
 - 1 - 

From Assumptions to Evidence 
How Consultants and Trainers Can Conduct a Comprehensive Training Needs 

Analysis 

A practical guide to replacing guesswork with data-driven decisions in training design 

Why Every Training Professional Needs a Structured TNA Process 
Too many training programs start from assumptions: "people need soft skills" or "we should run 
a leadership course." A structured, evidence-based Training Needs Analysis (TNA) helps 
consultants and trainers replace guesswork with data and design learning that truly improves 
performance.[1][2] 

Staying consciously unbiased—by challenging initial assumptions, using multiple data sources, 
and inviting different stakeholder perspectives—prevents the analysis from being skewed by 
personal opinions or politics.[3][4] When you avoid jumping to conclusions and let the evidence 
guide each step, your TNA becomes a reliable basis for decisions about whether training is 
needed at all, what kind of intervention will work best, and how its impact will be 
measured.[5][6] 

The DIRECT Framework: Six Phases for a Comprehensive TNA 
The DIRECT framework organises the full TNA process into six coherent, consultative phases. 
Each phase builds on the previous one, ensuring that training solutions are always grounded in 
real business needs and solid evidence. 

"A great TNA consultant doesn't guess — they go DIRECT." 

 

Although the DIRECT framework follows a logical sequence, it should be treated as an iterative, 
consultative process. At the end of each phase, pause to share key outputs with the client 
sponsor and secure explicit agreement before moving forward. This alignment discipline 



 - 2 - 

prevents costly rework, keeps the analysis grounded in the client's priorities, and builds the 
shared ownership that every successful training intervention requires. 

Phase 1 — D: Discover - 
Understand the Business and Define its Goals 
Before opening a survey or scheduling interviews, invest time understanding the client's world. 
Explore their business model, markets, cost and revenue drivers, and any strategic shifts 
underway—growth, digital transformation, regulatory change, or restructuring.[7][8] 
Simultaneously, map and engage key stakeholders and get their buy-in: sponsors, decision 
makers, line managers, HR/L&D, front-line staff, and external partners in the value 
chain.[9][10][11] 

Diagnose the "pain" behind the training request. Act as a performance consultant—probe for 
underlying business problems and root causes before accepting "we need training" as the 
solution.[7][12][13] Position yourself as a strategic partner by making it clear that training is one 
of several possible levers, not the default answer.[12][13] Once you understand the context, 
anchor the TNA in concrete business goals: productivity, quality, safety, customer satisfaction, 
or market expansion.[1][14] Review KPIs and strategy documents, then ask sponsors: "If this 
training works, what will be measurably different in 6–12 months?" 

Key outputs from this phase: 

• Define what the organization is trying to achieve/transform and what success looks like in 
measurable terms. 

• Stakeholder map with roles, interests, and success criteria 
• Agreed business problem statement and performance outcomes 
• Confirmed scope: departments, roles, and geographies in scope 
• Identify a project champion empowered by management to support the entire process. 

Phase 2 — I: Identify -  
Target Audiences and Learner Context 
With the business goals and scope confirmed, the next step is to map precisely who will be 
involved in the TNA and who the intended learners are. A comprehensive TNA goes beyond 
"employees in general" and targets specific roles, job families, departments, and levels.[2][16] 
Review job descriptions, process maps, and existing performance standards to define what 
"good performance" looks like in each role before any data collection begins.[2][16] 

Also capture the full learner context for each audience segment: locations, languages, 
educational background, access to technology, and typical work schedules. This is especially 
important for capacity-building work in emerging markets, where roles and expectations may 
have evolved faster than formal documentation.[9][10] Identify subject-matter experts (SMEs) 
who will validate competency standards and performance benchmarks in the next phase. 
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Key outputs: 

• Audience map: job families, departments, and locations in scope 
• Learner-context profiles: language, technology access, work schedule per role 
• Identified SMEs and performance benchmark owners for the Research phase 

Phase 3 — R: Research -  
Design the Data Plan and Collect Evidence 
Accurate needs analysis depends on data, not just opinions. Combine several methods because 
each reveals a different aspect of the performance picture.[1][17][14] Agree with the client on 
timelines, sample sizes, and any cultural or logistical issues that might affect access to people or 
data before fieldwork begins.  The identified project champion role is crucial during this phase. 

Method Purpose 
Surveys and questionnaires Capture broad perceptions and self-reported 

skill levels 
Manager and stakeholder interviews Understand strategic priorities, pain points, 

and constraints 
Focus groups with learners Probe attitudes, barriers, and informal 

practices 
Direct observation / job shadowing See real workflows and where performance 

breaks down 
Existing performance data Quantify gaps using KPIs, audits, and 

customer feedback 
Formal assessments / simulations Measure current KSAs against defined 

standards 
 

Collect data systematically. Explain the purpose and confidentiality to all participants before 
administering surveys or interviews.[2] Ensure sample groups represent a realistic cross-section 
of roles, locations, gender, and seniority to avoid bias. Anonymize responses where appropriate 
to encourage honest feedback, especially on management and culture. 

Triangulation—comparing what people say, what they do, and what results show—is essential. 
For example, if managers rate communication skills as strong but customer complaints about 
misunderstandings are rising, the gap may be in processes or expectations rather than individual 
capabilities. 

