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Abstract 
__________________________________________________ 
An organisation’s survival is dependent on the support of a number of stakeholders. However, 

professional service firms tend to lose the support of their most important stakeholders, which 

are their well-educated employees, also referred to as their ‘talents’.  

 

This study has used Harrison and Wicks’ (2013) framework of stakeholder value creation as 

its point of departure, which consists of four value aspects: goods and services, organisational 

justice, organisational affiliation, and opportunity cost. The framework states that managerial 

actions, related to these four aspects, are likely to create value for stakeholders by increasing 

their happiness. “Happy” stakeholders are further considered to keep supporting their 

organisation, which generated the principal research question of this study: How can 

professional service firms increase the happiness of their talents? 
 

Moreover, the study was limited to neo and classic-professional service firms, which include: 

consultancy, advertising, accountancy, architecture, and law firms. In order to explore what 

managerial actions increase talents’ happiness, a case study was conducted at a British law 

firm. Nine solicitors of three different levels of seniority were interviewed and the firm was 

observed for two days.  

 

This study not only confirms the validity of Harrison and Wicks’ (2013) framework but also 

extends it by identifying additional managerial actions, categories for analysing ‘talent 

happiness’ as well as a fifth value aspect: ‘job characteristics’. In a broader perspective, this 

study contributes to stakeholder theory by providing an empirical and micro-level illustration 

of the theory.  
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Legal Concepts  
__________________________________________________ 
Trainee Solicitor  

A trainee solicitor practices at a law firm for two years before qualifying and working as a 

solicitor (the Law Society, 2016a). 

 

Solicitor		

A solicitor is a confidential adviser who combines legal expertise and interpersonal skills (the 

Law Society, 2016b). A solicitor’s services include advising clients of their rights, drawing up 

contracts, assisting in buying and selling properties, as well as consulting about divorce and 

wills (Ibid). In this study, solicitors will represent ‘talents’.  

 

Partners 

Partners are solicitors who own the law firm and are responsible for the firm's business 

development, which includes acquiring new clients and delegating the workload amongst the 

firm’s solicitors (Winroth, 1999). In this study, partners will represent managers.  	
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1. Background 
__________________________________________________ 
Why do some organisations survive and thrive in today’s competitive society, whilst others do 

not? The notion that an organisation’s performance depends on the support of stakeholders 

other than its owners exclusively is highlighted in Freeman’s (1984) stakeholder theory. A 

stakeholder is an individual or group that affects or is affected by the organisation which, in 

addition to owners, includes customers, the community, and employees (Donaldson & 

Preston, 1995). Moreover, the theory states that an organisation will retain the support of its 

most important stakeholders by creating value for them, and that this will, as a result, ensure 

their long-term survival (Freeman, 1984; Donaldson & Preston, 1995). However, 

organisations tend to lose stakeholder support due to limited understanding of how to create 

stakeholder value (Freeman, 2010; Direnzo & Greenhaus, 2011; Harrison & Wicks, 2013; 

Tantalo & Priem, 2016).  

	
In order to fill the gap in stakeholder theory, Harrison and Wicks (2013) provided a 

framework with the following four value aspects: goods and services, organisational justice, 

organisational affiliation and opportunity cost, which they argue are perceived as valuable by 

stakeholders. The framework further suggests that an organisation can understand how 

stakeholder value has been created through specific actions related to the four value aspects, 

by assessing how “happy” stakeholders feel in regards to the actions. Hence, if an 

organisation knows how to increase the happiness of important stakeholders, by acting in a 

way that these groups and individuals perceive as valuable, the organisation is expected to 

retain the stakeholders’ support (Ibid).  

	
One group of organisations that especially tend to lose the support of their most important 

stakeholder group is professional service firms (PSFs) (Alvesson, 2000, Løwendahl, 2000; 

Von Nordenflycht, 2010; Ballinger et al., 2011). This can in turn be an indication that PSFs 

do not understand how to create stakeholder value (Harrison & Wicks, 2013). The concept 

‘professional service firm’ is rather ambiguous and has been defined in a number of ways 

(Von Nordenflycht, 2010). However, one core characteristic of this type of organisations is 

that they highly depend on the support of their stakeholder group ‘well educated employees’, 

who are responsible for the firm’s client based business (Maister, 1993; Alvesson, 2004; 



	 2	

Løwendahl, 2000; Ballinger et al., 2011). These employees are further referred to in a variety 

of ways, including “members of a highly professionalized occupational group” (Løwendahl, 

2000, p.25), “top performers with very special skills” (Maister, 1993, p.15), and “gold collar 

workers” (Alvesson, 2004, p.24). Nevertheless, this study will refer to well-educated 

employees as “talents” in accordance with Ballinger et al. (2011, p.1). Due to their 

knowledge, talented workers are attractive on the labour market (Alvesson, 2000) and 

therefore tend to see themselves as mobile workers, and consequently switch organisation 

frequently (Von Nordenflycht, 2010).  

 

Even though a certain degree of employee turnover can create good outcomes for an 

organisation (Staw, 1980), the phenomenon of losing employees in any type of organisation 

tends to be expensive from a business point of view, due to the costs associated with the 

recruitment of new staff, as well as lost productivity, sales and managerial time (Gustafson, 

2002). Compared to other types of organisations, employee turnover tends to generate 

additional organisational costs for PSFs (Løwendahl, 2000; Alvesson, 2004; Ballinger et al., 

2011). Depending on the seniority of the talent, the direct expenses associated with recruiting 

and training a new talent for work within PSFs range from 25% up to 500% of the employee’s 

salary (Ballinger et al., 2011).  

 

Furthermore, the indirect expenses associated with replacing one single talent could total 

millions of dollars due to loss of specific client knowledge that is crucial to the firm’s 

performance (Ballinger et al., 2011). In addition, as talents are responsible for the firm’s client 

relationships, clients tend to follow talents who exit the firm (Alvesson, 2000). The two types 

of PSFs characterised by especially high employee turnover are neo and classic- professional 

service firms, which include: consultancy, advertising, accountancy, architecture, and law 

firms (Ibid). Therefore, this study refers to these two groups when mentioning PSFs.  

	
Moreover, as employees generally equate managerial actions with organisational actions (Loi 

et al., 2006), it is important to recognise that managers play a vital part in creating value for 

talents in order to retain this stakeholder group. This is further highlighted by Henry Michel, 

the former CEO of one of the world’s leading PSFs, Parsons Brinckerhoff: “A lot of people 

say that our resources disappear down the elevator at the end of the working day, leaving the 

company an empty shell. That’s why I consider it my most important task to make sure they 

come back the next day” (Løwendahl, 2000, p. 24). Organisational actions will therefore be 
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equated with managerial actions in this study. By linking the on-going issue of employee 

turnover within PSFs to Harrison and Wicks’ (2013) framework of how to create stakeholder 

value, this study has generated the following principal research question:  
 

How can professional service firms increase the happiness of their talents? 

 

 

1.1 Aim and Objectives 
The aim of this study is to establish what specific managerial actions within neo and classic- 

professional service firms can create value for their talents by increasing the happiness of this 

stakeholder group. The study will use Harrison and Wicks’ (2013) four value aspects, goods 

and services, organisational justice, organisational affiliation and opportunity cost, as its point 

of departure. A case study of a British law firm will allow an empirical illustration of the 

theory.  

 

 

1.2 Disposition 

The remainder of this study is organised as follows: firstly, the subsequent section presents a 

contextual overview including a description of the concept ‘professional service firms’ with a 

focus on law firms. Thereafter, a theoretical background is presented, beginning with 

stakeholder theory and value creation, followed by a critical discussion of the theory. The 

next section describes the research methodology applied in this case study, together with a 

critical discussion of the approach. Furthermore, the empirical findings and an analysis of the 

case study are presented. This is followed by the theoretical and practical conclusions of the 

study, as well as a broader discussion regarding how PSFs can create what talents perceive as 

valuable, in order to retain this stakeholder group. Lastly, this study provides ideas for future 

research opportunities.   
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2. Contextual Overview 
__________________________________________________ 

2. 1 Professional Service Firms 
During the last decade, professional service firms have had an increasing importance for the 

economic growth around the world, contributing to about two thirds of developed countries’ 

GDP, as well as half a third of developing countries’ GDP (Løwendahl, 2000). In order to 

clarify what a PSF is, Von Nordenflycht (2010) provided the following four subgroups to the 

concept: technology developers, professional campuses, as well as neo and classic-

professional service firms. The four subgroups are further defined in accordance with their 

possession of one or more of the following three attributes: knowledge intensity, 

professionalised workforce and low capital intensity (see table 1). According to Von 

Nordenflycht (2010), the attributes of ‘knowledge-intensity’ and ‘low capital intensity’ 

especially tend to prevent a PSF from retaining its talents. All four subgroups of PSFs possess 

the attribute of ‘high knowledge intensity’ (Ibid), where most of their client services are 

provided unsupervised by their well-educated employees (Alvesson, 2004). Due to their high 

knowledge, these employees hold an attractive position in the labour market, and 

consequently tend to leave their employer (Alvesson, 2004; Von Nordenflycht, 2010). 

