Developing Tomorrow’s Talent:
a girl, a blog, and thirty days
to business impact

The Leading Light

Why Developing People is
Accenture’s Business
A team leader receives a call from
the client at the end of the business
day, demanding major changes
in the work product. Deadline
extension? Not a chance. As he
and his team dig in, and as he
cancels his other meetings, he
asserts his assumptions on having
time for people development:

performance reviews, mentoring
meetings, and other formal
interactions separate from the
task at hand
•

People development serves
various individual, team, and
institutional long-term goals,
but has little direct connection
to the immediate goal of serving
the client

•

In other words, the hypothetical
team leader assumes that
people development goals must
be balanced against the goal
of serving the client, rather
than contributing to serving
the client. That it is “on top
of” doing business, rather than
“how we do business.”

No Time 1*
It’s clear that people development is
important – but, the team lead says,
he has no time for it. At least not
until the changes are finished.
He’s making several assumptions
about people development:
•

Serving the client must be the
only priority at this time

•

People development means

Do you recognize these assumptions
in yourself? How about the rest of
your company?
It’s easy to relegate “people
development” to a low priority.
After all, operating the business
and creating value are urgent needs
that demand our attention. There’s
rarely a deadline around developing
people... until it’s too late.
In the scenario described above,
what would happen if the team
leader continuously acts according
to those assumptions?
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Why Developing People is
Accenture’s Business
Over time, the likelihood is that
these people will not want to
work for him. They’ll be tired,
demotivated, and disengaged.
That’s disastrous for the business
and for the client. So in the
medium to long-term, as his team
members lose productivity and
maybe even leave the team or the
organization, he’s not doing his
client any favors. He’s doing them a
disservice.
In this next video, the panellists are
operating from a different set of
assumptions. They don’t see people
development as something done “in
addition” to getting the work done
– they see it as integral to how one
does get the work done.

No Time 2*
In summary, in Accenture we
believe that:
•

People development that only
happens “after the work is done”
is not real people development

•

A team that is being developed
every day is better able to
handle the most challenging
times

•

It is during the challenging
times, and not after the work is
done, that a leader’s feedback
and support matter most.

everything we do. Every interaction,
every conversation, and every
piece of work is an opportunity to
develop our people. As we operate
the business and create value for
our internal and external clients,
developing our people enables us to
reach higher performance.
In other words, at Accenture it’s not
something we do in addition to our
business. “Developing People Is our
Business”.

We cannot just add “develop
people” to our to-do list and check
it off when we’re done. We need to
integrate developing our people into
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was the
business problem I wanted to solve,
moving our people from seeing people development
as something that happens after the work is done, to
something that is integral to accomplishing the work.
A belief shift, rather than a skill development need.

Part of the paradigm shift was around the amount of
time available for people development. Leaders saw
it as time-consuming, taking them away from the
business for an hour or more at a time. We needed
leaders to view people development as multiple, very
short “micro-actions” on-the-job. Actions which build
trust, engagement and productivity when applied little
and often.

The continuous learning model differentiates Accenture.
It is driven by formal learning, collaboration (interacting
with peers and experts) and on-the-job experience.
So I really wanted to design a learning experience
that fit into the on-the-job experience part of our
continuous learning model. Something that would get
people to apply their learning right there on the job,
rather than having to translate what they learned in a
classroom into their daily work lives. After all, learning
and training lead to better performance when properly
aligned with work activity.

Previously, we had successfully used Socratic Dialogues*
as one way to achieve this shift, where people have
their own aha moments in dialogue with their teams
about people development. Those aha moments shifted
beliefs, and with them also behaviours.
The question for me was how to build on that success,
and how to model the micro-action philosophy.

The business problem
Accenture’s Continuous Learning
Model
Mentoring, CoPs,
Specialty Networks

Collaboration

Staffing,
Apprenticeships,
On the Job
Experience

Experience

Formal
Learning

Training,
Performance
Support, Knowledge
Assets
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While I was scratching my head and searching for
the right answer, I stumbled across a news article
about a colleague, Marissa Gilbert, who had used blog
posts to send out a “pay-it-forward”- type of 30 day
challenge every day for a month. I immediately saw the
applicability to the business problem I needed to solve.
And our participants rated this experience highly, as a
fun, experiential way to learn and to collaborate with
others. I knew that providing a phenomenal learning
experience for Accenture people is one of the key drivers
behind our learning innovations.
And thus the 30 Day Challenge: “Developing People Is
our Business” was born.

