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Determining Training Needs 

JAMES A. IIALLAM, M. G E N E N E W P O R T and ROLAND D. SPANIOL 

Since World War II, few if any, staff 
functions have received as much atten-
t l o n as that of training. It has heen the 
subject of more conferences, programs, 
books and articles in the past 15-20 years 
than in any known period of time. Much 
0 the emphasis placed on training dur-
l n g this time is attributed to a recogni-
tton of the importance, and often the 
necessity, of directing the learning of 
luman resources in dynamic organiza-
t'onal environments. Unfortunately, the 
money, effort, and time invested in train-
'ug have not always produced the results 
Wi ' m a n ^ organizations have expected. 

is this true? Wi th ever increasing 
attention being devoted to the area, why 
c o training programs often result in fail-
ure A survey of the literature in the 
3 r e a °f training indicates a possible an-
swer. I n t | ) c literature, much emphasis 
s placed on the establishment of train-
ng programs, and the benefits to be de-

rived from them. However, a dearth of 
11 ormation is found in the one area 

most important to successful training re-
sults. This is the area of determining 
training needs. 

Importance of Knowing 
Training Needs 

Many companies that spend much 
time and money in designing products 
and carefully planning for production 
before marketing them, will spend little, 
if any, time in determining training 
needs prior to developing a training pro-
gram. Therefore, training is often mis-
directed and haphazard and results are 
not as anticipated. 

Wha t many companies fail to recog-
nize is that just as a house must be con-
structed on a solid foundation, all train-
ing procedures must be built up from 
carefully determined needs. T h e de-
termination of such needs is a prelude 
to any comprehensive and well-organ-
ized training program. These needs pro-
vide both the all important objectives 
which become both focal points toward 
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which training processes can be directed, 
and standards against which perform-
ance can be measured. Thus, they are 
prime determinants in any successful 
training program. 

Approaches to Need 

Determination 

Among organizations that recognize 
o O o 

the importance of a program grounded 
in needs, various approaches have been 
used in attempting to ascertain training 
needs. Some approaches have been en-
tirely subjective while others have been 
extremely objective. Still others have 
built their evaluations around both the 
subjective and objective approaches. 

The Subjective Approach 

This approach has been, and still is, 
used in the nebulous area of evaluating 
various traits which individuals are as-
sumed to need before becoming success-
ful. Naturally, one of the first questions 
that arises in the utilization of the sub-
jective appraisal is, "what traits do suc-
cessful people possess?" An attempt to 
answer this question should, in itself, 
point out the inadequacy of a subjective 
analysis of personnel. This is especially 
true when it is considered that an in-
dividual's traits, even if they can be iso-
lated, do not necessarily determine his 
success on the job. Thus, a further 
weakness of the subjective approach can 
be seen. Tha t is, if too much reliance is 
placed on "successful traits," the more 
objective evaluations of on-the-job per-
formance are ignored. Hence, training 
based on a subjective analysis is fre-
quently misdirected. An individual's 
personality traits may be changed, if pos-
sible, through training and he may be-

come a "good Joe," but his on-the-job 
performance may not be improved at all. 

The Objective Approach 

Some organizations have abandoned 
the subjective approach in favor of a 
more concrete and factual analysis of 
training needs. This is the objective ap-
proach. It involves the establishment of 
standards of performance for various in-
dividuals and/or departments. Devia-
tions from these standards become "warn-
ing signals" that point out a need for 
corrective action. If standards are met, 
everything is assumed to be operating 
satisfactorily—including personnel. 

The shortcomings inherent in this ap-
proach are numerous. First, standards 
are often inadequate in that they involve 
areas of performance in which individ-
uals may have little control. Thus, devi-
ations from standards may not be influ-
enced by the human element. Conse-
quently, training needs cannot be ac-
curately determined. Secondly, even 
though standards are met, the subjective 
approach does not point out training 
needs that may exist beyond the realm 
of present job performance. Third, too 
much emphasis may be placed on the 
accomplishment of a given standard 
without any regard being given to the 
specific elements of performance neces-
sary in attaining that standard. 