However, only neo and classic- professional service firms possess the attribute of ‘low capital 

intensity.’ Due to the fact that talents primarily need their knowledge in order to work, this 

attribute enables talents to start up a new business rather effortlessly (Von Nordenflycht, 

2010).   

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 1: Based on Von Nordenflycht’s (2010) four subgroups of professional service firms. 
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2.1.1 Law Firms 
As previously mentioned, law firms belong to the subgroup ‘classic professional service 

firms’. The legal profession is further considered to be one of our oldest professions (Winroth, 

1999) but is similar to other professions in that it is dependant on well-educated employees 

who provide client services (Alvesson, 2000). Consistent with other PSFs, law firms tend to 

lose their talents (Ibid). The issue of high employee turnover within law firms has been 

discussed in literature across various countries, such as Australia, Sweden, China and the US 

(Dent, 2008; Advokatsamfundet, 2015; Winter, 2015; DeNeuve, 2016). The phenomenon of 

talent loss within law firms is not least evident within the UK. A PWC annual law firm survey 

states that the employee turnover rate at British law firms increased during 2014 (PWC, 

2015a). The average direct cost of losing a British lawyer is 40.000 GBP, which is more than 

the costs of replacing an employee in any other type of organisation (Oxford Economics, 

2014).  
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3. Theoretical Background  
__________________________________________________ 

3.1 Stakeholder Theory 
Stakeholder theory evolved during the 1980’s and has since been developed and widely 

adapted in a number of fields, such as healthcare, public policy and law (Harrison & Wicks, 

2013; Mainardes et al., 2012). The common feature of any stakeholder group is that they all 

have a stake in the actions and outcomes of a firm, including owners, customers, suppliers, 

financiers, communities and employees (Freeman, 2010). Furthermore, the core idea of 

stakeholder theory is that organisations should create value for all its important stakeholders 

in order to retain their support, and as a result survive in the long run (Freeman & Reid, 

1983).  

In addition to Freeman’s stakeholder theory (2010), recent research has approached the 

question regarding how to create stakeholder value (Freeman, 2010; Harrison & Wicks, 2013; 

Tantalo & Priem, 2016). Stakeholder value has been defined in various ways, including 

“wealth” (Johnsen, 1986 p. 264), “benefit” (Heller, 2014, p. 24) and “utility” (Tantalo & 

Priem, 2014, p. 315). However, the position in this paper is consistent with Harrison and 

Wicks’ framework for stakeholder value creation, which defines value as “anything that has 

the potential to be of worth to stakeholders” (2013, p. 100-101).  

	

3.1.1 Creating Stakeholder Value Through Happiness 

Harrison and Wicks’ (2013) framework states that managerial actions related to the following 

four value aspects: goods and services, organisational justice, organisational affiliation and 

opportunity cost, tend to be of worth to stakeholders. The framework further suggests that in 

order for managers to create value for important stakeholders in the future, managers need to 

understand in what ways they have created value in the past. One way of doing so is by 

assessing how “happy” the stakeholders feel in regards to the actions (Harrison & Wicks, 

2013). Consequently, this study focuses on how PSFs can increase the happiness of the 

stakeholder group ‘talented employees’ through Harrison and Wicks’ (2013) four value 

aspects. 

 

Based on Harrison and Wicks’ (2013) definition of a “happy stakeholder”, this study will 

define a “happy talent” as someone who is not only satisfied, but “happy” with the value 
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received as a result of managerial actions. Hence, happiness is considered to constitute a 

higher level of well being than satisfaction (Harrison & Wicks, 2013), and is therefore 

believed to have a greater influence on the talent’s decision weather or not to remain with the 

firm (Diener et al., 2002). Reflecting Diener et al. (2002), this study will further define 

“happiness” as self-reported positive emotions regarding specific managerial actions related 

to Harrison and Wicks’ (2013) four value aspects. Self-reports of happiness are believed to 

provide a deeper understanding of what managerial actions a talent perceives as valuable 

(Diener et al., 2002). In the following section, the four value aspects will be explained in more 

detail in order to create a deeper understanding of related managerial actions. 

 

3.1.2 Goods and Services 

Harrison and Wicks’ (2013) framework proposes that stakeholders value a number of goods 

and services, such as salary and internal promotion opportunities. Other academics have 

provided additional examples of this value aspect, including working flex time and having the 

ability to work from home (LoJacono, 2000; Allen, 2001).  

 

According to Locke et al. (1980), employees mostly value their salary. However, employees 

tend to be uncomfortable to express how much they value their salary when being asked by 

their employers (Rynes et al., 1983). It is therefore crucial for organisations not to take 

employee surveys at face value, without questioning why the employees answered as they did 

(Ibid). Furthermore, internal promotion opportunities are important to multiple types of 

employees (Alvesson, 2000; Loi et al., 2006; Nouri & Parker, 2013; Pang et al., 2015), but 

more so by high-educated individuals (Pang et al., 2015). For example, promotion is generally 

considered to be a status symbol (Malhotra et al., 2010) as well as a sign of career success 

amongst solicitors (Stumpf, 2009) who are required to study and train for six years before 

practising law (the Law Society, 2016b). Moreover, in many families today, both parents 

work and therefore need to share the household responsibilities (Allen, 2001). It is therefore 

believed that organisations can achieve low employee turnover by creating policies and 

programs that facilitate employee’s balance of career and personal life (LoJacono, 2000). 

However, family friendly benefits do not necessarily change the values or the norms within 

organisations (Allen, 2001). Consequently, even if an employee is allowed to stay home with 

his or her children, this does not mean that the employee feels supported by the supervisor in 

the decision (Ibid).  
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3.1.3 Organisational Justice   
Managerial actions that are perceived as fair by employees tend to result in low employee 

turnover (Eisenberger et al., 1990; Alvesson, 2000; Dutton et al., 2002; Cameron et al., 2004; 

Loi et al., 2006; Parker et al., 2011; Harrison & Wicks, 2013; Otto & Mahmutoglu, 2015). 

Therefore, literature on organisational justice explores how management should act in order 

to create a workplace where employees are treated justly, based on the following three types 

of organisational justice: distributive, procedural and interactional justice (Harrison & Wicks, 

2013). 

	
Firstly, Loi et al., (2006) argue that employees generally perceive a high level of distributive 

justice when the organisation allocates resources in a just way, in relation to what the 

employees have contributed with in form of effort and skills. Løwendahl (2000, p.52) defines 

distributive justice in the following way: “a salary which is perceived to be unreasonable 

compared to the value created as the result of a professional’s input, is likely to lead to an 

exit”. Furthermore, Loi et al. (2006) consider the organisational system within law firms as a 

representative example of distributive justice, where promotion from associate to partner is 

viewed as a fair reward for a lawyer’s work and dedication to a firm.  

	
Secondly, literature argues that an organisation creates procedural justice when the needs and 

opinions of all organisational members are included in its decision processes, and when the 

employees perceive the decisions as transparent (Loi et al., 2006; Cantor et al., 2011), which 

could be linked to Harrison and Wicks (2013) who suggest that employees perceive that an 

organisation has created value when managers are authentic in terms of doing what they say 

they will do.  

	
Thirdly, literature (Harrison & Wicks, 2013; Otto & Mahmutoglu, 2015) proposes that 

employees generally perceive a high level of interactional justice when other organisational 

members treat them in a supportive, polite and respectful way during daily interactions. As a 

result, interactional justice is expected to increase the social relationship between employees 

and their organisation or employers, and in turn increase the employee's well being (Otto & 

Mahmutoglu, 2015). 
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3.1.4 Organisational Affiliation  

According to Alvesson (2000), individuals act in accordance with the personality with which 

they identify themselves. For example, an individual might primarily identify himself or 

herself as a lawyer who wants to behave in a committed, hard-working way (Alvesson, 2000). 

