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Foreword

ATD has created models of the profession as it evolves for more than 40 years. Based 

on studies of the forces that influence the field and research about the knowledge, 

skills, abilities, and behaviors required of its professionals, the successive models have 

defined and advanced the profession. Taken together, the models reveal the arc of 

change that has transformed the profession from a tactical focus on training workers 

to a broader role of developing talent in organizations so they can achieve current 

goals and prepare for future success. 

Those of you who have been in the profession a long time are aware of the increas-

ing value of employee know-how, as well as the ability to apply that knowledge. Orga-

nizations are only as agile and successful as their ability to enable learning and change. 

The capability of their workforce is the differentiator that sets apart successful compa-

nies. And as many organizations demonstrate today, their reliance on talent develop-

ment has moved the function to the senior ranks of leadership. 

Those of you who are new to the profession will find that building your own 

capabilities is critical to success and advancement on your career journey. The new 

ATD Capability Model, and the research that backs it up, define the personal, profes-

sional, and organizational impact capabilities required for success. I encourage you 

to study and apply the model and use it as a guide for knowledge, skill, and career 

development in this field.

As we launch the new ATD Capability Model, we owe deep thanks to our research 

partners at Human Resources Research Organization (HumRRO) who guided ATD 

staff through all phases of the research, analysis, and model building. We also give spe-

cial thanks to Elaine Biech, John Coné, and William Rothwell. We’re also grateful to 

the 25 members of the Competency Study Task Force and Advisory Panel, who helped 

ATD shape the survey and analyze the trends and study findings. (For the full list of 

project contributors, see page 105.) 
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Foreword

Everyone in the profession has an unprecedented opportunity to help individuals 

and organizations succeed. Thank you for engaging with ATD and for joining the 

thousands of talent development professionals worldwide who give this field its vital-

ity, and by your performance, its reputation for delivering results. With your help, 

ATD will continue to empower professionals to develop talent in the workplace. Please 

let us know how we can continue to help you grow in your career.

—– Tony Bingham 

President and CEO 

ATD
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Introduction

For more than 75 years, an integral part of ATD’s mission has been to establish 

standards of excellence for our profession through our competency research. We 

have witnessed continuous evolutions in workplace dynamics and have watched as 

technology fundamentally altered how we work. Best practices and expectations for 

the field have kept pace with changing times, and ATD’s commitment to equipping 

others to develop talent in the workplace remains strong. Our industry standard–

setting research has helped talent development (TD) professionals—along with man-

agers and leaders who foster talent in organizations—assess, upgrade, and expand 

their functional skills and connect training and workforce development to organi-

zational strategies and goals. ATD has certified nearly 3,000 TD professionals to 

date and has trained more than 100,000 learners through our competency-based 

education offerings. 

Capabilities for Talent Development: Shaping the Future of the Profession rep-

resents the next milestone in our rich history. It is our ninth study in 41 years and 

the first to define the concept of talent development, which better reflects the broader 

functional responsibility and strategic influence of learning professionals. The study 

provides a comprehensive summary of the research ATD conducted in partnership 

with the Human Resources Research Organization (HumRRO), a nonprofit research 

and consulting firm dedicated to supporting quality testing and training programs 

that improve human, occupational, and organizational effectiveness. 

The study lays out the major societal forces and business changes that are requir-

ing professionals to adopt new approaches and upgrade skills to keep pace. It pro-

vides a common language to equip a network of global practitioners with shared 

definitions, methodologies, and concepts. And, it serves as a signal to the profession 

of what is most critical to know and do in the work of developing others.
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What Is Talent Development and What 
Do TD Professionals Do?
The talent development field is deep and wide. In this book, talent development refers 

to the efforts that foster learning and employee development to drive organizational 

performance, productivity, and results. 

Talent development includes a rich history of theories and practices, and its prac-

titioners have varied backgrounds and expertise. While many enter the profession 

through human resource or organization development education and experiences, 

many others do not. Subject matter experts get tapped to teach others. Many come 

to talent development after careers in other fields. Regardless of their starting posi-

tion, talent development professionals are committed to helping others learn and grow, 

enabling change and transformation.

Research Methodology Overview
The study was conducted throughout 2018 and 2019 with the help of multiple 

expert groups identified by ATD to play key roles in the process. A 13-member 

advisory panel of industry experts provided guidance to support the design and 

implementation of the study, including sharing insights about the profession, iden-

tifying emerging trends, recommending literature for review, interpreting results of 

the occupational survey, and advising ATD on the study methodology. 

