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Building a 
Flexible L&D 
Function 
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New Demands on the 
L&D Function
The skills today’s employees need are changing 
rapidly and L&D functions are working to 
support their organizations through these major 
skill shifts. Employees themselves perceive 
the increasing importance of upskilling today, 
while business leaders are concerned with the 
unprecedented pace of change in skill needs. 

As a result, employees across all organizations 
are demanding more frequent and more relevant 
learning content than ever before.

L&D executives are also experiencing the 
pressure of growing demand. Two-thirds of 
L&D executives have experienced an increase 
in demand to upskill employees to succeed in 
current roles, while 65% have seen an increase in 
demand for content on changing and emerging 
skill needs (see Figure 1).

n = 214 L&D executives
Source: 2018 Gartner Head of L&D Shifting Skills Survey

Figure 1: Agreement on Areas of Growing Demand From the Business
Percentage of Respondents

0% 70%35%

Upskilling Employees to 
Succeed in Current Roles

More Just-in-Time 
Learner Support

Content for Changing 
and Emerging Skill Needs

Reskilling Employees to 
Succeed in New Roles

66%

65%

58%

52%

Today’s skills landscape is undergoing major change, 
with employees needing more digital skills. L&D leaders 
need to create a flexible L&D function to continue supporting 
the business in this new environment. 
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Unfortunately, employees are reporting they’re 
not currently getting the learning they need. 
Only 29% of employees agree L&D provides 
relevant learning solutions when they need them. 
Similarly, only 36% of employees say it is easy to 
find learning content when and where they need 
it (see Figure 2).

Most L&D functions have come to realize they 
need to become more flexible to meet these 
new demands. However, as L&D teams work to 
improve their functional flexibility, they typically 
encounter three main challenges: 

• Traditional L&D Skill Silos — L&D teams 
typically prioritize developing staff members’ 
traditional specialized skill sets. However, with 
fluctuating demand from employees and the 
business, L&D staff are struggling to flex to 
unfamiliar and emerging skill areas. 

• Lagging Learning Strategy — L&D usually 
follows a linear strategy-setting process 
that occurs at a regular cadence. This 
formal cadence reduces L&D’s ability to 
react to unexpected and fast shifts in the 
changing business. 

• Quickly Outdated Learning Content — Today, 
L&D prioritizes content that is comprehensive, 
polished and final. But content quickly 
becomes outdated, sometimes even before it 
is deployed to employees.

Our research finds L&D functions can become 
more flexible through: 

• Progressive Skill Development — Gradually 
expose staff members to new skill areas, 
progressively building out the team’s 
skill portfolio.

• Change-Proof Learning Strategy — Evolve 
learning strategy at pace with the business 
— and employees — by creating dynamic, 
change-proof learning strategies. 

• Targeted Iterative Content — Build targeted 
skill-development content that can be easily 
modified as skill needs change. 

How can L&D functions enact these three 
changes to increase flexibility? The rest of this 
article looks at potential pitfalls and actual 
examples that demonstrate how to approach 
these three strategies. 

29% 
Agree

71% 
Disagree

Figure 2: L&D Employee Satisfaction
Percentage of Employees

36% 
Agree

64% 
Disagree

“L&D provides relevant learning 
solutions right when I need them.”

“It is easy to find learning content 
when and where I need it.”

n = 7,101 employees
Source: 2018 Gartner Shifting Skills Survey

Unfortunately, employees 
are reporting they’re not 
currently getting the 
learning they need. 
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Progressive Skill 
Development
To effectively support employees’ new, often 
digital learning needs, L&D staff members’ 
skill profiles must change as well. Some skills 
should be applied in a different context, such as 
reframing learning expertise for a digital world, 
or new skills must be learned, such as machine 
learning or predictive learning analytics. In fact, 
51% of L&D executives agree building L&D staff 
skill capabilities is a top challenge to keeping 
pace with digitalization. 

To build these capabilities, L&D teams turn to the 

external talent marketplace to quickly acquire 
the skills they need. Unfortunately, this becomes 
a major pitfall, as few candidates have all the new 
skills L&D is looking for, making the search highly 
resource-intensive. Even if L&D teams could 
acquire these L&D staff “superstars,” as skills 
continue to shift, those candidates’ skills would 
likely become irrelevant as well. 
A better approach is to develop the skills of 
existing L&D staff progressively, as L&D staff skill 
needs arise. Rather than asking staff members 
to overhaul their skill sets all at once, the best 
L&D functions determine their current skill gaps 
and connect staff members with opportunities 
to build those new capabilities.

Case in Point: Rogers Communications’ Major and Minor L&D Skills 
Rogers Communications’ L&D team had a limited head count yet had to 
expand its portfolio of skills to meet business and employee demands. 
The team categorized skills into major and minor L&D skills, divided by 
the level of focus on current roles and future career needs (see Figure 
3). The company then embedded minor skill development into real work 
projects, thus increasing the team’s agility at developing in-demand skills 
and improving team productivity. 

Source: Adapted from Rogers Communications

+ =
Business Need Career Relevance Minor Skills

Figure 3: Rogers’ Minor Skill Definition
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Change-Proof Learning 
Strategy
Once L&D staff members are up-to-date with the 
right skills, the L&D strategy must keep pace. 
L&D functions should start creating learning 
strategies that can help the business achieve 
its goals even amid constant change. Instead 
of a linear, predetermined cadence of strategy-
setting, learning strategies should be closely tied 
to the business strategy and goals, focusing on 
the short- and long-term skills employees need 
to reach those goals (see Figure 4). 

