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Executive 
Summary

The fast-paced and continuous 
transformation of the work 
landscape, driven by frequent 
technological advances, 
heightened demographic 
shifts and increased market 
competitiveness, a structural 
change in operating model for 
companies, and, more recently, 
a fall-out from a worldwide 
pandemic, are impacting how 
companies look for talent. 
Specifically, organizations 
increasingly find they must 
search internally for hiring and 
upskilling, rather than recruiting 
talent externally. But external 
pools of talent will remain tight 
given underlying demographic 
shifts such as boomers retiring, 
less replenishment from younger 
generations, and reduced 
immigration. This makes the needs 
of understanding and developing 
internal pools of talent and to 
creating opportunities for mobility 
and upskilling especially urgent. 

With that in mind, this research 
from Executive Networks and 
University of Phoenix seeks to 
uncover the state of internal 
talent pools and their mobility 

within organizations. We surveyed 
600 respondents across North 
America, including 300 HR leaders 
and 300 knowledge workers, from 
a sample containing a mix of 
industries, age generations, and 
company sizes.

Our findings show that, in today’s 
world, internal talent mobility 
is more than just a benefit, but 
essential to the future success 
of the business. Developing a 
reliable pool of internal talent 
leads to increased employee 
retention, engagement, employee 
satisfaction, and agility. In fact, 
two-thirds of employees in our 
study agree that they would 
be more likely to stay at their 
company long-term if they 
experienced better opportunities 
for career advancement. 

At the same time, one-third of HR 
leaders say the biggest problem 
with hiring internally is that internal 
candidates do not meet the 
necessary qualifications. The clear 
implication is that there is much 
HR leaders need to do to address 
the development of existing 
employees.

Five Key Findings for Building 
Internal Talent Mobility

This report presents five key findings with insights on how HR 
leaders and employees perceive internal talent mobility, as well as its 
importance to retention, engagement, organizational competitiveness, 
and the challenges and opportunities they face. The following chart 
contains a summary of the findings and recommendations from this 
research, which are explained in detail in this reports’ subsequent 
sections.
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“To fill roles in 2023, employers need to 
start democratizing access to new career 
opportunities and assist employees in 
their journey to grow and develop in their 
jobs.  Providing access to internal mobility 
is cost-effective, can increase employee 
retention, and advance gender equity in 
the workplace.”

-Jeanne Meister, Executive Vice President, 
Executive Networks.

Finding Recommendation

Spending on internal talent 
mobility is increasing, yet 
companies continue to fill open 
roles with external talent.

Seek out new processes for 
internal talent mobility and 
consider external solution 
partnerships as a method 
for transformation before 
competitors do the same.

Retention and engagement rank 
as top benefits of internal mobility 
opportunities.

Consider internal talent mobility 
as a way to democratize career 
growth opportunities and boost 
retention and engagement.

HR leaders cite lack of employee 
interest, while employees cite lack 
of opportunity as roadblocks to 
achieving internal mobility.

Address the information 
asymmetry concerning barriers 
to internal mobility and the 
importance of integrating a 
seamless platform solution to 
address this disconnect. 

Top areas for skill development 
for both HR leaders 
and employees include 
communication skills and data-
driven decision making.

Make building key skills, both 
human and technical, a priority.

HR leaders identify high-potential 
employees, team leaders and 
managers as the key target 
audience for internal mobility 
opportunities.

Identify key employee segments 
and job functions where internal 
talent mobility will have the most 
impact.



Building Internal Talent Mobility: The New Business Imperative 

5

Key Findings: 
The Benefits, Barriers, and 
Opportunities for Internal Talent Pools

Our research explored the current landscape for internal talent mobility and 
where HR leaders and employees say it is heading. It also uncovered the 
roadblocks companies face in providing the right opportunities, as well as 
the areas they need to focus on to build the talent pool required to retain a 
competitive edge and thrive in a volatile market

#1 – Spending on internal talent mobility is increasing, yet 
companies continue to fill open roles with external talent. 

HR Leaders cite internal candidates lacking the right qualifications as a 
challenge to hiring internally.

