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Career Building at a Great 

Company: The Academy at 

Bank of America

Bank of America is a pretty amazing company. It employs 

approximately 212,000 employees, has $2.8 trillion in 

assets and rates as one of the most engaged and diverse 

workplaces in the world. In what has been one of the most 

challenging periods in modern history, the bank’s CEO, 

Brian Moynihan, has prioritized teammates’ health and 

wellbeing – publicly acknowledging that employees are the 

bank’s most valuable resource – through a focus on what 

the company calls “responsible growth.” One of the ways the 

bank drives responsible growth is by being a great place to 

work. Investments include supporting employees’ financial, 

physical and emotional wellness, being a diverse and inclusive 

workplace and, as we’ll review, attracting, developing and 

retaining exceptional talent through the bank’s leading human 

resources and learning and leadership development (L&LD) 

programs.

In 2020, as the world faced the pandemic and around 85 

percent of Bank of America’s employees moved to working 

from home, its employee engagement score skyrocketed 

to 91% satisfaction and turnover dropped to 7%. All this 

happened while the bank exceeded its goal to hire more 

than 10,000 employees from low- and moderate-income 

communities. In 2020, the bank also pivoted its strong summer 

internship program to a fully virtual, eight-week experience 

for more than 2,000 global interns, 47 percent of whom were 

women, and 54 percent of the U.S. class were people of color.

I’ve worked with Bank of America since the 1980s when 

the company was headquartered in San Francisco and had 

a reputation as an execution-oriented, hard-charging place. 

Since then, the company has merged with NationsBank, moved 

its corporate headquarters to Charlotte, acquired MBNA, 

Fleet Boston, US Trust, Countrywide Financial and Merrill 

Lynch. And despite all these acquisitions and the complexity of 

integration and change, the company remains a growth stock, 

with a 1.8% dividend and price to earnings ratio over 20. Bank 

of America’s Glassdoor ratings of 4.0 and CEO approval of 93% 

are astoundingly high, well above the bank’s #1 competitor, 

JPMorgan Chase.

How does Bank of America pull this off? As most of you know, 

banks offer a lot of products and services and your experience 

in a local branch or with an online agent can vary. And with 

PPP loans, high unemployment and many other financial issues 

changing all the time, a bank must continue to hire, train and 

support people to maintain great service. I’ve visited many 

banks over my years as a consultant, and these businesses are 

complex, rapidly changing and burdened with regulation.

As I’ve gotten to know Bank of America better, I’ve become 

familiar with the ways the company approaches learning and 

development.  Josh Bronstein, head of L&LD, explains that the 

focus on career growth and mobility across the company is 

grounded in foundational, horizontal skills that can be applied 

to many roles. These include customer service, sales and 

credit. For many of its client-facing employees, much of the 

bank’s role-specific onboarding and coaching goes through The 

Academy, a key element of the bank’s focus on L&LD – and it’s 

pretty impressive.

As many of you know, I’ve become a big fan of what I call 

“capability academies,” L&LD teams that partner with the 

business to focus on specific operational needs. This approach 

moves you well beyond delivering courses and lets you focus 

on a company’s overall business needs, partnering with line 

leaders. This is precisely what John Jordan, head of The 

Academy, has done in his partnership with Josh Bronstein and 

other HR leaders.

The Academy Focus

The Academy is the onboarding, training and development 

organization that focuses on the success of employees in 

Consumer & Small Business, Merrill and the Private Bank. It 

serves the needs of approximately 80,000 employees in more 

than 120 roles, helping to develop the skills their workforce 

needs to be more productive and grow their careers, all while 

meeting the diverse needs of the bank’s clients.

The Academy offers instruction — through 97 programs 

and growing — from subject matter experts, protected 

training time, peer mentors, immersion programs, hands-on 

experiential and high-tech learning that is more high-touch and 

personal. All of this is designed to illuminate career pathways 

for employees and encourages participants to take personal 

ownership of their careers.
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As with other capability academies, John partners with 

GHR and the senior leaders of Consumer & Small Business, 

Merrill and the Private Bank. As John describes this work, he 

reinforces the point that Bank of America, at its core, is really a 

people business. Every new product, service center operation 

or financial goal is entirely dependent on people. And as John’s 

research shows, the main drivers of productivity are tenure, 

retention and ongoing development. So, The Academy holds 

itself accountable for engagement, retention, growth and 

talent mobility. Before The Academy existed, many disparate 

training groups worked throughout the consumer business. 

Turnover was high (as high as 30% in some roles), creating 

enormous cost, reducing overall productivity and impacting 

customer service.

Now that The Academy has been in place for almost five years, 

John understands how tenure and retention are the flywheel 

of success. Bank of America, like every other major company, 

is filled with complex systems. It can take time for people to 

become completely settled in their jobs, learn the systems 

and products, and develop a network of supportive peers. The 

Academy’s mission is not just to train people – it helps connect, 

enable and support people so they thrive and grow their 

careers at the company.

