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Introduction 

In 1951, C. W. Mills (58-59) wrote: "To be free and to be secure is to have an effective control over 

that upon which one is dependent: the job within the centralized enterprise". A key problem of our 

time is if and how employees can be free and secure by having an effective control over their 

employability. The aim for this paper is to contribute to the debate about this by focusing on the ICT 

sector, because it is characterized by rapid change which makes it a prototype for an employability-

dependent careers pattern, and within this sector on companies whose management takes a keen 

interest in employability. 

The research question is: what are the implications of the new psychological contract based pursuit 

of employability by ICT companies? The paper starts with some conceptual clarification regarding 

employability and the new psychological contract, followed by a brief review of theoretical 

constraints. Then it outlines the employability-related challenges that work in the ICT field entails, 

and positions the nine companies studied as fairly exceptional, critical cases in terms of the interest 
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shown in the issue of employability. In the empirical part of the paper implications and constraints 

are explored on the basis of 37 interviews with employees and managers in the companies. 

 

Conceptual clarification 

Currently, the central idea concerning security in working life is that this is a matter of investing in 

employability (Arthur and Rousseau 1995; Guest 1998; Ellig 1998; Heckscher 1995; Kanter 1989; 

1993; 1995; Littleton and Arthur 2000; Yerkes 2011). Employability can be defined as empowerment 

in matters of career development. This definition follows Gazier (2001: 23), who concludes after 

surveying the various meanings given to the term employability that the most up-to-date definition 

is what makes “each worker a more aware and a more independent organizer of the succession of 

activities and commitments that, combined, constitute his/her working life”. It is also consistent with 

Schmid’s (2006) point that autonomy is an important component of employability. 

The concept of employability has a strong normative content. It figures in a discourse that can be 

seen as inducing people to feel individually responsible for macro-economic problems (Jacobsson 

2004). In this paper, however, employability is primarily seen as central concept in a theory about 

careers. This theory can be outlined as a set of four propositions: 

1 Because of rapid economic and technological change, job security is becoming more and more 

unlikely; employers cannot realistically promise it to their employees (Kanter 1991; Ghoshal et al. 

1999: 15; Herriot and Pemberton 1996). 

2 With the disappearance of job security, employees can derive security only from their 

employability (Kanter 1989).  

3 Employability of employees is amenable to substantial enhancement by investing in it (Kanter 

1993). Various forms of investment are possible. The primary one, at least according to EU and OECD 
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recommendations, is training aimed to increase professional knowledge and skills (Jacobsson 2004). 

Other forms of investment can aim at gaining experience in new contexts, increasing awareness of 

marketable skills and talents, boosting self-presentation efficacy (Ghoshal et al., 1999) and 

expanding the employees’ network of contacts (Arthur 1995). Kanter (1993) suggests that acquiring 

an entrepreneurial attitude is important. Arthur (1995) and Littleton (2000) imply that adopting a 

lifestyle based on systematically chasing learning opportunities and viewing employers as 

contingent, in other words pursuing a “boundaryless career”, also enhances employability.  

4 Investment in employability, especially in the shape of training, can exist as a joint responsibility of 

companies and employees (Jacobsson 2004). The idea is that employers have an interest in this 

because of the emergence of the “new psychological contract”. A psychological contract is a set of 

expectations that the employer and employee have of each other. The theory is that the “old 

psychological contract” in which the employer was expected to try and maintain a permanent 

employment relation with the employee in exchange for loyalty and performance is giving way to a 

new psychological contract where the above no longer holds. In the new psychological contract, the 

employee expects that the employer will invest in her or his employability. In return, the employer 

expects commitment (Ellig 1998). Beyond boosting employee commitment, other possible reasons 

for companies to invest in their employees’ employability are to establish a reputation as an 

attractive potential employer (Ghoshal et al. 1999) or to make layoffs easier (Tamkin and Hillage 

1999). 

Apart from paying for training and facilitating it, Baruch (2003) lists other activities that employers 

can undertake to enhance the employability of their workers: organizing informal learning and job 

rotation, supporting temporary placement in other organizations, providing information about job 

opportunities inside and outside the organization, supporting active searching for job opportunities 

in the organization’s network, and helping employees to become more aware of what they can do 

and want to do through benchmarking, testing, counseling and self-assessment.  
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Theoretical constraints 

The four propositions outlined above seem consistent, but how realistic is the idea that 

employability security can be created? There are several theoretical reasons for having some doubts 

about this. One of these is that employer-paid training presents a classic collective action problem. 