In reality, L&D strategy should be based less 
on cadence and more on aligning the pace for 
revisiting learning strategy with the pace at 
which business strategy evolves. 

Figure 4: L&D Employee Satisfaction
Typical L&D Strategy-Setting Process

Source: Gartner (March 2019)

Source: Gartner (March 2019)
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Once L&D staff members 
are up-to-date with the 
right skills, the L&D 
strategy must keep pace.
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Case in Point: TwentiethHarbor’s* Living Learning Strategy 
TwentiethHarbor realized its learning strategy led the organization to be 
reactive, rather than proactively supporting and guiding the business 
toward its goals. First, L&D dug deeper in needs analysis conversations 
with business leaders and employees to understand the strategic busi-
ness goals and themes underlying the skill needs demands (see Figure 5). 
Second, it identified both internal events (e.g., mergers, product expan-
sions) and external signals (e.g., changing regulations, new competitors) 
to indicate when it was time to re-evaluate business strategy. 
* Pseudonym.

Source: Adapted from TwentiethHarbor
* Pseudonym.

Surface-Level Skill 
Needs
Immediate skill needs 
business leaders or 
employees bring up

Figure 5: TwentiethHarbor’s* Strategic Needs Analysis Conversations

Strategic Business 
Skill Needs
Strategic business 
goals underlying 
surface-level skill 
needs
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Targeted Iterative Content
Once L&D has its evolving strategy, the team 
needs to create the right learning content. L&D 
teams usually invest time creating learning 
content, so that the output is comprehensive 
and useful to employees over time. Additionally, 
learning content must look finalized and polished 
for the business to take it seriously. However, 
this process takes too much time, causing 
L&D functions to lag behind the business’s and 
employees’ needs. By the time the learning 
content is deployed, it is often outdated. 
Furthermore, overly comprehensive learning 
solutions are difficult to change or improve 
as learning needs evolve, keeping L&D from 
addressing targeted, specific skill needs that 
arise after learning content is deployed. 

For L&D to keep learning content up-to-date as 
skill needs shift, it must also shift to creating 
targeted, iterative learning content. Rather than 
being comprehensive, long-lasting and polished, 
learning content should target a specific skill. 

It should be deployed to employees in a format 
that is easily accessible to them when and 
where they need it and be easy for L&D staff to 
update with new, more relevant content. In many 
ways, this approach is similar to the concept of 
developing minimum viable products (MVPs) in 
the technology industry and many L&D functions 
are beginning to implement these principles.

Conclusion
As organizations increasingly rely on L&D to 
develop employees with the skills they need, L&D 
functions need to step up to provide support. 
Today’s skill shifts and resulting skill gaps cannot 
be solved by recruiting alone. L&D leaders 
must ensure their functions are prepared to 
support the business as learning needs evolve so 
employees have the skills they need to achieve 
business goals. With greater flexibility, L&D 
functions can ensure they are able to continue 
meeting the needs of employees, through any 
future changes. 

Case in Point: DXC Technology’s Agile Skill Development
DXC Technology followed an agile methodology to proactively address 
emerging skill needs by creating MVPs, core sets of features that enable a 
product or solution to be deployed and deliver customer value (see Figure 
6). MVPs enable teams to learn how to quickly improve design with min-
imal investment. With these principles, the L&D team has built almost 30 
learning guides that address emerging skills identified through its market 
analysis and will continue to build new guides at the speed of need.

Source: Adapted from DXC Technology

Figure 6: Principles of Building MVPs

Prioritize  
Timely Delivery

Focus on 
Functionality

Iterate at  
Any Stage

Stick to  
Core Features

Reflect  
and Adjust
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Data Snapshot: 
2019 HR 
Trends and 
Priorities 

The 2019 HR Trends and Priorities report outlines the key 
initiatives HR leaders will be focusing on in 2019 to meet 
their goals. Use this snapshot of our findings to understand 
what other heads of HR and L&D view as the most important 
key initiatives for the year. 

Heads of L&D have felt increasing pressure to 
improve their leadership development offerings 
and quickly upskill their organizations. But they 
are not alone in experiencing this pressure. 
According to our Future of HR survey, the most 
prioritized key initiative of 2019 for HR leaders is 
building critical skills and competencies for the 
organization, followed closely by developing the 
current and future leadership bench. 

In this report, we detail the most prioritized HR 
key initiatives for 2019, challenges within each 
initiative and the most important key initiatives 
for each role. L&D teams can use this report 
to understand the challenges HR leaders see 
within these two priorities as well as what other 
heads of L&D believe are the most important 
key initiatives for the year. A snapshot of our 
findings follows. 

Heads of L&D have felt increasing pressure to improve their 
leadership development offerings and quickly upskill their 
organizations.
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Top 5 Priorities Across All HR 
Leadership Roles
To understand how different key initiatives affect 
the broader HR function, HR leaders must grasp 
how different leadership roles prioritize these 
initiatives. For example, heads of diversity and 
inclusion would be expected to choose diversity 

and inclusion as a top key initiative, while heads 
of talent analytics would be expected to choose 
talent analytics among their top key initiatives. 
While different leaders did choose key initiatives 
that are obviously aligned with their specific 
leadership roles, many roles share several 
top key initiatives for 2019 (see Figure 1). This 
creates many opportunities for cross-functional 
cooperation among HR leaders.

n = 843 
Source: 2019 Gartner Future of HR Survey

Key Initiative

Building 
Critical 

Skills and 
Competencies 

for the 
Organization

Current and  
Future 

Leadership 
Bench

Employee 
Experience

Organizational 
Design and 

Change 
Management

Driving Digital 
Business 

Transformation 
for the 

Organization

Head of HR  
(n = 302)

Regional or Business 
Unit Head of HR  
(n = 198)

Learning and 
Development 
Leader (n = 65)

Talent Management 
Leader (n = 79)

Diversity and 
Inclusion Leader  
(n = 21)

Total Rewards 
Leader (n = 65)

Recruiting Leader  
(n = 50)

Talent Analytics 
Leader (n = 54)

HR Technology 
Leader (n = 9)

Indicates Whether Each Key Initiative Was a Top-5 Choice Among HR Leaders in Each Role

Figure 1: Top 5 Priorities Across All HR Leadership Roles
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Current and Future 
Leadership Bench 
HR leaders selected current and future 
leadership bench as the second most prioritized 
key initiative for 2019.

