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Foreword

Today’s global marketplace is dynamic and extremely competitive, which
puts new and different pressures on companies to remain relevant to their
clients.
Twenty-first century clients expect and demand rapid response to their
needs, and “good enough” service is just no longer acceptable. Solutions and
services must be of the highest quality, and in order to keep current clients
and attract new ones, organizations must aim to exceed client expectations.
While it is extremely important for global companies such as IBM to be
attentive to the fluid needs of the marketplace, it is just as important to
invest in having a portfolio of enduring skills and expertise within the company to satisfy the needs of clients regardless of where they might be located.
In fact, Thomas J. Watson, Jr. made it clear that vision, innovation, and
inspiration are necessary to build an enduring company that will remain successful despite market changes and competition. In 1960 he stated, “Service
has always been a hallmark of our company, and looking at the years ahead, I
think that the margin between our success and failure will be measured more
and more in terms of the service we provide. I am speaking not only of the
service we agree to provide by contract but also of that quality of urgency
expressed by people who desire to do a little more than is expected.” A company must make the investment to help its people acquire the necessary skills
to deliver solutions that exceed expectations. IBM has a longstanding history
of developing its people, not only because it is the right thing to do, but also
because of the business imperative to do so.
IBM has reinvented itself periodically, based on extensive marketplace
analysis and projections. In order for IBM—or any company for that matter—to compete and win in the marketplace, it must be proactive in restructuring and redesigning the way business is conducted. As companies conduct
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forecasting of business trends it is important to also engage in skills, competencies, and capabilities forecasting. The development of a plan to provide an
end-to-end learning process is also critical and will enable employees to build
multidisciplinary skills essential to the business.
While the twenty-first century presents a new set of business challenges,
it also presents opportunities that are steadily unfolding over time.
Employees who are fully engaged and share in this excitement are poised to
continuously learn, refresh, and enhance their skills portfolios.
As a high-performing and globally-integrated enterprise, IBM has created
a culture of continuous learning in which employees are given the encouragement and appropriate tools to share knowledge with their colleagues across
business units, geography and culture. In order to achieve this level of collaboration, geographic and business unit lines of demarcation must be removed,
as they serve only to create barriers and impede the easy flow of information
and knowledge sharing.
IBM’s learning strategy articulates that “The globally-integrated enterprise will require fundamentally different approaches to production, distribution, and workforce deployment. The single most important challenge in
shifting to globally-integrated enterprises, and the consideration driving
most business decisions today, will be securing a supply of high-value skills
across the world. Our people are a critical factor to achieving long-term profitable growth. Supporting our learning strategy is an investment in the
future of IBM. The learning function’s role is to help our company learn,
adopt, adapt and grow.” IBM has invested time and dollars in identifying
disparate, disjointed, redundant and low-value processes across the globe.
The goal of this investment is to simplify, consolidate, and reuse best practices in a purposeful manner across the globe. This approach also includes the
way we deliver learning and train employees to enhance current skills and
acquire new ones, enabling the company to focus on the demands of the marketplace by providing the right skills in the right place at the right time.
This is why it is important that employees be fully engaged to build their
knowledge base and skills. Furthermore, as employees grow capabilities over
time, they should be held accountable for passing on this knowledge to anyone, anywhere in the business. As individual capabilities are built, organizational capabilities are strengthened. Once this occurs, the organization
becomes adaptable to changes created by the marketplace.
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An adaptive workforce is characterized by the skills and expertise levels
that exist within the organization. Because of this, the enterprise is always in
a mode of readiness to respond swiftly to the needs of its global clients. A byproduct of a globally-integrated enterprise is that the leaders of the organization know who has the skills and where they exist, and they are in a position
to unleash these skills to address global marketplace problems or to deliver
solutions and services at a moment’s notice.
Agile Career Development: Lessons and Approaches from IBM is a timely book
that is pertinent to any organization because it addresses a variety of topics
that many companies are grappling with today. The core elements of the
book illustrate in a practical manner the remaking of IBM’s career development processes to attract, retain, and engage employees through learning and
development supported by a common, enterprise-wide career framework.
The authors show how IBM developed a one-stop approach to career development tools and resources and in the process empower employees to use these
resources to assess their skills gaps and develop learning plans to close the
gaps.
Overall, IBM’s investment in career development is about workforce effectiveness and optimization, where expertise is a cornerstone that drives
employee performance as well as organization performance. As IBM develops
its Human Capital capabilities, it stands to reap dividends by providing everincreasing shareholder value and success in the marketplace.
—Ted Hoff, Vice President, IBM Center for Learning and Development