HR leaders increasingly face a talent conundrum. To find the employees 
needed to keep up with the relentless transformation of the workplace, 
companies are boosting their spending on developing and promoting 
internally (Figure 1). At the same time, however, they’re filling more open 
positions with external candidates than with current employees (Figure 2).

Figure 1: Spending is up on internal talent mobility opportunities.

We asked HR Leaders, “Compared to 2021, how did spending on internal 
talent mobility opportunities change in 2022?” 

6%

14%

24%

38%

18%

Decreased substantially Decreased slightly
Stayed the same Increased slightly

Increased substantially

Overall, most HR 
Leaders (56%) 
agree that spending 
on creating internal 
talent mobility 
opportunities 
increased in 2022.

56%
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Figure 2: Companies aren’t tapping internal candidates for open positions.

We asked HR Leaders, “What percentage of your organization’s open roles are 
filled by internal talent today?

On average, less than 
50% of open roles are 
filled by internal talent 
today.

One likely reason for 
HR leaders’ reluctance 
to promote internally 
is their perception that 
employees lack the 
required skills. Plus, 
they find that recruiting 
talent from the outside 
goes more smoothly 
than looking inside the 
organization. One third 
of HR leaders say the 
biggest problem with 
hiring internally is that 
internal candidates do 
not meet the necessary 
qualifications . And 32% 
say it’s easier to recruit 
externally (Figure 3). 
This is the information 
asymmetry from the 
employer perspective: 
It’s hard to see the 
presence and level of 
proficiency of skills in 
the workforce at scale.
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Figure 3: Biggest Challenges to Filling Roles Internally

We asked HR Leaders, “What do you believe is the biggest challenge to filling 
job roles internally?”

11%

22%

32%

35%

Internal mobility is not supported by
leadership

Internal candidates don't apply

It is easier to recruit externally

Internal candidates don't meet the
qualifications

35% of HR leaders 
say the biggest 
challenge to filling 
roles internally is 
internal candidates 
don’t meet the 
qualifications, and 
32% say it is easier 
to recruit externally. Finding a Balance

This data underscores the importance for HR leaders to find 
a balance between internal and external hiring and career 
development. One solution is building an internal skills 
inventory, while also developing pathways for internal talent 
to upskill and/or reskill. Doing so will allow employees to 
remain employable, while fostering retention, engagement, 
satisfaction, and agility.

#2 – Retention and engagement rank as top benefits of 
internal mobility opportunities.

Employees less likely to leave when given pathways for growth. 

Employees highly value companies that provide plenty of 
opportunities to learn, grow, and earn promotions. Most 
employees agree they would be more likely to stay at their 
employer long-term if they were provided better opportunities 
for career advancement (Figure 4). 

35%
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Figure 4:  Employees’ value opportunities to grow.

“I would be more likely to stay at my company long-term if they had better 
internal opportunities for skills development and career advancement”

Two-thirds of employees agree that they would be more likely to stay at their 
company long-term if they were provided better opportunities for career 
advancement. 

During a time of quiet quitting, HR leaders also recognize the critical importance 
of cultivating internal talent. Most say that increasing employee retention and 
engagement (55%) and improving employee experience (53%) are the principal needs 
for creating an internal talent pool (Figure 5).

Strongly Disagree Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly Agree

3%
4%

25%

42%

25%

Strongly Disagree Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly Agree

3%
4%

25%

42%

25%

Strongly Disagree Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly Agree

3%
4%

25%

42%

25%

https://www.wsj.com/articles/quiet-quitters-make-up-half-the-u-s-workforce-gallup-says-11662517806
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Figure 5: Principal Needs for Creating an Internal Talent Pool

We asked HR Leaders, “What are the principal needs for creating an internal 
talent pool at your organization?

25%

30%

36%

40%

46%

49%

53%

55%

Speed to hire

Reducing recruitment and onboarding
costs

Driving ongoing agility across the
organization

Gaining a competitive advantage

Supporting diversity, equity, and inclusion

Creating a culture of learning

Improving employee experience

Increasing employee retention and
engagement

#3 – HR leaders cite lack 
of employee interest, while 
employees cite lack of 
opportunity as roadblocks 
to achieving internal 
mobility. 