HR leaders’ greatest problems with the current 
and future leadership bench focus on two 
aspects: the development of leaders and the 
diversity of leaders (see Figure 2).  

“We struggle to develop effective leaders” 
and “Our succession management processes 
do not yield the right leaders at the right 
time” were selected by 45% and 43% of HR 
leaders, respectively. “Our leadership bench 
is not diverse” was selected by 44%. These 
two main challenges are the most prevalent 
problems HR leaders find in this space — far 
outweighing all others. 
See our report, “2019 HR Trends and Priorities,” 
on the Gartner website to learn more.

n = 510 
Source: 2019 Gartner Future of HR Survey

Problem Statement
Percentage 

Selecting

We struggle to develop effective leaders. 45%

Our leadership bench is not diverse. 44%

Our succession management processes do not yield the right leaders at the  
right time. 43%

Other 13%

We struggle to retain our current leaders. 9%

Our investments in high-potential talent have not paid off. 8%

Figure 2: Problems With Current and Future Leadership Bench

Learning Quarterly | First Quarter 2019 12



Learning 
Technology 
Spotlight
How Technology Supports 
the Development of 
Inclusive Leadership

Only a third of senior leaders effectively foster an inclusive 
work environment despite its impact on productivity. To build 
more inclusive leaders, heads of L&D can use technology 
to inclusively identify HIPOs, build inclusive behaviors in 
leaders and measure leaders’ uptake of these behaviors.

Today’s organizations are feeling the twin 
pressures of rapid digitalization and the growing 
importance of diversity and inclusion (D&I). 

In particular, when it comes to leadership, 
the demands — and benefits — of promoting 
inclusion are quite high. Employees led by 
inclusive leaders1 not only demonstrate a 
whopping 84% increase in motivation, but 
also see an 81% increase in productivity.2 
Unfortunately, only a one-third of senior leaders 
effectively foster an inclusive work environment.

Unsurprisingly, the second most prioritized 
key initiative for HR leaders in 2019 is their 

current and future leadership bench; 44% 
of those HR leaders report their leadership 
bench is not diverse.3 Fostering inclusion will 
require a broader look into the diversity of 
organizations’ leadership bench, beyond the 
usual focus on gender and ethnic background, 
incorporating aspects such as work styles and 
thought patterns.

This is where technology can make an impact. 
The use of technology to promote D&I efforts 
in organizations is not new; however, it has 
largely been focused on areas like talent 
acquisition rather than leadership development. 
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Considering the impending growth of D&I 
technology and the potential business 
impact of inclusive leaders, organizations will 
undoubtedly be increasing their investment in 
technologies for developing inclusive leaders 
in 2019 and beyond.4

Take the example of a leadership development 
program manager at a manufacturing 
company named Jordan, who has been 
tasked with identifying ways to increase the 
inclusiveness of her organization’s leadership 
development offerings. Jordan might consider 
using technology to increase inclusiveness at 
three stages of leadership development: (1) 
the identification of potential leaders, (2) the 
development of inclusive leadership behaviors 
or (3) the assessment of leaders’ inclusiveness. 
Jordan decides to explore the ways in which 
she might increase inclusive leadership at 
her organization through these three stages 
of development.

More Inclusive HIPO 
Identification Processes
Jordan realizes she should start by making 
her organization’s HIPO identification process 
more inclusive, as HIPOs are her organization’s 
future leaders. While her organization currently 
has a manager nomination process for HIPO 
identification, this system is biased by managers’ 
personal judgement. She may not be able to 
guarantee all HIPOs demonstrate inclusive 
behaviors, but Jordan can ensure the group is 
diverse and the selection process is inclusive, 
setting her organization up to meet D&I goals 
in the future.
With the increased accessibility of artificial 
intelligence (AI) and machine learning, vendors 
today can offer data-based solutions that 
mitigate bias in HIPO identification. Specifically, 
vendors can use employee data to identify 
objective variables by which to assess leadership 
potential or to ensure the demographics of the 
HIPO pool are representative. More advanced 
AI can even identify the qualities that make 
someone a HIPO and use that model to search 
for other HIPOs in the organization. If done right, 
a data-based process for selecting HIPOs will 
be more inclusive than manager nominations, 
leading to a more diverse HIPO pool.

As Jordan researches vendors, she comes across 
solutions that use social network analysis (SNA) 
to identify employees with leadership potential 
— who might not otherwise be identified as 
HIPOs — through objective, systematic analysis 
of employees’ interactions with others across 
the organization.5 This looks like a promising 
option, but Jordan is aware of certain challenges 
associated with technology that relies on big 
data to boost D&I.
L&D leaders face two main challenges when 
using technology to create more inclusive HIPO 
identification processes: ensuring the input 
data they use is comprehensive and unbiased 
and understanding how to evaluate and make 
decisions using data-based recommendations. 
Data-based decisions seem more objective than 
those made by humans, but the outcomes of 
analyses like SNA can still be influenced by latent 
biases in the initial data set and parameters 
defined by the programmer.
Organizations using technology to more 
inclusively select HIPOs should examine the 
quality and relevance of the data inputs as 
well as the transparency and maturity of the 
algorithms used to produce the outputs. 
Additionally, they should train business leaders 
who are making decisions about data-based 
HIPO selection on how to interpret and apply 
the data appropriately.