Focus on the Employee Experience

During the pandemic the bank reskilled and realigned more 

than 33,000 teammates across the company to help meet its 

clients’ needs. These job changes enabled people to learn new 

responsibilities and systems, and to work with new teams. 

To address these changes, The Academy leveraged many of 

its learning programs, practice environments, conversation 

simulators powered by artificial intelligence and coaching from 

more than 225 Academy managers, as well as content and 

facilitation from the company’s L&LD function.

Transparency of Career Opportunities: Bank of America 

offers learning and development programs with robust 

resources to ensure all teammates can advance their careers 

through a variety of tools including their Learning Hub and a 

tuition assistance program. These include customer service, 

Figure 1: Title
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sales and credit which are key foundational skills that drive 

internal mobility across the company. For many of its client-

facing teammates, The Academy utilizes these resources and 

leverages the company’s L&LD career planning system called 

the Career Path Tool. This tool shows employees the career 

opportunities available to them, helps them plan for future 

roles and builds a specific plan around that. 

Hiring and training in cohorts: With retention and tenure 

as a primary goal, John realized early in the first year that 

The Academy was up and running that turnover was a major 

problem. People would join the bank, go through complex 

training and onboarding, and then for various reasons, 

find it hard to succeed. To address this, The Academy team 

worked with L&LD, HR and the businesses to stop hiring on a 

continuous basis, and to slow down individual hiring and have 

them join in cohorts. A cohort of hires all join at the same time 

and go through onboarding together, creating relationships 

and knowledge-sharing that dramatically improve retention. 

(Many other companies such as SAP and Epic do this as well.)

Empathy for Life Stages: Bank of America knows that to best 

serve its clients, its employees need to understand their unique 

needs. So, it developed a program that focuses on six life stages 

across separate courses that encourage employees to focus on 

each topic individually. 

• Early adulthood – new career joiners

• Parenting – need for parenting time and support

• Caregiving – need to support parents and other family 

members

• Retirement – preparing people for retirement or part-time 

retirement

• Widowhood – supporting people during a family loss

• End of life or legacy – helping people with end of life issues

Embracing Diversity: Bank of America has had a long-standing 

focus on diversity and inclusion. This includes transparency 

in the progress it continues to make in creating an inclusive 

environment that allows all employees to bring their whole 

selves to work. This focus starts at the top of the house with 

CEO Brian Moynihan serving as leader of the bank’s global 

diversity and inclusion council and includes the company’s 

board of directors as well as accountability at all leadership 

levels. The progress is highlighted each year along with 

supporting metrics in the bank’s Human Capital Management 

Report.  One of the bank’s key diversity-focused programs 

is Pathways. The 2018 goal of Pathways was to hire 10,000 

individuals from low- and moderate-income communities 

over five years. The program, which is delivered in partnership 

between HR, L&LD and the businesses, has been a great 

success. Pathways fuels the talent pipeline across the company 

by providing professional skills training and career pathways 

through partnerships with community colleges and local 

organizations like Year Up, UnidosUS and the National Urban 

League. 27% of Pathways hires have already transitioned to 

other business lines at the bank, and 15% have been promoted. 

Furthermore, the company met its 2018 goal two years ahead 

of schedule.

Leveraging Technology: Bank of America has always invested 

in technologies but prior to the introduction of The Academy, 

several of the learning systems were old and difficult to use. 

John and the L&LD team worked in tandem to refresh the 

technology experience, leveraging a new learning experience 

platform, career-customized learning portals, simulations and 

virtual reality for practice, and comprehensive assessment 

and skills-based learning. The company also uses closed-

loop surveys and feedback, so employees can get immediate 

feedback on any learning activity and learning managers can 

see when an individual has fallen behind.

Measuring Success

Across the bank, metrics measurement is key to success, and 

John’s team is no different in holding itself accountable. The 

Academy, in partnership with HR, has seen retention increase 

by approximately 50% and the average tenure by nearly 10 

months since 2016. The Academy has been instrumental 

in driving the company’s best ever client experience scores 

and contributing to the bank’s tremendous improvement in 

retention and its high employee engagement scores. 

In addition, The Academy has a very sophisticated approach to 

measuring growth and supporting learners. As each employee 

makes progress on their onboarding or ongoing development, 

the bank surveys them and provides their responses to the 

appropriate program manager to understand each individual’s 

ongoing development needs. We call this “shortening the 
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distance from insight to action,” says John, adding that this helps 

bank leaders continuously improve the development experience 

and identify and mitigate problems as soon as they occur.

