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The next ten years will bring fundamental changes to our 
working world, and to adapt, employees in almost every 
role and industry will need to acquire new skills. The 
COVID-19 crisis has only accelerated these shifts. In this 
edition of The Next Normal, we explore how capability 
building will—and should—change in the years ahead. 
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Tech-enabled and personalized

Michael Park: I think the era of event-based capability building is over. We have to move from, 
“Let’s get everybody into a room and let’s do a snazzy workshop.” We need to now move to a 
model where we’re using technology, remote learning, more microlearning than event-based 
learning, and more simulations that truly immerse the learner as they do their job versus as a 
separate action.

Daniel Pacthod: Some of us love to go to the gym, and we go to the gym a few times a week.  
It’s going be the same mindset for capability building: there won’t be a day or a week where 
you won’t have time set aside to invest in yourself, in becoming a better leader. Technology will 
enable us to do this. For example, if you’re an operations person and you want to learn the future 
of Industry 4.0, instead of flying all the way to see a plant, you’ll have AR/VR [augmented/virtual 
reality] technology that will help you do virtual visits.

Michael Park: I also think that with data analytics, we’ll be able to get a lot more precise around 
the capabilities we’re trying to build. And so the courses and the capability-building workshops 
are going to feel a lot more tailored to the person, a lot more captivating to the audience, and a lot 
more effective as a result.

What leaders should do

Liz McNally: Senior leaders in the organization must role model the importance of capability 
building through telling personal anecdotes, walking the walk, and going to capability-building 
programs themselves.

Daniel Pacthod: A leader has to open up, has to disclose, has to share how they are evolving 
their personal leadership style and their personal operating model. When that happens, they 
create a culture of continuous improvement around leadership.

Capability building 
in 2030
Four McKinsey leaders—Jon Garcia, Liz McNally, Daniel Pacthod, and 
Michael Park—describe the ways in which capability building could 
evolve in the next decade.
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Jon Garcia: Of course, capability building is an evergreen process. You’re never done. It’s about 
constant reinforcement and constant application of the new skill, so that it’s not just something 
that’s understood in the mind of an employee, but it actually manifests itself in their behavior. 
So creating opportunities for reinforcement and application, and ensuring that your employees 
understand that it’s all about bringing the skill to their day-to-day jobs—that’s one of the most 
important things leaders can do.

Capability building as a strategic advantage 
 
Liz McNally: One of the most important things an organization should do is understand the role 
between capability building and business value. 

Michael Park: What’s the percentage of revenues you’re plowing back into your workforce? 
That’s something I think we’ll see in the next decade: people getting a lot more attuned to their 
capability-building investment. When you’re talking about the war for talent, when you talk about 
talent being a differentiator for companies and their performance, what’s the amount of money 
you’re putting into people? What’s the effectiveness you’re getting out of that? The investment 
includes capability building in resilience and adaptability, topical training, executive coaching, 
and a whole swath of things that makes your workforce a lot more effective.

Liz McNally: Capability building and learning should be a CEO-agenda-level item—a CEO- and 
board-level item, honestly. And they shouldn’t just think about it for themselves and their peers 
but think about it all the way down to the frontline employee: What capabilities are going to be 
absolutely critical as a competitive differentiator for our organization going forward? And then 
build a plan to address them.

Jon Garcia: Developing talent is job one for every leader in an organization. If there were one 
thing that I would recommend to all executives in this time of great external challenges, it would 
be to own the capability-building agenda in your organization. Own that aspect of leadership 
yourself, because I think it really will define the difference between winners and losers.

Jon Garcia is a senior partner in McKinsey’s Washington, DC, office; Liz McNally is a partner in the New York 
office, where Daniel Pacthod and Michael Park are both senior partners. 

Watch this and other The Next Normal videos on McKinsey.com.
Designed by McKinsey Global Publishing
Copyright © 2021 McKinsey & Company. All rights reserved.
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As an adviser to senior executives and a passionate people leader, McKinsey senior partner Liz 
Hilton Segel has spent considerable time in the past year thinking about—and planning for—rapid 
changes in the business world and their implications for the future of the workforce. She is the 
author of the recent articles “Positive leadership in uncertain times” and “Five ways to design a 
better mental-health future for a stressed-out workforce.” Hilton Segel recently shared her views 
on how companies can use their capability-building programs to both build strategic advantage 
and improve employees’ wellbeing. The following are edited excerpts of her comments. 

‘A sense of personal growth’ 
One of the lessons that companies have learned during this pandemic is how much change is 
possible so quickly. That lesson has amplified the mindset within organizations that capability 
building is important—and that it’s critical for all employees to have a personalized learning 
journey. Every employee’s approach to their career should be one of excitement about being able 
to develop new skills and new knowledge that helps enhance their productivity all along their 
career path. 