Building Inclusive Behaviors 
in Leaders
When it comes to today’s leaders, technology 
can help them make development a regular, daily 
habit — a very important component of building 
soft skills and mindset shifts like inclusivity. While 
many organizations today rely on intensive, 
short leadership development training sessions 
off-site, this sort of program has proven to be 

When it comes to today’s leaders, 
technology can help them make 
development a regular, daily habit 
— a very important component 
of building soft skills and mindset 
shifts like inclusivity.
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ineffective. Instead, L&D leaders should focus 
first on developing leaders’ self-awareness so 
they understand why inclusion is important. 
Then, leaders need to learn and practice inclusive 
behaviors they can apply on the job.
Technologies like mobile applications can help 
make development a daily practice for leaders. 
Microsoft India saw positive results with this 
approach when it created a leadership program 
called ASPIRE. Leaders start with a months-long 
assessment process to build commitment to 
change before creating their own development 
path in an app, selecting from a marketplace of 
development opportunities — or adding their 
own — to create a path that is personalized 
for their development needs. This long-term, 
mindset-shifting effort, along with the easy 
accessibility of the app, made it easy for 
leaders to develop the right skills and mindset 
at Microsoft India. See the full case study, 
“Microsoft India’s App-Enabled Personalized 
Leader Development and Transformation.”

Social learning platforms can also enable 
leaders to share best practices and apply 
lessons on inclusion.6 Some vendors promise 
to embed learning on D&I into users’ day-to-
day social activities. Their solutions integrate 
with collaboration tools such as Slack to send 
microlearning videos and tips to users in a 
cadence that matches their workflow and 
sparks discussion.
Additionally, virtual reality (VR) technologies can 
help leaders practice inclusive behaviors in a 
realistic, low-risk environment. Some VR vendors 
offer users the experience of walking around as 
people of a different race, gender or ability level. 
Others simulate interactions with a diverse cast 
of characters, creating a space for users to apply 
the inclusive behaviors they have learned.7

Jordan, the leadership program manager, realizes 
she’ll face two main challenges when selecting 

a technology solution to help her leaders 
understand and develop inclusive behaviors. 
The first is ensuring these technologies can help 
her get leaders to buy into the idea they need 
to be more inclusive, as few will understand the 
urgency and value of building inclusive leaders. 
A VR solution can likely address this challenge, 
as a poignant VR experience that allows leaders 
to put themselves in others’ shoes can build 
empathy and understanding.
The second challenge is pushing development 
interventions to leaders as needs arise to 
match moments when reminders of inclusive 
behaviors are most necessary, such as during 
performance reviews. For this, a social learning 
platform could be a good solution, providing 
consumable microlearning in leaders’ natural 
work environment.

Assessing Leaders’ 
Inclusiveness
Finally, technology can help organizations 
measure the success of their efforts to develop 
inclusive leaders. AI-driven assessments can 
determine leaders’ adoption of inclusive 
behaviors and measure individuals’ unconscious 
bias. Tools can identify unconscious bias 
in leaders through assessments or provide 
data-based measures of the effectiveness of 
D&I efforts.8

This could also be a useful first step, setting a 
baseline level of leaders’ inclusiveness before 
implementing any other initiatives. So Jordan 
decides to do some research into vendors that 
provide such solutions in case they can be 
helpful at a later stage.
The challenges associated with using vendors to 
assess leaders’ inclusiveness are similar to those 
of identifying diverse and inclusive HIPO pools. 
When working with data, organizations must 
ensure the initial data set and parameters used 
for the evaluation are unbiased. Otherwise, the 
assessment results and any comparisons of those 
data will be meaningless.

Conclusion
After researching vendors and considering the 
benefits and challenges of each technology, 
Jordan feels ready to take on the task of using 

Additionally, virtual reality 
(VR) technologies can help 
leaders practice inclusive 
behaviors in a realistic, low-
risk environment.
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technology to help her organization develop 
more inclusive leaders. Her most important 
realization is there is no single vendor that can 
help her develop inclusive leaders from end to 
end. She decides to start by using an SNA vendor 
to ensure her HIPO pool is diverse and unbiased 
before contracting a VR vendor to create a virtual 
experience on walking in others’ shoes. She’s 
unsure whether she needs to embed inclusion 
microlearnings in the existing enterprise 
collaboration tool and decides to look into that 
further. Finally, she makes a note to come back 
to some of the assessment vendors she found to 
measure the impact of her efforts later this year.
Developing inclusive leaders is increasingly 
important and organizations should carefully 
consider where they have the greatest need for 
a technology investment. L&D leaders should 
follow these steps to get started:
1. Assess where you need the most help 

developing inclusive leaders.
2. Evaluate your organization’s technological 

capabilities and leaders’ receptiveness to 
technology solutions.

3. Identify the right partners for your initiative 
and understand how to leverage them.

4.  Work with your HRIT or IT partner to 
effectively select and successfully deploy 
such solutions.

1 Gartner defines “inclusive leaders” as leaders who enable participation 
from team members with different perspectives and build a team 
environment that fosters inclusivity.

2 G. Shapiro, H. Wells and R. Saunders, “Inclusive Leadership: From 
Pioneer to Mainstream,” Opportunity Now and Shapiro Consulting, 
September 2011.

