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[bookmark: _Toc224770366]Part 1: Designing the Talent Ecosystem
[bookmark: _Toc224770367]1. Introduction to Aether Innovations and Talent Challenges
[bookmark: _Toc224770368]1.1 Company background and current performance issues
Aether Innovations develop software and digital solutions for a wide variety of clients with a strong reliance on engineers, product managers and data specialists to deliver customised, high quality outcomes. Despite previous rapid expansion, revenue growth has stalled and several strategic projects have been delayed, which is indicative of execution and capacity pressures(Mehta, 2018). Internal indicators show decreasing engagement and lack of perceived career advancement while customers are complaining of inconsistency and slower response times, all of which are common warning signs of talent strain in technology firms(LOUSÃ, RODRIGUES and Matos PINTO, 2020).
[bookmark: _Toc224770369]1.2 Purpose and scope of the talent ecosystem report
The purpose of this report is to design an integrated talent ecosystem that will allow Aether Innovations to attract, develop and retain high potential employees in strategically pivotal roles. Drawing on the literature of strategic HRM and strategic talent management, the report will assess a balanced build vs. buy strategy for critical capabilities under contemporary debates about internal development and external hiring(Galarza and Wickenberg, 2023). Its scope includes reviewing relevant theory, diagnostic of Aether's likely talent gaps, and proposing evidence based interventions in recruitment, learning, leadership pipelines and retention that support innovation, engagement and long term performance(Lodhi and Ahmad, 2025).

[bookmark: _Toc224770370]2. Literature Review: Talent Ecosystems in Tech Firms 

[bookmark: _Toc224770371]2.1 Strategic HRM and talent management in technology organisations
Strategic HRM in technology organisation is concerned with matching HR policies to innovation oriented business strategies and ensuring internal consistency among practises. Empirical work in IT and high tech industries indicates that strategic HR practises - such as competency based recruitment and performance related pay, extensive training and involvement of employees - are linked to higher levels of innovation performance and better competitive positioning(Gansiniec, Sypniewska and Chen, 2023). Talent management literature supplements this by arguing that organisations should focus disproportionately on "A positions" and high potential individuals who hold positions which are central to value creation(Trivedi, 2023).
[bookmark: _Toc224770372]2.2 Build vs. buy approaches in high‑skill labour markets
In high skill labour markets, firms balance the "building" of talent internally through development with the "buying" of talent externally through recruitment. A build strategy is based on graduate hiring, structured learning pathways and internal mobility to build firm specific capabilities and develop cultural commitment over time. This approach can lead to increased retention and lesser long term reliance on volatile external markets but requires a sustained investment as well as sophisticated development systems(Josheph, 2026). A buy strategy aims to address capability gap quickly by hiring experienced professionals with new knowledge and perspectives is very attractive in fast changing tech domains. However, over reliance on buying can lead to rising costs, destroys internal progression and weakens cohesion(Ayanponle et al., 2024).
[bookmark: _Toc224770373]2.3 Role of learning, leadership pipelines and retention in innovation
Continuous learning, strong leadership pipelines and effective retention mechanisms are the recurring themes of what seem to be fundamental enablers of innovation in knowledge intensive firms. Learning oriented cultures, sometimes described as learning organisations, encourage experimentation, reflection and knowledge sharing, which underpin adaptive innovation(Lannon, 2016). Leadership development and effective career paths maintain high potential employees, who may leave in situations where they see few chances for advancement.

[bookmark: _Toc224770374]3. Diagnosis: Aether’s Current Talent Ecosystem
[bookmark: _Toc224770375]3.1 Likely gaps in attraction, development and retention
Attraction challenges at Ather likely include an undifferentiated employer value proposition and an emphasis on career development and learning in recruitment messaging that limits the attraction in a tight tech labour market. Development gaps are reflective of staff concerns about progression and delays have been reported on projects indicating insufficient structured learning pathways, cross functional opportunities and leadership development of high potential employees. Retention problems can be seen in high turnover that studies correlate to weak career prospects, low participation in decision making and out of line rewards. In high tech is the lack of clear technical and managerial career paths, mentorship and recognition for innovative contributions associated with the loss of key talent and diminished innovative capability is strongly associated with Aether's current situation(Mohammad, 2025).
[bookmark: _Toc224770376]3.2 Implications for innovation, engagement and customer outcomes
These ecosystem gaps have direct implications for: innovation, engagement and customer outcomes. Research shows that inconsistent HRM and high technical employee turnover are hindering R&D effort, knowledge exchange and innovation performance in high tech firms. When experienced employees leave, the remaining employees are faced with increased workloads and disruption to projects, which negates engagement and minimises willingness to participate in innovative projects(Lowery, 2010). Lower engagement in turn is associated with weaker innovative behaviour and lower service quality. Also research on service organisations also shows that high turnover has a negative impact on customer experience through inconsistency in service, as well as loss of continuity in relationships(Wan et al., 2022). 


