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Executive Summary 

 

A 2016 TD Magazine1 article describing a recent Association for Talent Development (ATD) 

research study showed that the top 3 talent development challenges are: 

 Aligning learning and business goals 

 Measuring the impact of learning 

 Addressing skills shortages and talent gaps 

 

These issues are intimately linked. 

 

Business goals set by business leaders are translated from the top so that each person, in each 

department, has a role they will play to execute it.  The role of Talent, Learning & Development 

is to ensure that people in the organization have the skills to be able to execute their role.  A 

competency model is the translation of the skills requirements to each role.  You must map each 

skill for each role to the formal and informal learning opportunities you have or need to have, to 

ensure you have competency-based learning.  This ensures that every learning opportunity you 

create or maintain has some value as it relates to corporate strategy.  Any learning opportunity 

that isn’t mapped is waste.   If you do this right, you have aligned learning and business goals. 

 

Next, you must enable each person in each role to assess their skills against the competency 

model for their job.  This will identify any skill gaps and will communicate both the baseline, and 

what skill shortages or talent gaps you have. 

 

At this point, you want to provide each person with professional development opportunities – 

exactly what they need to close their gaps.  That’s personalized learning.   When people buy into 

the fact that they have gaps, because they self-assessed that they exist, they will be motivated to 

close them.  However, they can only do so if they know what specifically they can do, without 

guessing.  And it’s important that they have a choice in the type of learning they select.  If you 

have mapped each skill for each role to the learning opportunities you have or need to have, 

                                                 

1 Homer, Jennifer. (March 2016) TD Magazine: “Global Outlook.” 
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then you are positioned to deliver personalized learning.  This is how you address the skill 

shortages. 

 

After development has taken place, each person must reassess their skills to see what changes 

have occurred.  This is different than merely tracking that an activity was performed.  The 

difference between the skill level before development and skill level after development is how 

you measure the impact of learning.   

 

 

 

Personalized Learning closes skill gaps 

Personalized Learning accelerates learning transfer because it’s relevant and self-directed.  The 

link to strategy and growth becomes clear, driving purpose. Employees are engaged.  They “own 

it”. Learning works.   
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Personalized Learning drives engagement 

Personalized learning drives engagement because you give each employee a voice in what they 

need and a choice in how they get it.  You give each employee a detailed, personalized plan to 

achieve mastery and success in their work.  You empower them with the autonomy to work their 

personal plan and develop at their own pace.  You mitigate learning frustration.   

 

Personalized Learning transfers 

When employees become aware of relevant skill gaps, they are motivated to take action. 

They are presented immediately with personalized learning they believe will close gaps, and they 

buy in.  Your employees engage with activities that have the best chance of learning transfer 

and changing behavior. 

 

Personalized Learning benefits the entire organization 

 The employee benefits because they know what is expected of them and they are motivated 

to own their own development. They are engaged in the learning process because they see 

relevance to their job and their career.  

 Management benefits from more effective results from changed behavior that accompanies 

an employee more engaged in the professional development process.  

 Executive leadership benefits by increasing their chances of executing corporate strategy 

effectively through enhanced skill sets within each role of the organization.  

 L&D benefits by actually impacting business results and being invited to the strategy table 

with senior executive leadership.  

 

This paper describes the stages of personalized learning, so you can identify where you are, and 

what you can expect as a result. 

 

 

 

 

The term “competency model” is interchangeable with “capability model”. 

In some organizations and regions, “capability model” is the more accepted term. 
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The stages of personalized learning 

Your stage of personalized learning is determined by 2 axes:   

 The level of assessment, from no assessment to self-assessment at a granular level 

 The level of personalization of the resulting learning plan  

 

 

 

In each quadrant, a different set of symptoms and results occur. 
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Job-specific curriculum = 1 

size fits all 

No skills assessment and no customization of 

the learning plan 

 

In this quadrant, a development program is 

assigned to an individual based on their job 

role in the company, regardless of their skill 

or experience. That is, one size fits all. It 

might be referred to as a certification program, but it is a company’s own program. It is often 

executed in combination with manager nominations for available training slots. 

