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abstract The end of the traditional management career has been heralded with supporting,
albeit largely anecdotal, data. The ‘old’ career was set within internal labour markets in large
organizations and characterized by long-term stability. The ‘new’ arrangements have
apparently shifted responsibility from employer to employee, with careers being developed
across organizations. Such change is premised on new organizational forms and is often
associated with a growing sense of employee insecurity. We explore the reality of this ‘new’
scenario through interpretation of in-depth semi-structured interviews conducted with middle
and senior human resources managers in large firms in Japan, the UK, and USA. The data
indicate that most of our case study organizations had downsized and delayered, with hybrid
structural forms emerging. Career prospects were diminished, with fewer vertical promotions
and a greater emphasis on lateral ‘development’; middle managers were generally resentful of
such factors and forces. Although not directly reflective of ‘Anglo-American’ business practice,
similar changes to career trajectories were witnessed in Japan as in the UK and USA.

Keywords: delayering, downsizing, human resources, middle managers, varieties of
capitalism

INTRODUCTION

The growing interest in firm and organizational boundaries over the past decade or so is
premised, to a large extent, on the emergence of so-called ‘new organizational forms’. In
particular, this involves purported moves from the traditional bureaucracy to a variety of
innovative structures frequently based on flatter, less hierarchical formulations (Balogun
and Johnson, 2004; Child and McGrath, 2001; Harris and Höpfl, 2006; Heckscher and
Applegate, 1994; Josserand et al., 2006; Pettigrew and Fenton, 2000). While the empiri-
cal, conceptual and theoretical veracity of the so-called ‘post-bureaucratic’ organization
has long been contested (Clegg, 2011; Grey and Garsten, 2001; Heckscher and
Donnellon, 1994; Johnson et al., 2009; Kunda, 1992; McSweeney, 2006), there is,
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nonetheless, evidence of not insignificant modifications to traditional forms in large
corporations in, for example, the USA, UK, and Japan (Hassard et al., 2009; McCann
et al., 2004, 2008; Morris et al., 2006, 2008). These new forms, in turn, are claimed to
have major implications for various aspects of human resource management within
firms, not least in respect of the breakdown of internal labour markets, increased job
insecurity, and the restructuring of employee careers.

Traditional lifelong careers were themselves a product, to a degree, of the growth of
the large ‘M form’ corporation in the USA, UK, Japan and elsewhere (Berggren and
Nomura, 1997; Jacoby, 1985; Matanle, 2003; McKinlay, 2002), and the post-war rise of
‘managerial capitalism’ (Khurana, 2004, p. 52) supported by New Deal legislation
(Osterman et al., 2001, pp. 58–62). Much in the way that the demise of the traditional
bureaucratic form has been heralded, so has the traditional career, replaced by a new
‘boundaryless’ one (Arthur, 2008; Arthur and Rousseau, 1996; Arthur et al., 1999;
Cappelli, 1999; Cohen and Mallon, 1999; Osterman, 1996; Peiperl et al., 2000).
Changes to firms and careers are often understood in relation to the shift from mana-
gerial to investor capitalism (Khurana, 2004, pp. 52–67; Useem, 1999). Investor capi-
talism assumes the primacy of shareholder interests over the interests of traditional
holders of power in the firm, exposing the hitherto protected careers of staff, including
managers, to the risks associated with cost-control measures.

To make sense of such changes, Arthur (2008) has outlined trajectories of contempo-
rary career research, divided into what he views, on the one hand, as issues important for
career scholars, and, on the other, those important for the organization theory commu-
nity. With regard to the former, an important contribution of this paper will be to offer
an international comparison of contemporary managerial careers and, specifically, the
interdependence between managerial careers and large firm restructuring. Of the latter,
organizational interest, the paper addresses two of Arthur’s (2008) main themes, focusing
on individual job (in)security and a potential lack of alignment between the interests of
organizations and individuals (see also O’Reilly and Pfeffer, 2000).

The aim of this paper, therefore, is to assess both the changing nature of managerial
career trajectories in large organizations in the USA, UK, and Japan and, equally as
important, the personal perceptions of managers in relation to experienced career
changes within such organizations. The paper is structured as follows. Initially we review
literature on the nature of ‘new organizational forms’ and the concept of the ‘new
career’, both set within the context of organizational change and the rise of investor
capitalism. The main body of the paper then presents findings from an international
comparative study of managerial careers in modern work organizations. Finally, impli-
cations from these data are drawn together in the Discussion, where we advance three
propositions about the nature of changing managerial careers under investor capitalism,
an era characterized by the instability of large organizations and also of the managerial
careers developed within them.

New Organizational Forms under Investor Capitalism

The new organizational forms paradigm emerged in the USA during the 1990s,
when it was claimed that organizations were seeking to dismantle the traditional
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hierarchical-bureaucratic multi-divisional, New Deal model, characterized by
multiple management layers, relatively stable career structures, and established
internal labour markets (Osterman, 2009). It was argued that organizational pre-
ssures for reform included the need for greater organizational interdependence,
the disembodiment of performance from asset ownership, greater business practice
velocity, and knowledge-based power (Child and McGrath, 2001). Much of the
dynamic behind these changes is associated with the rise of investor capitalism (Useem,
1999), in which the owners of share capital (increasingly concentrated into the hands
of powerful institutional investors such as pension funds, mutual funds, and hedge
funds), encourage or force the top management of firms in which they have invested
to radically cut costs, increase profitability, and raise the returns on the capital
employed.

In place of the traditional organizational form, then, was a new one, flatter, ‘leaner’,
more responsive, realized through downsizing and delayering, and focusing on core
activities and the ‘re-engineering’ of business processes (Drucker, 1992; Hammer and
Champy, 1993; Handy, 1995; Kanter, 1989; Peters, 1992). Some of the structural
and occupational implications of this new model were increased networking,
fewer managerial jobs and layers, the collapse of internal labour markets, increased
workloads, reduced commitment, increased job mobility, and a reduction in loyalty
(Heckscher, 1995).

Within this scenario, the downsizing of blue- and white-collar staff has been extensive
in a variety of industries, especially in the USA and UK (Matanle, 2003). Authors have
discussed widely the emergence of new organizational boundaries arising out of volume
reductions and vertical disintegration, notably through sectoral case studies (Batt, 1996;
Budros, 1999; Ezzamel et al., 2004; Farrell and Morris, 2012; Littler and Innes, 2004;
MacDuffie, 1996; Scott et al., 1996). Although Japanese firms appear to be more reluc-
tant downsizers, Usui and Colignon (1996), Ahmadjian and Robinson (2001), and
McCann et al. (2010) have nevertheless reported widespread headcount reductions
among large firms from the 1990s onwards, with both managers and blue-collar workers
being affected.

Another major dynamic of new organizational forms is delayering. Although evidence
for this practice is less abundant than for downsizing, nevertheless, it is readily found in
a number of studies for the USA, UK, and Japan, as for example in research on
automotives (MacDuffie, 1996), telecommunications (Batt, 1996), and manufacturing
industry generally (Farrell and Morris, 2012; Hassard et al., 2009; McCann et al., 2010;
Osterman, 2009). In such studies, the roles and behaviour of both junior and middle
managers are found to be affected markedly by increased spans of control and heavier
workload demands (see also Heckscher, 1995; Littler et al., 2003; Okubayashi, 1998;
Worrall and Cooper, 2001).

