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Strategic employee development is a key area of need for companies to remain competitive in the current market. Companies are spending as much as ever on employee development, whether that includes employee retention, training, or deployment (Bohne, 2025). Labor shortages continue to be a problem for many industries, with companies struggling to fill positions in the aftermath of COVID (Deliotte UK, 2024) as a result of many factors, including an ageing population, a disconnect between employee desires and employment availability. In part due to shortages, but also due to a need to innovate how companies utilize labor has caused most companies to implemented a more strategic employee development approach to their recruitment, training, and offerings for employees. Examples of this include AT&T’s retraining program (Eaves, n.d.) called  “Future Ready”, Amazon’s “Career Choice” program, and Google’s “Googler-to-Googler” (Finelli, 2023) mentorship program. AT&T’s “Future Ready” is a great example of the strategic element of strategic employee development. The program focuses on finding out what skills AT&T employees will need to remain competitive and then focuses the training programs to meet those contemporary needs. Amazon’s “Career Choice” program shows how companies seek to foster a work culture that encourages employees to want to succeed and be a part of that success. The goal of the program is to break the perception of working at Amazon as being a “dead-end” job and instead as a great pathway to further career advancement, whether through Amazon in their own training and development programs or through Amazon paying the employees’ school tuition. By investing in their employees, Amazon doesn’t just bolster their current employees, but also their future ones by improving the general opinion of working at Amazon and improving the chances that someone chooses to work at Amazon. Google’s broad range of mentorship programs, including the G2G program, are key way they transfer skills to new generations of employees. Utilizing the existing employees’ skills and expertise to train new and existing employees allows Google to future-proof its capabilities as a company in the case of succession situations, as well as more general new employee training. This allows Google to train employees in skills that are immediately relevant and useful, since they will be skills that have been vetted by active and experienced employees. Each of these programs also has drawbacks, as they are often somewhat difficult to implement and even harder to implement effectively and efficiently in the current strained labor market, but that means they are even more crucial. Part of the difficulty of implementing new training programs is their cost, with Statista finding that companies spend on average $1,283 per worker in 2023 (Bohne, 2025). Companies need to use strategic employee development to remain competitive in the current market, and by using modern techniques and technologies, they will be able to meet and even surpass their competitors in the short term and long term. 
	The tech industry is highly competitive and volatile. Companies that face labor shortages will have “difficulties which hamper their capacity to satisfy existing demand, to expand production and to innovate” (Causa, 2025). New trends and technologies are equally areas of opportunity and threat as companies rush to adapt. In order for businesses to keep up with trends, they need to use data-based training to increase the effectiveness of said programs. Using data has “significant potential for enhancing the quality and effectiveness of training” (Zhang, et al., 2023). In 1876, Alexander Graham Bell invented the telephone, which would become the “foundation of the company that would become AT&T,” (History of AT&T Brands, 2016). Since then, AT&T has seen the invention of the computer and the internet. Their survival has required adapting to current technology. One of their current initiatives that contributes to their success is the implementation of training and development programs, which allow their employees’ skills to keep up with the rapidly evolving work environment in which AT&T operates. Sally Eaves of AT&T Business describes how, recently, with the pandemic that the nature of how people work has fundamentally changed. She writes that the workplace has evolved far past the “Taylorist Office of 1900, which focused on efficiency and organization, with a production line style” to what she describes as “a balanced, collaborative, interactive, and social hub with dedicated quiet spaces” (Eaves, n.d.). Work has progressed past building something from a set of instructions to finding ways to enable employees to invent new instructions entirely on the fly. AT&T has tackled this by investing heavily in employee training and development. They use data to identify key areas they need to grow within, including specific skills they lack that they feel will be key in their future strategic goals. Their “Future Ready” program seeks to ambitiously retrain and redevelop close to 100,000 employees with relevant technological skills that they have found lacking and necessary in their current market (Kerr, 2019). This reflects the necessity for companies to implement a culture of learning and upskilling, and not just training programs. Employees need to not only feel capable but also encouraged and incentivized to grow. While AT&T’s program focuses on the skillset side of development, Amazon faces a different issue, with their “Career Choice” program meant to improve people’s opinion of Amazon from a dead-end job to a job that can facilitate and even accelerate employee growth either within Amazon or outside it.