3 2019 Gartner Future of HR Survey
4 “Hype Cycle for Human Capital Management Technology,” 2018
5 Vendors that may help you build an inclusive HIPO pool through social 

network analysis: Trustsphere, Saba, SAP SuccessFactors + CYRAM, 
Maven7, Optimice

6 Social learning vendors that may help you with developing inclusive 
leaders: Crescendo, Bloomfire, Cultivate, Expertus, Translator

7 VR vendors that may help you with developing inclusive leaders: Equal 
Reality, BeingVR, Strivr, Vantage Point

8 Vendors that may help you assess your leaders’ inclusiveness: Culture 
Amp, Humanyze, Logi-Serve, Praditus, Teleskop, Workometry

Developing inclusive leaders is increasingly important and 
organizations should carefully consider where they have the 
greatest need for a technology investment. 
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Decision making is more challenging today due to the 
increasing amount of information and rapid pace of 
work. How should leaders make decisions in this new 
environment? Poker, where players have always had to 
make snap decisions in high-stress situations based on 
low information, may hold the key. 

As organizations continually access more 
data and become more digital, leaders are 
increasingly expected to interpret that data 
to make better decisions for the function. 
Unfortunately, even the most sophisticated 
data collection and analysis techniques 
involve some uncertainty; data-driven 
decisions must be made with incomplete 
information. Throw in the increasing pace 
of change in the digital age, and it is harder 
than ever to be certain about a decision 
(see Figure 1). 

Enterprise  
Issue
Decision Making Made 
Smarter Through 
Insights From Poker

n = 7,502 employees
Source: 2017 Gartner Culture Workforce Survey

70% 
At Least 
Somewhat 
Agree

30% 
Disagree or 

Neutral

Figure 1: “Work Happens at a Much Faster 
Pace Now Compared to 5 Years Ago”
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Confirmation Bias: The idea we seek 
information that confirms our pre-existing 
beliefs and ideas while rejecting or avoiding 
information that challenges them

In her book, “Thinking in Bets: Making Smarter 
Decisions When You Don’t Have All the Facts,” 
Annie Duke outlines how we can combat 
our biases and make better decisions in our 
personal and professional lives. Poker players, 
she explains, are comfortable with the fact good 
decisions don’t always lead to good outcomes 
and bad decisions don’t always lead to bad 
outcomes; they are therefore uniquely equipped 
to teach leaders how to make decisions with 
incomplete information.

“Even when I make the best decision, it can turn 
out poorly,” Duke says. “I don’t have control. All 
I can do is make the best decision under the 
circumstances with the information that I have 
and know that some set of possible futures can 
occur. And that’s okay because I’m just trying to 
maximize the probability that the good outcomes 
happen and minimize the probability that the 
bad ones do.” This is what Duke refers to as 
“thinking in bets.”

This simple idea can change the way 
organizations — particularly leaders — plan 
projects, anticipate obstacles, assign praise 
or blame and evaluate successes and failures. 
All business functions can benefit by shifting 
their thinking, but L&D in particular has the 
opportunity to turn this approach into a 
competitive advantage by changing the way 
leaders and managers assess risk. L&D can 
also use these ideas internally to anticipate 
circumstances where faulty reasoning is likely to 
occur and advise their fellow L&D professionals 
as well as line clients about how to build these 
ideas into their project management and 
leadership practices. 

There are three key ways leaders and L&D can 
improve everyday decision making: Recognize 
personal bias, take calculated risks and don’t 
play every hand. 

Learn to Recognize Your 
Own Bias
Everyone wants the world to be the way we 
believe it is, and everyone really wants the 
decisions we think are right to actually be 
the right decisions. These are examples of 
confirmation bias, which prevents objectivity. 
With confirmation bias, different people can 
reach different conclusions when interpreting 
the same information. A key to overcoming 
confirmation bias is to seek out information that 
disagrees with existing opinions.

This could mean using a different news source 
than usual or consulting a coworker who has 
a unique perspective. It’s also good to consult 
others on the conclusions they’ve drawn instead 
of assuming you’ll have reached the same 
conclusion. A practical example of this is when 
L&D is determining needed skills across the 
organization: Instead of consulting just heads 
of functions, consult external sources like 
job postings. 
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Reward Calculated Risk 
Taking to Reinforce Good 
Decision Making
A poker player knows even a great hand played 
perfectly can lose. If leaders know decisions 
have been made with the highest odds of 
success, they’ve done everything they can 
and the rest is out of their control. In sessions 
with their business unit, leaders should reward 
the employees who make decisions that are 
statistically more likely to lead to good outcomes 
while acknowledging even sound decisions don’t 
always turn out as expected. Similarly, the way 
managers assign credit or blame to their direct 
reports in different situations can reinforce the 
idea of thinking in bets.

From a project management perspective, leaders 
should look at the underlying assumptions. 
Regardless of the outcome, were those 
assumptions proven or disproven? This helps 
determine whether success or failure can be 
attributed to luck or to faulty decision making.

Don’t Play Every Hand
Not all hands in poker are worth playing; you 
can’t win them all, simply because of the cards 
you’re dealt. The same can be said about how 
leaders choose to invest their time in different 
projects; not all projects are worth the effort. For 
example, if you don’t have enough buy-in from 
your business leader to go forward with your 
HIPO program redesign proposal, your social 
capital may be better spent on other initiatives. 
In each case, factors outside of leaders’ control 
should be considered when calculating the 
likelihood of success, such as the pre-existing 
opinions of the decision makers they must 
convince and the availability of the data they 
need to make the business case.

