
The Buyer’s Guide to Talent 
Development Technology
The way businesses develop their talent has changed.
It’s time to reboot the tech that drives people’s skills.
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“Anyone who says they can do it all, 
all in one system, is lying.”



Press ctrl+alt+delete
Two of every three talent development leaders 
are looking for new solutions to transform 
their people and their organizations.1 But the 
marketplace has gotten noisy—very noisy. In 
fact, there are over 1,000 systems and tools out 
there for every kind of learning right now.2

Everyone is confused about which technologies 
to use, and moreso, how they’re all supposed 
to integrate. A lot of products look and sound 
alike, but few work well together, share data, 
or fit neatly into your existing infrastructure. 
Anyone who says they can do it all, all in one 
system, is lying. 

This guide is meant to help you reset your 
thinking and cut through the noise to make 
better decisions about your technology 
investments. It is not a sales pitch. It is an 
original analysis featuring fresh insights from 
our work with some of the most progressive 
executives at some of the most innovative 
organizations in the world.

One early reader, a senior L&D executive 
who’s worked at several leading technology, 
professional services, and banking firms, had this 
to say: “Making investments in L&D? You need 
this.” We hope you find it useful, too.3

INTRODUCTION
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ATD data says nearly 52% of workers’ skill 
sets don’t match their companies’ markets, 
strategies, goals, or business models.4 If your 
talent development solution can work toward 
closing this skill gap, you’ll be fixing something 
that over half of CEOs believe is keeping their 
companies from innovating effectively.5

But between hype, false claims, and copycat 
content, the talent development technology 
landscape is difficult to navigate. Rather than 
telling you which vendor to choose, we’re 
offering a simple process for how to select a 
solution based on your organization’s needs. 
We’ll do that in the following five steps:

Simplify the 
Process

Gather Your 
Requirements

Identify Your  
Problem1

2

3

4

5

Explore Potential 
Solutions

Select the Right 
Suppliers

Communicate  
the Value 

You can’t find a solution if you don’t know the problem. Pinpoint your 
specific challenges and allow them to direct your search towards the 
appropriate technology solution.

There are many factors to consider throughout the search for talent 
development technology based on company size, existing technology, 
and more. After you’ve diagnosed your problem, identify what your 
workforce—not just your organization—needs from a solution.

The list of vendors who claim to be able to solve your problems is 
long, but when you know how to assess them, that list becomes more 
manageable. Let us help you cross off the pretenders and circle the 
contenders by decoding the jargon to uncover your real options. 

Look closely at your leading candidates, compare them to your 
requirements, think even harder about your requirements, and then 
identify which one fits your needs best based on our five rules of thumb.

Choosing a supplier isn’t the final step—that technology won’t make an 
impact until it’s successfully implemented and adopted by your workforce. 
Before you can do that, you need buy-in from key stakeholders on the 
executive team. We’ll show you how through a business case framework.
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Before finding the right talent development solutions, try starting 
with a new perspective, not just the newest technology. In other 
words, figure out which problems you really need to solve. Here 
are a few questions to get you started:

What are our business priorities and how can they align 
better with an upskilling strategy?

Why isn’t our current learning or upskilling strategy 
delivering the way it needs to?

Do we have a way to identify skills for the future?

Are we able to identify skill gaps within various teams?

Are we currently able to efficiently document, share, and 
find knowledge?

Do we have a way to cultivate in-demand skills across 
the organization?

Many of the above questions and themes can be traced back 
to one overarching problem: most HR systems, resources, 
and strategies are isolated. They rarely work together or 
share information, which means the data around learning and 
upskilling is incomplete. And without these insights, HR and 
business leaders won’t have the data to effectively support 
learning, hiring, or business initiatives.

Step 1
Identify Your 
Problem
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Only 6.5% of talent development leaders say their 
technologies are well-integrated with other enterprise 
systems (that’s down from 8.5% in 2014).6 And the 
#1 barrier to buyers’ satisfaction with technology is 
not user experience—it is the inability to integrate with 
multiple systems.7

Typically, you’ll find that the problems you identify in 
this section expand beyond just the HR department. 
Identifying these challenges can help tie your learning 
strategy to business and hiring strategies, which will 
then translate to more cohesive solutions. 

