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Abstract

Purpose – The human resource and talent management fields have been increasingly focusing on the
process and criteria to identify employees’ potential for career advancement due to their impact on the
competitive advantage of organizations. This paper expands the extant theoretical and empirical evidence
regarding these complex decisions, namely through the combined analysis of multidimensional sources of
employees’ capital.
Design/methodology/approach – This is a cross-sectional study. Data were collected from 384 individuals
assessed by their line managers. The research model and hypotheses were tested using structured equation
modeling.
Findings – The results show a positive and significant influence of four employees’ capital sources, namely:
human capital (what you know), social capital (whom you know), psychological capital (who you are) and
reputational capital (howothers perceive us)with regard to judgments of potential for career advancement. The
model explains 52% of the total variance in those judgments.
Research limitations/implications –The datawere collected using a questionnaire at a single point in time
and thus, not allowing cause-effect inferences.
Practical implications – The results provide guidance to organizational leaders to improve the decision-
making process regarding judgments of potential for career advancement.
Originality/value – To our knowledge, this is the first study to examine managers’ judgments regarding the
potential for career advancement using four sources of employees’ capital: human, social, psychological and
reputational capital. Furthermore, it considers that reputation plays a mediation role.

Keywords Career advancement, High-potentials assessment, Human capital, Social capital,

Psychological capital, Reputational capital

Paper type Research paper

1. Introduction
Academic and business literature show that talent management (TM) has become a key part
of human resourcemanagement (HRM) and human resource development (HRD) strategies in
contemporary organizations (Cappelli and Keller, 2017; Jooss et al., 2021a; McDonnell et al.,
2017). A key argument for positioning talent and its management as a source of competitive
advantage can be found in the resource-based view (RBV) of the firm theory (Collings et al.,
2017a; Collins, 2021; Harsch and Festing, 2019).

The TM practices are crucial for ensuring employees’ career outcomes as well as
HRM/HRD effectiveness, among which stand out the evaluation of employees’ promotability
or potential for career advancement (PCA) and the criteria used for identifying high-potential
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(HP) employees (Collings et al., 2017a; Finkelstein et al., 2018). Furthermore, it has been
acknowledged that organizations with reliable processes for predicting employees’ PCA tend
to acquire a competitive advantage (Hollenbeck and Jamieson, 2015; Jooss et al., 2021b).
The assessment of employees’ potential entails a highly complex process that encompasses
making decisions based on present estimates about something that can only be verified in the
future and observing something that only exists in a small percentage of employees
(Finkelstein et al., 2018; Jooss et al., 2021b; Silzer and Church, 2009). The predominant
perspective on TM associates the concept of HP with employees’ readiness to achieve career
advancement, thus expressing employees’ capability to assume, in the future, positions of
greater complexity and responsibility (Cascio et al., 2017; McDonnell et al., 2017; Silzer and
Church, 2010).

Furthermore, extant literature on HRM and HRD has considered different employees’
capital sources – namely, human, social and emotional or psychological – as relevant
determinants of employees’ career advancement and success (Gratton and Ghoshal, 2003;
J€arlstr€om et al., 2020; Luthans et al., 2007; Rabenu, 2021). Other characteristics have been
suggested in the academic literature – for example, Sparrow et al.’s (2015) definition of talent
includes reputational capital as well (RC).

This research responds to the recent call from HRM/TM scholars for more applied studies
identifying criteria for making accurate predictions about how successful an employee might
be in the long term. This fundamental research problem is related to two specific research
questions:

RQ1. What is the incremental impact of each source of employees’ capital, i.e. human
capital, social capital, psychological capital and reputational capital, regarding the
decisions on PCA?

RQ2. What is the type of relationship between the three traditional sources of employees’
capital – human, social and psychological – and the emergent reputational capital?

This study has four main contributions to the HRM/HRD field. First, it presents a
multidimensional framework using the concept of capital as a lens for understanding PCA
judgments. Second, it analyzes the incremental or relative value of different sources of
employees’ capital for determining PCA. Third, it offers new evidence about the mediation
role of RC with regard to human, social and psychological capital’s influences on PCA.
Finally, to our best knowledge, no extant study has analyzed these sources as part of a
common framework for TM decisions.

