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Executive summary
For L&D teams, training volume continues to rise while organizational confidence in workforce capabilities continues to 
fall. Companies invest heavily in courses, certifications, and programs, yet struggle to answer fundamental questions 
about who can perform which critical tasks.



The core issue is a persistent misalignment between how L&D operates and what the business actually needs. 
Traditional L&D measures learning activity – course completions, training hours, enrollment numbers – while business 
leaders need to understand workforce capability and readiness for specific work demands.



This misalignment creates substantial hidden costs. Organizations waste resources on training that doesn't address real 
gaps, experience productivity losses from employees who lack essential skills, and resort to expensive external hiring 
when internal talent could have been developed strategically. Employees suffer from unclear development paths and 
limited mobility, while managers make assignments without confidence in worker qualifications.



The solution requires shifting from training-led to skill-led development. Rather than building programs around courses 
and content, organizations must define clear skill expectations tied to actual work, establish visibility into current 
capabilities, and design targeted learning that closes priority gaps. This approach repositions L&D from an activity-
focused function into a strategic capability builder that directly supports business performance, workforce mobility, and 
organizational adaptability.


Workforce intelligence
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Introduction

When training activity doesn't equal readiness
The quarterly business review slides looked impressive: L&D completion rates had climbed to 94%, the new technical 
training program had enrolled over 200 employees, and investment in professional development had increased 
18% year-over-year. The Chief Learning Officer confidently advanced to the next slide.

Then the VP of Operations leaned forward. "Can someone tell me why we still can't staff the second shift on Line 4? 
We've been running at half capacity for three weeks because we don't have enough qualified operators."  

The CLO glanced at her training dashboard, which showed that dozens of employees had completed the equipment 
operation certification just last quarter. The Operations VP’s production logs, however, showed repeated delays, rework, 
and near-miss safety incidents on lines supposedly staffed by these certified workers. The disconnect was undeniable.

This gap between training activity and actual readiness 
plays out in executive meetings across industries. 
Leadership teams feel increasingly blind to workforce 
capability despite visibility into training metrics. They 
see budgets consumed, completion rates that look 
strong in reports, and learning management systems full 
of activity, yet they cannot confidently answer whether 
their teams possess the skills needed for critical work. 
Research from McKinsey indicates that 87% of 
companies either already face skill gaps or expect them 
within a few years, 1 yet traditional L&D approaches 
struggle to provide the visibility and alignment leaders 
require.

87%
of companies already face skill gaps or expect 
them within a few years (McKinsey)

The core problem is simple but consequential: L&D has 
been built to measure learning activity while the 
business needs to understand workforce skills. Course 
completions don't guarantee capability, training hours 
don't ensure readiness, and certificates often measure 
participation rather than competence.



This whitepaper examines how to bridge that gap, 
helping you move from content-centric training 
programs to development systems built around the skills 
your organization actually need.
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The growing gap between training and real work
The pressure to reskill workforces has never been more intense, with the World Economic Forum estimating that 50% of 
all employees will need reskilling by 2025 as adoption of new technology increases. This is expected to have an 
exponential effect, because technological advancement accelerates role evolution, requiring workers to master new 
tools and methods while maintaining core competencies. Market dynamics are also shifting customer demands, pushing 
companies to develop capabilities they didn't need 18 months ago.

50% of all employees will need 
reskilling by 2025

Organizations have responded by increasing training 
investment, with the average training expenditure for 
large organizations coming in at $11.7 million in 2025. 
Despite this, confidence in workforce skills continues to 
decline. Leaders struggle to match available talent to 
emerging opportunities, while managers hesitate when 
making critical assignments. The result is projects 
stalling as they wait for qualified resources.



This paradox stems from how training programs are 
traditionally structured. Course-based planning builds 
L&D around topics and content rather than the tasks 
employees must actually perform. A "Leadership 
Development Program" might cover delegation, 
communication, and strategic thinking without clarifying 
which specific leadership capabilities participants will 
gain or how those capabilities connect to organizational 
needs.



Measuring success under content-based training is also 
tricky – and sometimes altogether useless, especially 
when it is measured on completion percentage rather 
than capability development.

5

L&D teams might be able to report that 87% of employees completed required safety training, 
for example, but they cannot report how many employees can safely operate specific equipment. 
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Training records show hundreds of hours invested in technical development, but offer no insight into which technical 
skills the workforce has actually mastered.  

Needs are also defined by assumptions rather than systematic analysis. Training calendars fill with programs that seem 
relevant or that worked in the past, without rigorous examination of current skill gaps or future capability requirements. 
Research shows that only 12% of employees apply new skills learned in L&D programs to their jobs4, yet most L&D 
teams or departments operate on annual planning cycles disconnected from evolving business realities.

The result is:

Substantial wasted spend on training that misses actual development needs

Slow productivity ramp-up as employees learn through trial and error what formal training didn't teach them

Growing frustration from employees who invest time in development that doesn't advance their careers or improve 
their performance

This gap shows up quietly in daily operations: the project manager who discovers team members lack skills the training 
records suggest they have, the supervisor who builds next week's schedule without confidence that assigned workers 
can handle their roles, the employee who completes training but still seeks guidance from experienced colleagues 
because the course didn't prepare them for actual work complexity.
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The hidden costs of misaligned L&D
The operational costs of training-skill misalignment 
accumulate through countless small inefficiencies that 
rarely get connected back to their root cause.