2
Enabling Career
Advancement

Why Employees Leave...and the Connection to
Career Progression
The case for career development and its contributions to improving
employee engagement is now quite clear. In an online survey conducted
in October 2007 by ASTD (American Society of Training &
Development) in conjunction with Dale Carnegie and Associates and the
Institute for Corporate Productivity (i4cp), over 750 learning, HR, and
business executives and other leaders provided insights on their organizations’ practices related to engagement among their workers.
According to the survey, “The respondents agreed that learning plays a
key role in shaping engagement, and they ranked learning activities
high among the processes they now use—or should use—to engage their
employees.... Respondents reported on the impact of the learning function on employee engagement when asked about the factors that influenced engagement in their organizations. Quality of workplace learning
opportunities ranked first among respondents from all organizations.
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Learning through stretch assignments and frequency and breadth of
learning opportunities also were highly rated factors influencing
engagement.”1
It is striking that there is still an imbalance between what management thinks satisfies employees—and therefore actions organizations
take to create a working environment—and what employees actually
want. One might be quick to jump to the conclusion that money is the
prime motivator for employee satisfaction. After all, cash is king, right?
In fact, in the late 1990s, the Society for Human Resources Management
(SHRM) polled its members to better understand retention factors.
Survey results showed that 89% of respondents said the biggest threat to
retention was “higher salaries offered by other organizations.”2 But if
this is explored further, there is evidence that disputes this belief, even
from writings from as early as the 1940s and 50s that sought to analyze
and understand human motivation.
If we explore some of the early work of both Abraham Maslow and
Frederick Herzberg, both professors of psychology, their theories of
motivation provide insight into employee behavior. In 1954, Abraham
Maslow published a volume of articles and papers under the title
Motivation and Personality. His research and work established a hierarchy
based on basic human needs and how this hierarchy would contribute to
our understanding of motivation. He discussed these basic needs and
their relationship to one another in what became known as Maslow’s
“hierarchy of needs.”3
In Maslow’s theory, human needs are arranged in a hierarchy of
importance. Needs emerge only when higher priority needs have been
satisfied. By the same token, satisfied needs no longer influence behavior. This point seems worth stressing to managers and administrators,
who often mistakenly assume that money and other tangible incentives
are the only cures for morale and productivity problems. It may be, however, that the need to participate, to be recognized, to be creative, and to
experience a sense of worth are better motivators in an affluent society,
where many have already achieved an acceptable measure of freedom
from hunger and threats to security and personal safety and are now
driven by higher-order psychological needs.4
Maslow’s theory is often depicted as a triangle, where the basic needs
appear on the bottom of the triangle and require fulfillment before the
next need is met. Figure 2.15 reflects this hierarchy of needs. If this theory is applied to the workplace, the figure shows how management could
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provide a working environment that satisfies from the very basic needs
to self-actualization. It could be argued that fulfilling self-actualization
needs comes from within the person, whether that is by seeking employment in an area that one is passionate about or continuing to grow in
one’s career. Managers can then create an environment for employees in
which even the needs that sit on the highest point of the triangle are
met by providing challenging work assignments and an opportunity for
career advancement.

Self-actualization
needs

Esteem needs

Belonging needs

Safety needs

Physiological needs

Career advancement

Recognition of achievements

Friendship from work colleagues

Continued employment

Salary

Figure 2.1 Maslow’s hierarchy of needs in a work environment.

Another theory of motivation emerged a few years later; Frederick
Herzberg developed the “two-factor theory” and in 1959 published his findings in a book entitled The Motivation to Work. He and a research team interviewed 203 accountants and engineers in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, about
satisfiers and dissatisfiers at work. Herzberg found factors that caused satisfaction (motivators) were different from factors causing dissatisfaction
(hygiene factors).6 Table 2.1 shows the two sets of factors that caused either
satisfaction or dissatisfaction and affected employee morale and productivity.
Motivation factors relate to the work itself such as challenging work and
recognition and provide satisfaction that leads to better morale, whereas
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hygiene factors relate to the work environment such as job security and
salary. Hygiene factors do not give positive satisfaction, however; rather, they
cause dissatisfaction if they are missing. Hence management needs to ensure
hygiene factors are present—but must also provide the environment for the
employee to experience motivation factors such as job achievement or career
advancement.
Table 2.1 Motivation and Hygiene Factors in the Workplace7
Motivation Factors

