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MCSDs Play Strategic Role at Compaq Computer Corp.

Compaq Global Services, the professional and support services arm of Compaq Computer Corporation, designs, implements, and manages enterprise-wide solutions for customers worldwide.  To help set itself apart from the competition, Compaq places strategic importance on boosting its proportion of Microsoft Certified Solution Developers.  It encourages experienced developers to become certified, then rewards them with challenging and stimulating projects that build enthusiasm and loyalty and reduce attrition.
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   As one of the top systems integrators in the world, 
Compaq Global Services architects and implements e-business solutions that span the enterprise and the Internet. Its highly experienced professional services consultants integrate applications and build network infrastructures for thousands of customers around the world – providing solutions that meet business needs today and grow into tomorrow.
   Long known for groundbreaking services in emerging technologies, Compaq was early to market with services for Microsoft Exchange and Windows NT and has been quick to offer a range of services for Windows and Exchange 2000.

The Strategic Role for MCSDs

To stay current and competitive, Compaq maintains and expands its edge in development expertise, and the Microsoft Certified Solution Developer (MCSD) credential has become an increasingly important part of this strategy.  


Already, 350 out of Compaq’s 3,350 Microsoft-certified personnel are MCSD-certified – more than 10 percent. And that number is going up.  The company expects up to 40 percent of its developers to earn MCSD certification over the next two and a half years.  

Why is the MCSD credential so important to Compaq?

“We have the highest concentrations of Microsoft-certified resources in the world,” says Richard Ward, manager of vendor certification programs for Compaq Global Services.  “Our developers need the greatest breadth of experience and knowledge possible to serve our customers – they need to know more than CRM, more than doing business on the Web.  They need to understand the infrastructure that will integrate all of these Web-enabled IT applications.
“Architecture design is a key service we provide to our customers, and the MCSD certification is our basis for ensuring that our developers understand the increasingly complex architectural issues they face in the field,” continues Ward.  “We also find that as we add value in designing the architecture, customers request that we manage the entire implementation. ”

‘Like a College Degree’
Beyond ensuring that Compaq developers are in fact equal to the architectural challenges they face from customers, the MCSD certification is an effective way for Compaq to assure customers that Compaq does indeed have significant expertise in Microsoft technologies.


“Our customers value the Microsoft certification process and that means they have immediate appreciation for the value I can bring to their projects.”

Mark King

Senior Solutions Architect 

Compaq Global Services

“Microsoft certification is like a college degree,” says Mark King, a senior Compaq solutions architect.  “You value a law or medical degree and take that as assurance that the lawyer or doctor has the skills to help you.  Well, our customers value the Microsoft certification process and that means they have immediate appreciation for the value I can bring to their projects.”
Of course, some colleges have better reputations than others.  King says that the value of the MCSD credential, always high, has been climbing higher as Microsoft has made the exams more rigorous and has added real-world problem-solving questions. 
“When you score well on your SATs, you’re proud because everyone knows how tough it is to do that,” says King.  “Similarly, Microsoft is continually making the MCSD testing process more rigorous and more reflective of real-world, hands-on architectural needs and experience.  That’s a key reason the MCSD credential is so important to our customers.”
A Starting Point with Customers
King sees the value of this credential in his daily interactions with Compaq customers. 
“When you propose a project, you can just show how many team members are MCSD-certified, and it’s an immediate statement about how serious Compaq is about providing expertise,” he says.
“MCSD certification is a visible sign of the level of expertise within Compaq Global Services.”
  
And for many of Compaq’s customers – such as those in its Federal Government sector – the MCSD certification is more than a reassurance, it’s a requirement.  Ward says he’s seeing MCSD certification listed more and more in requests for proposals.



Building Incentives for Certification

Given Compaq’s interest in boosting its ranks of MCSD-certified developers, the company is working to get more of its developers certified.
“We provide strong incentives to encourage our developers to get certified, including full reimbursement for the cost of training,” says Ward, who oversees this effort for the company.  “That can cost thousands per developer, but it’s a modest investment compared to the return we see from having a Microsoft-certified staff.”

Because the MCSD credential is meant to complement, not replace, real-world experience, Compaq encourages its more experienced developers to go for certification – and then, once certified, to gain more experience.

Experience Complements Certification

“We have stringent criteria concerning who should earn certification at company expense, and demonstrated accomplishment, as well as willingness to learn, are high on that list,” says Ward.  “Once developers are certified, we feel they must get engaged quickly in the type of client projects that will enable them to ‘grow’ the skills they’ve acquired in certification.
“Certification, after all, only guarantees that when the developers took the exams they had the right level of knowledge,” Ward continues.  “It’s crucial to continue to nurture MCSD skills with increasingly varied and challenging experiences.”

“The real incentive to be certified here is that developers feel singled out as being more valuable to the company.  There’s real peer value in being certified.”

Richard Ward

Manger of Vendor Certification Programs
Compaq Global Services


Certification also plays an important role in motivating and retaining highly skilled developers at Compaq.

“If you invest in your experienced technical people and give them something that stretches their abilities, they stay with you longer,” says Ward.  “They want to enhance their skill sets.  Support for Microsoft certification isn’t a reward, but a way of communicating tacitly that we think highly of the developers and want them to remain with Compaq.”

   “The real incentive to being certified is that developers feel more valuable to the company,” says Ward.  “There’s real peer value in being certified.”
The message is apparently getting through.  Ward notes that attrition at the company is actually lower for MCSDs than for non-certified developers.  He speculates that the Microsoft credential  “ qualifies” MCSDs to get a larger share of challenging projects, boosting their morale and enthusiasm.


The Practical Side of Certification

There’s practical value, as well.  Developer King says he appreciates many of the MCSD-related benefits, such as special access to MSDN, the Microsoft Developer Network.  

“MSDN is really great.  It gives me access to a broad portfolio of tools and information that I really use when I go to the customer as a consultant,” he says.  “MSDN gives me standard tools, like modelers, so I don’t have to acquire them separately.  It gives me all the flavors of the operating system.  It gives me far better documentation than I have used in other operating system environments.”

And then too, there are the sometimes-unintended and humorous consequences of certification.  

“My wife is very proud of me and likes to tell her friends that I’m Microsoft-certified,” says King.  “When their husbands hear that, I become the IT equivalent of the guy who knows how to fix cars.  They call me up and invite me over so that I can fix their PCs!  I’m thankful I’m also an Microsoft Certified Systems Engineer (MCSE).”

So, while MCSD certification helps developer Mark King to be more popular in his neighborhood, it also helps Compaq Computer to maintain and expand on its edge in providing superior systems integration services to customers worldwide.
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