Harrison and Wicks (2013) further state that individuals feel connected to organisations that 

match their identity.  

 

Reflecting this, Gouldner (1957) refers to employees who identify themselves with the 

organisation as ‘locals’, and employees who identify themselves with their profession as 

‘cosmopolitans’. Due to their limited connection to the firm, cosmopolitans are believed to 

easily leave the firm and bring clients with them in order to start up a new business (Alvesson, 

2000). Managers therefore generally work with shaping employees into ‘locals’, by 

developing a unified identity within the organisation through certain structures and 

communications (Alvesson, 2000). 

 

An example of shaping a unified organisational identity is through the partner system within 

law firms, where solicitors are connected to the firm through shared interests and long-term 

relationships with the firm’s partners (Alvesson, 2000). In addition, Harrison and Wicks 

(2013) propose that employees tend to feel more connected to a firm through a sense of team 

spirit and empowerment, where the employees can control their day-to-day work. Moreover, 

Alvesson (2000) states that managers tend to either apply ‘moral telling’, where departed 

employees are spoken about as traitors, or maintain a good relationship with departed 

employees, as they might become future clients.   

 

3.1.5 Opportunity Cost 
Stakeholders tend to compare organisations’ attributes in order to decide which organisation 

provides the better deal (Amit and Schoemaker, 1993). The opportunity cost of supporting an 

organisation is equal to the total value that a competitor would have offered the stakeholder 

(Løwendahl, 1997; Harrison & Wicks, 2013). According to the principle of reciprocity, 

stakeholder groups are expected to remain with the organisation that provides most perceived 

value (Harrison & Wicks, 2013). For example, organisations that allow their employees to 

climb the career ladder are generally perceived as providing a better deal than competitors 

who do not offer such advancement (Alvesson, 2000).  
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3.1.6 Interconnectedness of Value Aspects     
Harrison and Wicks (2013) suggest that the four value aspects, goods and services, 

organisational justice, organisational affiliation and opportunity cost, are linked to each other. 

For example, if an employee feels that he or she is treated respectfully (interactional justice) 

in that they receive a higher salary than the average person within the same profession 

(distributive justice), the employee is likely to feel proud to work at this workplace and as a 

result feel connected with the firm (organisational affiliation). Hence, when managers 

increase a stakeholder’s happiness through actions related to one of the four value aspects, the 

stakeholder’s happiness is expected to further increase. The talent’s happiness will thereafter 

indirectly affect a firm’s talent retention. (Harrison and Wicks, 2013) 

 

3.2 Critique of Theory 
Even though Freeman’s (1984) stakeholder theory has been widely adopted, Donaldson and 

Preston argue that there is “confusion about the nature of and purpose of stakeholder theory”, 

and therefore question whether the theory is applicable to micro level analysis (1995, p.67). 

However, Harrison and Wicks (2013) state that academics are required to study stakeholder 

value creation on an individual level, due to the fact that what is perceived as ‘value’ varies 

between individuals. Despite Harrison and Wicks’ contribution to stakeholder theory, their 

framework has some shortcomings that need to be considered. Firstly, the framework has a 

general approach in the sense that it involves all of an organisation’s stakeholders that affect 

or are affected by the organisation and thus only briefly addresses the stakeholder group of 

employees. Secondly, the framework ignores that PSFs differ from traditional firms, and 

therefore require distinct managerial approaches in order to reduce employee turnover (Von 

Nordenflycht, 2010). However,	even though Harrison and Wicks’ (2013) framework does not 

provide guidelines for specific stakeholder groups or organisations, it does provide initial 

steps for practitioners and academics to apply in accordance with their specific business or 

research area.  

 

3.3 Theoretical Conclusion 

Stakeholder theory acknowledges an organisation’s need to create value for individuals and 

groups other than owners exclusively, in order to retain their support and survive in the long 

run. The most important stakeholder group for PSFs to retain is their talented employees. 

However, this stakeholder group tends to see themselves as mobile workers and therefore 
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switch employers frequently. Consequently, PSFs face high organisational costs associated 

with recruiting and training new talents, as well as with the loss of clients who follow the 

well-educated employees who leave the firm. The costs associated with employee turnover 

within PSFs highlight the need for managers to create what is perceived as valuable for the 

their talents. According to Harrison and Wicks (2013), an organisation can create stakeholder 

value by attending to the following four value aspects: goods and services, organisational 

justice, organisational affiliation and opportunity cost. The framework further suggests that 

managerial actions have created value when the actions have increased stakeholders’ 

happiness. Moreover, the value aspects are interconnected: if an organisation manages to 

create stakeholder value through a certain aspect, such as goods and services, stakeholders 

tend to perceive that the firm has created additional value through another aspect, such as 

organisational justice.  

 

3.3.1 Analysis Model 

The following analysis model illustrates the application of Harrison and Wicks’ (2013) 

framework of stakeholder value creation to the issue of retaining talents within PSFs. When 

managerial actions related to the four value aspects increase the happiness of talents, by 

creating aspects that they perceive as valuable, the actions are believed to indirectly achieve 

talent retention. 

	
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1: Graphical illustration of the analysis model. The double-ended arrows between the four value aspects 

represent their interconnectedness.   
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4. Method 

__________________________________________________ 

4.1 Research Design and Strategy  
In order to create a deeper understanding of how various managerial actions within PSFs are 

perceived by talents, a qualitative study was considered a suitable research design (Saunders 

et al., 2016). The study has used current literature of stakeholder value creation as its point of 

departure, with emphasis on Harrison and Wicks’ (2013) four value aspects: goods and 

services, organisational affiliation, organisational justice and opportunity cost. Hence, this 

study is taking a deductive approach. (Saunders et al., 2016)  

Due to the study’s exploratory question of how PSFs can increase the happiness of their 

talents, as well as its investigative character by studying the phenomenon through a law firm, 

a case study approach was considered a suitable strategy for this study (Yin, 2003). Moreover, 

this exploratory approach was believed to enable a deeper understanding of the rather 

unexplored question of how to create employee value within PSFs (Patel & Davidson, 2011). 

 

4.2 Study Object 
As previously discussed, neo and classic- professional service firms, including law firms, face 

the highest employee turnover compared to other PSFs (Von Nordenflycht, 2010). Consistent 

with other developed countries (Løwendahl, 2000) the professional service firm sector 

represents a large part of the British economy by contributing to 15 per cent of the countries’ 

GDP (PWC, 2015b). Therefore, a British commercial law firm was considered as a 

representative study object for the principal research question of this study. 

The study object is one of the United Kingdom’s 50 largest law firms and employs close to 

1,000 individuals at several locations around England. On the firm's website, the Director of 

Human Resources states that the firm’s current challenges go beyond simply getting the best 

solicitors, and emphasises that the firm needs to devote resources to retaining its talents 

(company website, 20161). This indicates that the firm is aware of the common trend of high 

employee turnover within PSFs, and that the firm is tackling the issue through various actions.  

																																																								
1 At the firm’s request, the website of the firm is anonymous in this study 
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4.3 Respondents 
Consistent with Denscombe (2016), the respondent criteria were developed in order to get a 

representative sample of the target group of talents. Solicitors were considered the most 

adequate sample as they are employed by the firm, in contrast to the partners who own the 

firm. The law firm ranks their solicitors in the following way: associate, principal associate 

and senior associate. The criteria were defined as follows: 

(i) Be employed at the firm chosen for the study/ have handed in notice 

(ii) Be an associate, senior associate or principal associate 

(iii) Work within a different section to the other respondents 

(iiii) Be willing to participate and reflect upon the actions of the law firm's partners 

 

As the characteristics of the solicitors were defined prior the study, the selection of 

respondents is considered a non-random sample. Due to the fact that the solicitors hold 

different positions within the firm, as well as are both male and female, it is a heterogeneous 

sample which is believed to increase the validity of the study, as it enabled the research 

question to be explored from several perspectives. The sample consisted of three associates, 

three senior associates and three principal associates, which was considered a suitable number 

due to the fact that small samples enable researchers to illuminate differences within the 

sample. In addition, one solicitor of each seniority level had handed in their notice, which was 

believed to generate a deeper insight into what value aspects talents may lack within a PSF. 

