i t y  g i ven  to  

success ion  p lann ing  in  the  respect i ve  f i rms.  The  ma jo r i t y  o f  these  

responses  seem ed  a t  odds  wi th  the  responses  tha t  re ten t ion  o f  

eng inee r ing p ro fess iona ls  i s  a  p r io r i t y .    

 

Two  o f  the  respond ing  f i rms  were  p rev ious ly  invo lved  in  a  success ion  

even t ,  wh i le  th ree  ind ica ted  a  pend ing  success ion  even t  and  th ree  

were  no t  a f fec ted  by  a  success ion  even t .  The  two  f i rms  a f fec ted  by  a  

success ion  even t  had  a  fo rma l  and  in fo rma l  success ion  p lan  in  

p lace .   

 

Success ion  p lan  ownersh ip  and  the  respons ib i l i t y  f o r  i t s  

imp lementa t ion  were  found  to  res t  w i th  the  ch ie f  execu t i ve  o f f i ce r  

(CEO)  in  th ree  o f  t he  o rgan isa t ions .  In  two  cases  HR assumed  the  

respons ib i l i t y .  In  one  case  the  success ion  p lann ing  p rocess  and  

dec is ion  res ted  wi th  the  o rgan isa t ion ’s  boa rd ,  CEO and  HR 

co l lec t i ve ly .  Th is  response  seem ed  to  be  in  l ine  w i th  top  
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managemen t ’ s  respons ib i l i t y  f o r  the  o rgan isa t ion ’s  pe r fo rmance.  As  

such  the  top  managers  shou ld  know what  pos i t i ons  and  sk i l l s  

requ i rements  a re  c r i t i ca l  to  s t ra tegy  execu t ion .  And  these  sk i l l s  

shou ld  fo rm  the  focus  o f  re ten t ion  e f fo r ts .  However ,  i f  l ine  

managemen t  is  no t  f ami l ia r  w i th  human  resou rce  p rac t i ces ,  l i ke  

ta len t  management ,  and  techn ica l  deve lopment  oppo r tun i t i es  a re  

g i ven  p re fe rence  ove r  pe rsona l  deve lopment  and  the  asp i ra t iona l  

needs o f  the  ind iv idua l ,  managers  may f i nd  themse lves  look ing fo r  

rep lacements .  Th is  obse rva t ion  tha t  a  CEO,  boa rd  o f  d i rec to rs  and  

HR were  respons ib le  fo r  success ion  p lann ing in  one  o rgan isa t ion  is  

i n  l ine  w i th  the  v ie w o f  P r ieu r  (2007 )  who  no tes  tha t  HR shou ld  no t  

be  the  on ly  depar tmen t  invo lved  in  success ion  p lann ing .    

 

The  d r i ve rs  beh ind  success ion  p lann ing  e f fo r ts  i n  pa r t ic ipa t ing  

o rgan isa t ions  w i th  a  success ion  p lan ,  and  those  con templa t ing  one ,  

a re  i l l us t ra ted  in  F igure  2  be low.   
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Figure  2 :  Dr ivers  o f  success ion planning   

 

 

F igure  2  shows  tha t  the  d r i ve rs  fo r  success ion  p lann ing  were  

gene ra l l y  leade rsh ip  iden t i f i ca t ion  and  deve lopment ,  f o l l owed  by  the  

unexpected  loss  o f  key  leade rs ,  accommodat ing  a  change  in  

o rgan isa t iona l  s t ra tegy,  reduc ing the  cos t  o f  emp loyee  rep lacement ,  

emp loy ing  a  re ten t ion  s t ra tegy and  o the r  reasons .  F igu re  2  

i l lus t ra tes  tha t  leade rsh ip  iden t i f i ca t ion  and  deve lopmen t  was  the  

dom inant  mot i va t ion  beh ind  success ion  p lann ing.  Th is  response  i s  i n  

l i ne  w i th  the  response  o f  t he  ma jo r i t y  o f  respondents  who  d i rec ted  

the i r  success ion  p lann ing  e f fo r t  t owards  execu t i ve  pos i t i ons .  I t  was ,  

howeve r ,  conce rn ing  to  no te  tha t  success ion  p lann ing  d r i ves  the  

re ten t ion  s t ra tegy  in  a  sma l l  number  o f  pa r t ic ipa t ing  f i rms.    
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O rgan isa t iona l  p rocesses  a f fec ted  by  success ion  p lann ing  in i t ia t i ves  

a re  i l l us t ra ted  in  F igure  3 .   

