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Abstract

Purpose — Based on a study of internationally oriented Greek small and medium-sized
enterprises (SMEs), and using the lens of institutional theory, this article extends our
understanding of the extent to which Greece’s institutional context influences talent
management (TM). In so doing, we focused on key TM practices employed by SMEs to
enhance and sustain TM: talent acquisition, development and retention. We also explore how

these practices are shaped by the Greek institutional context.

Design/methodology/approach - Employing a multiple case-study approach, we conducted
18 interviews in six distinctive SMEs operating in north, central and southern Greece. The data

was thematically analysed to identify patterns across all SMEs.

Findings - We found that unlike multinational corporations (MNCs), internationally oriented
Greek SMEs adopt a more inclusive approach to TM practices as well as that the country’s
institutional context presented important yet not deterministic hurdles. We also found that
SMEs adopt an opportunistic approach to talent acquisition by utilising appropriate available
sources to reach out for available talent. We provided evidence that SMEs adopt a hybrid
approach to talent development in addressing talent scarcity. Finally, we reported that talent
retention is significantly appreciated by SMEs, who offer a range of intrinsic and extrinsic

incentives to retain their talented workforce.

Originality - In a context of reforms, we report on TM practice in internationally oriented
Greek SMEs. We also add to the literature on TM in SMEs by providing evidence on the

conceptualisation and management of global talent in this context.
Paper type - Research paper

Keywords: Talent management, institutional theory, international small and medium-sized

enterprises, Greece



Introduction

Given the fiercely challenging global business environment, companies are forced to be
pragmatic and strategic in order to remain competitive (Newell, 2005). One of the ways they
achieve this is by optimising their talented human capital (Carbery, 2015) on a global scale.
This area has seen a worldwide renaissance of interest in the worker-workplace equation; all
kinds of organisations have recognised the need to manage their workforce effectively,
regardless of context-specific economic and workforce conditions (Tarique and Schuler, 2010).
In today’s hyper-change environment, TM is seen by many organisations as being necessary

in order to generate a competitive advantage (e.g. Harsch and Festing, 2020).

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

their optimal capabilities and retain them (Piansoongnern et al., 2011).

Evidence from European SMEs could advance the academic discourse on how TM is
implemented in this context (Skuza et al., 2016), as well as encourage practitioners to revisit
practices related to talent acquisition, development and retention (Kirk et al., 2020). Research
on Greek SMEs in particular is necessary for a number of reasons. First, current evidence on
TM in European SMEs is concentrated in Germany (e.g. Festing et al., 2013), Spain (e.g.
Valverde et al., 2013) and Slovakia (Savov et al., 2020); there has been limited thorough
investigation of Greek SMEs, despite the fact that they represent a large share of European
firms (Statista, 2021). Second, the aftermath of the 2007/2008 economic recession precipitated
significant reforms in employment relations, which distinguished Greece from other
Mediterranean countries in terms of legislation (Psychogios et al., 2014). Third, Greece has
experienced a significant emigration of its educated youth (Theodoropoulos et al., 2014) but is

currently planning to attract young talent back to the country through governmental schemes
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(Stamouli, 2020). Fourth, many industries face the major challenge of talent shortage, where
there is a mismatch between the competences of graduates and the needs of the labour market,
resulting in the talents of many graduates being underutilised (OECD, 2018a). Greek SMEs
account for 99% of all organisations operating in the country (Theriou and Chatzoudes, 2015);
the institutional context thus has important implications for such SMEs. This study aims to
establish the extent to which the Greek institutional context influences the nature and practice
of TM among SMEs with an international outlook that operate in the country. The key research

objective is:

o To examine the extent to which Greece’s institutional context shapes talent acquisition,

development and retention among SME:s in the country.

Overall, our study contributes to the limited European literature on TM in SMEs by
adducing evidence from internationally oriented Greek SMEs, as well as highlighting
important lessons on how European SMEs can remain competitive during periods of quick
reforms. Drawing on studies focusing on the contextual nature of TM (e.g. Gallardo-Gallardo
et al., 2020) and building on institutional theory, we first provide empirical evidence on how
internationally oriented Greek SMEs responded to institutional challenges by investing in TM
and secondly highlight the changing meaning of talent in SMEs. Empirically, we show how
TM practices in SMEs are embedded in the organisational context and how, in practice, hybrid
approaches are used. This suggests that in practice, inclusive and exclusive categorisations may
become blurred. Finally, we expand the body of knowledge on TM in SMEs by specifying

methods of talent acquisition, development and retention.

Theoretical background

Talent management and institutional theory

Existing literature on TM shows that it lacks a robust theoretical and empirical basis (Nijs et
al., 2014). There are some theoretical perspectives that could explain how, and why, TM is

pursued by organisations; these include the institutional theory, the resource-based view and

the human capital theory (Khilji and Schuler, 2017).

In this study, we focus on the institutional perspective, for several reasons. First,
differences in institutional settings among countries affect the nature and embeddedness of

their people management policies and practices (Paauwe and Boselie, 2003). Vaiman and
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Brewster (2015) thus argue that TM strategies need to consider the institutional context in
which decisions are made. Second, research studies have shown that institutional forces are a
key determinant of TM in SMEs (Krishnan and Scullion, 2017); this perspective is therefore
likely to be key for our study. Overall, the use of institutional theory will help to provide a

comprehensive picture of the TM phenomenon (Beamond et al., 2016).