Work must be redone when employees lack the skills 
to complete it correctly the first time.

Projects experience delays as managers discover 
capability gaps mid-execution and scramble to find 
qualified resources.

Shadow training emerges as experienced workers 
spend substantial time coaching colleagues who 
supposedly completed formal development 
programs

Safety and quality risks escalate when workers handle 
tasks beyond their actual competence, with OSHA 
research showing that inadequate training contributes 
significantly to workplace injuries,5 with many incidents 
involving workers operating equipment they weren't 
adequately trained to use despite having relevant 
training certificates in their records. Quality issues 
similarly trace back to skill gaps that training records 
don't reveal.



People costs manifest through limited internal mobility 
and weakened development signals. 

Without clear visibility into skills:

Organizations struggle to identify internal candidates 
for new opportunities, defaulting to external hiring 
even when internal talent could fill roles with 
targeted development

Employees receive vague development feedback 
disconnected from clear skill expectations, 
undermining their ability to take ownership of growth

5

Gallup research shows that

87% of millennials rate professional development and career growth opportunities as important to 
them in a job, yet when development feels disconnected from real work, participation becomes a 
compliance exercise rather than a valued opportunity. 
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Financial costs extend beyond the direct training budget. Organizations cannot defend L&D investments when they 
cannot demonstrate skill development outcomes, which means external hiring often becomes necessary. According to 
research from the Society for Human Resource Management, the average cost-per-hire is $4,700, representing 
significant expense when internal development could have built needed capabilities. 

$4,700
The average cost-per-hire according to the 
Society for Human Resource Management.

New hires experience is an issue as well, as it can slow ramp-up when training doesn't align with the actual skills 
needed for performance.



The scenario in this whitepaper’s introduction illustrates these costs in microcosm. Training records indicated 
capability, yet operations faced production constraints because actual skills didn't match documented training. The 
organization paid for courses that didn't develop the needed competency, continues paying for production limitations 
and potential quality incidents, and operates without confidence in workforce readiness.
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The shift

From training-led to skill-led development
Skill-based planning represents a reorientation of how L&D operates. Rather than starting with training content and 
hoping it develops useful capabilities, organizations begin by defining specific skills tied to business needs and work 
requirements, then design development to build those exact capabilities.  

The contrast between approaches is substantial:

Training-first organizations ask

"What courses should we offer?" 
and measure success by completion rates 
& training hours.

Development planning happens in L&D, with limited 
input from operational leaders

Employees select from available courses based on 
interest or manager suggestion

The learning catalog drives development activity

Skill-first organizations ask

"What capabilities do we need?" 
and measure success by skill development 
& application.

Development planning happens collaboratively, with 
business leaders defining capability requirements 
and L&D designing pathways to build them

Employees see clear skill expectations for their roles 
and transparent paths for advancement

Business needs drive development activity

This shift changes how development works, as clear skill expectations replace vague competency frameworks. Instead 
of describing desired attributes in abstract terms, organizations define specific observable skills required for each role.  
A maintenance technician role might require "diagnose electrical faults in production equipment using multimeter 
testing" rather than general "electrical knowledge."
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Under skills-based L&D initiatives, targeted learning paths can replace broad training catalogs. Employee development is 
designed specifically to close identified skill gaps rather than offering general content hoping it proves relevant. If 
analysis reveals that quality inspectors lack statistical process control skills, training focuses precisely on building that 
capability for those employees.

When skill expectations are clear and visible, managers can become active participants in their teams 
development by:

Providing specific development guidance

Recognizing skill application on the job

Verifying that training translates into workplace capability

According to Deloitte

Organizations that take a skills-based 
approach are 107% more likely to place talent 
effectively and 98% more likely to have a 
reputation as a great place to work.

Employee engagement will also improve, as employees will see transparent progress against defined skill standards 
rather than accumulating certifications without understanding how they contribute to advancement. Clear skill 
frameworks show exactly what mastery looks like and what development remains before moving to the next level.



This represents the turning point: development stops being something that happens to employees through scheduled 
training and becomes something organizations build systematically based on real capability needs.
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Building the bridge

A practical alignment framework
Implementing skill-based development doesn't require complex technology or wholesale organizational restructuring. 
Instead, it relies on disciplined execution of four connected steps that establish the foundation for ongoing alignment.

Define skills from real work1.0

Effective skill definition starts with the work itself, not with existing job descriptions or training catalogs. Gather 
people who actually perform critical roles – not just managers who oversee them – and document the specific 
tasks these roles require. Break down each major responsibility into observable, verifiable skills.



Focus on skills that directly impact business outcomes rather than attempting to document everything someone 
might do. A financial analyst role might require 15 distinct technical skills, but only five may be truly critical for 
performance. Prioritize those five for clear definition and assessment.

