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ABSTRACT 
One of the most critical issues for building innovation capacity in 
organisations is the acquisition and maintenance of knowledge.  As knowledge 
is the basis of human capital, then the ability to attract, retain and engage 
talent is argued to be an important element of innovation.  By attracting and 
retaining good staff, the organisation is retaining organisational knowledge 
which is necessary particularly for exploitation of current capabilities, but will 
also contribute to capacity for exploration for future innovation. This paper 
addresses the importance of retaining and developing staff as a critical issue 
for knowledge management and addresses the issue of retaining talent through 
effective succession management practices.  The findings from an exploratory 
study into current practices in the Australian rail sector, provides further 
insight into the potentially critical issues for the effective use of succession 
management as a knowledge management and employee retention tool for 
building innovation capacity. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

It has long been believed that the effective management of knowledge will be a key 
contributor to successful organisations in the new millennium.  The extensive interest in 
knowledge management as a discipline began in earnest in the 1990’s as those 
organisations facing tumultuous external environments attempted to manage their 
“knowledge assets” to ensure continuous innovation (Newell, Robertson, Scarbrough 
and Swann 2002).  The initial examination of knowledge management therefore began 
by considering the impact of an increasingly turbulent organisational environment, and 
the critical nature of knowledge.  In this changing environment, organisations are 
expected to balance between exploitation of existing knowledge and exploration in 
search of new knowledge (Levinthal & March, 1993).   

One of the prerequisites for this management of knowledge however is the ability to 
attract employees with knowledge that can be applied within the organisation, and to 
retain those who contribute to the knowledge capital of the organisation.  Being able to 
provide employees with a clear career path, and the ability to develop without having to 
leave the organisation may be the key to both attracting and retaining these valuable 
employees. 

This paper reports on research that considered succession management (a combination 
of succession planning and leadership development), and the potential contribution it 
could make to the knowledge management agenda of an organisation.  The research was 
conducted within the Australian rail industry.  This industry is currently facing a host of 
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substantial challenges including an aging workforce, high turnover amongst new 
industry recruits, negative perceptions of the industry as a career option, tension 
between older and newer workers, and a strong need for cultural change 
(PricewaterhouseCoopers 2006).  It was believed that succession management might 
assist to at least begin to mitigate some of these current challenges.. 

2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

Recent changes in the business environment have had important effects on the 
innovation capacity of organisations, and therefore, their competitive advantage. Three 
critical issues are the changing nature of labour and technology, and issues created by 
globalisation. 

Technical staff shortages, and the imminent retirement of the baby boomer generation, 
are two labour issues that industry has to face. The Australian Rail Industry is 
particularly susceptible to these issues.  The Australasian Railway Association Inc 
(ARA) foreshadowed a critical point for the industry its Rail Revolution Report (2008).  
The warning was given that the industry stands to lose a great deal of industry and 
technical knowledge in the coming years due to resignation or retirement and that this is 
going to have significant impact on the industry as a whole. These issues have raised the 
profile of retention and transfer of knowledge, without which, innovation cannot occur. 
If knowledge is not collected before retirement of baby boomers, a generation of 
knowledge will be lost to the rail industry and the individual organisations within the 
industry. Relearning old knowledge makes an organisation slow to innovate, creating a 
situation where remaining competitive is an uphill battle. 

A second ongoing issue that business contends with today is rapid technological 
changes. These changes have seen western civilisation go from a secondary economy to 
a tertiary economy where knowledge is a vital part of business itself, where as Tidd, 
Bessant and Pavitt (2005, 3) argue, “service and expertise are the main business 
outcomes”.  This is an example of where innovation and knowledge capital go hand in 
glove. The service industry requires constant innovation to stay ahead of competitors, as 
service innovation is easy and cheap to imitate. Current expertise requires constant 
training. 