Leaders should take the time to objectively 
evaluate a project’s probability of success 
before investing time in it; it becomes more 
difficult to evaluate the chances of success 
after significant time has been invested. At the 
beginning of any project, leaders should agree 
with their team on criteria that would cause them 
to abandon it. They should select the metrics 
used to evaluate success or failure in advance 

and determine a cutoff point where the team will 
re-evaluate what needs to be done differently or 
abandon the project.

Create the Right Team 
Environment
Many leaders are afraid of looking unsure in a 
world that values and rewards the appearance 
of certainty. But for all levels of an organization 
to effectively think in bets, leaders must model 
the behavior by being honest about their own 
uncertainty and empowering employees to 
express their opinions.

According to Duke, leaders must be cognizant 
their beliefs are infectious. If a leader wants a 
particular outcome, that is usually the outcome 
everyone will go with, even if they personally 
disagree. Duke reasons this isn’t because work 
groups are “a room full of sycophants.” On 
the contrary, she says “these processes are so 
natural that we don’t even know we’re doing 
them.” Employees agree with leaders’ opinions 
to avoid being disagreeable, especially toward 
organizational leaders. So once leaders state 
their opinions, they can sway the conclusions 
of the group without intending to do so.

To combat this homogenization, Duke suggests 
keeping opinions hidden when trying to get 
high-fidelity advice from people in the room. As 
L&D leaders, this might mean any time you are 
seeking high-quality feedback — for example, 
from focus groups — you must ensure you and 
other leaders heed this advice and express your 
opinion last.

Life Is Rarely Certain So 
Embrace It
Accepting leaders are not completely in control 
of any outcome is easier said than done. But 
acknowledging uncertainty is essential; it 
allows people to overcome their biases and 
more accurately identify what contributed to 
any project’s success or failure. Recognizing no 
one completely controls whether a decision is 
successful fundamentally changes the way we 
view the connection between the decisions we 
make and the outcomes we see. As in poker, the 
best anyone can do is play the odds.
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New Studies Challenge Conventional 
Wisdom on Gig Economy, Skills Gap

From Talent Daily

Talent Daily is our blog, updated 
multiple times daily, featuring 
news and commentary for 
executives who care about 
talent. To help you keep up with 
the latest in talent news, each 
Learning Quarterly adapts one 
recent article from Talent Daily.
Over the past decade, particularly in the U.S., 
there has been considerable debate over whether 
the labor market trends we were seeing have 
occurred in response to the 2008 financial crisis 
and the long, slow recovery afterward. In new 
studies, two of these trends — the skills gap and 
gig economy — are reconsidered in light of new 
data, with researchers finding phenomena they 
once thought were secular may actually have just 
been products of the recession after all.

The Gig Economy
Economists Alan Krueger and Lawrence Katz 
made headlines in 2016 when they released the 
results of a survey they had conducted the year 
before, which found a major jump in the number 
of Americans making a living in “alternative 
work” arrangements (i.e., not in regular, full-time 
employment), though gig economy platforms like 
Uber made up a small fraction of this contingent 
labor market. At the time, Krueger and Katz found 
around 16% of the American workforce were 
engaged in this type of work, compared to 10% 
in 2005. Follow-up work indicated alternative 
work accounted for almost all of the jobs 
created since 2005.

Now, the leading economists of the gig economy 
say their initial study overestimated its impact, 
according to the Wall Street Journal. In a new 
paper, Krueger and Katz look at new evidence and 
conclude their 2015 survey overstated the size of 
the contingent workforce because of a weak labor 
market and the impact of the recession. Many of 
the alternative jobs they counted were stopgap 
jobs people took to make ends meet while they 
were unable to find full-time work. Once the 
economy and their job prospects improved, 
these gig workers returned to more traditional 
employment. The vast difference in the health 
of the U.S. economy between 2005 and 2015 
skewed the data.
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Accordingly, the economists now revise their 
estimate of the growth of alternative work during 
that period to a one or two percentage point 
increase, not five. This brings their findings more 
in line with other recent studies that have painted 
more modest pictures of the gig economy — 
including the Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) 
2017 Contingent Worker Supplement survey, 
which claimed the alternative workforce had 
actually shrunk since the last time the survey was 
conducted in 2005. At the same time, Krueger 
and Katz argue in their new paper that the surveys 
used to measure alternative work arrangements, 
including those conducted by the Labor 
Department, are seriously flawed; the huge gap 
in the BLS data due to the dozen years when the 
survey wasn’t conducted is part of the problem.
These economists’ new argument makes a lot of 
intuitive sense given what we know about what 
job candidates value and how they behave in 
different labor markets. When they have their 
pick of employment opportunities (as in today’s 
tight labor market), candidates put a premium 
on job security, opportunities for growth and 
benefits such as health insurance and retirement 
savings that usually only come with regular, full-
time employment. 
In a depressed labor market with fewer options, 
job seekers will take what they can get, but that 
doesn’t mean it’s what they want. To be sure, 
some workers enjoy and benefit from the flexibility 
and short-term commitments of gig work, but 
this type of work is best viewed as an alternative 
to traditional employment, not a substitute for 
it. Organizations can also use variations on the 
gig economy model to create internal labor 
markets that enable a more agile talent strategy 
and offer employees the opportunity to accrue 
a wider range of experiences and skills within 
the business.