Hygiene Factors

Achievement

Supervisors

Recognition

Working conditions

The work itself

Interpersonal relationships

Responsibility

Pay and security

Advancement and growth

Company policy and administration

Although both of these theories have been challenged over the years
for one reason or another, they provide insight into how employees are
motivated and provide management a potential framework on which to
base employee career development practices.
Fast-forward to the twenty-first century, and studies continue to
debunk manager perception of money being a motivator for why
employees remain with a company. One study, as mentioned earlier,
showed that managers believe employees leave for more money. Research
conducted by Leigh Branham, along with the Saratoga Institute’s surveys that included almost 20,000 workers from 18 industries and many
other studies, dispute this belief. Branham says that this research
revealed “that actually 80–90% of employees leave for reasons related not
to money, but to the job, the manager, the culture, or work environment… These internal reasons (also known as ‘push’ factors, as opposed
to ‘pull’ factors, such as better-paying outside opportunity) are within
the power of the organization and the manager to control and change.”8
Branham, in his analysis of unpublished research of Saratoga Institute
conducted from 1996 to 2003, looked for common denominators and
grouped the reasons for leaving to determine root causes. According to
Branham’s analysis:
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“[I]t became clear that employees begin to disengage and think about
leaving when one or more of four fundamental human needs are not
being met:

■

■

■

■

The Need for Trust: Expecting the company and management to deliver
on its promises, to be honest and open in all communications with you,
to invest in you, to treat you fairly, and to compensate you fairly and on
time.
The Need to Have Hope: Believing that you will be able to grow,
develop your skills on the job and through training, and have the opportunity for advancement or career progress leading to higher earnings.
The Need to Feel a Sense of Worth: Feeling confident that if you work
hard, do your best, demonstrate commitment, and make meaningful
contributions, you will be recognized and rewarded accordingly. Feeling
worthy also means that you will be shown respect and regarded as a valued asset, not as a cost, to the organization.
The Need to Feel Competent: Expecting that you will be matched to a
job that makes good use of your talents and is challenging, receive the
necessary training to perform the job capably, see the end results of your
work, and obtain regular feedback on your performance.”9

In fact, the number one response to the question, Why did you leave?
was “limited career growth or promotional opportunity” (16% of
responses), indicating a lack of hope.10
By now, the reader might be asking—so what do I do as a leader in an
organization to improve employee engagement and therefore increase
business performance? In the next section of this chapter, we discuss
how IBM has used career development as a way to engage employees and
increase satisfaction. Specific programs that have been implemented and
lessons learned are discussed.
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A Case for Change at IBM
IBM Corporation has not been immune to the phenomenon described
so far in this chapter. However, by better understanding client needs,
IBM has been able to develop a career framework, a structure that
defines the capabilities employees need to provide value to their clients.
This framework is supported by a career development process that provides guidance to employees on how to advance in their careers. But this
did not happen overnight. In fact, it was only after multiple studies and
an evolution of interventions over a period of years that IBM was able to
achieve this goal.
The Transformation Begins
Internal surveys from 2003–2004 showed that some IBM employees
felt they were not given an opportunity to improve their skills.
Additionally, exit surveys revealed that perceived lack of career growth
was one of the prime reasons employees voluntarily left the business. In
2004, IBM conducted a research project designed to better understand
the challenges facing employees around their career development.
Discussions with hundreds of IBM employees and managers, HR executives, review of existing IBM data such as exit surveys, and external
benchmarking studies were reviewed. Additionally, input was obtained
from an online global event called WorldJam, whereby thousands of
IBM employees, managers, and executives collaborated for 72 hours and
engaged in discussions on management effectiveness, workplace environment, and other matters. Collectively, input from these various studies
and discussions led to a conclusion that IBM had a need for a “new day”
in developing its people. These various studies pointed to five key
themes that reflected the obstacles and critical success factors:11
■
■