(Saunders et al., 2016) 

 

As to the topic of ‘retention’ may be perceived as sensitive, the respondents were offered 

anonymity throughout the study. It was believed that this would make the respondents feel 

more at ease, and therefore more likely to offer earnest responses about their perception of the 

partners’ actions, which consequently increased the validity of this study (Denscombe, 2016). 

Therefore, the respondents were given numbers from 1 to 9 and will henceforth be referred to 

by their assigned number. The table below (2) demonstrates the seniority level, gender and 

age of the nine respondents, as well as date, length and number of transcribed words of the 

interviews. However, due to the fact that valuable conclusions from the data material could 

otherwise be lost, this study disregarded gender and age -neutrality in the analysis. 
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Table 2: Overview of respondents. * At her request, respondent 9 was interviewed at a coffee shop. Due to 

background noise at this location, it was not possible to record the interview. This was compensated by thorough 

note taking. 

	

4.4 Data Collection 

4.4.1 Pilot Interview 
A pilot interview was conducted in order to improve and uncover any uncertainties regarding 

the interview questions used in this study, and to ensure that the choice of method was 

appropriate (Silverman, 2001; Yin, 2003; Kvale, 2007; Denscombe, 2016). Moreover, pilot 

interview respondents can be selected independently of the study respondents, and this 

decision if often based on convenience (Yin, 2003). However, in accordance with Kvale 

(2007), the pilot interview for this study was conducted with an individual who shares most of 

the criteria used to select the study’s respondents. The respondent in the pilot interview is a 

male senior solicitor at an Australian commercial law firm, and the interview was conducted 

over the communication service Skype. The interview provided ideas to Harrison and Wicks’ 

(2013) ‘tangible goods’, as the respondent emphasised that he values having a work phone 

and computer in order to be flexible in his work.  
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4.4.2 Interviews 

The method chosen for this case study was semi-structured interviews. This approach was 

considered appropriate due to the aim of exploring the talents’ experiences (organisational 

actions) and emotions (happiness) (Yin, 2003; Denscombe, 2016). Moreover, semi-structured 

interviews allowed the respondents to express themselves using their own words, which in 

turn enabled the study to enrich Harrison and Wicks’ (2013) limited framework on value 

creation (Bryman & Bell, 2011).  

 

In accordance with the listed criteria, nine solicitors from the firm were contacted via e-mail. 

They were invited to participate in the study, and informed about the topic and the interview 

procedure. All nine accepted the invitation, and were thereafter sent a link through which they 

were able to schedule an interview appointment by selecting a time slot during either of the 

two days when the interviews were scheduled to take place. 
 

In order to be able to replay the conversations, eight of the respondents were recorded while 

being interviewed face-to-face at one of the firm's offices. In order to get as truthful 

transcriptions as possible, the interviews were thoroughly transcribed verbatim, including all 

details such as pauses and laughter (Silverman, 2001). Moreover, the transcriptions were e-

mailed to the respondents, were they were able to verify the accuracy of the transcription, and 

make additional comments, which is argued to increase the validity of the study (Silverman, 

2001; Denscombe, 2016; Saunders et al., 2016). As described in table 2, the interview with 

respondent number nine took place at a coffee shop and was therefore documented through 

note -taking. The personal meetings with the respondents prevented non-responses that can 

arise from a questionnaire survey while also enabling observation of the respondents’ facial 

expressions and body language whilst they were answering the questions (Saunders et al., 

2016).  
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4.4.3 Observation 
In addition to interviews with the respondents, an observation took place over two days at the 

law firm that was the object of the study (2016.04.18-2016.04.19). This enabled the study to 

explore how the firm’s partners create what is perceived as value for their solicitors through 

the lens of the researchers’ experience (Weick, 2007). The researchers were given an access 

card, a private room for the interviews as well as a place to sit in the open-plan office. This 

reflects Van Maanen, who proposes that researchers must strive to “live with and live like” 

the group which is being investigated (1988, p. 2). 

 

4.5 Operationalisation 

Harrison and Wicks’ (2013) four value aspects, goods and services, organisational justice, 

organisational affiliation and opportunity cost, were defined by a number of related words. 

According to Silverman (2001), this approach enables researchers to recognise when a 

respondent referred to a specific value aspect during interviews. Each value aspect was 

covered by one main question with the purpose of exploring which managerial actions that 

had increased the respondent’s happiness. (See table 3).  

 

Due to the rather limited nature of Harrison and Wicks’ framework, the words for each value 

aspect were enriched through applying findings from additional research, including: Gouldner 

(1957), Alvesson (2000), Løwendahl (2000), Allen (2001), Alvesson (2004), Loi et al., 

(2006), Cantor et al., (2011), LoJacono (2011) as well as Otto and Mahmutoglu (2015). In 

order to allow extension to Harrison and Wicks’ (2013) framework, the initial questions were 

broad and general regarding value creation, such as “what makes you happy going to work in 

the mornings?” and “what would you say could increase you happiness at work?” 

Furthermore, support questions were developed in the event that the respondents would not 

speak freely (Saunders et al., 2016). All questions were summarised into an interview guide 

(see appendix 1).  
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Table 3: Words and interview questions related to Harrison and Wicks’ (2013) four value aspects and enriched 

through additional research.  

 

4.6 Method of Analysis 
Consistent with Silverman (2001), the interview data was coded based on the 

operationalisation table (3), were the transcriptions were linked to Harrison and Wicks’ 

(2013) four value aspects.  

Furthermore, the partners’ actions that first came to the respondents’ mind when being 

interviewed were considered to influence talent happiness and not solely talent satisfaction. 

Additionally, when respondents used positive expressions, such as “good” and “important”, 

when referring to a specific action, the action was considered to have increased the talent 

happiness. Likewise, when respondents used negative expressions, such as “bad” and “hate”, 

the action was considered to have reduced the talents happiness. The below table (4) 

illustrates examples of how the respondents’ answers were interpreted and analysed. 
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Table 4: An illustration of the coding of collected data.  

 

4.7 Critique Method 

4.7.1 Generalisation 
A general critique of qualitative studies with only one case is the limited ability to generalise 

the results of the study (Silverman, 2001; Yin, 2003; Denscombe, 2016; Saunders et al, 2016). 

However, as this study used Harrison and Wicks’ (2013) framework of value creation as its 

point of departure, its findings can be argued to have a broad theoretical significance 

(Saunders et al., 2016). Secondly, because the study involved solicitors of different levels of 

seniority, the findings can be considered to be representative of other talents who work within 

PSFs. In addition, the examples of research questions, as well as explanations of how the 

findings were interpreted through Harrison and Wicks’ (2013) framework, allow other 

researchers to reiterate the study within their field (Saunders et al., 2016). 
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4.7.2 Interview Bias 
Another issue relating to the method of this study is the phenomenon of interview bias 

(Silverman, 2001; Yin 2003; Denscombe, 2016; Saunders et al. 2016). According to Okubo 

and Sjöberg (2000), interview bias can be especially problematic when interviewing British 

organisations, as they tend to view researchers as intimidating and therefore are reluctant to 

share information with outsiders. In addition, the sensitive topic of retention could possibly 

have increased the respondents’ idea that researchers were threatening the interests of their 

firm (Barriball & While, 1994). In order to prevent the issue of bias, the choice of semi-

structured interviews was believed to create a relaxed environment where the respondents 

could speak freely on the topic, which in turn enabled a richer quality of data (Barriball & 

While, 1994; Yin, 2003).   

	
Moreover, Tayeb (2001) argues that interview bias can occur due to cross-cultural differences 

between researchers and respondents. Reflecting this, the fact that English is the second 

language of the researchers could have caused an inability to read between the lines during 

the interviews, and as a result miss important details (Ibid). However, the pilot interview 

enabled the researchers to practise (Silverman, 2001) and therefore test the accuracy of the 

researchers’ English language, which in turn enabled corrections and clarifications of the 

study’s interviews. 
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5. Empirical Findings and Analysis 
__________________________________________________ 

5.1 Goods and Services  
Consistent with Locke (1980), all respondents expressed the importance of salary and 

bonuses. However, the majority of the respondents (respondent 3, 4, 5, 6, 7 and 9) expressed 

that the firm should devote more resources to this particular benefit, as they had clearly stated 

in the firm’s employee survey. This contradicts Rynes et al. (1983), who argue that employees 

tend to view monetary compensation as a taboo subject, and therefore rarely discuss it with 

managers. Moreover, all of the respondents stated that they value other goods and services 

equally, or more than salary, which contradicts Locke et al. (1980) who state that salary is 

mostly valued by employees. For example, respondent 8 expressed:   

“..if I talk to my grandmother who is 91, the things that are important to her at the end of her 

life, is all about people and relationships, not about how much money she has in the bank..and 

that's how I see it, there is more to life than money ” (2016.04.19) 

	
This quote reflects LoJacono (2000) idea that employees value ‘work-life balance’, which 

was further emphasised by all the respondents who expressed that they feel “happy” when 

they are able to work reasonable hours, as well as having the ability to work from home or 

using flex time. While all respondents reported that they are able to work a 40-hours 

workweek, the perception of whether the firm offered its solicitors the possibility to work 

from home or using flex time differed amongst the respondents.  

