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Interview with Kevin Thompson, /BM s Senior Program Manager for the Corporate Service Corps

Sustainability 1.0 was about
mitigating risks: getting ahead
of regulations and avoiding PR
debacles. Sustainability 2.0
involves the recognition that
this work improves
competitiveness. So what's
next?

ISSP went in search of tangible
examples of Sustainability 3.0 where
corporations realize that there are
huge problems in the world that they
are well positioned to solve. This
interview with Kevin Thompson is one
place our search took us. Kevin created
IBM’s Corporate Service Corps, an
internal Peace Corps of sorts.

When Peace Corp Values Merge
With Corporate Interests

What do you get when you mix equal
parts passion and pragmatism? You
get IBM’s Kevin Thompson, Senior
Program Manager for IBM’s Corporate
Service Corps.

In 2003, IBM was on the prowl for
talented unorthodox MBAs, and Kevin
fit the bill perfectly. IBM was looking

for unique perspectives based in non-
traditional work experiences to shake
up traditional corporate thinking,
contribute value to society, and to
increase revenues.

After a two-year rotation in IBM's
global strategy and marketing
function, Kevin joined IBM’s corporate
citizenship group. At first Kevin’s role
in corporate citizenship was to support
IBM leadership as a specialist on the
policies, trends and status of corporate
citizenship worldwide among other
corporations, NGOs, governments and
multinational organizations. It was
during this time that he joined the
advisory board of the Boston College
Center for Corporate Citizenship, one
of the leaders in the field. In 2007,
drawing on his experience as a Peace
Corps volunteer in Ghana, Kevin
proposed a plan for a “corporate Peace
Corps” for IBM. The Corporate
Service Corps vision was to combine
IBM’s need to expand business in
strategic emerging and developing
countries and address core societal
problems in a 21%t century leadership
development program. It seemed like
a good solution for these countries and

allowed for a big impact within a short
time frame. Now, IBM is involved in
working with Open Source
Development in Vietnam or helping a
neighborhood school project called
Apprendiz develop new fund raising
strategies in Sao Paulo, Brazil.

Overcoming skepticism

When Kevin and his collaborators first
proposed this idea, some IBM
executives were skeptical, concerned
that the concept was not proven, that
someone might make a blunder, or
that someone might get hurt. There
was no precedent at the scale of
engagement IBM would need to
consider. IBM was aiming for at least
100 team members right out of the
gate.

These concerns, though valid, didn’t
stop Kevin and IBM’s commitment to
move ahead. The keys to Kevin’s
success were his decision not to take
criticism personally and to work with
the current tides that were in his favor.
The Corporate Service Corps’ first
team went out in July of last year, and
since then over 500 of IBM’s most
talented leaders from 47 countries
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have provided pro bono business and
information technology services in 13
countries on 51 different teams. Now
shifting into its second year, IBM’s
Corporate Service Corps is taking on a
new set of challenges geared towards
scaling up more broadly within IBM
and across the private sector. 50-60%
of the enterprises the CSC works with
are small to medium in size,
providing the key to local economic
development. These are
organizations that IBM thinks it can
contribute to by helping in areas
such as financial management,
supply chain, Web strategy,
marketing, and so on. IBM’s
s corporate citizenship has already
S taken off and is now an example
" for many other domestic and
multinational corporations.

“Corporate citizenship is about
a new contract between

/ business and society. It calls

for a vision of partnership

/ between the public, private and social

sectors,” Kevin said.

Evolving Corporate Citizenship

In the past, IBM’s engagement with the community revolved around traditional
philanthropy. In the 1980’s, IBM was the largest corporate contributor. However,
philanthropic giving was not very strategic. In the early 1990’s, IBM suffered a major
downturn. At that point, under Stan Litow’s leadership, Kevin’s boss, IBM’s plan
shifted from just writing checks to leveraging their strengths and capabilities as a
corporation to work on core societal programs with a primary focus on education.

In the world of corporate citizenship, as demonstrated by IBM, what happens to
societies happens to business. Corporate citizenship often involves working in
tandem with private, public and social sector organizations to accomplish IBM’s
vision and mission, while of course keeping shareholder value in mind. In addition to
widening its lens from just philanthropic to strategic corporate citizenship, IBM has
expanded its view of internationalism. In the past, IBM has been organized in a way
that created silos at the country level. IBM now treats their international counterparts

as countries in a world that is deeply connected and globally integrated. Also, IBM
realized that if they wanted to do

business in each country, they would
need to learn new methods of getting
things done, such as the sourcing of

The people who have the biggest
impact aren’t necessarily the ones

products and services and who know the most, but those who
understanding cultural differences. It know how to get the most answers,
often takes multiple teams from 8-10 know who can solve problems.

different countries to work together on a

KevinThompson, IBM
project to meet the demands of clients.
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Corporate Service Corps and Network Theory

The Corporate Service Corps is now connecting people who were previously divided
by geographic distance. They now have a lasting impact on each other’s lives.