Aligned to research best practices, the study methodology centers around an 

occupational survey that was administered to a large, representative sample of TD 

professionals worldwide. The study’s design and development was supported by a 

12-member task force. More than 3,000 professionals from 73 countries provided 

complete responses (23 percent of the participants were located outside the United 

States). Respondents evaluated the importance of 197 competencies for successful 

job performance now and in the next three to five years. The data was aggregated 

and statistical analyses were performed to examine the distribution and magnitude of 

respondents’ ratings. (Appendix C details the data collection process and its findings.)

The advisory panel reviewed the survey results to determine which knowl-

edge and skills are relevant and important for successful performance in talent 
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development. In making the determination, they considered multiple pieces of 

information, including the competency survey ratings, the number and variety 

of competencies, and their own experience and knowledge of the profession. Of 

the 197 competencies included on the survey, the advisory panel identified 188 as 

important for successful performance as a TD professional now and in the next 

three to five years. 

The foundation of the capability model 

research entailed capturing the major shifts in 

society and the larger business landscape since 

the previous model was published. The major 

changes in our field were identified through a 

comprehensive literature review, expert practi-

tioner interviews, and Advisory Panel discus-

sions. These trends spanned a variety of areas in business, technology, learning, 

science, and the profession itself.

The most notable finding from the trends research was that talent development 

no longer simply focuses on the tactical aspects of the design and delivery of learn-

ing. Instead, the TD field has become a key element in the success and competitive 

advantage of organizations, making its practitioners essential partners with all areas 

of a business in achieving organizational goals.

With most aspects of business on a fast track, talent development professionals 

are turning to accelerated learning that can be self-directed, individualized, and 

quickly updated. They are helping learners gain independence and control over what 

they’re learning, which is increasingly available just in time in customized chunks.

TD professionals need critical skills such as business and technology acumen, 

data analysis, and content curation. They’re spending more time partnering with 

other business units and focusing the attention of learners for maximum efficiency. 

In an age of artificial intelligence and big data, TD professionals face new challenges 

in analyzing and interpreting data, deriving insights, and summarizing findings. 

With the proliferation of data, TD professionals have new sources and means 

for capturing the effectiveness of their efforts. Measuring and evaluating the impact 

THOUGHT LEADER VOICES

Talent development professionals can’t 

just be experts in learning or instruction 

design. They have to have a holistic, 

strategic level of thinking. Companies 

are really looking for that.
—Nicole Carter, Talent Manager,  

US Venture Inc.
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of talent development is a must-do to make a meaningful business case for the real 

value of investing in people. Equally important is the need for practitioners in our 

field to be strong advisors and partners to the managers and leaders of the businesses 

they serve.

From Competency to Capability
While past studies have culminated in a competency model framework, ATD’s 

focus has broadened to helping TD professionals build capability that will not only 

help them be competent performing their work today, but also prepared for chal-

lenges they’ll face in the future. Competence refers to having the knowledge and 

skills necessary to perform a job. It remains integral to performance and is one 

element of capability; however, capability is about adapting and flexing to meet 

future needs. Competence is about the current state; capability involves the “inte-

gration of knowledge, skills, and personal qualities used effectively and appropri-

ately in response to varied, familiar, and unfamiliar circumstances” (Nagarajan 

and Prabhu 2015). 

Influential management thought leader Seth Godin has said “competency is 

no longer a scarce commodity.” The Internet and the ubiquity of information has 

made it possible to learn about anything, at any time. Simply knowing things is no 

longer a career advantage. Today’s professionals need to put that knowledge to work 

to create, innovate, lead, manage change, and 

demonstrate impact. Practitioners need to go 

beyond the “doing” of designing, developing, 

and delivering learning solutions to anticipating 

and diagnosing individual and organizational 

needs and creating situations that enable indi-

viduals to reach their full potential. Regard-

less of their role or specialty, those who align their work to the bigger picture of 

how talent creates competitive advantage and supports organizational strategy will 

deliver the most impact.

THOUGHT LEADER VOICES

The portfolio of a talent development 

person has expanded—they’ve got to 

better leverage and understand the 

theories and principles of leadership 

development.
—Robert Brinkerhoff, Professor,  

Western Michigan University
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Overview of the Model 
The model answers the question: What should talent development professionals 

know and do to be successful? Our research generated a body of evidence that sup-

ports a valid interpretation of the required knowledge and skills, which became the 

components of the model. This process begins with the identification of the under-

lying personal and professional attributes required or expected of TD professionals 

in relation to their performance at work and ends with the construction of a graphic 

illustration that depicts the major capability areas needed by individuals in the field.

Because professions are always evolving, models need to be updated periodically 

to accurately represent changes in the scope and nature of work. For ATD, this has 

typically been every five to seven years. The current study reflects practice today and 

five years into the future. However, two important alterations were introduced for 

the present study. 