Sometimes people have the mindset that once they’ve built a competency in an area—it could 
be in customer service, pricing, accounting, or something else—their learning is done; they’ve 
arrived as a leader or manager. What we’re all realizing today is that for everyone, no matter 
how long they’ve been at a company or at what level, there’s always a next horizon of learning 
that’s important for them to stay current, given the speed at which business is changing. The 
more employers and employees embrace the idea that each person has a personalized learning 
journey ahead, the more successful the company will be.

The capability-
building imperative: 
Make ‘purposeful 
investments’ in people 
To thrive in a fast-changing world, leaders must treat capability 
building as a strategic weapon, says McKinsey’s managing partner 
for North America. 
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For example, a customer-service organization saw more potential in its frontline employees and 
decided to invest in capability building. What was critical to the success of this program was that 
each day of learning was incorporated into employees’ daily routines and made relevant to their 
day-to-day success. Instead of taking place in a separate classroom, the company offered learning 
in the form of a mix of experiences, sometimes in small huddles of ten or 15 people, with a snack-
size lesson, maybe 15 minutes. People could share information with one another and then combine 
that with things they learned through working one-on-one with their supervisor or manager.

Employees directly and tangibly saw their own performance improve, and many saw their 
compensation increase as a result. But what they noted most was their sense that they had 
grown in terms of personal fulfillment and enrichment; they believed they were able to live up to 
more of their potential. That increased their overall sense of happiness and their loyalty to the 
organization. Time and again, when we look at employee engagement or employee-satisfaction 
surveys, we see how powerful it is when people feel a sense of personal growth—when they feel 
equipped to do the best possible job they can.

Long-term returns on investment 
Capability building will have a direct result on your financial performance, on your ability to 
compete more effectively for customers, and on employee satisfaction—so treat capability building 
as one of the most important strategic weapons you have. Make purposeful investment in it. 

One thing that seems to hold organizations back from developing sophisticated capability-
building programs is that these investments need to be immediately expensed in that year, even 
though the returns will be available to the company for several years. I would challenge leaders 
to make the direct and conscious trade-off between the capital investments that they make—
which, by definition, are capitalized and then depreciated over several years—and the human-
capital investments they’re making that are enabling their employees to adopt new skills for the 
future needs of the company. 

I would encourage CEOs and CHROs [chief human-resources officers] to think clearly about 
investments that you’re making in your employees as having a multiyear investment return. Look 
at the investment in any one year against the payout of the performance shift that will come 
several years down the road.

Wellbeing as a skill 
If people’s whole wellbeing is the best it can be, they’re going to be that much more productive at 
work. I’m hopeful that a new generation will show how wellbeing is a skill that can be cultivated—
just like communication or leadership or problem solving. 

With technology in our lives 24/7, it’s become standard to work constantly. If you don’t have your 
priorities straight in terms of protecting your physical and mental health, and if you don’t have 
a clear sense of purpose, it’s very easy to let work and other people’s priorities take over your 
existence. My hope is that we begin to think about wellbeing as something to practice. Individuals 
can test what works for them. Companies can be supportive, providing ideas, curricula, and 
safe spaces for people to exchange notes on what’s working. I think this is a journey that most 
professionals will need to start. 

We may be watching a generational shift unfold. Younger generations are much more apt to share 
things about their personal lives with peers and with colleagues. That manifests itself in social 
media, of course, but also in their conduct in the workplace. And so part of being a leader in the 
modern world is being open to sharing more things about your personal life, your worries, stories 
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beyond the work context. Truly authentic and empathetic leaders in the modern era know that 
when they show something of themselves, it invites others to do the same.  

One thing that’s near and dear to my heart is making sure that we have conversations on mental 
health as often and as easily as we discuss physical health. Leaders can help open up these 
conversations just by asking, “How are you doing today? How was last week? What would make 
next week better?” These are small steps, but they can help start the dialogue. 

Common mistakes 
One mistake we often see companies make is when learning programs or capability-building 
programs are not directly tied to an expected performance improvement. Companies get much more 
out of their efforts when they are extremely clear about what performance change they are seeking, 
whether that’s revenue growth or quality improvement or higher employee-satisfaction scores. 

Another mistake is spending too much time in the classroom context—meaning a physical 
classroom where people come in for a week or two to learn in a concentrated way that is separate 
from their day-to-day job. That’s not time well spent; it’s not an efficient way to have someone 
absorb new skills and new content and then directly apply them. Nor is it necessary. We’ve 
surveyed people about their level of satisfaction with virtual programs. More than 80 percent said 
they found the virtual programs as successful as an in-person experience. Another benefit of 
digital programs, of course, is flexibility—there’s no need for a physical location, and companies 
can make any of their domain experts accessible to any employee in the world at any time. 