The inspiration for the 30 Day Challenge
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thirty micro-actions. Micro-actions
are activities that can be integrated
into the daily work, things that take
less than ten minutes to accomplish.
Usually, the actions we request of
our people take time in preparation
and implementation. I wanted these
micro-actions to stand in contrast
to that typical approach. Given
that I wanted people to take the
actions every day, they needed to
be manageable. Not only that, I
wanted to show that it’s the “little”
things that make all the difference.
They add up over time, contributing
to people’s engagement bit by bit.

Here are a couple of examples.
Notice just how “micro” – and
common sensical -- they are:
•

Write a note/letter to someone
today. Perhaps a thank-you note

or a note that simply says you’re
thinking about the person.
•

Pay yourself an act of kindness,
to congratulate yourself on a job
well done this week, no matter
how great or small.

So the micro-actions were sent
out one at a time, over a month.
Participants in the challenge would,
ideally, take the challenge each day.
You can read all the challenges in
Part II.
Before the campaign officially
began, people signed up to receive
the challenges in their inbox, from
my blog. Ideally, I wanted people
to comment, within the blog, on
the actions they had taken and the
impact they noticed on themselves,
the people around them, and the
business. Those who did comment

seemed to learn more about their
beliefs and actions by this simple
act of reflection. I also summarized
the comments the next day, to draw
out the themes in the learning, for
the benefit of those who had not
read the comments.
This was social media on its best
day, encouraging on-the-job
learning, reflection and behaviour
change. A kind of action learning, if
you like.
The challenge also enabled us to
connect people to job aids and other
performance support tools, which
they might otherwise not have had
access to. Our guiding principle was
that everything must be readable
and actionable in less than ten
minutes, to be sure that people
would take action that day.

What is the 30 Day Challenge?
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3500 people signed up, to receive the challenges each day. That
so many people voluntarily signed up tells us how much our
people value people development, and how seriously they take
the responsibility.
Because we used social media to distribute the challenges,
we were able to reach a global audience. In fact, we had
participants from forty-seven different countries.
They were from all levels of the organization, and across all
our workforces. Another Accenture belief is that you can be a
leader at any level, and from any seat. This was a great way to
encourage our pipeline of leaders to embrace the Developing
People Is our Business belief, and to start applying that
philosophy early in their careers, so they can make a habit of it.
A few teams took the challenge together to provide
encouragement and learn from each other through conversation.

Who signed up?
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Immediately after the challenge, we asked each
participant how many other people they felt
they had impacted as a result of the challenges.
According to the self-reports, each participant had
an impact on an average of seven people as a result
of the challenge. If we extrapolate that out to
the 3500 people who took part, we had a positive
impact on 24,500 people.
Thirty days after the challenge finished, we sent
a survey to participants, asking which challenges
they completed and the business impacts they
observed. One hundred and sixty-one people
responded. We found that the typical respondent
engaged in thirteen challenges during the month.

And the impact?
Over 60% of respondents completed the following
challenges:

(the usage of this site increased by 300% on the days
surrounding this challenge).

•

Ask two people how their days are going or how their
days went, and really listen to them

In addition to the recognition challenges, we also saw that
challenges to do with networking were popular.

•

Think about someone who inspires you and to tell that
person why he/she does

•

Remember to make eye contact and listen with genuine
interest

•

Write a note/letter to someone. Perhaps a thank-you
note or a note that simply says you’re thinking about the
person

In the thirty days after the challenge month, people
reported that they were still taking actions as a result
of the challenge, more so than they did before the
challenge (though not to the same degree as during the
challenge month). However, people were more likely to be
engaging in behaviours that increased the quality of their
communication, or coached and developed others.

•

Sit down and take the time to have a conversation
with someone, without rushing on to the next task or
meeting.

We draw two conclusions from this:
1. It seems that those challenges which were already likely
to be part of their working day, which simply needed a
tweak in the way they did them, were more likely to be
undertaken

People observed moderate business impacts in a number of
additional areas, with the largest being their own level of
engagement, and increased opportunities to collaborate with
others.
In summary, we must ensure there is value in what we spend
on learning. At Accenture, we continue to look for ways to
deliver that learning as cost-effectively as possible. This was
one way of creating value for our business, at an ultra lowcost per person. The entire project cost around $1 of time to
set up and run for each person participant.