The paper is organized as follows: we begin by presenting an extensive review of the
literature on HRM/HRD, TM and promotability judgments, from which we then build our
hypotheses and research model. Next, we present and explain the methodology used in the
study. Then, the study’s main findings are presented and interpreted. The paper ends with a
discussion of the theoretical and managerial implications and possible directions for future
research.

2. Literature review and hypotheses
In contemporary organizations, managing people effectively is widely recognized as a critical
competitiveness factor (Lawler, 2017; Silzer and Church, 2010; Skuza et al., 2021). Thus, the
strategic role played by talent in ensuring organizational success and the HR practices
necessary for attracting, developing and retaining workforce talent have emerged as
core themes in HRM/HRD and TM (Gallardo-Gallardo et al., 2020; Jooss et al., 2021a;
Khoreva et al., 2017). Despite this emphasis, there is scant evidence that most organizations
have successfully managed talent (Collings, 2014; Collings et al., 2017b; Meyers et al., 2013)

EJMBE



and understood who should be considered a talent andwhy (Harsch and Festing, 2019; Skuza
et al., 2021).

To address the aforementioned challenges, it is necessary to clarify the concept of talent.
There are two main approaches or philosophies in this regard: one focuses on managing the
talent of all employees (inclusive approach) and the other focuses on managing the talent of a
sub-group of high-potential or high-performing employees (an exclusive approach) (Kwon
and Jang, 2021; Thunnissen, 2016). Due to the growing interest in workforce differentiation,
we will adopt the exclusive perspective in this study, which has increasingly dominated
academic and business literature on TM (Collings et al., 2017b; Kwon and Jang, 2021). This
approach can facilitate a more deliberate utilization of organizational resources so that
employers can invest substantially greater resources in the ones they believe will offer higher
returns; it necessarily involves the proactive identification of employees with the potential to
fill key positions within the organization structure (Crowley-Henry et al., 2019; Day and
O’Connor, 2017).

One recurring TM issue is determining the organization’s talent pool. This group of
employees includes both high performers who are now serving in strategic job roles and HP
employees who may do so in the future (Jooss et al., 2021b; Lawler, 2017; McDonnell and
Skuza, 2022). One major challenge in identifying HP employees is the inherent complexity of
making predictions about how successful a person might be in the long term. It involves
defining what one is trying to predict, assessing a person against the appropriate criteria and
making predictions about future performances (Silzer and Borman, 2017; Silzer and Church,
2009, 2010).

Due to the strategic and critical impact of workforce talent, organizations are finding it
increasingly important to accurately assess their employees’ potential; thus, they need to
increase the validity and accuracy of such assessments (MacRae et al., 2018; McDonnell and
Skuza, 2022). The extant literature offers a vast and diverse list of factors that can be
considered as possible components of potential, which might be useful for developing an
assessment framework (Church et al., 2015; Finkelstein et al., 2018; MacRae et al., 2018). Two
early, large reviews of organizational practices (Silzer and Church, 2009, 2010) put together a
list of factors that organizations often use to identify HP. These include leadership
competencies, performance records, motivation to advance, results orientation, risk taking,
adaptability/flexibility, experience, learning ability, commitment to the organization,
personality and positive attitudes. It is noteworthy that the underlying model for
determining potential has raised the assumption that employees who are perceived as HP
generally have the capability to learn, grow and develop (McDonnell and Skuza, 2022;Meyers
et al., 2013).

Other scholars, such as Sparrow et al. (2015), who have looked at HRM literature
through the lens of talent and the concept of capital, have suggested that it is important to
assess three perspectives: human capital (stock of competencies and knowledge, social and
personality attributes); social capital (the sum of the resources that can be mobilized
through membership in social networks) and reputational capital (for example, being
known in one’s network for getting things done). Similarly, previous work by Gratton and
Ghoshal (2003) built a model of so-called personal human capital, which contained three
elements: intellectual capital (knowledge, skills and expertise), social capital (structure and
quality of relationship networks) and emotional capital (courage and resilience with regard
to taking actions).

