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Most senior training leaders got where they are by 
being excellent at training. They designed programs 
that worked, delivered content that resonated, ran 
platforms and operations that scaled; however, 
once promoted into senior and executive roles, 
many discover that the job at the top of the learning 
function is not a bigger version of the job below it. It 
is a different job entirely. 

The transition from functional expert to executive is 
the defining challenge of senior learning leadership. 
This report introduces a competency model designed 
to define what that transition requires. Functional 
excellence is what earns the promotion, but executive 
leadership is what the role actually demands. At the 
senior leader level, the questions change from “Am I 
running an impactful training function?” to “How can 

I use my learning and development expertise to help 
lead the organization?”; from “How do I manage day-
to-day training operations?” to “How do I influence 
peers, defend investments and lead the enterprise 
through change?” 

Few learning and development (L&D) professionals 
are ever deliberately developed to make that shift. 
Organizations have many resources available for 
providing training and development to their workforce, but 
far less for building executives out of those professionals 
who lead their training and development functions. This 
means learning is frequently managed without a true 
executive voice, which makes it harder for the function 
to gain strategic traction, and harder for practitioners to 
see a path into executive roles. The cycle reinforces itself.  

WHEN LEARNING IS MANAGED 
WITHOUT A TRUE EXECUTIVE VOICE, 
IT’S HARDER FOR THE FUNCTION TO 

GAIN STRATEGIC TRACTION, AND 
HARDER FOR PRACTITIONERS TO SEE 
A PATH INTO EXECUTIVE ROLES. THE 

CYCLE REINFORCES ITSELF.
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TRAINING INDUSTRY’S SENIOR L&D LEADER 
COMPETENCY MODEL™

Training Industry, Inc.’s Senior L&D Leader Competency Model™ 
was built to define that gap and provide a framework for 
addressing it. Developed through internal research, practitioner 
feedback and industry-wide validation, the model defines the 
responsibilities and capabilities required to lead learning as a 
strategic business function and serves as a practical map of the 
territory between training expert and learning executive. 

THE CORE RESPONSIBILITIES OF SENIOR  
LEARNING LEADERS 

1. Strategic Alignment: Aligning learning strategy with 
enterprise goals and business priorities. This is the anchor of 
the model. Everything a senior learning leader does should 
trace back to what the business is trying to accomplish. 

Key competencies: Strategic thinking, root cause analysis, data-
driven decision making, vision crafting and communication, and 
governance and risk ownership.

2. Executive Influence: Building the relationships, presence 
and credibility to shape decisions at the highest levels of the 
organization. Senior learning leaders earn a seat at the table 
by operating as peers to other executives, not as service 
providers to them. 

Key competencies: Executive presence, negotiation and 
political savvy, networking, thought leadership, and serving 
as an advocate and ambassador for training. 

3. Financial Management: Managing learning investments, 
budgets and organizational resources to maximize 
business impact. Senior learning leaders must be able to 
make, defend and prioritize investments in learning based 
on business value.  
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Key competencies: Financial literacy, business case 
development, resource investment and prioritization, and 
business and financial forecasting. 

4. Learning Function Oversight: Ensuring the learning function 
itself is innovative, aligned and demonstrably valuable. This 
is where deep functional expertise still matters, but applied 
through a governance and portfolio lens rather than a program-
by-program one. 

Key competencies: Learning innovation enablement, 
learning strategy, performance and impact measurement, 
and program and portfolio oversight. 

5. Technology and Resource Management: Building 
scalable, future-ready learning ecosystems. As learning 
technology reshapes learning capabilities, senior leaders 
must set the technology strategy rather than react to it. 

Key competencies: Learning technology strategy, technology and 
tool adoption leadership, and learning tech market awareness. 

6. Team Leadership: Leading the learning team itself 
through inclusive leadership, people development and 
operational accountability. Even at the executive level, senior 
leaders remain responsible for growing the capabilities and 
performance of the people doing the work. 

Key competencies: Visionary and inclusive leadership, 
people development, and team operations and standards.

7. Change Leadership: Supporting organizational 
transformation, resilience and readiness for change. Learning 

leaders are uniquely positioned to build the capabilities 
organizations need to navigate constant change.  

Key competencies: Leading enterprise change, stakeholder 
engagement and alignment, building organizational 
resilience and change readiness capability development. 

AT THE EXECUTIVE 
LEVEL, YOU ARE 
ACCOUNTABLE 

FOR THE 
PERFORMANCE OF 
THE ENTERPRISE 

AS A WHOLE, AND 
THAT IS WHAT THIS 
MODEL WAS BUILT 

TO REFLECT. 

Figure 1. Core Responsibility Importance: Experienced Practitioners Endorse the Model More Highly
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Notice what the list is not. It is not a catalog of 
instructional design skills, delivery techniques or platform 
administration. Nor is it an expanded version of Training 
Industry’s Training Manager Competency Model™, which 
defines the level below: the training manager role 
responsible for leading the training function as a whole, not 
just developing and delivering programs. The difference 
between the two models is the difference between the 
two roles. The training manager is responsible for the 
training function; the senior L&D leader is responsible 
for advancing the organization through training. That is 
why so much of the executive model extends beyond 
the learning function itself. At the executive level, the 
buffer of a purely functional mandate disappears. You are 
accountable for the performance of the enterprise as a 
whole, and that is what this model was built to reflect. 

VALIDATING THE MODEL

Validation results showed strong endorsement of the 
importance of the core responsibilities: at least 88% 
of the 208 professionals surveyed endorsed every 
responsibility as important to the executive role, and five 
of the seven were endorsed by 95% or more (Figure 1).  