There is a disconnect on why 
internal mobility opportunities are 
not more widely adopted.

HR leaders and employees 
disagree about some of the 
primary barriers impeding internal 
mobility. For example, for HR 
leaders, the biggest roadblock is 
employee interest and/or adoption 
of career growth opportunities. 

Employees, on the other hand, 
cite finding internal opportunities  
(Figures 6 and 7). This is the 
information asymmetry at play 
from an employee perspective: 
It’s hard to find opportunities to 
develop skills and how existing 
skills align with options to move 
around.

In fact, those responses point to 
more than just a disagreement. 
They also show that HR leaders 
and employees have contradictory 
views. While HR leaders think 
employees lack interest in internal 
mobility, employees indicate that 
they’re very interested, but lack 
access to opportunities. 



Building Internal Talent Mobility: The New Business Imperative 

10

Figure 6: Top barriers to creating an internal 
talent pool, according to HR leaders

We asked HR Leaders, “What are the top 3 
barriers to creating an internal talent pool at 
your organization?”

Figure 7: Top barriers to career growth, 
according to employees

We asked employees, “What are the top 3 
barriers to career growth at your current 
organization?”

22%

22%

27%

28%

31%

35%

36%

49%

49%

Unsupportive organizational culture

Leadership buy-in

Lack of ability to measure return on
investment (ROI)

Lack of resources to identify internal talent

Scaling to meet demand

Lack of resources to manage internal talent
pools

Lack of resources to develop and deliver
learning needed for internal career growth

Matching employees with the right
opportunities

Employee interest and/or adoption of career
growth opportunities

18%

26%

30%

30%

31%

38%

40%

41%

44%

I am not interested in career growth

Organizational culture is unsupportive

Learning offered does not seem relevant

Lack of support from my leadership

The career growth options at my…

No clear path for advancement

Understanding where I need to develop…

Finding the right learning to develop…

Finding internal opportunities

#4 – Top areas for skill development for both HR 
leaders and employees include communication 
skills and data-driven decision making.

HR leaders view remote/hybrid work management as more 
important than employees. Employees value empathetic 
leadership more. 

Pinpointing which skills should be developed is key to building 
internal talent pools with the expertise companies need. With 
that in mind, HR leaders and employees alike believe that 
building effective communication skills and employing data-
driven decision making are among the top areas for growth 
within the internal talent pool (Figures 8 and 9). 

For HR leaders, biggest barriers 
to creating an internal talent pool 
is employee interest/adoption of 
career growth opportunities, and 
matching employees with the 
right opportunities (both 49%).

For employees, the biggest 
barrier to career growth is 
finding internal opportunities 
(44%), and 41% cite finding the 
right learning/training to develop 
needed skills.

49%

44%
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Figure 8: Key areas HR leaders want to 
develop in employees

We asked HR Leaders, “What are the key 
areas your company needs to develop in 
employees to compete in your marketplace?”

Figure 9: Key areas employees want to 
develop 

We asked employees, “What are the key areas 
you would like to develop to advance your 
career?”

34%

38%

42%

43%

43%

46%

54%

Developing a digital mindset

Building agility & adaptability

Leading with empathy & compassion

Advancing diversity and inclusivity

Employing data-driven decision making

Managing remote/hybrid workforces

Building effective communication skills

30%

39%

40%

44%

45%

47%

55%

Advancing diversity and inclusivity

Developing a digital mindset

Managing remote/hybrid workforces

Building agility & adaptability

Leading with empathy & compassion

Employing data-driven decision making

Building effective communication skills

HR leaders (54%) and 
employees (55%) alike 
believe that building 
effective communication 
skills is a key area 
for growth within the 
internal talent pool. They 
also agree data-driven 
decision making is a 
vital skill (43% and 47%, 
respectively).

HR leaders and employees, 
however, also disagree on 
how crucial certain skills 
are. For example, HR leaders 
(46%) are more likely to cite 
managing a remote/hybrid 
workforce than employees 
(40%). While both groups see 
this area as important, HR 
leaders must directly tackle the 
issues involved in managing a 
workforce that’s not on-site. As 
a result, the topic is particularly 
top of mind for them. On 
the employee side, they rank 
leading with empathy and 
compassion (#3) higher on the 
list than HR leaders (#5).