Institutional theory was developed to offer a powerful explanation for individual and
organisational actions (Dacin et al., 2002). Institutions shape actions by demanding
accountability and providing the standards by which people and organisations recognise the
achievements of others (Morgan and Hauptmeier, 2014). This being the case, institutional
theory was designed to account for the powerful ways in which institutions drive change and
shape the contexts in which organisations operate. Specifically, institutional theory suggests
that organisations do not operate in vacuums but rather in socially constructed environments;
that they seek legitimisation and approval from different stakeholders (Jackson and Schuler,
1995), and that their practices conform to a range of sociocultural, technological, legal,
economic and other forces (Boon et al., 2009). Institutional forces may also exert different
influences on larger vs smaller firms; the former often use formal TM practices that help them
to increase their legitimacy and enhance talent attraction, whereas SMEs tend to initiate

informal TM practices and acquire talent from informal sources (Krishnan and Scullion, 2017).

Organisations thus respond to institutional pressures in different ways (Oliver, 1991)
and enjoy some leeway in their approach to TM. The role of factors such as human agency,
leadership, the financial health of the company and the existence of HR managers should not
be overlooked (Boon et al., 2009). In other words, institutional pressures are not deterministic
but are rather affected by key decision makers including CEOs and HR managers, and there is
scope for strategic choice in terms of the implementation of practices (ibid.). In their responses,
organisations may be seen as ‘leaders’, ‘followers’ or ‘laggards’, depending on whether they
adopt innovative, reactive or passive responses to institutional pressures (Mirvis, 1997). Thus,
by utilising the theoretical perspective of institutional theory and the scope for strategic choice
in implementation, this study aims to establish the extent to which the nature and practice of
TM among internationally oriented Greek SMEs are influenced by the country’s institutional
context. In the following section, we discuss Greece’s institutional environment and broad

employee management factors, which may have affected TM in the country’s SMEs.

Greece’s institutional environment



In 2007/2008, Greece was strongly affected by the global financial crisis, which led to
explosive public debt and huge budget deficits, as well as exposing the problem of tax evasion
(Eibel, 2015). To avoid default, three MoUs were agreed in 2010, 2012 and 2015 between the
Greek government and the European ‘Troika’ (comprised of the European Commission,
European Central Bank and the International Monetary Fund). These involved multi-billion
loan agreements in exchange for changes in economic and financial policies, draconian
austerity measures, labour law reforms, and privatisation of state assets (European
Commission, 2017). During this period, most macroeconomic, social and health indicators
dramatically declined (Kretsos and Vogiatzoglou, 2015). GDP dropped by 25% since 2008
(OECD, 2016), and approximately half of private sector workers’ salaries were below the
poverty line for a family of four (OECD, 2018b). Furthermore, the shrinking economy
dramatically affected employment in the country, raising the youth unemployment rate to 50%
by the end of 2015 (OECD, 2018b) and contributing to the ‘brain drain’ emigration of 450,000

mostly young and skilled workers.

The Greek crisis had a strong institutional dimension (Vlados and Chatzinikolaou,
2020) due to the country’s weak institutional system. Analysts highlighted a number of ‘civic
pathogenies’ including political corruption, populism, clientelistic relations with specific
interest groups (Theocharis and Deth, 2015), the asymmetrical institutional framework of the
Eurozone (Pagoulatos, 2020), and Greece’s competitiveness model (Pitelis, 2012). Some argue
that the country still suffers from ‘institutional deficit’ and view Greece as a rather closed
economy whose extractive institutions discourage innovation and entrepreneurship; the
country is also seen as suffering from excessive and low-quality regulation, and a slow judicial

system (Hatzis, 2018).

During this important period for Greece, a number of significant institutional changes
and restructurings were implemented (Vlados and Chatzinikolaou, 2020). The Troika deemed
the Greek labour market to be overly regulated, and in order to rectify the situation, they
instituted a set of major labour market reforms (OECD, 2018b). Widescale wage reductions
were implemented, collective agreements were frozen and collective bargaining was
decentralised (OECD, 2018b). Temporary contracts became more common, dismissals
thresholds were relaxed and private employment agencies were allowed to recruit workers to
temporary positions (ibid.). As a result, the number of atypical contracts increased, with a

growing share of jobs becoming temporary or part-time and paid at the minimum wage, leading



to a ‘pandemic of work precariousness’ (Kretsos and Vogiatzoglou, 2015, p. 220). Some

believed that Greece had become a laboratory for neoliberal policies (Eibel, 2015).

Compared to the institutional environments in other European countries, which
supported SMEs in employee management issues (e.g. Germany; see Festing et al., 2013),
Greece’s institutional changes drove many Greek SMEs to bankruptcy (Sainis et al., 2017). In
response to the challenges of the country’s institutional environment, Greek SMEs used
informal practices (Tsilika et al., 2020) in the employee management area. Although empirical
studies on Greek SMEs have been limited to HRM areas (see Stavrou and Papalexandris,
2016), it has been suggested that the lifeline to sustainability for Greek SMEs was their talented
employees, who generally have a good work ethic, are goal-oriented, team players, extroverts,
adaptable and intelligent (Marinakou and Giousmpasoglou, 2019). This suggests the need to

investigate the role of talents in SMEs in responding to Greece’s institutional environment.