 

F igure  3 :  Organisa t ional  processes a f fec ted by succession  

p lanning 

 

 
F igure  3  shows  the  ex ten t  to  wh i ch  rec ru i tmen t ,  re ten t ion ,  mo t i va t ion  

and  pe r fo rmance  management  p rocesses were  a f fec ted  by 

success ion  p lann ing  in i t ia t i ves .  C lea r l y  pe r fo rmance  management  

was  the  most  a f fec ted  fo l lowed  by mo t i va t ion  and  recru i tment ,  wh i le  

re ten t ion  was  the  leas t  a f fec ted .  The  in fo rmat ion  in  F igu re  3  

sugges ts  tha t  success ion  p lann ing  was  in tegra ted  wi th  ( t yp ica l )  

ta len t  management  in i t ia t i ves ,  po in t ing  to  the  po ten t ia l  success  o f  

the  success ion  p lann ing  p rogrammes .  Aga in  the  obse rva t ion  tha t  

re ten t ion  was the  leas t  a f fec te d  by  success ion  p lann ing  is  o f  

conce rn .  Th is  response  was  cons is ten t  w i th  re ten t ion  s t ra tegy  as  a  

m ino r  d r i ve r  o f  success ion  p lann ing  in  t he  respond ing  f i rms .  I f  

success ion  p layed  a  l im i ted  ro le  in  the  re ten t ion  o f  key  s ta f f ,  the  

quest ion  a rose  as  to  how the  f i rms wished  to  re ta in  them.   
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I t  i s  recogn ised  tha t  success ion  p lann ing ,  a l though  a  po ten t ia l  

e f f ec t i ve  re ten t ion  a id ,  i s  no t  the  on ly  way to  re ta in  ta len t .  A l te rna te  

re ten t ion  p lans ,  in  the  absence  o f  success ion  p lann ing  as  re ten t ion  

a id  fo r  eng ineer i ng  s ta f f ,  we re  thus  exp lo red  and  a re  dep ic ted  in  

F igure  4  be low.  

 

Figure  4 :  Al ternate  re tent ion s tra tegies   

 

F igure  4  i l lus t ra tes  a l te rna te  re ten t ion  s t ra teg ies  used  by the  

compan ies  in  the  absence  o f  f o rma l  success ion  p lann ing.  These  

inc lude d  ( in  dec reas ing  f requency)  compet i t i ve  remunera t ion ,  

pe r fo rmance  bonuses ,  t ra in ing courses ,  pe rsona l  deve lopment  

p rogrammes ,  leade rsh ip  deve lopmen t  p rogrammes,  p ro f i t  sha r ing,  a  

dua l  ca ree r  ladde r ,  overseas ass ignments ,  res t ra in t  o f  t rade  and  
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s ign -up  bonuses.  Compet i t i ve  remunera t ion  packages,  pe r fo rmance 

bonuses  and  p ro f i t  sha r ing  can  eas i l y  be  ma tched  by  compet i to rs  and  

as  such  were  d iscounted  as  t rue  re ten t ion  s t ra teg ies .  The  rema in ing 

s t ra teg ies  cor respond ed  to  some degree  wi th  e lements  o f  success ion  

p lann ing,  f o r  example  t ra in ing cou rses ,  pe rsona l  deve lopment  

p rogrammes  and  leade rsh ip  deve lopment  p rogrammes,  wh ich  c ou ld  

be  seen  as  par t  o f  deve lopment  to  re ta in  ta len t .  Dua l  ca ree r  pa th  

was  po in ted  ou t  as  a  spec i f i c  re ten t ion  mechan ism a imed  a t  

eng inee rs  in te res ted  i n  techn ica l  wo rk  ra the r  than  manager ia l  

pos i t i ons .  Ove rseas  ass ignments  c ou ld  be  seen  as  poss ib le  

cha l leng ing  work .  