■

■

■

Career development is not viewed as a business priority.
Challenging work assignments and opportunities are critical to employee
development.
Development tools are disconnected and their value to the employee is
not clear.
Career and expertise development needs to be aligned with the business
strategy.
Career development is about human interaction.
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The study uncovered a huge gap between the corporate view of career
development and the employee experience. Employees felt that the business focus on attaining short-term results consistently compromised
development plans and activities. Furthermore, findings suggested that
while many best-of-breed development resources were already available
in IBM, the key challenge was that of execution. The underlying conclusion was that business priorities get in the way of development. While
management can improve development practices and continue to create
award-winning learning programs, in the end, none of it will make any
difference unless career development becomes a business priority and
employees have the time and opportunity to stretch their skills and learn
new ones.
This conclusion was later validated by a 2005 study, sponsored by
senior executives. The objective of this study was to recommend a strategy and implementation plan for professional development that would
help IBM achieve growth and innovation and help employees attain
career growth and success in a fast-changing business environment.
Based on these research findings, IBM put forth a call to action for a
new day for career development that would span several years of iterative
development and implementation. The new day would require redefining the roles of the employee, manager, and IBM in developing its
employees and would focus the company’s efforts on ensuring effective
execution of development best practices. The overarching goal of the
new day was to align IBM’s values and business agenda with the passion
of its great workforce to provide value to the client. It was about
responding to employees’ hunger to make a difference, to feel connected
to IBM, to be recognized for their contributions, and to realize their
potential. An engaged, challenged, and expert workforce would be the
key to IBM’s growth and innovation.
Career Programs Initiated
The following represent some of the programs IBM put into place
from 2005 through 2007 as part of the first phase of this transformation
of career development:
■

An overhaul to the content of the new employee orientation program that
had been put in place two years earlier that consisted of a 2-day classroom
training and subsequent e-learning activities.
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Introduction to a one-day career event, a highly interactive, live event
designed to help IBM employees learn about resources and tools they can
use to grow their skills and create an engaging and energetic working
experience for themselves today and into the future.
Introduction of a formal learning program that offers employees the ability to explore and participate in short-term, experienced-based learning
activities available outside of the formal classroom or e-learning. It is
about finding the best alternatives for personal career growth and development and then creating the optimal solution.
Revitalization of mentoring as a way to develop skills and career development of employees.
Developing a “one-stop-shop” website that would become the trusted
source for all career development guidance and personalized learning
recommendations.

Between the time the initial analysis began in 2004 through 2007,
when these programs were fully deployed and functioning, IBM enjoyed
a six-point gain in employee satisfaction on a periodic survey that asked
employees about their satisfaction with their ability to improve their
skills at IBM. While many factors could contribute to this gain, surely
the significant career development programs put in place by management would have had a positive impact on employee perception—and
reality.
In 2006, an IBM study conducted with clients and business partners
to better understand how the company could better serve its clients
revealed a need to ensure IBM employees have the appropriate skills
required to provide value to the client. One of the major outcomes of
this study was the need for a common career framework that could benefit all IBM employees. As a result, in 2007, IBM embarked upon an initiative to create an enterprise-wide career framework that would enable
career advancement for employees. At the time of this writing, the
career framework is in the process of being implemented across IBM in a
phased deployment that will take several years to complete. It will ultimately support the majority of job roles across the company. This is
described later in this chapter and at length in Chapter 6, “Building
Employee and Organizational Capability.”
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The Definition of a Career Framework
Do an Internet search on the words “career framework,” and you will
find literally thousands of websites in which all types of organizations—
large and small, public and private—have implemented a framework to
guide employees in the development of their careers. The sites contain
many common words and phrases, such as skills, competencies, training
and learning, career path, career progression, succession planning, gaps
in skills and competencies, capabilities, opportunities, and more. Some
frameworks are targeted at ensuring employees have the critical skills
needed to satisfy customer demand and/or to achieve organizational
goals. Other frameworks tackle longer-range career progression challenges such as how employees cannot only serve organizational goals by
growing their skills, but also how they can enrich their lives through
developing their careers along a particular path or even by changing
paths over time. Others view the career framework as an enabler for succession planning. The possibilities seem to be endless—and they are
defined differently from organization to organization.
In this chapter, an overview of IBM’s new career framework is presented, which when fully implemented, will be the backbone for how
employees progress in their careers. It is also a major component of
IBM’s expertise management system. The framework will be supported
by a structured career development process that all employees currently
utilize. Subsequent chapters describe IBM’s current career development
process in depth and show how it provides the appropriate guidance for
employees to grow the expertise needed to perform their current and
future job roles. In addition, throughout the book, we highlight where
applicable, on-going changes to the current career development process
based on a need for continuous improvement.