Kevin feels those most successful will be those who know who to ask for solutions.

“The people who have the biggest impact aren’t necessarily the ones who know the
most, but those who know how to get the most answers, know who can solve
problems,” Kevin said.

Using diverse international teams, participants in the CSC program have a wealth of
international contacts they can now collaborate with. In Nelspruit, South Africa, for

example, both IBM employees and the women working in a local cooperative brick-

making venture will have a rich source of relationships to continue to draw on.

Is It Working?

The first measure of success has to be reflected in the communities that they serve.
Harvard Business School Assistant Professor Christopher Marquis studied the impact
of the IBM Corporate Service Corps. He surveyed 31 of the local “project hosts” to
assess their satisfaction with the program. The vast majority cited improvements in
their internal business processes and their ability to forge new and stronger
partnerships with other private sector, non-governmental, and governmental
agencies in-country as a result of their work with the IBM Corporate Service Corps.
In addition, the IBM participants significantly increased their cultural intelligence
and resilience as leaders as a result of the program.

Another measure of success is the experience of the employees. According to Kevin,
IBM participants “have a transformational experience,” and develop a lasting value
of personal integrity.

Payoffs for IBM include both financial and some less tangible results, which are
successfully demonstrated by improvement in the affinity between participating
emerging nations and IBM. If people feel better about IBM, IBM will stay and others
will want to buy their products.
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Advice for Others

Other companies are starting to take note and adopt Corporate Citizenship as a matter of policy. Major companies are asking how
to implement their own international corporate volunteerism model and of course Kevin and the IBM team are delighted to help
them. However, even with these noted successes, Kevin points out that Corporate Responsibility / Citizenship can be a gray area.
Other areas of corporate focus such as sustainability can be clearer and more measurable.

When asked about personal and professional lessons he learned in this role, as well as recommendations for others, Kevin said
“Make sure you’ve got the fundamentals down. Don’t devalue something that isn’t 80% of the way to your dream. You have to
go through many steps along the way in order to build a skill set such that when you do get into the right job, you can actually
execute it.” In keeping a steady eye on the long-term results, Kevin has helped generate a groundswell of support. This occurs
not only within IBM but also by enrolling future partners, creating a world where companies can be part of the greater good,
while reaping the ethical financial rewards of their own big bold citizen challenge.

The benefits to the employees are deep and lasting.

“We lose passion in our corporate jobs trying to make revenues and profit numbers, while having the opportunity to work with
these organization, is invigorating and their passion is infectious. You are forever changed by the experience and you're leaving
them the ability to take that baton and run with it. It's very exciting!” Kristina explained.

Kristina said she found the connection to her work back home.

“In a big company like IBM, there isn't an existing job like this. However, the one sliver of my marketing job that would relate is
the element of corporate sponsorship; I knew how corporations sponsor, partner and get involved and I would leverage that side
of it. Ijumped right in. Which U.S. based corporations are giving to NGOs in Brazil? Where is the money from U.S. foundations?
Where are they giving? What are they giving for? What are they getting in return? Using our understanding of that initial
landscape, we created an international fundraising strategy, which they could then use domestically as well. A non-profit, and its
resources, typically doesn’t have the luxury of thinking strategically; it can only think short-term. In order to do effective
fundraising you have to have a solid strategic plan. You have to have a vision statement and an elevator pitch. Then you can
match it to whom you go after and what you do. The joy of this is seeing something compelling and you know their initiative is
in jeopardy. There’s nothing more exhilarating than helping them make it happen.”

There were three distinct things Kristina got out of this opportunity:

e Brazil is an emerging market and all of her previous international work with IBM has been in big cities like London, Paris, or
Melbourne. So getting the chance to work with an emerging market like Brazil was really exciting.

¢ The opportunity to do non-profit work is incredibly fulfilling. When do you get to do non-profit work with for-profit
resources? That was really unique.

® When you put fourteen people together from eight different countries for thirty days, you get all sorts of dynamics, whether
cultural or just language. You may have a lifetime project manager who wants to over-plan everything, chip designers who
can’t see out of the weeds, some people who are eager to leave, and everything in-between. Kristina loved being taken out of
her comfort zone. Some can manage and cope with change and others thrive on it. “With a group like this, you're going to
get total combustion and it was interesting to see how people overcame that.”

Benefits to the
Host Community
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