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Interview with Anne Marie Headley, Senior Human Resource Generalist at Avanade. 

Avanade is a joint venture between Accenture and Microsoft, providing technical solutions that integrate Microsoft technology with Accenture’s business enterprise expertise.


Background

Anne-Marie studied at Manchester Metropolitan University. She gained a BA Honours in Combined Studies; Applied Solutions and Business Studies and she graduated in 1998.

On leaving university she was a Personnel Assistant at a facilities management company from 1998-1999. Anne-Marie then joined a software company where she was in Human Resource (HR) Administration as an HR Generalist. This was from 1999-2002. She then decided to take eight months off to go travelling. On her return she worked for an oil company in HR and finally joined Avanade in November 2002 as a Senior Human Resource Generalist.

At Avanade, Anne-Marie manages all the internal and external training for approximately 180 employees. She also manages the annual performance development planning (PDP) process and is HR representative for all non-London based employees (e.g. 80 employees working in Leeds for the NHS and the European centre in Slough) 
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Q  How has this PDP process helped you?

A   For me, the process allows employees to have, at least once a year, a conversation with our managers about our career aspirations. An open and honest discussion where I talk to my manager about where I am now in terms of my performance and how I feel I’m doing in the organisation, where I want to be, what are my career goals, what would I like to be doing, how would I like to develop my skills. I look at now and where I want to be at the end of the fiscal year and in the long term and it’s a process whereby my manager will coach me in what it is I need to achieve in order to get to where I want to be.
Often, we have a clear idea what our career goals are but we don’t have the experience to understand what we need to achieve in practical terms. And I really think that it is important to get your manager’s input and experience in terms of helping you plan that out, ultimately they have a role in how you progress in the company as well.

So if you’re discussing your growth and development with your manager they are aware of where it is you want to go, so they’re more likely to bear it in mind when they’re allocating you work. They probably understand why you are frustrated where you are because you probably aren’t doing the type of things you’d like to be doing and if they know where it is you’re trying to go and they can see that you’re on a road to achieving your career goals, they can give you the necessary recognition and reinforcement along that path.
Q  And do they?

A  They do, yes.

Q   So how do you ensure that everyone does this process?

It is something that we roll out as a global company. We launch it in October each year or if we have a new hire we suggest they do it within 30 days because it is a way of getting to know their manager because a lot of our employers work remotely. Managers have deadlines and the Avanade HR team records it, tracks it and chases it. It is tracked in the UK and in Seattle.
Q  Is it done face to face?

A  Probably not in all situations. Ideally it should be done face to face, but on an exceptional basis with an overseas employee; they might do it over the phone.”

Q  Can you give me an example of how you’ve been coached to achieve one of your goals?

A   It has worked for me on the basis that in the 2004 fiscal year I had four objectives that I had set myself for that year. And basically most of them related to training, I wanted to get some experience of Neuro-Linguistic Programming. My objective was to develop effective communication, facilitation and negotiation skills. My action item was to attend a personal enhancement or NLP course. I made it measurable by saying I am going to get this NLP training by Quarter III.

Another objective was to continue to build relationships at the European Service Centre where I am HR representative to maintain my credibility and my action was to identify initiatives that may be of benefit to that group of employees by Quarter IV. So starting to have conversations like what do you need from us, what is working, what is not working. That exercise alone enabled me to do this and I actually followed through. One of the things I discovered was that they had low enrolment for the company pension scheme so I then organised a seminar where the pension company came in which upped enrolment.

The main point is that I had four objectives and I actually met all my objectives in the time frame that I said that I would meet them in. As a result, when it came to my appraisal, there is a section on technical accountability AWAITING FORMS which looks at functional skills and growth, the outcome of your development plan results and in that section I could proudly say I have successfully completed all my development objectives for the fiscal year which is obviously quite a powerful statement to write in an appraisal and your manager corroborates on that.

So point 1, you feel good because you’re growing and point 2, I think it’s a really good way of qualifying the experience that I am receiving at Avanade. It gives me a way of assessing; Am I getting the development opportunity I expect from Avanade? I can measure what I’ve achieved, how have I grown? If I am only meeting one of my objectives year on year then there is a question, is this the right environment for me?

We tend to employ talented, extremely ambitious individuals, if they’re not being stretched; they’re not going to stick around for very long.

The highlight for me was that it worked, I achieved my objectives, I got recognition and got an ‘exceeds’ rating. I can actually see that I grew, so it is telling me that I am doing the right things, I am in the right place and I am being supported in my development needs.

Q You obviously have a buy-in to this process as you own it, how do you think other employees see it?

A  I think that the majority of our employees understand and appreciate the significance of development planning because they want the company to take their career aspirations seriously. Our business is all about technology which is forever changing at a rapid pace. In our recruitment process what we are selling is the opportunity to be the technically strongest in the industry. We are saying ‘Come to Avanade, we are the experts on Microsoft technology, we get the latest information, we are on the cutting edge. Come to us and you will get an immense learning opportunity.’ So people come to Avanade to get Avanade on their curriculum vitae and to become Microsoft experts. So for them development and learning is really important.

If we didn’t have this we wouldn’t be delivering on our promise to develop people. Sometimes people get frustrated by the fact that they have to complete a form. The company response is that the form is not the important part of it, the fact that you are having these conversations is the important part. The only way we can ensure everyone is having access to this is through a form.

We are now developing this to create a career path. You may have an employee who wants to become a Practice Director. So they are documenting career paths so when you join the company this would be made clear. They are writing job descriptions for technical and non-technical career paths.”

Q  What piece of advice would you give to a student who was faced with a blank personal development form?

A   I think part of it is about self awareness and life expectations as well. So for me I would start by asking: 

· What do I want to get out of life?

· Is my career important to me?

· How important is my career to me?

· What are the type of things I would like to be doing?

· How easy is it to get into the career that I would like to get into?

· What preliminary skills would I need to get an entry role in that career?

Then I would take a look at what am I doing now:
· What is my degree?

· How is my degree going to help me get an entry role into that career?

· What could I be doing now that would give me some valuable experience that would convince an employer to employ me in those entry level jobs?

Q  Did you think about this when you were at University?

A  Yes, when I was doing my Combined Studies degree, I took business studies in Yr2. I wanted to do advisory work, legal counselling, so I thought how can I get experience doing this? So I did a Citizen’s Advice Bureau voluntary course.

So I wanted to do advisory work but in the private sector so I thought about HR. So I did Business Studies and shaped my dissertation around this idea, ‘What does it take to be a manager, and gain job satisfaction.’ So when the graduate recruitment rounds came to the university, I had the experience that they were looking for.

For me, that’s how development planning works because basically you look at all the steps to move you closer to where you want to be.”

http://www.avanade.com 
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