 

F ina l l y ,  improved  re ten t ion  resu l t ing  f rom success ion  p lann ing  is  

dep ic ted  in  F igu re  5  be low.  
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F igure  5 :  Improved re ten t ion  resu l t ing  f rom success ion  p lann ing  

 

The  in fo rmat ion  in  F igu re  5  does  lend  a  degree  o f  suppo r t  to  the  

asse r t ion  tha t  success ion  p lann ing  d id  resu l t  in  improved  s ta f f  

re ten t ion ,  even  in  o rgan isa t ions  where  no  fo rma l  p lans  ex is t ed ,  on ly  

a l te rna te  s t ra teg ies .  Howeve r ,  i n  the  absence  o f  quan t i ta t i ve  

in fo rmat ion ,  the  asse r t ion  rema ins  anecdota l .  

 

CONCLUSION  

Th is  pape r  se t  ou t  t o  repo r t  on  success ion  p lann ing  as  a  re ten t ion  

a id  fo r  eng inee r ing  p ro fess iona ls  i n  the  South  A f r i can  de fence -

re la ted  indus t ry  i n  2007/08 .  Success ion  p l ann ing  a ims  a t  ensu r ing 

the  ava i lab i l i t y  o f  key  sk i l l s  t h roughou t  t he  o rgan isa t ion  by  re ta in ing 

and  deve lop ing c r i t i ca l  sk i l l s  tha t  g i ve  an  o rgan isa t ion  a  compe t i t i ve  
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advantage .  Compet i t i ve  advantage  a t t rac ts  cus tomers  by  o f fe r ing 

supe r io r  va lue  and  a t  the  same t ime  sa feguards  the  o rgan isa t ion  

f rom the  e rod ing e f fo r t s  o f  compet i t o rs .  Compe t i t i ve  advantage  in  

tu rn  fo rms  the  founda t ion  o f  e f fect i ve  s t ra tegy ,  the  corners tone  o f  

o rgan isa t iona l  pe r fo rmance.   

 

The  changing  compet i t i ve  landscape ,  espec ia l l y  the  la ck  o f  sc ience ,  

eng inee r ing  and  techno logy  sk i l l s  in  Sou th  A f r ica ,  as  we l l  as  the  

mob i l i t y  o f  eng inee rs ,  requ i res  tha t  espec ia l l y  h igh  techno logy  f i rms,  

such  as  those  in  SADRI ,  re fo rmu la te  the i r  t a len t  managemen t  

s t ra teg ies  w i th  spec i f i c  emphas is  on  success ion  p lann ing.  The  

iden t i f i ca t ion  and  re ten t ion  o f  key sk i l l s  w i th in  these  o rgan isa t ions ,  

i n  l ine  w i th  the i r  s t ra tegy ,  i s  impera t i ve  fo r  the  o rgan isa t ions  in  

quest ion .  Th is  is  espec ia l l y  t rue  s ince  the  de fence  indus t ry  is  

cur ren t l y  vu lne rab le  as  i t  f i nds  i t se l f  in  a  dec l in ing  l i f e  cyc le ,  and  

eng inee rs  may m igra te  to  more  p rom is ing  indus t r ies  such  as  

manufac tu r ing  and  f i nance  g iven  the i r  mob i l i t y .  

 

The  l i t e ra tu re  rev iew revea led  a  gap  in  the  use  o f  success ion  

p lann ing  as  re ten t ion  a id  and  th i s  s tudy  has  subse quen t l y  f i l l ed  th is  

gap  wi th  spec ia l  re fe rence  to  eng inee r ing  p ro fess iona ls  in  S ADRI .  