 

For example, respondent 7 expressed gratitude for the fact that he is given the opportunity to 

work from home once a week due to his personal health issues. On the contrary, respondent 3 

and 8 did not perceive that they had the opportunity to work from home, nor do they 

understand why this possibility is not offered by the firm, considering that their profession 

involves a recording of their work, and consequently can be monitored wherever they are 

situated. In other words, consistent with LoJacono (2000), if the firm would provide the 

opportunity of working from home or using flex time to all its solicitors, the firm could 

increase its value creation. The observation at the law firm gave the impression that the firm 

to some extent provides work-life balance in terms of allowing solicitors to have a 40-hours 

workweek, based on the fact that most solicitors arrived at the office around 9 am and had left 
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by 5 pm. However, the observation indicated that the solicitors are not offered work-life 

balance in terms of working from home or using flex time, as most chairs were occupied at 

the office between 9 am and 5pm.  

	
Moreover, the findings show that solicitors value work-life balance in terms of parental leave 

depending on their age, where respondents in their 30s expressed that they value the service 

more highly (respondent 4, 7, 8 and 9) than what the respondents in their 20s did (respondent 

1, 2, 3, 5 and 6). For example, respondent 1 showed an understanding that parental leave 

could be of value to other solicitors, but stated that he does not value such an opportunity due 

to the fact that he does not plan to start a family in the near future. Conversely, respondent 8 

expressed how much he valued being able to take parental leave in order to spend time with 

his family when he had just become a father. However, reflecting Allen (2001), the firm’s 

family friendly benefits have not entirely changed the values or the norms of the firm 

regarding parental leave, as respondent 8 expressed that he had not had any active initiative 

on behalf of the partners of the firm regarding his parental leave.  

	
Another good that the respondents value to varying extents depending on age is ‘health 

insurance’. The firm only offers health insurance to principal associates (respondents 7, 8 and 

9), which they considered as valuable due to the work strain they are exposed to. Even though 

this type of good is offered to associates and senior associates, this was currently not 

considered as something critical (respondents 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6). However, the respondents of the 

lower seniority levels indicated that health insurance probably will increase their happiness in 

the future due to the idea that it will probably be more useful having a health insurance when 

they reach a higher age. For example, respondent 6 expressed:  

	
“Yeah I would quite like to get private health care in the future...especially because we all end 

up with aches and pains.” (2016.04.18) 

	
Furthermore, consistent with literature (Harrison and Wicks, 2013; Loi et al., 2006; Stumpf 

2009; Malhotra et al., 2010; Alvesson, 2000 and Pang et al., 2014), the service ‘internal 

promotion opportunities’ is valued by the majority of the respondents (respondents 1, 4, 7, 8 

and 9). However, there was a discrepancy to whether these respondents felt that the firm 

offered this benefit or not. Only male respondents (respondents 1, 4, and 8) expressed that 
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they could become partner if they wanted to, while respondent 9 expressed that there is a 

glass ceiling at the firm, and that she will never become a partner of the firm.  

 

5.2 Organisational Justice 

5.2.1 Distributive Justice 
Corresponding to Loi et al. (2006), respondent 8 feels fairly treated by partners in terms of 

distributive justice, due to the perception that he is able to advance within the firm and that his 

salary reflects his contribution in work. However, the majority of the respondents argued that 

the firm does not match the market rate in terms of rewards such as salary, bonuses and 

internal promotion opportunities (respondents 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, and 9). Consequently, their work 

input is not perceived to match their outcome in terms of rewards. For example, respondents 2 

and 4 consider that the legal market in general involves good bonuses, but that this does not 

apply to their firm. Moreover, respondents 3, 5, 6, 7 and 9 feel that it is unfair that solicitors 

do not get paid ‘London salaries’ as they consider themselves to do the same type of work as 

solicitors in London. Consistent with literature (Loi et al., 2006; Parker et al., Løwendahl, 

2000, Harrison & Wicks, 2013), the imbalance between perceived work and rewards has 

made the respondents feel unjustly treated by the firm.  
 

5.2.2 Procedural Justice 
The respondents explained that the firm applies employee surveys, as well as staff meetings, 

where all solicitors can share their opinions and thoughts with the partners. This reflects 

literature (Loi et al., 2006; Cantor et al., 2011), where an organisation is recommended to 

involve organisational members in decision-making in order to create procedural justice. 

However, respondents 5 and 7 do not perceive these consultations to be genuine, and further 

state that the surveys and staff meetings therefore lose their purpose. This perception reflects 

Harrison and Wicks’ (2013) idea that employees’ perception of procedural justice is 

dependent on the coherence between what managers say and what they actually do. For 

example, respondent 7 expressed:  

	
“..they will go through a long consultation process involving staff giving the impression that 

we're involved in decisions but I think that they have come to a decision before they start that 

consultation process” ( 2016.04.18) 



	 23	

The perception of being excluded from the firm’s decision-making corresponds with the 

replies from all the other respondents. However, while respondents 1, 3, 7, 8 and 9 expressed 

a desire to influence the firm’s decision-making, respondents 2, 4, 5 and 6 contradict literature 

(Loi et al., 2006; Cantor et al., 2011) by not perceiving such an opportunity to hold extensive 

value, as further expressed by respondent 5:  

	
“..I think that there is a lot of that you just cannot share with employees because it is just not 

effective to our business it would be anarchy if you just told them everything” (2016.04.18) 

	
The respondents who do not call for more influence on decisions perceive that partners are 

transparent in the sense that they generally communicate the reasons behind their decisions 

after they have been made (respondents 2, 4, 5 and 6). Nevertheless, the majority of the 

respondents do not feel that the partners of the firm are clear about decisions regarding 

bonuses and salaries (respondents 2, 3, 5, 6, 7, 8 and 9). For example, respondent 6 and 9 

expressed their frustration when partners communicate their bonuses via e-mail, without any 

explanations as to why they are to receive a certain amount as a reward. Hence, the 

respondents consider themselves to lack clear goals and objectives in their work, which was 

further described by respondent 5 in the following way:  

	
“I guess the problem is that there are no criteria” (2016.04.18) 

	
Reflecting this quote, respondent 9 claimed that despite having worked at the firm for 11 

years, she has no idea how to calculate the bonus. The current bonus system further makes 

respondent 3 and 9 feel as if their hard work is for nothing, which consequently decreases 

their initiative to contribute to the firm, as was expressed by respondent 3: 

	
“..why bother hitting your target because what difference does it really make? If you don’t see 

a any additional reward, why work any additional hours?” (2016.04.19) 
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5.2.3 Interactional Justice 
The findings of this study reflect literature, where employees are argued to perceive 

interactional justice when other organisational members treat them in a friendly, supportive 

and respectful way (Loi et al., 2006; Harrison & Wicks, 2013; Otto & Mahmutoglu, 2015).  

	
For example, respondent 2 stated that she values the fact that her team is “nice and friendly”, 

and that she cannot remember anyone being rude to her at any time. Moreover, respondents 4 

and 6 argued that these collegial relationships are what they enjoy most about their work. This 

also reflects respondent 3, who expressed that she will mostly miss the friendly and respectful 

atmosphere when she changes jobs, and further stated that she values the fact that juniors are 

treated in the same way as solicitors of other levels of seniority at the firm. Moreover, 

respondents 1, 3 and 9 emphasised how much they value that the partners acknowledge and 

show appreciation towards their solicitors by saying: “if it was not for you this contract would 

not have been signed on this day.” This contradicts the statement by respondents 2 and 6, who 

expressed a frustration about the fact that the partners expect them to work long hours, but 

that their effort is taken for granted, based on that the firm is not recruiting more people 

despite that they had called for additional staff. Respondent 6 further described that when she 

has raised concerns about her workload, partners responded that she would “just need to get 

on with it, or find a way”.  

