Leaders for the 21st Century: IBM’s Search for Global Leadership Competencies


Jack Beach, PhD

IBM


The idea of identifying IBM’s leadership competencies started in 1996.  When Louis Gerstner arrived in 1993, it was obvious that the marketplace was giving IBM a message--and it wasn’t a good one.  Mr. Gerstner was determined to turn the company around and realized that an essential ingredient was to develop a culture of leadership.  To do this he first needed to get a description of what characterized effective leadership within IBM.  So, in 1996, he commissioned a study to determine what differentiated the outstanding from merely typical IBM executive.  That study yielded eleven (11) competencies. They were: Customer Insight, Breakthrough Thinking, Drive to Achieve, Teamwork, Straight Talk, Team Leadership, Decisiveness, Building Organizational Capability, Coaching, Personal Dedication and Passion for IBM.  A second study in 1999 revalidated that these competencies did, in fact, differentiate between outstanding and more typical performance within IBM. 

In 2003, with the declaration of the “on demand” strategy, and with the belief that the leadership competencies were now fairly well embedded in the way IBM’s managers and executives led, some wondered if the competencies were still valid discriminators or whether other characteristics were more descriptive of what it took to create outstanding results.  So, in 2004, yet another study was undertaken.  The results indicated that a new set of competencies had indeed emerged.  The ten (10) new competencies identified were: Client Partnering, Collaborative Influence, Embracing Challenge, Thinking Horizontally, Informed Judgment, Strategic Risk Taking, Earning Trust, Enabling Performance and Growth, Developing IBM’s People and Communities, and Passion for IBM’s future.  These competencies did not so much replace the original ones but eclipsed them.  They are clearly more sophisticated and aspirational.  

Competency Levels


IBM’s Leadership Competency Model for executives and managers incorporates levels of proficiency and identifies specific behaviors associated with each level. The four levels, from the lowest to highest, are: Prerequisite, Demonstrated Competence, Strength, and Extraordinary Strength. (See Figure 1.) 

The Prerequisite level of performance is recognized as having the basic elements required for the competency.  However, it is not yet of sufficient strength to meet IBM's high standard or have the necessary impact on others and the organization.  A development plan should be implemented to raise this individual's competency to IBM's high standard. At the Demonstrated Competence level, there is consensus that the level of performance this individual shows is capable and effective but with room to grow. When an executive exhibits a competency at the Strength level he/she is widely recognized as functioning "at the high standard for IBM" and demonstrates solid performance, clear expertise and consistent strength.  The Extraordinary Strength level of performance is considered the highest standard.  When an executive is operating at this level, there is a consensus that this person could be referenced as a role model to aspire to when coaching others on how to improve this competency.
Figure 1.  Competency Model

	Demonstration Scale
	Managers
	Executives
	Technical Leaders
	Sales Leaders

	Prerequisite
	Behavioral indicators specific for managers at this demonstration level
	Behavioral indicators specific for executives at this demonstration level
	Behavioral indicators specific for technical leaders at this demonstration level
	Behavioral indicators specific for sales leaders at this demonstration level

	Demonstrated Competence
	“
	“
	“
	“

	Strength

	“
	“
	“
	“

	Extraordinary Strength
	“
	“
	“
	“



The levels are differentiated by the scope, time frame, and degree of impact.  Generally speaking, the lower levels are characterized by narrow scope (e.g., within one’s own team or organization), short timeframe, and the competency being demonstrated only by the individual leader.  At the higher levels, the scope is broader; for example: cross functional—though at times, scope can also indicate the depth of personal conviction.  Higher levels are also distinguished by longer and more strategic time frames—though being able to act with urgency is also key in some instances.  In addition, time frame may indicate the extent to which the impact is temporary or enduing.  At the higher levels, impact pertains to the degree to which the leader creates an organizational climate that fosters the development of the competency in others.  That is, these norms and attitudes become internalized; so that they become the way that unit does business not just the individual leader.  Impact also relates to the overall effect on the growth of IBM or its clients. 