While most employers will see the value in a well-trained, up-to date and potential-maximizing 

workforce in the economy, investing in it is not directly in the interest of individual employers. It is 

rational to poach staff from competitors that invested in training (Crouch 2006).  

When we consider investment in employability, the role of the employee should not be overlooked. 

The employee has to invest too, at least energy, and often time. A theoretical constraint that applies 

here is that turbulent conditions create uncertainty about which direction to choose. Crouch (2006) 

suggests that investing in a given skill or body of knowledge is a gamble, because it is impossible to 

gauge beforehand whether it will be of any use. Managers who are adamant about employability 

tend to be able to make only vague statements about what exactly employees should learn (Hallier 

2009). Hirsch and Shanley (1995) remind us that a traditional careers system offers focus, 

coordination, and a reduction of uncertainty that helps employees invest effectively in themselves. 

In a system of boundaryless careers this is all gone. If Hirsch and Shanley are right, we should expect 

that employees will feel somewhat paralyzed as a result of the uncertainty about possible career 

paths. 

A further constraint involves a clash between producing in an efficient way and learning. Svensson 

(2004) indicates there is a contradiction between a production and a learning logic. He refers to an 

extreme case of Taylorist production that does not offer space to reflect, experiment, make mistakes 

and think differently, but we can infer that the contradiction exists whenever routine is part of 

money-making activities. 



5 

 

External pressures on the organization can lead to financial constraints that make lasting bargains 

between employer and employees, i.e. win-win situations such as the new psychological contract 

based pursuit of employablity, unrealistic. Such pressure can be the result of coordination between 

firms, which often takes the shape of “extended hierarchies” (Thompson (2003). In a company that 

occupies a subordinate position in a value chain, its top management can face imposed speed-ups 

and systemic rationalization. Also, a company can face pressure to meet short-term financial 

demands when it ends up in the position of being an asset that is bought and sold. Such mechanisms 

can limit the capability of employers to “keep their side of the bargain” (Thompson 2003: 359).  

Finally, we have to take into account labor market driven erosion of employability as a mechanism 

that can prevent investments in employability to bear fruit. This involves addressing the qualitative 

supply side bias that employability theory commonly shows (McQuaid and Lindsay 2005: 204–205; 

Jacobsson 2004). This bias entails an implicit assumption that investments in skills, knowledge, 

insights and contacts can, for example, offset counteracting characteristics of the demand for labor, 

such as age discrimination. Erosion of employability can also ensue when cheaper workers with 

comparable skills enter the game, for example because of the offshoring of jobs (Castells 2000). 

In the empirical part of the paper, these constraints provide structure to the analysis. 

 

ICT sector as the prototype of employability dependence 

The ICT sector is often presented as the model for careers based on employability (Kanter 1995). In 

fact, the “roving engineers” who created Silicon Valley were the sources of inspiration for the idea of 

employability security (Kanter 1989). The same people served as prototypes for Littleton's (2000) 

“boundaryless” careers. Smith (2010: 295) counts ICT workers, together with for example 

investment bankers, among those for whom “maintaining employability is part and parcel of their 

occupational culture.” 
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The ICT sector field presents clear challenges in terms of maintaining employability. Unfilled 

vacancies for, and unemployment of, software developers exist side-by-side. Companies are hiring 

and firing simultaneously (Meares and Sargent 1999; Schouten 2006). This points to problems in the 

areas of internal mobility and work-to-work transitions. After analyzing 71 qualitative interviews 

with ICT workers in small and medium sized Australian companies, Brooke (2009: 244) summarized: 

“Many respondents perceived that their careers would be short, and projections of prolongation 

into their fifties and beyond were rarely articulated” and “many of the older workers were finding it 

difficult to prolong their careers” (Brooke 2009: 246). 

The challenge for ICT workers to maintain employability may well be increasing, as Cappelli (2001) 

notes that hiring the right skills at the right moment, i.e. "buy" instead of "make", has become more 

important. Consultants or contractors especially are expected to “hit the ground running” (Barley 

and Kunda 2004: 177). Moreover, the rise of outsourcing, off-shoring and the use of flexible workers 

supplied by temporary work agencies after 2000 made lifelong learning of employers less of a 

priority for managers (Van Velzen 2004: 157). 