[bookmark: _Toc224770377]4. Proposed Build vs. Buy Talent Strategy for Aether
[bookmark: _Toc224770378]4.1 Strategic capabilities Aether should “build” internally
For Aether, the basis of the talent ecosystem should be the development of core capabilities central to Aether's differentiation and culture, especially in the areas of product development, software engineering and innovation leadership. Internal development is widely argued to provide better long term performance, cultural fit and retention than over reliance on external hiring especially for important positions(Moheb-Alizadeh and Handfield, 2017). Building capabilities internally should therefore focus on: deep domain and customer knowledge; agile delivery and product management skills; collaborative and cross functional ways of working; and emerging digital skills that are strategic in the long term (e.g. data analytics and responsible use of AI). (Fraser, 2022)
[bookmark: _Toc224770379]4.2 Critical roles and skills to “buy” from the external market
While "build" should be the default, Aether also needs to strategically buy talent where speed, scarcity or fresh perspective are critical. This includes specialised skills in new technology stacks, cloud architecture, cybersecurity and advanced AI/ML that are not developed enough internally but are required immediately for delivering client projects and modernising platforms. At more senior levels, Aether may also choose to purchase experienced tech leaders (e.g. Chief Innovation Officer, senior engineering managers) with proven experience in scaling digital products and leading cross functional innovation. External hiring for these roles may bring in new practises, networks and benchmarks to drive organisational learning at a faster pace.
[bookmark: _Toc224770380]4.3 Integrating build and buy within a coherent talent pipeline
To become a coherent talent ecosystem, Aether must make build and buy complementary levers within a single, capability driven pipeline, rather than bitty, ad hoc decisions. Strategic workforce planning models suggest first determining critical future capabilities, and then determining whether these can be built, purchased or (where appropriate) "borrowed" from. For Aether that means charting key roles, establishing paths of progression from entry level to leadership positions and finding ways to bring in external hires who both fill shortages and guide internal talent. 
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[bookmark: _Toc224771422]Figure 1 Aether’s Build–Buy Talent Portfolio


[bookmark: _Toc224770381]5. Designing the High‑Potential Development Architecture 
[bookmark: _Toc224770382]5.1 Mentorship and sponsorship frameworks for future leaders
Aether should establish a formalised mentorship and sponsorship programme to match high potential employees with senior leaders in their technical and business careers. The mentors focus on skill development, career navigation and reflective learning and sponsors actively advocate for the access to stretch assignments, visibility and promotion opportunities for their proteges. Matching should be developmental needs and strategic roles, clear to objectives, agreed frequency of meeting organised and simple tracking of outcome. Cross functional mentoring (e.g., matching engineers to product or client leaders) might expand understanding of business knows and coworkers. 
[bookmark: _Toc224770383]5.2 Structured leadership pathways for technical and managerial talent
In order to keep high potential staff, Aether needs to create dual, transparent pathways to leadership: a technical leadership pathway and a managerial leadership pathway. The technical track could include levels such as Senior Engineer, Principal Engineer and Distinguished Engineer, with expectations around architectural ownership, innovation, mentoring and community leadership rather than people management. The managerial track would lead to Team Lead and Head of Function and Director roles and would focus on people leadership, strategy execution and cross functional coordination. Each level should have clearly defined competencies, examples of development activities and typical time in role ranges so that employees can see how to advance. 