Key outputs: 

• Agreed data collection plan with tools, timelines, and sample sizes 
• Completed surveys, interview notes, observation records, and performance data 
• A triangulated evidence base ideally drawn from three independent sources. 
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Phase 4 — E: Evaluate -  
Analyze Performance Gaps, KSA Gaps, and Prioritise Needs 
With evidence in hand, now analyse the performance gaps identified across roles and 
departments. Establish the current performance level (e.g., error rates, sales conversion, project 
delays), the desired standard or KPI, and the size and business impact of the gap between the 
two.[2][15] Create a structured inventory of required KSAs for each key role, then map actual 
levels against those desired standards.[2][16] 

Group findings by role or department, identify patterns in errors and missed targets, and link 
each gap to specific knowledge, skill, or attitude shortfalls where possible. Critically, distinguish 
between gaps that training can address (e.g., unfamiliarity with a new system) and those 
requiring non-training solutions such as unrealistic workloads, misaligned KPIs, or lack of 
management support.[15] 

Not every gap can or should be addressed immediately. Prioritise based on business impact, risk, 
task frequency, regulatory obligations, and feasibility.[1][17][16] Score needs by asking: "How 
critical is this skill to safety or KPIs?", "How many people are affected?", and "What is the cost of 
inaction?" Validate the final priority list with sponsors and key stakeholders before moving to 
design—explicit agreement at this stage secures ownership and reduces scope creep.[2][15] 

Key outputs: 

• Documented performance gap with quantified current vs. desired levels per role 
• Root-cause analysis: KSA gap vs. process/system/management issue 
• KSA gap matrix by role with prioritised training vs. non-training recommendations 
• Validated priority list confirmed with key stakeholders 

Phase 5 — C: Craft the Training Strategy - 
Translate Needs into Objectives and Build the Training Plan 
A comprehensive TNA ends with clearly articulated, measurable learning objectives—not just 
topic lists.[1][17][14] Each objective should connect the business goal (e.g., improve rate of 
successful sales calls), the performance behavior (e.g., apply a standard sales call process), and 
the KSA behind that behavior (e.g., prospecting techniques, handling objections). For diverse 
learner profiles, plan for multiple formats: workshops, coaching, e-learning, and on-the-job 
practice.[14][16] 

From the objectives, build a structured training and support plan outlining: specific programmes 
or modules; target audiences and participant numbers; delivery methods (classroom, virtual, 
blended, peer learning); timeframes and sequencing; and measures of success. Crucially, also 
recommend non-training solutions wherever the root cause is a process, tool, or management 
issue.[15] This reinforces your role as a performance partner, not merely a training 
vendor.[1][17][14] 



 - 5 - 

Key outputs: 

• Measurable learning objectives linked to business goals and KSAs per role 
• Targeted training and support plan with delivery methods and success metrics 
• Non-training recommendations presented alongside the learning plan 

Phase 6 — T: Track -  
Measure Impact and Refine Solutions 
A TNA is only as valuable as the results it ultimately produces. From the very start of the 
engagement, agree with the client on how success will be measured—both immediately after 
learning (reaction and knowledge tests) and back on the job (behavior change, KPI shifts, 
business outcomes).[1][14][16] Use Kirkpatrick's four levels or a similar framework to structure 
evaluation across different time horizons. 

After implementation, revisit the original performance gap and stakeholder priorities. Did the 
intervention close the gap? Which non-training issues still need addressing? What should be 
adjusted in the next cycle? This continuous improvement loop transforms a one-off TNA into an 
ongoing performance partnership with the client.[5][6][15] 

Key outputs: 

• Evaluation plan with agreed metrics, timelines, and data collection methods 
• Post-implementation review comparing actual vs. expected performance improvements 
• Refined recommendations for the next TNA cycle 

Practical Tips and Common Pitfalls 

Do's 
• ✅ Prepare thoroughly and follow a structured methodology — ad-hoc conversations are 

not enough.[2][15] 
• ✅ Communicate purpose, scope, and confidentiality clearly to all parties.[2][14] 
• ✅ Document assumptions, data sources, and limitations for transparency and future 

reference.[2][16] 
• ✅ Align with your client sponsor at the end of every phase — validate outputs before 

proceeding to avoid costly rework. 
• ✅ Plan for evaluation (Track phase) from the very start of the engagement.[1][14][16] 

Don'ts 
• ❌ Don't jump to training as the default — always test whether the root cause is a KSA 

gap.[15] 
• ❌ Don't rely on a single data source — triangulation prevents bias and blind spots.[4][6] 
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• ❌ Don't analyse gaps before collecting sufficient evidence — Evaluate comes after 
Research.[2] 

• ❌ Don't ignore non-training causes — some gaps require process changes, better tools, or 
management intervention.[15] 

• ❌ Don't skip the Track phase — without measurement, you cannot prove or improve 
impact.[1][5] 

Making Your TNA Work for Capacity Building 
On platforms such as Grow Learn Connect, content that supports capacity-building professionals 
is expected to be evidence-based, well structured, and professionally written.[18] By adopting 
the DIRECT framework, consultants and trainers not only design better learning programs but 
also build their reputation as strategic partners who can diagnose performance issues and 
recommend both training and non-training solutions. Adapt each phase to your context—the 
logic stays the same: Discover, Identify, Research, Evaluate, Craft, and Track. 

 

 

Key Takeaways 
• A structured TNA replaces assumptions with evidence and builds consultant credibility. 
• Discover first — understand business dynamics and map stakeholders before anything else. 
• Identify your audience and learner context before collecting any data. 
• Research using multiple methods and triangulate findings to avoid bias. 
• Evaluate performance gaps and KSA gaps only after evidence has been collected. 
• Craft targeted, measurable objectives tied to real business outcomes. 
• Track impact from the start and use results to continuously refine your approach. 
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