By combining these approaches, we can collate sufficient robust theoretical and empirical
support for considering a multidimensional framework of employees’ capital that
encompasses human and social capital (the two most common features) and two other
sources, namely, reputation and emotional or psychological capital.
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First, human capital (HC), which encompasses the productive resources possessed by
workers, overall refers to their knowledge, work experiences, skills and abilities, which are
necessary for achieving superior performance (Dokko and Jiang, 2017; J€arlstr€om et al., 2020).
The literature provides empirical evidence of positive relations between HC and several
employees’ outcomes (e.g. future performance potential and career success) (Ballout, 2007; De
Vos and Chambr�e, 2017; Spurk et al., 2019).

Second, social capital (SC) encompasses the relationships between organizational
members. It is based on the capacity of employees to create, transfer and leverage
knowledge between internal (employees and managers) and external contacts. This can help
improve working conditions and individual and organizational performance (Dokko and
Jiang, 2017; Seibert et al., 2017; Tamer et al., 2014). The size and quality (trust) of the network
of relationships built by one employee may be considered a form of capital in the sense that it
can create a productive resource for accessing and facilitating employee performance. Trust
is often mentioned as a key aspect of SC because it facilitates the functioning of the network,
opens communication channels and promotes knowledge sharing. Empirical data suggest
that it facilitates teamwork and collaboration (Tsai and Ghoshal, 1998) and improves
employees’ performance (Wang et al., 2015).

Third, psychological capital (PC) has amultidimensional nature, and its four building blocks
are hope, self-efficacy, optimism and resilience (Kauffeld and Spurk, 2022; Luthans et al., 2007).
Overall, there is a good amount of evidence to suggest that PC is linked to a number of
individual and organizational outcomes, such as performance, citizenship behaviors and the
quality of social connections (Kauffeld and Spurk, 2022; Tamer et al., 2014). It is assumed that
PC has incremental value beyond the two more traditional sources of HC and SC.

In summary, HC, SC andPC can influence performance and career progression (Greenhaus
and Kossek, 2014; Kauffeld and Spurk, 2022). Furthermore, Xu et al. (2023) conclude that the
three types of capital interact with each other and synergistically influence individual career
development. According to the multiple regression analysis, PC has the biggest impact, then
SC and HC. Other recent studies, for example, Huang et al. (2021) and Xu et al. (2022), found
that when HC, PC and SC were added to the regression equation, the model increased its
explanation power.

In line with previous studies, we predict the following set of hypotheses:

H1. HC is positively related to employees’ PCA.

H2. SC is positively related to employees’ PCA.

H3. PC is positively related to employees’ PCA.

Fourth, a relevant stream of literature claims that career decisions are made within a social
context and that personal reputation – that is, how others perceive us (Blickle et al., 2011;
Zinko et al., 2017). According to Greenhaus and Kossek (2014), a professional career is built
through a pattern of consistent behaviors, performance and work experiences that unfold
throughout an employee’s life in their organization. Employees who are perceived to be
proficient and to have high levels of certain competencies and aptitudes will have a better
chance of being promoted and achieving success in their careers (Laird et al., 2013; Zinko and
Rubin, 2015; Zinko et al., 2017). According to Zinko et al. (2012, 2016), an employee’s
reputation capital (RC) is based on how consistently other people perceive them to act, which
is mostly influenced by the results they get and the character and integrity they have shown.

Hence, we hypothesize the following:

H4. RC is positively related to employees’ PCA.

Fifth, the literature on RC has referred to both HC and SC as antecedent variables. HC
influences employee reputation based on the levels of knowledge, competencies and
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achievements displayed by the employees; SC refers to the quality of employees’ social
interactions and the degree of control they wield over their social networks. Even though PC
has gotten less attention, it is also likely related to employees’ professional reputation because
it affects how well they do their jobs, which is important to how others perceive them
(Kauffeld and Spurk, 2022; Luthans et al., 2007; Zinko et al., 2012).

Furthermore, we focused on considering the HC, SC and PC as relevant antecedent factors
of RC, i.e. the building of our reputation by relevant others, for the purpose of our study, the
managers who mostly have a decision on who is promotable or not in the organization.

Therefore, we made the following hypothesis:

H5. HC, SC and PC are antecedent factors of RC.

H5a. HC is positively related to RC.

H5b. SC is positively related to RC.

H5c. PC is positively related to RC.