The Skills Gap
Another new study casts a similarly skeptical eye 
on another truism of the U.S. labor market: the 
skills gap. Vox’s Matthew Yglesias highlighted the 
paper from economists Alicia Sasser Modestino, 
Daniel Shoag and Joshua Ballance, presented at 
the American Economics Association’s annual 
conference, which concludes the higher skill 
requirements employers demanded in a looser 
labor market can account for the skills gap in 

the U.S. labor market after the Great Recession. 
Employers could afford to seek out the most 
highly qualified candidates they could find:

The paper features a bunch of more detailed 
statistical analysis that leads to the conclusion 
“a 1 percentage-point increase in the state 
unemployment rate is associated with a 0.6 
percentage-point increase in the fraction of 
employers requiring a bachelor’s degree and a 
0.8 percentage-point increase in the fraction 
of employers requiring four-plus years of 
experience.” In other words, the skills gap was 
the consequence of high unemployment rather 
than its cause. With workers plentiful, employers 
got choosier. Rather than investing in training 
workers, they demanded lots of experience and 
educational credentials.

These findings reinforce the argument employers 
brought the skills gap on themselves through 
outdated hiring practices that demanded too 
much experience or education for certain roles, 
particularly in technical fields. Now, of course, 
this doesn’t mean U.S. employers have all the 
skilled talent they need. What it illustrates is 
how labor market conditions affect employers’ 
perceptions of the availability of talent and the 
strategies they need to employ to meet their 
demand for skilled employees. In today’s tight 
labor market, proactive companies are spending 
less effort trying to find the perfect “unicorn” 
candidate with all the right skills; instead, they are 
changing up their recruiting strategies to create 
a candidate experience that attracts the most 
committed candidates and investing in learning 
and development to equip their employees with 
the new skills they need in the digital era.

Want more of the latest in talent news? Visit and 
bookmark www.talentdaily.com.

Superficially one could interpret this 
as a “skills gap”; people couldn’t find 
work because they simply lacked 
the credentials needed to work in 
the modern economy. Except as the 
unemployment rate started to fall, so 
did employers’ skill needs.
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Interview With Michael Molinaro 
and Wayne Demarco

New York Life Insurance’s Skills Advisory Board

Innovators

While L&D executives often rely on business leaders 
to share the organization’s future skill needs, this 
information is often biased by the leaders’ own 
perspectives and experiences. 

To make better decisions on future 
skills, the head of L&D for New York 
Life’s technology organization formed 
the Skills Advisory Board to source 
future skill needs from line partners 
dedicated to the topic.
These line partners are selected 
for their insight into strategy and 

day-to-day work as well as their 
expertise and interest in shifting skills. 
Led by the L&D team, the board learns 
from expert speakers and discusses 
how these shifts affect New York 
Life. The group pushes its members’ 
thinking and forms new opinions 
on the subject.
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Michael Molinaro
New York Life

Wayne DeMarco
New York Life

Michael Molinaro is Chief Learning Officer of 
New York Life, a Fortune 100 company founded 
in 1845, the largest mutual life insurance 
company in the United States and one of the 
largest life insurers in the world. Michael joined 
the firm in 2009. Prior to joining New York Life, 
Michael spent 12 years in London, where he was 
Head of Learning for Deutsche Bank in the UK 
from 1998–2005. He was UK Head of Learning 
for UBS Investment Bank from 2005 until 2009. 
Before holding these roles, Michael was North 
American Head of Learning and Development 
for Reuters. He has also held senior learning 
and organization development roles at AIG, 
Citibank-Smith Barney, Shearson Lehman 
Brothers and Drexel Burnham Lambert. 
Michael has also acted as an independent 
consultant and coach to Fortune 100 
companies in the U.S. and Europe. He is the 
editor of the widely used text, “How to Design 
Self-Directed & Distance Learning.” He has 
written and contributed to several papers on 
the topics of executive coaching, leadership 
development and organizational culture. His 
latest work, “Being on One’s Way, The Path to 
Leadership” was published in May 2018 by the 
International Journal of Appreciative Inquiry. 
In addition, he is a founder of what is now 
the largest Little League Baseball program in 
Western Europe. Michael lives in New York City 
and Barnegat Light, New Jersey. 

Wayne DeMarco is responsible for Technology 
Learning and Development at New York Life and 
has held many positions in his career. Wayne 
originally joined New York Life to build and 
manage its first learning management system 
and has since designed and managed many 
learning and skills management initiatives. 
More recently he created the learning and 
development programs supporting New York 
Life’s IT transformation. Prior to joining New 
York Life, Wayne spent six years with Prudential 
Insurance and Wakefern Food Corporation in 
various applications development, systems 
analysis and project management roles. 
Wayne played a key role in the recent redesign 
of technology learning and development at New 
York Life, incorporating a fresh approach that 
allows technologists to build new capabilities 
at a much faster pace by empowering them to 
own their development, easily connecting them 
with great learning opportunities, facilitating the 
sharing of knowledge within the organization 
and incorporating social aspects and learning 
recommendations from peers and colleagues. 
Wayne resides in Branchburg, New Jersey, with 
his spouse Maureen, where they raised three 
boys. His interests include baseball, basketball, 
football, DIY projects, travel and enjoying 
family time. He is active in the community, 
has held many positions in local youth sports 
organizations and enjoys volunteer opportunities.
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Challenge: The Business 
Doesn’t Always Know Best 
With skills shifting constantly in today’s business 
landscape, L&D sometimes struggles to determine 
which sources to listen to when identifying the 
skills the organization needs. Many L&D functions 
are pushing to maintain a close and constant 
dialogue with business leaders, hoping they 
can provide insight on the future skills their 
employees will need. 
However, business leader conversations fail 
to capture much of the insight necessary for 
accurate skill needs analysis (see Figure 1). 
Typical business-leader-led needs analysis 
consists of one-on-one, sporadic (perhaps annual) 
conversations between business leaders and 
L&D staff members where staff members ask the 
business leaders for their opinions and perspectives 
on the skills the business unit needs. Unfortunately, 
business leaders are not the best source of this 
information for a few intuitive reasons:

• Business leaders have a strategic view of the 
business but may have less clarity on what day-
to-day work and specific skill needs look like.