 

Moreover, both respondents 1, 2 and 3 described that the firm provided support throughout 

their training process and gives regular update sessions today now that they have qualified, 

which they all specifically value. The perception of a supportive organisation reflects the 

statement of respondents 5, 7 and 8. For example, respondent 8 explained that the only reason 

to why he would voluntarily give up his weekend for work is the fact that he likes his 

colleagues and therefore wants to help them out. Furthermore, respondent 7 described how 

supportive the firm is in relation to his health issues, by prioritising his general well being 

over work by offering him flexible working hours whenever he has a doctor’s appointment.  

 

The observation at the law firm was aligned with the respondents’ general perception of a 

friendly, respectful and supportive work environment. For example, partners tended to 

express gratitude when approaching solicitors regarding tasks that they had performed, as 

well as asked politely whenever a new work task needed to be handled. Moreover, the office 
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walls featured wall stickers of the firm’s values, such as “respect for each other”, with the 

message that the firm needs all its parts, such as secretaries, associates and partners, in order 

to survive.  

 

5.3 Organisational Affiliation 
Consistent with literature (Alvesson 2000; Harrison and Wicks, 2013), the findings from the 

interviews and observation at the firm indicate that partners apply various approaches in order 

to develop a unified identity amongst organisational members. When successful, solicitors of 

the firm identify themselves as ‘locals’ and not as ‘cosmopolitans’, and as a result, are more 

likely to remain with the firm (Gouldner, 1957).  

 

Similar to Alvesson’s (2000) ‘moral telling,’ the study indicated that the firm shapes locals by 

portraying the identity of “outsiders” as unattractive. The majority of the interviews showed 

that the respondents identify their city as an enjoyable place, whereas London in particular 

was identified as a tough and unpleasant city to work in. Much in the same way as the word 

‘Hollywood’ is synonymous with the film industry, celebrities, fashion and a broader Western 

Culture, the word ‘London’ was frequently used by respondents to describe long working 

hours, stress, and a strong focus on chargeable hours (respondents 1, 2, 4, 5, 7, 8 and 9). 

However, respondent 6 questioned whether the institutionalised notion of ‘London’ is over 

exaggerated, while respondent 3, who is about to leave the firm, proposed that these negative 

associations with London enable the partners to retain their talents:  

	
“I think there is a slightly scared mumbling at (name of firm) about London at the moment, 

because they don’t want to lose people that go up to London.”  (2016.04.19) 

	
However, respondent 3 expressed that she is not entirely sure whether or not she will enjoy 

her new workplace more than her current one, based on the fact that a number of their former 

solicitors have returned to the firm:  

	
“..there was a girl who went to a firm and immediately hated it as it did not match her 

expectations, and asked “can I come back”, so they took her back.. as long as you don’t leave 

and burn the place down they will think you are fine” (2016.04.19) 
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Moreover, the departing respondent 7 explained that his relationship with the firm would not 

come to an abrupt end, as he had already developed business plans between the firm and his 

new employer. These findings show that firms can opt to treat their former solicitors well as a 

strategic device due to the fact that they may either return, or become future clients 

(Alvesson, 2000). Hence, when the firm signals: “we are still here”, their former  solicitors 

are more likely to feel like ‘locals’ who wish to stay close to where “they belong”. 

 

The findings of the study further show that PSFs are more likely to develop ‘locals’ amongst 

trainees, due to the fact that the training process generally results in close collegial 

relationships. Correspondingly, the majority of the respondents (respondents 1, 2, 4, 5, 6 and 

8) expressed that they feel most loyal towards the firm where they qualified as solicitors, 

which was explained by respondent 8 in the following way:  

	
“..if you trained in a firm, unless you hate it, then you have a lot of loyalty to that firm..” 

(2016.04.19) 

	
Reflecting this, respondent 4, who had not trained at the firm, argued that he lacks true 

friendship at work, which he had had at the firm were he originally qualified. This could be an 

indication that respondent 4 is a ‘cosmopolitan’ and consequently is disloyal to the firm 

(Harrison & Wicks, 2013), which further highlights the importance of firms investing in their 

relationship with trainees, as well as emphasises the risk inherent in hiring solicitors who have 

qualified at another firm.  

	
In accordance with Harrison and Wicks (2013), the findings of this study further highlight 

that the partners of the firm are aware of the importance of developing strong social networks 

amongst organisational members. For example, the writing on the office walls presents the 

firm’s value of “working together”, as a way of encouraging solicitors to view their 

colleagues as a natural extension of themselves. Accordingly, respondents 1, 2 and 3 stated 

that they like the fact that employees work with, and not for, the partners of the firm. 

Moreover, respondents 5 and 6 expressed how much they “love” the fact that the partners 

have created an “us” identity within the firm by socialising with employees outside of work, 

for example by going to the pub, as well as celebrating personal milestones as a group. 

However, respondents 7 and 8 stated that they are happy with being strictly colleagues and 

not friends with other organisational members, and that they therefore socialise with 
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colleagues only during lunch breaks and working hours, as well as during organised firm 

events.  

	
Moreover the findings of this study correspond to Alvesson (2000), who states that an 

organisation that provides its employees with internal promotion opportunities is more likely 

to develop ‘locals’. Consequently, respondents 7 and 9 had handed in their notice, partly due 

to the fact that they perceived partnership to be out of reach, in the same way as the decision 

of respondent 8 to remain with the firm was very much affected by his perception that he 

could become partner. Moreover, due to the perception that the partners reward hard work, 

respondent 8 stated that the firm suits his personality, which corresponds to literature 

(Alvesson, 2000; Harrison & Wicks, 2013), where organisations are argued to develop strong 

relationships with its employees by reflecting their personal characteristics. 

	

5.4 Opportunity Cost 
Consistent with literature (Rynes et al. 1983; Amit & Schoemaker, 1993; Løwendahl, 1997, 

Alvesson, 2000), the findings of this study showed that the respondents constantly compare 

different workplaces, in terms of costs and benefits, as expressed by respondent 4: 

	
“When they sent me details of their bonus schedule it was very very good and you could 

make a lot of money but they are asking you to work extremely hard” (2016.04.18) 

	
Hence, the respondents determine what a financial package is worth to them versus how much 

they value being able to go home at what they consider to be a reasonable time, and so forth. 

Consistent with Rynes et al. (1983), the respondents had decided to go with the option that 

they perceived to be the most valuable. The findings of this study further show that the firm 

has managed to create what is perceived as value for all of the respondents in terms of work-

life balance, as well as through friendly and supportive colleagues. However, three of the 

respondents deemed the opportunity cost of staying at the firm to be too high based on the 

perception that the firm lacks clear criteria for its bonus system, a competitive salary 

framework and internal promotion opportunities (respondents 3, 7 and 9).  
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As mentioned earlier, respondent 9 expressed that she is unhappy with the way in which 

bonuses are communicated by the firm. This was further in line with respondents 3 and 7, 

who argued that it is not clear what solicitors of the firm are required to achieve in order to 

receive a specific reward. Furthermore, the three departing respondents consider the firm to 

require “city work” without providing “city pay,” by not compensating their hard work with 

salary increases. Moreover, as previously stated, respondent 9 feels that the structure of the 

firm prevents a progression towards partnership, which is aligned with respondents 3 and 7. 

Consequently, the three departing respondents had decided to leave the firm in order to work 

for an organisation that they expect will offer what they lack at their current firm. For 

example, respondent 7 explained that he would be “the top dog” at his new job, as well as 

receive a better financial package with potentially up to 50 per cent of his basic salary as a 

bonus, which is subject to various conditions or objectives.  

	
Moreover, respondents 3, 7 and 9 believe that their new employer will provide an equal or 

greater amount of work-life balance, compared to their current workplace. The departing 

respondents further emphasised how much they value their colleagues at their current firm, 

and that they are sad about the fact that they will lose the supportive atmosphere of the firm. 

However, they argued that it is impossible to know whether or not their new jobs will provide 

the same amount of value in terms of support and good collegial relationships, as expressed 

by respondent 3: 

	
“ I think there is quite a respectful coach here that perhaps you won’t find there and that 

things might be slightly more cut throat in London…but we will see, you never know..” 