Finally, HRM/HRD literature pays special attention to the promotion process. This subject is an
as yet incomplete area of academic research with regard to our understanding of antecedents
and related variables (Claussen et al., 2014; Jawahar and Ferris, 2011; Ren et al., 2019; Seibert
et al., 2017). Promotion decisions tend to be driven by individuals’ readiness to move to a higher
job –what is referred to as promotability judgments. According to studies that have been done
on these kinds of decisions (Ferris et al., 1992; Gurbuz et al., 2016; Sibunruang andKawai, 2022),
performance evaluations, organizational politics, potential assessments, reputation and
interpersonal relationships are all important in making decisions.

In the organizational context, promotions signal career success. When individuals are
perceived as being promotable, they are considered to possess the necessary capabilities for
performing roles of higher responsibility in the future (Bagdadli and Gianecchini, 2019; Slizer
and Borman, 2017). According to empirical research, elements like the relationship between
manager and employee, challenging work opportunities, one’s reputation, citizenship
behaviors and political skills can all have a positive impact on career progression decisions
(Blickle et al., 2011; Gentry et al., 2012; Seibert et al., 2017).

The developmental perspective associated with the concept of career could be related to the
notion of potential, since it should be based not only on an analysis of current performance but
also on the capacity to perform well in the future, at a higher level and in jobs with a greater
amount of responsibility (Collings et al., 2017a; Collings and Mellahi, 2009). Furthermore,
reputational capital can hinder or facilitate employees’ career progression based on their social
representation and the manner in which they make the most of their organizational political
environment (Blickle et al., 2011; Zinko et al., 2012; Zinko and Rubin, 2015).

Hence, we propose the following hypothesis:

H6. RC mediates the association between human (H6a), social (H6b) and psychological
(H6c) capital and employees’ PCA.

Figure 1 illustrates the theoretical research model built to synthesize the above-mentioned
variables and their effects, as well as the resulting hypotheses.

3. Method
3.1 Sample and data collection procedures
This cross-sectional study collected data through a survey in order to obtain the perceptions of
relevant persons (linemanagers) regarding focal individuals’ qualities of HC, SC, PC, RC and PCA
judgments. Onemanager evaluated each focal individual. Our goal was to get a large and diverse
sample of workers so that we could generalize our results to the Portuguese context.
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The sample was formed using two different approaches: first, we addressed 150 HRmanagers
from medium- and large-sized private organizations from different economic sectors in
Portugal through LinkedIn. This procedure ensures that only organizations with formal HRM
practices are contacted. In 68 cases, those who accepted were asked to identify two or three
qualified employees and send their line managers the link to the survey. Second, we gathered
additional data from two othermedium-sized firmswith the assistance of the HRmanager, who
chose a group of employees and invited their managers to participate in the study.

The organization’s workforce size ranged from 50 to 250 (62%), 250 to 1.000 (29%) and
more than 1.000 (9%).

Our final sample included 384 valid individuals, excluding cases where the assessor
had not worked for a minimum of one year with the focal person and the current
performance was rated below average – consistent with our exclusive TM approach. This
group had the following characteristics: knowledge workers in jobs requesting a degree
or managers; an average age of 35.83 years (ranging from 20 to 55 years old) and 56%
female and 44% male.

The survey utilized scales available in academic literature after making the necessary
adjustments to reflect this study’s objectives. We employed a conventional double-back
translation strategy in which a qualified bilingual translator translated the original English
items into Portuguese before translating them back into English. The variables were
measured using a seven-point Likert-type scale: 1 (“totally disagree”) to 7 (“totally agree”).

3.2 Measures
Human capital (HC) – HC was assessed using two different measures: first, a five-item scale
that Zinko et al. (2012) suggested using the concept of expertise. We slightly reworded the
items in order to adapt them for use inmore general contexts; two examples of items are “She/
he is an expert at his/her job” and “She/he gives good technical suggestions.” Second, we used
the prospector, an instrument that McCall et al. (1994) developed. It measures employees’
competencies and ability to learn from experience (Silzer and Borman, 2017) using 11
dimensions: seeks opportunities to learn, acts with integrity, adapts to cultural differences, is
committed to making a difference, seeks broad business knowledge, brings out the best in
people, is insightful, has the courage to take risks, seeks and uses feedback, learns from
mistakes and is open to criticism. To control the survey length, we used only the operational
description for each dimension.