	A highly important part of a learning culture is that employees feel both that they belong and that they are valued. Amazon has and is currently struggling to foster a positive work environment. There are many reports of poor work conditions, with Gutelius and Pinto of the University of Illinois finding that 41% of workers in Amazon warehouses reported being injured while working (Gutelius & Pinto, 2023). They also found that 52% of employees felt burned out at Amazon. This is not how companies incentivize employees to work for them. Boston Consulting Company found that employees who felt they belonged were 2.4 times less likely to quit (Diversity, inclusion, and belonging in the Workplace, n.d.). Amazon is seeking to change this perception of their work environment. In 2019, they announced “Upskilling 2025,” an ambitious program that has them investing $700m to “retrain 100,000 U.S. employees by 2025” and includes a pathway for employees making $15 an hour to become data technicians and make $30 (Schiemann & Schiemann, 2019). The purpose of these training programs is to maintain and sustain their employees even as the nature of their business changes with the implementation of robotics and other cutting-edge technologies. A report by McKinsey found that out of 12,000 employees surveyed from across the world that 41% of employees cited a lack of upward mobility as the largest reason why they quit their jobs (Smet, et al., 2022). Rachel Bourque of Kaplan North America writes that “helping employees advance their careers through upskilling, and other support, even as it recognizes that while some will stay and advance into new roles, others may wind up somewhere else. It may seem the opposite of what businesses should be trying to do, but it’s the only way to create truly worthwhile education programs and attract top tier talent” (Bourque, 2022). The reason this can help a company like Amazon is that if an employee uses their tuition program or another training program and still ends up at a company other than Amazon, then it isn’t a total loss for Amazon. This is because the employee will have a far more positive view of the company and will be more likely to work there in the future, and to encourage people within their circle that Amazon invests in its employees and values them, even if they move on from Amazon in the future. This will encourage a culture of development and self-improvement that will bleed into every aspect of the company. The downside of this strategy will be that it is difficult to measure its benefits. While one could survey employee satisfaction and point to that, it is hard to assess which programs have influenced employee perception and to what degree, and “convincing the board of the tangible value of learning is far from a given” (If you can’t measure the impact of learning, why bother? here’s how to link it to business success, 2024). Another company that has invested heavily in a learning culture is Google, and a major part of that is their utilization of mentorship programs meant to close the gap between skills possessed and skills needed to remain competitive.
	A 2023 McKinsey report discussed how companies that invest in their employees keep them and can potentially become “superstars” that make over $1billion in profit (Madgavkar, et al., 2023). This shows how using employee development strategically can improve a company’s ability to earn more profit and not only meet objectives but exceed them. One company that has exemplified this overachiever attitude is Google. Google does this through fostering an innovative and adaptive company culture (Zulfan, 2020). They then pass that culture on to new employees through extensive mentorship programs, including for new employees (or Nooglers), prospective employees through online training programs meant to recruit employees, and programs for more senior and experienced employees to plug skill gaps (Saraev, 2023). One study found that mentorship programs provided “a small but significant advantage” (Underhill, 2006) to mentees. Mentorship programs provide employees with a sense of connection and community within an organization (Dennison, 2023). This is a key area of importance for a company like Google, which has many hybrid and work-from-home employees who may feel a disconnect from the company. Mentorship programs, as seen by the literature given, are a massive positive for companies. This shows in Google, which Glassdoor has ranked as #38 of the best places to work (Best places to work, 2024). Google is just one company that has effectively implemented mentorship programs to the benefit of its employees and the organization as a whole. These programs are not a one-stop solution to L&D, though, as a broad and data-driven approach is required to identify strategic objectives and effectively utilize human capital to not only survive in the current market but thrive.
	Strategic employee development is crucial for businesses to remain competitive. Companies such as Google, Amazon, and AT&T are investing heavily in potentially risky L&D programs meant to improve employees’ real skills, learning ability, and perception of their employers to encourage them not to quit. In addition to growing competition amongst companies for an already limited, highly specialized workforce, there is a greater trend of demographic decline. In 1968, Paul Ehrlich published a book titled The Population Bomb, which predicted the earth’s population would approach infinity by 2026 (Lewis-Kraus, 2025). Shockingly, Ehrlich was a little off. Population growth is actually in question in many areas, with the replacement rate (there needs to be approximately 2.2 births per 2 people to maintain the current population) falling in many countries far below the needed amount to keep the population even. Many countries, including Poland, Hungary, Korea, and many others, are enacting aggressive pro-natal policies to try and keep their demographic pyramids from collapsing (Stone, 2020). So, in addition to the ever-evolving arms race of obtaining, training, and keeping highly skilled and technical workers, companies will also have to contend with a greater trend of fewer workers entering the workforce than those who are retiring. All of these factors mean that strategic employee development could not be any more important to every company’s long-term sustainable competitive advantage. Thankfully, companies have many avenues to train and attract employees, including mentorship programs that improve employee engagement, programs that foster a positive learning work environment, and using data and long-term planning to target specific skills to develop within a company.
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