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The lines began to form outside of the San Diego Convention Center at 5:30 in the morning. People from 

all over the globe come together once a year to one of the most significant Talent development events in 

the world.  The lines wrapped around the convention center with more than 5000 trainers, learning gurus, 

and development super-heroes eager to hear what the 44th President had to say about the 21st century 

learning and development industry.  

At 9 am, Tony Bingham, CEO of the association of talent development welcomed everyone to the 75th ATD 

conference and promptly introduced the first Keynote speaker, the 44th President of the United States, 

Barack Obama! The entire crowd jumped from their seats and cheered as he walked across the stage. As 

the crowd began to settle in and take their seats, a woman jumped up and yelled, “I miss you Obama!”,  

He pointed at her and quickly responded “Hey! I miss you too”. The audience roared with laughter.  

It was not your typical keynote speech format, Barack Obama shared stories and his thoughts on several 

topics, such as change, resiliency, learning from failure and optimism, throughout the Q&A interview. 

Overall there were roughly 3-4 main topics or takeaways that Obama emphasized on.  

1. Purpose 

2. Teamwork and decision making 

3. Values 

4. Change 

Obama centered the discussion on Purpose: “Make sure you are doing something because of what you 

can offer, not what you can become. You have to ask yourself, What is it that I want to accomplish, What 

is my passion”. He paused for a moment as he reflected on his time in office.  He explained how coaching 

and mentorship is essential to cultivating a productive workforce and enhancing performance. Obama 

“Worry less about who you want to be and focus more on what you want to do”,  

- Barack Obama 
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believes that many of the workers on his campaigns were successful because of the learning environment 

that he fostered. “We set up a structure that was predisposed to the potential and power of the people 

who were working” as part of his team. The premise was “We’re going to give you a lot of responsibility, 

we’re going to hold you accountable,” he explained. “People respond when you expect a lot of them.” 

The former President made great effort to set the example for the leadership in his administration. He 

stressed the importance of treating the staff with respect. He referred to the meetings in the White House 

Situation Room, in which he would be seated at the main table with the generals, intelligence staff and 

secretaries. On the “outer ring” were the staff of those high-level leaders—“the people who actually do 

the work,” Obama noted. Occasionally, the President would ask the staff what they thought about the 

topic being discussed. Obama said he did this not only to show the staff that they mattered, but “I was 

also sending a message to the principals that they should be listening to their staff and asking for 

feedback.” He went on to further explain that this culture is not error free, but definitely one in which 

employees are most active and engaged. When it came down to making a final decision, Obama said he 

felt confident because his process is “transparent, rigorous, fact and data driven”.  

Throughout the entire discussion President Obama underscored the importance of values, and precisely 

how we cannot lose sight of being a values-based society. 

“When we are honest, kind, responsible, generous, respectful and useful, good things are bound to 

happen”, these are the principles he instills in his own daughters.  

He ended with a few key lines. 

“Values will get you through hard times and good times. They are the things that give meaning and 

purpose to what you do. Organizations need to help people become better performers with what is in 

their hearts.” 

For those in the Talent development industry, we are not simply teaching or training employees to learn 

a particular task, “Where you’re most effective training someone else is to get them to tap into their best 

self,” he remarked. In essence, the role talent development professionals play during organizational 

change “builds the bridge from where we are to where we are going.” Obama explains that Organizations 

must recognize the issues in the current circumstance in order to increase change readiness, then break 

up change into component parts. Change cannot occur overnight”.  

 Both my heart and my brain were full after Barack Obama’s inspiring discussion and the 3 days’ worth of 

priceless talent development workshops and trainings. The knowledge gained was life changing and full 

of purpose. I look forward to bringing it all home to share with all MCCS employees.  

 

 

 


