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From Diploma to SAP Consultant -
The Career Path Your University
Never Mentioned

What HR degrees don't teach you — and the second road that leads to
international projects, remote work, and rates a classic HR generalist
won't see for years.

Studying something related to human resources management. HR, People Management,
Organizational Psychology — whatever it's called at your university. Congratulations, it's a degree that
gets you hired. The question is: doing what, exactly.

The scenario you hear at university and from classmates goes roughly like this: an internship in an
HR department, then a junior role in payroll or recruitment, memorising local labour law, filling in
contracts, documentation, onboarding new employees, coordinating mandatory training. In three
or four years you'll make it to specialist. In seven or eight, maybe HR Business Partner. Mostly
administrative work, in one company, one country, one language. The technology you'll use: a
spreadsheet and an HR system bought ten years ago.

That's not a bad path. It's just not the only one.

This article is about the second road — the one your university doesn't mention. The path that
starts with one specific decision: instead of going into a traditional HR department, you take an
SAP SuccessFactors course, pass a certification, and enter HR Tech as a junior consultant.
Remotely. On international projects. At rates a classic HR generalist won't see for years.

The myth: to be someone in HR, you have to go through payroll
first

This is the strongest myth you leave university with. The logic seems straightforward: to advise
companies on HR matters, you first need to understand how HR works from the inside. And to
understand that, you need to work in a traditional HR department. For a few years, ideally.

The problem is that this myth only applies to one specific path — the operational, administrative,
process-driven one. HR Tech is a completely different branch. In HR Tech, you don't advise a
manager on how to terminate a contract in line with local labour law. You don't negotiate
contracts. You don't conduct disciplinary conversations.

In HR Tech, you implement, configure, and maintain the systems that large companies use to
manage their people. You set up organisational structures. You configure recruitment
processes. You design approval workflows for personnel changes. You build dashboards for
senior leadership. You help clients — companies, not employees — get their HR in order
through technology.
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For this work, you don't need experience managing employee files. You need to understand the
logic of HR processes (which your degree gives you) and know how to use a specific system. The
second part you learn on a course.

Two paths, one degree

To make this concrete, let's put both routes side by side.

THE CLASSIC PATH THE HR TECH PATH

Start as junior HR specialist or in payroll. Year End of studies » Employee Central course -
one: documentation, time tracking, benefits, Certification » Junior SF Consultant or HRIS
onboarding, mandatory training. Years 2-3: one Analyst. Year one: configuration on real projects
specialism. After 4-5 years: specialist or senior. under a senior. Years 2-3. independent
After 7-8: HR Business Partner. Mostly workstreams, additional modules. After five
office-based, one location, one company, one years: independent consultant, any company in
language. Europe. Remotely. In multiple languages.

The difference isn't that one path is better and the other worse. Some people will love classic HR —
direct contact with employees, shaping company culture, a real impact on individual people. Others
will find the technical and project-driven side more interesting. The point is that you have a choice.
University assumes there's only one road. There isn't.

What SAP SuccessFactors actually is

SAP SuccessFactors is the world's most widely used cloud-based HR management system for large
organisations. The majority of international corporations use it — banks, pharmaceutical companies,

automotive groups, FMCG giants. The system is made up of modules that correspond to different
areas of HR:

Employee The core of the system. Holds all employee data, organisational structure, personnel
Central records, leave, and role changes.

Recruiting Recruitment and candidate management.

Onboarding New employee onboarding.

Performance & Objective setting and performance reviews.

Goals
Learning Training and development.
EC Payroll Payroll processing.

A company that buys SuccessFactors needs specialists to implement, configure, maintain, and
expand it. Those specialists are called SAP SuccessFactors consultants. And that's the role you
can apply for after a course and certification.

+ MARKET INSIGHT The market for SF consultants in Europe is in shortage. Companies are looking, not
finding, and paying more. This is not a market where you're competing with a hundred other candidates for
one position. It's a market where recruiters are looking for you — if you have the certification.

