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Learning & Development: 
A Prescriptive Vision for 
Accelerating Business Success 
Corporate learning is increasingly critical to business, but traditional approaches 
are inefficient, overly rigid, fragmented and unconnected from employees’  
daily work – and thus ripe for transformation – as recent research reveals. 
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An effective L&D strategy 
goes hand-in-hand with 
both responding to and 
benefiting from change.
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Introduction

For companies across all industries, the learning and  
development function (L&D) has become more and  
more important – and what it needs to accomplish  
has expanded dramatically. 

Today, companies are seeing accelerating change on many fronts, from  
corporate transformation efforts and evolving customer behavior to the new  
work and operating models necessitated by the COVID-19 pandemic. Companies  
have a growing need to pivot quickly in the face of change, which often requires  
abrupt shifts in the skills and knowledge that are essential to a modern workforce.

The nature of work itself is changing as well. New jobs requiring new skills are emerging 
rapidly. Increasingly, employees will need to not only understand and operate advanced 
technologies, but also learn to work in partnership with artificial intelligence-powered 
(AI) virtual team members, i.e., bots. And they will be called on to drive innovation in 
products and processes to continuously increase efficiency and elevate competitiveness. 

In short, constant and rapid change has become the new normal for companies and 
workers alike. An effective L&D strategy goes hand-in-hand with both responding to  
and benefiting from change.
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But traditional methods of corporate learning 
cannot keep up with today’s turbulent pace 
and breadth of change; in general, they are too 
rigid and fragmented, too unconnected from 
employees’ daily work, and too inefficient and 
costly. We believe that L&D organizations have 
a requirement – and opportunity – to apply new 
technology to provide their employees with the 
up-to-date skills that can transform their offerings 
and themselves. The goals: Enable learning to be 
more focused, personalized and relevant; provide 
a variety of lifelong learning opportunities to 
build skills and knowledge; and make learning an 
integral part of the work flow.

By and large, companies understand the need to 
transform L&D, according to our recent survey of 
500 U.S. L&D leaders in organizations with 500 
or more employees (see Methodology, page 18).

Looking ahead, survey respondents clearly  
see a different approach to L&D taking hold. 

For example, 64% predicted that more than 
half of their learning will be offered virtually 
within two years, up from 38% today. And 77% 
of respondents said their companies are likely 
to replace their learning management systems 
(LMS) with a learning experience platform (LXP).

Tomorrow’s approach to L&D will need to be 
more flexible, engaging and responsive to digital 
change underway in organizations. How are 
companies planning to achieve that vision? Our 
study found that they are pursuing reskilling 
and upskilling strategies; establishing metrics 
to better track the impact of learning; and 
partnering with other parts of the organization – 
especially IT – to improve learning. 

Above all, however, respondents see technology 
as critical. Many survey respondents report they 
are already implementing technologies such 
as LXPs, virtual learning and AI, and they plan 
to expand their use of technology over the next 
two years. At the same time, they are planning to 
upgrade the skill sets of the learning staff in the 
coming years in such areas as people analytics, 
design and facilitation of virtual learning – and 
keep a tab on emerging technologies. 

With this range of challenges, coupled with the 
urgency to improve, L&D organizations need to 
plan carefully, rethink their processes and people, 
and move ahead quickly to transform themselves 
for an uncertain and constantly shifting future. 
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Response base: 500 U.S. L&D leaders 
Source:  Cognizant and Future Workplace LLC
Figure 1

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60%

Scale the learning to
a global audience

Create consumer grade
learning experiences

Use agile methods of learning
design/development

Redesign learning to be virtual

Increase speed to competence

Personalize the learning experience

Measure the eectiveness of the
learning experience 55%

51%

49%

41%

34%

38%

32%

When asked which principles best described the desired future state of 
learning in their organization, respondents most often named measure 
the effectiveness of the learning experience (55%). This was followed 
closely by personalize the learning experience (51%) and increase speed 
to competence (49%). In addition, many respondents cited factors such 
as making learning more virtual, improving the learning experience, and 
increasing agility in learning design and development. 

In assessing the innovations that companies plan to leverage over the 
next two years to put these principles into action, L&D leaders identified 
two technologies they see gaining traction: LXPs (52%) and virtual reality 
for training (50%). Interest in these two technologies is understandable. 
The LXP plays a key role in transforming L&D, because it consolidates 
fragmented learning systems to make it easier for employees to access 
and use training, while enhancing the L&D organization’s ability to manage 
learning programs and update them as business needs change. And 
virtual reality is rapidly emerging as an effective tool for enhancing the 
learning experience, allowing employees to practice difficult situations and 
embedding learning into employees’ work. 

What principles best describe a desired future state of  
learning you want to create in your organization?