In conclusion, Greece has been exposed to major structural and institutional changes
agreed between the national government and the Troika, geared towards liberalisation,
deregulation and labour market flexibility. In this environment, many companies in Greece,
including SMEs, responded with restrictive measures (Correia et al., 2015). These included
payroll cost adjustments, hiring freezes, redundancies and training budget cuts, reflecting the
adjustments businesses made to HRM practices and internal employment systems in order to
survive (Teague and Roche, 2014). Unsurprisingly, Greek employees working under these
conditions showed lower levels of job satisfaction, commitment and morale (Markovits et al.,
2017). Having gone through waves of political, economic and social turmoil (European

Commission, 2017), the county has since been on track to recovery (OECD, 2018b).

Talent management in SMEs

From an operational perspective, companies either consider all staff as talent who can
contribute to organisational goals (i.e. inclusive TM) or exclusively invest in their top
performers/potential, from whom they can expect faster and higher returns (i.e. exclusive TM)
(Gallardo-Gallardo et al., 2013). In the case of SMEs, exclusive TM does not fit with the
egalitarian culture, which values teamwork and flexibility; more inclusive approaches to TM
are therefore more commonly adopted, reflecting the belief of SMEs in the potential of all
employees to add value (Krishnan and Scullion, 2017). In Germany, for example, Festing et al.

(2013) found that a majority of surveyed SMEs adopted an inclusive TM approach, enacting
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TM practices that targeted the whole workforce; in Spain, Valverde et al. (2013) suggested that
SMEs appear to adopt a hybrid approach.

For SMEs, the implementation of informal, flexible and personalised practices gives a
much-needed competitive advantage (Dundon and Wilkinson, 2009), as well as reducing costs
and securing organisational flexibility (Jack et al., 2006). In addition, SMEs rarely use formal
talent identification, preferring to rely on informal practices to identify talented employees
(Valverde et al., 2013). This serves to protect employee morale and teamwork (Krishnan and
Scullion, 2017), highlighting the fact that a more inclusive approach to TM is a better fit in this
context. Informal TM practices are employed by SMEs for the purposes of talent acquisition,

development and retention (Sparrow et al., 2014); these shall be examined below.

Talent acquisition in SMEs

TM policies increasingly focus on developing both employee value propositions and employer
brands in order to source the best talent available (Martin and Sinclair, 2019). Since there is
increasing competition for the best talent, developing a strong employer image is essential, and
many companies invest heavily in promoting themselves as being one of the best places to

work (Sparrow and Makram, 2015).

Although employee value prepositions and employer brands are important, they are
challenging for SMEs. Although research on talent acquisition in SMEs is limited, studies
suggest that SMEs lack visibility, resources (Storey et al., 2010) and legitimacy, thus limiting
the information available to their potential talent pool (Williamson et al., 2002). In addition,
SME:s tend to recruit in separate talent pools than those of MNCs and large firms (ibid.). They
also adopt fit-to-context talent acquisition methods that are not included in the best practices’
‘package’ utilised by MNCs (Krishnan and Scullion, 2017). There is also heavy reliance on

informal talent attraction, e.g. word of mouth, friends and relatives (Festing et al., 2013).

Talent development in SMEs

Talent development is a key element of the TM process (Cappelli, 2009) and should be dynamic
and linked with the strategic trajectory of the organisation. A key issue in talent development
is whether companies make or buy talent. The latter has become more common but is unlikely

to be successful in the long term (Bidwell, 2011). Developing talent internally is effective in



addressing both employee and organisational needs (Sparrow et al, 2014); it also enhances the
gaining of organisational knowledge (Lepak and Snell, 1999), as well as helping to make

succession planning more effective (Gandz, 2006).

Talent development is also important in ensuring both the current and future supply of
talented employees at the organisational level (Vaiman et al., 2018). It seeks to provide job and
career-related competency for individuals and involves a range of practices, including
leadership development programmes, mentoring and team working (Bjorkman et al, 2017).
Talent development could particularly assist SMEs in training employees to fill various
strategic roles as the business expands (Heneman et al., 2000). To date, there is little empirical
research on how SMEs develop their talents. This study will explore this area in the context of

internationally oriented Greek SMEs.

Talent retention in SMEs

Since talent scarcity and growing competition for talent are growing challenges for employers
worldwide, retaining talent is a critical TM challenge (D’ Amato and Herzfeldt, 2008). This is
actually one of the main reasons why organisations set up and invest resources in TM systems
(Holland and Scullion, 2021). It is, however, far from clear as to just how effective companies

are in retaining talent and developing effective talent pipelines (Martin and Schmidt, 2010).

The fact that talent is becoming increasingly mobile, together with the erosion of loyalty
and traditional psychological contracts, makes talent retention increasingly challenging (Pate
and Scullion, 2018). The costs of replacing talent—which may involve loss of expertise and
client relationships—can be considerable, and those with the most marketable skills are the
most likely to leave first (Holland and Scullion, 2021). An increasing number of organisations,
including SMEs, use several strategies to minimise turnover. These include compensation and
benefits, organisational environment, promotion of work-life balance (Sparrow et al., 2014)
and additional non-monetary rewards (Silzer and Dowell, 2010). There has been little research
on the factors affecting talent retention in SMEs; this study will explore this area in the context

of internationally oriented Greek SMEs.

Methodology, data collection and analysis

Method



This study adopted a qualitative multiple case-study approach, which is suitable as it enables
researchers to both understand and analyse the nature of particular practices implemented in
the real business environment (Holliday, 2002). According to Miles and Huberman (1994), a
qualitative, exploratory approach to research enables researchers to access new and rich (raw)
data, which is necessary for gaining more nuanced insights into the subject of inquiry (Wocke

et al., 2007).