The literature on the ICT sector shows that the theoretical constraints in the new psychological 

contract based pursuit of employability are indeed present. The collective action constraint is 

evident in the research of Van Velzen (2004) and Bakker (2006) who note that at least some ICT 

employers made use of training as a means to retain valued employees, which indicates that the 

new psychological contract seems to be effective to some extent, but also report that companies 

often used payback clauses that applied when employees left within, for example, two years of the 

training. Payback clauses prevent companies from paying for the collective good without deriving a 

private benefit from the investment, but it seems logical to expect that payback clauses hamper 

training. 
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Barley and Kunda’s (2004) ethnographic study of American ICT consultants illustrates how 

uncertainty about future developments presents a problem for ICT workers. The study shows that 

these workers were concerned about the risk of making a bad bet when deciding whether to invest 

in learning a new technology. 

The literature on the ICT sector also hints at a labor market driven erosion of employability. Many 

jobs in the ICT industry demand not just up-to-date knowledge and skill, but also the ability and 

willingness to put in long hours and to put up with stress (Latniak and Gerlmaier 2004; Longenecker, 

Schaffer et al. 1999). A further factor that affects employability in the ICT sector is quickly changing 

demands in terms of new skills that are not cumulative (Cappelli 2001). The employability of ICT 

workers is also affected by the perception that there is an age for employees of peak performance, 

which typically lies decades before the official retirement age (Brooke 2009). Another relevant 

perception is that suitability for working with a given technology is related to the generation to 

which someone belongs, generation being defined by the technology that was current during the 

person’s formative years (McMullin, Comeau and Jovic 2007). Van Velzen (2004) reports that in the 

Netherlands older ICT workers are less wanted and receive less training opportunities. 

 

Data and analysis 

The data on which this paper is based consist of verbatim transcripts of 37 interviews with 

individuals working in ICT companies in Germany and the Netherlands. These interviews were made 

in 2005 as part of the Workforce Ageing in the New Economy (WANE) study of information 

technology employment.i The purpose of this study was to investigate from a life course perspective 

ramifications of changing labor markets. The interviews represent four German and five Dutch 

companies. Case characteristics are in Table 1. 
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< insert Table 1 about here > 

 

The sample is biased in a way that is advantageous to the purpose of the paper, because it seems 

plausible that it over-represents companies in which the managers take a keen interest in the issue 

of employability. This is due to the fact that the strategy for recruiting companies to be studied 

involved publishing articles about the project in the trade press. These articles prompted managers 

in several companies to approach the research team to have their organizations included in the 

study.  

That these cases are fairly exceptional become apparent after examining existing research. 

Scholarios et al. (2008) show that only a minority of small and medium sized ICT companies try a 

proactive approach to enhance the employability of their workers, while in most companies 

employability policy tends to be only ad hoc. Augustsson and Sandberg (2004) report that many 

Swedish interactive media companies did not have a consistent employability strategy. Marks and 

Scholarios (2008) studied two ICT companies in transition, in which social skills were gaining 

importance because of increasing interaction with clients. They note that even when managers were 

quite aware of the fact that the skill requirements for the work were changing, they nonetheless 

showed little initiative to increase their workers’ abilities to comply with the new demands. Marks 

and Huzzard (2010) report that in their sample of four Scottish software companies, the employees 

tended to attach greater importance to job security than to learning new skills. Augustsson and 

Sandberg (2004) show in their study of the Swedish interactive media business that employees 

deemed on the job learning more important than training, while on the job learning tended to 

remain limited to finding out how to solve the concrete problems that cropped up during work. 

Augustsson and Sandberg acknowledge that this may contribute to employability, but that this 

depends on the nature of the problems at hand and on how wide the search for solutions is. They 
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also note that employees only used part of the time which their employers had made available for 

competence development. In this paper we are dealing with the minority of ICT companies that are 

comparatively employability-aware.  

The average age of the 37 respondents was 41. The youngest respondent was 20 years old, the 

oldest 73. 12 respondents, or 32 per cent, were women. Among the respondents were managing 

directors, IT managers, consultants, software engineers and sales and marketing people.  

Interviews, conducted in English, were semi-structured. Respondents were asked to reconstruct 

their careers, and explain events and decisions, and to reflect about the future, especially about the 

question whether they would be able to continue working in ICT until the age of sixty-five. Managers 

freely explored the management aspects of the issue. Basically, only interview fragments that 

related to employability were coded. Open coding was performed and short analytical memos 

attached to some of the codes. Analysis was performed using the program InterviewStreamliner 

(Pruijt 2012). 