[bookmark: _Toc224770384]6. Lifelong Learning and Retention Mechanisms
[bookmark: _Toc224770385]6.1 Continuous learning ecosystem
Aether should create a continuous learning ecosystem combining formal programmes with informal communities and structured on the job development. Formal learning could be curated courses and certifications in significant technologies, product management and leadership, through a digital learning platform. Informal learning must be facilitated through communities of practise, brown bag meetings and internal tech talks where staff from the organisation share insights and experiments from their projects. On the job learning can be embedded through stretch assignments, job rotations, pairing and involvement in innovation sprints or client discovery work. 
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[bookmark: _Toc224771423]Figure 2 Continuous Learning Ecosystem at Aether

[bookmark: _Toc224770386]6.2 Linking development, progression and rewards to innovation outcomes
To reinforce innovative behaviour Aether should explicitly link learning, progression and rewards to innovation results. Promotion criteria and performance reviews should be based on contributions such as new product ideas, process improvements, knowledge sharing and mentoring and not just short term delivery metrics. Recognition mechanisms - e.g. innovation awards, spot bonuses or shared team incentives - can accentuate successful experimentation, cross functional collaboration Clear links between participation in development activities, visible career progression and differentiated rewards will encourage employees to invest in their own growth, stay with the organisation for longer, and focus their efforts on value creating innovation.

[bookmark: _Toc224770387]7. Conclusion and Implementation Priorities
[bookmark: _Toc224770388]7.1 Summary of key recommendations
This report recommends that Aether will build internal core innovation capabilities selectively buying scarce expertise, based on an integrated talent pipeline. A structured high potential architecture should include a combination of mentoring, sponsorship and dual leadership pathways for technical and managerial positions. A continuous learning ecosystem should enable formal, informal and experiential learning, closely connected with innovation goals. Finally, talent practises in attraction, development, progression and rewards should be re aligned, so that they always reinforce engagement, sharing of knowledge and sustained innovation performance.
[bookmark: _Toc224770389]7.2 Short‑term and medium‑term implementation priorities
In the short term, Aether should map critical roles, launch pilot mentoring schemes and clarification of promotion criteria and introduce basic learning resources in priority skill areas. Medium term priorities include full definition of technical and managerial career paths, implementation of a skills and talent analytics dashboard, increased scale of structured development programmes and refinement of build versus buy mix. Regular review cycles with senior leadership will be vital to make the necessary adjustments to initiatives as business strategy, technology and labour market conditions change.

[bookmark: _Toc224770390]Part 2: Reflective Account on Learning and AI

[bookmark: _Toc224770391]8. Introduction to the Reflective Account
This reflective account has used Gibbs reflective cycle to explore the learning derived from the Human Capital Management module, which has led to an understanding of HR strategy, talent ecosystems & innovation and in relation to learning outcome for the Aether Innovations assignment in particular. It briefly gives an outline of the key experiences in the lectures, seminars and assessment work, and looks at emotional responses to new concepts and challenges. The reflection then considers what has worked well and less well in terms of approaches to study, before analysing the extent to which these experiences have contributed to understanding of a growth mindset, and a clearer understanding of learning and development needs.

[bookmark: _Toc224770392]9. Description of Key Learning Experiences 
[bookmark: _Toc224770393]9.1 Key activities and topics in the Human Capital Management module
Important topics included strategic HRM, talent ecosystems, performance and reward systems, job design, organisational culture, learning and development. Activities such as analysing case studies, discussing HR dilemmas and reading recent research articles made these themes more concrete. Attention was also given to current issues such as digital transformation, AI in HR and managing employee wellbeing. Together, these elements created a large picture of the way modern HR functioning may be a strategic partner and not just one that supports processes.
[bookmark: _Toc224770394]9.2 Specific experiences linked to designing HR strategy for Aether
Working on the Aether Innovations assignment was a very central learning experience. It involved translating theoretical notions of talent management, build and buy approaches, and learning cultures into an HR strategy for a realistic case of a tech company. Breaking down Aether's problems, mapping of likely talent-gaps and proposition of integrated solutions helped in visualising the ways in which different HR practises are related to each other. This process emphasised the complexity of designing an HR strategy which is both evidence based and at the same time practical to implement.
[bookmark: _Toc224770395]10. Feelings and Initial Reactions (Gibbs – Feelings)
At the beginning of the module, HR strategy was quite abstract to me, and, most of the time, they considered it more administrative than something that could actually influence innovation and competitive advantage. Talent ecosystems were also a new idea, and the language around "pivotal roles" and "build versus buy" appeared, at first, to be rather theoretical. In contrast, while AI was familiar from its application in everyday life, there was a question of how seriously it would disrupt traditional HR and management roles, and also whether it should be viewed more as a threat or a tool to work with.
As the module developed, mixed feelings of emotional reactions to the work load and to the depth of the concepts. At times, the amount of reading and the expectation to interact critically with academic literature was overwhelming. Some topics, such as the link between HR practises and innovation outcomes, were exciting and at the same time intellectually stretching. 