#5 – HR leaders 
identify high-potential 
employees, team leaders 
and managers as the 
key target audience 
for internal mobility 
opportunities. 

Employees consider career 
goals and potential for 
promotion as their main 
motivator.

HR leaders say that high-
potential employees, team 
leaders and managers are 
the top audience for internal 
mobility opportunities, viewing 
them as particularly vital to 
company growth  (Figure 10). 
This view is aligned with the 
prevalent approach to internal 
mobility: labor intensive given 
the lack of tools to assist and 
targeted to a small subset of 
positions of an organization 
given the associated cost. 
But technology evolution is 
enabling innovative approaches 
where it’s now cost effective 
to approach mobility across 
many more roles within an 
organization. 

For employees, they consider 
applicability to their career 
goals and promotion potential 
most when deciding which 
career growth opportunities 
to pursue (Figure 11). This 
points to the importance of a 
wide-reaching talent mobility 
platform – one that taps a 
range beyond the leaders 
who HR wants to develop 
and includes new hires and 
entry level employees with the 
potential to develop into next 
gen leaders. 
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Figure 10: Target audiences HR leaders cite for internal mobility 
opportunities 

We asked HR Leaders, “Which employee groups do you believe are best 
targeted for internal talent mobility programs at your organization?” 

Figure 11: Employees consider their personal goals over manager/
colleague recommendations

We asked employees: “How do you determine which career growth 
opportunities to pursue at your organization?”

24%

27%

40%

41%

48%

59%

61%

Vice Presidents, Directors, Senior Leaders,…

C-Level Executives

Entry level employees

New hires

Managers

Team Leaders

High potential employees

33%

41%

49%

50%

60%

67%

Colleague recommendation

Cost

Manager recommendation

Time allowed during work hours

Potential for promotion

Applicability to my career goals

HR leaders say high-potential employees (61%), team leaders (59%) 
and managers (48%) are the top audience for career development.

New hires (41%) and entry level employees (40%) are next on the list, 
with the potential to grow into high potential leaders. 
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Recommendations

Below are steps that organizations can take to act on our findings and 
ensure they offer the internal mobility opportunities needed to engage and 
retain employees and build a resilient organization.

 #1 – Seek out new 
processes for internal 
talent mobility and 
consider external solution 
partnerships as a method 
for transformation before 
competitors do the same.

While HR leaders say they’re 
increasing spending on internal 
mobility opportunities, less than 
50% of open roles are filled 
internally today. For that reason, 
companies need to think broadly 
about developing their current 
workforce to meet the future needs 
of the organization and ensure 
their employees have the required 
qualifications. 

With that in mind, companies 
must develop a strategy to recruit 
talent inside the organization and 
then allocate resources to develop 
these individuals. Internal talent 
mobility platforms are becoming 
one increasingly important vehicle 

to find employees with the skills 
and capabilities needed to perform 
a range of jobs.

Specific actions: 

• Poll leaders and employees 
for their views on the skills 
the company needs to remain 
competitive. 

• Build a skills inventory and 
align to critical internal 
positions to pinpoint needed 
areas.

• Strengthen methods, such 
as internal mobility platforms 
that offer access to coaching 
and job shadowing, or special 
projects with which employees 
can develop the necessary 
expertise.

• Spearhead organizational-
wide development initiatives 
to signal importance and 
prioritization.
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#2 – Consider internal talent 
mobility as a way to democratize 
career growth opportunities and 
boost retention and engagement.

According to our research, two-thirds of 
employees say they’re more likely to stay 
with a company that invests in their career 
development and mobility. Providing that 
mobility will require employers to consider 
non-traditional employees for new roles and 
invest in their learning and development, 
meaning HR and business leaders need 
to be open to employees who opt for 
non-linear career paths. Recruitment and 
retention in 2023 will focus on whether 
employees have the skills and capabilities 
to perform their next job opportunity, 
rather than having the “perfect” set of job 
experiences and degree credentials.
 
Specific actions: 

• Demonstrate to employees the value 
the company places on developing 
internal talent by investing in learning 
and development resources for non-
traditional employees.