The Definition of a Career
Various dictionaries provide numerous definitions for the noun “career,”
however “pursuing one’s life work” is a common thread. According to
Dictionary.com,12 a career takes on various meanings as a noun:
“an occupation or profession, esp. one requiring special training,
followed as one’s lifework: He sought a career as a lawyer.”
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“a person’s progress or general course of action through life or
through a phase of life, as in some profession or undertaking: His
career as a soldier ended with the armistice.”
“success in a profession, occupation, etc.”
Merriam-Webster.com13 offers similar definitions, such as:
“a field for or pursuit of a consecutive progressive achievement especially in public, professional, or business life <Washington’s career
as a soldier>”
“a profession for which one trains and which is undertaken as a permanent calling <a career in medicine> <a career diplomat>”
At IBM, these traditional views of a career are changing. As the technology industry continues to expand at a rapid pace and clients’ IT environments become increasingly complex, today’s employees need to be
more multi-faceted, with a varied and versatile set of skills developed
over time. No longer can a career be looked at as something that is
undertaken as a “permanent calling.”
In today’s business arena, technical aptitude alone may not always be
sufficient. There is a requirement for people to widen their portfolios of
job roles, skills, and experiences to be applied and recombined in
numerous ways to fuel innovative business value.
According to Ranjay Gulati, who wrote in a Harvard Business Review
article in May 2007, “Rather than highly specialized expertise,
customer-focused solutions require employees to develop two kinds of
skills: multi-domain skills (the ability to work with multiple products
and services, which requires a deep understanding of customers’ needs)
and boundary-spanning skills (the ability to forge connections across
internal boundaries.)”14
Although a life-long career as a specialist in a particular area is still
needed and valued, marketplace demands suggest that some segment of
the employee population needs a wider breadth of skills. This may
enable—and/or force—employees to switch career paths over time to
complementary or totally different job roles where new skills must be
continually learned.
A career framework can facilitate both types of progression paths,
whereby employees can grow in their careers either vertically in one area
of specialization or horizontally across multiple areas of specialization
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over the course of time. Figure 2.2 shows this vertical and horizontal
career progression.

Executive Consultant

Executive Project Manager

Senior Consultant

Senior Project Manager

Consultant

Project Manager

Associate Consultant

Associate Project Manager

Jane Doe
Specialized

John Smith
Versatile

Figure 2.2 Examples of two career paths.

Figure 2.2 depicts the career path of a consultant, Jane Doe, who
starts out as an associate consultant and over time continues to grow her
consulting capability through working on multiple engagments,
increases her expertise via formal learning and on-the-job training, and
takes on more responsibility as her job position matures. At the appropriate time, as she works her way up the consultant career ladder, has
many client experiences, and receives various promotions over a number
of years, Jane eventually becomes an executive consultant and is recognized as an expert in her field by not only her manager and peers, but by
the client as well.
It should be noted that there is not necessarily a right or wrong time
period for how long it may take an individual to go up the career ladder.
It is determined by the individuals, their performance, the experiences
they receive, the skills and capabilities they develop, and of course, the
needs of the business. It may take many years to build the right capabilities needed to perform at the next level of any particular job role.
In contrast, John Smith, although he also starts out as an associate
consultant, at some point he decides to branch out and leverage the
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project management skills he developed as a consultant by leading client
engagements. He hears that project managers are in demand, given that
the company is moving toward a project-based business. He also likes
the planning aspects of the consulting role and wonders if he might be
suited as a bona fide project manager. He explores this with his manager,
who encourages John to think about becoming more versatile in building his capabilities. John subsequently decides he wants to change career
paths and actually become a project manager. He works with his manager to put an individual development plan in place and identifies the
additional skills and on-the-job experiences he needs to become competitive for a project manager job role.
John completes different learning activities to increase his skill in managing projects. He also works with his manager to be placed on the appropriate
consulting projects to get increased experiential, on-the-job training. Once
he has built more than just a beginning level of capability in managing projects, he finally takes on a project manager role, and over time, he gains sufficient expertise as a project manager and becomes competitive for promotion.
Now John not only manages the project by tracking timelines, putting work
breakdown structures in place, and managing to the project plan, but given
his expertise as a consultant, he also gets involved with the consulting teams
in expanding business opportunities. His more versatile set of capabilities has
enabled him to expand beyond the expected career path and use more of the
many skills he has acquired, rather than focusing specifically on his technical
abilities.
Each career starts out in a similar fashion, but eventually these two
individuals follow different paths that both result in success and fulfill a
need for the company, the client, and the employee.