The Integrative Approach 

The value of the integrative approach 
lies in its combination of both the sub-
jective and objective approaches. This 
combination allows one approach to be 
used in implementing and supplement-
ing the other. Objective data can be 
used in verifying and expanding that of 
a subjective nature and vice-versa. The 
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objective of such an approach is to ob-
tain as much information about each 
employee as is possible. Ideally, the ac-
cumulation of this objective data should 
begin during the selection process. Ap-
plication blanks, reference checks, test 
results, interview reports, etc., provide 
important sources of information to be 
used in ascertaining training needs. 
Other methods, however, are equally 
important since they add to an increased 
understanding of the information gained 
from an employee's preliminary contact 
with the organization. 

integrative Approach Elements 

The following elements of the in-
tegrative approach are designed to im-
plement one another so that an inte-
grated picture of an employee's training 
needs will result. 

1- Analysis of Past Experience—An 
analysis of past experience is a basic in-
gredient in comparing an applicant's 
Qualifications against job specifications, 
fn this area, certain training needs for 
a particular job become apparent. How-
l e r , information concerning experience 
l s equally important in determining fu-
ture training needs. For example, what 
Gaining is necessary to make an em-
ployee a qualified applicant for promo-
tion? Typical questions in this area are, 
what is his past pattern of accomplish-

ments, has his work performance been 
satisfactory in the past, does he have a 
record of promotions, etc.?" 

2. Analysis of Present Performance.— 
11 addition to an evaluation of past ex-

perience, present job performance should 
a so be analyzed. Such an analysis is 

necessary to see if past performance 

trends have continued in the present or 

if they may have changed. Thus , this 
analysis provides an opportunity to in-
tegrate experience and performance in 
terms of both past and present. Also, it 
provides a basis for forecasting what 
might be expected from a person in the 
future. In any event, it shows areas in 
which an individual may need additional 
training. 

3. Analysis of Expected Future Per-

formance.—While a knowledge of past 
and present performance is important in 
determining training needs, fu ture job 
demands must also be considered. W i t h 
an understanding of an employee's ex-
perience from these three time spans, an 
integrated picture results. It is easier to 
see for what positions a person will be 
most qualified and what training he 
might need to be most successful in a 

new endeav or. 

Integrative Approach Data Gathering 

Many sources might be used in ac-

cumulating data on an individual's per-

formance through time. Some of the 

more important are: 

1. Personal resume 

2. Testing 

3. Appraisals by both superiors and 
subordinates 

4. Follow-up on new workers 
5. Worker morale 

6. Interviews 
7. Suggestions from within the or-

OO 
ganization 

8. Present methods of instruction 

9. Personal needs of executives 

10. Provisions for fu ture employees 

11. Meeting the firm's objectives 

12. Technological advancement 

within the industry 

13. Rate of growth of the firm 
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14. Comparison with other firms 
15. Suggestions from outside the 

organization 

1. Personal Resume or Data Sheet.— 

A valuable means of determining train-
ing needs is a comparison of information 
available for employees on their per-
sonal resume with the skills and experi-
ences necessary for the job they are ex-
pected to do. Job descriptions and the 
job "specs" should indicate the skills 
and experiences that a worker needs to 
satisfactorily perform each job. If skill 
and experience are inadequate, the em-
ployee should be trained in such a way 
that his job qualifications will become 
satisfactory. Experience plus training 
equals a desirable employee. 

2. Testing.—There are, or should be, 
job descriptions and job "specs" for each 
job within a firm. Test results compared 
with the minimum requirements neces-
sary for each job can point out areas re-
quiring a need for training. Under-
qualified employees may possibly be-
come qualified in some cases through 
proper training. 

3. Appraisals by Both Superiors and 

Subordinates.—Appraisals such as per-

formance ratings, made by immediate 

superiors as well as associates on the 

same organizational level are necessary 

in order to obtain more objective and ac-

curate results. Such results are derived 

through an analysis of an employee's 

strengths and weaknesses as seen from 

various angles. Also, this method elim-

inates "gaps" in the analysis since the 

data from one appraiser implements and 

supplements that of another. 