• Make it clear to hiring managers that 
advancing existing employees, rather 
than bringing on broad external talent, 
is a priority.

• Take steps to forge a culture that 
encourages career progression and 
experimentation.

• Leverage communication mechanisms 
to spotlight and celebrate internal 
movement. Recognize those leaders 
who make it happen.    

#3 – Address the information 
asymmetry concerning barriers 
to internal mobility and the 
importance of integrating a 
seamless platform solution to 
address this disconnect.

For HR leaders, the biggest barrier to 
achieving internal mobility is employee 
interest and/or the adoption of growth 
opportunities, while employees cite a lack 
of available internal career opportunities 
to take advantage of . Companies need to 
tackle head-on these different assumptions 
about roadblocks to career advancement 
and address the information asymmetry 
between employers and employees. This 
should start with leaders adopting a data-
driven approach to sourcing and sustaining 
an internal talent mobility platform so they 
can target a broad range of employees, 
boost mobility and advancement 
opportunities, and make these opportunities 
known to employees. Making the skills of 
the workforce visible and matching them 
with talent needs of the organization will 
unlock the potential of internal talent pools. 

Specific actions:

• Poll employees to get insights into the 
barriers they perceive to exist. 

• Assess HR policies and systems to 
determine if there’s a clear path and 
platform for career advancement. If 
there isn’t, work to put one in place.

• Pursue the implementation of an 
internal talent mobility platform 
which can provider HR leaders and 
managers with visibility into skills of the 
workforce and expose to employees the 
opportunities their skills align the most 
with.

• Enable employees to act like owners 
and give them visibility into new 
opportunities.

• Invest in people leaders to become 
talent developers and partner with 
their employees to pinpoint areas for 
development and concrete actions they 
can take.

Building Internal Talent Mobility: The New Business Imperative 
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#4 – Make building key skills, both 
human and technical, a priority.

Our research points to the importance of both 
human skills and data analytics as critical to one’s 
future employability, with communication skills and 
data-driven decision making identified as key areas 
for development. Employers should focus their 
development resources on investing in both, so 
employees are ready to assume a greater number 
of future roles that will become needed by the 
company. 
 
Specific actions: 

• Assess your employees’ skills inventory to 
identify gaps in the areas most crucial to your 
business model.

• Evaluate your learning and development 
resources to determine how they align to 
building critical skills; identify/close identified 
gaps.

• Highlight and encourage the building of 
critical skills first as a pathway to future career 
advancement.

• Tailor development activities to match an 
employee’s current skills while satisfying the 
needs of the organization  to include skills 
mapped learning content, internal projects, and 
coaching opportunities.

#5 – Identify key employee segments 
and job functions where internal talent 
mobility will have the most impact. 

HR leaders recognize that helping the company 
succeed in a period of continuous business and 
workplace transformation requires retaining 
and developing top employees. That means 
targeting highly valued existing talent with the right 
opportunities for mobility within the organization

Specific actions:

• Identify the job functions ripe for internal 
mobility. Examples include frontline leadership, 
HR, customer service, and marketing.

• Identify the high-potential talent in the 
organization among a range of segments from 
new and entry level employees to experienced 
managers. 

• Focus development efforts on people leaders 
to equip them with the skills needed to move 
the company forward. 

• Incentivize managers to support forward-
looking career development, rather than 
hoarding talent and stifling the mobility of their 
team members.
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Finding Recommendation

Spending on internal talent 
mobility is increasing, yet 
companies continue to fill 
open roles with external 
talent.

Seek out new processes 
for internal talent mobility 
and consider external 
solution partnerships as a 
method for transformation 
before competitors do the 
same.

Retention and engagement 
rank as top benefits 
of internal mobility 
opportunities.

Consider internal talent 
mobility as a way to 
democratize career growth 
opportunities and boost 
retention and engagement.

HR leaders cite lack of 
employee interest, while 
employees cite lack of 
opportunity as roadblocks 
to achieving internal 
mobility.

Address the information 
asymmetry concerning 
barriers to internal mobility 
and the importance of 
integrating a seamless 
platform solution to 
address this disconnect.

