By Lisa A Mainiero

The Typecasting Trap

Many employees get permanently stuck in one career role. A recent survey tells
how people fall into the typecasting trap and how they can get out.

Sandra is a chemical engineer in a
well-known R&D facility. Considered
an expert in her field, she has received
many scientific achievement awards
for her work; colleagues flock to her
desk to ask for guidance on important
projects. Sandra's success on the
scientific career ladder seems assured.

There's one problem: Sandraisnot
happy with her career. What she
would prefer, she says, isto move into
marketing and sales. She has enrolled
in a part-time MBA program with a
concentration in marketing. But San-
dra's attempts to discuss her future
with her boss have fallenon deaf ears.
When she expressed her desire to
move into the marketing area of the
company, he told her that she would
be committing "career suicide" as a
scientist; he saw no reason for her to
make that kind of move. He then dis-
cussed Sandra's opportunities in a
scientific career.

Larry was trained as a computer
programmer and has areal talent for
computer applications. On several
occasions, he has found unique solu-
tions to common problems in data
storage and management. In the com-
pany lunchroom, Larry is frequently
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greeted with cries of "There's the
computer genius!"

Larry enjoyshiswork, but heiscon-
cerned about career movement in the
future. He views his advancement op-
portunities as a computer program-
mer as truncated and would prefer to
move into accounting or finance. But
the company needs his programming
talents so badly that Larry has begun
to wonder if he'll ever be allowed to
make the move.

Virginiabristles at being called "just
a secretary." She prefers the title,
"administrative assistant," because she
feels the corporation is prejudiced
against secretaries. Recently divorced,
Virginia has decided that she wants
more out of life and especially more
out of her career. She's not sure what
position she wants, but Virginia is
desperately trying to get others to
perceive her as a good candidate for
advancement.

The problem

Just asactors are typecast in certain
roles, employees can become typecast
in their jobs. Career typecasting oc-
curs when an employee is perceived
as able to perform only the job for
which he or shewas hired. Despite the
employee's efforts, the company isun-
willing to allow career movement at
the present time or in the desired
direction.

Long a neglected issue in career
development, typecasting can be a
significant problem for many employ-
ees—and ultimately for their organiza-
tions. As people feel blocked from
pursuing their own career interests,

Training & Development Journal, March 1990

they can become unmotivated and
alienated from their work, causing
their companies to lose strong
performers.

A recent study sought to determine
the reasons why certain employees
became typecast and the strategies
they used to combat the problem and
successfully pursue new careers. More
than 50 employees of two R&D
organizations—a chemical facility and
a manufacturing firm—were inter-
viewed. Their professions varied-
participants included chemists;
biologists; physicists; chemical, elec-
trical and power engineers; systems
analysts; programmers; group leaders;
and support-staff professionals. Each
was asked to discuss an experience
with career blockage and how he or
she overcame the problem.

What causes typecasting?

Asshown in Figure 1, respondents
gave several reasons for being type-
cast. Many participants identified
more than one reason, indicating that
typecasting is often the result of multi-
ple factors.

A major cause of typecasting isthat
an organization becomes overly de-
pendent on the skills of an individual
in a particular job. Larry, described
above, is a good example; his com-
pany really needed him to continue as
acomputer programmer. No one else
could develop programs as imagina-
tively as Larry.

Some dependency can be helpful,
of course, because it can increase the
employee's visibility and perceived
value to the company. But too much
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need for an employee's specific exper-
tise makes it unlikely that he or she
will be allowed to move to anew area.

Another reason for typecasting is
that companies fail to recognize
employee needs for growth in dif-
ferent fields. In Sandra's case, her boss
felt that she would destroy her oppor-
tunities as a scientist by moving to a
marketing position, although it was
directly related to her scientific
specialty. To Sandra it was a natural
progression and agood way to try out

Figure 1—Reasons
for typecasting

Lack of opportunities in

company 41%
Company's overdependence

on specialty 38%
Corporate politics 22%
Lack of the right image or
background 12%
Too dramatic a change 8%

Fifty-two participants were surveyed; per-
centages indicate how many participants
cited each reason. Percentages do not total
100 because many participants mentioned
mom than one reason.

new skills. To her boss, however, a
scientist with Sandra's talents had only
one career path to consider.

In many cases typecasting has poli-
tical and cultural implications; acom-
pany may decide that someone
doesn't have the "right image" for
management. With promotion unlike-
ly, the employee staysin hisor her cur-
rent position and isforever typecast in
that particular role.