(respondent 3, 2016.04.19) 

	
Furthermore, aligned with the three departing respondents, the majority of the remaining 

respondents perceive the bonus criteria of their firm to be unclear (respondents 1, 2, 4, 5 and 

6). However, the fact that they remain with the firm despite this indicates that they consider 

unclear bonus system criteria to be a relatively small cost, in relation to the benefits that they 

perceive to be provided by their firm. Moreover, in contrary to the departing respondents, the 

remaining respondents either claimed that they have internal promotion opportunities within 

their firm (respondents 1, 4 and 8), or did not express that they place extensive value on the 

idea of promotion (respondents 2, 5 and 6). Respondents 5 and 8 further stated that it would 

be difficult to find the same type of colleagues elsewhere, and added that the good atmosphere 
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at the firm would have to change in order for them to change jobs. Furthermore, the remaining 

respondents strongly believe that they have to choose between work-life balance and financial 

benefits, which was expressed by respondent 6: 

	
“it’s a bit of a lifestyle choice. You can either go to London and get 30-40 % increase on your 

pay and be really pressured in work, or can accept that your pay isn’t going to be sky high, 

but instead having work life balance” 

(2016.04.18) 

 

5.5 Job Characteristics 
In addition to Harrison and Wicks’ (2013) framework of stakeholder value creation, the open 

questions of the nine interviews revealed a fifth value aspect: ‘job characteristics’. All 

respondents stated that the job characteristics determine whether they are happy or not going 

to work in the morning. For example, respondents 6 and 8 found that stressful days make 

them less happy going into work, and that this occurs when they feel under pressure from 

partners to perform a lot of work within a short space of time. However, respondents 2 and 8 

expressed that they enjoy the fact that their work is interesting, challenging and complex, 

which is in line with respondents 5 and 6 who pointed out that they are happy about not 

having a “boring” job. This was expressed by respondent 6:  

	
“..some people say my job is really boring, but I never say that, there is bits I don’t enjoy as 

much as others, but it’s not boring” (2016.04.18) 

	
Moreover, respondent 8 stated that he is striving to become a partner, due to the fact that his 

work would involve more business elements where he would be responsible for establishing 

new client contacts for the firm. On the contrary, respondents 3, 5 and 6 claimed that the job 

characteristics of a role as partner do not interest them, as expressed by respondent 5: 

	
“ Really it is a lot of business elements getting clients and doing pitches for work and that 

does not interest me at all I hate all that kind of work I just want to do my work” (2016.04.18) 
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Reflecting this, respondents 3 and 6 indicated that they are less happy about the fact that their 

own work increasingly involves more business elements. For example, respondent 6 feels that 

the firm puts more pressure on her to bring in business as she progresses in the firm, and 

emphasises how she dislikes to make “cold approaches” to clients, instead of having a “nice 

casual chat”.  

	
Moreover, the respondents who were about to leave the firm expressed that they desire more 

autonomy in their day-to-day work, as they currently feel too supervised by the partners 

(respondents 3, 7 and 9). As previously mentioned, respondents 3 and 8 further claimed that 

solicitors should be able to work from home, due to the fact that every minute of their work is 

recorded, which enables partners to check their progress through the firm’s computer system. 

Respondents 3 and 8 further proposed that this issue was based on the fact that the legal 

profession in itself is old, but also that there is a generation gap between the partners and 

solicitors regarding the use of technology. Therefore, to partners, being visible at the office 

equals a committed and hardworking employee, and they are suspicious of solicitors who 

work from home.  

	

5.6 Interconnectedness of Value Aspects 
Consistent with Harrison and Wicks (2013), the interconnectedness of the four value aspects, 

goods and services, organisational justice, organisational affiliation and opportunity cost, was 

evident throughout the interviews. In addition, the four value aspects were connected in 

various ways with the new value aspect identified by this study: ‘job characteristics’.  

The findings of this study indicate that partners’ actions related to the value aspect ‘goods and 

services’ affect how affiliated the respondents feel to the firm. In contrast to Harrison and 

Wicks (2013), the majority of the respondents proposed that they do not wish for tangible 

benefits, such as a private office, as they perceived that it would prevent solicitors to socialise 

and communicate with each other across seniority levels (respondents 1, 3, 4, 5, 7 and 9). 

Correspondingly, respondent 9, who is about to leave the firm, stated that one of the 

drawbacks of her new workplace is the fact that she will be assigned a private office. She 

consequently expects it to be more difficult to get to know her new colleagues, compared to 

the open-plan office at her current firm. Moreover, the findings indicate that tangible goods, 

such as a work phone and computer, are not necessarily influencing the happiness of the 
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respondents, as such goods can disrupt the provided service of ‘work-life balance’ 

(respondents 4, 8 and 9). For example, respondent 8 described how one of his colleagues has 

a habit of sleeping with her Blackberry under her pillow in order to be available to clients 

around the clock, which he argued prevents the opportunity of separating work from home 

life. The findings further indicate that the service ‘work-life balance’ makes the majority of 

the respondents feel affiliated with the firm (respondents 4, 6, 7, 8 and 9). For example, 

respondents 6 and 8 argued that their career driven personalities require having internal career 

opportunities, but that they at the same time want to fulfil their roles as parents, such as 

coming home from work before their children’s bedtime. As respondents 6 and 8 identify 

themselves as both ‘solicitors’ and ‘family members,’ they feel more connected to the firm, as 

the partners allow them to live in accordance with this self-image (Alvesson, 2000).  

	
In a similar way, the findings indicate that the value aspect ‘job characteristics’ has the ability 

to influence the solicitors’ affiliation with the firm through a shared identity. Firstly, the 

observation of the law firm revealed that the firm displays its value “strong client 

relationships” on the office walls. These strong client relationships require solicitors to have a 

personality that is aligned with the client’s case, which further reflects the statement of 

respondent 1, who had been delegated responsibility for the firm's contacts in his home 

country. Consistent with Alvesson (2000), respondent 1 could therefore intertwine his 

background with his work, which in turn made him feel like an important part of the company 

and consequently did not express any plans to leave the firm.  

 

Furthermore, the firm had provided respondent 7 with legal work within the sports industry, 

which was aligned with the respondent’s personal interest in soccer. Correspondingly, this 

made him feel more invested in the organisation, and gave him the feeling that his work 

mattered to a greater extent. However, respondent 7 was due to start a new job at a sports 

club, where his work would be exclusively sports-related, consequently suiting his personality 

even better (Alvesson, 2000; Harrison & Wicks, 2013). This reflects respondent 3, who stated 

that her new job would meet her “obsessive” personality better through a clear reward system, 

where she would know what to achieve in order to receive a specific reward.   

 

In addition, respondents 3, 7 and 9 had decided to leave the firm partly because they lacked 

autonomy in their work. This further reflects Harrison and Wicks (2013) who state that 

empowered employees will feel more affiliated to an organisation. Furthermore, the findings 
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of this study highlight how solicitors of all seniority levels perceive that procedural justice in 

terms of participation in decision-makings has a great impact on how affiliated they feel with 

the firm (respondents 1, 3, 6, 7, 8 and 9), which was expressed by respondent 8: 

	
“I think they realise that people are getting more engaged if they know what is going on... I 

feel that I’m a part of the of the team when I can participate in the decision making process.” 

(2016.04.18) 

	
Reflecting this, respondent 6 described that the firm had acted against her thoughts and beliefs 

when the partners ignored her wish of being accommodating to her former secretary regarding 

change of working hours, which left the secretary with no other choice than to leave the firm. 

Moreover, as previously mentioned, respondent 7 had wished that the partners would address 

the feedback from employee surveys and staff meetings in terms of higher salaries and 

bonuses, and was now about to change job. Hence, this could be an indication that the 

respondent felt less affiliated with the firm.  

	
Furthermore, the firm is perceived as supportive specifically amongst the newly qualified 

solicitors, as they expressed gratitude for having the opportunity to ask a support lawyer who 

could point them in the right direction when handling clients (respondents 1, 2, 3). 