Globalisation, the final issue, means that with unskilled labour costs so low in 
undeveloped countries, they can produce and deliver products at a fraction of the price 
of developed economies. This results in western organisations having to compete, with 
their professional, skilled, relatively expensive employees. Organisations need to 
leverage employee knowledge in order to consistently innovate, incrementally or 
radically. Another effect of globalisation is Australia’s talent is being poached (Wood 
2003), bringing employee retention strategies to the forefront of attention. Innovative 
attraction and retention strategies are essential to attract and keep vital knowledge 
workers. 

Innovation is about taking advantage of opportunities and new ideas in ways that benefit  
an organisation. It can mean a totally new and radical idea, an incremental improvement 
in a product, service or process or a new way of using an existing product, service or 
process (Tidd et al. 2005, 66-67). Innovation allows an organisation to maintain 
protected competitive advantage. It is creating new possibilities through combining 
different knowledge sets, and searching actively and widely for opportunity (Tidd et al. 
2005, 15, 43). Scanning the environment for opportunities and threats should be an 
automatic behaviour by executives (Tidd et al. 2005, 81). This assumes a level of 
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retention of executives, and the ability to also retain knowledgeable employees with 
competencies critical to the ongoing operation of the organisation. 

Competencies can be managed through consideration of leadership roles, team 
composition and informal networks across business divisions in order to create radical 
innovations (McDermott and O’Connor 2002; Tidd 1995). However, an organisation’s 
learning can quickly become path-dependent because of the conditioning these 
competencies produce, effecting the development and exploitation of the product base. 
Cognitive limits make it difficult, almost impossible to change paths (Tidd et al. 2005, 
169). Core competencies’ can become ‘core rigidities’ in the organisation, therefore, 
new competencies can be ignored or underestimated. This can be because of habit and 
also because senior managers perpetuate the dissemination of these competencies to the 
detriment of developing new or different competencies (Malhotra 2000 in Awad and 
Ghaziri 2004, 3).   

One of the arguments against succession management based solely on promotion of 
internal candidates is that an inward focus may develop which in turn stifles innovation 
and develops rigidity within the organisation (Assink 2006).  However, it is also argued 
that organisations at times have adopted a “salvation model” (Klein, 1989), relying on 
new senior managers from outside the organisation to bring new mental models, under 
the assumption that these new leaders will be the saviours of the organisation.  However, 
without determining the most appropriate skills and expertise of such leaders, this may 
not occur in reality.  It has been found that new leaders from outside the organisation, 
but within the same industry perform better, make more changes earlier, and make a 
larger number of changes over the first 36 months of their succession than industry 
outsiders (Kotter 1982, Gabarro 1987). Therefore, it is not argued that succession 
management should only involve promotion of internal candidates.  On the contrary, 
effective succession management and HR planning will require an understanding of the 
availability of internal skills and capabilities, and identification of potential areas in 
need of an external perspective. 

In many industries, sustainable competitive advantage comes increasingly from 
knowledge (Awad and Ghaziri 2004, 43), and core competencies need to change to 
adapt to environmental changes. This places emphasis on strategic management of the 
knowledge capital of an organisation. Especially hard to capture is the tacit knowledge 
of individuals and groups, which is the knowledge based on experience and is not easy 
to codify and reproduce (Awad and Ghaziri 2004, 118). It is necessary to put 
mechanisms in place to extract and disseminate the know-how of key knowledge 
positions and that of the baby boomer generation. Knowledge management is about 
collecting, disseminating, using and growing knowledge in an organisation. It involves 
the use of people, technology and processes (Awad and Ghaziri 2004, 2-3). One process 
that can be put in place to enhance the capture of knowledge is succession management. 

Succession management is about finding and training tomorrow’s leaders, today. 
Conger and Fulmer (2003, 78) have called the combination of the two traditionally 
separate practices of succession planning and leadership development, succession 
management. Succession planning has been defined as “the process of ensuring that 
qualified persons are available to assume key managerial positions once the positions 
are vacant” (Mondy and Noe 2005, 506). Leadership development has been defined as 
“expanding the collective capacity of organizational members to engage effectively in 
leadership roles and processes” (McCauley et al., 1998, cited in Day 2000, 581). 
Therefore, in this study, succession management is the practice of strategically 
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capturing the knowledge and skills of employees in order to prepare them for key 
positions in the organisation in the future.  