Being able to differentiate the various levels is important, because not only have the competencies become more complex, but the level at which they have to be demonstrated has risen.  Whereas with the original competencies the target level was 2 or “Demonstrated Competence,” the level required to affect outstanding performance in the on demand era is 3 or “Strength.”  So the “bar has risen” both in terms of the sophistication of the competencies and the proficiency with which leaders must be able to exhibit them. 
What does IBM mean by Competency?

At IBM, the term competency is defined as any characteristic of a person that differentiates outstanding performance from the more typical
 (Hay/McBer).  Therefore, the greater the degree to which IBMers manifest these, the more likely they are demonstrate critical behaviors, in more situations, and with better results—but they are much more than merely skills.  We use the metaphor of an iceberg to emphasize the comprehensive nature of these competencies. (See Figure 2.)   So, competencies involve one’s motives, traits, assumptions, self-image, and values, as well as knowledge and skills; it is who we are as people as well as what we know and do.

Figure 2. Competency Iceberg
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This is important.  Often competencies are envisioned as synonymous with skills; and while there is nothing wrong with that, we think that is too limiting and makes unclear the developmental issues that warrant attention. For example, since we are thinking about what it means to be a global leader and be culturally adaptable, let’s say we had a competency called Cultural Adaptability
--after all, that is why we are all here. And, just for now, let’s define it as “The willingness and ability to recognize, understand, and take into account cultural differences to lead/ work effectively.”
  This definition implies that cultural adaptability is as much a process of understanding ourselves as it is about understanding others.  This in turn indicates at least three developmental areas: cultural awareness/literacy (individual’s own and others’); self-awareness; and adaptability.

Cultural awareness or literacy, in terms of our knowledge or lack of knowledge of others’ cultures, is the most obvious and perhaps the most actionable developmental area.   We can take assessment surveys, get feedback, and see that through a variety of means, we get exposure to the information we need (e.g., classroom instructions, personal reading, etc.)  Understanding our own culture, however, is ironically a bigger challenge; for to each of us it is not something external, rather it is very much a part of who we are.  It is what to us is common sense, right, and true.  So, we must understand our assumptions, values and biases, and how these are reflected in the way we view and act in new environments.  The cliché, “this is much easier said than done,” could not be more fitting.  Understanding our assumptions, values and biases, requires first that we become aware of them and second that we interrogate them.  Neither is easy.  We are not always aware of our assumptions and questioning them can mean questioning how we see ourselves in the world, in a sense, our self-image and identity.   And, when truth becomes a possibility and certainty an alternative, the ground that gave us a firm footing starts to give way and we become unsteady.  This can be disconcerting—and exciting.  So, we are not dealing just with cognitions but emotions. 

Just when you think this cultural adaptability thing is really hard, it gets even harder.  Whereas cultural awareness and self-awareness involve cognitions and emotions, there is the adaptability thing yet to be dealt with—and that is behavioral.  Adaptability could be defined as an effective change in behavior in response to an altered situation
, and that is not an automatic outcome.  Cultural Adaptability is not just noticing the gap in our understanding of the situation and feeling the disequilibrium but what we do in response to that.  Do we adapt or not?  Adaptability requires: (1) the ability to identify the essential elements critical to performance; (2) the ability to change behaviors and quickly capitalize on strengths and minimize weaknesses; and (3) the willingness to change or to persist when appropriate.  Determining when to adapt is as important as how!  Clearly, all this can be difficult, but it can be done.

Competency Development:  Changing IBMers and IBM


IBM is IBMers.  So, any change in IBM is ultimately changes in IBMers.  So, how do we do this?  You will note in Figure 3. a yellow ellipse, which demarcates what could be called the area of choice.  Everything within that ellipse is socially constructed.  It didn’t happen at conception!  So, it can be changed---though often not easily.  One can argue if all motives and traits can be changed but if not changed, they can be managed.