 

The new psychological contract and the collective action problem 

Across the board, the interviewees indicated that it was essential that ICT workers continuously 

invest in their professional development. Offering opportunities for skills development emerged as a 

key role that organizations were expected to play. A textbook example of the new psychological 

contract comes across in the following explanation by a managing director of Company 3:  

“For us it's very important that we develop employee skills and in the kind of technical 

profession he wants to be in. I mean for me it's because we're a very small company I can 

say to one of the technical consultants, ‘I want you to develop more in web-based solutions’. 

But if he doesn't like it, he will not do it, so what we ask them is ‘What kind of way you want 
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to go, do you want to go to web development, do you want to go to document 

development, do you want to go to other developments?’ That's the main thing we do and 

then from there we look to more education and training. [..] the overall company must have 

specialists in all those types of businesses. But I find it very important and I have all the 

people who were hired the last few years [..] still working for us [..] I don't think they want to 

leave at short notice, because, yeah, well they're happy because they can develop their own 

way. I mean their development is also the company's development because if you are so 

small the most value is by employees.”  

In the quotation above, the new psychological contract appears as a solution to the collective action  

problem; employees are expected to be loyal in response to the opportunities for development that 

the company provides. 

In Company 6, the expectation is not so much that employees are loyal, but that they show 

entrepreneurial engagement. Company 6 offers an opportunity to see in action that what Scholarios 

et al. (2008: 1039) suggest as a theoretical possibility: entrepreneurship as a component of the 

psychological contract.  

In its mission statement, Company 6 proclaimed: "Our employees' entrepreneurial initiative takes 

centre stage. We demand that they be willing to take responsibility and to develop their abilities. We 

support them in their progress and offer them the freedom to be creative.” In this company, 

entrepreneurship was seen as a continuum; at the highest level there was the possibility for 

employees to turn a business idea into a separate company under the umbrella of the holding 

company. The concrete example of this was an initiative by a consultant to create a division that 

targeted the HRM market. The minimum level of entrepreneurship that should hold for every 

employee was defined, in the words of a manager as: 
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“Being autonomous within their role, and being in charge of *..+ their working place. *..+ We 

want everybody to be sensitive towards how long will my project last, when do I need the 

next project, to be proactive about all this, and not just being dragged along with us. [..] 

What we want to achieve is that people working with us have a direct feeling of their 

particular workplace, of their particular project, how safe it is really for them, and what they 

have to do in order to make it a sustainable workplace. [..] each and every consultant in our 

company has to move along in order to have a safe working place. They have to take risks 

even, some kind of entrepreneurial risk, they have to invest their time into learning new 

technologies, learning new business, making them familiar with new business processes, 

industry competencies." 

Not all employees were enthusiastic about this idea, one interviewee called it “new wine in old 

bottles” and the manager quoted above acknowledged that “some technical experts just maintain 

the position ‘we are not sales people’”. Nevertheless, the vision was institutionalized in the 

organization. At least one consultant among the interviewees was thinking about creating a new 

business within the company.  

As mentioned above, the new psychological contract can be seen as a solution to the collective 

action problem. Nevertheless, its power is limited, as is evidenced by the use of payback clauses. In 

the large company in this study (Company 5) management was receptive to the employees’ wishes 

regarding training, but the company rule was that the employee had to stay on for three years or 

else had to repay the cost. Training costs were written off in three years. An interviewee said that 

this caused some frustration and discouragement, but that there was some leeway for bargaining.  

When a private good for the employer, in the shape of skills that the organization itself needs, is 

added to the collective good of a highly employable workforce, investing in training because more 

attractive. Another employee of Company 5 explained that it was helpful to make a case for a win-
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win situation when asking for training and gave an example of how a proposal for training could be 

framed: 

"Well, this is a very important way of educating myself because it's for myself, okay, but it's 

also good for the company, I see the development of this and so on and so on."  

Other companies used the incentive of allocating company time for training to induce employees to 

focus on skills that the company needed, while still paying for the cost of all training regardless of its 

direct use for the company. Also managers made suggestions for training, and discussed possible 

new opportunities with consultants in business development seminars. Such activities respond to 

employee uncertainty about future developments, while simultaneously aligning training outlays 

with organizational needs and thereby reducing the collective action problem. 