Leading practices in leadership development include 360° feedback, coaching, 
mentoring, networking, educational programs, stretch and cross-functional assignments, 
and action learning (Conger and Fulmer 2003, 88-95; Sobol, Harkins and Conley, 214; 
Karaevli and Hall 2003, 75). All of these practices allow the capture and dissemination 
of information. Feedback, coaching, mentoring and networking all give opportunity for 
more experienced employees to disseminate knowledge to less experienced employees. 
Stretch and cross-functional assignments, and action learning gives the opportunity for 
all employees to learn from each other. “Innovation is about knowledge – creating new 
possibilities through combining different knowledge sets” (Tidd et al. 2005, 15). With 
mixed teams, old competencies and new competencies are joined to create new ways to 
address new situations. Studies in creativity show that the conjunction of different 
perspectives and making associations can be vital to innovative thinking (Tidd et al 
2005, 53). Also, participation in teams takes high potential employees out of their 
everyday roles where they are involved in routine problems and decisions. Different 
assignments and colleagues can stimulate their innovative thinking. As these employees 
are being developed, potential positions in the organisation need to be designated for 
them.  

One strategy is to have a “three-deep” succession plan with different time frames. For 
example, successor one may be ready immediately or within six months, successor two 
has the potential to be ready in one to two years, and successor three, ready in three to 
five years (Cespedes and Galford 2004, 40). This facilitates a variance in competencies 
in which the employee is trained, as well as secondment to positions during the 
incumbent’s periods of absence such as vacations and sick leave.  

Succession management programs also need to be an integral part of the overall 
business strategy, which enables the organisation to meet the demands of a changing 
labour market, and connects the human resource strategy and programs with the 
business strategy of innovation (Taylor and McGraw 2004, 753). The succession 
management strategy and the business strategy should be linked to employees’ 
individual development plan, which has been argued to aid retention of skilled 
employees (Taylor and McGraw 2004, 754; Karaevli and Hall 2003, 63) 

Research shows that an effective succession management program can serve as a 
retention tool. In a study of reasons for leaders leaving an organisation, researchers 
found that career advancement and personal development issues “have the greatest 
impact on leaders’ desire to leave their organisations” (Bernthal and Wellins 2001, 3). 
In relation to the rail industry specifically, retention and training are two of the ARA’s 
most pressing concerns (ARA 2008, 10). Researchers also recommend the inclusion of 
diversification strategies to attract, retain and develop women and minorities (Greer and 
Virick 2008, 351; Cespedes and Galford 2004). 

In responding to the shortage of technical staff  diversification has become a major issue 
for industry, with increased attention on the recruitment and development of women and 
minorities, and building these into the succession management program adds to the 
competitiveness of a business in the ‘war for talent’ (Greer and Virick 2008, 351). The 
attraction of women, indigenous Australians and youth to the rail industry was a 
recommendation of the Rail Revolution Report (ARA 2008, 17).   

Conger and Fulmer (2003, 79-84) emphasise that an effective succession management 
plan requires the identification of key knowledge positions and including those in the 
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succession plan, being transparent with employees about all aspects of the plan, 
rigorous use of measurements, and the inclusion of some flexibility in the plan so it is 
easily adjusted to changes in the environment. Finally, involving all levels of the 
organisation in the planning and development of the succession management plan is 
suggested, in order to have buy-in (Taylor and McGraw 2004, 753, 755). 

It can be seen therefore that there are a range of critical issues to be addressed, if 
succession management is to be used effectively as a tool to acquire and retain 
knowledge which in turn provides the ability for organisations to develop and maintain 
innovation capabilities.  In order to assess the effectiveness of succession management 
in the management of knowledge and innovation in the rail industry in particular, the 
research project address the following questions:  

• What are the aims of current succession management practices in the rail 
industry? 

• How effective are existing succession management practices for collecting and 
developing knowledge? and  

• How can succession management contribute to innovation in rail organisations? 