Developing Cultural Adaptability will involve multiple activities.  It has already been mentioned that both instructional programs and assessment feedback will be helpful.  However, to steal a phrase from the Army, you “learn to adapt by adapting” (Leadership, FM 6-22, p10-9). This will require systematic management of IBMers’ careers to see that they get varied experiences.  Anything that IBMers are exposed to in the classroom (whether it be face-to-face or virtual) must be a catalyst for what happens back on the job.  And, we must identify multiple opportunities that will afford IBMers optimum exposure to learning experiences that will enhance and accelerate their development—we must also help them learn from those experiences.  Key will be reflection-in-action and on-action (Donald Schon, 1983). This in a sense is “thinking on one’s feet.”   It means allowing ourselves “to experience surprise, puzzlement, or confusion in a situation which [we] find uncertain or unique.”  We then reflect on what we are experiencing and “on the prior understandings which have been implicit in [our] behavior.” (Schon, 1983: 68).  It involves looking to our experiences, connecting with our feelings, and attending to our theories in use (Argyris & Schon, 1974, 1992). This new understanding, will in turn, inform our actions and enable us to test out new behaviors in the future.  Managers, need to encourage this, be on the lookout for developmental moments, and be a partner in this reflective activity as part of their ongoing developmental coaching.  Should this occur, IBMers will not only develop the competencies seen as necessary today and for tomorrow, but become the agents of their ongoing transformation as the need for even newer and yet unforeseen competencies arise.
The Ongoing Search for Tomorrow:  What Must IBMers Be?


You’ll not get the answer to this question, just a discussion of our approach to finding it---and in the end, it will have many answers, not just one.  And again, it’s complex.  First of all, to achieve Cultural Adaptability (or any other competency) in some ways has very little to do with cultural adaptability at all.  Just noted above, was the need for all IBMers and IBM leaders to join in reflection-in-action and on-action.  This is not occurring to anywhere near the extent it needs to occur today.  And part of the reason is, that is not how IBMers and IBM leader perceive their roles.  Achieving the premier global enterprise will require changes in processes and technology, but far more difficult will be the needed changes in the way IBMers and their leaders see their roles.  

Technology has changed the economic equation.  Information technology and telecommunications have created a truly global marketplace, with intense competition, and the need for quicker response.  Clients demand greater reliability and at the same time customized products and services.  Moreover, information technology not only requires an intelligent workforce but computers have given workers access to information that enables, and at times requires, decentralized decisions.  The rigid systems and processes that once disencumbered work and productivity now cause interference.  Instead of merely complying with best practices employees increasingly need to be proactive problem identifiers and solvers.  They have to coordinate and collaborate with co-workers and clients, adjust and innovate, and initiate changes.  


In today’s and tomorrow’s IBM, work is not simply about performing activities; it is now about individuals and teams self-directing their own activities toward organizational purposes.  At all levels, IBMers not only have to execute best practices but create next practices.  All this is changing the fundamental nature of work, and therefore the roles of employees and their leaders are changing too. The worker’s role has shifted form passive compliance to proactive self-organizing and self-management.  So too, the leaders’ role has shifted from leadership focused on strict rules and specific objectives to one based on conceptual controls; leadership that relies on workers’ judgment; not their compliance; leadership that helps workers deal with uncertainty, not avoid it. You can see that there is a great deal of interrelated competencies in question.  We cannot think of Cultural Adaptability in isolation.  So, how do you see what tomorrow looks like and determine the competencies required to be effective?  


If you remember, we started out by stating that Lou Gerstner commissioned a study.  Competencies at IBM are empirically derived—though clear methodological “short-cuts” have occasionally been taken.  For example, the samples for the initial study in 1996, Mr. Gerstner himself indicated who he deemed outstanding and typical.  In the 2004 revalidation, which yielded the current set of competencies, just outstanding executives were studied.  Each Senior Vice President submitted a slate of their outstanding executives and then from that slate, Randy MacDonald, SVP HR and Sam Palmisano, Chairman and CEO, then culled the list to 30 executives that represented the diversity of IBM in terms of race, sex, geography, and business unit.  In all the previous studies the samples consisted of thirty (30) senior executives and the data were gathered from Behavioral Event Interviews conducted by consultants from the Hay/McBer Company.