The  l i te ra tu re  fu r the r  revea led  tha t  o rgan isa t ions  rea l i se  tha t  

success ion  p lann ing  is  impera t i ve ,  g i ven  the  chang ing  compet i t i ve  

landscape ,  though  they  seem to  pay  on ly  l i p  se rv i ce  to  th is  c r i t i ca l  

i n i t ia t i ve .  I f  o rgan isa t ions  imp lement  success ion  p lann ing,  the  e f fo r ts  

a re  ma in ly  d i rec ted  a t  t op  managemen t  and  no t  the  en t i re  p ipe l ine  to  

ensu re  bench  s t reng th .  

 

The  resu l ts  o f  the  s tudy  repo r ted  on  a re  no  d i f f e ren t  f rom tho se  o f  

p rev ious  s tud ies  on  success ion  p lann ing.  The  respond ing 

o rgan isa t ions  ind ica ted  tha t  the  re ten t ion  o f  eng inee r ing 
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pro fess iona ls  was  impor tan t .  Howeve r ,  th is  response  was  a t  odds  

wi th  the i r  responses  about  t he  p r io r i t y  o f  re ta in ing eng ineers  w i th  

on ly  42% responden ts  ind ica t ing  th i s  to  be  a  h igh  p r io r i t y ,  42% a  

med ium p r io r i t y  and  12% a  low p r io r i t y .  Th is  response  seem ed to  

cor respond  wi th  the  f i rms ’  possess ion  o f  success ion  p lans  (42%),  

wh ich  ranged  f rom fo rma l  (66%)  to  in fo rma l  (33%).  The  d r i ve rs  o f  the  

success ion  p lans  were  ma in ly  l eade rsh ip  iden t i f i ca t ion  and  

deve lopment  o f  leade rsh ip ,  con f i rm ing  the  responden ts ’  success ion  

focus  on  top  managemen t  pos i t i ons  in  the  f i rm,  ra the r  than  a l l  key 

pos i t i ons  to  ensu re  sus ta ined  pe r fo rmance  in  the  fu tu re .  Th i s  f ind ing 

i s  o f  conce rn  as  the  depa r tu re  (whether  expec ted  o r  no t )  o f  key  sk i l l s  

may adve rse ly  a f fec t  the  o rgan isa t ion  g i ven  the  vu lne rab le  s ta te  o f  

the  indus t ry .  Th is  conce rn  is  he igh tened  by  the  f ind ings  tha t  

success ion  e f fo r ts  o f  these  f i rms  were  gene ra l ly  no t  a imed  a t  

re ten t ion ,  and  tha t  re ten t ion  is  the  o rgan isa t iona l  p rocess  leas t  

i n f luenced  by  success ion  p lann ing .  Th is  ra ise d  the  ques t ion  as  to  

how the  pa r t i c ipa t ing  f i rms  wou ld  iden t i f y  and  re ta in  c ruc ia l  sk i l l s  to  

secu re  compet i t i ve  advan tage  g iven  the  f rag i le  s ta te  o f  the  indus t ry .   

 

The  a l te rna te  re ten t ion  s t ra teg ies  emp loyed  by  the  respond ing  f i rms 

inc luded t ra in ing courses ,  pe rsona l  deve lopment  p rogrammes  and  

leade rsh ip  deve lopment  courses ,  wh ich  a re  deemed  to  be  

deve lopment  in i t ia t i ves  and  a re  p ar t  o f  success ion  p lann ing.           