Smart People - Smart Knowledge Hub Page 2



Employee Central - the module where it all starts

Every other SuccessFactors module depends on Employee Central. When a company implements
SF, it always starts with EC. That makes it the most in-demand module on the market — and the
best entry point into the industry.

What you configure in Employee Central:
¢ the company's organisational structure (legal entities, locations, departments,

positions) employee data and their lifecycle (hire » changes » termination)
¢ HR processes (role changes, pay increases, leave)
e approval workflows (who signs off on what)
e reports and dashboards for HR and leadership

e integrations with other systems (payroll, benefits, ATS)

An EC consultant talks to the client — the company implementing the system — understands how
their HR works, and then maps it into the system. It's work that blends HR knowledge (which your
degree gives you) with the ability to configure a specific tool (which you learn on a course).

What a junior SF consultant actually does day to day

To make it concrete — a real day on a junior role.

Morning: a short call with the project team — senior consultant, project manager, sometimes a
client representative. Alignment on who's delivering what today. Today's task: configure a new
organisational structure in the system for a client that's just acquired another company. You
have the requirements document and access to the test environment. You sit down, configure,
test, document.

Afternoon: a workshop with the client over Teams, working through how the position change
approval process should work. You take notes, ask questions, translate business requirements
into specific system settings.

No paperwork. No drafting contracts. No making coffee for the boss. It's concrete engineering-and-
project work in the HR space, split between client meetings and system configuration. You mostly
work remotely — because the client might be in Germany, you're in your home country, the senior is
somewhere in southern Europe, and the project manager is in the UK. English is the absolute
baseline. German, Spanish, French, or a Nordic language are advantages that open additional
markets.
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The route: course, certification, first job
The whole path to your first job in HR Tech is roughly three steps.

Step 1: The Employee Central course

A solid training programme where you learn the system from scratch — from logging in,
through configuring organisational structures, to advanced workflows and business rules.
It needs to be led by a practitioner who actually implements SF for clients, not a theorist
working from slides.

Step 2: SAP certification

After the course, you sit the official SAP exam (SAP Certified Application Associate — SAP
SuccessFactors Employee Central Core). Globally recognised. You can technically work
without it, but with it, the doors at consulting firms open considerably wider.

Step 3: Applying

With your certification, you apply for: Junior SuccessFactors Consultant, Associate SF
Consultant, HRIS Analyst, HR Systems Specialist. The companies hiring are global
consulting firms (Accenture, Deloitte, Capgemini, IBM), specialist SAP partners, and large
end-user companies with their own HRIS teams.

There's also an additional route that skips the "collecting experience by applying for junior roles"
stage: the Talent-as-a-Service model. Instead of employment, you join a network of consultants
at

a TaaS company, which places you directly on client projects. You learn on real implementations,
earn contractor rates from day one, and the TaaS firm provides mentoring, project access, and
administrative support.

The Employee Central course at Smart People Academy
Trainer. The course is led by Flavio Tavares — an SAP SuccessFactors consultant with over nine
active SAP certifications and more than forty completed implementation projects. Not a theorist

a practitioner who is, in all likelihood, configuring EC for a client this week.
Programme. Twelve modules covering the full scope of EC — from fundamentals (data structure,
core objects), through HR process configuration and workflows, to reporting and integrations.

Hands-on practice in a test environment after each module.

Certification preparation. The course is built so that after completing it, you can realistically sit the
official SAP exam. This isn't a "survey of the topic" — it's targeted preparation.

Remote format. Online sessions, in groups, in English (with local-language intakes in other
languages depending on availability). Recordings available after each session.

Who it's actually for. People with no SAP experience but a basic understanding of HR processes —
which your degree gives you. No IT background required. No coding required.
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FAQ: the concerns students actually have

"l have no IT background. | won't manage."

SAP SuccessFactors is a configurable system, not a programmable one. You don't write code.
You click through an interface, set parameters, fill in configuration forms, design workflows by
dragging fields. Basic computer literacy, logical thinking, and willingness to learn a specific
tool are enough. In SF consultant teams, most people don't have IT degrees — you'll find HR,
psychology, management, economics, sociology, and linguistics graduates. A humanities or
social sciences background is actually an advantage here, because it helps you understand the
client.