Among the organizational implications of downsizing and delayering are potentially
an end to job security, fewer promotion opportunities, more open labour markets, and
changing career patterns. But how do these organizational dynamics directly affect
managerial work? The US literature points to greater work intensification and reduced
job security (Batt, 1996; Heckscher, 1995; Jacoby, 2005), but there are exceptions to
the view that managerial careers are heading for extinction ( Jacoby, 1999). The UK
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literature also reflects mixed results, with some authors suggesting intensified work
regimes, greater insecurity, and poorer job prospects (Grimshaw et al., 2002), while
others are more sanguine about the future for managerial work (Dopson and Stewart,
1990). In a well-known Europe-wide study of new organizational forms in the 1990s,
Pettigrew and Fenton (2000) found major shifts in operational processes, IT investment
levels, and HRM systems in line with and in support of structural changes. Tengblad
(2006), meanwhile, in a comparative replication of Mintzberg’s (1973) study ‘thirty years
on’, noted both continuity and change in the managerial work of senior executives.
Despite a number of comparative differences in relation to workload and information-
giving, Tengblad argued that claims for the emergence of ‘radically different’ managerial
work were ‘much exaggerated’.

The evidence for ‘new’ organizational forms and thus whether genuinely ‘radical’
transformation has occurred is therefore questionable (Alvesson and Thompson, 2005;
Farrell and Morris, 2003; Hales, 1999a, 1999b, 2002, 2005; Heckscher and Adler, 2006;
Pettigrew and Fenton, 2000; Tengblad, 2006). Using Heckscher and Applegate’s (1994)
definition new forms are emerging, but theirs is a very broad definition (see also
Heckscher, 1994). Part of the problem with the debate lies in what Barley and Kunda
(2001, 2004) have termed ‘conceptual inversion’, or the tendency for theoretical models
in management and organization studies to be formed in direct opposition to traditional
modes of organizing, possibly for reasons of heightened academic profile. A related
problem is that for some writers (see Donaldson, 1996; McSweeney, 2006; Pettigrew and
Fenton, 2000; Pfeffer, 1997) the ‘new forms’ thesis is yet another fleeting or superficial
notion within management and organization studies, one with questionable intellectual
depth and reflective, above all, of the ‘fads and fashions’ tendency (see Collins, 2000). It
can be argued therefore that while there are certainly changes in the organizational
architecture, hierarchy and bureaucracy undoubtedly remain. Thus, to characterize
contemporary organizations as ‘post-bureaucratic’ may be premature (Clegg and
Courpasson, 2004; Du Gay, 2005; Farrell and Morris, 2003; Hales, 1999a, 1999b, 2005;
Harris and Höpfl, 2006; Harris et al., 2011; Josserand et al., 2006; Reed and Ezzamel,
2008; Tengblad, 2006).

Finally, of central importance for the present study is the broader theoretical issue
of whether the impact of globalization is leading to business system (and thus mana-
gerial and organizational) convergence or divergence (Djelic and Quack, 2003;
Guillén, 2001; McCann et al., 2010; Tempel and Walgenbach, 2007). The evidence
presented in this paper suggests that, although there are some obvious continuities in
terms of different national institutional structures (such as loyalty and long-term
employment in Japan), restructuring pressures and organizational change measures
have been intense and profound in each of the three nations studied, with most driven
by a desire to tighten cost control. While it is possibly taking things too far to suggest
that this represents a radical shift towards the ‘end of careers’ in a ‘risk society’ (Beck,
1992), these changes are nonetheless destabilizing and troubling for middle managers
across the world. Whilst managerial careers are not perhaps as insecure as they are
often portrayed to be (see Fevre, 2007; Genda, 2005), we argue that managers’ feelings
of anxiety, insecurity, and low morale are real and understandable given widespread
organizational change, the downgrading of career prospects, and the erosion of
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societal and organizational norms about career security and ‘jobs for life’ under an era
of investor capitalism.

Changes to Careers under Investor Capitalism

Much as the new organizational forms literature is prone to Barley and Kunda’s ‘con-
ceptual inversion’, the same could be said of the managerial careers literature, with the
latter, as noted, purportedly undergoing a radical transformation from the traditional
‘ladder’, located in established internal labour markets in large bureaucratic organiza-
tions ( Jacoby, 1985) to a new ‘boundaryless’ form enacted across global corporations
(Auer and Cazes, 2000; Carnoy, 2000; Castells, 2000; Cortini et al., 2011; Handy, 1995;
Lazarova and Taylor, 2009; Roper et al., 2011). Indeed the ‘new careers’ thesis – with its
emphasis on reduced career prospects – is premised upon the ‘new organization form’,
in that the latter is characterized by flat structures, delayering, downsizing, and divest-
ment of non-core business activities.

Renewed academic interest in managerial careers was witnessed in the 1990s, with the
volume by Arthur and Rousseau (1996) in particular stimulating widespread discussion
of concepts such as the ‘portfolio’, ‘free agent’, ‘protean’, ‘post-corporate’, ‘kaleido-
scopic’, and ‘capitalist’ career (see also Mainero and Sullivan, 2006; Peiperl and Baruch,
1997). In being increasingly ‘boundaryless’ (Dany et al., 2003; Eby et al., 2003), these
new career arrangements were in turn purported to be less secure, predictable, and
organizationally-dependent. Employees would now have ‘self-managed’ careers – ones
which were developed across a range of employing organizations (Miles and Snow, 1996;
Weick, 1996). Company and occupational pension schemes would become increasingly
‘portable’, shifting from the more generous ‘defined benefit’ to the less generous ‘defined
contribution’ plans across many nations, including Japan (see Monk, 2009).

Indeed it has been argued that the ‘traditional’ literature on managerial careers is not
aligned well with research into major contemporary workforce transitions (Hall et al.,
2002; Ibarra, 2003; Ibarra and Deshpande, 2007). Globalization is said to have led to
structural changes which have fundamentally altered the quality and stability of jobs in
industrialized countries (Beck, 1992, 1999; Beck and Beck-Gernsheim, 2001; Burtless,
1990; Giddens, 1990, 1994, 2000; Mythen, 2005). As part of this shift to a ‘risk’ society,
traditionally stable and secure ‘occupations’ have gradually been eroded and replaced
by short term and unstable ‘jobs’ (Gangl, 2004; Kalleberg, 1993; 2003; Kalleberg et al.,
2000; Morris and Western, 1999). It is argued that this applies to all grades of employ-
ees, including the ‘core’ workforce, or those formerly protected in established internal
labour markets in large bureaucratic organizations. While many critics of this view
have argued that this risk society picture is exaggerated – based on popular but unre-
alistic ‘nightmare scenarios’ by prominent social theorists such as Anthony Giddens,
Ulrich Beck, and Richard Sennett (Doogan, 2001; Fevre, 2007; Webb, 2004) – there
are surely grounds for employees to report increases in work- and career-related
anxiety and insecurity.

There has, however, been considerable criticism of the ‘new careers’ concept, much as
there has for the new organizational form. Critics have pointed to a lack of empirical data
to support the key concept (Gunz et al., 2000), that substantive evidence is limited to
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specific industries ( Jones, 1996), and that there is significant variation across industries
(Tempest et al., 2004). Indeed some empirical studies, albeit small in number, point to
the persistence and resilience of traditional careers (Currie et al., 2006; King, 2003;
Zaleska and de Menezes, 2007).