First, the focus of the analysis was shifted to assess the talent development pro-

fession globally. Prior studies focused on training and development and emphasized 

U.S.-based principles and practices. Broadening the focus to include the entire talent 

development profession introduced a larger population of individual practitioners 

performing in a wider array of roles that revealed new competencies to be included 

in the model. 

Second, the unit of analysis was shifted to focus on attributes that are univer-

sally applicable (for example, knowledge and skills). A focus on behaviors, attitudes, 

work activities, or job tasks can be useful, but these attributes tend to be less stable 

across individuals, organizations, cultures, and regions of the world. 

To that end, the new model is structured around three domains of practice: 

 � capabilities that derive from interpersonal skills

 � capabilities that come from building professional knowledge related to 

developing people and helping them learn

 � capabilities that affect an organization’s ability to drive toward results and 

mission success. 

In addition, 23 capabilities detailing the core components of the field are included 

within the three domains. 
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Applying the Model
The new ATD Capability Model is future-oriented, flexible, and customizable. Above 

all, it has been designed to be a practical road map for success in the talent development 

profession. It can be used to assess current skills and expand a practitioner’s scope into 

new functional areas or to align personal training plans. An organization may also 

use it to determine how to structure and staff a talent development department. Inside 

this book are application tips for individuals, educators, and organizations, as well as 

examples and interviews detailing application in the field.

Regardless of how you choose to apply the model, we hope you will take the 

opportunity to create an action plan for yourself, your clients, and your organization. 

A Call to Action
The ability of talent development professionals to pursue new knowledge and expand 

their skills will be a determining factor for success in the future of work. And given that 

it is an important responsibility to develop others, we should remember the impor-

tance of developing ourselves. 
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What Is Talent 
Development?

Talent development has almost as many definitions as there are people who practice 

it. Definitions vary by country and culture, by industry, by organizational strategy, 

and by the responsibilities of the people practicing it. To some, talent development is 

an important tool for unleashing human potential. To others, it is a set of practical 

capabilities for driving organizational performance, productivity, and results. Talent 

development may also be a primary mechanism for driving organizational perfor-

mance, productivity, and results by creating the processes, systems, and frameworks 

that foster learning to maximize individual performance, and for collaborating with 

business leaders to align development activities with strategic business priorities and 

outcomes.

Talent development is also a profession—an occupation filled with talented and 

passionate individuals that involves training and formal qualifications. To support the 

field, ATD develops models specifying what a TD professional needs to know and be 

able to do. This is common practice in most professions. 

The ATD Certification Institute (ATD CI), an independent organization created 

by ATD to set industry standards for the talent development profession, administers 

two credentials based on the ATD models. An associate-level credential is available to 

those early in their career, with a professional-level credential available to those with 

more extensive experience.

The Evolution of the Profession
To understand where the profession is headed requires looking back at the history of 

talent development. First known as training, the field established a foothold in organi-

zations through the design of instruction and its delivery to employees, managers, and 

leaders to equip them to perform their jobs with success. Training took over where 

1
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formal education left off, preparing employees to be successful in work roles that were 

often particular to an industry or organization.

Over the years, as organizations and the work their employees did became more 

complex and as successful performance came to depend more on employees’ know-

how and the ability to learn and change, training morphed into a broad set of capa-

bilities focused on improving organizational performance. Training and workplace 

learning continued its evolution to talent development as focus shifted from provid-

ing instruction to enabling employees to learn and grow by the best and most appro-

priate methods talent developers could make available. Members of the profession 

stepped up to the role of strategic partner with the responsibility of deliberately 

enhancing human capability in the service of 

operational excellence.

Today, the role of many talent development 

functions is to tie development to the organi-

zation, drive the learning agenda, optimize the 

learning environment, and leverage the technol-

ogy and science of learning. 

Who Are TD Professionals and What Do They Do? 
Talent development is a rich tapestry of theories and practices, and its practitioners 

have always come from a variety of starting points. Some begin as subject matter 

experts who are tapped to teach others. Some enter the profession with degrees in 

fields such as human resource development or organizational behavior. Many others 

come to the profession from careers in fields as diverse as education, economics, engi-

neering, political science, psychology, management, and the humanities. 

TD professionals hold education and learning in high esteem, and as a group they 

are well educated. ATD research in 2019 showed that among U.S.-based TD profes-

sionals, 87 percent had at least a four-year college degree, 44 percent had a master’s 

degree, and 5 percent had doctoral or professional degrees. The most common subject 

areas for a master’s degree, besides human resources and organization development, 

were business, business administration, and education, including instructional design, 

educational technology, and curriculum and instruction.