 

The  respondents  be l ieved  tha t  improved re ten t ion  resu l ted  f rom 

success ion  p lann ing.  Howeve r ,  t he  absence  o f  ev idence  o f  

w idesp read  fo rma l  success ion  p lann ing  (howeve r  many o f  the  b road  

ob jec t i ves  o f  the  success ion  p lan n ing  in  gene ra l  were  to  be  found  in  

o ther  o rgan isa t iona l  sys tems  and  p rocesses )  be l ies  th is  op in ion .  
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W ith  success ion  p lann ing  a t  the  fo re f ron t  o f  bus iness  agendas,  the  

sho r tage  o f  eng inee r ing  p ro fess iona ls  in  South  A f r i ca ,  the  mob i l i t y  o f  

eng inee rs  w i th  m ore  lucra t i ve  indus t r ies  awa i t ing  the  en t ry  o f  

eng inee rs ,  t he  vu lnerab le  s ta te  o f  SADRI  and  the  chang ing 

compet i t i ve  landscape ,  the  fu tu re  v iab i l i t y  o f  these  f i rms  may be  in  

j eopa rdy  shou ld  they  lose  any  o f  the i r  key sk i l l s  in  the  o rgan isa t ion .  

 

The  s tudy  never the less  showed  tha t  e lements  o f  success ion  p lann ing 

were  p resen t  in  the  o rgan isa t ions  s tud ied .  As  such  the  po ten t ia l  

ex i s t s  to  in tegra te  and  leve rage  the  ava i lab le  e lements ,  wh i le  

i nco rpora t ing  the  lack ing  e lemen ts .  Howeve r ,  success ion  p lann ing  is  

a  comp lex  unde r tak ing  tha t  needs to  be  in tegra ted  wi th  a  number  o f  

o rgan isa t iona l  in i t ia t i ves ,  ma in ly  unde r  the  ausp ices  o f  human 

resource  management ,  and  wi th  the  s t ra tegy  o f  the  o rgan isa t ion .  As  

such  impor tan t  s takeho lde rs ,  l i ke  the  CEO and  HR,  shou ld  jo in  fo rces  

to  op t im ise  the  success ion  p lann ing  e f fo r t  o f  the  o rgan isa t ion .      

 

The  f i nd ings  o f  th is  s tudy  co r respond  to  those  o f  p rev ious  s tud ies :  

spec i f i ca l l y  tha t  whe re  success ion  p lann ing e f fo r t s  were  

imp lemented ,  they  were  ma in ly  d i rec ted  a t  top  managemen t  and  no t  

the  en t i re  p ipe l ine .  In  o rgan isa t ions  where  the  CEO and  HR jo in ed  

fo rces ,  the  success ion  p lann ing  e f fo r ts  seem ed  to  be  the  most  

success fu l ,  g i v ing these  o rgan isa t ions  an  edge ove r  r i va ls  in  c rea t ing 

and  sus ta in ing  a  compet i t i ve  advantage  and  ensu r ing the  f i rms ’  long-

te rm su rv i va l  and  g rowth .    

 

A t  th is  s tage  i t  needs  to  be  po in ted  ou t  tha t  the  s tudy  was  on ly  

exp lo ra to ry  in  na tu re  in  o rder  to  unde rs tand  the  phenomenon o f  

success ion  p lann ing  as  re ten t ion  a id  fo r  eng inee r ing p ro fess iona ls  in  

SADRI .  A s  such  the  f ind ings  cannot  be  genera l i sed  to  the  popu la t ion  
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as  a  who le .  On ly  t rends  can  be  no ted ,  wh ich  cou ld  be  inves t iga ted  

fu r the r .  

 

G iven  the  impor tance  o f  success ion  p lann ing,  f u r the r  resea rch  i s  

requ i red  to  unde rs tand  th is  phenomenon,  par t icu la r l y  i n  South  

A f r i can  o rgan isa t ions .  The  s tudy  cou ld  be  ex tended  to  inc lude  an  

examina t ion  o f  the  in tegra t ion  o f  success ion  p lann ing  wi th  the  

s t ra tegy  o f  the  f i rm wh ich  fo rms  the  bas is  o f  o rgan isa t iona l  

pe r fo rmance.   