Source(s): Figure by authors
Key: Dotted lines – mediation relations between variables

Poten al for Career
Advancement

Reputa onal Capital

Social Capital

Human Capital

Psychological 
Capital

PPH2

H1

H4

H6a, 6b, 6c

H3

H5a

H5b

ll

H5a

ll

H5b

H5c

Figure 1.
Theoretical
research model
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Social capital (SC) – SC was measured based on two dimensions: the quality of
relationships and the type and size of employees’ contacts with relevant sources. The former
is a six-item scale adapted from McAllister (1995), which covers both the cognitive and
affective dimensions of interpersonal trust. Some examples of such items are as follows: “If I
shared my problems with this person, I know (s)he would respond constructively and
caringly” and “This person approaches his or her job with professionalism and dedication.”
The latter measures employees’ social networks (Dokko and Jiang, 2017; Seibert et al., 2017),
and it includes their internal relationships with colleagues and managers – both in their own
department and other areas of the organization – and external contacts (customers, suppliers
and other organizations).

Psychological capital (PC) – PC was measured based on the four dimensions of the
construct of psychological capital (PsyCap) developed by Luthans et al. (2007). To keep our
questionnaire a reasonable length, we used only one operational description of each of the
following dimensions: hope, efficacy, resilience and optimism.

Reputational capital (RC) –RCwasmeasured using ten items froma 12-item scale thatwas
originally developed by Hochwarter et al. (2007) and later used in a study by Zinko et al.
(2012). The two deleted items were recommended in this latter study. A few examples are as
follows: “This individual is regarded highly by others” and “This individual is regarded as
someone who gets things done.”

Potential for career advancement (PCA) – The measure of promotability was inspired by
two proposals used in studies conducted by Jawahar and Ferris (2011) and Gurbuz et al.
(2016).We used three items to reflect the criteria of ability, motivation and opportunity (along
with the AMO theory in HRM, Day and O’Connor, 2017) to assess progress in a career. The
items were as follows: “This person demonstrates the ability necessary for successfully
performing jobs at a higher level of responsibility,” “This person has the necessary ambition
for successfully performing jobs at a higher level of responsibility” and “This person will
progress (move up) in their career in this organization.”

3.3 Control variables
Consistent with previous studies, we aimed to verify the potential influence of two
demographic variables related to our sample: age and gender. Since no significant differences
were identified in the sample, we excluded them from our data analysis.

3.4 Data analysis
We analyzed the study data using the structure equation modeling (SEM); we used SPSS and
AMOS version 25 to conduct the analysis. The analysis was carried out in three phases. First, we
tested each variable’s measurement model. Second, we tested the proposed theoretical model’s
goodness-of-fit and compared it with alternative models, then tested our hypotheses. Third, we
analyzed themediatinghypotheses, using the Sobel’s test to examine the statistical significance of
the indirect effects. This test is recommended for testing the significance of a mediation effect in
SEM, which is the case with our RC variable. We used Hayes’s macro-PROCESS version 4.0.2
(Hayes, 2022), which gives us percentile and bias-corrected bootstrap (5,000 bootstraps for
percentile bootstrap confidence intervals) confidence intervals for drawing conclusions about
indirect effects in models with a mediation component. We also used the Sobel test.

4. Results
4.1 Measurement model
The initial step consisted of performing confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) for the different
measures that were part of the full model by using some of the most common fit indices,

Employees’
capital and

career
advancement



comparative fit index (CFI), goodness of fit index (GFI), normed fit index (NFI) and root mean
square error of approximation (RMSEA) to test the quality of the adjustment (Hair et al., 2018).
Additionally, we considered the χ^2/df ratio, ideally ranging from less than three to a
maximum of five. All the measures exhibited overall acceptable properties (see Table 1). The
factorial solutions revealed that for the measure of HC a second-order general factor that
includes the scales of expertise and ability to learn; for SC, a second-order general factor that
consists of interpersonal trust and social network; and for PC, RC and PCA, general factors
based on the respective first-order indicators.

Furthermore, the descriptive statistics (means, standard deviations, alpha values and
intercorrelations) for all the variables are shown in Table 2. The evidence supports the
presence of good reliabilities (as measured by a Cronbach’s alpha, with all of the cases
exceeding the cut-off point of 0.70); furthermore, there was no evidence of possible constraints
due to the non-normality of the multivariate data based on kurtosis and skewness, which
were suggested to be close to 0 with no case of skewness >2 and kurtosis >7. However, since
all the data came from the same respondents, the variance inflation factor (VIF) and tolerance
were used to check for multicollinearity risks. The VIF scores were between 2.251 and 4.014
and the tolerance scores were between 0.249 and 0.397. These values were in line with what
Hair et al. (2018) recommends.