3. METHODOLOGY 

The overall proposal for this research was that innovation can be facilitated through the 
knowledge retention and enhancing processes of an effective succession management 
program.  The specific research questions were then developed to address the specific 
details required to appropriately investigate this proposal.   

Case study analysis was chosen as the most appropriate methodology as using cases to 
further explore emerging areas is often considered most appropriate (Eisenhardt, 1989). 
It was also suitable because of the nature of the research questions which also 
determines the type of data to be collected and the most appropriate analysis strategies 
(Yin 2003). The main unit of analysis was at the organisational level, within the context 
of the rail industry (Yin 2003, 24).  

Purposeful sampling was used to identify the participants in the study who were senior 
managers, from six large organisations in the Australian rail industry (Denzin and 
Lincoln 2000, 370). These managers were either directly in control of the succession 
plan, or had a specific interest in implementation of succession management within their 
organisation. Access and introductions to Board members of the Australian Rail 
Association (ARA) were gained through a senior manager at the ARA. These Board 
members then gave access to the relevant senior managers in their respective companies.   

Semi-structured interviews were utilised as these have been argued to be the most 
appropriate technique for collecting data about complex subjects (Sjoberg and Nett in 
Platt 2001, 39). Semi-structured interviews have been defined as conversations with a 
purpose (Gubrium and Holstein 2001, 57) and allow the interviewee to take the 
conversation in promising directions, with the interviewer using original questions as a 
guide for the overall conversation. Telephone interviews were selected to overcome 
geographical constraints. The interviewees worked in organisations in three different 
states of Australia, none of which were the interviewer’s home state. The interviews 
were designed to identify whether there was an existing succession planning process, 
and the drivers and impediments to implementation of succession management. Some 
of the interview questions included: What activities are involved in your succession 
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plan?; What do you think are the issues in implementing and sustaining a succession 
plan?; How is success defined for your organisation’s succession plan?; and Do you 
think public, technical or engineering organisations have any special needs?  Each 
interview was approximately 30 minutes in duration and was recorded for future 
transcribing.   

Content analysis was then undertaken manually to identify themes emerging from the 
data in relation to succession management and its contribution to knowledge 
management and innovation in the organisation. Manual analysis was chosen due to the 
exploratory nature of the study, thus allowing the researcher to gain intimate knowledge and 
understanding of the data and themes emerging. A second researcher with knowledge of the 
content area was used to audit the data and content analysis in order to increase validity and 
reliability. 

4. SUMMARY OF RESULTS 

The organisations all had some form of succession management which ranged from 
completely informal processes to formal, structured programs; and from a focus only on 
the senior management level to all management including frontline supervisors. The 
content analysis was conducted by coding the data according to common categories 
drawn from the key literature.  The eight categories which emerged from the interviews 
formed three themes; leadership development, program design, and challenges for 
design and implementation. 

4.1 LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT  

Two categories were discovered in the data and combined to form this theme, the first 
of which was ‘identification of HiPos’. This category consisted of when, who and how 
the decision was made about identification of high potential employees (HiPos) in the 
organisation, for whom they would invest time and money. In the majority of the 
organisations, the CEO and executive team decided annually in a workshop situation 
which employees were HiPos, and which roles in the business needed succession 
attention. Over half of the organisations used a performance/potential matrix to rate 
employees.  

Second was the ‘intervention/training’ category, which appeared to be well-developed 
in most organisations, with both external and internal training being conducted. 
Partnerships with universities and training organisations were utilised to deliver 
specialised training programs. Cross-training and secondments were the internal 
training methods preferred by organisations. Competencies were the basis for 
development and individual development plans were co-created by the individual 
employee and their manager. These processes for development identify that these 
organisations are considering not only how to develop knowledge within their 
organisation, but also how to capture and share existing knowledge.  One direct 
comment was: 

“the technology group, their succession plans are more about, don't lose your 
expertise, always training up the next person to make sure they've always got the 
best knowledge” 

By having formal processes of leadership development, both traditional, off-the-job 
training and other forms of development, they are recognising the importance of 
knowledge development for the future leadership of the organisation. 
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4.2 PROGRAM DESIGN 