Top areas for skill 
development for both HR 
leaders and employees 
include communication 
skills and data-driven 
decision making.

Make building key skills, 
both human and technical, 
a priority.

HR leaders identify high-
potential employees, team 
leaders and managers as 
the key target audience 
for internal mobility 
opportunities.

Identify key employee 
segments and job 
functions where internal 
talent mobility will have 
the most impact.
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Conclusion

In a business world beset by 
continual disruption and keen 
competition for top talent, 
recruiting the right external team 
members is no easy matter. 
The obvious solution is for 
organizations to focus on their 
existing employees. Yet, our 
research shows that HR leaders 
find internal talent often lacks the 
necessary skills and expertise. 

The answer lies with HR leaders 
doing much more to develop and 
nurture their existing employees, 
while providing internal mobility 
opportunities that also meet the 
needs of the organization. Doing 
so is not a nice-to-have feature, but 
is becoming a business imperative. 
A recent report from LinkedIn 
found that employees who are 
promoted or make a lateral change 
are more likely to remain at their 
company than those who stay in 
the same role, and this is backed 
by the employee sentiment from 

our research. Other recent research 
has shown that opportunities for 
career growth increase employees’ 
commitment to their employer, 
boosting employee engagement. 

To remain competitive in this 
dynamic landscape, companies 
must focus on developing their 
internal workforce through 
upskilling and reskilling programs 
aligned to efficient matching of 
skills supply and demand. Not only 
does this approach make good 
business sense, but it also has the 
added benefit of reducing gender 
and race bias in the workplace. 
Case in point: After implementing 
an internal marketplace, data-
storage company Seagate 
Technologies reported a 58% 
increase in the participation and 
assignment of women to open 
positions. Unilever says that more 
than 60% of opportunities have 
been assigned to women since it 
adopted a marketplace system.

Building Internal Talent Mobility: The New Business Imperative 
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“Buying and implementing a tech platform for internal talent mobility 
alone isn’t enough. The value of the technology can only be unlocked 
fully if it’s designed to be seamless, easy to use, is well-adopted by 
employees, and accompanied by major efforts to shift the culture 
by the employer. This requires a sustained push by leadership to 
cheerlead change throughout the organization, ensure employees are 
incentivized to participate, and educate managers on the heavy costs 
of hoarding talent for their own functions.”

-- Raghu Krishnaiah, chief operating officer, University of Phoenix

https://business.linkedin.com/talent-solutions/global-talent-trends
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.805208/full
https://www.bcg.com/publications/2022/how-companies-can-improve-gender-equity
https://www.bcg.com/publications/2022/how-companies-can-improve-gender-equity
https://www.bcg.com/publications/2022/how-companies-can-improve-gender-equity
https://www.bcg.com/publications/2022/how-companies-can-improve-gender-equity
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he identified key strategic challenges facing the organization and aligned performance management and 
business planning activities across operations. Prior to his role as Chief of Staff, he also served as Executive 
Director of Strategic Initiatives for Kaplan, transforming student experience through the deployment of self-
service capabilities integrated with a Salesforce enabled relationship management solution.

Leo has a Master of Business Administration and a Master of Arts in International Studies from the 
University of Pennsylvania, and a Bachelor of Science in Computer Science from the Universidade Federal De 
Minas Gerais in Brazil. 
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About Executive Networks 

Global 1000 Human Resources Leaders trust Executive Networks to 
facilitate safe, meaningful, and innovative peer conversations that deliver 
accelerated, relevant insights and solutions. Heads of Human Resources 
and their teams will find networks that apply directly to their role and 
support their company’s strategy and growth plans. Leaders who are 
looking for authentic peer connections and the assurance of confidentiality, 
while adding value for their organization, appreciate the support and 
research Executive Networks can provide. Visit executivenetworks.com to 
learn more.

About University of Phoenix 

University of Phoenix is continually innovating to help working adults 
enhance their careers in a rapidly changing world. Flexible schedules, 
relevant courses, interactive learning, and Career Services for Life® help 
students more effectively pursue career and personal aspirations while 
balancing their busy lives. For more information, visit phoenix.edu.