Given that that there is no global consensus about the definition of SMEs (Krishnan
and Scullion, 2017), when identifying the study sample, we chose to follow similar TM studies
completed in the European SME context (e.g. Festing et al., 2013). We adopted the European
Commission’s (2020) definition, according to which SMEs are considered companies whose
balance sheet total is €43 million or less and with a maximum of 250 employees. This definition
further distinguishes between micro (maximum 10 employees), small (11-50 employees) and
medium (51-250 employees) companies; our sample falls within the medium-sized category,
which employs a growing segment of the active European population (Valverde et al., 2013)

and whose TM practices are more sophisticated (Festing et al., 2013; Savov et al., 2020).

We used cluster probability sampling to identify our sampled companies. This method
was appropriate because personal contact with the sample was necessary for the completion of
interviews (Saunders et al., 2009); it also enabled us to geographically cover the whole country.
Greece was divided into the northern, central and southern clusters. In selecting cases for our

sample, the inclusion requirements for SMEs were:

(1) to be global competitors and operating in Greece,

(2) to have remained profitable despite the tough economy. either by generating
innovative products/services (i.e. leaders) or by adopting innovative technologies
(i.e. adopters; Voumvaki et al., 2020),

(3) to implement TM policies and/or practices,

(4) to be staffed by between 50-249 employees (European Commission, 2020).

We identified six companies that satisfied the inclusion criteria and represented various
industries. This increased the reliability and validity of cross-case comparisons (Bryman, 2012;
see Table 1). They were all innovative SMEs—either leaders or adopters—with global
presence and who worked predominantly with clients outside Greece. In response to Greece’s

significant ‘brain drain’, which saw mass emigration of mostly young and skilled individuals

9



(OECD, 2018b), the distinctive sampled companies implemented TM with the aim to attract,
develop and retain talented Greeks with working experience abroad and who could satisfy their

global clients’ expectations.

[Insert Table 1 about here]

Data collection

In line with studies on TM in the context of SMEs (e.g. Chung and D’ Announzio-Green, 2018;
Festing et al., 2013), we interviewed the CEO, the HR manager and a line manager of each
business, as these individuals are the most knowledgeable about HR-related company issues.
In SMEs, top managers have overall control of employee management decisions, which—
along with the informal nature of practices—enhance the resilience of growing SMEs to deploy
talents (Heneman et al., 2000). They are also viewed as strategic figures in planning and
implementing TM practices in SMEs (Cardon and Stevens, 2004), given the business size and
the inability to have specialised HR departments (Krishnan and Scullion, 2017). Top managers
thus make a significant contribution to the enactment of TM practices (Joyce and Slocum,

2012).

Prior to the interviews, several meetings were held with the top management of all the
sample businesses in which it was established that the selected interviewees participate in the
design and/or enactment of TM. In total, 18 semi-structured interviews were conducted,
satisfying the suggested threshold (see Saunders and Townsend, 2016). For the interviews, we
used key terminology to ensure shared understanding of core concepts among all participants.
We also followed a precise interview protocol, which mirrored our study’s objective (Bryman,
2012). The interview protocol began with questions on the companies’ backgrounds and then
focused on talent acquisition, development and retention practices. The interviews lasted
approximately 90 minutes each and were conducted in Greek, before being manually
transcribed and translated to English by two of the co-authors, who are fluent in both languages
and have widely published qualitative studies in high-impact journals. Their multilingual

expertise helped to ensure that none of the meaning was lost in translation (Xian, 2008).

Data analysis
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To synthesise the data, we employed Braun and Clarke’s (2006) thematic analysis procedure
(TAP). This is a qualitative method used for identifying, analysing and reporting themes within
data by going back and forth between datasets. Following the pattern of Pratt et al. (2006), we
operationalised the process by adopting three key steps.

First, we created tentative categories using first-order codes, followed by a process of
data reduction through open coding. This was achieved by analysing textual content and
creating words and phrases that helped to convey the salient, summative, and essence-catching
features of interview excerpts (Braun and Clarke, 2006; Pratt et al., 2006) and directly address
the question of our study (Patton, 1990). Relying on Miles and Huberman’s (1994) qualitative
analytical approach, and using the respondents’ summary forms, we recorded tentative
categories that emerged from the dataset at each point in time. In doing so, we found data
excerpts that related to our key research question. In response to this question, provisional
descriptions from data excerpts (the closed economy, unwillingness to invest and labour laws,
among others) first suggested the country’s institutional context, but also other themes
including online advertisingand referral—which align with known talent acquisition methods
(see Table 2). For talent development, the provisional responses uncovered department level,
employee level, training method and evaluation, among others, all of which are subject to
Greece’s institutional constraints (Vlados and Chatzinikolaou, 2020). Following the naming of
codes and construction of categories, we reviewed the data carefully to make sure that crucial

narratives, accounts and excerpts fit well within each category.

Secondly, we proceeded to creating theoretical categories by consolidating first-order
codes that emerged from the interview data in each category. This captured variables such as
‘macroeconomic decline’, ‘recruitment methods’, ‘idiosyncratic qualities’, ‘selection method’,
‘training need identification’, ‘training frequency’, ‘training target group’ and ‘on-the-job’;
among others. As Pratt et al. (2006, p. 240) advised, this step allowed our first-order coding to

become ‘more theoretical and more abstract’.