2. Those which are about recognizing others were more
likely to be undertaken, especially as we gave them a
link to a neat e-postcard tool for the thank you note
challenge, which many of them had not previously seen
3030
DayDay
Challenge
Challenge8

The Leading Light

What would we change?
A couple of people told us that once they had missed a few
challenges, they became disheartened and then didn’t take
any at all from that point on – and then felt guilty for it.
This parallels a typical workplace process, so this in itself is
good learning for people about their own motivation.
I learned that we should encourage participants not to
worry if they miss a day or two or ten, but instead to pick
up where they left off and keep going. Any action is better
than no action.
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Setting up your own 30 Day Challenge:
Success Factors
• Be very clear about the business
outcome you hope to achieve
•
•

•

•

Identify your target audience
Identify your criteria for choosing
challenges. At the very least,
choose challenges that are short
(less than 5 minutes) to put into
practice, and relevant to your
performance outcomes. If you
work in a virtual environment,
make sure the challenges are
possible in that context
While challenges may look like
common sense at first glance, the
ones that provide a “twist” seem
to be received the best, e.g., “Ask
someone how their day is going,
and really listen to their reply”
Tell people how to sign up to
receive the blog/micro-blog each
day via alerts, as they are unlikely
to go into the post without the
reminder. Advertize verbally and
in writing for the month before the
30 days start, sending out teasers

at minus 30 days, minus 10 days,
minus 5 days, minus 1 day
• Keep the challenges secret, to
create a buzz of anticipation ahead
of the 30 days
• Post the challenges every day, at a
consistent time
• For best results, the blogger should
summarize the themes coming out
of the comments, so participants
see the connection to the new
belief you want them to have.
Development and Delivery
Considerations
•

•

Choose the business-relevant
challenges carefully, such that they
meet your criteria
Think ahead about how you want
to evaluate success. For example:
• number people signed up to
receive alerts,
• demographics of people signed
up,
• comments related to each
challenge,

•

demographics of commenters,
asking participants about the
impact on the business.
Challenge month minus 30 days:
Advertising the challenge
• Write a succinct invitation about
the purpose of the challenge, and
sign-up instructions to receive an
alert every day
• Identify relevant meetings where
you can let your target audience
(or those who communicate to
them) know about the challenge.
Talk to as many people as you can,
and follow up with the invitation
• Include HR in your
communications, as they will be in
a position to pass on to those they
support
• Encourage people in the invitation
to send it on to at least three other
people in their network, to create
viral spread
• Continue to encourage sign-up
during the 30 days, as it doesn’t
matter if people join late.
30 Day
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Setting up your own 30 Day Challenge:
Challenge Month: Sending the challenges
• Send out challenge at consistent time each day
(otherwise people contact you via e-mail wondering if
it’s got lost)
• Encourage all communications to happen through
comments for everyone to read, rather than directly to
your inbox
• Encourage reflection on the actions taken through
comments. Ask participants specifically “what was the
impact on you, others and the organization?” or “what
are you learning?”
• Summarize the comments, especially the learning and
the impact, the next day
• Choose challenges for the weekend that can be
conducted with family and friends; send Friday, Saturday
and Sunday challenges on the Friday
• Given that your aim is to change habits for the longterm, encourage participants to come up with their
own challenges on the last day, and to share those with
others through the comments
• Bear in mind that if your participants are from multiple
geographies, they may not all receive the challenge on
the correct day, due to time zone differences. In order
to be inclusive, I recommend that you recognize this is
an early post.

Challenge month plus 30 days: keeping the learning going
• Send the full list of the 30 challenges in one handout,
along with any other resources that would be useful to
your audience to continue to meet the business need
• Immediate survey: Ask participants to comment on the
impact of the challenge: for example, which challenges
did they take, how many people did they impact as a
result of the challenge, and how would they summarize
the impact on themselves, others and the business
performance. The very act of asking them which
challenges they took reminds them again of the actions
they can continue to take
• You could also encourage participants to create a pod/
vod-cast about what they learned
• Summarize the learning and the impact to the business,
and communicate both to those who took part and to
your other stakeholders
• Include a news article about the success of the
challenge, in your company’s newsletter, if this is
a global challenge, or in a local communication as
appropriate
• + 30 day survey. Ask participants which challenges they
have continued to put into practice. Again, this serves
as a reminder to them to take the micro-actions.
30 Day
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This section gives you the
30 challenges, one for each
day of a month. Take the
challenges and see what
a difference it makes to
yourself, the people around
you and your business
performance.