4. Follow-up on New Workers— Fol-

low-up interviews with new workers can 

give management some indication of the 
success of their present attempts to train 
new workers. Lack of understanding of 
various organization processes may ap-
pear. There may be special problems 
which have not been adequately han-
dled in the training program. These 
problems may then be handled as they 
arise by proper changes in the training 
program. 

5. Worker Morale.—Indications of low 

morale may be in the form of absentee-

ism, grievances, lack of cooperation, poor 

communication, high rate of employee 

turnover, etc. A low morale problem 

may be lessened by letting the employee 

know why his job is important, how his 

work ties in with the rest of the workers, 

how he can improve himself by doing 

his job better, why it is good for him to 

help the company, and why his boss has 

him doing the job he is doing. There is 

a host of other information which, when 

properly given to the employee, will 

raise his morale and that of the entire 

work force. Low worker morale is often 

a sign of inadequate training. 

6. Interviews— By proper use of the 

interview technique, a firm may learn 

some of the glaring weaknesses which 
O O 

could be overcome by proper training. 

Through interviews the company can 

analyze the employee's feelings toward 

his duties, progress, promotion possibili-

ties, supervisors, fellow workers, work-

ing conditions, and his general attitude 

toward the company. This is an im-

portant source of information which is 

too commonly overlooked. 

7. Suggestions from Within the Or-

ganization— Management can to some 

extent determine its training needs by 
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listening to the suggestions of its em-
ployees. Conferences with line super-
visors may reveal weaknesses that could 
be alleviated by a training program. A 
suggestion system for all employees may 
also reveal weaknesses which should be 
considered in a training program. An-
other means of getting suggestions from 
within the organization is a "tap in" on 
the grape-vine." This sometimes re-
^ e a ' s needs that would not otherwise be 

iscovered. In short, there are many 
means of getting information f romwith-
m the organization. These can be, and 
s 'Quid be, used as aids in determining 
training needs. 

8. Present Methods of Instruction.— 
n those firms which have a training 

P rogram of some kind it would be well 
try to determine whether or not the 

mstructors are actually teaching the 
Workers. W h a t planning and teaching 
tec micjues are being used? Are they 

e ^est for the situation? Are the in-
structors teaching the right thing? Could 

e present methods of instruction be 
mpioved? Are the right persons doing 
1 6 ' n s t ruet ing? A training program per 

is no guarantee of favorable results in 
ms of employee learning. T h e design 

0° 1 1 1 a 'n tenance of the training pro-
^ a m a r e °f crucial significance. Even 

c ] ;
e e s t conceived program will need 

the 3 n d m o d i f i c a t i o n to keep up with 
1 ^ n a r n i c nature of the organizational 

processes. 

• I ersonal Needs of Executives.—A 

need1*131'0 e v a ^ u a t i ° n °f the personal 
s °f executives may reveal training 

i tior, Sj ' ° a c c o r n p l i sh such an evalua-
^ t ieie must be an organization chart 

exe1 C 'C t a^ e c ' i o b specifications for each 
e cutive. From such information each 

executive can be evaluated in terms of 
his job requirements. Weaknesses may 
be revealed which could be overcome 
with proper development. T h e United 
States Rubber Company is among those 
companies using this type of manage-
ment appraisal to determine training 
needs. 

10. Provisions for Future Employees. 

—Again from the organization chart a 
firm can partially determine its fu ture 
needs for employees—especially at the 
executive level. This can be done by 
showing in chart form the number of 
years each executive will be with the 
firm before retirement. Retirement is 
inevitable and each firm should be train-
ing replacements for those who will re-
tire. In an expanding industry there 
must be provisions for the training of 
additional executives as well as for re-
placements. In an expanding business 
the requirements for executives are great. 
Thus , training needs can be determined 
by analyzing f uture needs for employees. 

11. Meeting the Firm's Objective.— 

A firm may have as one of its objectives 

the goal to provide recognition and feel-

ing of worthwhile accomplishment and 

individual significance. If the employees 

seem dissatisfied with their work, their 

supervision, their co-workers, and/or the 

company in general, then one of the ob-

jectives of the company is not being 

met. Wi th a well-planned training pro-

gram each worker may better under-

stand his place on the work team and 

the importance of other people on the 

team. Another objective may be to re-

ceive an adequate rate of return on in-

vestment. Analysis may reveal that the 

firm is not getting this adequate return. 