This was particularly true for respondents with more than 
10 years in the field, most notably for team leadership 
and change leadership, meaning the practitioners with 
the greatest level of experience were the most likely 
to endorse the importance of each responsibility. This 
suggests that professionals who are early in their career 
should consider investing in these skills now, with 
confidence that they will grow in importance as their 
career progresses.

Overall, study results confirmed confidence in the 
validity of the model in its representation of higher-order 
responsibilities and competencies that are reflective of 
an executive-level role. 

Also of note: Those responsibilities with relatively 
lower importance ratings overall were those that 
may be perceived as falling outside the scope 
of traditional L&D expertise (i.e., technology and 
resource management, and financial management), 
but which are unquestionably responsibilities of an 
executive. Despite their lower ratings, the evidence 
for their importance was still strong enough to 
support their inclusion in the model.  

The competency-level results revealed a similar pattern, 
with financial forecasting, governance and compliance 
ownership, portfolio governance, technology market 
awareness and HR practices awareness scoring lowest. 
These findings highlight an important challenge for 
aspiring learning executives, some of the capabilities 
required at the executive level may also be the ones that 
they’ve had the least opportunity to develop.

DEVELOPMENT PROCESS AT  
A GLANCE 

The Senior L&D Leader Competency 
Model was developed and validated 
through a phased process involving 
subject matter experts (SMEs) and  
L&D professionals. 

Phase 1: Ideation 
•	 Core responsibilities defined by 

internal SME panel 
•	 Draft competencies developed for 

each responsibility 

Phase 2: Development 

•	 SME review and refinement 
•	 Senior leader focus group review  

and refinement 

Phase 3: Validation 

•	 Survey development 
•	 Survey launch to industry professionals 
•	 Close survey (208 responses) 
•	 Analysis of importance ratings  

and consensus 

Model Finalized 

•	 Final SME review 
•	 Competencies consolidated (33 → 28) 
•	 Model visualization 
•	 Model guide and reports released

https://trainingindustry.com/continuing-professional-development/training-manager-competency-model/
https://trainingindustry.com/continuing-professional-development/training-manager-competency-model/
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HOW WE USE THE MODEL TODAY 

The Senior Leader Competency Model is designed to be more 
than a description of the skills associated with executive-level 
learning leadership. It provides a framework for understanding 
the responsibilities of the role and identifying the capabilities 
leaders may need to strengthen as they move from functional 
expertise to enterprise leadership. 

The model also provides a foundation for Training Industry’s 
work with senior learning leaders, informing our research, 
content and development initiatives around the challenges 
and capabilities most relevant to the role. By grounding this 
work in the model, we can maintain a consistent focus on the 
evolving responsibilities of senior L&D leaders and the skills 
required to lead learning as a strategic business function. 

For practitioners, the model can serve as a reference point 
for career development, leadership development and 
conversations about what effective executive-level learning 
leadership looks like. Its purpose is not to prescribe a single 
path to leadership, but to provide a common framework for 
understanding the role and preparing for its demands. 

The path to senior L&D leadership is not simply about 
becoming better at managing learning. It requires 
expanding how you think about your role, from leading your 
training team to helping lead the organization. The seven 
responsibilities in the Senior L&D Leader Competency 
Model provide a framework for making that shift. By 
taking intentional steps, senior L&D leaders can position 
themselves as organizational leaders who shape strategy, 
influence performance and drive measurable outcomes.  

Alyssa Kaszycki is the learning product manager at Training 
Industry, Inc., where she helps determine the needs of 
training managers and create course content to help them 
reach their professional goals.

Amy DuVernet, Ph.D., CPTM, is the vice president of learning 
products at Training Industry, Inc., where she oversees all 
processes related to Training Industry’s courses for training 
professionals. Email the authors.

THE PATH TO SENIOR 
L&D LEADERSHIP 

REQUIRES EXPANDING 
HOW YOU THINK 

ABOUT YOUR ROLE, 
FROM LEADING YOUR 

TRAINING TEAM TO 
HELPING LEAD THE 

ORGANIZATION.

NEXT STEPS FOR SENIOR LEADERS 

Moving into senior learning leadership requires 
deliberately developing capabilities beyond traditional 
L&D expertise. Whether you are preparing for a senior 
L&D role or already in one, the model can help you 
identify where to focus your development. To elevate 
your impact and strengthen your position as a strategic 
business leader, consider the following actions: 

•	 Assess your readiness: Take the Executive Leader 
Quiz to know if the executive level is the right 
next step for you. Uncover barriers and gaps for 
improvement. 

•	 Choose a development priority: Choose one core 
responsibility to emphasize in the next quarter, 
such as financial management or team leadership. 

•	 Create opportunities to practice it: Seek work that 
requires you to build a business case, influence 
senior stakeholders, participate in enterprise 
change, make investment decisions or shape 
technology strategy. 

•	 Collaborate intentionally: Build partnerships with 
leaders across the business, particularly in finance, HR, 
technology and business operations, to connect 
learning strategy to organizational priorities. 

•	 Invest in growth: Explore professional development 
opportunities, such as the Training Industry Senior 
Leaders Program, that align with the model. 

https://trainingindustry.com/continuing-professional-development/training-industry-senior-leaders-program/senior-ld-leader-competency-model/
https://trainingindustry.com/courses/training-industry-senior-leaders-program/
https://trainingindustry.com/continuing-professional-development/
https://trainingindustry.com/continuing-professional-development/
mailto:editor%40trainingindustry.com?subject=Training%20Industry%20Magazine
https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/clo-quiz
https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/clo-quiz