"I have no work experience at all. Who would hire me?"

Junior SuccessFactors Consultant is, by definition, an entry-level position. Employers opening
these roles know the candidate hasn't worked with SF before — they're looking for a
certification, basic HR knowledge, and willingness to learn. Certification is the currency that
replaces years of experience. Add a dissertation on HR technology or some LinkedIn activity in
the SF space, and you become the candidate a recruiter actively searches for.

"My English isn't perfect. I'm nervous about client calls."

English in SF consulting work is technical-business English, not literary English. The same words
come up constantly: position, employee, workflow, approval, hire, termination, reporting. B2 is
enough to start; C1 comes with practice. In junior roles, a senior consultant is always with you and
leads the most demanding conversations. You won't be thrown in the deep end alone.

"I'm only in my second or third year. Too early?"

No — quite the opposite. The earlier you do the course and certification, the earlier you start
building experience. Studying and working as a junior consultant in parallel is entirely
possible, because most firms offer flexible hours and remote work. Finishing your degree with
an SF certification in your CV and six months of real contractor experience puts you in a
starting position that often translates directly into a mid-level employment contract.

"What if | don't pass the certification first time?"
The SAP exam can be retaken. Pass rates after a solid course are high, but even if the first attempt

doesn't go your way, you have access to trainer consultations and the option to resit. Employers
look at the certification — not at how many times you sat the exam.

Smart People - Smart Knowledge Hub Page 5



"Do companies really hire juniors with no SAP experience?"

Yes — because they have no choice. The SF consultant market in Europe is structurally
undersupplied. Demand has outpaced supply for years. Large consulting firms run dedicated
trainee programmes for people who've completed courses and earned certifications. The TaaS
model — where a company like Smart People places consultants on client projects — was built
precisely to address this shortage.

What graduates say

"I took part in the SuccessFactors ECP course. | would definitely recommend it — very well prepared,
with plenty of opportunities to test things out and ask the trainer questions. The small group size
makes for better learning. The course itself gave me a solid grounding in SF."

— Dorota Szydtowska, ECP course graduate

"I was looking for a place that combines high-quality content with genuine professionalism and
support — and that's exactly what | found at the Academy. | recommend it wholeheartedly,
because the training is delivered with great attention to quality, practical application, and an
environment that genuinely supports growth."

— Barbara Wicha, Academy graduate

"I took part in the SuccessFactors Employee Central course and it was a really positive experience.
One of the greatest values of the course was the real demo environment where | could practise the
knowledge I'd gained. | recommend it to anyone who wants to explore SuccessFactors and apply
their knowledge in practice.”

— Jarostaw Maliniak, EC course graduate

"Looking at the market and seeking ways to increase my professional value, | was looking for a

place where | could genuinely deepen my knowledge of SAP EC. At Smart People Academy, | found
exactly what | needed — professionalism and great energy. I'd recommend it to anyone who values
specific, in-demand expert knowledge."

— Magda Juchiewicz, EC course graduate

"What sets this programme apart is the live access to demo systems throughout the course. | could
practise configuration in real time as | was learning, and that's what made everything click. The
trainer was always available, and the participant community was incredibly supportive.”

— Aleksandra Silska, Academy graduate
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Your move

If you've read this far, you now have one key piece of information: HR Tech is a real alternative
to the classic HR path, and entering it doesn't require years of prior work in an HR
department. It requires one thing: a concrete decision to learn the system that is the market
standard.

What you can do right now:

1. Check the Employee Central course curriculum on the Smart People Academy website.

2. Search LinkedIn for "Junior SuccessFactors Consultant", "HRIS Analyst", "SF Consultant" —
compare salary ranges.

3. Sign up for the next intake or join the waiting list.

The classic HR path isn't bad. It's just not the only one. And if you're reading this in your final

year wondering what comes next — it's worth knowing the second road exists before you

decide.