Integrating The Academy Throughout 
The Bank

As mentioned, while The Academy brings together client-

facing employees from the Consumer & Small Business, Merrill 

and Private bank business units, supporting about 40% of the 

company’s population, this is done in close collaboration with 

the bank’s enterprise L&LD function, led by Josh Bronstein.

Josh and his team are responsible for the learning and talent 

management strategy, including core learning infrastructure 

(learning management, learning experience, and analytics), 

content development (course development, simulations, virtual 

reality programs) and the bank’s leadership development and 

talent management practices and activities.

Bank of America has an enterprise manager development 

program focused on eight core management expectations. This 

model helps everyone in the company, including the businesses 

supported by The Academy, develop managers in a consistent 

way. 

The Bigger Journey Toward People 
Strategy

Since The Academy was launched, Bank of America has 

reduced onboarding by an entire week, resulting in more than 

20,000 weeks of productivity gained since, which has been 

reinvested in its employees and clients. In 2016, filling roles 

from within the company stood at around 30%. Today more 

than 55% of all new hires come from within the bank, creating 

stronger retention and employee satisfaction and retaining 

intellectual capital. Turnover is way down (to below 7% across 

the bank), and far fewer employees now leave in their first year 

at the company.

Josh sees The Academy as a strong example of front-line 

commitment to learning and leadership development in 

response to client needs and to the company’s objectives 

Figure 1: Title

95

90

85

80

75

70

65

E
m

p
lo

ye
e

 E
n

g
a

g
e

m
e

n
t 

S
co

re

Employee Engagement Survey and turnover results

24

21

18

15

12

9

6

2012 2013 2014 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020

T
v

o
nr

u
r

e

Employee Engagement Score

Turnover

7% 
2

15% 15%

14%

15%

12% 12%

11%

73%

75%

76%

75%

80%

82%

85%

91%



C A R E E R  B U I L D I N G  A T  A  G R E A T  C O M P A N Y :  T H E  A C A D E M Y  A T  B A N K  O F  A M E R I C A6

to invest in people development and internal mobility. This 

partnership and investment has contributed to the increase of 

enterprise employee engagement across the company to its 

highest levels. 

Bottom Line: A Capability Academy 

Works

There are many lessons learned here. 

First, a business leader like John Jordan, in partnership with 

Josh Bronstein and his learning organization, is critical to 

success. John’s background in business and analytics come 

together to create a focus on productivity and business 

results, with a willingness to look at new technology wherever 

possible. 

Second, The Academy is a true partnership between the 

leaders of Consumer & Small Business, Wealth Management, 

the service centers, HR and L&LD. John is accountable to 

the Consumer and Wealth Management businesses, and 

the more than 600 people who work in The Academy have 

personally previously held roles in the businesses they now 

support. Unlike traditional training departments which serve 

the business or offer training, this is a program owned by the 

business in tandem with the expertise and support of HR.

Third, The Academy brings together technology, analytics 

and process with quality. Not only does the team look at 

simulations, pilot virtual reality training and run an integrated 

LXP and other technologies that work, they also work to 

instrument and support some 80,000+ employee career 

journeys. 

Fourth, The Academy is a business function. The team 

partners with HR to support hiring, onboarding, job transition, 

career management and sourcing individuals from diverse 

local communities. It directly holds itself accountable for 

productivity and retention and understands all the drivers of 

tenure and performance.

It isn’t easy to manage the complexities of training, enablement 

and career management for tens of thousands of customer-

facing employees. Bank of America, through strong leadership 

and hard work, has accomplished something I consider a role 

model for others.
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About Josh Bersin

Josh Bersin is an internationally recognized analyst, educator, and thought leader focusing on 

the global talent market and the challenges impacting business workforces around the world. He 

studies the world of work, HR and leadership practices, and the broad talent technology market. 

He founded Bersin & Associates in 2001 to provide research and advisory services focused on 

corporate learning. Over the next ten years, he expanded the company’s coverage to encompass 

HR, talent management, talent acquisition, and leadership. He sold the company to Deloitte in 

2012, when it became known as Bersin™ by Deloitte. Bersin left Deloitte in 2018..

In 2019, Bersin founded the Josh Bersin Academy, the world's first global development academy 

for HR and talent professionals and a transformation agent for HR organizations. The Academy 

offers content-rich online programs, a carefully curated library of tools and resources, and a 

global community that helps HR and talent professionals stay current on the trends and practices 

needed to drive organizational success in the modern world of work.

Bersin is frequently featured in talent and business publications such as Forbes, Harvard Business 

Review, HR Executive, FastCompany, The Wall Street Journal, and CLO Magazine. He is a regular keynote speaker at industry events 

around the world and a popular blogger with more than 800,000 followers on LinkedIn. 

His education includes a BS in engineering from Cornell University, an MS in engineering from Stanford University, and an MBA from the 

Haas School of Business at the University of California, Berkeley.  