Furthermore, the ‘new careers’ thesis also appears to lack firm support from the macro
secondary data. Despite much management writing pointing to increased job insecurity,
in the 1990s long-term tenure rates and levels of job attachment appeared to remain
relatively stable in both the USA and UK (Cappelli, 1999; Doogan, 2001, 2005; Fevre,
2007; Jacoby, 1999). In the USA, for example, research by Jacoby (1999) into whether
career jobs were ‘heading for extinction’ suggested that some 35 per cent of the labour
force were in post for 10 years plus. His more recent study ( Jacoby, 2005) however
found, on the one hand, wide variation in levels of career disruption among US firms –
from ‘limited’ to ‘extreme’ – and, on the other, remarkably stable career experiences
among Japanese firms. Other evidence suggests that social class remains a key structural
factor in career prospects and job tenure (Blossfeld et al., 2006; DiPrete and Nonne-
maker, 1997; DiPrete et al., 1997, 2001; Fine, 1998; Gallie and Paugam, 2000; Gold-
thorpe, 2002; Kerckhoff, 1995; Royal and Althauser, 2003). Job tenure in Japan, at least
for core white-collar employees, has remained extremely stable over the last twenty years
(Genda, 2005; Matanle, 2003). Meanwhile in Australia, Littler and Innes (2004) found
managers ‘displaced’ by delayering were often redeployed in the same organizations.

This ‘insecurity paradox’ (Bound and Johnson, 1992; Breen, 1997; DiPrete and
McManus, 2000; Fevre, 2007; Turnbull and Wass, 2000) has been explained by a
growth in merger and acquisition activity and public sector marketization during recent
decades (Farber, 1997; Schmidt, 2000). Moreover, any growth in shorter-term careers
may well be a product of increased female participation in the workforce, as women have
a history of discontinuous careers (Dany et al., 2003). Indeed it has been argued that the
‘new career’ may ostensibly be a US-centred phenomenon, although there is evidence of
changing career paths in other developed economies (Dany et al., 2003; Guest and
Mackenzie Davey, 1996; Lincoln and Nakata, 1997; Van Maanen, 2006). Given such
uncertainty, authors such as Barley and Kunda (2004), Mayrhofer et al. (2007), Tams
and Arthur (2007), and Thomas and Inkson (2007), for example, have called for career
changes to be placed within national and global socio-economic contexts.

The management and organizational literature also points to the existence of concep-
tual contradictions in the way that careers are prescribed and projected. Such contra-
dictions often reflect the differing orientations of ‘managerialist’ writers on the one hand
and the advocates of a ‘critical management studies’ on the other (Fournier and Grey,
2000). Advocates of critical management, for example, point to the logical contradictions
inherent in the views of mainstream ‘prescriptive’ writings, where employees are exalted
at once to be motivated and committed to their employing organizations whilst manag-
ing their careers against a backcloth of increased job insecurity and ever greater task
demands (Boudreau and Ramstad, 2007; Granrose and Baccili, 2006; O’Reilly and
Pfeffer, 2000; Pfeffer, 1998, 2007). Indeed, in support of the critical perspective, some
empirical studies have pointed to reduced levels of organizational commitment and
employee motivation in modern corporations (Craig and Hall, 2005; McCann et al.,
2010; Sparrow, 1996; Sturges and Guest, 2001; Sturges et al., 2000). While not every
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professional is having his or her career directly threatened, the cumulative effects of
widespread and repeated discussions of workplace restructuring and job loss – exempli-
fied in the common phrase ‘there are no jobs for life any more’ – have understandably
induced feelings of anxiety for those hoping and planning to enjoy long careers (Genda,
2005; Heery and Salmon, 2000).

Further, while there would appear to be changes in career patterns, at least as
suggested by qualitative studies – including fewer occupational levels, greater job inse-
curity, a widening senior-middle management divide, increased performance-related
pay, and a need for broader skills and less functional specialism (Osterman, 1996, 2009)
– there remains the issue of whether such change is genuinely ‘transformational’ (Porras
and Silvers, 1991). If important remnants of the old organizational form remain, as
elements of the literature suggest, the likelihood is that many employees will still depend
on large bureaucratic organizations for their career development (Currie et al., 2006;
Nicholson, 1995; Peiperl et al., 2000). Thus, given the continuing uncertainty over the
degree of transformation that has taken place in recent decades, it would appear that
further empirical studies are required.

If such questions are largely empirical, there are also broader conceptual concerns that
continue to confront organizational and career researchers. Gunz et al. (2000), for
example, argue that all careers are inevitably ‘bounded’, and in diverse ways (see also
Barley and Kunda, 2004; Barley and Tolbert, 1997; Zabusky and Barley, 1996). Also, as
King et al. (2005) note, ‘traditional’ and ‘new’ or ‘boundaryless’ careers are essentially
ideal types, for neither adequately captures the complex interactions between individual
agency and structural constraints that circumscribe contemporary organizational expe-
rience (see also Barley and Kunda, 2001; Pringle and Mallon, 2003). Similarly, both
King et al. (2005) and Inkson (2006) suggest that the notion of ‘boundary crossing’,
rather than boundaryless, may more accurately characterize the modern work career.
And, as Duberley et al. (2006) note, in everyday reality, it is often non-work factors that
are at the heart of career choice and experience, including the impact of family and
personal expectations (see also Eaton and Bailyn, 2000).

Finally, in reviewing the literature on management careers, we must highlight a
contribution that has particular relevance for our study. This is the work of Adamson
et al. (1998), who note three developments in the philosophy of organizational careers
that serve to summarize much of what we have discussed: first, that the employer–
employee relationship is no longer perceived to be a long term one; second, that career
progress is increasingly lateral, with employees gaining experience across functions and
organizations as much as they gain vertical seniority; and third, that individuals and
organizations are struggling to understand the likely trajectory of contemporary careers.
Central to many of the debates on organizational forms and managerial futures discussed
above, these issues frame our enquiry and we address them focally in the results sections
below.

Prior sections, then, have provided a detailed review of the literature on changes to
organizational forms and careers. The paper will now explore two related issues that
arise from the review for our understanding of careers in large corporations. First, what
kinds of change have large firms undertaken in recent years? And second, in what ways
have these changes affected the job security and career progression of middle managers?
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Instead of claiming to provide absolute or definitive answers to these questions, we use
them instead to guide a generic qualitative exploration in which the complex, ambigu-
ous, and sometimes contradictory interpretations of human actors involved in organiza-
tional transformation are presented and discussed. Although much of the ‘mainstream’
literature on management, organization, and careers takes a schematic, formalized
approach (Fournier and Grey, 2000), following Barley and Kunda’s (2001) call to ‘bring
work back in’ we focus our attention instead on the subjective and inter-personal
elements of managerial careers, here considering management itself as a form of work
(see McCann et al., 2008, p. 365). Before we can begin to explore our data, however, we
must briefly explain the research project and the methodology it adopted.

RESEARCH AND METHODOLOGY

The research on which this article is based derives from an ongoing international
comparative study of ‘Management and New Organizational Forms’. The main aim of
the research has been to assess the nature of changing organizational forms and mana-
gerial careers in mature economies during the first decade of the twenty-first century.
Specifically the research has documented the changing experiences of managers in
mainly large private and public sector organizations in Japan, the UK, and USA in order
to assess the degree of interdependence between managerial careers and organizational
reforms under a hypothesized era of investor capitalism. The study was sponsored
initially by research council funding in the United Kingdom, with this phase of investi-
gation taking place from 2002 to 2005. Subsequently, from 2006 to 2010 the research
was sponsored under recurrent rounds of internal funding from the universities of Cardiff
and Manchester. More recently, from 2010, a further external research award has
allowed the study to be extended to healthcare sectors in the UK.