Smart People Sp. z 0.0. - Smart Knowledge Hub - © 2026
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	From Diploma to SAP Consultant – The Career Path Your University Never Mentioned
	What HR degrees don't teach you — and the second road that leads to
	international projects, remote work, and rates a classic HR generalist won't see for years.
	Studying something related to human resources management. HR, People Management, Organizational Psychology – whatever it's called at your university. Congratulations, it's a degree that gets you hired. The question is: doing what, exactly.
	The scenario you hear at university and from classmates goes roughly like this: an internship in an HR department, then a junior role in payroll or recruitment, memorising local labour law, filling in contracts, documentation, onboarding new employees, coordinating mandatory training. In three or four years you'll make it to specialist. In seven or eight, maybe HR Business Partner. Mostly administrative work, in one company, one country, one language. The technology you'll use: a spreadsheet and an HR system bought ten years ago.
	That's not a bad path. It's just not the only one. This article is about the second road — the one your university doesn't mention. The path that starts with one specific decision: instead of going into a traditional HR department, you take an SAP SuccessFactors course, pass a certification, and enter HR Tech as a junior consultant. Remotely. On international projects. At rates a classic HR generalist won't see for years.

	The myth: to be someone in HR, you have to go through payroll first
	This is the strongest myth you leave university with. The logic seems straightforward: to advise companies on HR matters, you first need to understand how HR works from the inside. And to understand that, you need to work in a traditional HR department. For a few years, ideally.
	The problem is that this myth only applies to one specific path — the operational, administrative, process-driven one. HR Tech is a completely different branch. In HR Tech, you don't advise a manager on how to terminate a contract in line with local labour law. You don't negotiate contracts. You don't conduct disciplinary conversations.
	In HR Tech, you implement, configure, and maintain the systems that large companies use to manage their people. You set up organisational structures. You configure recruitment processes. You design approval workflows for personnel changes. You build dashboards for senior leadership. You help clients — companies, not employees — get their HR in order through technology.
	For this work, you don't need experience managing employee files. You need to understand the logic of HR processes (which your degree gives you) and know how to use a specific system. The second part you learn on a course.


	Two paths, one degree
	To make this concrete, let's put both routes side by side.
	THE CLASSIC PATH
	THE HR TECH PATH
	Start as junior HR specialist or in payroll. Year one: documentation, time tracking, benefits, onboarding, mandatory training. Years 2–3: one specialism. After 4–5 years: specialist or senior. After 7–8: HR Business Partner. Mostly office-based, one location, one company, one language.
	End of studies → Employee Central course → Certification → Junior SF Consultant or HRIS Analyst. Year one: configuration on real projects under a senior. Years 2–3: independent workstreams, additional modules. After five years: independent consultant, any company in Europe. Remotely. In multiple languages.
	The difference isn't that one path is better and the other worse. Some people will love classic HR — direct contact with employees, shaping company culture, a real impact on individual people. Others will find the technical and project-driven side more interesting. The point is that you have a choice. University assumes there's only one road. There isn't.


	What SAP SuccessFactors actually is
	SAP SuccessFactors is the world's most widely used cloud-based HR management system for large organisations. The majority of international corporations use it — banks, pharmaceutical companies, automotive groups, FMCG giants. The system is made up of modules that correspond to different areas of HR:
	Employee Central
	Recruiting
	Onboarding
	Performance & Goals
	Learning
	EC Payroll
	The core of the system. Holds all employee data, organisational structure, personnel records, leave, and role changes.
	Recruitment and candidate management.
	New employee onboarding.
	Objective setting and performance reviews.
	Training and development.
	Payroll processing.
	A company that buys SuccessFactors needs specialists to implement, configure, maintain, and expand it. Those specialists are called SAP SuccessFactors consultants. And that's the role you can apply for after a course and certification.
	↑ MARKET INSIGHT The market for SF consultants in Europe is in shortage. Companies are looking, not finding, and paying more. This is not a market where you're competing with a hundred other candidates for one position. It's a market where recruiters are looking for you — if you have the certification.