Too much education

Typecasting can be exacerbated by
specialization. More employees than
ever before are following what they
think isasurefireformula: by further-
ing their education, they increase the
likelihood of advancement. Yet many
people are becoming educated
beyond the opportunities available in
their companies.

Typecasting through specialization
may be the wave of the future. Peter
Drucker, in arecent articlein Harvard
Business Review, discussed the need
for more flat, non-hierarchial organi-
zational structures that rely on

subject-matter expertise rather than
traditional management layers. He
likened this new structure to a sym-
phony. Primarily, employees would be
responsible for their own areas of ex-
pertise. The manager would serve as
the conductor, orchestrating their ef-
forts. In an orchestra, each player
needs to be aspecialist, and people are
promoted on the basis of technical
excellence.

Overspecialization seems to be par-
ticularly prevalent in R&D organiza-
tions, where a premium has always
been placed on graduate education
and specialty tasks. Many technical
professionals—scientists, engineers,
and programmers, for example—are
pursuing graduate degrees in their
areas of specialty or, increasingly, in
management. One firm reported that
its personnel department has noticed
thistrend for two years: in preliminary
job interviews, more PhD scientists
and engineers asked about manage-
ment opportunities than about
technical projects.

Plateauing

That brings up another form of
career blockage, plateauing, which
can lead to typecasting. After conduct-
ing a survey of 72 managers, Janet
Near of Indiana University estimated
that more than 60 percent had
reached career plateaus.

Near suggests that employees
become plateaued because of the
hierarchical structure of most com-
panies. The organizational pyramid
means that not everyone can reach the
top levels, or even the middle levels,
of the executive hierarchy. The
likelihood of being typecast is par-
ticularly great in companies that are
downsizing.

In the next decade, it seems likely
that many more employees will find
themselves plateaued and subsequent-
ly typecast in their jobs, with little
chance for advancement or growth.

Escaping the trap

Regardless of why they are typecast,
employees in such situations want to
know how to change them. Partici-
pants in the study were asked to
describe the strategies they used to
overcome typecasting.

Respondents identified six tech-
niques that helped them achieve
career movement (see Figure 2). From
these, three basic themes emerged:
communication, enhancement of

skills, and preparation for movement.

Communicating career goals is
critical to overcoming typecasting.
Many of those interviewed said they
made their own career moves possible
by talking to others (bosses and col-
leagues, for example) about their new
career goals. Communication may
have to extend beyond immediate
supervisors. Many respondents
described far-reaching networks of
contacts, including personnel staff,
several layers of managers, and col-
leagues in other departments (espe-
cially the targeted department).

Consider the case of John, a
research scientist. John wanted des-
perately to move into management,
but had been typecast by hiscompany
as "not having the right personality"
for it. John felt he had the skills to be
amanager and talked about his aspira-
tions with his boss, his boss's boss,
colleagues, friends, neighbors, and
members of the company's personnel
department.

Through his persistence, John was
able to convince his boss that he did
indeed have the right personality for
management, and his boss became a
supporter. His boss then convinced
othersto giveJohn achance.John was
made a project manager, performed
well, and was eventually promoted
into management.

The problem with many employees
who have become typecast is that
they have been trained as specialists
rather than generalists. Engineers and
scientists, computer programmers,
and even secretaries fall into that
category. Many of the skills they have
learned along the way can be used in
other careers. The key isto evaluate
one's current set of skills to under-
stand which are transferrable, and
then develop general skillsthat will be
perceived as useful in a new
profession.

According to interview respond-
ents, that can be accomplished in two
ways. One isby enriching the current
job to gain new skills, asin the case of
Olga, asecretary. Olgareally wanted to
get into accounting and finance, but
didn't know how. Each month her
boss had to submit a budget report,
but hated compiling al the papers that
were required. Realizing that, Olga
saw an opportunity for enriching her
own job.

One month she compiled the
papers for her boss and did some
preliminary calculations. She then
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asked him for further direction; he
was glad to giveit. Soon Olga had the
responsibility of doing the accounting
for the monthly budget. Afterlearning
those skills, she began visiting the
comptroller's office (with her boss's
permission, of course) to ask if there
was any extrawork she could do. She
soon landed the position she wanted
and now has a growing career in the
financial area of her company.
Another way to broaden skillsis by

Figure 2—Strategies to
overcome typecasting

Communicating career

goals 71%
Pursuing a degree in the

chosen field 68%
Enriching the current job to

gain new skills 62%
Developing a successor 54%

Making realignment moves  34%

Relocating to another
company 48%

Fifty-two participants were surveyed on strate-
gies they used to achieve career movement.