What’s next in capability building 
Several cool ideas have been in the making for a few years and are coming to the forefront. 
One example is leveraging virtual reality [VR]—for example, using VR to practice dealing with a 
difficult customer. Another example is adaptive learning, where the digital curriculum unfolds 
differently for each participant based on how that participant performs on quizzes or tests 
offered along the way. A third example is user-generated content: participants add their ideas 
and the curriculum is constantly updated to incorporate those ideas. These are opportunities to 
not only build new skills but also make the learning curriculum more emotionally engaging and 
more relevant to each person.

Liz Hilton Segel is a senior partner in McKinsey’s New York office. This interview was conducted by Kyra Blessing, 
head of external relations for McKinsey Accelerate.

For more from Liz Hilton Segel, listen to the audio clips accompanying this 
article on McKinsey.com.
Designed by McKinsey Global Publishing
Copyright © 2021 McKinsey & Company. All rights reserved.
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As one of only a few individuals ever to have held the title of chief performance officer of the 
United States, Beth Cobert knows all too well that the performance of an organization—or a 
country, for that matter—depends heavily on the skills and capabilities of its people. Today, 
finding and advancing solutions to build the skills of American workers is her primary focus.

Cobert is chief operating officer of the Markle Foundation and CEO of Skillful, a Markle 
Foundation initiative. She helps lead the Rework America Alliance, a national collaboration 
of organizations working to open up high-quality employment opportunities for millions 
of unemployed and low-wage workers—particularly people of color, who have been 
disproportionately affected by the current economic crisis. 

In this interview with McKinsey’s Daniel Pacthod and Michael Park, Cobert shares her views on 
how organizations and individuals can develop the skills required to thrive in a fast-changing, 
increasingly digital economy. The following are edited excerpts of the conversation. 

McKinsey: Capability building has been a passion of yours for years—starting from your time in 
the private sector, then in your role in government, and now as a leader in the nonprofit world. Tell 
us about the work you’re doing at Markle.

Beth Cobert: At Markle, we are focused on helping the 70 percent of the American workforce 
who don’t have bachelor’s degrees get good jobs in our changing economy. We believe that these 
individuals have immense talents and capabilities, and we’re working to find ways for them to be 
recognized for those skills, to bring them to employers, and to be able to have high-quality jobs 
that can sustain them and their families.

During the past year, there’s been an even greater need to focus on connecting these individuals 
to good jobs, since the pandemic’s economic impact has been so disproportionately felt by low-
wage workers, communities of color, and individuals with less educational attainment. I’m 

‘Look for skills, not 
credentials’: Beth Cobert 
on tapping into US talent
The former US chief performance officer, now a leader at the 
Markle Foundation, wants to revolutionize how companies and 
workers approach capability building.

February 2021  |  Interview  

Beth Cobert 
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hopeful that over the next five to ten years, we will build a movement that enables more diverse 
individuals to be recognized for the skills they can build and not simply the credentials that they 
might be fortunate enough to possess.

McKinsey: What should companies do differently to benefit from this diverse talent?

Beth Cobert: The first thing employers should do is to really think about the skills that are 
relevant for a job. They should look for skills, not credentials. They should write job descriptions 
that are focused on skills, as opposed to simply repeating what they’ve asked for in the past. For 
many jobs, there are requirements listed in the job description that no one in the company has 
really thought about. So it starts with being clear about what you’re looking for.

I’ll give you an example. There’s a company here in Colorado—a precision-lens manufacturer—
that has discovered, through working with the Markle Foundation’s Skillful initiative, that the 
critical skills it needs include manual dexterity and a focus on detail. And one of the best places 
to find that talent is in nail manicurists or in people who work in food service, like sushi chefs. 
Companies must open their aperture so that they can bring in a more diverse workforce and give 
opportunities to individuals who have been locked out of those opportunities in the past. 

A second thing companies should do is to look at their existing workforce and ask themselves, 
“Who has the capabilities our company needs, and how can we help those individuals advance? 
How can we give our people the experiences and training that will allow them to grow and 
contribute in ever-greater ways?”

Third, I’d say the most important thing for companies to do is to just get started. Many companies 
are making public statements today about wanting to build a more diverse workforce, but how 
do you move from intent to action? There’s no better way than to just get started: choose a few 
roles in your company, do a few pilots, and use that experience to learn—as opposed to trying to 
design the perfect system. 

McKinsey: Technology is obviously changing the way we all work and learn. That was true 
even before the pandemic, although of course in the past year all in-person capability-building 
programs have had to go virtual. Looking ahead to the next decade or so, in what ways do you 
think technology will improve capability building?