	Employee Central – the module where it all starts Every other SuccessFactors module depends on Employee Central. When a company implements SF, it always starts with EC. That makes it the most in-demand module on the market — and the best entry point into the industry.
	What you configure in Employee Central:
	 the company's organisational structure (legal entities, locations, departments, positions)   employee data and their lifecycle (hire → changes → termination)
	 HR processes (role changes, pay increases, leave)
	 approval workflows (who signs off on what)
	 reports and dashboards for HR and leadership
	 integrations with other systems (payroll, benefits, ATS)
	An EC consultant talks to the client — the company implementing the system — understands how their HR works, and then maps it into the system. It's work that blends HR knowledge (which your degree gives you) with the ability to configure a specific tool (which you learn on a course).


	What a junior SF consultant actually does day to day To make it concrete — a real day on a junior role.
	Morning: a short call with the project team — senior consultant, project manager, sometimes a client representative. Alignment on who's delivering what today. Today's task: configure a new organisational structure in the system for a client that's just acquired another company. You have the requirements document and access to the test environment. You sit down, configure, test, document.
	Afternoon: a workshop with the client over Teams, working through how the position change approval process should work. You take notes, ask questions, translate business requirements into specific system settings.
	No paperwork. No drafting contracts. No making coffee for the boss. It's concrete engineering-and-project work in the HR space, split between client meetings and system configuration. You mostly work remotely — because the client might be in Germany, you're in your home country, the senior is somewhere in southern Europe, and the project manager is in the UK. English is the absolute baseline. German, Spanish, French, or a Nordic language are advantages that open additional markets.

	The route: course, certification, first job The whole path to your first job in HR Tech is roughly three steps.
	Step 1: The Employee Central course A solid training programme where you learn the system from scratch — from logging in, through configuring organisational structures, to advanced workflows and business rules. It needs to be led by a practitioner who actually implements SF for clients, not a theorist working from slides.
	Step 2: SAP certification After the course, you sit the official SAP exam (SAP Certified Application Associate – SAP SuccessFactors Employee Central Core). Globally recognised. You can technically work without it, but with it, the doors at consulting firms open considerably wider.
	Step 3: Applying With your certification, you apply for: Junior SuccessFactors Consultant, Associate SF Consultant, HRIS Analyst, HR Systems Specialist. The companies hiring are global consulting firms (Accenture, Deloitte, Capgemini, IBM), specialist SAP partners, and large end-user companies with their own HRIS teams.
	There's also an additional route that skips the "collecting experience by applying for junior roles" stage: the Talent-as-a-Service model. Instead of employment, you join a network of consultants at a TaaS company, which places you directly on client projects. You learn on real implementations, earn contractor rates from day one, and the TaaS firm provides mentoring, project access, and administrative support.
	The Employee Central course at Smart People Academy Trainer. The course is led by Flávio Tavares — an SAP SuccessFactors consultant with over nine active SAP certifications and more than forty completed implementation projects. Not a theorist — a practitioner who is, in all likelihood, configuring EC for a client this week.
	Programme. Twelve modules covering the full scope of EC — from fundamentals (data structure, core objects), through HR process configuration and workflows, to reporting and integrations. Hands-on practice in a test environment after each module.
	Certification preparation. The course is built so that after completing it, you can realistically sit the official SAP exam. This isn't a "survey of the topic" — it's targeted preparation.
	Remote format. Online sessions, in groups, in English (with local-language intakes in other languages depending on availability). Recordings available after each session.
	Who it's actually for. People with no SAP experience but a basic understanding of HR processes — which your degree gives you. No IT background required. No coding required.
	FAQ: the concerns students actually have
	"I have no IT background. I won't manage."
	SAP SuccessFactors is a configurable system, not a programmable one. You don't write code. You click through an interface, set parameters, fill in configuration forms, design workflows by dragging fields. Basic computer literacy, logical thinking, and willingness to learn a specific tool are enough. In SF consultant teams, most people don't have IT degrees — you'll find HR, psychology, management, economics, sociology, and linguistics graduates. A humanities or social sciences background is actually an advantage here, because it helps you understand the client.

