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In the 10 years since its launch, IBM’s CSR 
programme has had a profound level of social 
impact across the globe, says Hayley Sullivan. 
She explains how projects in over 40 countries 
have also given IBM staff the opportunity to 
develop as global corporate citizens. 

KIWIS CREATING 
IMPACT AROUND 
THE WORLD 

In my 15 years of experience 
working in HR departments in 
both New Zealand and the UK, 
across industries ranging from 

airlines to insurance, I’ve seen and 
worked on many different corporate 
social responsibility (CSR) initiatives. 
However, IBM’s Corporate Services Corps 
(CSC) programme is unique, leveraging 
the skills and expertise of 380,000+ 
employees to solve high-priority 
humanitarian and environmental 
problems through pro-bono consulting 
engagements. 

Michael Friedberg and team outside a newly 
opened Healthcentre in Guediawaye (population 
400,000), home of the first elearning 
programme to be rolled out in this area.
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With a ‘triple benefit’, the 
programme’s value extends not only 
to the community partners, but also 
delivers better insights, staff retention, 
and employee engagement for IBM—and 
crucially in today’s changing business 
climate, a challenging and often 
life-changing immersive leadership 
experience for participants.

In this era of significant digital 
transformation for employers and 
workforces globally, traditional job roles 
are changing rapidly and skills need 
to keep pace. Our 2016 IBM Institute of 
Business Value study Facing the storm—
Navigating the global skills crisis found that 
while technological capabilities remain 
at a premium, other types of skills—soft 
skills—are also increasing in value. Skills 
like communication, team effectiveness, 
flexibility and agility are in high 
demand, and programmes like CSC 
deliver an exceptional opportunity to 
stretch emerging leaders, cultivate those 
key skills, and integrate this knowledge 
back into their day-to-day work.

CORPORATE SERVICES CORPS
In 2008 IBM redefined its corporate 
responsibility proposition by launching 
the CSC programme, which has fostered
a profound level of social impact 

across the globe in the ten years 
since. Addressing issues of economic 
development, energy, transportation, 
education and healthcare, CSC offers 
employees and communities an 
opportunity to create shared value by 
addressing critical issues, while having 
the ability to upskill personally and 
professionally. 

In the programme, IBMers are 
grouped into multi-cultural, cross-
functional teams that deploy for 
month-long assignments to assist 
community organisations. The teams—
consultants, researchers, marketers and 
more—work on projects varying from 
upgrading educational technology to 
consulting on the best ways to improve 
water quality. Participants can offer 
local communities and organisations 
their extensive technical skills and 
abilities from deep experience in 
analytics, mobile technologies, and 
cloud computing and social business. 

With projects in over 40 countries, 
3000 IBMers, including 20 Kiwis, have 
had the opportunity to develop as global 
corporate citizens and stimulate critical 
change in developing communities. 

UNIVERSAL APPEAL AND GLOBAL 
INVOLVEMENT 
The CSC programme has been 
enthusiastically embraced by employees 
around the world and each year IBM 
receives thousands of applications from 
across 63 countries. Approximately 500 
of IBM’s most hard working and talented 
employees are chosen annually, and 
their involvement spans three months 
of training and preparation, four weeks 
working intensively on-site, and post-
assignment follow-up. 

The training period helps 
employees connect remotely with new 
team members, to learn about the 
communities they will be working in, and 
to gain a deeper understanding of the 
problems they will be addressing. In New 
Zealand, we’ve had three participants in 
the past two years, working on projects 
in Ecuador, Bulgaria and Senegal. 

HOLA ECUADOR 
Stephen Lawrence, project executive 
and shared services leader at IBM, has 

recently returned from a city called 
Cuenca in the south of Ecuador. Stephen 
joined a team of four IBMers from 
Brazil, China and India to work with a 
small not-for-profit organisation called 
SENDAS on programmes and initiatives 
for gender equality. Their core objective 
is supporting and empowering women 
to reduce poverty in families. The 
IBM team’s mission was to improve 
the management of data and the 
organisation’s ability to report the 
positive impact on society to its various 
stakeholders. 

In his blog, Stephen said the 
experience made him “realise that 
corporate responsibility is real, not 
just some words in an annual report. 
Our team’s main goal was to meet the 
expectations of our client, and with the 
highest level of professionalism every 
member had to put their hearts into it.” 

In his preparation for the programme 
Stephen even learned to speak Spanish, 
and delivered the final presentation 
to the client in the local language. The 
team then went above and beyond and 
implemented some parts of the solution 
during their four-week engagement. 
As Stephen said, “My biggest take-
away here is that you really can achieve 
anything if you all, as a team, really put 
your heart into something and spend all 
your time and energy totally focused on 
the activities that get to an outcome of 
true value.” 