The present paper is concerned with evidence from the first two phases of research,
2002–10. During these phases 259 informants were consulted. These consultations
ranged from, on the one hand, formal interviews with executives, managers, and super-
visors in 26 sample corporations and public organizations to, on the other, a large series
of informal interviews, discussions, and communications with: managers from our case
organizations who were consulted outside of the workplace; former managers of our case
organizations; other professionals with experience relevant to the study (e.g. trade union
officials, human resource managers from other sectors); and for each country, a number
of academic researchers and analysts working in the field. The research presented here
is based primarily on formal interviews conducted in the 26 focal organizations. The
majority of these organizations received at least two visits during the recurrent periods of
fieldwork undertaken in each country. In all, 142 formal interviews were conducted, with
the distribution being: Japan, n = 37; UK, n = 62; USA, n = 43. In addition, relevant
documentary evidence and economic data were collected for each organization. The
researchers also kept a record of personal observations and case notes on issues relating
to organizational change during the regular field investigations in each country.

The aim of the methodology has been to assemble series of company case studies
based on interviews with managers in each organization (see Eisenhardt, 1989). As
noted, for each organization we have interviewed on the one hand senior and human
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resource managers, and on the other a number of middle managers. In respect of the
former, the objective was to gather data on the introduction of new organizational forms
and any consequent changes in management, HR, and career practices. We chose to
interview senior HR managers in particular because they appeared well placed to
provide overviews of organizational changes and the impact these may have had on
employee careers. For the latter, we were interested in the impact of organizational
changes on the working lives of middle managers, notably on their career expectations
and employment experiences. The majority of our senior, HR, and middle manager
interviews were conducted on the premises of the various organizations. As noted,
however, the process of data collection has also seen former managers of our organizations
interviewed as well as in-service managers being consulted outside of the workplace. It was
felt that by conducting some of our interviews outside of the walls of a host corporation,
this may serve to glean information of a more informal, personal, and critically-oriented
nature.

The process of interviewing has generally been based on two of the authors meeting
with an interviewee (or interviewees) and recording the meeting on a tape or digital
recorder. Such recordings were transcribed subsequently by an external agency. The
interview process has seen two main interview schedules designed and deployed. The
first, for senior and HR managers, is directed at four issues: company and management
information, forms of organizational restructuring, consequences of restructuring for
managerial work, and the future work of middle managers; the third and fourth are those
mainly relevant to understanding managerial careers. The second schedule, primarily for
middle managers, covers six main issues: company and management information, orga-
nizational change, job security, career development, changes to work roles, and demo-
graphic information; issues two to five are those most relevant to understanding
managerial careers. For each schedule, a range of open, closed, and prompt questions
were directed at eliciting information under the various themes (Flick, 2006).

The organizations researched are intended to represent a cross-section of industrial,
commercial, and public sectors in the USA, UK, and Japan. The objective is that such
a design will serve to offset, partially, the criticisms of some of the new organizational
forms literature, repeated above, that it researches very narrow, limited, and possibly
untypical segments of the economy. Thus the organizations researched in our study
reflect private and public sectors, manufacturing and service operations, and modern
(e.g. telecommunications, semiconductors) and mature (e.g. automotive, steel) products
(see Table I: information derived from research interviews). As far as possible, the
organizations were matched across sectors – e.g. financial services, electronics, city
administration, public utilities – although the goal of total sector matching could not be
fully realized due to some target organizations denying access for research.

Finally, the process of analysis has been that of traditional ethnographic interpretation
in industry (Turner, 1972; Van Maanen, 2011; Watson, 1994, 2011). Rather than deploy
a qualitative software package (such as Nvivo or Ethnograph) for the coding and classi-
fication of data, the research team has generated its own grounded criteria relevant to the
project from personal analysis of the recorded data. We argue that this method is more
closely aligned with the interpretivist philosophical assumptions (ontological and episte-
mological) of ethnographic organizational enquiry (Burrell and Morgan, 1979).
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MANAGERIAL CAREERS: ORGANIZATIONAL AND
PERSONAL PERSPECTIVES

As noted, this section will report primarily on the changing nature of managerial
experience in terms of job security and career progression. In so doing evidence is
presented from the perspectives of both the organization and the individual. The orga-
nizational perspective is expressed mainly through the views of senior and HR managers;
the individual or personal perspective through the perceptions of middle managers. In
many respects however these views and perspectives interrelate and overlap.

Our data point initially to changing boundaries of the sample firms and public
organizations in the three countries studied. In Japan, keiretsus were seen to be moving to
looser forms with fewer, larger, preferred suppliers and, in the public sector, increased

Table I. Sample organizations: activities and headcount at start of
research (c.2003–05)

Acronym Industrial/service activity Headcount

(approx.)

Japan
JAuto Automotive 38,000
JAutoComps Automotive components 6,300
JEIComps Semiconductors, electronic products 3,200
JEIectronics Semiconductors, telecommunications,

ICT
43,500

JFinServices Merchant banking (branch office) 300
JLocalGovt Local authority 10,500
JRobotics Industrial robots, engineering 9,000
JSteel Steel, related products 45,000
JUniversity University 23,000

UK
UKAuto Automotive 17,000
UKDrinks Drinks conglomerate 39,000
UKFinServices Financial services, insurance 5,100
UKHospital University hospital 3,500
UKLocalGovt Local government 16,500
UKSteel Steel, related products 25,000
UKUtility Water, gas, electricity 15,700

USA
AAuto Automotive 300,000
AEIectronics Telecommunications, semiconductors 85,000
AHBank Financial services 2,200
AHospital University hospital 6,000
AHR HR outplacement (head office) 1,000
ALBank Financial services 6,500
ALocalGovt Local authority 12,000
ARetail Retailing 20,000
ASteel Steel, related products 10,600
AUtility Electricity, gas (regional operation) 6,000
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outsourcing. In the USA, organizational boundaries had also shifted, with extensive
outsourcing and divestment of ‘non-core’ activities in automotive, electronics, financial
services, utilities, and health. And in the UK, the majority of organizations reported
shifting boundaries, this being most pronounced in larger, older, firms which had often
moved away from vertically integrated operations, commonly through divestment or
outsourcing. This pattern was not confined to the private sector, however, with public
sector organizations (local authorities, for example) also subject to compulsory marketi-
zation of services and consequent contracting out.

While organizational boundaries were evidently shifting, to what extent were new
structures emerging, particularly through delayering and downsizing? Table II summa-
rizes the structural changes reported for each sample organization during the initial
round of interviews. This information reflects responses to questions concerning forms of
change within the organization during the previous decade. As the majority of initial
interviews were completed 2003–05, the ‘decade of change’ accounted for in each

Table II. Reported restructuring in sample organizations (decade preceding start of research: c.1993–2005)

Acronym Reported downsizing Reported delayering

Japan
JAuto c.9000 staff 3 layers removed
JAutoComps c.1000 staff 2 layers removed
JEIComps c.800 staff 2 layers removed
JEIectronics c.12000 staff 1 layer removed
JFinServices ‘None’ 0 layers removed
JLocalGovt c.4000 staff 0 layers removed
JRobotics c.4000 staff 4 layers removed
JSteel ‘About 33%’ 2 layers removed
JUniversity ‘Small amount’ 0 layers removed

UK
UKAuto c.8000 staff 3 layers removed
UKDrinks c.30000 staff 4 layers removed
UKFinServices c.1000 5 layers removed
UKHospital ‘No data’ 3 layers removed
UKLocalGovt c.1800 staff 4 layers removed
UKSteel c.9000 staff 2 layers removed
UKUtility ‘Extensive redundancies’ 0 layers removed

USA
AAuto ‘About 30%’ 1 layer removed
AEIectronics c.70000 staff 7 layers removed
AHBank c.500 staff 1 layer removed
AHospital ‘Yes’ (unspecified) ‘Yes’ (unspecified)
AHR ‘Yes’ (unspecified) 2 layers removed
ALBank ‘Yes’ (unspecified) 4 layers removed
ALocalGovt ‘Limited amount’ 0 layers removed
ARetail ‘None’ 0 layers removed
ASteel ‘None’ 0 layers removed
AUtility c.1600 staff 5 layers removed
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organization reflects approximately the period 1993 to 2005 (although many managers
talked generally about changes from the early 1990s onwards).