	"I have no work experience at all. Who would hire me?"
	Junior SuccessFactors Consultant is, by definition, an entry-level position. Employers opening these roles know the candidate hasn't worked with SF before — they're looking for a certification, basic HR knowledge, and willingness to learn. Certification is the currency that replaces years of experience. Add a dissertation on HR technology or some LinkedIn activity in the SF space, and you become the candidate a recruiter actively searches for.

	"My English isn't perfect. I'm nervous about client calls."
	English in SF consulting work is technical-business English, not literary English. The same words come up constantly: position, employee, workflow, approval, hire, termination, reporting. B2 is enough to start; C1 comes with practice. In junior roles, a senior consultant is always with you and leads the most demanding conversations. You won't be thrown in the deep end alone.

	"I'm only in my second or third year. Too early?"
	No — quite the opposite. The earlier you do the course and certification, the earlier you start building experience. Studying and working as a junior consultant in parallel is entirely possible, because most firms offer flexible hours and remote work. Finishing your degree with an SF certification in your CV and six months of real contractor experience puts you in a starting position that often translates directly into a mid-level employment contract.

	"What if I don't pass the certification first time?"
	The SAP exam can be retaken. Pass rates after a solid course are high, but even if the first attempt doesn't go your way, you have access to trainer consultations and the option to resit. Employers look at the certification — not at how many times you sat the exam.

	"Do companies really hire juniors with no SAP experience?"
	Yes — because they have no choice. The SF consultant market in Europe is structurally undersupplied. Demand has outpaced supply for years. Large consulting firms run dedicated trainee programmes for people who've completed courses and earned certifications. The TaaS model — where a company like Smart People places consultants on client projects — was built precisely to address this shortage.


	What graduates say
	"I took part in the SuccessFactors ECP course. I would definitely recommend it — very well prepared, with plenty of opportunities to test things out and ask the trainer questions. The small group size makes for better learning. The course itself gave me a solid grounding in SF." — Dorota Szydłowska, ECP course graduate
	"I was looking for a place that combines high-quality content with genuine professionalism and support — and that's exactly what I found at the Academy. I recommend it wholeheartedly, because the training is delivered with great attention to quality, practical application, and an environment that genuinely supports growth." — Barbara Wicha, Academy graduate
	"I took part in the SuccessFactors Employee Central course and it was a really positive experience. One of the greatest values of the course was the real demo environment where I could practise the knowledge I'd gained. I recommend it to anyone who wants to explore SuccessFactors and apply their knowledge in practice." — Jarosław Maliniak, EC course graduate
	"Looking at the market and seeking ways to increase my professional value, I was looking for a place where I could genuinely deepen my knowledge of SAP EC. At Smart People Academy, I found exactly what I needed — professionalism and great energy. I'd recommend it to anyone who values specific, in-demand expert knowledge." — Magda Juchiewicz, EC course graduate
	"What sets this programme apart is the live access to demo systems throughout the course. I could practise configuration in real time as I was learning, and that's what made everything click. The trainer was always available, and the participant community was incredibly supportive." — Aleksandra Silska, Academy graduate

	Your move
	If you've read this far, you now have one key piece of information: HR Tech is a real alternative to the classic HR path, and entering it doesn't require years of prior work in an HR department. It requires one thing: a concrete decision to learn the system that is the market standard.
	What you can do right now: 1. Check the Employee Central course curriculum on the Smart People Academy website. 2. Search LinkedIn for "Junior SuccessFactors Consultant", "HRIS Analyst", "SF Consultant" — compare salary ranges. 3. Sign up for the next intake or join the waiting list.
	The classic HR path isn't bad. It's just not the only one. And if you're reading this in your final year wondering what comes next — it's worth knowing the second road exists before you decide.