Percentages do not total 100 because most

participants used more than one strategy.

the standard route—education. Most
companies offer programs that permit
employees to pursue their education.
By negotiating with the boss, an
employee may be able to obtain the
degree needed for acareer move. San-
dra, the chemical engineer described
earlier, had decided to pursue an MBA
with aconcentration in marketing. As
her case demonstrates, having the
qualificationsfor aparticular area does
not guarantee getting ajob in it. Not
having the right degree, however, can
certainly prevent a move.

When networking and increasing
job skills proved to be unsuccessful,
many respondents prepared them-
selvesto move out of their jobs. They
did so in avariety of ways. |dentifying
a successor seems to be a useful
strategy. Many companies become
overly dependent on certain employ-
ees because no one else can perform
the same tasks.

Larry, the computer programmer,
hired Mariaand trained her to do the
kinds of jobs he had been doing. He
sent Maria out on assignment to
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increase her visibility in the organiza-
tion. Once Larry's boss realized that
he was not indispensable, she was
willing to consider his career move.
Developing asuccessor requires time
and effort, however, and there's no
guarantee that it will work.

Another method is to make a
"realignment move." According to
Beverly Kaye in her book, Up is Not
the Only Way, realignment moves are
downward moves in the organiza-
tion's hierarchy. They are used to gain
experience in areas that may be
dramatically different from an
employee's current experience and
background.

For example, Martin wanted to
move from engineering into atechni-
cal salesjob. Since he had no sales ex-
perience, the sales and marketing divi-
sion was reluctant to consider him for
the job. Martin argued that he de-
served achance; he had astrong tech-
nical background that would be useful
in sales. The salesgroup finally agreed
to accept Martin. He received the
same salary as before, but had to take
a lower-level position. Martin ac-
cepted the challenge. In doing so, he
was able to prove histalents and even-
tually received three promotions.

Many people surveyed required a
far more dramatic move to overcome
typecasting: they relocated to other
companies. By getting a fresh start
with anew group of people, they were
able to change their typecast images
and pursue their career objectives.
Relocation represents a risk; despite
signals to the contrary, an employee
may find exacdy the same situation in
the new company, or an even worse
one. But for the survey participants
who relocated, it was successful.

Involving HRD professionals

Human resource professionalshave
aresponsibility in the years ahead to
deal with the issues of typecasting and
plateauing. As more and more
employees find themselves in these
situations, they may assume that ad-
vanced degreeswill ensure movement
to their chosen fields. They will be in-
creasingly dissatisfied when they
discover that the opportunities they
expected are no longer forthcoming.
Human resource managers must de-
velop policiesto overcome employee
dissatisfaction created by such unmet
expectations.

Several solutions are possible. Lotte
Bailyn of MIT has suggested that R&D

organizations find other rewards than
promotion, since advancement
opportunities will be reduced so
drastically. One avenue for change
may involve providing higher visibili-
ty for outstanding employees and
more recognition for their achieve-
ments. It may also be useful to offer
such informal perquisites as free
research time, flexiblehours, interde-
partmental consulting time, and
opportunities to present research
findingsat conferences and seminars.
Temporary project-management
teams, each headed by adifferent con-
tributor, would allow an organization
to test employees for management
abilities.

Paul Thompson and Gene Dalton of
Brigham Young University have sug-
gested the following alternatives:
¢ flexible pay systems that reward
performance rather than position; »
¢ increased input in decision making;
e increased visibility for top
contributors;

e limited tenure in supervisory
positions;
« more effective use of
transfers.

In other words, companies may
need to develop more flexible sys-
tems, offering transitory project-
management responsibilities that in-
crease the visibility of individual con-
tributors. Matrix organization designs
have been misused in the past. Per-
haps now is the time to use them as
they were intended: to increase the
internal flexibility of organizational
structures.

Another solution is to recognize
that human resource professionals
must institute more flexible personnel
policies. Job rotations with limited
tenurein certain departments can pro-
vide employee development. An
employee who wants to change
careers can learn about anew areaon
atemporary basis before making ama-
jor career change.

Most important, companies need to
adopt better career-planning and
career-management programs for
employees, so they can identify
desirable career paths and understand
how to overcome the effectsof type-
casting. By developing systems that
reward employees for their contribu-
tions and allow employees to grow in
their careers, companies can minimize
the problems of typecasting.
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