Variables χ2 df p χ2/df NFI CFI GFI
RMSEA/IC

LO

Human capital – two factors a) 183.692 92 0.000 1.997 0.939 0.969 0.951 0.049/0.038
Social capital – two factors b) 74.574 28 0.000 2.663 0.964 0.977 0.967 0.063/0.046
Psychological capital – four factors
c)

7.762 2 0.021 3.881 0.988 0.991 0.991 0.083/0.038

Reputational capital – ten factors
d)

82.247 27 0.000 3.046 0.973 0.965 0.965 0.070/0.053

Potential for career advancement –
three factors e)

3.306 2 0.191 1.653 0.991 0.995 0.995 0.039/0.000

Note(s): a) This factor solution is based on a second-order general factor that includes the scales of expertise
and ability to learn
b) This factor solution is based on a second-order general factor that includes the scales of interpersonal trust
and social network
c) This factor solution is based on a general factor comprising four first-order factors
d) This factor solution is based on a general factor comprising ten first-order factors
e) This factor solution is based on a general factor comprising three first-order factors
Source(s): Table by the author

Variables Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5

Human capital – two factors 5.01 0.68 (0.83)
Social capital – two factors 5.09 0.73 0.81 (0.72)
Psychological capital – four factors 4.97 0.81 0.72 0.68 (0.83)
Reputational capital – ten factors 5.19 0.79 0.80 0.81 0.74 (0.94)
Potential for career advancement – three factors 4.94 0.87 0.64 0.56 0.67 0.64 (0.79)

Note(s): Internal consistency reliabilities are in parentheses along the diagonal. All correlations are significant
at the 0.01 level (two-tailed)
Source(s): Table by the author

Table 1.
Evaluation of
measurement models
for the constructs used
in the study

Table 2.
Descriptive statistics
and correlations for the
constructs used in
the study
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4.2 Structural models
An SEMmethodology was used for testing the theoretical research model (Figure 1) and the
associated hypotheses. We analyzed the theoretical research model (where all paths relating
to the constructs were estimated). This model did not show acceptable adjustment indices,
CFI, GFI, NFI and RMSEA below the recommended threshold values. In order to get a better
adjustment for the research model, the data analysis suggested deleting the effect of SC on
PCA (Figure 2). This updated model displays excellent fit indices, namely CFI, GFI and NFI
above 0.95 and RMSEA below 0.05. Furthermore, the three alternative models that were used
for comparison against this baseline model displayed much worse fit indices (Table 3). These
models were as follows: (1) the four factors of personal capital with independent effects on
PCA; (2) HC, SC and PC forming a latent common factor with a mediated effect on PCA
through RC and (3) the four factors of personal capital forming a common latent factor with a
direct effect on PCA. Accordingly, we proceeded with all further analyses (hypotheses and
overall model) based on the adjusted theoretical model (see Figure 2, which illustrates the
path model and the measurement results with the standardized path coefficients and the
adjusted R2 values).

4.3 Hypothesis testing
The findings show that the theoretical model explained 52% of the PCA judgments.
Moreover, all four types of personal capital – human, social, psychological and reputational –
had a direct and/or indirect effect that was important and meaningful.

Reputa onal Capital

Human Capital

Social Capital
Poten al for Career 

Advancement

Psychological
Capital

P

0.23

0.19

0.37

0.27

0.41

ll

0.27

ll

0.41

0.27

0.52

Source(s): Figure by authors
Key: Dotted lines – nonsignificant relation between variables

Structural models χ2 df p χ2/df NFI CFI GFI RMSEA

Updated theoretical model 1.580 1 0.209 1.580 0.994 0.998 0.998 0.037
Alternative Model 1 a) n.a n.a n.a n.a n.a n.a n.a n.a
Alternative Model 2 b) 41.447 4 0.000 10.362 0.837 0.847 0.952 0.149
Alternative Model 3 c) 41.821 5 0.000 8.364 0.836 0.850 0.951 0.132

Note(s): a) the four factors of personal capital with independent effects on PCA
b) HC, SC and PC forming a latent common factor with a mediated effect on PCA through RC
c) The four factors of personal capital forming a common latent factor with a direct effect on PCA and, n.a. – not
adjusted
Source(s): Table by the author

Figure 2.
Updated

theoretical model

Table 3.
Fit indices for

structural models
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All the hypotheses, with one exception, were confirmed, thus providing support for the
relevance of the four personal capital sources in formingmanagers’ perceptions of employees’
potential for career advancement.