We then took the third and final step of the process, consolidating the conceptual
categories. This helped to generate theoretical clarification for the manifestation of the
phenomenon under inquiry (Braun and Clark, 2006; Pratt et al., 2006). The process enabled us
to uncover key themes pertaining to how Greece’s institutional context influences talent

acquisition, development and retention. We continued to cross-compare and validate the
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conceptual categories of the process until we finally agreed on these key themes of our study,

which are informed by the dataset (Braun and Clark, 2006).

[Insert Table 2 about here]

Findings

Talent acquisition in the institutional context of Greek SMEs

According to our findings, internationally oriented Greek SMEs use a mix of informal
recruitment and selection methods to acquire talent, rather than adopting sophisticated methods
of talent acquisition as do MNCs (Krishnan and Scullion, 2017). All the sampled SMEs invest
substantially in advertising vacancies on job websites while simultaneously depending on

university contacts, referrals from current staff and recruitment agencies:

We initially advertise a job opening online in various job websites as well as we derive
CVs from universities. We also make this job opening known to our staff with a notice
on the bulletin board and ask them for referrals. If none of the applicants is qualified,

we might also use external recruitment agencies (HR Manager C).

In addition, the majority of the investigated SMEs primarily use face-to-face interviews
to select potential talent. For positions that require particular expertise, they conduct multiple

interview sessions, including aptitude tests and telephone interviews:

Since people with specific expertise should fill all positions in our company, we follow
three stages. At a first stage, successful candidates attend face-to-face interviews with
one of our senior managers who check their technical knowledge through practical
exercises. I will then face-to-face interview those who successfully passed the first stage
aiming to determine their communication and technical skills. At a third stage, our
American partner will complete a telephone interview with the finalists to check their

capacity and ability to handle challenging technical issues (CEO B).

There could be three explanations as to why SMEs adopt a less strategic approach to
talent acquisition, all of which relate to institutional context. The first of these relates to the
Greek institutional environment, which is characterised by reforms (Vlados and

Chatzinikolaou, 2020), renewal of temporary contracts, relaxed dismissals (OECD, 2018b) and
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increases in the number of temporary or part-time members of the workforce who earn a
minimum wage (Kretsos and Vogiatzoglou, 2015). These factors may all serve to deter talented
individuals who are considering employment in Greek SMEs. Greek SMEs need to develop a
talented workforce who can develop innovative products/services and meet the needs of their
global clients (Voumvaki et al., 2020); they must therefore utilise a range of sources to attract
scarce talent, often including flexible and personalised approaches (Dundon and Wilkinson,
2009). This explains the creative talent acquisition practices commonly used by SMEs to attract

talent from diverse talent pools (Krishnan and Scullion, 2017).

Second, SMEs may lack expertise in acquiring talent (Festing et al., 2013) and adopting
a strategic approach in this area. Third, important TM decisions are usually taken by SMEs’
top management (Jack et al., 2006). In Greek’s institutional context, which drove many SMEs
to bankruptcy (Sainis et al., 2017), some internationally oriented SMEs may have prioritised
the restructuring of the business over more systematic—yet costly—approaches to talent

acquisition.

When looking for idiosyncratic qualities in potential talent, the majority of the sampled
SME:s looked for individuals who possess a combination of skills (e.g. communication skills,
customer-service skills), personality traits (e.g. confident, kind, smiley) and a particular

character (e.g. passionate about their job):

We are looking for people who are honest, kind and have passion for their job (CEO
A).

Apart from the basic and relevant to the job knowledge, a successful applicant should
be able to communicate well and demonstrate confidence in doing their job

appropriately. This is key for our business (CEO C).

We are searching for warm people. To put it simply, we are looking for smiley people

(Line Manager E).

Due to the nature of our job, we are looking for people who possess excellent customer

service skills (CEO F).

This is evidence that in Greek SMEs, it is an individual’s unique attributes, and not the

critical position they hold, that mainly define talent. This is in line with the general
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conceptualisation of talent in the SME context (see Krishnan and Scullion, 2017). One possible
interpretation of this rather subjective approach to talent might be that in an institutional
environment of reforms such as that of Greece (Vlados and Chatzinikolaou, 2020), what is
considered a critical position today might well vary from what will be considered a key position
tomorrow. It is also possible to explain that since Greek SMEs work in a volatile environment
where changes are common, it is imperative to have a workforce that is good natured, skilled

and adaptable.

Talent development in the institutional context of Greek SMEs

When discussing the issue of talent development, the majority of respondents reported that
although developmental opportunities are offered to all staff, they are driven by employee
and/or departmental training needs. This is consistent with a hybrid approach to TM (Valverde
et al., 2013) and suggests that talent development addresses deficits stemming from changes in
the institutional environment. The majority of our respondents argued that although all
employees receive continuous general training, it is likely that this training will be on an ad-

hoc tailored basis:

1t is a given that we offer opportunities for development to all employees regardless of
their position, such as general training during the induction period. The nature of the

training obviously depends on a department’s or employee’s needs (HR Manager F).

An additional point made by all respondents was that training mainly takes place

through ad-hoc seminars, followed by coaching and on-the-job training:

All employees are supported to attend external seminars, for example delivered by
universities. As the manager of the front-office department, I also have the
responsibility to coach my team and arrange for senior staff to show to new employees

how to accomplish particular tasks related to their job (Line Manager F).