Respondent 3 further stated that she would find it difficult to lose this type of social network 

when starting to work in London. These findings further show that the perception of value in 

terms of ‘interactional justice’ influences the perception of how much value the firm has 

created in terms of ‘affiliation’. 
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6. Discussion and Conclusion 
__________________________________________________ 

The aim of this study was to establish what specific managerial actions within neo and 

classic- professional service firms can create value for their talents, by increasing the 

happiness of this stakeholder group. The study used Harrison and Wicks’ (2013) four value 

aspects, goods and services, organisational justice, organisational affiliation and opportunity 

cost, as its point of departure. A case study of a British law firm allowed an empirical 

illustration of the theory and below follows a presentation of the findings regarding each 

value aspect with additional insights to the theory applied.  

Firstly, consistent with Harrison and Wicks (2013), the findings regarding the value aspect 

‘goods and services’, show that PSFs can increase the happiness of talents by providing 

salary, bonuses and internal promotion opportunities. In addition, this study identified that 

work-life balance, in terms of allowing talents to work a 40-hours week, as well as from home 

and with flexible working hours, increase the happiness of talents. The findings thus indicate 

that talents value financial security and career progression, but also feel “happy” when being 

able to balance work with their private life. Reflecting this, the findings further identified that 

talent happiness is reduced by tangible benefits, such as a work phone and a private office, as 

these diminish the talents’ ability to separate work from private life and prevents the 

formation of social networks at work. The study thus contradicts Harrison and Wicks (2013) 

who state that employees consider tangible benefits as valuable.  

 

The findings regarding the value aspect ‘goods and services’ also indicate that the happiness 

of male talents increases to a higher extent than to female talents, when being offered internal 

promotion opportunities. In addition, the findings identified that health insurance increases 

the happiness of talents of a higher age (30 and over), which also regards work-life balance in 

terms of parental leave. Hence, acknowledging differences in which goods and services are 

perceived as valuable by talents of different gender and age groups is believed to further 

enable professional service firms to increase the happiness of their talents.  

 

Secondly, consistent with Harrison and Wicks’ (2013), talents happiness is increased through 

‘distributive justice’ in terms of fair financial rewards in comparison with the market, with 

emphasis on a fair monetary amount of bonuses in particular. Moreover, the findings 
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confirmed the theory applied regarding ‘interactional justice’, by indicating that the happiness 

of newly qualified talents increases when they are provided support staff, while the happiness 

of talents of higher seniority levels is increased through managerial support in terms of 

acknowledging the talents’ personal life. In addition to Harrison and Wicks (2013), the study 

show that talents feel “happy” when their manager approaches them in order to recognise the 

efforts and results that the talents have contributed through their work. Moreover, the findings 

regarding ‘procedural justice’ identified that talent happiness is increased when talents 

perceive that managers take their input into account through employee surveys and staff 

meetings, as well as when talents understand how their contributions will be rewarded 

through clear bonus criteria.  

	
Thirdly, consistent with Harrison & Wicks (2013), the findings regarding the value aspect 

‘organisational affiliation’ show that PSFs can increase talent happiness by delegating the 

talents with work that is aligned with their personal interests. The study further confirms the 

theory applied by suggesting that PSFs can increase the happiness of talents by developing a 

strong ‘us’ identity amongst organisation members. In addition, the findings show that it is 

more likely to create such a long- term support in talents while they are still qualifying, which 

further indicates that PSFs need to reshape the identity of talents that have qualified at another 

firm. Moreover, the findings highlight that managers can make talents identify themselves 

with a firm, by creating negative associations with competing firms and other cities, as well as 

acting respectfully and friendly towards their former talents, as they could become future 

clients or return as employees.  

 

Fourth, consistent with Harrison and Wicks (2013), the findings regarding the value aspect 

‘opportunity cost’ show that a PSF can increase talent happiness by offering what talents 

perceive as “a better package” than the firm’s competitors. This study identified that the 

following benefits: salary, bonus, internal promotion opportunities, work-life balance, a 

supportive work environment, as well as clear bonus criteria, increase the happiness of talents. 

Hence, the more of these categories a PSF provides, the lower will the opportunity cost of 

staying be for the firm’s talents. In addition, due to the fact that PSFs cannot fully provide all 

value aspects, the findings emphasise that managers are required to actively argue why their 

firm is the “best one to work for”.  
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Lastly, the study identified a fifth value aspect: ‘job characteristic’. Even though one core 

characteristic of PSFs is ‘low supervision,’ the findings show that PSFs sometimes fail in 

providing this type of work for their talents. Excessively supportive managers can be seen as 

negative as they affect the talents’ perception of how much autonomy their work involves, 

which in turn decreases the their happiness. Furthermore, the findings show that some talents 

feel “happy” at work when they do not have the responsibility of establishing new client 

relationships, while others enjoy being a part of such processes. Moreover, due to the 

subjectivity of what is seen as valuable job characteristics, the findings further highlight the 

importance that managers get to know their talents. 
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6.1 Theoretical and Practical Contributions 

The principal theoretical contribution of this study is an empirical application of the Harrison 

and Wicks (2013) framework. By doing so, this study not only confirms the validity of the 

framework but also extends it by identifying additional managerial actions, categories for 

analysing ‘talent happiness’ as well as a fifth value aspect: ‘job characteristics’. In a broader 

perspective, this study contributes to stakeholder theory by providing an empirical and micro-

level illustration of the theory. The below table (5), includes managerial actions as well as 

categories for analysis offered to academics, that either reflect Harrison and Wicks’ (2013) 

framework for stakeholder value creation, or the contributions from this study.  
 

 
 

Table 5: Examples of value creation from a talent perspective. Developed based on Harrison and Wicks’ (2013) 

framework with contributions in terms of managerial actions, categories for analysing ‘talent happiness’ as well 

as a fifth value aspect: ‘job characteristics 
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6.2 Limitations and Suggestions for Future Research  
This study focused solely on Von Nordenflycht’s (2010) two subgroups of PSFs, neo and 

classic-professional service firms, which include: consultancy, advertising, accountancy, 

architecture, and law firms. Furthermore, the study object was limited to one type of classic 

professional service firm: the law firm. However, all neo and classic-professional service 

share the two attributes: ‘knowledge-intensity’ and ‘low-capital intensity’, which make talents 

likely to leave their employer (Von Nordenflycht, 2010).  

Future research on talent retention through value creation could provide insight into what 

value aspects of Harrison and Wicks’ (2013) framework are valued by talents within 

Nordenflycht’s (2010) two additional subgroups of PSFs: professional campuses and 

technology developers. Secondly, future research on different types PSFs could apply 

Harrison and Wicks’ (2013) framework together with the fifth value aspect identified by this 

study: ‘job characteristics’. Such an approach would offer a deeper insight into what type of 

work is sought by different types of talents. Thirdly, future research could adopt the 

developed framework with a quantitative approach, where the five value aspects are ranked in 

accordance to their perceived importance. This would further allow managers of PSFs to 

focus their time and investments on those value aspects that are considered most crucial by 

talents. 
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8. Appendix  

__________________________________________________ 

8.1 Interview guide 

Open Questions 
Please tell me about your work experience and your current position?   

What makes you happy going to work in the mornings? 

What makes you less happy going to work in the morning? 

What would you say could increase your happiness at work?  
	
Goods and Services  
What types of work benefits make you happy?	
Are there any other benefits that would make you happy to receive? 

	
Organisational	Justice	
	
Distributive Justice  
Have you ever felt that you have received more/less rewards than what you considered 

yourself to deserve?	
Do you feel fairly paid in comparison to the market rate? 

Do you feel fairly paid in comparison to your colleagues?  

 
Procedural Justice 
Do you feel that you are involved in the firm’s decision-making?		
Do you feel that it is important for you to be a part of the firm’s decision-making? 

How do you feel about the ways decisions are communicated at this firm?		
 
Interactional Justice 
How do you feel treated by this firm?  

How does the staff communicate with each other at the firm?  

Have the partners ever said anything to you that made you happy?  

Have the partners ever said anything to you that made you unhappy?  
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Organisational Affiliation  
How do you feel about being part of this firm?  

How would you feel about being part of another firm?  

Has the firm contributed to this in any way?  

Have you ever experienced that your firm has acted in a way that you were happy with? 

Have you ever experienced that your firm has acted in a way that you were not happy with? 

	
Opportunity Cost 
What would another firm have to offer in order to make you change job? 

(For remaining solicitors) What would you say is the main reason to why you are staying at 

(name law firm)?  

(For departing solicitors) What will your new firm offer you in comparison to (name law 

firm)?  

(For departing solicitors) What will you miss the most with (name law firm)? 

	
	

   

	

  

	

 

	