Data:

Application:

BMO Financial Group is Canada’s oldest bank. 
It is also one of the leading financial services 
firms in North America. With employees spread 
across 22 different countries, Gina Jeneroux, 
BMO’s Chief Learning Officer, knew the company 
needed a social and collaborative upskilling 
solution. “We wanted to draw on all of the 
communications and more broadly on industry-
standard content, articles, and videos to create 
a richer, more integrated, more dynamic learning 
experience,” said Jeneroux. “The idea of that 
experience paired with our hiring and business 
strategies brought people onboard.”

Illustration:
BMO FINANCIAL GROUP
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Gather Your Requirements

Once you’ve identified your problems, it’s time 
to build a list of requirements based on those 
new goals. According to Gartner research, as 
much as 70 cents of every dollar invested in 
development is wasted; it’s either irrelevant, 
redundant, or goes unused.8

By asking the right questions, you can develop 
a vision of success and invest in the right 
technology that will work toward that end goal 
by meeting your company’s unique needs. 
Here are a few questions to ask yourself and 
other stakeholders:

What are the critical business problems we 
need this to solve?

What do we want to accomplish as a result 
of this investment?

What is the learning experience that our 
workforce wants to have?

What does success look like after a year? 

What constraints do we have (e.g. budget, 
people, IT support)?

What regulations or internal policies do we 
need to comply with?

Talk to people outside your L&D or HR teams. By 
getting to know your workforce, their managers, 
and your business leaders, you can find out 
what kinds of development experiences they 
find most useful. Identify their goals, challenges, 
and habits, and figure out what’s missing from 
the existing learning solutions. 

Once you have an understanding of what a 
more ideal solution looks like, compile the 
requirements in order of importance for the 
organization as a whole. This is an opportunity 
to rethink your RFP, which was most likely built 
for outdated and less diverse technology. Build 
this list upon your company’s genuine needs, 
not just a standardized checklist.

If you’re like most mid-size and large 
organizations, there will not be a single vendor 
or piece of technology that addresses all of 
your organization’s talent development needs. 
You will likely need a learning ecosystem—a 
combination of integrated technologies—which 
we’ll discuss in the following section.

Step 2
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70% of CHROs are investing in technologies to help 
them move faster, and 50% are investing to reduce 
their reliance on IT. Only 44% are motivated primarily 
by lower costs.9

Shift people’s perspectives. Efficiency is not the only 
reason to invest in talent development technology. The 
real goal these days is making your business and your 
people more productive, responsive, and competitive.

Data:

Application:

Scale is essential for Airbnb, just like it is for every business. But it’s 
not the only thing Global Learning Lead, Barry Murphy, has to build. 
Airbnb is growing fast; it needs people who are ready for whatever 
comes next. So he’s optimizing workers’ development experiences, 
as well as the HR team’s experience.

“What we needed to do was to capitalize the ‘L’ [in learning 
management],” Murphy says. “We still have virtual training. We still 
have some instructor-led training. We have Degreed Pathways. We 
have small group meetups. But now it’s all structured in a way that 
we’re able to scale without additional support.”

Stitching together that ecosystem takes work. But, he says, “you 
end up in a place of much stronger learning experiences that are 
actually connected to the user. I don’t know anyone that would 
argue that that’s not the right thing to do. That comes with a little bit 
of pain… but it’s short-term.”

Illustration:
AIRBNB
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As talent development has evolved, so 
have the available tools and functions 
to help support upskilling and reskilling 
efforts. While more traditional tools are 
geared toward managing learning, there 
are now tools designed to empower 
individual workers and managers to drive 
development on their own, and connect 
it with their career aspirations as well as 
their teams’ needs. 

As you navigate the wide range of 
learning solutions, ask yourself this:

How exactly will these solutions 
connect learning and training to the 
talent and skills that are needed in my 
organization?

What solutions will allow me to enable 
and empower employees to own their 
development?

What solutions will drive the most 
employee adoption and engagement?

What solutions will allow me to measure 
learning more effectively?