• Business leaders lack accountability for putting 
real thought and effort into their answers, 
since they don’t have a direct stake in the 
conversation’s outcome.

• Conducting one-on-one conversations 
with leaders forgoes the opportunity to 
generate more ideas through discussion 
and collaboration.

New York Life’s Skills 
Advisory Board
In response to the limited input on needs 
analysis, New York Life created the Skills Advisory 
Board, a group of line partners that meets 
regularly to ensure the business stays ahead 
of future skill needs (see Figure 2). This group 
is comprised of diverse and engaged midlevel 
leaders gathered by L&D to identify the future 

Source: Gartner (March 2019)

Figure 1: Pitfalls of Leader-Led Needs Analysis
Illustrative
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Source: Adapted from New York Life Insurance Company

Figure 2: Skills Advisory Board
Illustrative
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skills the business will need and find solutions to 
proactively develop them in today’s workforce.
Four keys ensure the success of this board:
1. Group of Diverse Perspectives — The Skills 

Advisory Board is made up of line partners 
throughout the business. They each bring a 
different perspective on the business, fueling 
discussion while revealing overlapping and 
diverging skill needs.

2. Sourced From the Middle — Board members 
are typically direct reports to New York 
Life’s business unit leaders, giving them a 
clear understanding of day-to-day work and 
business strategy. This enables the Skills 
Advisory Board to focus on the realistic skill 
needs of the organization, balanced with a 
strategic view of the future.

3. Individuals With Expertise and Passion 
— New York Life’s L&D team selects board 
members based on their desire and ability 

to ensure the organization focuses on future 
skills. When asking business leaders to 
nominate board members, the L&D team 
emphasizes the development opportunity 
for those interested in diving deeper into the 
organization’s skill needs.

4.  Connection to Market Realities — The L&D 
team selects and invites external subject 
matter experts (SMEs) to provide insight into 
the competitive skills landscape. These SMEs 
bring an external perspective to supplement 
the Skills Advisory Board’s understanding of 
the organization’s internal needs.

The Skills Advisory Board’s goal is to proactively 
identify which skills the organization will need 
in the future. By selecting the right people 
and bringing them together for quarterly 
conversations, New York Life is able to get an 
accurate, advanced view of skill needs and 
maintain high levels of employee engagement.

Learning Quarterly | First Quarter 2019 25



1. Understand your organization’s baseline 
skills preparedness to project skill needs 
that will arise with future growth.
• Evaluate the extent to which employees 

at your organization are prepared with the 
skills they need for current and future roles. 

• Determine the level of skills preparedness 
at your organization with our “Skills 
Preparedness Assessment” tool. 

2. Ensure your messaging about learning 
motivates employees to learn.
• Assess how well your communications 

about learning motivate your employees 
to take ownership of their development.

• Use our “How Motivational Is Your 
Message?” assessment to determine 
whether your messaging is effectively 
connecting skill development to  
employees’ personal growth. 

3. Help employees understand the value of 
developing skills in preparation for their 
future careers. 
• Provide employees with resources to help 

them plan for future roles and understand 
what skills they will need to be successful 
in those roles. 

• Give employees our “Future Résumé 
Builder” tool to help them visualize future 
career options and plan development steps 
to reach their future career goals. 

4. Make sure managers address employees’ 
individual development needs. 
• Encourage managers to understand their 

direct reports’ personal development 
needs and connect them to development 
opportunities that align with their needs and 
career aspirations.

• Give managers our “Personalized 
Upskilling Conversation Guide” to help 
them personalize their development 
conversations and diagnose employees’ 
unique needs and interests. 

 Note: To access the tools and resources in this article, visit our website  
or contact your account manager.

Demonstrate Personal Growth

Quick Wins

With only 36% of managers believing their employees can 
keep up with future skill needs, L&D functions are under 
increasing pressure to keep pace with changing skills. 
Many L&D functions rely on communication cascades to motivate employees to 
upskill, but this approach can feel impersonal to employees and inapplicable to their 
day-to-day jobs. Use these quick wins to connect organizational needs with personal 
growth and show employees how developing the skills the organization needs will 
actually help them grow in their roles and careers.
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As demands on L&D functions grow because of 
evolving learning needs and increasing skill gaps, 
organizations will be relying more and more on 
their L&D staff to step up to the plate. The best 
L&D staff aspire to be learning advisors — L&D 
professionals who impact business outcomes by 
leveraging their L&D and business expertise to 
influence talent and business decisions. 

In a recent survey, we asked over 225 learning 
advisors about their roles, priorities and 
challenges. We have put together a report 
to paint a picture of their perspective on the 
function and their role going into 2019. Take 
a look to learn more about learning advisors’ 
priorities and outlooks for the next year. Find the 
full report on our website. 

Top 12 Findings on the Learning 
Advisor Role

To find these and other publications for 
L&D professionals, search our website or 
contact your account manager.

SUGGESTED READING

In Case You  
Missed It
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What’s New?

• “The Unspoken Fourth Connection Connector 
Managers Make: The Self-Connection”

• “Pre-Management Experiences Matter: 
Preparing Managers to Be Connectors”

• “2019 Learning and Development Forecast” 

• “The Skills Top Supply Chain Companies Want” 

• “State of Technology Talent Report”