 

Addressing the clash between a production and a learning logic 

In ICT, the combination of high workloads and the rapid succession of new tools creates a clash 

between a production and a learning logic. A 47 year old ICT professional, working in a large 

company in the Netherlands (company 5), explained: 

“Things are changing constantly and well, until now I never found that a big problem, I was 

quite interested in things, new things [..]. I used to think that was not a problem. As I am 

getting older now I have some more trouble in keeping up to speed [..].The workload is 

getting higher so you can't do things during your work any more. I used to have possibilities 

to look up things, read something during working hours and now the workload has increased 

and that has become more and more difficult and then you have to transfer to your private 

time and so that conflicts of course with family life, but family life is not the cause of it. 

Perhaps if you were not married and you didn't have a family life then you perhaps have 
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time to study all these things. [..] I'd rather go sailing than finding out about the next thing 

that Microsoft has invented.” 

A way to manage this clash was explored in Company 6. Company 6 had an innovative wage system 

that presented employees with the choice between, on the one hand, generating cash by exploiting 

their existing knowledge and, on the other hand, investing in learning. The key part was a basic 

income for consultants when they were not working on a project for a client. This basic income was 

relatively low, 56 percent of the amount excluding bonus that a consultant would get when working 

on a client project. It offered the opportunity to invest in learning or business development and it 

was a way to mobilize the employees to create employability security on the company level. As a 

manager put it:  

“In a sense they pay for their freedom when they don’t get a customer project.  So their 

income is substantially lower. [..] However, it’s very clear this fixed income is not compatible 

to typical incomes in the market, it’s substantially less than you earn as a consultant when 

you produce in a different company, and when you produce more billable hours on the 

company. [..] Everybody, in order to stay with us, every employee needs the feeling that he 

or she made their own right choice between, how much time do I invest, and how much 

time do I use to optimize my own income?” 

One of the consultants described this balancing process:  

“It should be very good to learn a new programming language but the time I spend to learn 

it, I cannot make any single incentives, so it is a loss of money for me. Although then when I 

learn it the costs for all the schooling is paid by the company, but I cannot earn any money 

beyond my base salary during that time.” 
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Financial constraints and ways to work around these 

In the varying extents to which companies were investing in skills development we can discern a kind 

of scale. Of the companies mentioned above in this section, we can say that they invested in training 

beyond immediate organizational needs, thus clearly in their employees’ employability, and thereby 

represent the high end of the scale.  

Further down the scale, there were companies that basically catered for their own direct skill needs 

but not more. There was training, which perhaps had an effect on employability, but this was not the 

goal. Some companies, that had previously offered generous training, slid down the scale to land in 

this position. An employee of a firm (Company 9) that used to have a broader training policy, but 

that was cut back by management, explained that the current policy was to: 

“Provide training only in situations when there is a concrete demand. So, for example, let’s 

assume I have to see this or that client and the client expects this or that know-how, which I 

don’t have to a certain degree *..+, then there will be further training provided.” 

She indicated that she respected the management ‘s decision to cut back on training beyond actual 

job requirements and suggested that the damage to employability was limited:  

“And I have often noticed for myself that training is not effective unless you get a chance to 

really use your knowledge afterwards.”  

What may explain this sliding down the scale, is that this company was in a subservient role to its 

customers. One of the consultants described the experience of working for a client company as 

follows: 

“We are coming from outside. We are not part of the client’s company but part of the 

consultant agency, and we are on loan, commissioned as specialists and, yeah, it’s always 

some kind of a difficult relationship, [..] or, well, not always, but it is very easy for the 
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internal workers too, and there are things like a better salary, so we sometimes feel 

exploited because they can do with us what they want.”  

This can be seen as a case in which an extended hierarchy prevents an employer from keeping his 

side of the bargain (Thompson 2003). 

Even further down the scale we find companies that did not invest in skills development, but instead 

completely relied on the “buy” option. Financial and time constraints, not lack of interest in 

employability, were the cause. According to the managing director of Company 1, his company was 

too small to have the possibility to train. New people in the team had to be “billable” immediately. 

Here, the shift from “make” to “buy” appears as a two step process. The client’s decision to hire 

consultants instead of giving the job to inside employees is the first step. The second step is for the 

company that supplies consultants to rely on the “buy” option too. 

Various companies explored ways to work around financial constraints when creating opportunities 

for learning. Company 6’s innovative wage system made it possible to combine a decline of business 

with an increase in training. Because employees in training earned much less than when working for 

a client, there was “a way of reducing load without having to set people free” (managing director). 