 

Because no self-assessments are included, employees don’t know what skill gaps they have, and 

therefore have little buy-in or commitment to achievement of learning objectives. They don’t 

perceive learning objectives as skills linked to company strategy. As a result, there may be little 

ability to document the impact of development activities on results or behavior. And there is 

little ability for a manager to connect a skill gap to the learning event, reinforcing learning. 

Therefore, at the conclusion of a development activity, a manager can only ask, “How was the 

activity?” 

 

You may be in this quadrant if: 

 Employee satisfaction surveys related to development opportunities are low 

 Employee engagement surveys scores are low 

 Employee exit interviews frequently cite lack of development opportunities 

 Employees view training events as an obligation or a vacation rather than an opportunity for 

improvement 

 Managers do not support development activities in general 

 You miss targets and don’t know why 

 You have too few high performers 

 You have best practices you cannot easily share and expectations are not well documented 
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Custom plan, hoping for 

the best 

Custom learning plan is created, typically 

at the competency level, but with no 

skills assessment  

 

In this quadrant, a development 

program is created typically around the 

same time that both the performance 

appraisals are performed and annual goals and objectives are assigned. While the development 

plan is custom to each individual, there is no data-driven basis for it. It’s based on both gut 

instinct, and development known or perceived available by the employee and their manager. 

 

Because self-assessments are not included, employees may not know what they don’t know, and 

therefore their plans are incomplete (don’t address their gaps), inconsistent (don’t pick the best 

development activity for their role), inaccurate (don’t pick an activity that addresses their 

requirements), and haphazardly developed (search is difficult and time consuming), which is why 

we describe it as “hope for the best”. Because development plans lack structure, and employees 

don’t know exactly what to expect as a result of completing of the plan, employees lose faith in 

development programs. Such plans frequently become outdated, and are usually reviewed only 

once a year. By the time the plan is implemented, it may no longer be relevant. There is a 

potential to address the wrong issues, and a waste of time and money spent training the wrong 

employees on the wrong things. 

 

Beyond the development impact, the ability for employees to develop or change skills critical to 

success may be ignored. There may be a lack of agility for the business. There will likely be 

missed opportunities. 

 

You may be in this quadrant if: 

 Employee completion of development plans is consistently low 

 Employee exit interviews frequently cite lack of development opportunities or structure 

 Employees view development plan creation as an exercise for corporate, not for them 
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Identify skill gaps, but not 

actionable 

Granular self-assessment is completed, but 

there is no plan mapped to skill gaps  

 

In this quadrant, a self-assessment is 

performed, either at the competency level, 

or at a more granular job-specific level. 

 When performed at the competency level, there is often too little granularity to indicate 

what behavior changes are required. E.g., if you’re evaluated as being too low in business 

acumen, what do you do? The results are simply not relevant enough and therefore there is 

insufficient buy-in. 

 When performed at a granular level, employees know exactly what the problems are, but 

then what? 

In either case, the results are not actionable. Either the gaps are communicated with no action 

plan, (“here are your strengths, here are your weaknesses, go fix them!”), or may be provided to 

the manager with the message, “go coach them up!” 

 

For the business, lack of actionability leads to unresolved skill gaps. Employees miss targets and 

opportunities, and though you know why they’ve been missed, you’ve done nothing proactively 

to fix it. Managers who attempt fixes on their own without support may waste search time, 

select the wrong development activities, waste time and money, while further falling further 

behind competitors. 

