Today’s fast-changing workplaces need employees who can
keep up with advances in technology—and employers who
can remove the obstacles to retraining.
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Key takeaways
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ou’re interviewing a candidate for a software
development job in your organization. They
bring great energy and a “vibe” that aligns with
your company’s culture. They communicate
well. They show a high potential for leadership.

There’s only one catch: They don’t know one of the coding
languages required to do the job.
That’s the kind of dilemma faced every week by Ellen
Petry Leanse, chief people officer at Lucidworks, a
fast-growing, 250-employee company in San Francisco
that makes search tools for massive data sets. But the
solution doesn’t have to be complicated, Leanse says. The
only questions about candidates that really matter, she
says, are, “Can they learn the skills, intellectually,
cognitively?” And just as important: Is the organization set
up to support that training?
Businesses have entered an era of constant change,
Leanse says, which means it’s an employee’s job to be
learning all the time, and a manager’s job to remove
obstacles to that learning.
“There are only three things that bring us real satisfaction
in life, and any company that wants satisfied employees
needs to know this,” she says. “Relationships: interpersonal
connections, things that make us feel like we belong.
Contribution: the ability to offer something of ourselves
that feels worthy and valuable to others or to the
organization. And growth: the opportunity to be acquiring
new abilities that help us move further along that path to
who we really want to be, to that higher version of
ourselves. If we have a culture that allows relationships,
contributions, and growth, then reskilling is the easy part.”

The need to upskill
Gone are the days when retraining was solely a challenge
for blue-collar workers displaced by globalization or
automation. In a 2017 McKinsey study, large-company
CEOs said that by the year 2023, technological change
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Technological advances, plus a
shortage of skilled workers, are
forcing organizations to “upskill”
the workers they have, teaching
them new proficiencies.
Organizations that encourage
upskilling among their workforces
find their employees are happier,
more engaged, and, in turn, more
productive.
To cultivate new talent within their
workforces, organizations need the
right technologies and approaches—
and they need to create an
atmosphere that’s conducive to
learning and personal growth.

“If we have a culture that
allows relationships,
contributions, and
growth, then reskilling
is the easy part.”
Ellen Petry Leanse, Chief People
Officer, Lucidworks
will force them to either retrain or replace up to a quarter
of their knowledge workers.1 So it’s no surprise that there’s
new emphasis in corporate America on the role of learning
in the employee experience.
Part of the explanation is that more managers are coming
to share Leanse’s understanding that employees work
best when they’re seen not as cogs in a profit machine,
but as individuals with hopes and dreams.
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Another part of it is the talent squeeze. Companies need
more and better-trained workers to meet demand, but rapid
technological change means there aren’t always enough
job applicants with the skills companies need. Senior
executives surveyed by Gartner in late 2018 cited this talent
shortage as their top worry.2 “Not only are there fewer folks
in the pipeline,” says Donna Kimmel, chief people officer at
Citrix, in Fort Lauderdale, Florida. “You also have more
companies competing for the same talent.”
And at the same time, continuous advances in technology
mean that even if an employee is qualified when they walk
in the door, their company might need people with
different skills 12, 24, or 36 months down the road. In other
words, the pace of innovation is predictable, but the
direction isn’t—so what’s important is to build a workplace
in which employees are willing and able to “upskill,” or add
new proficiencies, on a just-in-time basis.

Gartner calls readiness to upskill “digital dexterity,”3
consulting company PwC calls it “digital fitness,”4 and
Stanford professor Carol Dweck calls it the “growth
mindset.”5 Whatever the name, companies that foster it
benefit from greater employee engagement and
satisfaction. According to Gartner, employees who stay in
tune with in-demand skills are 66% more engaged in their
work than their peers.6
With happier employees, productivity goes up, and that
means better business. In fact, improved productivity is
the leading benefit at companies that emphasize the
employee experience, according to 1,145 senior business
executives surveyed in 2019 by the Economist Intelligence
Unit.7 (Some 43% of executives named it an outcome of an
improved employee experience.)

Developing talent in-house
What’s clear is it’s not enough to hire a workforce full of
tech-savvy learners. Companies also must create an
environment where they can exercise their dexterity.
That’s why experienced leaders and managers say it’s
important to build a company culture in which employees:

70

%

80

%

of employees
say they haven’t
mastered the skills
they need for their
jobs today.

of employees say
they lack the skills
they need for their
current roles and
their future careers.

Source: Gartner’s 2018 Shifting Skills Survey

• Are encouraged to learn new skills, even those
that may not seem work-related;
• Have access to high-quality learning programs
and platforms;
• Are free to learn in whatever way is most effective
for them;
• Feel empowered to act as teachers, mentors, and
coaches; and
• Have permission to experiment and to learn from
failure.
Kimmel says Citrix has learned many of these lessons
through experience. The company, known for its
networking and digital workspace systems, began its
digital transformation in 2015. This meant Citrix had to
reframe its own approach to hiring and training. “There
have been times in this three-and-a-half-year journey
where a heavier percentage of our time was focused on
bringing in expertise from the outside,” Kimmel says. “That
has started to shift to making sure that we’re developing
that talent within the organization.”
There are a multitude of ways to do that, Kimmel says.
The company offers full-day, classroom-style workshops,
often in collaboration with business partners like Microsoft.
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Time for a change
As companies adopt new technologies, and job roles morph,
more than half of employees worldwide will require significant
reskilling or upskilling.