In July of 2008, as a result of changes in IBM’s strategic imperatives--becoming a globally integrated enterprise, focusing on open technologies and high value solutions, and delivering integration and innovation to clients, and feedback from a work team of some of IBM’s most senior executives, Randy MacDonald directed a complete revalidation of our competencies to ensure IBM could equip its workforce and leaders to effectively execute this strategy and profitably grow the business.  To that end, a cross unit project team, consisting mostly of I/O Psychologists, internal strategy and change consultants, and members of IBM’s Leadership Development organization was assembled.

The team decided to use a multi-pronged approach consisting primarily of focus groups and senior executive interviews.  This would not only allow us to have larger research samples but to take advantage of data gathering that was just being completed by a team looking at high-potential lower band, non-manager IBMers and revalidating IBM’s Foundational Competencies.  Although the focus group protocol for the current study differs from that of the former study, comparison of data collected on similar samples with the new protocol, indicate the data are quite compatible.  

Up to now, IBM has had two sets of competencies: Foundational and Leadership.  IBM’s Foundational Competencies were derived subsequent to the Leadership Competencies.  As with the Leadership Competencies, they identified characteristics that differentiated employees based on performance. These competencies, in conjunction with IBM’s values, established a consistent standard of excellence across the enterprise regardless of business unit or location.  Similarly, IBM’s Leadership Competencies distinguished outstanding performance for people in designated leadership positions (i.e. managers and executives).  The relationship between the two competency models, however, has never been clear nor have they been implemented consistently.  Moreover, there is now a need for all IBMers, regardless of formal authority, to engage in acts of leadership.  So, it was directed to create a single set of competencies.


We selected the pool of potential focus group participants using IBM’s data base on managers and executives.  The data had to indicate that the participants had repeatedly demonstrated high-performance over the past three years.  The pools were then separated by not only geographic location but by whether it was a major or growth market.  Human Resources contacts in each of these locations were given the list of names and asked to invite eight to twelve (8-12) managers and executives
 based on proficiency in English, availability, and representing a cross section of diversity in the location in terms of job role, band, and business unit, including technical and sellers.  In the end, we will have gathered data from about five-hundred (500) IBMers in focus groups in twenty (20) countries, as well as from individual interviews with more senior executives.  The resulting data will be analyzed for behavioral themes and survey items will be crafted.  We will validate the resulting surveys on representative samples of IBMers who based on IBM’s data base have been consistently typical or outstanding in their performance over the past three (3) years.  Figure 4 represents our expected resulting model of global leadership competencies. 

	Demonstration Scale
	Band 1 - 5
	Bands 6 - 10
	Bands D and above

	Level 1
	Behavioral indicators specific for bands 1-5 at this demonstration level
	Behavioral indicators specific for band 6-10 at this demonstration level
	Behavioral indicators specific for executives at this demonstration level

	Level 2
	“
	“
	“

	Level 3
	“
	“
	“

	Level 4
	“
	“
	“

	Level 5
	“
	“
	“



As can be seen there will be one set of competencies applicable to three band groupings: Bands 1-5, 6-10, and D-A, regardless of job category.  The numbered bands signify non-executive IBMers and the lettered executives. Band 1 is the lowest non-executive band and Band 10 the highest.  Band D is the lowest executive band and Band A (a few AAs) is the highest.  Embedded in the band level is sphere of influence and level of responsibility.  The five (5) vertical columns indicate level of proficiency.  Behaviors increase in complexity and aspiration as the scale increases and as employees progress along band levels. There will be unique behavioral indicators to describe what it takes to demonstrate competency at each scale and employee level.  