Step 3
Explore Potential 

Solutions
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A learning management system (LMS) is designed to deliver 
formal and required training, such as onboarding or compliance 
courses. They are best suited for enabling administrators to 
implement top-down learning initiatives.

A learning experience platform (LXP) provides a single point 
of access for formal as well as informal, social, and on-the-
job learning. They are designed to enable people to learn 
independently and with each other, rather than to help L&D 
or HR professionals manage it. Formal learning resources, 
like online courses and internal training created on an LMS, 
are tracked and measured alongside informal learning 
resources, like articles, videos, podcasts, and ebooks. The 
most comprehensive LXP platforms will offer on-the-job and 
experiential learning opportunities in the forms of projects 
and stretch assignments. The most important characteristic 
of an LXP is the ability to connect the dots between all of the 
diverse touchpoints of learning. 

Here are a few important distinctions that can help you match the tools in the 
marketplace with the solutions you need to meet your organization’s goals:

Most organizations have a collection 
of learning technology tools working 
together as a learning ecosystem—
often an LMS, LXP, and HCM, as 
well as other tools for things like video 
management and analytics. They 
each serve distinct purposes and most 
companies need all three in some form 
or another to have a complete learning 
and development ecosystem.

HCM stands for Human Capital Management and as 
the name suggests, it’s built to manage data about, and 
processes for managing your human capital—your workforce. 
An HCM system should keep you efficient and legally 
compliant with processes like payroll, benefits, time and 
attendance, and more. In other words, an LXP is designed to 
enable people to drive their own development, while an HCM 
is designed to manage the employee experience from an 
administrator level. 

CAN MY LMS OR HCM REALLY MEET ALL OUR DEVELOPMENT NEEDS?  
A study by Gartner said that by 2020, 30% of global 
midmarket and large enterprises will have invested in a 
cloud-deployed HCM suite for administering HR and talent 
management, but will still need to source 20% to 30% of their 
HR requirements via point solutions. So while most HCM 
systems offer learning and talent functionality, it remains a 
challenge to fully serve the needs of both administrators and 
users, as demonstrated by that 20-30% rate.

What’s the difference between an LXP and an HCM?What’s the difference between an LMS and LXP?
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The average big company uses somewhere between 70 
and 120 discrete software processes and functions to 
run HR.10 Dozens of them are related to L&D and talent.

Push the boundaries. Learning technologies work best 
when they’re connected to related talent, HR, and work 
systems. But finding the right mix for you takes a bit of 
thought and a lot of exploration.

Data:

Application:

Atlassian makes software, like JIRA and 
Confluence, that’s reshaping how people work. 
So the way its own people work drives how the 
company invests in learning. “My staff exists 
inside the businesses so they can understand 
what’s going on,” Atlassian’s former CLO, 
Sam Haider, told us.

Based on those insights, he explained, they look 
for a “combination of content, technology, and 
people that intersect at the right points,” to keep 
improving core operations while also driving 
innovation. “You don’t need to do everything. But 
ground them in the things that matter.”

The way Haider sees it, L&D should be “system 
integrators for the experiences that matter to 
these folks. For us, it really is about integrating 
instructor-led, online, modularized, micro-
content together into an experience that carries 
them through the lifecycle of the organization.”

Illustration:
ATLASSIAN
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Select the
Right Suppliers
Now that you know what you’re looking for, figure 
out what’s possible. Read some research. Then 
get out of your office. Ask your peer network or 
consultants and analysts. Go to a conference or 
trade show. Talk to vendors. See some demos. 
Build a short-list.

Putting together an initial list is simple. Few, if 
any, products will tick all the feature and function 
boxes on your requirements list. The hard part is 
selecting the right solution from that list. In fact, 
fewer than half of talent development leaders 
believe their process for selecting technology 
is effective and close to a quarter admit it’s 
ineffective.11 Nearly 60% of HR decision-makers 
have regretted their technology purchases.12 

Step 4
1. Invest in adaptability, not efficiency.

Let go of the fantasy of one simple system that 
does everything. Locking all your processes, 
content, and users into one monolithic system 
won’t help you adapt when requirements and 
priorities evolve, or when new, better options 
emerge. And they will. Probably before your 
HCM or LMS does.