The second theme of program design focussed on the extent to which the succession 
management program was developed into a formal process, and the extent to which it 
linked to other critical issues for knowledge management.  This theme combined four of 
the categories identified in the data. Firstly, ‘roles’ examined who was responsible for 
decision making in the succession planning process. As mentioned, typically the CEO 
and executives decided who are considered HiPos.  This process sometimes involved a 
matrix tool against specific criteria to evaluate potential participants, whilst others relied 
on judgements based upon relationships and discussion. Most organisations allowed 
employees to self-nominate, and design their individual development plans with the 
supervision of their manager. 

‘Formal vs. Informal’ was the second category, which explored whether the 
organisation had policies and/or guidelines, and if the succession plan was tied in with 
the overall business plan. Only one organisation had a formal policy, and another had 
recently received board approval of their proposed policy. One organisation had limited 
guidelines and the rest were informal.  There was limited indication of direct and overt 
links to overall business strategy.  One comment was: 

“We have some succession management guidelines, and the actual succession 
management is kind of one strategy in our workforce plan.” 

The third category was ‘size of the plan’, which examined how far the succession plan 
permeated the organisation, and ranged from covering the CEO position down to the 
supervisory level positions, to just covering critical positions and top level senior 
management positions. It also explored how many successors were identified for each 
position in the program. One organisation attempted to always have three potential 
successors who ranged in readiness from one to five years. Another had one potential 
successor in the lower levels, and two from the general manager to the managing 
director.  Most organisations in the study stressed that these potential successors were 
not guaranteed the role for which they were training. 

Finally, the category of ‘measurement of outcomes/success’ was discussed in the 
interviews and the answers were all quite different. The first organisation had the most 
comprehensive measurement system. They measured success by the amount of internal 
transfers and promotions, average tenure (as a measure of retention) and the number of 
job trainers/mentors the employee had during their time with the organisation. Measures 
were also taken as to how many females and indigenous Australians were employed and 
their progress within the organisation. Of central importance was that there were no 
gaps in key positions. Another organisation conducted a culture survey, measuring 
satisfaction, and considered this a measure of success of their succession management 
program. A third organisation measured success by the size of the talent pools, the 
number of resignations, and through an informal survey. The fourth organisation used 
the conversion rate and an improvement in the internal promotional transfer rate, 
although this organisation was quick to point out that external recruitment would always 
be necessary to continue to access new knowledge flows. 

4.3 CHALLENGES FOR DESIGN AND IMPLEMENTATION 

The categories of ‘problems/challenges’ and ‘special needs for technical/engineering 
environments’ were placed together to form this theme. The subjective nature of 
choosing the HiPos was one of the problems mentioned, and closely linked was the 
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political nature of nominations for a succession management program. One HR 
manager and their immediate manager discussed this problem, explaining:  

“If you actually want to have a strong development plan and strong progression, 
you need to do quite a lot of lobbying. But that’s just the nature of the way (the 
organisation) is.”  

Also, as employees climb the corporate ladder, they need to be trained further both in 
technical and leadership skills. One manager highlighted that it can be difficult to 
change from the technical training stream, to the leadership training stream, and vice 
versa.  

“unless we have a specialist program to help them transfer over or a different 
was to help them transfer over into the technical stream or vice versa, we can 
end up losing them out of the business.” 

Overcoming this perceived barrier in top management levels to non-engineering 
backgrounds and even engineering backgrounds from another industry, was reported as 
a key challenge to effective succession management.  It has long been argued that multi-
disciplinary teams and a breadth of expertise allows for more innovative idea generation 
and produces positive outcomes for organisations.  In an industry so heavily reliant on 
technical expertise, it is a challenge to ensure that adequate recognition is given to those 
skills and capabilities seen as “other” than engineering.   

Developing leadership and innovation capacity requires individuals to be able to adapt 
quickly and to consider doing things differently.  Any program for succession 
management must be able to balance the sharing and capturing of knowledge with the 
need to consider new ways of achieving outcomes.  This is seen as a key challenge for 
succession management if it is to contribute to the broader knowledge management 
agenda of an organisation. 