Beth Cobert: I think there’s a huge opportunity for technology to make capability building more 
versatile, more modular, and more relevant to an individual. Let me talk a bit about all three of those.

Technology can help make programs more versatile: capability-building programs can be 
delivered in different formats to different people in different time zones. They can also be more 
modular and bite-size, so that people can fit capability building into their lives. This is particularly 
important for frontline workers, who must balance capability building—whether done on their 
own or through a company—with their very real need to sustain earnings. 

And programs can be more tailored to each individual. Technology can change the relative  
rigidity of how we think about capability building. Right now, everybody sort of goes lockstep 
through programs, whether they’re relevant to the person or not. But if you can understand, 
using insights from data, what skills an individual has already built and what skills that person will 
need in order to get a better job, you can more easily customize that person’s capability-building 
program so that they can focus their time on the skills that are truly going to make a difference 
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in their career. For example, a retail worker with great experience in customer service may have 
already gotten really good at Excel by doing volunteer work in a local organization. But for them 
to move to a better job, they might need more skills in, say, data analysis. So their program should 
focus on data analysis, not Excel.

McKinsey: Personalization will indeed make a big difference. But are there certain skills that 
every individual will need in the next ten years? In other words, what skills will employers look for 
in almost every employee?

Beth Cobert: It’s clear that for virtually every job in the world, or at least in America, basic digital 
literacy will be an absolute requirement—whether you’re a home-health aide communicating the 
status of the person for whom you’re providing care, or whether you’re in facilities management 
and your employer is sending you, via a mobile device, a task list of repairs. Even today, eight in 
ten jobs for individuals who don’t have a bachelor’s degree require a basic level of digital literacy. 
We’re not talking about coding skills; we’re talking about “using technology” skills—knowing how 
to operate a smartphone or a computer, and how to use basic productivity tools for office work. 
As we go forward, I think that will be a requirement for virtually every job. We need to make sure 
that individuals have the opportunity to build those skills and that they have access to computers, 
phones, broadband. 

Also, this past year has certainly taught us that the ability to be adaptable, to solve problems, 
and to learn in a swiftly changing environment will become increasingly important. We need to 
help people build the self-awareness, the communication skills, and the resiliency to adapt to a 
changing world. 

McKinsey: What about for top management? What new, or newly important, skills should leaders 
of organizations hone if they want to be successful in the future?
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Beth Cobert: The ability to listen becomes even more important for leaders in a world where 
there are so many different kinds of input and paths going forward. As a leader, how can you tap 
into insights in your organization and hear from the broad range of diverse voices? How can you 
create forums for that? Technology has shown us new ways to do this. It’s amazing how many 
more meetings you can attend when you don’t have to get on an airplane. 

The ability to deal with ambiguity is also really important, and leaders need to role-model that 
themselves: they need to show that they’re wrestling with real choices and that they, too, are 
building their own capabilities. They should think hard about how to achieve a balance between 
leading and setting clear direction, on the one hand, while also listening and being adaptive, 
on the other. And it’s particularly important that when you do change and adapt, you explain to 
people why you’ve done that—not just so people can understand the rationale behind the change 
but also so you can role-model the kind of leadership behavior that will be effective in moving an 
organization forward.

McKinsey: That’s interesting. Can you give an example of how your own leadership team has 
changed and adapted, even as you’ve been helping America’s workers build capabilities?

Beth Cobert: One of the things we’ve learned over time is that we need to connect the people 
we’re trying to serve with organizations in their communities that they trust. We were trying to 
do everything ourselves, and that just didn’t work. The scarce element is trust. If you want to 
help people—whether that’s helping businesses access sources of diverse talent, or helping 
individuals articulate their skills better in their résumés—it’s important that they trust you so that 
you can spend your time doing the actual work, as opposed to spending your time convincing 
them that they should be listening to you at all. 

So we pivoted, and we started to work with organizations and communities that already have 
that trust. That’s how we choose our partners. In our work with the Rework America Alliance, 
where we’re trying to help individuals displaced by the pandemic—and knowing that many of 
those individuals are from communities of color—we’ve formed partnerships with the National 
Urban League, UnidosUS, and others. We’re helping empower and build the capabilities of their 
staff and we’re collaborating with them to design programs. That lesson about on-the-ground 
partnership has been a really valuable one.

I think partnership and collaboration across companies will also become more important. In 
particular, small and medium-size businesses—which are very much an engine of the economy 
and the source of employment for vast numbers of people—must collaborate in new and different 
ways. Some of that will need to be supported with policy change, but some of it will come from 
companies themselves sharing what they’ve learned with each other. How can they embed 
capability building more intensively into people’s jobs? How can they better invest in their 
workforce? It’s important to realize that those investments generate real returns—not just to 
companies, but to individuals as well.  