Envisioning the future of learning 
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The LXP plays a key role in 
transforming L&D, because it 
consolidates fragmented learning 
systems to make it easier for 
employees to access and use 
training, while enhancing the L&D 
organization’s ability to manage 
learning programs and update 
them as business needs change.
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While L&D organizations are helping the business reskill for 
the future, they also need to enhance their own skills to make 
that possible. If employees are to become lifelong learners, 
L&D professionals will have to do the same to keep up. High 
on the list of key skills for L&D in the coming years cited by 
our respondents were innovation (54%), data analytics (50%) 
and growth mindset (47%). These overarching “meta-skills” 
are presumably valued because they are vital to leading 
change and delivering business results. Respondents also 
said skills related to virtual technology (44%) and learning 
technology (44%) were important, underscoring the growing 
role of building technology acumen among L&D teams and 
communicating the value of investing in the function.  

To increase skills in the L&D function over the next two years, 
respondents said they were most likely to add new full-time 
employees (31%). However, other respondents said their 
organizations were most likely to follow approaches such 
as adding contract workers (18%) or leveraging talent from 
vendors (18%).

Skills: What L&D teams need to learn

Response base: 500 U.S. L&D leaders 
Source:  Cognizant and Future Workplace LLC
Figure 2

How important will the following skills and capabilities be for learning 
professionals in the next two years? 
Percentage responding “very important”
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If employees are to 
become lifelong learners, 
L&D professionals will have 
to do the same to keep up. 
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L&D organizations and business leaders need effective 
measures of the performance of learning programs – a 
reflection of L&D’s increasingly important role in enabling 
their companies to navigate a changing landscape. Over the 
next two years, companies are most likely to use effectiveness 
(54%), efficiency (52%) and knowledge gain (49%) as 
metrics for assessing the impact of learning programs. Far 
fewer respondents cited cost reduction (35%), revenue 
increases (35%) or net promoter scores (20%). This means 
that L&D organizations may be falling short in tying learning 
to tangible business outcomes and value, and there is a 
significant opportunity to broaden their measurements to 
include business metrics such as revenue  increases, cost 
reduction and net promoter score (NPS) to strengthen the 
business focus.  

Assessing the impact

Response base: 500 U.S. L&D leaders 
Source:  Cognizant and Future Workplace LLC
Figure 3

Which of the following learning impact measures does your learning 
department intend to use in the next two years?
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To be effective in a fast-changing world, L&D needs to partner 
with various functions in the company to keep current with 
their evolving needs, and to collaborate on improving learning. 
When asked which single function will be most beneficial to 
achieve their vision for L&D, respondents most often named IT 
(34%), almost twice as often as they named HR (18%).

Notably, only 27% of respondents said L&D currently partners 
with line of business leaders, and just 9% considered a 
partnership with lines of business to be most important for 
future success. Here again, this  means L&D is missing critical 
inputs needed for aligning its strategies with the organization’s 
strategic business priorities. 

Working across functions 
within the organization 

Response base: 500 U.S. L&D leaders 
Source:  Cognizant and Future Workplace LLC
Figure 4

To achieve the future vision of learning in your organization, which 
function would be the most beneficial to partner with the learning 
department? 
Percentage ranked #1
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Notably, only 27% of respondents 
said L&D currently partners with 
line of business leaders, and just 
9% considered a partnership 
with lines of business to be most 
important for future success. 



12     /     Learning & Development: A Prescriptive Vision for Accelerating Business Success <  Back to Contents

Technology is disrupting L&D, just as organizations are going through 
digital change. When respondents were asked which L&D technologies their 
companies were using or expect to use within the next two years, roughly 67% 
said they use virtual online learning today and 60% expected to do so in the 
future. This reflects the increased use of remote learning resulting from the 
COVID-19 pandemic. In the long run, learning delivered through virtual reality 
and LXPs is expected to augment virtual online trainings.

Meanwhile, 50% of respondents said their companies are using LXPs and 
56% expected to do so over the next two years. Often, companies use both 
an LXP and their existing LMS technologies to give them time to transition 
completely to the newer platforms. Looking ahead, 77% of respondents said 
their companies are at some point likely to specifically replace their LMS 
with an LXP – a step typically taken to consolidate and simplify the traditional 
fragmented, multisystem LMS landscape.

In general, respondents expected their companies to employ more new 
technologies in the future. For example, while 33% of respondents said their 
companies use virtual reality learning technology today, 44% expect that they 
will do so over the next two years. Similarly, augmented reality is used by 20% 
of companies today, but 30% expect to use it over the next two years. 

Technology takes center stage
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Response base: 500 U.S. L&D leaders 
Source:  Cognizant and Future Workplace LLC
Figure 5

Which of the following technologies for learning and development 
does your company use or expect to use within next two years?
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Technology is seen as both a barrier and an enabler. The top 
challenge to L&D organizational learning cited were integration 
of learning technology tools and platforms (46%), followed by 
skill sets of learning staff (45%) and providing relevant learning 
in the flow of working opportunities to employees (44%). 
But one-third or more of respondents also cited the learner 
experience, measuring learning results to demonstrate value, 
globalizing learning programs, budget and learning culture. 
Costs can also be a challenge, with respondents saying their 
companies spend, on average, between $501 and $1,000 per 
employee per year on L&D. 

What’s holding back L&D?