5. DISCUSSION  

The findings from this study provide some insight into how organisations within the rail 
sector are attempting to address the issue of succession management and the extent to 
which this might contribute to knowledge management within the organisation.  Each of 
the research questions can be considered again, in light of the findings from this 
exploratory study. 

5.1 CURRENT AIMS OF SUCCESSION MANAGEMENT 

There emerged three key aims of succession management in the organisations studied; 
improved employee attraction and retention, continuity of leadership and, to a much 
lesser extent, contribution to strategic direction.  Although attraction and retention of 
technical staff was not discussed overtly in the challenge section of the interviews, it 
became an obvious problem throughout the interviews with all of the organisations. 
Australia’s talent is being poached overseas (Wood 2003), but a larger, more immediate 
problem for the Australian rail industry is the poaching of their engineering talent by 
other Australian industries. Australia has a huge primary industry based on coal and 
metals such as aluminium. These industries can afford to pay above award wages with 
which most organisations cannot possibly compete. Instead, the HR professionals have 
attempted to use their succession management process as an attraction and retention tool 
with some success.  It would follow then that if an organisation can attract and retain 
suitably skilled staff, then the capture and dissemination of knowledge becomes easier. 
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The organisations in the study also appear to want to ensure continuity through their 
succession management plan. They discussed in their annual executive workshops the 
positions that needed to be covered by the plan, including key knowledge positions in 
the organisation. However, only one company had the recommended three-deep 
succession plan. Another had two potential successors at the highest levels of the 
company. Most had one potential successor for the identified positions. The potential 
for loss of knowledge is a concern. Far better, the immediate successor train with the 
incumbent, but one or two geographically and more temporally distant successors be 
developed as well. 

An important design strategy is to tie the succession management process to the 
strategic business plan. Two of the more informal succession management processes 
were considered to be part of the workforce planning strategy, which informally tied the 
succession process in with the business plan however, this relationship is tenuous at best. 
This strategic alignment did not appear to be an aim of the organisations, as the two 
organisations with formal succession management processes did not tie it with the 
business strategy. However, one of these organisations stated that the resources for 
training would not be allocated to an individual development plan if it did not fit with 
the overall business plan.  

5.2 EFFECTIVENESS FOR COLLECTING AND DEVELOPING KNOWLEDGE 

One of the most effective ways to retain and disseminate knowledge is through training 
and developing employees.  These can be done using 360° feedback, coaching, 
mentoring, networking, educational programs, stretch and cross-functional assignments, 
and action learning. It appears that the rail industry is efficient in utilising all these 
training tools, with the exception of 360° feedback and action learning. 360° feedback is 
generally thought too sophisticated a tool at the present point in time, and HR 
professionals are reluctant to make use of it. Action learning was not specifically 
identified as a learning and development strategy during the interviews, but it could 
provide the opportunity for employees with different competencies to mix. This allows 
for creative innovation, not only for new or improved goods or services, but also for the 
creative resolution of organisational challenges. 

An interesting point about succession management was bought to attention by one of 
the HR professionals. Succession management requires marrying practices that mitigate 
risk such as preparing successors, with practices that require risk-taking such as 
allowing those successors to take on roles they are not quite prepared for. This marriage 
is essential for continuity though, as the organisation has to collect knowledge from the 
incumbent and develop it in the successor. 

Orr (1996) identifies how it is difficult to change career paths from a technical stream to 
a management stream. This was one of the difficulties presented by one of the 
organisations. Because of the amount of technical knowledge an employee is required to 
have, once they have completed their graduate program, they are required to choose a 
path – technical or operations (management). Once they chose one particular path, it is 
extremely difficult to change paths within the organisation, sometimes resulting in 
resignation. A major challenge for technical organisations is to find a way for 
employees to change paths, hence allowing for this knowledge to be retained by the 
organisation even if the particular employee is located within a different part of the 
organisation. There appears to be a great deal of work and thought still needed to 
increase the effectiveness of collecting and developing knowledge in rail organisations. 
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5.3 SUCCESSION MANAGEMENT’S CONTRIBUTION TO INNOVATION 

Succession management allows the capture and dissemination of knowledge through 
practices such as coaching and mentoring. This prevents the loss of knowledge from the 
exodus of the ‘baby boomer’ generation. Also, practices such as stretch and cross-
functional assignments train employees in the competencies they require. As employees 
learn and assimilate competencies, action planning allows different employees with 
different competencies to mingle and learn from each other, supplying opportunity for 
innovation. In summary, the first major contribution succession management makes to 
industry is it provides the structure for innovation. 