Despite the difficulties of Greece’s economic climate, the sampled SMEs offered
learning and training to their employees not only to meet business needs, but also out of a sense

of duty:

In Greece, we believe we must do more to enhance development in talent and

innovation. I mean, despite the economic down-turn and other sociocultural norms and
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constraints, we, as international corporations, must do what is needed. We have to lead

change, and that is why we must invest in talent development (CEO A).

Formal planning and implementation of developmental initiatives are unlikely to be
present in SMEs, possibly because their structure and operations largely depend on institutional
parameters that interplay. For example, in order to deal with the country’s austerity measures
and new tax requirements (Tsilika et al., 2020), many Greek SMEs proceeded to strategically
restructure their businesses (Sainis et al., 2017), downsizing their training departments and
investing less in training. Larger organisations generally adopt a more strategic approach to
talent development (Savov et al., 2020). SMEs, however, tended to employ talent development
methods that were more flexible and tailored to their own needs (Chung and D’Announzio-
Green, 2018), while at the same time—given the external environmental pressures—also

seeking to reduce costs.

Moreover, the majority of interviewees argued that post-training evaluations take place
at the learning level, and are aimed at identifying discrepancies between training expectations

and outcomes:

Training is evaluated by both the trainer and the trainees. We ask for this to see if
trainees improved their performance after successfully completing the training (HR

Manager A).

Investment in talent development is a significant TM practice for internationally
oriented Greek SMEs. In an institutional environment known for its draconian austerity
measures and labour law reforms (European Commission, 2017), we found evidence that Greek
SMEs may have viewed talent development as an alternative to financial incentives. This has
also been found in other countries where firms responded to the institutional environment by
developing staff internally (Heneman et al., 2000), an effective and cost-efficient approach to
addressing talent scarcity (Festing et al., 2013). SMEs may therefore view talent development
as a vehicle to address the ever-changing needs of both companies and their staff (Sparrow et

al, 2014).

Talent retention in the institutional context of Greek SMEs
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In the context of a country with high youth unemployment, significantly depletion of the
workforce due to brain-drain, and a considerable portion of private-sector employee salaries
below the poverty line (OECD, 2018b), the sampled Greek SMEs highlighted that talent
retention was a priority for them. All 18 interviewees claimed that both intrinsic and extrinsic
incentives are offered to their whole workforce. While inclusive talent retention methods may
be a product of the SME egalitarian culture in general (Krishnan and Scullion, 2017), SMEs in
Greece recognise that talented employees are scarce, have been invested in and are at risk of

being lost to competitors; businesses were therefore particularly eager to retain talent.

When our company is at a stage where it is neither profitable nor productive, then
employees feel insecure, lose interest and search for jobs in other similar companies.
Monetary and non-monetary incentives are offered to all employees because they assist

us in building internal talent capacity (Line Manager C).

In addition, performance evaluations are subjective indicators, and an exclusive
approach to talent retention could have a negative impact on employee morale (Gallardo-
Gallardo et al., 2013). In order for SMEs to retain expertise and client relationships (Holland
and Scullion, 2021) while simultaneously protecting employee morale (Krishnan and Scullion,
2017), they may have chosen to develop effective talent pipelines (Martin and Schmidt, 2010)
by inclusively offering incentives. Unsurprisingly, bonuses, competitive salaries and health
insurance packages dominated extrinsic rewards, while intrinsic rewards included training
opportunities, promotions, good relationships with top management and recognition. In line
with Chung and D’ Announzio-Green’s (2018) assertion that SMEs compensate their inability
to offer financial incentives with non-financial rewards, our informants reported that for SMES,
the importance of intrinsic rewards often outweighs that of extrinsic incentives; this was due
in part to the mutual realisation that due to financial constrains (Theriou and Chatzoudes,

2015), resources were limited:

In 2011, our company was financially devastated by the 2007/2008 economic recession.
However, no employee quitted or was made redundant. Although increments in salaries
or bonuses were impossible, we offered to our personnel additional training
opportunities. Such an incentive led to 100% talent retention, because our personnel
appreciated that we support their continuous professional development despite the
challenging business environment. Good relationships with top management are

undoubtedly an additional vehicle in retaining our staff (HR Manager A).
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We offer a range of financial and non-financial rewards to our people, e.g. competitive
salary, health insurance, training opportunities and promotions. Under current
circumstances, we managed to retain employees mainly by providing them some sort of

ownership (HR Manager E).

Recognition, training opportunities and bonuses are the key ‘ingredients’ of our

retention pack (Line Manager A).

Talent retention was regarded as a key issue for the SMEs in the study. This was
unsurprising, as regardless of their size, all organisations compete for talent globally (D’ Amato
and Herzfeldt, 2008). But Greece’s institutional environment also played an important role.
The significant decline of macroeconomic indicators (Kretsos and Vogiatzoglou, 2015), as well
as the radical labour law reforms (European Commission, 2017), created a large outflow of
youth talent to other countries (OECD, 2018b). SMEs with an international outlook therefore
invested heavily in incentives to retain talent, including monetary and non-monetary (e.g.

bonuses and training opportunities) rewards.