13% Training will take less than 1 month
12% Training will take 1–3 months
10% Training will take 3–6 months
9%

Training will take 6–12 months

10% Training will take more than 1 year
46% No training needed
Source: World Economic Forum’s Future of Jobs Survey 2018

Any Citrix manager or employee with relevant expertise
is encouraged to prepare a “LED Talk” for peers (the
presentations are modeled on TED talks; at Citrix the
acronym stands for “leader-engaged dialog”). And the
company subscribes to an online learning-management
platform called Saba that offers content in a variety of
formats, including self-paced videos and mobile-optimized
“micro learning breaks.” “We wanted to make sure that,
from a diversity perspective and from a learnerpreference perspective, we were providing all different
kinds of options,” Kimmel says.

“The bottom line is often
you need to create new
spaces and entities …
and with time, transition
this into the core of the
company.”
Cris De Luca, Global Director
of Digital Innovation, Johnson &
Johnson Innovation

Leanse, at Lucidworks, says companies should lean into
the learning platforms employees already use and like.
“Recently, LinkedIn Learning came to us and said, ‘Hey, do
you realize that you have 54 employees in your company
who are using this platform, and they’re watching
something like 3,000 hours’ worth of information a year
and paying for it themselves?’ I was like, ‘Oh my gosh, I’m
buying this for the whole company.’ People are loving it,
and I’m paying attention to what employees are learning,
because it’s a gold mine.”

project in a team of, say, five or six people,’” suggests
Himanshu Jain, principal data scientist at Aetna, a CVS
Health company. “You are going to work with people who
already have these skills, and the project is very openended so that you can see what you want to learn. In your
regular projects you don’t have time, but in this arena you
are free to try what you want.”

Some companies find they need to create protected time
or space for learning. “You might say, ‘OK, for 20% of your
time you are going to work on an advanced analytics

A related approach is to set up an “innovation-focused
division” with a mix of internal and external talent, says
Cris De Luca, global director of digital innovation at
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Johnson & Johnson Innovation. Staff can rotate through
such a division and engage in mentoring programs and
“stretch” assignments. “The key is to find the balance
between being separate enough to be transformational,
but integrated enough to be adopted and true to the
foundational culture,” De Luca says. “The bottom line is
often you need to create new spaces and entities … and
with time, transition this into the core of the company.”

Bolder, braver, happier employees
Let’s say you already have a workforce full of courageous,
curious self-starters who love to learn, and you’ve given
them access to the right learning environments and
training materials. They still won’t advance unless their
managers buy into the growth mindset, Leanse says. To
get employees to take risks and embrace growth, “The
number-one thing is that people feel they are part of an
organization that cares about them—where there is
candor and honesty and a sense of shared wins as you
accomplish things together,” she says.
Evaluation systems must change as well. “What does it
take to move from judging people using the old rating and
ranking systems to having continuous feedback and
continuous dialog?” Kimmel asks. “As we go forward, it’s
about developing our leaders to be part of that feedback

and support learning. Because the more that their team
members are out there upskilling and taking on new kinds
of projects, the more managers have to work with those
employees to balance schedules.”
And it’s not just about making time for continuous learning.
In growth-oriented companies, Leanse says, managers
encourage candor, share wins, avoid psychological
game-playing, and give employees room to take risks
and occasionally fail.

A shared responsibility
In sum, creating a culture of personal growth requires
multiple elements: the right technologies, including
learning platforms; the right practices and expectations
among managers; and the right policies for hiring, training,
and evaluation. That means it’s a project that cuts across
the traditional lines between departments. “What’s new
here is the recognition that talent transformation—to
embrace digital dexterity—is a shared responsibility of IT,
HR, and the functional business units,” write Gartner
analysts Matthew Cain and Mark Gotta, two originators of
the “digital dexterity” concept.8
“HR folks need to learn a bit more about technology, and
the technology people need to learn a bit more about

Minding the gap
1% By retraining only
40% Mainly by retraining

of big-company executives say
retraining will be at least half of
the answer to addressing skills
gaps at organizations.
Source: McKinsey panel survey, November 2017

41% Equal mix hiring and retraining
15% Mainly by hiring
3% By hiring only
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human capacity for change,” Kimmel confirms. And at
companies where information technology and human
resources departments are collaborating, the priority is
providing more digital skills training for employees—a
need cited by 37% of respondents in the Economist
Intelligence Unit survey.
All of that can put a financial strain on companies,
acknowledges David Barker, director of cybersecurity for
products at Stanley Black & Decker. “We’re paying for
training, and we’re paying our employees to go through
the training,” he says. “So now, an organization that may
already be understaffed or lean needs to take on the
direct burden of bringing someone up to speed.” All that
effort will eventually result in more productive teams, but
for companies to get comfortable making the investment,
it’s important for workers to step up, too, he says. “Employees
need to put some skin into the game through external
education, investment of their own time in inexpensive or
free online training, and possibly college-style live
courses,” Barker says.
It’s hard work, with outcomes that are hard to measure in
the short term. But at companies where the culture is
founded on a growth mindset, everyone feels more
engaged and valued, and everyone can make more
meaningful (and profitable) contributions. Under those
conditions, experienced managers say, upskilling
becomes almost automatic.

“What does it take to
move from judging people
using the old rating and
ranking systems to having
continuous feedback
and continuous dialog?”
Donna Kimmel, Chief People Officer, Citrix

So, would Lucidworks hire a software developer who
didn’t know the language in which they’d be coding?
In a heartbeat, Leanse says—assuming the candidate is
willing to learn the specific skills. “It’ll take one, two, three
months, but we’ll get an employee who’s going to be a
star for years,” she says. “We always favor the belief that
people are able to upskill. It’s really about having an
emotionally healthy and psychologically safe place to
work, where part of the reason you are at the company is
to grow to improve your skills over time. And what’s
blowing our minds [at Lucidworks] right now is how well
that is working.”
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