Saving training expenses by engaging in informal learning was an important strategy too. Especially 

when it took place collectively it was a reason for enthusiasm. A consultant (Company 6) illustrated 

this nicely when he told how he had learned to customize the enterprise resource management 

system SAP: 

“*..+ my colleagues know much about SAP so I learn from them. We’re sitting together and 

talk about this and this, how do you do this [..]. So I know something, they know something 

and we’re sitting together and discuss about something and try it out.” 
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Of one of the other companies (Company 2) , one might even say that organizing informal learning 

was the reason for its existence. This company was a cooperative consisting of ten freelance 

consultants, who had set it up to promote collective learning and networking. 

There were substitutes sought for professional training courses. In-house specialists sometimes 

attempted to train their colleagues. Several of the companies organized seminars, in which 

employees or people from the organization’s external network presented. In contrast to collective 

self-learning, these initiatives tended to get a mixed reception.  

Another way to acquire new skills is what consultants in the US have called “stretchwork”, that is 

work that is close enough to their area of expertise to be doable, but sufficiently remote from it to 

provide an opportunity to learn (Barley and Kunda 2004: 260). A consultant of Company 9 deemed 

this an increasingly remote possibility: 

“I always think it is understandable from the point of view of the client, but eventually it is 

like a dead end: I always get my project assignments on the basis of the knowledge I have. 

This has always been a problem for me, that I keep repeating the same thing. It’s 

understandable. You get the project in an area which you are best in. But you hardly ever get 

to learn new things that way. It would be nice but probably impossible in practice. It would 

not work time-wise, you would have to find the right people, the design of the projects must 

be appropriate and so on. But taking one step out of line at a time, so to speak, in order to 

get a bit of a different perspective [..]. That is however not what the client would experience 

as optimal. They, of course, prefer to have someone who can cover with his or her know-

how all the [..] demand. [..]  

Company 8 has a deliberate policy of investing in stretchwork, but it needs the clients to play along: 

“We often offer to our clients: look, we have a colleague here who is appropriate, in theory. 

Though this person lacks the special experience that the client demanded. So we offer to 
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work for a certain time at a very low hourly rate, or even for free. An orientation phase. Thus 

you get the chance to get familiar with unknown areas. Admittedly, this has become more 

difficult over the last two years. But it still happens.” (engineer Company 8) 

Several of the companies struggled to get away from the precarious position of being just a labor 

pool for other companies. When Company 8 started in 1984, all its employees worked as consultants 

with clients. Then, in the 1990s a small group started to develop a travel scheduling system. This was 

a successful product and eventually all developers worked in-house on it. Suddenly, in 2001, 70 per 

cent of the revenue from the product disappeared: 

“In order to survive we started again with let me use a very ugly term “body-leasing” 

activities. This is actually very ugly.” (manager Company 8) 

However, because switching to pure consulting would rob the consultants of the opportunity to 

learn quality management and project management, the firm’s management made the deliberate 

decision to retain internal development: 

“But we do not want to give up internal development, for the client as well as for our own 

purposes. Because this is the only chance you have to give people [..] further qualifications. 

To train them in quality management; to teach them standards and norms, or things like 

that. After all, you don’t learn everything there is to know during you academic education. In 

fact, I could put it quite differently: your job training actually starts only after your academic 

education. [..] In our business everyone should know how to manage a project. Otherwise 

they will never be able to advise a client, if all they do is work on narrow-gauged filling in for 

someone else, that doesn’t work.” (manager Company 8) 

It is clear in this case that it is important for a company to have a product in addition to offering 

consulting. Purely offering consultants constitutes the bottom of the pecking order, providing not 

just labor, but solutions, was seen as much more desirable.  
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Labor market driven erosion of employability 

Some of the consultants were pessimistic about the long term prospect for their employability. A 

reason to take their assessment seriously is that consultants get regular feedback about their 

employability because their managers offer them to clients, sometimes together with one or two 

colleagues to allow the client a choice. Clients decide whether a particular consultant would be the 

right person to assign the project to. When consultants voiced pessimism about their employability, 

this tended not to be linked to a lack of training or learning opportunities, but to factors on the 

demand side: demands to work long hours, to be current in ever-changing technology, and a youth 

bias in the demand. Exceedingly rare among respondents was the opinion that a sustainable 

technical career was just a matter of keeping developing oneself. The most outspoken 

representative of this view was a 28-year old programmer. Others were downright negative because 

of the combination of stress, working long hours and the need to constantly update knowledge. A 37 

year old worker complained that he had difficulty to get on, having to compete with 26 year olds, 

and that continuing working long hours would eventually lead to a burnout. A German engineer 