2. Focus on value, not price.

According to Fosway Group’s research, licensing 
fees only account for 35% of the total cost of 
“owning” HCM software.13 Consider productivity 
gains, think about new possibilities, and factor in 
the time and work it’ll take to drive adoption and 
utilization. If integrations are a key part of your 
strategy, for example, ask vendors (and their 
customers) about their experiences and fees.

That could be because many of us are still 
relying on the same antiquated criteria when 
selecting new and different solutions. But the 
most innovative HR leaders do five crucial 
things differently:

3. Think of implementing, not purchasing.

Buying is easy. Adoption takes a sustained 
effort. So prioritize solutions that proactively 
deliver implementation assistance and 
guide you through the process of change 
management. Find a team that will help 
you deliver on the promises made to your 
stakeholders, and work with you when 
challenges arise.

4. Select a partner, not software.

No matter how slick the UI is or how easy the 
integrations look, software won’t transform 
your operations or make change stick. 
People will—and your success depends 
on the flexibility, experience, and skills of 
your vendors’ teams. So get to know them 
before you invest. Ask about their processes, 
documentation, support, and community.

5. Think insights, not just data.

Learning and skills insights can inform business 
decisions around where to invest time and 
resources, and help adjust those investments 
accordingly. Many solutions will address data 
insights, but the best buyers will reach a good 
understanding of these vendors’ data strategies 
before purchasing. Ask how each solution 
gathers and uses data. 
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Only 48% of talent development leaders think their 
technology selection process is effective.14

Reconfigure your priorities. If you want to be more 
satisfied by, and successful with, your learning or talent 
technology, rethink your selection criteria, not just your 
selection process.

Data:

Application:

When General Mills’ former Talent Development Leader, Susie 
McNamara, evaluates new technologies for learning, she 
scrutinizes more than the technology itself. “I not only look at 
what the technology does and the experience that it’s creating,” 
she told us, “but I also think about the entire package.”

“What do I get when I buy this?” she explained. “Do I get a team 
of curators? Do I get a marketing team? Those answers have 
made my decisions for me in a lot of cases. I’m not just buying 
technology or a product. I’m buying an entire team of people.  
I see them as an extension of my team.”

Illustration:
GENERAL MILLS
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Good is not 
good enough.

Buy better.

The Buyer’s Guide to Talent Development Technology Select the Right Suppliers 14



Step 5
You’ve identified the best solution for your company, but 
that solution will never be implemented if you’re unable to 
gain buy-in from the executive team and main stakeholders. 
Here’s how to build a business case to demonstrate the value 
of your desired investment. 

There are really only four things anyone can do to create 
business value: grow revenues, expand profit margins, 
optimize the efficiency of assets, or enhance investors’ 
expectations for the future. That’s it. Talent development 
may or may not directly contribute to those things. But 
technology’s impact is more indirect.

To build a business case for HR technology, you’ll need 
to link the expected benefits, costs, efficiencies, risks, or 
opportunities to those four value drivers—show how the 
investment will make an impact. That’s the simple part. But 
it does take some work to identify those benefits, costs, 
efficiencies, risks, and opportunities.

To help you do that, we’ve deconstructed and distilled 
several established models, including ones from both IT (e.g. 
Forrester’s Total Economic Impact™ model) and finance (e.g. 
Deloitte’s Enterprise Value Map™), along with dozens of real-
life business cases from our work with many of the world’s 
most innovative companies.

Communicate
the Value
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The result is this straightforward set of questions already mapped to the four key value drivers:
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There is no one-size-fits-all formula for choosing an HR 
technology vendor or building a business case. Every 
organization has different goals, unique challenges, and 
preferred methods for assessing investments. But by asking 
the right questions and understanding your options, you will 
be able to effectively communicate the value of your chosen 
supplier, and create a clearer understanding of your company’s 
expectations, requirements, and ultimate success.

“If you’re sitting there trying to build your business case 
based on tech alone, stop. Step back and think about the 
organization. What direction are you going in and 
what skills do you need?” 

Bye-bye, buyer’s remorse.

—Darren Bartlett, Imperial Brands 
  GLOBAL HEAD OF LEARNING & DEVELOPMENT
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