Discussion

TM is increasingly important for SMEs, as it assists them in attracting, recruiting, developing
and retaining talents (Piansoongnern et al., 2011). However, there is still a dearth of research
in this area in European SMEs (Krishnan and Scullion, 2017). Aiming to contribute to this
field, we focused on the major choices made by internationally oriented Greek SMEs with
regard to talent acquisition, development and retention, seeking to glean information about how
they managed to remain competitive. Drawing on institutional theory, we made a distinctive
contribution to the literature on TM in SMEs by providing a comprehensive picture of how the
Greek institutional context—an environment of ongoing liberalisation reforms, strict austerity
measures and talent scarcity—had a profound yet indeterministic influence on the nature and

practice of TM among its internationally oriented SMEs.

With regards to talent acquisition in the institutional context, we found that faced with
the outflow of youth talent, internationally oriented Greek SMEs employ a variety of informal,
cost-sensitive and often personalised methods of talent acquisition. A significant finding that
contradicts Valverde et al. (2013) is that the conceptualisation of talent in Greek SMEs was not
linked to their key positions but rather to more general criteria, indicating that talent equals the

unique attributes of individual employees that fit into a specific life stage of an SME (Krishnan
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and Scullion, 2017). Both skills (such as customer service and communication skills) and
personal traits (such as confidence, honesty and passion) were key criteria in determining
talent, suggesting a divergence from the conceptualisation of talent in larger Greek-based

companies (see Marinakou and Giousmpasoglou, 2019).

Our research also highlighted that internationally oriented Greek SMEs invest
significantly in informal, cost-effective methods of training and development, despite the
highly volatile institutional context forcing many organisations to dramatically reduce their
training expenditure. This distinctive group of internationally oriented Greek SMEs continued
investing in talent development, driven both by employee and departmental needs. They
utilised mainly ad-hoc seminars, coaching and on-the-job training. By embracing internal talent
development in difficult times, these SMEs gained the benefits of a high-skilled workforce
(Sainis et al., 2017), addressed talent shortages within the sector (Theriou and Chatzoudes,
2015) and not least won the appreciation of their workforce. In some respects, investment in
talent development was viewed as an alternative incentive offered to talented workers, which
could also assist SMEs in addressing wider TM challenges (Sparrow et al., 2014) resulting

from institutional forces.

Our findings also indicate that talent retention is a key issue for this distinctive group
of Greek SMESs, which they seek to address by offering both intrinsic and extrinsic incentives
to their workforce. SMEs tend to approach talent retention with an inclusive and egalitarian
perspective, geared at for reducing turnover and maintaining a positive relationship with
workers (Holland and Scullion, 2021). Having invested substantial effort in attracting and
developing talent—in a particularly challenging external environment that discourages
entrepreneurship—the SMEs in our study placed strong emphasis on talent retention (Hatzis,

2018), ensuring that they held on to talents who could meet their global clients’ expectations.

We have already noted that organisations respond to institutional pressure in different
ways (Oliver, 1991), and as Boon et al. (2009) assert, how they implement TM is largely
determined by the role of human agency, as well as additional factors such as leadership, the
company’s financial health and the modus operandi of the HR managers. This was true for the
Greeks SMEs in our study, who—despite the challenging business environment of economic
hardships and ethical breakdown (Tasoulis et al., 2019)—chose to invest in inclusive TM
practices, rather than downsizing and laying off employees. This shows that although

institutional pressures matter, they were not entirely deterministic in this case. We conclude
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that TM decisions are mostly linked to key decision makers, including CEOs and HR managers.
The SMEs in our study may thus be regarded as ‘innovators” compared to other Greek SMEs
(Oliver, 1991).

Implications for theory and practice

This study provides empirical evidence of TM practice in Greek SMEs who were able to
withstand the country’s institutional context. It extends TM literature in that it determines the
TM nature and practices embedded in SMEs. Our study has made a theoretical contribution in
this context, exploring the practices of talent acquisition, development and retention adopted
by the sampled SMEs, all of whom were influenced by the institutional context (Krishnan and
Scullion, 2017) yet were able to respond as ‘innovators’, persevering in their emphasis on TM.
Our study highlights the distinctive nature of TM in the SME context, shedding light on an

important and relatively underexplored area and contributing to knowledge of the discipline.

In addition to the conceptual contribution, our study also highlights important practical
implications for stakeholders—SMEs, HR practitioners and policymakers—for how the
institutional dynamic may affect TM practices. As our findings suggest, as a response to
adversity, successful companies have recognised that building human capacity is key to success
(Sainis et al., 2017). This study provides stakeholders with insights into how effective TM
practices can be considered a lifeline to organisational sustainability—particularly for SMEs
in the contemporary challenging and fiercely competitive business environment (Krishnan and
Scullion, 2017). This highlights the potential of inclusive TM practices to be part of an effective
workforce management strategy: relative to the prevailing institutional dynamic, stakeholders
(policymakers and HR practitioners) must engage in the multiple areas of individual talent

acquisition, development and retention.

The study also suggests that an inclusive TM approach can be strategic when it fits with
the business strategy and organisational culture, and that senior SME managers choose this
approach to managing talent because it fits better within their organisational context. Elitist or
exclusive TM strategies can undermine employee morale, particularly in the case of untalented
workers. Such approaches are therefore inappropriate, and indeed rare, in the SME context
(Krishnan and Scullion, 2017). Another reason for this is the fact that such strategies carry an
additional cost due to the huge investment required for the strategic development of identified

talents (Chung and D’ Announzio-Green, 2018).
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It must, however, be noted that in a volatile business environment, organisational
disruption and change can force SMEs into adopting cost-cutting mechanisms that can reduce
investment in the training and development of talented employees in key operational areas
(Jiang and Iles, 2011). Therefore, in order to ensure that efforts towards talent acquisition,
development and retention are not undermined by short-term pressures, SMEs must endeavour
to meet their needs in cost-effective ways while at the same time placing egalitarian and
inclusive emphasis at the forefront of their TM practice (Collings and Mellahi, 2009).
Organisational commitment to egalitarian and inclusive emphasis is crucial in the TM effort;
in addition to enhancing employees’ buy-in and perception of being valued, it also increases
their commitment and retention, as well as the release of the unique knowledge and skills that
the talent possesses (Ogbonna and Harris, 2015). In summary, we suggest that inclusive TM is

a strategic approach for effective TM implementation in SMEs.

