
The World Economic Forum’s 2018 “Future of Jobs” report 
stated that over half of employees will need “significant 
re- and upskilling” by 2022. Organizations are struggling 
to find, train and retain the talent they need to compete in 
the ever-evolving digital economy.

Skill sets are changing so quickly that the skills college 
graduates leave school with aren’t necessarily the skills 
they’ll need in their jobs even just a few years from now. 
With the high cost of hiring and the inability to rely on 
degree programs to fully prepare employees, upskilling the 
existing workforce is now an imperative.

With the upskilling directive now coming from the top of 
the organization, leaders involved in all talent functions 
are scrambling to formulate and enact a plan of attack. But 
which talent functions are responsible for upskilling? How 
can learning and development (L&D) and human resources 
(HR) leaders know who should take the reins? And how 
can the two departments work together to fill the skills 
gap in their organization?

Human Resources vs. Learning and Development

The answer to who is responsible for upskilling is not an 
“either … or” but a “both … and.” HR and L&D may 
have unique day-to-day tasks, but their responsibilities 
overlap, and working in silos will not support the 
creation of a holistic enterprise upskilling strategy. Both 
functions have important data, context and programs 
that the organization will need to meet the talent 
demands of contemporary and future business.

HR has the overarching responsibility of making sure 
that the organization has the talent it needs to perform 
ongoing operations, as well as prepare for the future. 
L&D takes on the challenge of executing talent strategy 
when it comes to training current employees and 
onboarding new ones. L&D leaders are increasingly 
being called on to contribute to talent strategy as well, 
since they have insights into current skills, areas of 
strength and weakness, and best practices for upskilling 
adult learners.

Strategies for Collaboration

To maximize efficiencies and optimize upskilling 
programs, it’s critical that HR and L&D collaborate 
effectively. To that aim, here are five strategies leaders 
can use to collaborate:

1. Ensure both the CHRO and CLO have a seat at the table.

The chief human resources officer (CHRO) and 
chief learning officer (CLO) should both have the 
much-discussed seat at the table when it comes 
to business strategy. That way, they know which 
skills the organization needs in order to accomplish  
business goals.

These leaders don’t have to be part of every strategy 
conversation, but when it comes to business trends and 
labor forecasting, it’s imperative that they are involved, 
so they can say, “Here’s the capabilities we have now” 
and, “Here’s what our teams need in order to develop 
the missing skills.” Talent leaders must be able to be 
proactive in order to fill skills gaps effectively.
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2. Take advantage of naturally occurring opportunities.

Often, executives fill in L&D leaders about business strategy when it’s too late for them to build 
a learning strategy that is aligned to current business goals. In those cases, they can use that 
conversation to prevent the situation from happening in the future by saying, “If we had been 
brought in earlier, here’s what we could have done, and here’s what the impact would have been. 
Can you bring us into the conversation earlier next time?”

3. Involve learners and their managers.

It’s also important for employees and their managers to take an active role in upskilling. When 
L&D leaders make employees aware of training opportunities and help them identify skills they 
need to perform well, it empowers them to take initiative and can improve learning outcomes. 
In addition, L&D should keep managers up to date on their team members’ progress so they can 
encourage additional training as needed.
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4. Conduct ongoing needs assessments.

By conducting periodic skills assessments, anytime the business 
identifies an emerging skill set or capability as critical for success, L&D 
and HR already know what the organization has in house and what it 
needs to hire and train for.

5. Create a map.

Many organizations use learning paths or maps for courses and individual 
learners’ development plans. To fill the skills gap, L&D should create a 
series of maps to show each employee how to develop from his or her 
current state to a future, upskilled state. These maps benefit L&D leaders, 
as they can visualize current skills gaps and how they are working to fill 
them, and learners, as they can visualize where they are now and where 
they need to go — and how to get there.

Collaboration isn’t always easy. Many HR and L&D functions work in silos, 
the right hand unaware of what the left is doing. Many also aren’t in the 
room for the strategic conversations that could help them understand their 
current and ideal workforce. But with the critical state of the skills gap and 
senior leaders’ growing recognition of it, collaboration will be increasingly 
important for businesses to succeed now and in the future of work. 
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