Setting the Baseline for Expertise Management
During the 1990s and early 2000s, changes occurred that would come
to have a profound impact on IBM’s workforce. The explosion of the
Internet and the ensuing services now needed by current and future
clients to create complex networks resulted in a need for many new types
of IT job roles and skills that hadn’t even been “invented” at the time.
Expansion in emerging markets also created unique opportunities for
different types of jobs, based on the skill base of varying countries.
Lastly, IBM’s strategy of acquiring companies and their associated workforces and providing outsourcing services to companies—as well as hiring
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the outsourced company’s employees—created unique niches in
“instantly acquired” job roles.
A more formal structure for developing expertise became paramount
to attracting, developing, and retaining a skilled workforce of over
300,000 employees that were located in all corners of the globe. It’s hard
to imagine the chaos that would result if there were no common language for defining job roles or the associated skills, or if each country or
business unit “did its own thing,” based on what it thought was needed.
There would be no way for employees to know about opportunities
across the company, considerable waste and duplication of effort would
be required to keep independent structures in place, and total solutions
to meet client needs would not be feasible.
Around 1992, IBM created its first version of a “skills dictionary” or
the beginning of a taxonomy that would define the skills needed by
employees. Later that decade, IBM went on to create job roles based on
this taxonomy and later expanded it globally across all business units. It
has emerged into what is today, an expertise management system. This
system guides the identification of the following elements:
■

■

■

Competencies—The system starts with competencies that are needed by
all employees, regardless of their job role, country, or status. These competencies or behaviors demonstrated by top performers are key indicators
of success for high-performing employees and differentiate IBMers from
competitor companies.
Skills—Employees also focus on developing skills specific for their current roles or exploring skills needed for roles to which they aspire. Skills
are fundamental to specific job roles and enable employees to perform
their day-in, day-out tasks.
Capabilities—As employees grow their competencies, become enabled,
build skills, and gain new experiences, they develop capabilities that
clients value.

Competencies and Associated Behaviors
Given the changing face of the IBM population, in 2003, IBM introduced competencies that were employee-focused. This was an expansion
of existing competencies that were already focused on the development
of leaders. There was a need to establish a common set of competencies
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that defined what it meant to be an IBM employee. These new competencies and associated behaviors were critical to achieving success for all
IBM employees. They provided the foundation for professional growth
and underscored company values, as well as established a common standard of high performance across the company. A robust curriculum of
hundreds of learning activities were aligned to each of the competencies
and their associated behaviors.
The competencies quickly became an underpinning of various HR
processes, for example:
■

■

■

The competencies are used to select new employees and as criteria for
internal job movement. Various recruitment tools, including evaluation
of job candidates, have incorporated the competencies as fundamental
requirements of a successful employee at IBM, in addition to whatever
technical or specialized skills a prospective candidate brings to the table.
IBM’s performance management system has incorporated the competencies into its annual evaluation process and has had a significant impact on
how results are achieved. Hence managers must consider an employee’s
demonstration of the competencies when assessing year-end performance
evaluations.
The competencies have become a staple in pinpointing areas of focus that
are important for individual development planning. Employees are
encouraged to consider the competencies as they create their career development goals and associated learning plans for achieving business performance.

Over time, the competencies have continued to show value to employees. Since the inception of the competencies in 2003, on average, over
300,000 learning activities in the competencies curriculum (classroom
and e-learning activities) have been taken annually by IBM employees
worldwide.
In a study conducted in June, 2004 by the IBM HR team, over 80
IBM employees across multiple business units participated and reported
positive impact by increasing their competencies via the learning activities. Comments from participants include the following:15
“I was able to use what I learned in the Adaptability course in relation to recent organizational changes.”
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“After taking How to Create Effective Presentations, I paid more
attention when I created a presentation, which resulted in a more
effective presentation.”
“I learned how to look at a project from the customer’s point of
view. This approach made it easier to understand what they are asking for. Hopefully, this change will lead to better relationships and
the ability to provide them with what they want.”
While the competencies have been extremely helpful to employees in
defining the “basics” of what they need to demonstrate to be successful
in their jobs, at the time of this writing, IBM is going through an extensive research study to determine whether the competencies are in line
with the needs of today and tomorrow’s environment. The study may
yield a new or refined set of competencies—or even a new structure for
how the competencies are reflected in the career framework that is currently being deployed to employees.