This interview was conducted by Daniel Pacthod and Michael Park, senior partners in McKinsey’s New York office.

For more from Beth Cobert, see the videos accompanying this article  
on McKinsey.com. 
Designed by McKinsey Global Publishing
Copyright © 2021 McKinsey & Company. All rights reserved.
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Tim Welsh is vice chairman of consumer and business banking at U.S. Bank, the fifth-largest 
bank in the United States, with more than 70,000 employees—30,000 of them under his 
watch. McKinsey’s Kweilin Ellingrud recently sat down with him to talk about investing in human 
capabilities—a strategic priority for the bank—and the importance of executives serving as role 
models for learners. An edited transcript of their conversation follows. 

McKinsey: Time must be a precious commodity for someone managing 30,000 people in a  
large business. Why do you devote so much of it to capability building?

Tim Welsh: Because it’s mission critical. It’s tempting for leaders to imagine they can achieve 
their business objectives by simply setting the strategic direction and guiding people that 
way. But in a world that is rapidly changing, you can only keep moving in the right direction if 
people’s skills and capabilities evolve simultaneously. It’s as essential as any tool a company 
has for achieving its strategy. Companies know that an app, for example, needs constant 
upgrading—that every month you’ve got to have new features. So why would you think that you 
can attain your business strategy without making simultaneous investments in your people, their 
capabilities, and their development? Human capa bilities need to progress at the same rate as 
tech nology, such as artificial intelligence or robotics.

If we have colleagues who are building a set of skills that adapt to the external environment and a 
continually evolving strategy, then we’ll achieve the strategy at the same time as we ensure that 
colleagues feel they are growing. Certainly other organizational pieces are critical. But if you  
don’t get the capability building right, you can’t get the strategy right.

November 2020  |  Interview

Tim Welsh

‘An environment where 
everybody can thrive’:  
A conversation with U.S. 
Bank’s Tim Welsh 
The vice chairman for consumer and business banking at the fifth-
largest bank in the United States describes how setting an 
environment of mission, purpose, and individual generosity is central 
to building capabilities that achieve strategic outcomes. 
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McKinsey: What has been your approach to developing a capability-building program?

Tim Welsh: We started with a clear understanding of what U.S. Bank was trying to accomplish  
from a learning-and-development perspective. We’re trying to create an environment where  
each and every person can thrive—where they feel they are at the top of their game, being their 
best self. For this to happen, certain things need to be in place. We need to instill a mindset 
rooted in our mission, which is wanting our people to invest their hearts and minds to power 
human potential. This is what will make us central to our customers’ lives. It’s important for 
people to feel part of something bigger, that is of service to somebody else. We also need 
people to feel psychologically safe, that they are trusted, and that they trust the people around 
them, which allows them to bring their whole self to work and be exactly who they are, without 
fear. And we want to emphasize generosity—a willing ness to be supportive of others, to be 
generous to our customers. 

That’s the mindset we strive to build. It’s in this sort of environment that people start to want 
to get better at the specific skills required for their jobs, knowing that they can make mistakes 
because that is part of the learning process. They want to continually learn and grow. It’s also 
an environment where they can learn to be more effective leaders. Our task is to help people 
develop the core skills that will help them thrive in this way. 

I think it’s important that every organization has some similar sort of framework that guides its 
learning-and-development activities. It’s not a learning-and-development framework, it’s one 
that helps everybody thrive. And there are lots of different permutations and variations on how  
to achieve that. 

McKinsey: What are some of the skills needed in banking that you have been building  
among employees? 

Tim Welsh: In a bank, it can be very tempting to focus on skills aligned with product sales. Don’t 
get me wrong. You need to be deeply knowl edgeable about products and services. But if you want 
to power human potential by becoming central to customers’ lives, you also need to be a great 
listener in order to develop human connections, for example, and to be proactive—to reach out 
when you have an idea that could benefit somebody else. Just knowing about checking accounts 
won’t do. 

One of the best ways to build a connection with someone is to sit with them and have a 
conversation. It seems fairly elementary. But traditionally, a cus tomer would come into a branch, 
be greeted, make a transaction, then leave. We’re changing that by encouraging customers to 
schedule a visit to our bank branches, just like they’d schedule an appointment with a doctor or 
solicitor. We’d been setting these up before the pandemic arrived, but in the months since we’ve 
scheduled many more in our branches, with COVID-19 precautions in place, as more colleagues 
have learned to call up the customer and say: “Would you like to come in? I have some things that 
we can talk about.” And customers love it.