Limitations and directions for future research

The current study shows that contemporary businesses have experienced a transition period,
which necessitated considering an inclusive TM approach to help build and sustain human
capacity (Krishnan and Scullion, 2017). However, our data do not show the extent to which
this was influenced by internal and/or external elements. Indeed, this transition may have been
caused by a wide range of factors, such as culture, legislation, technology, increased
immigration and skill shortage (Holland and Scullion, 2021). Future research could explore the
extent to which these or other factors served to impact this transition. At any rate, the SMEs
studied have already adapted to the contemporary reality and built effective TM strategies to

deal with all of these contextual elements.

Moreover, the sample size of 18 respondents from six distinctive Greek SMEs may be
considered relatively small and not representative of all Greek SMEs, which may limit the
development of holistic and generalised conclusions from our findings. Additionally, following
relevant extant research in the SME context (e.g. Chung and D’ Announzio-Green, 2018), we
chose to explore the topic mainly from a managerial perspective; this was because top
management can provide valuable insights on HR-related issues—especially in the context of
SMEs, where decision-making is centralised (Heneman et al., 2000). Although our rigorous
data analysis procedure helped to minimise these shortfalls, we suggest that future studies
compare the voices from multiple organisational actors, including talents and non-talents. The

present study would also benefit from additional quantitative data from more firms. A study of
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Greek subsidiaries of MNCs, for example, would provide an important perspective and help

facilitate the generalisation of findings (Wocke et al., 2007).

Conclusion

In conclusion, our paper explored the extent to which the Greek institutional context influences
TM among internationally oriented Greek SMEs. In this context, the study contributed to the
conceptualisation and definition of TM. It provided empirical evidence that talent in this
context was not related to key positions but rather to an individual’s unique attributes—a
combination of skills, personality and character traits—such as passion for the job and
communication skills. The study also established that compared to MNCs, SMEs adopt a more
inclusive approach to TM practices; the importance of informal talent practices, which provide
flexibility for SMEs, was also noted. The study also highlighted the distinctive nature of the
TM issues, challenges and constraints faced by internationally oriented Greek SMEs compared
to large firms. The country's financial crisis posed immense challenges to all firms, yet by
retaining their TM emphasis in difficult times, the SMEs in our study managed to substantially

overcome them.
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Table 1. Background of sampled companies

Number of
Cases Industry Location Year of establishment
employees
A Electronics North Greece 1991 82
B IT consultancy North Greece 2003 55
Chemicals’
C Central Greece 1959 100
manufacturer
Industrial
D Central Greece 1962 100
manufacturer
E MOT centre South Greece 2003 93
F Holiday Resort South Greece 1992 120
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Table 2. Coding framework

Research Ilustrative First-Order Consolidating Codes - | Key Themes
Inquiry Quotes Codes Creating
Conceptual
Categories
Despite the Unwillingness to | Macroeconomic
economic down- | invest decline Institutional
turn and other Context
sociocultural Closed economy | Overwhelming labour
norms and law
constraints, we as | Labour act
international
corporations
must do the
needful (CEO A).
We initially Advertise online, | Recruitment
advertise a job recruitment, methods
opening online in | university
How does various job contacts,
Greece’s websites (HR agencies,
institutional | Manager C). referrals from
context staff. Talent
shape talent | We are looking Acquisition
acquisition, | for people who Passion for job, | Idiosyncratic
development | are honest, kind communication | qualities
and and have passion | skills,
retention for their job confidence,
among (CEO A). honesty,
SME:s in the customer
country? Our American service skills,
partner will kind, smiley
complete a
telephone Face-to-face and | Selection methods
interview with the | phone interview,
finalists to check | aptitude test
their capacity
and ability (CEO
B).
Offer Department Training need
opportunities for | level, employee | identification
development to level
all employees
regardless of Continuous, ad- | Training frequency
position (HR hoc Talent
Manager F). Target group Development

Responsibility to
coach my team

Everyone, talents
managers

Training method and
evaluation
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(Line Manager
F).

Training is
evaluated by both
the trainer and
the trainees (HR
Manager A).

On-the-job,
coaching,
learning,
behaviour,
reaction, result

Monetary and
non-monetary
incentives are
offered to all
employees (Line
Manager C).

Financial and
non-financial
rewards to our
people, e.g.
competitive
salary, health
insurance,
training
opportunities and
promotions (HR
Manager E).

Bonuses, laptops
competitive pay,
health insurance,
paid travel
expenses,
corporate cars,
pay increase,
gift, overtime
pay

Training,
promotion,
recognition,
coaching,
additional
holidays,

job rotation,
career
progression,
flexible
workload,
collaboration
with universities,
safe work
environment

Extrinsic reward

Intrinsic reward

Talent

Retention
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