Downsizing was evident not only within firms in the US and UK samples but also,
perhaps counter-intuitively, within some of our Japanese organizations. Downsizing in
the USA and UK had typically started much earlier than in Japan, notably in the early
1990s for managerial reductions. In Japan downsizing was widely reported from roughly
the mid-1990s onwards, with headcount cuts of the order of 20–30 per cent (see Ahm-
adjian and Robinson, 2001). In some cases this was due to the relocation of production
operations overseas, frequently to China. A feature of this downsizing data was that
compulsory redundancies were rare in Japan, with companies relying instead on dra-
matic hiring reductions, early retirement, and shukkō transfers of older managers to
affiliates (often on inferior terms and conditions). During the decade accounted for, all
but two of the US sample had downsized. In the case of one of the largest organizations
the headcount reduction approached 50 per cent, with both managerial and blue-collar
jobs being lost. US sample organizations relied most heavily on compulsory redundan-
cies, with some firms adopting a system of ‘forced ranking’, known colloquially as ‘rank
and yank’, where the lowest 10 per cent performing managers were made redundant
every year, a methodology made famous by General Electric under Jack Welch and also
used at Enron. Interviews suggested that this approach was being considered by several
firms in the sample, and notably so in one corporation where the Senior HR executive
reported that he been recruited primarily because of his experience with the General
Electric system. The UK sample was ostensibly similar to the US sample in reflecting
widespread managerial downsizing, although compulsory redundancies were rarer.

If downsizing does not necessarily imply organizational restructuring, delayering
certainly does. In Japan, the majority of sample firms had reduced their number of
managerial layers. This obviously has implications for careers, promotion, and motiva-
tion of middle managers. These factors have particular salience in Japan where career
development and promotion have largely been synonymous with seniority. In Japan,
delayering was prominent in manufacturing firms, with, for example, 2 of 5 layers being
taken out in one and 4 of 7 in another. This was apparently motivated by a perceived
need to speed-up decision making and reduce costs, and resulted in work intensification,
broader task roles, increased spans of control, and far fewer promotion opportunities.

These developments had predictably made a major impact on the nature of mana-
gerial work and roles, particularly for middle managers. In the Japanese manufacturing
organizations, for example, traditional supervision and management duties were fre-
quently combined with a new expert role and project management tasks, the result being
work intensification. For the middle managers interviewed, a 12-hour day was appar-
ently normal and 15–16 hours far from unusual. All of our Japanese HR managers
reported problems with motivating middle- and junior-level managers. In some organi-
zations such concerns were linked to reduced peer group solidarity and more individu-
alistic behaviour associated with changes in pay systems.

In the USA, our HR manager respondents also noted work intensification due to
broader spans of control and extended task domains, with such factors frequently being
linked to downsizing and delayering. Associated motivational problems were reported by
HR managers at five of the organizations researched. Similarly HR managers in the UK
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reported moves to a qualitatively different work environment, with none reporting ‘no
change’. Respondents reported extended task domains, a consequent increase in stress
for middle managers, and associated motivational problems; which tended to reflect a
culture of ‘normalized intensity’ (McCann et al., 2008).

Interviews with US middle managers broadly confirmed the views of our US HR
managers, albeit that the former were far more critical of contemporary organizational
change. They described repeatedly the onset of longer working hours, extended task
domains, and increased responsibilities, although the latter did not always equate
to the experience of greater autonomy. Japanese middle managers reported
work intensification, greater work complexity, and increased job scope, while UK
middle managers tended to describe intensification and a more competitive business
environment.

Job Security

While perceptions of the nature of managerial careers in light of changes to organiza-
tional forms often focus on role scope and prospects for advancement, closely related are
issues of job security, or at least perceived job security, on the part of managers. Notions
of job security and career are, of course, to a degree mutually exclusive in that you may
have job security without career progression prospects and conversely career prospects
without job security. However, at least in the perceptions of many of our sample
managers, they appear to be closely and intimately related, in fact reflecting an increas-
ing ‘insecurity culture’ in work organizations. Respondents were often long-term
employees of the companies studied, and, as will be shown below, were very forthcoming
with their opinions on how their careers had changed over time. They frequently
referred to the weakening of organizational and social norms about job security and the
demise of the long-term career in the modern corporation. The data reported in this
section, therefore, focus on two related issues: first, the impact of organizational restruc-
turing upon job security; and second, the resulting perceptions of managers as to their
future career prospects (see Arthur et al., 2005).

Organizational restructuring is only one aspect of change. Equally important are
consequent changes to human resource management systems. Nowhere is this truer than
in Japan, where traditionally there is a close relationship between elements of organiza-
tional structure (e.g. established internal labour markets), job tenure (e.g. lifetime
employment), and remuneration (e.g. seniority-based pay systems). In brief, the tradi-
tional ‘lifetime’ employment system would seem to remain deeply embedded within
Japanese organizations, albeit that it applies to a progressively smaller percentage of the
workforce and is for a shorter duration. In this respect, Berggren and Nomura’s (1997)
notion of ‘long-term employment’ is now perhaps more apt than lifetime employment.
Moreover, in our Japanese companies, there were increasing numbers of mid-career
hires, an employment phenomenon previously unusual in that economy. This has
significant implications for job security and, more importantly, for the career prospects
of in-situ managers, which we return to later.

The issue of careers cannot be separated of course from the broader socio-economic
environment. Careers are inevitably bounded by, amongst other things, a manager’s

My Brilliant Career? 13

© 2011 The Authors
Journal of Management Studies © 2011 Blackwell Publishing Ltd and

Society for the Advancement of Management Studies



non-work life circumstances. They are also shaped by national level institutions,
either formally or informally. In Japan, for example, many HRM policies and prac-
tices reflect informal, but deeply embedded, socially powerful and path-dependent
career factors, notably in respect of pay and promotion. Moreover, at the formal level
it has traditionally been difficult in Japan to dismiss legally so-called ‘regular’ or
‘typical’ workers. While such legislation has indeed been relaxed in Japan, it still
remains stronger than in the USA or UK. Similarly, the role and influence of trade
unions varies significantly between the nations studied. Thus, at the organizational
level, careers are bounded by organizational structures and HR norms; for as previous
sections have indicated, changes to structures and norms potentially impact on career
patterns.