 

You may be in this quadrant if: 

 You pay for a survey or an assessment of your employees, and nothing is done after the 

results are provided 

 Employees are frustrated with the inability to close skill gaps 

 Employee exit interviews frequently cite lack of development opportunities or structure 

 Manager exit interviews frequently cite lack of development support for employees 

 You can’t keep up with changing development requests from managers – the needs appear 

to be always changing 
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Personalized Learning / 

Demand Planning 

Self-assessment and personalized 

development plan created at a 

granular level  

 

In this quadrant, a self-assessment is 

performed, typically quarterly, at a 

granular job-specific level. A customized/personalized learning plan is created on demand based 

on the right match of activity to skill gap and job role. Employees continuously shape their 

personalized, self-directed learning plans to iteratively close skill gaps in short term sprints, 

while updated assessments rapidly communicate changing expectations based on changes in 

corporate strategy. 

 

Skills are intimately linked to strategy down to the individual level. Each employee knows how to 

become a high performer, and has a detailed plan they believe will get them there. They are 

self-directed. Employees are empowered and engaged. 

 

Managers coach with frequency and enjoy doing it. In 1-on-1 sessions, managers coach to skill 

gaps, discuss strategies to incorporate desired behaviors, reference the personalized learning 

plan to help close gaps, and assign task-based mentors where most useful. Managers enjoy 

watching the needle move as their employees inch toward better proficiency... and results. They 

leverage the strengths of team members to mitigate weaknesses of others, and schedule team 

activities to close shared gaps. They leverage knowledge of skills to enable team members to be 

most successful. 

 

The Training & Development department knows exactly what development activities to offer, 

where, and to whom they should market. They know what to develop. They have a true sense of 

actual demand. Training waste is minimized. 
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Personalized Learning / Demand Planning (continued) 

 

You may be in this quadrant if: 

 Employee engagement scores are high 

 Employees are highly motivated to become high performers 

 Profits are going up in correlation to employee engagement scores 

 Employees continuously seek development opportunities on their own 

 Employee exit interviews rarely cite lack of development opportunities or structure 

 Managers know exactly on what skills they should coach, even if they are new managers 

 The impact of development activities can be measured at the individual level 

 You can link learning to changes in skills 

 You can link changes in skills to better business results 

 You can link better business results to specific learning activities 

 The business can rapidly change the direction of the ship by communicating changes in 

strategy to changes in an individual role 

 Training budgets can be justified by data 

 Training schedules are data driven, and are created in hours, not weeks 
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Summary 
 

There are tremendous benefits to implementing personalized learning in your organization. 

 It accelerates learning transfer because it’s relevant and self-directed 

 It links to strategy and growth, driving purpose 

 Employees are empowered to close their skill gaps and drive mastery  

 Employees buy in and engage   

 They own their development, providing the best chance of learning transfer and changing 

behavior so that skill gaps close and business results are positively impacted 

 This cycle of positive reinforcement makes employees want to stay, driving retention 

 Managers have engaged, skilled employees who are more likely to achieve strategic goals 

 Executives have the best chance of competitive advantage, and an infrastructure to help 

them change as needed 

 Learning & Development can actually measure and impact business results, delivering 

exactly what is needed to the right people at the right time 

 Learning & Development aligns learning and business goals 

 Learning & Development addresses skill shortages and talent gaps 

 Learning & Development is more likely to become a strategic partner to the organization 

 

If after reading this paper, you want the benefits of personalized learning, contact us and we can 

show you how to leverage technology to deliver on the promise of personalized learning and to 

provide it at scale across the organization. 
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About SkillDirector 

 

Experience iCompetency.  Wave learner disengagement goodbye. 

Close skill gaps faster.  Accelerate learning transfer. 

 

Our iCompetency framework makes personalized learning as easy as 3 simple steps. 

 

   
Create a competency model. Enable 

competency-based learning in weeks. 

Make your competency model actionable.  

You can do that in just hours. 

Accelerate learning transfer.  

You achieve it in just minutes. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

SkillDirector.com 

SDLESales@SkillDirector.com 

824 Main Street 

Windermere, Florida 34786 

407.876.9850 
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