Part II: The 30 Challenges
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Think about someone who inspires you and
tell that person today what it is in them that
inspires you.

Day

1
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Ask two people how their days are going or
how their days went, and really listen to them.

Day

2
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Write a note/letter to someone today.
Perhaps a thank-you note or a note that simply
says you’re thinking about the person.

Day

3
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Think about a valuable piece of advice that you
have been given or that you have learned over
the years. Your challenge is to pass that advice
along to another person today.

Day

4
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Today’s challenge is to ask open questions
instead of telling someone what to do.
See how the other person thrives, as your
questions enable them to come to their own
conclusions.

Day

5

30 Day
Challenge
17
30 Day
Challenge

Pay yourself an act of kindness,
to congratulate yourself on a job well done this
week, no matter how great or
small.
The Leading Light

Day
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Remember to make eye contact and listen
with genuine interest today. You are certain
to create a favorable impression if you are fully
present in the conversation.

Day

7
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Start a team meeting/conference call today
with a positive recount of what’s going right.

Day

8
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Sit down and take the time to have a
conversation with someone today, without
rushing on to the next task or meeting.

Day

9
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Take a colleague to a meeting today, where
they can stretch themselves.

Day

10
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Take sixty seconds and three steps to provide
on-the-spot positive feedback:
1. Tell an employee exactly what they did that
was right.
2. Tell them what value or goal they achieved.
3. Say thank you.

Day

11

30 Day
Challenge
23
30 Day
Challenge

The Leading Light

At the end of the day, write down three things
that went right this week. Getting in the
habit of looking for the positives around you
will pay dividends and give you many things to
recognize.

Day

12
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Do something that scares you today
(stretch yourself!)

Day

13
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Reach out to someone today and ask how you
might help them.

Day

14
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Today, ask for people’s opinion and input on a
project. Trusting their judgment and then acting
on it is one of the greatest compliments you can
give a person.

Day

15
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True trust-building leaders communicate often
and well so that people feel “in on things.”
What do you need to over-communicate about
today?

Day
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Gossip needs to be shared most with the person
about whom you are gossiping. Solve problems
through direct communication with the
person/people involved.

Day

17
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Catch someone doing something right today,
and praise them for it immediately.

Day

18
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Complete one piece of people developer
documentation today that you have been
putting off. This could be a performance review,
a mid-year review, or a simple email delivering
feedback to someone’s supervisor.

Day

19
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Pass along your favorite inspirational quote
today to someone, who you think it will help,
and explain to them how the quote made you
think of them.

Day

20
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Today, pick up the phone or e-mail to schedule
a time to catch up with someone that you
have mentored in the past and see how they are
doing.
The Leading Light
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Give people the gift of your time by “single
tasking” today—commit in at least one meeting
that you will give the meeting/call participants
your full undivided attention—no multi-tasking
with email, instant messenger, etc. Both you and
your colleagues will benefit!

Day

22
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Read one article on some aspect of leadership
that you would like to improve on. Share with
others what you learn and the actions you are
going to take as a result.
The Leading Light
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When we think of developing people, we often
look “down” more than we look “up”. Provide
one piece of constructive feedback to your
boss today, that will enable you to do an even
better job.

Day
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Pick one person with whom you would like to
build a more trusting relationship. Disclose
something about yourself that might not come
up in a typical conversation with them. Listen
carefully if they choose to disclose something
about themselves in return.

Day

25
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If you or someone else makes a mistake today,
ask questions that encourage learning.

Day

26
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Ask someone to introduce you to someone new
to expand your network today.

Day

27
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Pay a compliment to at least three people
today!

Day

28
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As you teach someone about the task at hand,
describe also how it fits into the bigger
picture to enable them to see the context
within which to make decisions.

Day

29
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Come up with your own People Developerrelated challenge, and take that challenge

Day

30
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Last, but not least, if you still want inspiration,
watch this digital story of the 30 Day Challenge:
The Lone Sunbeam (05:03)
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