In each of the three countries studied our HR managers acknowledged that manage-
rial job security had diminished, although it was far more pronounced in the USA and
(albeit to a lesser extent), the UK, than in Japan. This was perhaps unsurprising given the
number of major headcount reduction exercises in US industry in recent decades and the
long-term erasure of New Deal era employment legislation. Evidence of the onset of a job
insecurity culture appeared most pronounced in two of the largest, and oldest, US
organizations we visited, AAuto and AElectronics, although there was similar evidence
of a climate of uncertainty at two of the youngest firms studied, where downsizing had
not yet occurred, ASteel and ARetail. The HR Director at AElectronics, for example,
described the change from a situation which pertained up until the 1980s, whereby a
de-facto ‘jobs for life’ policy had existed for employees with over ten years’ service.
However, from the early 1990s the organization had followed others in the sector by
installing a ‘forced ranking’ policy whereby, as noted, the bottom 10 per cent of man-
agers in terms of assessed performance were dismissed each year.

This reduction in job security in US organizations was also reported by the middle
managers we consulted. At AAuto, for example, in a discussion related to the effects of
‘lean’ manufacturing aimed at removing wasteful or unnecessary levels of management,
one middle manager reported that:

The middle ground has been left in the dock as the lean boat has sailed away.

Similarly, a middle manager at ASteel reflected:

Well I would say that it’s changed because . . . now everybody’s in a flux, everybody’s
not sure of anything, and so I think that helps the concept that really job security is in
you as an individual.

In Japan, the issue of job security was perhaps more subtle and nuanced than in the
USA. This is largely a reflection of the fact that compulsory redundancies, at least of
permanent employees, had not yet taken place. Nevertheless, HR managers at five of our
Japanese organizations expressed the view that levels of job insecurity had increased
‘significantly’. As the HR manager at JElectronics noted, the issue of increased job
insecurity has been circulating in society for some time. Traditional norms are widely
understood to be eroding:
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That’s about job insecurity, or a sense of insecurity, yes that might be true, but it’s not
just about our company, but you know all of the companies in Japan too . . . So in a
sense people are already aware that their jobs are not guaranteed until they reach
retirement age.

A relatively young manager at JFinServices noted that:

Actually lifetime employment is good; because you are ensured that you get
paid . . . but big companies are changing away from lifetime [employment].

Voluntary early retirement was encouraged in the majority of our Japanese organi-
zations, with several part-severing employment contracts when managers reached
middle age. At JAutoComps, for example, middle managers were expected to ‘retire’ at
age 53, at which time they may be transferred elsewhere in the organization, or to an
affiliate, on considerably inferior employment terms and conditions. Moreover, all of our
Japanese organizations had significantly reduced the number of workers hired and
several had changed from a policy of recruiting at age 18 or 22 to hiring ‘mid-career’,
thereby reducing the overall numbers of people with job security. At JAuto for example,
50 per cent of new hires were reported to be mid-career.

In the UK, despite the fact that compulsory redundancies had not been as preva-
lent as in our US organizations, an awareness of increased job insecurity pervaded
the sample. The majority of HR managers we interviewed felt that levels of job
security had diminished ‘significantly’. UKAuto’s HR manager, reflecting on the rela-
tion between manufacturing technology investment and the future of his site, noted
that:

Does this secure the plant? Sort of, but with the older technologies it would have, but
with the new flexible machining centres, they are relative easy to move.

Similarly, the HR manager at UKSteel noted that:

And you look at the graduate retention figures, for example, and you ask: well, why
have people left? And it is something to do with kind of stabilizing, security, company
image, particularly over the last 2 or 3, or 4 or 5 years, because of what we have been
through.

With the exception, perhaps, of UKHospital, these feelings of insecurity were shared
by middle managers across all of the UK organizations we visited. At UKAuto, for
example, a manager responded to a question on job security by answering:

I just assume there isn’t any security anymore and even at this plant we are only as
good as our next engine . . . it’s just literally get on with it, yes, not let it worry
you . . . you can only do what you can do and do it to the best of your ability.

At UKUtility, a manager noted that his job was:
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As secure as running a new business, I have no doubt that I won’t be here in twelve
months if I don’t secure new business . . . I have no choice.

A second manager at UKUtility added:

I don’t believe it’s a job for life any more, and so [you have to] take chances and
responsibility for your own career and your own life. It’s not a job from cradle to grave.

A manager at UKFinServices was perhaps less sanguine when she commented:

So you almost felt like there’s someone eyeing my job, and am I going to be back in
a selection process and having to fight for my job. And that uncertainty was appall-
ing . . . That kind of change, that kind of uncertainty really can be destructive for
people.

In sum, significant restructuring has taken place in almost all of the organizations
studied, creating numerous challenges and concerns for middle managers. Recurrent
changes to structural forms, work roles, and norms about careers have often seemed
linked to an anxiety-inducing, morale-sapping environment for middle managers, one in
which traditional notions of job security were being eroded. In the next section, we look
specifically at the impact of such change on managers’ career progression. In doing so we
note that disruption to traditional career paths is common in our case studies, even in
Japan, a nation with very strong norms about occupational longevity and organizational
hierarchy.

Career Progression

Traditionally managerial career progression in Japan has been closely aligned to the
seniority system. For a number of reasons, however, the seniority-based pay system
appears under more threat than lifetime employment. First, evidently Japanese compa-
nies have long been seeking cost reductions due to economic recession. Second, the
seniority system depends on having a certain percentage of managers in various age
groups; with hiring-freezes there are now fewer younger, less well paid, managers. Third,
there is evidence that to a certain extent the seniority system is being sacrificed to
shore-up the lifetime employment system. And fourth, Japanese organizations are
increasingly attracted to adopting pay systems that are supposedly more responsive to
individual and group performance.

In relation to career progression, our data on changes in the Japanese seniority system
can be summarized as follows. First, promotion prospects which were virtually guaran-
teed under the traditional system are no longer certain. At JSteel, for example, infor-
mants suggested that formerly c.80–90 per cent of managers would reach the top two
payment grades and c.45 per cent be promoted to Buchō-level. Under the new system,
however, the approximate figures were 40 per cent and 10 per cent, respectively. Second,
the time taken to achieve promotion, traditionally long, had been reduced across firms
and public organizations. At JLocalGovt, for example, informants suggested the age of
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first promotion had dropped ‘from late 30s to early 30s’, although seniority stilled play ‘a
major role’ in such processes. And third, there was evidence of organizations becoming
increasing disposed to individual and group-based pay systems. Under the Satei system
(see Endo, 1998), for example, a performance element in pay has long been part of
remuneration in Japanese companies, but this often resulted in corporate-wide bonuses.
Our interviews suggested that elements of individual pay and remuneration differentia-
tion were increasing in all the private sector Japanese organizations studied, albeit within
the same grades. Although changes in HRM practices were less marked in Japan than in
the USA and UK, significant adjustments were apparent, notably at two of the largest
corporations, in electronics and automotives.

Developments such as these suggest less formulaic and pedestrian progression for the
managers in our sample organizations. Downsizing and delayering create situations
where there are far fewer opportunities for managers to progress. Moreover, our data
suggest an increasing managerial bifurcation between a small cadre of ‘high fliers’ –
destined for fast-track elevation to senior positions – and a rump of long-term middle
managers, continually moving sideways to increase their ‘experience’. As a consequence
of delayering, the former have greater opportunity to progress while prospects for the
latter are much less certain. Evidence for this was found in corporations from each of the
three countries studied, but notably so in global multinationals. While this may not be a
deliberate or conscious strategy it would appear to be at least an unintended, or unfore-
seen, consequence of the emergence of ‘new forms’, a problem which organizations are
currently attempting to grapple with.