(Company 8) explained how he did not get an assignment with a client because he could not meet 

the demand of working 60 hours per week: 

“About six months ago, we got a request from a client. And we had some talks.[..], and they 

demanded that I accept working 60 hours a week. I said, I cannot guarantee this [..]. So, that 

was clearly the exclusion criteria. The fact that I honestly told them, “Look, I will happily give 

it a go, but I cannot make any promises”. 

The engineer added that this job would likely go to a freelancer. This engineer more or less drew a 

line in the sand against the demand to work long hours.  
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Repondents brought forward several ideas about how the problem of the combination of stress, 

working long hours and the need to constantly update knowledge could be dealt with, such as 

working shorter hours, or being allowed to work no more than 40 hours. A typical idea, at least for 

those who thought that a long career in ICT was possible in principle, was that moving into 

management would help. Also design work was thought to be less susceptible to skill obsolescence 

than implementation. One respondent added that at some point in the career, a change in job 

content from implementation to transmitting knowledge should be made. There were, however, no 

indications of concrete steps taken to make any of these ideas a reality, nor of any expectation that 

employers should make efforts in this direction. The only thing that came close was a strategy to 

focus on a niche in which there was little competition. For example, one respondent felt secure, 

because his specialty, information architecture, was rare. However, a niche can be at risk. A 

consultant (Company 9) derived an uneasy sense of security from his knowledge of an old computer 

system (designated “the host”): 

“I see a risk, very clearly. I may have my hopes that I will just about slip through *..+. I have 

the knowledge of the host [computer], and for the time being the hosts are still needed. But 

as soon as the major companies will turn their backs to this, I might be faced with problems, 

that may be. Simply for the reason that you don’t get hired anymore when you have lost 

your job. I see that with some of my colleagues. Especially if you are over 50, chances are 

absolutely grim for getting new employment. You can always get lucky, I wouldn’t deny that, 

but in my case it will be crucial whether the host is still running.” 

Thus, we see no components being added to the psychological contract that entail a protection 

against the erosion of employability by the combination of stress and working long hours. This was 

different in regard to another mechanism that causes an erosion of employability: a youth bias in the 

demand for labor. In ICT, the demand tends to concentrate on workers who are relatively young. In 
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part this youth bias may be a matter of unfounded perceptions among clients. But a 73 year old 

managing director (Company 8), who was appalled by age discrimination, observed that: 

“if a group or an individual is called to a client, either as consultant or as project director or 

simply to offer support for some project then it is usually the younger ones who tend to be 

the favorable choice, who quickly and very easily go and download whatever tools from the 

internet and know how to click it all together. Why, this is some kind of art actually, I don’t 

really want to neglect this. And my experience has been that many young employees are 

about three times as fast as the older ones in developing a new program”.  

However, she added that the young consultants lack the experience that is needed to ask the right 

questions. 

An engineer told of a company in which she had previously worked, that, after she had left them, 

closed their doors “pro forma”. After a while it was founded again and everybody below forty was 

hired again.  

Older workers tend to be tolerated rather than wanted. Consultants who are rented out to clients 

face a constant series of hiring decisions. Typically, the client wants to have a choice. A managing 

director (Company 9) explained: 

“At normal times you have a handful, or sometimes a couple more, at your disposal. You get 

a project commission with a list of characteristics, of the know-how the employee is 

supposed to bring into the project, and then you can choose between a very limited number 

of people. And the client looks at it, looks at the know-how, and then selects someone. It’s 

not as if our directing management was able to make the selection. So, it is only logical that 

they choose the person who matches their profile best. But it’s a shame, sometimes.” 