THOUGHT LEADER VOICES

As trusted advisors guiding decisions 

on talent development and change 

management, trainers become policy 

makers, consultants, business partners, 

and even analysts.
—Jonathan Halls, President and CEO, 

Jonathan Halls & Associates
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In addition, TD professionals play many roles, 

ranging from specialists such as instructional 

designers, coaches, or consultants, to generalists 

who use a broad spectrum of practices to achieve 

organizational goals. All practitioners have the 

responsibility to foster learning, use technology to 

maximize its accessibility, and partner with others to align development with strategic 

priorities. These pathways to the talent development field engender different perspectives 

on the scope of practice. As a result, there is no single type of TD professional.

Today, TD professionals serve in organizations and as consultants and are the lead-

ing agents of change and transformation in many organizations. They work to align 

learning with new directions and help firms manage the human elements of change. It 

is now common for TD professionals to advance to top-level roles serving the priorities 

of CEOs and executive teams. 

Variety in the talent development profession is also reflected in the changing demo-

graphics of ATD members. Founded 75 years ago as the American Society of Training 

Directors, the association originally served practitioners in the United States. Today, 

ATD members represent 123 countries spanning six continents. Top countries include 

Australia, Canada, China, Germany, India, Japan, Korea, Saudi Arabia, Singapore, 

and the United Kingdom.

Changes in the Work Environment
In the years since the release of the 2013 ASTD Competency Model, the world’s work 

environment has changed considerably. Technology has enabled the disruption of 

entire industries and forced many organizations to adapt in real time to stay viable. 

Predicting and developing human capability to meet future goals has become a strategy 

for success.

Economists, social scientists, neurologists, educators, game developers, tech entre-

preneurs, and consultants all have something to say about where work is headed in 

the future. Many of their predictions are similar: Work will be more collaborative and 

team-oriented, more automated, and more entangled with social technology. And it 

will change faster than ever.

THOUGHT LEADER VOICES

A true talent development practitioner 

sees the entire picture of talent devel-

opment and how it integrates within an 

organization.
—Wendy Gates Corbett, CPLP, 

President, Refresher Training LLC
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However, one thing is already clear: Work in the future will demand more learning 

and the ability to learn faster. 

For the talent development profession, three 

evergreen topics—leadership, change, and tech-

nology—are likely to remain important in the 

future, but technology will consume greater 

attention because it will continue to revolution-

ize the way people buy, work, communicate, 

and learn. IBM CEO Ginni Rometty has said, “Every job will require some tech-

nology, and therefore we’ll have to revamp education. The K-12 curriculum is obvi-

ous, but it’s the adult retraining—lifelong learning systems—that will be even more 

important.”

It’s a safe assumption that upskilling employees and steering them to new careers 

will be a larger part of TD professionals’ work in the near future. So will efforts to 

help people work collaboratively using technology. Other new roles might involve 

mediating the use of social tools for learning and work, helping learners manage their 

learning time, and increasing organizations’ social media savvy. Change management 

will also be bigger than ever.

It seems certain that artificial intelligence (AI) will be a defining issue in the 

workplace of the future—and a hard one to keep up with because the technology 

advances constantly. Many express wariness of AI because it’s predicted to take away 

jobs through automation and will require reskilling for those who are displaced by it. 

Experts believe that creative jobs and those requiring social interaction, such as man-

aging people, will be safe for a while, but many more types of work will disappear or 

become too technical for the people who currently hold them. The management con-

sulting firm McKinsey & Company predicts full employment for humans until 2030 

but also says that half of today’s work activities could be automated using current 

technology.

Based on this continuous change and uncertainty, ATD’s 2019 Competency Study 

determined that the model for the profession should include, for the first time, specific 

skills related to imagining and preparing for the future of learning and work.

THOUGHT LEADER VOICES

How organizations manage talent is 

one of the only discernible competitive 

advantages left as they get bigger and 

become more automated.
—Karl Kapp, Professor and Consultant, 

Bloomsburg University, Institute for 
Interactive Technologies
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A Capability Model for You
Success in this new landscape of talent development requires a shift to a proactive, 

business-partner mindset. Professionals in the future will need to anticipate and diag-

nose individual and organizational needs and create situations that enable individuals 

to reach their full potential.

Whether you are a trainer, an independent consultant, or a director of a learning 

function within an organization, and whether you are entering the field at the begin-

ning of your career or have transitioned to it later in life, you are a TD professional. We 

have designed the ATD Capability Model for you—to reflect what you need to know 

and do now and in the future as a TD professional operating on the leading edge of 

best practice.
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