This is a danger sign for many things, 
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one of which may be inadequately 

trained personnel. T h e extent to which 

the firm is meeting its other objectives 

may also help to determine its training 

needs. 

12. Technological Advancement with-

in the Industry.—'Those firms antici-

pating technological changes in materials 

or machinery need a training program 

if they are to keep pace with technolog-

ical changes. For example, it is now pre-

dicted by Mr. Jay Oglesby of Southern 

Flomes, Inc., Charleston, Illinois, that 

within ten years homes will be made 

predominately of materials other than 

wood. It is expected that only 3% of the 

total building material in the average 

home will be wood. Already this firm 

is making preparations to keep pace with 

the technological changes which are 

bringing about increased uses of plastics, 

wood fibers, and other synthetic ma-

terials in the home building industry. 

In addition they are now preparing their 

workers so that the workers will be qual-

ified with the necessary skills and atti-

tudes to cope with these technological 

changes. Firms which can foresee their 

technological changes should also fore-

see a need for training. 

13. Rate of Growth of the Firm-

Periods of economic growth for a firm 

generally imply that there is also in-

creased recruitment. In such cases the 

well-trained worker is more difficult to 

find. Thus, there is a much greater need 

at this time for training within industry. 

Firms should recognize that a period of 

growth for them is a danger signal for 

their training program. It is time for a 

general upgrading of their entire train-

ing program. 

14. Comparison with Other Firms.— 

How does the firm rate in comparison 
with competitors? Is employment less 
stable than that of competitors? Is the 
Workmen's Compensation excessive? 
Does the firm have an excessive amount 
of waste, spoilage, and machine damage 
as compared with similar industries? 
Does the firm have a greater amount of 
waste time resulting from accidents and 
other work stoppages? Is the rate of pro-
duction less than in similar industries? 
If an answer to any of these questions 
is "yes," determinations should be made 
as to why the firm is inferior in a given 
area. Proper training of employees may 
be an aid in bringing the firm up to a 
level held by similar and successful in-
dustries. 

15. Suggestions from Outside the 

Organization.—A firm can receive con-

siderable help from outside its own or-

ganization. Specialists in management 

problems may be employed to study the 

entire operations of a firm. These spe-

cialists will advise the firm as to what 

should be done for the betterment of the 

firm. T h e inauguration of a training 

program may be recommended as one 

means of improvement. T h e consulting 

firm brings with them a vast amount of 

knowledge and experience. Many man-

agers do not have the necessary knowl-

edge and/or experience to adequately 

appraise their own firm in terms of train-

ing needs. Thus , management consult-

ants can provide an invaluable aid m 

helping to determine a firm's training 

needs. 

Whi le a given company will utilize 

that combination of the above tools that 

best suits its needs, two important con 

siderations must be borne in mind. First' 
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the techniques must be used in an in-

tegrated manner. For example, appraisals 

by superiors are supplemented by ap-

praisals by associates, test results are 

implemented by interviews, etc. Only 

m this way can a true determination of 

needs be derived. Secondly, evaluations 

must be made regularly enough that 

changes in performance can be noted 

before a long time span has elapsed. 

Other Evidences of a Need 

for Training 

In the foregoing, attention was di-
O O7 

reeled to those sources of appraisal use-

ful in determining individual training 

needs on a planned basis. Flowever, 

little was said about those other factors 

which may be "signal" of a need for 

training. Some of these sources are: 

CLIP AND 

1. High rate of employee turnover. 

2. High accident rate. 
3. Excess scrap and product rejec-

tions. 
4. Poor leadership. 
5. Inadequate communications. 
6. Poor morale. 
7. Slowness in decision-making. 
8. Inadequate planning. 
9. Policies misunderstood. 

10. Low productivity. 

While this list is by no means all-in-
clusive, it points out areas in which 
training may be deficient. Further it is 
evident that many factors other than 
training can influence these areas. Thus, 
training should not be regarded as the sole 

factor contributing to, or eliminating, 
problems in these areas. However, its 
benefits should be considered in an an-
alysis of problems which might arise in 
any of the above areas. 
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