Our evidence suggests, therefore, that managerial career progression is becoming
more difficult across the majority of sample organizations in Japan, the USA, and UK.
Overall our organizations are placing a greater emphasis on lateral rather than vertical
mobility, although several had made it easier for a small percentage of managers to be
promoted far sooner than traditionally would be the case, and even to jump grades.
However, HR managers across our national samples acknowledged the limitations of
such policies. Even senior managers in Japan often noted the problem of motivating
managers in a scenario of work intensification, long hours, and reduced promotion
opportunities.

We have of course also noted the policy, adopted by many of our sample organiza-
tions, of increasingly aligning pay with individual and small group performance, thus
deploying incentive systems other than step-wise promotion. Although in Japan pay is
still generally aligned with job grades or titles, the HR manager at JAutoComps, for
example, noted how:

When the company was growing, rapidly, [it] provided most of the managers with
promotion, but when the growth stopped [it] had to transform the system. This is
mature [the traditional system is now out of kilter]; we can’t sustain it anymore, so this
is the new [performance-related] system.

In addition, we noted the growing tendency in many of our Japanese corpora-
tions for freeing-up management positions through various schemes related to early
retirement.
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Promotion prospects also appeared reduced in our US organizations, with lateral
career development being emphasized along with individualized pay. As in the Japanese
sample, the longer term motivational limitations of such a strategy were evident to US
HR managers. Moreover, with delayering, promotion was now a major step in career
terms, particularly given the work intensification that would result. As the HR manager
at AUtility noted:

One of the fallouts that I have seen is that many times people take a step-up without
having developed some of the required capabilities . . . I’ve seen many instances in this
company where . . . people might get promoted into a higher senior position without
being through some of the steps. And then they are not really equipped or they don’t
really have those capabilities.

Our UK organizations similarly had increasingly deployed a strategy of lateral career
development as an alternative to regular step-wise progression, but as in the USA and
Japan, motivational issues were identified. Several UK HR managers noted problems
arising from managers being asked to make large vertical career moves as a direct result
of delayering. The HR manager at UKAuto, for example, noted how:

Not all PTMs [Production Team Managers] can get promoted in this lean struc-
ture, that’s the crux of it. And the fortunate ones have got there very quickly. So
this delayering has taken out what I call the development grades. There are now
huge levels of risk taken with people. But the acid test is – it doesn’t allow
development.

While this response appears to suggest disillusionment with a lack of career opportu-
nities in downsized and delayered organizations, some respondents, however, were more
positive when describing the increased competition for higher-grade posts under such
arrangements. A young manager at UKDrinks, for example, commented:

Me personally? It’s quite interesting because the number of promotional opportunities
within this part of the business has probably declined by 50 per cent since I started.
Does that problem faze me? No . . . I wouldn’t be sitting in this position if I hadn’t got
a step up the rung.

However, for the middle managers we interviewed, such positive views were clearly in
the minority. The majority of our informants were extremely negative about their career
prospects, with manager after manager reinforcing this view in Japan, the USA, and UK
(Hassard et al., 2009). In Japan, for example, a manager at JAutoComps commented
that:

You picked a tough question. That’s a big question, because in the past everyone got
promoted, so you had something to look forward to. And these days more and more
people are left behind, sort of in the bottom level, and the bottom level is becoming
big.
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A colleague at JAutoComps added:

Recently society is changing very quickly. In the past you just had to do routine work
and got promoted automatically. But today routine work is not enough.

Meanwhile in the USA, a middle manager at AAuto noted that:

In particular my career has stalled. This is because, in my opinion, there are fewer jobs
to go into . . . It has certainly slowed to the point where I have no reason to believe that
I will be promoted before I retire . . . And if I had one of my sons here I would say
‘start looking somewhere else’.

Many UK managers were also pessimistic about their future career prospects. A
manager at UKDrinks, for example, noted:

They didn’t sit down with me for instance at any stage and say ‘OK, this is what you
need to develop your career’ . . . It is a fact that, because of the quality of people in
middle management, and because of the delayering, those changes mean that career
opportunities for me are going to be very limited. I mean in my own case, I’ve done
the Area Manager’s job for several years. There isn’t an opportunity for me to stay in
that role. I will go back to, well, it won’t be a lesser role, but to a less desirable role for
myself.

Our research also noted ways in which the careers of many of our sample managers
were often circumscribed by non-work life issues and commitments. Several UK man-
agers noted the difficulties of making either lateral or vertical job moves when having
significant family commitments, especially young children, to consider. Some indeed
suggested that due to the nature of such commitments they did not want career progres-
sion. A manager at UKFinServices, for example, reflected:

Until this role was created I was pretty much thinking: ‘Where am I going to go next?’.
‘My boss works even longer hours than I work’. ‘Do I really want his job?’

Similarly, a manager of UKLocalGovt suggested:

Well I don’t actually want to get the next tier up, because obviously it’s even more
stressful than what I’ve currently got. I don’t want to do that.

Finally, a middle manager in one of our public organizations offered an explanation
for such sentiments when describing the kind of stress that radical restructuring can place
not only on career progression but also on enterprise management as a whole:

We are having nightmares as a tier of management has been removed and their
responsibilities devolved downwards a tier. Of course, that tier has devolved their old
stuff downwards too and concentrated on their new stuff. However, the tier that was
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removed has really only been given a new managerial grade upwards, leaving a gaping
hole . . . For my department, it means I currently don’t have a manager at all, so one
of the seniors is going to manage me at arm’s length.

Highlighting the potential stress caused by role intensification and career uncertainty,
this manager offered a personal theory of how restructuring in his part of the organiza-
tion had been extended to irrational extremes:

It’s hysterical. In fact it’s what I call ‘Fuck It Management’, where managers are given
responsibility and they say ‘fuck it, someone else can do that’. Someone else gets it, and
says ‘fuck it’ also, and so on, ad infinitum. I did have a manager, but he was only doing
it as a favour, so said ‘fuck it’, literally, and left last week and went back to his old job.
There are no plans to replace him, as we haven’t advertised vacancies for two years,
and out of 250 staff we have lost 50, the idea being that we can all do more work for
the same pay. I’ve got about 60 hours overtime in since Christmas [as of end March],
but can’t get paid for it. So if I take it as time off I get further and further behind. The
whole thing is crazy.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

Our findings indicate that new forms of organizing were widespread across the sample
organizations investigated in the three countries studied; at least as defined by the
changing nature of internal and external boundaries (e.g. by downsizing and delayering
on the one hand and outsourcing and divestment on the other). While we would question
the extent to which this represents ‘transformational post-bureaucracy’ (Heckscher,
1994) or alternatively is indicative of ‘neo-bureaucratic’ hybrid forms of structure emerg-
ing (Farrell and Morris, 2003), it nevertheless has significant implications for managers
in our organizations in terms of their work roles, job security and, crucially, career
prospects.

Issues of job security were acknowledged both by the ‘organizational representatives’
(i.e. senior and HR managers) we interviewed as well as those in middle management
positions, but far more acutely by the latter. These concerns manifested themselves in
different ways: they were impressed upon us most starkly in the responses of US man-
agers, but were also striking in those of many UK and Japanese managers. This is in part
reflective of the varying restructuring methods deployed by organizations in the three
countries. In US organizations, recurrent rounds of compulsory redundancies had been
experienced, whereas in the UK they were somewhat less common, and in Japan rare.
Nevertheless, in the UK there were several instances of middle managers having to
compete for their existing jobs, while in Japan organizations had ‘downsized’ by exten-
sive recruitment freezes and early retirement schemes. Indeed, in Japan managers were
aware that the normative expectations of lifetime employment could no longer be
sustained and that early retirement was increasingly likely.