Use consistent language across the organization. "Data analysis" means different things in different contexts, 
whereas something like "build financial forecasts using regression analysis in Excel" provides clarity that enables 
assessment and targeted development. Involve multiple sites or departments in definition discussions to ensure 
skills transfer across contexts.

The people doing the job know it best — start there, and define skills as specific tasks, 
not abstract qualities.

Make current skills visible2.0

With clear skill definitions established, organizations must understand current workforce capabilities against those 
standards. This visibility typically requires combining multiple data sources: training records provide evidence of 
formal learning, manager assessments offer performance-based evaluation, and skills assessments verify actual 
capability. Assessment doesn't mean testing everyone on everything. Strategic skills management focuses visibility 
on capabilities that matter most for business performance, safety, quality, or compliance. A manufacturing 
operation might establish rigorous assessment for equipment operation skills while relying on simpler validation 
for administrative capabilities.



You should also be sure to establish clear ownership for maintaining accurate skill data. Without explicit 
accountability, records quickly become outdated as employees complete training, gain experience, or move 
between roles. Many organizations assign this responsibility to frontline managers who have direct visibility into 
team capabilities and can update records as part of regular performance conversations.

Training records tell you what employees sat through, not what they can actually do.

5
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Link gaps to business priorities3.0

Skill visibility becomes actionable when connected to business strategy. Where do current skill gaps create the 
greatest risk or limit the most valuable opportunities? Which capabilities would unlock the next phase of growth or 
enable critical operational improvements?



This prioritization prevents organizations from trying to close every gap simultaneously: an 

approach that overwhelms L&D resources and dilutes impact. Instead, development investments concentrate on 
capabilities that matter most for near-term business objectives.



Consider both immediate operational needs and strategic capability building. Some skill gaps create urgent 
problems that demand quick resolution; others represent longer-term capability requirements that support future 
competitiveness. Balanced development addresses both timeframes.

Not all skill gaps are equal — develop what matters most to the business right now.

Design and adjust training around those gaps4.0

With priority skill gaps identified, L&D can design targeted development that builds specific needed capabilities 
rather than offering general content. This might mean creating new training, adapting existing programs, sourcing 
external development resources, or establishing on-the-job learning experiences.



This step most importantly includes verifying that training actually develops the intended skills. Rather than 
assuming course completion equals capability development, organizations build assessment into the development 
process itself. Employees demonstrate new skills, receive feedback, and continue development until they reach 
proficiency standards.



Continuous adjustment keeps development aligned as business needs evolve. Quarterly or monthly reviews 
examine whether current development efforts address priority gaps, whether new gaps have emerged, and 
whether training is producing expected skill outcomes. This ongoing calibration prevents the gradual drift that 
causes training-skill misalignment to reemerge over time.

Build training to close a specific gap, check that it worked, and adjust when business 
needs change.
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Conclusion

What changes when training is built around skills
Consider how that quarterly business review might unfold differently. The CLO still presents completion rates and 
enrollment numbers, but now leads with different data: Line 4 achieved full staffing last month after targeted skill 
development closed identified operator capability gaps. Internal mobility increased 23% as employees gained visibility 
into skill requirements for advancement and pursued relevant development. Time-to-productivity for new hires 
decreased by 31% through skill-based onboarding that focuses development precisely where gaps exist.

The Operations VP doesn't need to ask why 
production is constrained. Instead, she 
collaborates with L&D on emerging capability 
requirements as the company prepares to 
implement new manufacturing technology. 
The conversation shifts from reactive problem-
solving to proactive capability planning.


This operational confidence represents the most 
immediate change skill-based development delivers. 
Managers make decisions based on actual capability 
rather than assumptions or training records that may not 
reflect real skills.

Scheduling becomes more reliable

Quality improves as work gets matched to qualified 
talent

Safety risks decline when skill verification precedes 
critical task assignment

Employee mobility accelerates when transparent 
skill frameworks show exactly what's required for 
advancement and individuals can track their 
development progress. Internal candidates emerge 
for new opportunities because the organization has 
clear visibility into existing capabilities and can 
identify who's closest to requirements. Development 
conversations shift from vague guidance to specific 
skill targets with defined pathways for achievement.
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As such, L&D’s role evolves from training provider to capability builder. Rather than measuring success by courses 
delivered and completions tracked, L&D demonstrates impact through workforce skill development, faster time-to-
competency for new hires, reduced skill-related operational disruptions, and increased internal mobility. The function 
becomes a strategic partner in workforce planning rather than a service organization responding to training requests.

Business leaders gain something they rarely have today: confidence in workforce capability. They can answer whether 
the organization possesses the skills needed for strategic initiatives, identify where capability investments will deliver 
greatest returns, and make talent decisions based on verified skills rather than incomplete information.

Here’s the investment required: Here’s the returns it will deliver:

Clarifying skill expectations Improved operational performance

Establishing visibility systems More efficient development spending

Aligning development to real gaps Accelerated internal mobility

Organizational adaptability as business needs 
evolve

L&D leaders must ask themselves how quickly they can implement it before the next strategic initiative stalls waiting for 
capabilities that training records suggest already exist – or before another operational disruption reveals that training 
activity hasn't built the skills the organization actually needs.
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