 

APPENDIX 

 

Success ion  p lann ing  is  “ [ a ]  de l ibera te  and  sys temat i c  e f fo r t  by  an  

o rgan isa t ion  to  ensu re  leade rsh ip  con t inu i t y  in  key  pos i t i ons ,  re ta in  

and  deve lop  in te l l ec tua l  and  knowledge  cap i ta l  fo r  the  fu tu re ,  and  

encou rage  ind iv idua l  advancement ”  (Ro thwe l l  2005 ) .  

 

How many employees do  you  cu r ren t l y  emp loy?  

 

How many eng inee rs  do  you  emp loy?  

 

How many o rgan isa t iona l  leve ls  ex is t?  

 

How wou ld  you  desc r ibe  the  o rgan isa t iona l  s t ruc tu re?  

 

 S ing le ,  un i f ied   

 Mu l t ip le  SBU,  cen t ra l ised  

 Mu l t ip le  SBU,  decen t ra l ised  

 O the r  

 

I s  re ta in ing eng inee r ing s ta f f  a  p r io r i t y?  
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How easy/d i f f i cu l t  has  the  re ten t ion  o f  eng inee r ing s ta f f  been?  

 

W ho takes  respons ib i l i t y  f o r  ca ree r  deve lopment?  

 

I s  a  d i s t inc t ion  d rawn be tween techn ica l  and  management  ca ree r  

t racks  amongst  eng inee r ing s ta f f?  

 

W h ich  s ta f f  re ten t ion  s t ra teg ies  does  t he  o rgan isa t ion  cu r ren t l y  

emp loy?   

 

I s  success ion  p lann ing one  o f  them?  

 

Does  the  o rgan isa t ion  have  a  success ion  p lan?  

 

I f  in  ex is tence ,  how long has  the  success ion  been in  p lace?   

 

I f  no t ,  i s  the  c rea t ion  o f  one  a  p r io r i t y?  

 

A t  wh ich  o rgan isa t iona l  leve ls  i s  the  success ion  p lan  d i rec ted?   

 

W hy?  

 

Does  the  success ion  p lan  in f l uence  o the r  o rgan isa t iona l  sys tems  and  

p rocesses  such  as :  

 

 rec ru i tmen t?  

 re ten t ion?   

 mot i va t ion?  

 pe r fo rmance managemen t ?  
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W hat  d r i ves  the  success ion  p lann ing  p rocess?  

 

 Leadersh ip  iden t i f i ca t ion  and  deve lopmen t  

 Unexpec ted  loss  o f  key  leade rs  

 Re ten t ion  s t ra tegy  

 Improve  bench  s t reng th  

 Reduce  cos t  o f  emp loyee  rep lacemen t  

 Organ isa t iona l  s t ra tegy  

 

On  what  bas is  a re  cand ida tes  assessed?  

 

 Job  spec i f i c  po ten t ia l  and  pe r fo rmance  

 Pe r fo rmance t rend  and  leade rsh ip  competency  

 A l l  capab i l i t ies  and  t rends  

 

A re  successo rs  l i ke l y  t o  come f rom ins ide  o r  ou ts ide  the  

o rgan isa t ion?  W hy?  

 

W ho i s  invo lved  in  f o rmu la t ing the  success ion  p lan?  

 

W hat  i s  o r  shou ld  HR’s  ro le  be  in  the  p rocess?  

 

W ho takes  ownersh ip  o f  t he  p lan?  

 

 CEO 

 Boa rd  o f  d i rec to rs  

 HR 

 

How fo rma l i sed  i s  the  p lan?  
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Has  the  o rgan isa t ion  unde rgone  a  success ion  even t ,  ie  change  in  

managemen t ,  buyou t ,  merge r ,  leade r /manager  deceased ? 

 

W hat  was you r  expe r ience  o f  the  even t?  

 

Has  the  success ion  p lann ing  p roc ess  had  any  in f luence  on  s ta f f  

re ten t ion?  

 

W hat  a re  the  imped iments  to  the  success ion  p lann ing  p rocess?  

 

Do  you  be l ieve  HR i s  s ign i f i can t ly  i nvo lved  in  s t ra tegy  fo rmu la t ion  

and  imp lementa t ion?  
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