[bookmark: _Toc224770396]11. Evaluation of Learning (Gibbs – Evaluation)

There were several things that went well in the learning approach. Actively participating in Seminars and Case Discussions helped to unravel key theories and see their application in real organisations. Preparing short notes after each session made it easier to link topics e.g. strategic HRM, talent management and innovation. Having academic articles to back up Aether assignment further developed critical thinking. Asking questions, sharing views in class and linking content to personal career interests all contributed to deeper understanding.
Some elements of the approach were not so effective and limited the depth of learning. Time management was inconsistent, especially with regards to fitting in the reading with other commitments, sometimes leading on to rushing some of the important articles rather than critically engaging with them. There were some instances where there was more of a focus on amassing sources than analysing data as to how they related to the assignment. In addition, the application of theory to practise did not necessarily occur early enough in the process; in the latter situation pressure resulted and opportunities to improve ideas through feedback or further reflection were limited.

[bookmark: _Toc224770397]12. Analysis: Growth Mindset and Personal L&D Needs

The learning experiences in this module have paved focus on the importance of having a growth mindset when it comes to working effectively in Human Capital Management, particularly in fast changing sectors such as technology. Working with strategic HRM, talent ecosystems and innovation, there is rarely "the right answer" but engaging practise relies on continually learning from evidence, testing ideas and refining them. This was challenging any fixed assumptions about HR as a compliance focused function and encouraged a more experimental, strategic view of people management.
The difficulties experienced in time management, dense of reading and application theory at the right time in the assignment process also indicated specific learning development needs. A growth mindset is having these not as failures, but as feedback where to improve. Concretely, there is a need to reinforce the skills on critically reading academic articles, more efficient synthesising of arguments and translating conceptual models into practical HR solutions. Developing better habits around planning the time for studying, breaking down large assignments and finding assistance earlier would also support deeper learning. Finally, the module addressed the importance of building capabilities in evidence based HR, data literacy and the role of AI in HR work. Investing in these areas through targeted courses, wider reading and practical projects will be necessary conditions to progress towards job functions that involve the design and implementation of strategic HR and talent initiatives.


[bookmark: _Toc224770398]13. Action Plan for Staying Relevant in the Age of AI
[bookmark: _Toc224770399]13.1 How AI is reshaping HR and management work
AI is transforming the face of HR and management by automating mundane processes like CV screening, scheduling interviews, basic analytics and answering basic employee queries by acting as a chatbot. It also allows for more advanced people analytics, such as predicting risks of leaving or skills gaps and can help with strategic workforce planning. At the same time, AI generates ethical questions about bias, transparency and data privacy, which means human judgement and responsibility are still essential in HR decision making and policy design.
[bookmark: _Toc224770400]13.2 How you will use AI as a support tool
The idea is treating AI as an intelligent companion and not as a replacement for professional judgement. Practically this means using AI tools to assist you with information search, summarising long documents, generating ideas for HR initiatives and supporting basic data analysis, even always checking the outputs critically. AI can also be used to prototype scenarios or dashboards used to make decisions, but final interpretations, ethical evaluations and communication with stakeholders will be firmly human responsibilities.
[bookmark: _Toc224770401]13.3 Lifelong learning actions
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[bookmark: _Toc224771424]Figure 3 Personal L&D and AI Support Plan
In view of remaining relevant, the emphasis would be on developing skills in evidence based HR, data literacy and responsible use of AI in people management. This includes short course in HR analytics, Python or excel for data, ethics of AI, ongoing reading, webinar and seeking out project opportunities that include designing or evaluating HR tech solutions.
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