There was only one case that did not show a significant direct effect on our endogenous
variable (PCA), and that was SC (despite its moderate-high correlation of 0.56). Two of the
three partial mediation effects foreseen by the theoretical model were confirmed. The only one
that did not occur was the effect of SC over RC with regard to PCA (H6 b). On the other hand,
the study findings confirmed the partial mediation effect of RC over HC and PC, which effects
employees’ PCA (H6 a) and H6 c) (see the Sobel tests presented below).

a)   HC - RC - Employees’ PCA

(a ∙ b) = 0,074

Sobel Test √[(a∙SEb)2 + (b∙SEa)2] = 0,032
Z = 2,330
p = 0,020

(βa ∙ βb) = 0,051
Proportion of (X → Y) due to M (c - c')/c = 18,1%

b)   PC - RC - Employees’ PCA

(a ∙ b) = 0,054

Sobel Test √[(a∙SEb)2 + (b∙SEa)2] = 0,023
Z = 2,358
p = 0,018

(βa ∙ βb) = 0,051
Proportion of (X → Y) due to M (c - c')/c = 12,3%

Our results also demonstrate that, when considering the effects on RC, the dominant effect is
of SC, β5 0.41, while the other two variables, HC and PC, exhibit equal effects of β5 0.27. On
the whole, these three variables explain 75% of RC. However, when the target variable is the
PCA, we see significant direct effects from HC, β 5 0.23, PC, β 5 0.37 and RC, β 5 0.19.

5. Discussion
5.1 General conclusions and theoretical implications
One fundamental research question and two main objectives served as the study’s guiding
principles. To start, itsmain goal was to add to the existing theoretical and empirical evidence
on twomajor topics in HRM/HRD literature: the “what” and “how” of using the TMprocess to
give companies a competitive edge (Claussen et al., 2014; McDonnell et al., 2017; Ren et al.,
2019). Thus, using the perspective of TM, we have highlighted the need for stronger
theoretical frameworks and more effective assessment models of talent (Lacey and Groves,
2021; McDonnell and Skuza, 2022).
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First, the current study aimed to improve understanding of the role of HR practices in
applied studies on TM, specifically employee potential assessment and career management.
One key focus area is the search for ways to improve decision makers’ ability to make
informed decisions on TM issues so that organizations canmaximize their investments in HC
(Kravariti and Johnston, 2020; Robledo-Ardila and Rom�an-Calder�on, 2022). Criteria used by
organizations to determine the so-called HP (Crowley-Henry et al., 2019; Silzer and Church,
2010) play an important role in these decisions.

Second, it is derived from a research perspective that seeks to explore a definition of talent
based on the concept of employees’ capital. Gratton and Ghoshal (2003), Luthans et al. (2007),
Sparrow et al. (2015) and Zinko et al. (2016), among others, have looked at different sources of
human, social, and emotional or psychological capital as important predictors of employees’
career advancement and success.

Considering these aims, our study adopted and tested a model that describes and
measures employees’ capital from amultidimensional perspective – that is, by including four
capital sources: HC (what you know); SC (whom you know); PC (who you are) and RC (how
others perceive us). Our findings support the existence of a positive and significant influence
from these four sources on the assessment of career advancement potential. This evidence
reinforces previous arguments for the use of multidimensional models, which are closely
related to a more holistic view of potential (Cascio et al., 2017; Sparrow et al., 2015).

We contend that our theoretical contribution is a threefold.
First, our results make an important contribution to the study of what causes employees’

PCA and help to clarify the decision criteria used to find HP employees (Jawahar and Ferris,
2011; Robledo-Ardila and Rom�an-Calder�on, 2022). By doing so, our study expands current
knowledge by focusing on one particular sub-system of HRM, high potential identification,
contributing to what Storey et al. (2019) claimed to be the need to have studies focused on “HR
targeting practices.”