This model leaves no confusion in defining which employees belong to which segments which makes it easier to build segmentation into the competency model systems and tools.  The divisions are also consistent with the segmentation used in other IBM Career Development models (e.g. Career Framework), allowing for easier integration.  Finally, band Level, by definition, aligns with increasing expectations in competency demonstration levels.  

The one set of competencies applicable across job categories may take some explanation.  It is a divergence from the existing model which has separate scales for people in technical and sales roles.  Looking at Figure 5 should help explain.  It is common that we get asked to develop separate leadership competencies for people in different job roles.  Doing so, however, makes an explanation of leadership confusing.  We conceive leadership as a broad set of competencies that are common across roles.  For example, among IBM’s existing Leadership Competencies are Collaborative Influence and Embracing Challenge.  Most would agree that whether one is creating a system (technical) or selling that system (seller) that collaboration and embracing challenge are important.  And, we believe one would be hard pressed to say that people in technical, sales, or any other of the myriad of IBM functional and staff roles, do these differently.  The content of the collaboration will vary but not the need or capacity to do so or the manner in which it is done.
  As the diagram in Figure 5 indicates, it takes more than leadership to be successful.  At a minimum, people need to have specific functional skills and business acumen.  All are important—but we are focusing on leadership.
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A final note: although we have stressed the empirical rigor of our competencies, data is not enough.  A case in point is IBM’s original eleven (11) leadership competencies.  The data, in fact, indicated only ten (10).  Passion for IBM did not appear even in the most outstanding executives (hmmmm….and did I mention IBM was on life support?).  Lou Gerstner, however, insisted it be added because he knew that without passion, there is no leadership.  He has been quoted as saying to his top three hundred (300) executives, “You may be executives but you’re not leaders.  You’re all going back to school!”  I suspect his words differed but his actions did not.  A leadership development program was created and the competencies were the foundation of that program, and still are to this day, and today Passion for IBM’s Future is the strongest of IBM’s competencies.  So we have been asking IBMers, “What do you do that makes you effective?” “What do your leaders do that enable you to perform?” and “What behaviors do you rarely see in IBM that should increase?’  and pay close attention to what they tell us.  However, we will go beyond the voice of the IBMer.  We will look at the data with what we know about leadership, human behavior, and the human spirit—and in light of what we learn from academicians who have discovered and theorized.  We will do so with care but also with comfort.  We will, however, continue to evaluate the feedback we get to see if our informed judgments bear out.
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Figure 3.  Area of Choice
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General business judgment that becomes increasingly insightful and enables market success and grow IBM profitably





Specific job skills that continue to improve, enabling career advancement and enhanced client value





IBM Values are the foundational principles that guide all IBMers’ business decisions and actions
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 Figure 5.  Success Summary for IBM – IBMers who have…..








� This paper is authored by Jack Beach, PhD. who is a Senior Leadership Development Consultant with IBM and Manager of its Leadership Strategy & Research group.  He also oversees the Executive Leadership Development Programs.  The paper contains descriptions of IBM use of competencies and the methodology used to discover them as well as personal thoughts and opinions of the author.  This is not an official IBM document. 


� IBM’s current competency model has 4 levels of demonstrated sophistication and separate scales for technical and sales leaders (though these separate scales are rarely used).  In the future, the model will have 5 levels of sophistication but no separate scales based on job function.  Leadership is viewed as a broad competency that is independent of specific functional capabilities. 


� This concept of a competency and its definition did not originate with IBM.  It is a legacy of our long-time relationship with the Hay/McBer Company.


� Currently, this is not an identified IBM competency.  However, we are now engaged in research to revalidate our set of competencies and the data, to date, suggest this will become one.


� This is strictly the author’s definition and not one particularly well thought out—but well enough to make an important point.


� Again, my definition, there are probably many others out there.


� The managers and executives are placed in separate groups of 8-12 each.


� An example in point, Lou Gerstner came to IBM from Kraft and American Express.  He had never led an IT corporation.  Yet he turned around this company.
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