We’ve also discovered in the midst of the pandemic, when people were stuck at home, that many 
didn’t know how to use our digital tools. They were worried that they had a check they couldn’t 
cash, as they didn’t know how to use our mobile check-deposit feature, for example. So we 
invested in a tech nology that allows us to go online and show the cus tomer exactly how to use 
the tool, which is secure and protects privacy. We’re doing that tens of thousands of times a 
month now because of the focus on building relationships and being empathetic. That’s what 
encourages appointment scheduling and co-browsing, which are the skills we’ve been helping 
our bankers build in the last several months.
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McKinsey: How has COVID-19 affected your learning programs? 

Tim Welsh: We’d been building some capabilities in a process we call field and forum; you learn 
some things in the classroom, that’s the forum, and then you go and practice with colleagues and 
with customers in the field. Then it’s back to the forum for more learning. It’s an iterative approach  
and a very effective way of building skills. But the pandemic has changed all that. Prior to the  
crisis, we’d planned a fantastic in-person learning program, supplemented by some digital 
elements. I couldn’t have been more excited about it. And then, boom! By the middle of March, it 
all had to go digital. And though it is not the same as in-person sessions, it’s proving remarkably 
effective. In fact, the crisis has forced people to learn more quickly.

So overall, I would say the pandemic has taught us that a lot more can be done digitally. But it’s  
critical to keep in mind that the goal is to create an environment where every person can thrive,  
learning and growing together and supporting one another. And that depends upon mission and 
purpose, generosity, psychological safety, the absence of fear, and so on—a lot of which can only 
be established by working together. So the pandemic will hopefully remind us that the time that 
we do share together is truly precious, perhaps more precious than we had realized, and that it 
should be focused on those things that we can only do when together.

McKinsey: How do you foster that kind of learning culture?  

Tim Welsh: You set an understanding. People need to understand why learning matters. We’re 
not doing this for the sake of learning, although that can be a good thing. We’re doing it because  
the external environment is evolving, our customers’ expectations are rising, and we have to 
respond strategically. People also need to understand the role U.S. Bank is trying to play, which 
comes down to understanding our purpose and mission. They can then put the two together: if 
the world is changing and I aspire to power human potential by investing my heart and mind, then 
I’ve got to keep learning.

There’s definitely a practical element, too. We need to try to help people prioritize many  
different activities. They’ve got customers coming in the door. They have appointments they’re 
trying to schedule. They’ve got learning programs to do. That’s a lot. So we’re trying to help 
people understand how they can get everything done in a way that doesn’t feel overwhelming. 
But I would say that, overall, the role of senior executives is absolutely pivotal in building a 
learning culture. 

I talk about why learning matters all the time, in virtually every forum. And I describe my own 
personal learning journey, my own strengths, the challenges I have faced. I encourage others to  
do the same. I also take courses. And I go through our plans for courses. I view this like any other  
part of my job. I wouldn’t invest millions of dollars in a digital platform I didn’t understand. And I 
don’t invest my people’s time in a learning journey that I don’t understand. I spend a lot of time 
refining and tweaking the plans to make sure they are con sistent with the strategy. HR plays a 
key role. But it cannot drive this. It is a senior-executive activity, and we need to be role models. 

McKinsey: Can you give examples of that?

Tim Welsh: All of us need to participate in learning programs. Learning’s not just for others. 
So we all take courses and help design them, which is very powerful. You become much more 
connected as a senior team. You develop an understanding of what it’s going to take to help lead 
people through this. Because learning new things is hard, right? It can feel unnatural. And you 
also develop a sense of humility. Because you realize that maybe you’re not so good at some of 
these things. And, gosh, some of them make you uncomfortable because we only learn when 
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we’re a bit uncomfortable. One very seasoned senior executive stood up in a big meeting of  
150 people and announced he had spent the weekend on a course on analytics because he  
didn’t know much about it and wanted to learn. That sent a huge radiating signal to others to  
act similarly. 

Another example: to help people become more effective leaders, we’ve instituted the concept of 
strength-based development at the bank, encouraging people to understand and consciously 
use and build their strengths to be their best selves. It’s important for all of us to know who we 
are, and important for us as leaders to understand the strengths of the people around us. So the 
first time I got my new team together 18 months ago, we spent the first full day talking about just 
two things: the results of the “strength finder” tests we had taken, and occasions when we felt 
we were our best selves. Then, just before the crisis, at a meeting of 800 people, I introduced my 
entire team by talking about what was special about each person, what I saw as their best selves. 
And you know what happened after that? People started repeating what they’d heard, realizing 
why someone was special. Imagine how extraordinary it would be if we could get some 30,000 
people across the consumer and business bank thinking about their best selves and how they 
could help everybody else be at their best as often as possible. We would have people doing things 
they didn’t think were possible.

McKinsey: Where’s the proof that investing in capability building is paying off?