Second, by finding the connections between the human, social, psychological and
reputational capital sources of employees, we broaden the debate about what makes
someone talented and what gets them promoted. Our results add to what other studies
(Huang et al., 2021; Xu et al., 2022, 2023) have found about how three types of employee
capital –HC, SC and PC – affect career development and job performance in the field of TM.
In particular, they fill in the gaps about their relevance in identifying the potential for career
advancement.

Third, the findings regarding personal reputation’s role as a source of employees’ capital
may be useful for expanding the conceptual debate about its nature, thus highlighting both
its “hard” roots (knowledge, skills and other attributes) and amore “relational” view. It is very
illuminating to understand this double facet of reputation, especially considering that HC and
PC combined have a greater influence than SC in forming managers’ perceptions of
employees’ reputation. Therefore, personal reputation is a valid and useful construct when it
comes to managing talent. Therefore, we put forward conceptual and empirical evidence to
clear up the construct as well as rule out the risk of its subjective nature.

5.2 Managerial implications
From a management point of view, the results of this study may be of interest to
organizational leaders who are looking for ways to get the most out of their TM policies and
practices to improve business performance and gain a competitive edge (Crowley-Henry et al.,
2019). Also, these results may help organizations look at their current criteria for including
people in the HP pool and link management tools in use to the four types of capital that
employees have.
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Another important suggestion for organizational leaders is the fact that these findings
could also help to clarify that assessing PCA is a complex, multidimensional phenomenon
that should encompass a variety of criteria (Finkelstein et al., 2018; Skuza et al., 2021).

This study emphasizes the technical and social nature of this process and supports
personal reputation as a valid core component, minimizing its conceptual and empirical
overlap with impression management tactics. It also shows how each source of employees’
capital affects career outcomes in a unique way when integrated into a common framework,
as they often do in organizations.

In addition, our study may be of interest to HR managers who want to strengthen their
strategic roles. Boudreau and Ramstad (2005) say that this effort will be an important step in
maximizing the contribution of the HR function to organizational decision-making and
performance.

Furthermore, the study can benefit the underlying transparency of this critical HRM process
by bringing the perception of fairness to the forefront of this management decision. By doing so,
we can have the expectation that society will be better able to create the right opportunities for
people to achieve their potential and also make the best use of collective human capital.

5.3 Limitations and suggestions for future research
We must emphasize that, despite the substantial effects of our four predictors – HC, SC, PC
and RC – in explaining judgments regarding employees’ PCA (52% of variance), we strongly
recommend that future research use the necessary caution in the interpretation of results,
especially with regard to the causal model that is tested in the theoretical research model.
Given our use of cross-sectional data, no causal inferences could be made with regard to the
relationships in this study, although the relationships depicted in our research model were
based on a sound theoretical framework – that is, capital as productive resources. So, any
future research studies that use a longitudinal design will help the field by looking at how
being considered for a promotion at a certain point in time can really help employees move up
in the organization faster and higher than others.

Another study limitation could be attributed to our data collection method and its
potential for bias; additionally, even though we exercised caution by collecting data from an
external assessor (line managers), we were unable to completely eliminate bias. In the future,
researchers could look into a variety of assessors.

Third, regarding this study’s utilized measures, we suggest some caution in considering
the psychological capital scale because, due to the length of our questionnaire, we opted to use
an operationalization based on the four dimensions definition; thus, we are not testing the
PsyCap inventory.

Finally, using a profile method analysis, it would be interesting to closely examine the
dynamics between the four personal capital sources.

6. Conclusion
The current study contributes some novel ideas to the talent management theory and practice,
particularly in the context of talent pools. It is the only empirical study to date that has looked at
the combined impact of HC, SC, PC and RC on employee assessment of their potential for career
advancement. Our findings also contribute to a better understanding of the underlying
mechanisms of reputational capital and show how it mediates the effects of HC, SC and PC on
PCA. It also emphasizes the significance of focusing on what Luthans et al. (2007) defined as a
synergistic integration of human, social and psychological capital in order to realize human
potential. Finally, the study sheds light on an important empirical question: what is the optimal
combination of key characteristics of high-potential employees? Skuza et al. (2021).
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