Succession management also has the potential to remove the some of the politics 
involved in promotions. If tools such as 360° feedback are used to select HiPos, then 
good reports from customers, suppliers, superiors, colleagues and subordinates are 
needed. The addition of diversification strategies, and an effective measurement system 
are also efficient means to remove politics from the selection process.   

Finally, succession management has the potential to mediate the shortage of talent. If 
one organisation is offering a higher than average wage or package for a particular job, 
that job can be attractive to potential employees. However, if an organisation is offering 
a standard award wage, but also a career path, then an ambitious individual will more 
than likely choose the latter for longer term benefit. In fact, one of the rail organisations 
in the study specifically uses their succession management process as an attraction and 
retention tool, to compete with higher-paying organisations. Finally, in some of the 
organisations studied, they considered succession management to be a process 
innovation in itself.   

6. CONCLUSION 

In traditional sectors such as the rail industry, the focus has been predominantly on 
seniority rather than knowledge capture, so even though those interviewed for this 
research acknowledged the important of succession management for the management of 
organisational knowledge, it was not always translated into practice.  They were 
committed to the further development of the organisation’s succession management 
strategy, but also recognised a number of barriers to implementation.  As this was an 
exploratory study, the findings may not be generalisable to other industries or national 
contexts.  However, the findings do provide further insight into the potentially critical 
issues for the effective use of succession management as a knowledge management and 
employee retention tool for building innovation capacity. 

Industry faces many challenges today, and high on the list for the rail industry are 
technical staff shortages and the imminent retirement of the ‘baby boomer’ generation. 
Globalisation has resulted in a highly competitive and rapidly changing market, so 
industry has to innovate to survive. A cornerstone of the innovative organisation is 
strategic knowledge management.  One of the ways knowledge management can be 
facilitated is through succession management. 

The findings of this research indicate that the aims of succession management in the rail 
industry are attraction and retention, and organisational continuity. Although, 
succession management has great potential to be a tool for collecting and disseminating 
knowledge, this was not an overt emphasis of succession management in the rail 
industry. Lastly, succession management provides the structure for innovation by 
explicitly addressing ways to capture knowledge which is necessary particularly for 
exploitation, but will also contribute to capacity for exploration (March, 1991).  
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There are a number of areas relating to succession management that require further 
research.  For example, there is a claim in the literature that transparency of process is 
important (Conger and Fulmer 2003), and allowing input into the succession 
management process from all levels of the organisation is also critical (Taylor and 
McGraw 2004). Neither of these practices were used in the case organisations within 
this study as they tended to be traditional and bureaucratic.  It would therefore be 
beneficial to conduct research in other industries where these practices have been 
utilised. 

One of the challenges discussed by one of the organisations in this study was the 
difficulty of changing training paths from technical to management. Research into a 
solution to this dilemma would also be extremely valuable, both to industry and to 
advancing the theoretical understanding of succession management. 

Finally, an exploration of partnerships with other rail organisations, or between 
organisations in the same industry, in order to provide more varied career paths to high 
potential employees is suggested. These partnerships could be both domestic and 
international, and have the potential to be extremely valuable to employees, and 
therefore to industry itself.  

Knowledge management is a complex issue, but one that confronts all organisations in 
some way.  In the Australian rail sector, the challenges of knowledge management 
within an aging workforce, geographically spread, with a heavy value place on technical 
and engineering skills will need to be addressed in order to attract and retain quality 
employees and provide career paths for the future. 
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