Tim Welsh: It is tempting to say, “I made an invest ment; I’d like to see the financial return.” But it 
doesn’t work like that. Any assessment of impact needs to bear in mind that capability building  
never ends. It is an ongoing task. So you have to look for markers along the way that make you 
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feel comfortable you’re moving in the right direction. That might be how many people are taking  
courses, or how many appointments are being made. When I see a tenfold rise in the number of 
appointments being made, I realize we’re on to something. Because the customers clearly  
like what our bankers are doing. We are becoming more central to their lives.

I also listen to stories—about the customers who cry with relief when they discover they don’t 
have to risk their health by coming into one of our branches to cash a check, or about bankers 
who say how good they feel knowing they are empowered to be a thought partner to customers. 
When I hear stories like that, I know we’re getting an emotional connection. I hear people saying, 
“I didn’t think we could do that, but we did.” For me, those stories are a key indicator that we’re 
creating an environ ment where everybody can thrive.

The likelihood is that these markers will point to more tangible measures: sales, deposit growth, 
loan-balance growth. We can see a link. But it’s important to remember that it is a correlation, 
not necessarily causation. And you need to be comfortable with that. Ultimately, if we are really 
building human relationships and powering human potential, attrition rates will be the proof  
of success, as I don’t think any customer would ever want to leave us. I also hope we’re creating 
an environment where people are so excited to work at U.S. Bank that they couldn’t imagine 
working anywhere else. 

McKinsey: What’s next on your agenda?

Tim Welsh: While we’ve taken lots of steps on our capability-building journey, we also recognize  
it’s still very early days. There is still much to do. That said, when you think about a capability-
building journey, the temptation is always to think about what to introduce next. New programs 
are important. There will be new things to learn about data and analytics for the foreseeable 
future, for example. But I think that the new stuff is the subset. The much more important element 
comprises the things that are constant. We can’t focus enough on mission and purpose, on a 
spirit of generosity, on recognizing everybody’s strengths. We need to continuously reinforce 
these human, enduring elements.

Looked at this way, what comes next is not so much new chapters. It’s an evolution of the same 
chapters. And what goes unrecognized is how rewarding this can be. Work isn’t just work. We 
forget that there’s a huge amount of joy that can be created if we all collaborate to create an 
environment where every body can thrive. We need to talk about that more often.

Tim Welsh is vice chairman, consumer and business banking, at U.S. Bank. Kweilin Ellingrud is a senior partner in 
McKinsey’s Minneapolis office.

For more from Tim Welsh, see the videos accompanying this article  
on McKinsey.com. 
Designed by McKinsey Global Publishing
Copyright © 2021 McKinsey & Company. All rights reserved.
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Cars today can do things that they couldn’t do even just a few years ago. Technology is changing 
automobiles—and the processes by which they’re made, bought, and sold—in dramatic ways. 
That means the skills and capabilities that made automotive companies successful in the past are 
no guarantee of future success. Björn Annwall knows this firsthand, having joined Volvo Cars as a 
member of its executive management team in 2015. He now leads Volvo’s business in Europe, the 
Middle East, and Africa (EMEA). 

Annwall recently shared his perspectives on the future of capability building with McKinsey’s 
Mikael Robertson and Monica Toriello. The following are edited excerpts of their conversation.

McKinsey: The COVID-19 pandemic has made many companies reevaluate their skills and 
capabilities. Would you say that’s been the case at Volvo? 

Björn Annwall: We were already taking a close look at our capabilities even before the pandemic. 
One thing that I believe many organizations should think harder about is, “What are the core 
competencies that we will need in five to ten years? And how do we start ‘planting the seeds’ 
for those competencies today?” The more you think about that, the more you realize that the 
capabilities you’ll need in the future are quite different from what you have today. At Volvo, we’ve 
done a lot of work in the past few years to identify what the competency areas of the future will be. 

Big shifts are happening in the automotive industry. If you think about what a car is, what’s in it, 
how it runs—all of those things are changing. There’s now much more software than hardware 
in a car, cars are getting electrified, and so on. And the whole way of buying and selling cars 
is changing: people are buying online or using a mix of both online and offline. All these shifts 
were already underway prior to the COVID-19 crisis. The pandemic has simply accelerated these 
transitions. That means we and others in our industry must acquire a new set of complementary 
competencies, including software and digital competencies, which are important for building 
cars, for selling cars, and for optimizing many of our internal processes.

‘Our people are our 
destiny’: Capability 
building at Volvo Cars
Björn Annwall, leader of Volvo Cars in the EMEA region,  
believes business leaders should be deliberate and hands-on  
when it comes to developing their people. 

February 2021  |  Interview  

Björn Annwall
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On top of that, certain leadership capabilities are becoming even more important in 
these transitional periods. I think we need to become much better at driving change and 
transformation. We need leaders who can work much more cross-functionally—who can get 
different domains and competency areas to work effectively together toward the same goal. 