Older consultants often lose out:  
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“If you talk about older employees, the thing is that we get to hear remarks with regard to 

commissions, even emails, when we send out people above fifty, suggesting that we had 

seemingly offered our latest Volkssturm” *German militia at the end of WWII, known for the 

large number of old men that served in it] (managing director Company 8) 

She described how older employees are trapped in a “Catch-22 situation”. Clients expect an older 

consultant to have achieved a lot already and to be very high in the hierarchy, and therefore 

expensive. For this reason the older consultant is not likely to get the job. Or, when the older 

consultant is offered at a low rate, the client might think “he has not achieved anything in all this 

time” and decide against taking the consultant. There is a cultural element present as well, when 

counterparts on the client side are much younger: 

“if you look at the employee level, the very IT company’s employee who needs support, for 

whom we are supposed to build something, or who is supposed to give approval to our 

project, has a completely different language code. I would almost say it is a linguistic 

problem. This may sound a bit grand now. But these young people are playing ping-pong 

with a certain terminology” (managing director Company 8) 

This managing director added that when the services of an older consultant are offered at a low 

hourly rate, a typical reaction is “we won’t take him on to our project with these low rates, because 

all our staff is very young and we believe that this could become difficult.”  

Some employers felt a moral obligation to protect older employees. An example: Company 8 was a 

family owned business. The owners were looking for a buyer because there was no successor in the 

family, while the managing director was already 73 years old. A prospective buyer insisted that all 

employees over 50 should be dismissed, which the owners declined, referring to their social 

responsibility and the personal relationship they had developed with people with whom they 

worked for 18 or 20 years and the know-how that they had. 
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After making it clear that his company (Company 5) would never hire older programmers, an 

information architect turned to a concrete case of an older programmer already employed by the 

company: 

“But if somebody is in yeah we have to try to manage him through the new job and have him 

escorted on the job.” 

There were several courses of action in evidence to address the youth bias in the demand. A partial 

solution involved sending consultants to clients in mixed age pairs. Another one entailed assigning 

older employees to internal projects. Not all companies had such these projects, however. Some did 

consulting only.  

For a correct interpretation it is important to realize in the Netherlands and in Germany, there is 

legal protection against dismissals: the moral obligation to protect employees is undergirded by a 

social and legal norm (Pruijt and Dérogée 2010).  

Concluding notes 

This paper assesses the implications of the new psychological contract based pursuit of 

employability by employability-aware ICT companies. The ideal of a highly employable workforce is 

characterized by a collective action problem: employers who invest in the employability of their 

employees may be helping them to move to competitors. The new psychological contract appeared 

as a partial solution to this collective action problem, because investing in employability makes an 

employer attractive. That this is a partial solution is evidenced by the use of payback clauses. 

When managers direct the professional development of their employees, they are helping to provide 

a private good for the company, in the shape of skills that are of direct use to the company, thereby 

alleviating the collective action problem. Simultaneously, they also cater to the employees’ need for 

a structure that guides them through an uncertain future.  
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A clash between a production and a learning logic presents an obstacle. It does not seem possible to 

eliminate it, but one of the companies pioneered an exceptional, innovative way to manage it. This 

was done by offering employees a choice between exploiting existing knowledge when working on 

lucrative client assignments, or exploring new areas of knowledge at a low base salary. 

Simultaneously, this strategy liberated the consultants from the stigma of temporarily not having a 

client assignment.  

Some of the companies that did not, or no longer, invest in training for employability, or in some 

cases in training at all, occupied precarious positions as suppliers of flexible labor caught in a trend 

for skills to be increasingly bought rather than developed. These companies expressed the new 

psychological contract based pursuit of employability in the form of strategies that compensate for a 

lack of resources for training. Some of these informal alternatives were rewarding to the extent that 

the employees did not experience lack of training as a breach of the psychological contract. 

Factors that operate on de demand side erode employability. Two of these, the demand for putting 

in long hours and coping with stress causes prompted various ideas among the consultants, but none 

of these seemed to be incorporated in the psychological contract. In contrast, the youth bias in the 

demand for ICT consultants’ services, a second factor that causes erosion of employability, was 

subject to interventions. Managers felt that they had to do something against it. Therefore, we can 

say that in some of the companies, efforts to protect employees against demand-side driven erosion 

of employability were part of the psychological contract. Such protective efforts entail a concern for 

job security, which according to employability theory should be antithetical to a psychological 

contract that emphasizes learning (Arthur and Rousseau 1995; Guest 1998; Ellig 1998; Heckscher 

1995; Kanter 1989; 1993; 1995; Littleton and Arthur 2000; Yerkes 2011). Because this paper focuses 

on a critical case in which the new psychological contract based pursuit of employability is 

paramount, there is reason to doubt this assumption. A realist conception of employability security, 
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or in short, employacurity, should take into account demand-side erosion of employability and a 

concomitant role of protection in the psychological contract. 
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