Skills that Align to Specific Job Roles
IBM’s expertise taxonomy provides a standard framework and single set of
terms so managers can develop and deploy resources consistently across all
geographies and business units. This also allows IBM to satisfy developmental needs based on business unit and individual requirements.
The taxonomy is “housed” in a large database that identifies job roles
and associated skills, creating common terms to describe what people do
across the entire company. Although this may sound like a typical job
description, the taxonomy provides the foundation for many other HR
processes that enable having the right person, with the right skills, at
the right time, place, and cost. This common language ensures consistency across various downstream IT applications that pull data from the
taxonomy. For example, one of the various processes IBM uses is an
assessment of employee skills. Applying the taxonomy to this type of
assessment enables the company to determine what skills are in abundance, which skills are in need, and where those skills are located. This
enables placement of employees with those skill sets on the appropriate
projects or client engagements.
All employees need to grow and develop their skills. Hence, being
able to identify skill gaps helps employees identify current skill needs
and potential future job opportunities. It also provides the foundation

Agile Career Development

40

Lessons and Approaches from IBM

for the types of learning activities an employee needs to progress in a
chosen career.16

Developing Capabilities
The career framework at IBM is an integral part of IBM’s expertise
management system and provides the structure for how employees
develop expertise over time; it also provides guidance for employees’
career progression. Furthermore, a structured career development
process provides the various processes, tools, and career resources
employees need to grow within the framework. The process also helps
ensure that employees are growing the right skills as business strategies
and needs change over time.
Capabilities are core skills that can be leveraged across the business.
They are based on a multitude of experiences that IBM must deliver to
enable client success. Capabilities focus on what’s needed to perform
effectively, and they rely on a combination of applied knowledge, skills,
abilities, and on-the-job experiences. Typically, multiple skills are
required to demonstrate a level of proficiency in a particular capability.
The level of achievement individuals attain in a particular capability is a
composite of their education, skills, knowledge, and experience. To
develop a capability, IBM employees must perform designated activities
and achieve successful and consistent results that fulfill specified
requirements as outlined in the capability level.17 The development of
capabilities provides an avenue for advancement in one’s career by helping employees focus on the skills and experiences needed to advance
within or move to other job roles in the company.
The career framework and supporting career development process
provides guidance to employees on the variety of ways by which they can
grow their careers in a linear or non-linear fashion (i.e. developing across
many careers, resulting in development of multiple capabilities to varying levels). Generally, employees develop their careers at the job family
level, for example, careers in Human Resources or Finance. As the career
framework is deployed, employees will also be able to follow broader
careers whereby employees leverage previously learned skills and apply
them to new, but related job roles. For instance, a consultant is an expert
in consulting methodology, however, because the consultant has to manage a consulting engagement, he also develops some level of project
management skills. Over time, the consultant may desire a career change
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to become a project manager. He continues to grow his skills to eventually qualify for a new position as a project manager. The employee builds
not only depth in a particular capability, but also breadth by growing
capabilities in other complementary areas that enhance the individual’s
ability to deliver client value. The process facilitates educated career
advancement and encourages employees to progress in broader ways.18
Developing a varied set of capabilities is critical in IBM’s changing definition of career, where versatility in what one knows is becoming increasingly
important to satisfying client demands. The primary objective is to help
employees understand the core capabilities that IBM needs to deliver and
what specifically employees need to do to make its clients successful. By
establishing a common set of global capabilities with career milestones, the
capabilities establish a common language that can facilitate career development and movement across the business.19

Summary
This chapter covered the importance of focusing on career development as an enabler of employee satisfaction and how development of a
common career framework and supporting career development process
can facilitate employee growth and progression in achieving career goals.
Organizations would benefit from creating some form of framework that
provides employees the ability to see the breadth of opportunities available to them and how they can grow by moving across job roles or business units. Other advantages include:
■
■

■

■
■

Offers employees clear guidance on how to advance in their careers.
Supplies a roadmap to developing capabilities that employees need not
only to provide value to the client, but also to shape their own career
paths over time.
Provides clients with employees who have the capabilities to deliver “best
in class,” seamless service.
Aligns with company values and desired culture.
Contributes to the company’s image in the marketplace and as a company
to work for.

The career framework provides a model for how employees grow their
expertise. A structured career development process provides the various
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resources employees need to advance their careers. In the next chapter, we
introduce this supporting structure and provide the reader the opportunity
to explore how some or all of these components may be suitable for their own
organizations.
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