Given the changes in organizational context, career prospects for managers were
almost inevitably diminished. Organizations were mitigating the impact of reduced
upward mobility by moving managers laterally; although the extent to which this can be

J. Hassard et al.20

© 2011 The Authors
Journal of Management Studies © 2011 Blackwell Publishing Ltd and
Society for the Advancement of Management Studies



deployed over time is questionable. The potentially problematic implications of such
practices for manager motivation, employee commitment, and organizational loyalty
were recognized by the senior and HR managers we consulted. This is in line with the
observations of Adamson et al. (1998) that firms are acutely aware of the tensions that
delayering has on careers, motivation, retention, etc., and that to compensate for a lack
of promotion prospects, organizations are attempting to deal with this in a variety of
ways. However many of the managers consulted expressed the view that these were at
best ‘stop-gap’ measures; ones that would serve only to motivate and retain managers in
the short to medium term.

The responses of managers to changes in career development trajectories varied, but
can be classified into four broad categories. First, many older managers were resentful of
the lack of future career advancement opportunities, particularly in a context where their
work regimes had intensified. Second, younger managers were often resigned to such
scenarios, being largely accepting of them as part of the employment culture of contem-
porary capitalism; they accepted having to move locations and even employers fre-
quently if their career aspirations were not met. Third, there was a small group of
younger managers who viewed delayering as an opportunity to progress more quickly
than might have previously been the case. And fourth, there was a group, again small,
who were not actively seeking further progression; for they perceived that this would
serve only to increase their personal levels of stress and/or further worsen their work–life
(im)balance.

Should the career paths described in our research, therefore, be described as tradi-
tional, bounded, boundary-crossing, or boundaryless? Certainly, within our organiza-
tions, ‘traditional’ careers have been modified in that on the one hand there are far fewer
vertical or ‘advancement’ opportunities and on the other, far more lateral or ‘develop-
mental’ ones. We also witnessed many managers who possessed long tenure yet who no
longer took for granted or even anticipated a guaranteed career in-company. However,
there was little evidence of managers proactively embarking on ‘boundary-spanning’ or
‘boundaryless’ progression in the way that much of the careers literature suggests.
Indeed, the careers of many of our sample managers were ‘bounded’ by a number of
factors, including location, spouse’s occupation, family obligations, work–life balance,
etc. This was particularly, but not exclusively, true of female managers in the USA and
UK; we only interviewed one female manager in Japan, who was single and worked in
the public sector.

While mindful of the wide array of forms careers may take in different economic
sectors, organizational types, geographic regions, or even ‘varieties of capitalism’, we can
nevertheless identify a set of broad propositions that emerge from our data. This study
has deliberately explored large organizations that had histories of bureaucratic structures
and traditional career systems. As such, our propositions may not hold in other spheres,
such for as small and medium-sized enterprises, or younger, more ‘postmodern’ orga-
nizations. However, we would expect them to have fairly broad relevance for large
organizations in mature economies.

Fundamentally, we argue that during the first decade of the twenty-first century,
changes to contemporary managerial careers have been driven by substantial and sig-
nificant organizational change, which has had three major impacts.
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First, changes to the structure and composition of managerial roles in large organi-
zations have typically led to career stagnation for middle managers. Downsizing and delayering
have resulted in the number of managerial positions and administrative layers being
reduced significantly; as a result there are far fewer posts for middle managers to be
promoted into. Given also that the relative distance between rungs on the managerial
ladder has increased, this has promoted policies of lateral career development. Overall,
these related factors have served to limit career prospects and heighten promotion
competition.

Second, in attempting to become progressively ‘leaner’ and ‘flatter’, large corporations
have also reduced the traditional career entitlements of middle managers, a trend that reflects a
culture of job insecurity. Although this trend can be exaggerated, it is reflected in the
artefacts of contemporary employment policy within large organizations, viz. geographi-
cal relocation, ‘rank and yank’, position reapplication, voluntary redundancy, early
retirement, reduced pension rights, and the general rollback of the ‘psychological con-
tract’. Such changes have led to erosion of the loyalty shown by organizations to
managers and by managers to organizations. Crucially, such changes promote awareness
that a ‘job for life’ is a thing of the past.

And third, the above changes to managerial careers and organizational forms are
increasingly international phenomena. While at the national or societal level these changes are
mediated by various path-dependent institutional norms – as described by varieties of
capitalism scholars – large firms in economies as different as Japan, the UK, and USA
have faced substantial increases in levels of competition, thus creating a powerful impera-
tive for deploying cost-reduction strategies. At the same time, large organizations across
the globe have been influenced by a number of generic consulting philosophies directed
at facilitating radical organizational change.

Further empirical research across other nations and sectors would, of course, be
required in order to test further the validity of these propositions. Indeed it can be argued
that managerial careers are more complex and messy than both the ‘traditional’ or
‘boundaryless’ ideal-types suggest, and this has probably been the case for some while in
the USA and UK. Nevertheless we conclude that a trajectory is discernable, as expressed
in the above propositions. Even those managers with extremely long service within a
single organization perceive contemporary careers as being increasingly unstable.
Expressions of dismay, anxiety, and insecurity on the part of middle managers are
perfectly understandable responses to this trajectory, and should not be dismissed as
somehow irrational or unexplainable, as some critics of the risk society thesis (notably
Fevre, 2007) tend to do. In several respects, therefore, our research supports the view of
Adamson et al. (1998) that, in the USA and UK in particular, the employer–employee
relationship is no longer perceived to be a long term one, notably on the part of
employees. Increasingly organizations and their managers are struggling to understand
and cope with the anxiety generated by contemporary career trajectories and the deep
contradictions and tensions of organizational change.

This raises finally the question of to what extent do changes to contemporary mana-
gerial careers need to be placed in global and national employment contexts (see Barley
and Kunda, 2004; Mayrhofer et al., 2007; Tams and Arthur, 2007; Thomas and Inkson,
2007)? Or put another way, were there notable differences between the USA, UK, and
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Japan? In many ways the similarities between forms of organizational restructuring and
their impacts are striking. Certainly, managerial career advancement prospects are
increasingly circumscribed and limited in the three countries studied. However, differ-
ences did emerge. Managers in the USA, and to a lesser extent in the UK, were aware
of an increasing lack of job security, with, in the USA at least, there being good reason,
given the prevalence for compulsory redundancies associated with downsizing. Although
evidence of an increasing sense of insecurity was witnessed in Japan also, this trend was
not as acute, for even where managers were pressed into early retirement they would
then typically transfer into another job in an affiliate, albeit on inferior terms and
conditions. Nevertheless, this break with the normative expectations of a job-for-life was
significant for our Japanese managers and clearly articulated. It also appeared to gen-
erate some definite feelings of anxiety and dismay among the middle managers inter-
viewed. In the words of Genda (2005, p. 2), a ‘vague sense of anxiety with no clear basis
in fact, is rampant in Japan’.

However, from our findings we would argue, overall, that there is some basis in fact for
such feelings. From our three nation study, a heightened sense of anxiety and uncertainty
is precisely the sort of psychological phenomenon associated with the growth of the
insecurity or risk society thesis, and notably so in the UK and USA. Given the similarity
of changes to structures and careers, increased uncertainty and anxiety are perhaps
inevitable responses to the challenges of working in large organizations under the heavy
demands and risks of the shift from managerial to investor capitalism.
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