Stephen’s not only become an 
ambassador for the programme, working 
as a consultant for a future CSC cohort 
and speaking to local universities about 
his experience, but also a champion 
and advocate of gender equality. He’s 
committed to leading a new Special 
Interest Group on gender issues at IBM 
New Zealand following on from his 
experience with SENDAS. 

FROM AUCKLAND TO BULGARIA
In 2017, Josephine Parulian, IBM New 
Zealand’s marketing campaign manager, 
travelled 17,300kms to Sofia, Bulgaria 
to work within a department of the 
local government called Green Sofia on 
a mission to make Sofia a greener city. 
The IBM team of four had a goal to help 
the government develop initiatives that 

Stephen Lawrence in Cuenca at a march for women's 
rights on March 8, International Women's Day
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would allow them to enter and win the 
European Capital Green Award, which is 
given to a city in the EU that shows the 
most improvements in 12 indicators of 
sustainability. 

Upon arrival, the Green Sofia team 
briefed the IBMers and highlighted 
marketing and communications as areas 
that needed attention. After a challenging 
week defining where and how the IBMers 
could help Sofia, they built a marketing 
and communication framework and 
developed a set of recommendations. 
IBMers taught Sofia Green how to build 
their own strategy so that they could 
apply these frameworks to everything 
they do, giving it a longer-lasting effect. 

One of the biggest impacts of the 
programme for Josie was realising her 
deep and highly valuable subject matter 
expertise. As the only member of her 
CSC team with critical marketing skills 
and experience, she was a natural fit 
to step up and lead the project team. 
Performing this role gave her a lot 
of confidence in her knowledge and 
abilities, and since her return she’s begun 
leading new projects and putting herself 
forward for other roles and development 
opportunities. 

SEEING IT ALL IN SENEGAL 
In 2016, Michael Friedberg, head of 
digital commerce for Australia & New 
Zealand, set off on a journey to Senegal 
to make a difference in healthcare. His 
project was to deliver an e-learning 
roadmap that would ensure universal 
coverage is available to all patients 
via skilled healthcare professionals 
nationally. In order to do this, the team 
had to leverage existing technology, 
partnerships and infrastructure. 

With such a tough project ahead, the 
team found themselves dealing with 
increased friction and stress in the 
accelerated process of forming, storming, 
norming and performing. However, with 
the benefits of this shared experience, 
goal and belief to complete the project 
successfully, hurdles were overcome and 
trust between members was built. After 
wrestling with the issues, validating 
findings and producing a detailed set of 
recommendations, the team delivered 
an action plan to the Ministry of Health 

which was used to build a business case, 
as well as a project plan that led from 
pilot to national expansion within five 
years. 

In his blog Michael said: “I can still 
taste that feeling of relief and happiness 
at seeing the beaming faces at our final 
presentation. I knew we had delivered 
something of value to the client.” 

Michael found it a hugely rewarding 
process in terms of his personal 
leadership growth, and spoke to our 
team about his two big takeaways. The 
first was the importance of getting 
out of the ‘ivory tower’ and into the 
field. The experience has re-shaped his 
notion of customer-focus—realising 
that meeting customers, patients and 
front-line staff face-to-face in their 
environment is crucial to developing 
empathy and being open to new ways of 
doing things. The second learning was 
that the journey is just as important as 
the destination; that your ability as a 
leader to be flexible and adaptable is key 
to successful team engagements. 

BACK IN NEW ZEALAND 
Employees are encouraged to blog 
about their journey and, upon return, 
to present back to their local team on 
their experiences. Employees are then 
welcomed into a worldwide community 
of CSC alumni. Alumni become mentors 
for future CSC participants, assisting and 
guiding them during their training period. 

With all of our Kiwi participants 
having such a positive experience in the 
programme, its wide-scale impact and 
benefits for the communities and our 
employees are highly visible. CSC helps 
to develop and support social impact 
for every participating community, 
and creates a shared goal of improving 
the standard of living and economic 
prospects in global communities. 

TRIPLE BENEFIT 
The triple benefit—for community, for 
IBM and for IBMers—was introduced 
to give the programme an authentic 
and impactful position within the 
organisation and the global community. 
CSC is setting the standards by 
creating a core model for leadership 
and development engagement in 
organisational philanthropy and CSR. 
With ongoing global pressure to change 
the way organisations operate and 
interact with the rest of the world, it 
is the integration of organisational 
programmes like CSC that will stimulate 
a wider social and beneficial impact. 
And at the same time, we’re helping 
prepare IBMers for the leadership roles 
of tomorrow.

Josephine Parulian strategising with the Sophia Green project team.