Response base: 500 U.S. L&D leaders 
Source:  Cognizant and Future Workplace LLC
Figure 6

What are the top challenges to organizational learning that 
your organization is facing today?
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Costs can also be a challenge, with 
respondents saying their companies 
spend, on average, between $501 
and $1,000 per employee per year 
on L&D. 
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To prepare for the future, companies will need to 
restructure the L&D organization by rethinking the 
traditional 70-20-10 learning mix – experiential/
on-the-job training/formal coursework – to be 
much more virtual and technology-driven. As 
our research shows, leveraging technology will 
be key to innovation, not only to help expand 
and strengthen coursework/training, but also to 
enhance experiential/on-the-job learning. 

Companies need to adjust the scope of L&D 
investment as well as the skill sets of the learning 
staff to align to business needs and the growth of 
technology for learning. With technology playing 
an increasingly central role in learning, businesses 
should consider increasing L&D’s presence in 
the CIO’s organization and embedding learning 
teams in HR and LOBs. 

 ❙ CIO learning teams can drive digital L&D 
transformation through learning technology, 

and by recommending the right technologies; 
create a more engaging learning experience; 
and support a culture of continuous learning. 

 ❙ HR learning teams can work with the CHRO 
and staff to establish L&D policies and budgets; 
create governance so learning is aligned to 
business goals and needs; and analyze the data 
analytics of learning to monitor key benchmark 
metrics for engagement, effectiveness and 
efficiency.

 ❙ LOB learning teams can create a clear 
understanding of future skill needs for 
each specific function; ensure learning is 
personalized to each employee’s function; 
provide performance consulting to help fill 
local skill gaps; provide input to the digital 
learning team on the personalization and 
digital needs of business units; and help track 
learning ROI.

Reshaping L&D
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The benefits of getting L&D right will be increased effectiveness, greater 
business impacts and more efficient L&D delivery. Most importantly, 
meeting the L&D expectations of today’s workforce will make companies 
more competitive in attracting top talent. To help achieve those benefits, 
L&D organizations need to abide by three key “rules of the road” as they 
move forward:

 ❙ Design for business impact. Companies should consider creating a 
“skilling partner” role to work with large LOBs. For smaller business units, 
this role can be included in the responsibilities of the HR business partner 
that works with those units. The skilling partner should be responsible for 
creating a skill heat map for the line of business’s as-is and to-be states, 
developing strategies to bridge the gap and helping to establish metrics 
for measuring ROI from skill-building efforts. This ensures that the talent-
development effort for the organization is invested in the right areas and 
delivering value for the business.

 ❙ Disrupt the status quo. L&D will need to reskill itself, as well as the 
business employees it serves. L&D organizations will need to cultivate 
a variety of technology skills, particularly in data analytics and virtual 
learning. This is critical because technology is fast becoming a core 
component of effective learning – and as other parts of the company 
continue to become more digital, it will allow L&D to “talk the same 

language” as the business. But L&D professionals will also need to 
understand innovation and develop deeper business acumen to help 
ensure that technology-enabled learning stays in step with the rapidly 
evolving needs of the business. Overall, finding the right skills will require 
casting a wide net that includes more robust recruiting, the use of flexible 
contract workers and partnering with outside companies to access the 
required expertise.

 ❙ Democratize the learning experience. There is a growing range of 
technologies that can be used to support more effective employee 
learning. Companies must select and deploy these with a seamless 
learner experience in mind. For several years now, we have seen 
technology integrating work and life for employees, democratizing many 
of our personal experiences like shopping, banking and contributing to 
the news. Now, learning departments have an opportunity to do much the 
same by blurring the lines between working and learning. For example, 
a sales executive should be able to use a VR headset to practice sales 
negotiations in a realistic environment, while an underwriter learning 
to incorporate machine learning algorithms in her risk analyses should 
be able to receive on-the-job aids that help her both learn and work 
successfully. As the learning technology market continues to expand and 
evolve, the L&D organization needs to yoke technologies seamlessly to 
enable employees to learn with ease.

Doing it right
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A knowledgeable, skilled workforce is more important than ever. But in a 
constantly changing business environment, building and empowering that 
type of workforce require new approaches – and the transformation of the 
L&D function.

Technology will be key to making that transformation. This fact is clear to 
many companies, as our research demonstrates. To take full advantage 
of the technology, companies will need to restructure L&D and invest in 
significantly reskilling the function. And they will need to ensure that they are 
equipped to leverage fast-moving technology, make learning more effective 
and embedded in work, and keep learning in sync with the evolving needs 
of the business. 

Our research found that many companies have a vision for transforming 
L&D. A deeper understanding of learning technologies and how L&D can 
put them to work will be key to making that vision a reality, and building a 
future-ready workforce.

Looking forward
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Methodology

Cognizant and Future Workplace partnered to 
administer a 25-question online survey among 
500 full-time U.S. L&D leaders in organizations 
with 500 or more employees.

The research was designed to better understand 
how corporate learning is being transformed, 
democratized and aligned to new ways of 
working and learning. Specifically, respondents 
were asked questions around innovations in 
L&D approaches, new skills and capabilities 
needed from learning team members and the 
acceleration of new technologies in the corporate 
learning function.
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