McKinsey: How is Volvo building these capabilities?

Björn Annwall: We’re learning more and more that the only way to truly build strong capabilities 
is by doing the hard work. You build capabilities while building the future. You don’t do it in a 
classroom on the side. You do it by orchestrating the company’s transformation journey in a 
conscious and deliberate way so that you get the right people together, and they build their 
capabilities by doing the work. 

Take a recent example: many of our auto retailers in Europe were subject to lockdowns during 
this pandemic. The only way they could sell was online. At Volvo, we used that opportunity to get 
our Stay Home Store—our online platform—up and running. We put together a lot of things we’ve 
been working on for many years, including how to drive effective performance marketing, how to 
transact online, how to handle sales leads, how to handle the contacts, and how to work together 
with the retailers. We’d put that full chain in place over several years, but we’d never had a fire 
drill where that entire chain became the number-one priority for everyone at the same time. The 
COVID-19 lockdowns made our Stay Home Store an absolute priority. And we’ve learned a lot; 
we’ve built a lot of capabilities. 

To me, capability building is about orchestrating those types of experiences—where we actually 
do the work, with full focus—and, through that, learning what works and what doesn’t work. We 
can learn what we’re really good at, and we can identify the capability gaps. Then, we will build 
the required capabilities by addressing the problems and fixing what doesn’t work. That’s our 
number-one approach to capability building: learning by doing.

McKinsey: What does that mean for Volvo’s capability-building organization and structures? 
Have you had to make any structural changes to make capability building more effective?

Björn Annwall: At Volvo, historically, competency development has been quite fragmented: we 
have one setup for general leadership and management, a separate setup for training technicians, 
yet another setup for training salespeople, and so forth. We also outsourced much of it. 

We’re learning more and more that 
the only way to truly build strong 
capabilities is by doing the hard 
work. You build capabilities while 
building the future. You don’t do it 
in a classroom on the side. 
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Given the increasing need for ongoing capability building—and we can’t afford to build 
up fantastic e-learning infrastructures in many different places—we’re shifting toward 
concentrating those resources. We’re now taking a much firmer grip on it. The core of capability 
building is something we should control ourselves; we can’t live by outsourced resources. Our 
people are our destiny. If we don’t control their competency development ourselves, we are going 
to have problems over the long term.

McKinsey: How do you imagine capability building will change between now and 2030? 

Björn Annwall: By 2030, there will be less classroom training in isolation from practical work—
that’s for sure. And, of course, technology will be used more heavily. We’re already looking into 
technological solutions such as augmented reality [AR], which can help make technical training 
much more efficient. To get trained in car-repair techniques, for example, a technician could just 
put on a pair of AR glasses, and he or she will be able to see the parts that need to be unscrewed 
or changed or whatever. So, technology can be very helpful—and not just in training, by the way, 
but in doing the technical work itself.

But I believe our best opportunity to truly make an impact in building people’s capabilities isn’t 
in our use of technology; it’s in orchestrating long-term competency journeys. We need to 
institutionalize learning-by-doing programs and emphasize individual career pathing. I have a 
hard time separating a good capability-building program from a well-orchestrated career. To me, 
those are the same things. Companies need to think through career planning and career pathing: 
How can employees at every level get exposure to different areas of the business? That’s what I 
see as the future of competency development. 

I think that’s also what the younger generations want. They don’t want to just climb the corporate 
ladder over a span of 30 years; they want opportunities to learn and have an impact quite early 
on, and they expect companies to provide those opportunities. We need to orchestrate those 
opportunities, so that young talent can develop the skills and capabilities that will help our 
company succeed in the future.
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McKinsey: In addition to developing skills among your current workforce, Volvo will also need to 
attract new types of talent, right? How do you think Volvo can compete when practically every 
company—not just car manufacturers—will be competing for the same kind of talent?

Björn Annwall: Many of the foundational capabilities we have within our company and within our 
retailers are key elements for building the future. That said, it’s crystal clear that, yes, we will also 
need to acquire new competencies and new talent. It’s the mix—the combination of those two 
together—that’s going to be the real dynamite here.

As for how we will attract people to Volvo, a lot of that has to do with making sure we are a 
company that embodies the values that are attractive to the talents of tomorrow. Volvo is already 
such a company; it has been a purpose-based organization from day one. A lot of people want to 
work for a company that doesn’t only talk about purpose but actually has purpose at its core. 

This interview was conducted by Mikael Robertson, a senior partner in McKinsey’s Stockholm office, and  
Monica Toriello, an executive editor in the New York office.

For more from Björn Annwall, see the videos accompanying this article  
on McKinsey.com. 
Designed by McKinsey Global Publishing
Copyright © 2021 McKinsey & Company. All rights reserved.
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