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Training Technophobes 
BY DEBORAH SNYDER AND 

JODI GULP 

PUBLIC SPEAKING and death 
c u r r e n t l y t o p t h e list of j 

Americans' greatest fears, but m 
c o m p u t e r s m a y s o o n d i s - fl 
p lace them. Al though orga-
n i z a t i o n s f i n d c o m p u t e r s 
indispensable , they strike terror 
in the hearts of many employ-
ees. ::Jj 

In teaching wordprocess -
ing , s p r e a d s h e e t s , e m a i l , 
faxing, and d o c u m e n t m a n - 1 
a g e m e n t , t r a i n e r s w h o ] 
p repa re p e o p l e to use c o m - 1 
p u t e r s mus t f i nd a w a y t o 
k e e p their fear f rom paralyz-
ing their learning. Trainers face 
the cha l lenge of creat ing a curricu-
lum that not only energizes technolog-
ical l e a r n i n g , b u t a l s o c a t e r s to 
technophobic employees. 

Mos t o f us h a v e e x p e r i e n c e d 
t e c h n o p h o b i a — t h e n e r v e - w r a c k i n g 
m o m e n t w h e n w e f i rs t t o u c h e d a 
compute r or the realization that chil-
d r e n u n d e r s t a n d t e c h n o l o g y m o r e 
t h a n w e d o . In t h e w o r k p l a c e , if 
those fears are not allayed, they can 
impede performance. 

A technophobic employee is some-
one w h o fears technology and avoids it 
at all cost. He or she feels unqualified 
to use compute r s , and may feel dis-
placed by new equipment and machin-
ery . V e t e r a n e m p l o y e e s w h o a r e 
expe r t s at their jobs m a y th ink that 
learning a n e w technology will take 
them back to a novice state. They may 
expe r i ence anxiet ies long forgot ten . 
Often, veteran employees resist com-
puter technology most. 

I g n o r i n g t e c h n o p h o b i a c a n b e 
detrimental to an organization. It may 
result in lost revenue, high turnover, 
absentee ism, and decreased p roduc-
t iv i ty . T h e t r a n s f o r m a t i o n f r o m 
t e c h n o p h o b i c to t e c h n o c o m p e t e n t 
s h o u l d beg in in t ra ining. T h e r e a re 
t e c h n i q u e s that can he lp o v e r c o m e 
technophobia . 

Conquering technophobia 
There are several ways that trainers can 
help t e chnophobes become comfort-

a b l e w i t h n e w t e c h n o l o g y . For in-
stance, with company approval and at 
least one month before training begins, 
a trainer can begin using change man-
agement, an inexpensive and effective 
way to ease people 's fears and gener-
ate exc i tement . The at t i tudes of em-
ployees w h o doub t their impor tance 
and role in the technological change 
tend to improve as a result of carefully 
planned change management. 

T o e n s u r e t h e s u c c e s s f u l imple -
mentat ion of new computers , upgrad-
e d s y s t e m s , or o t h e r t e c h n o l o g i c a l 
changes, consider these suggestions: 
P o s t s igns r e g a r d i n g t h e i m m i n e n t 
change. Postings bolster people ' s an-
t i c i p a t i o n r e g a r d i n g an u p c o m i n g 
change. The wording should reflect a 
posi t ive a t t i tude and focus on ways 
that the change will improve unpopu-
lar o r d i f f i cu l t t a sks . Pos t s i g n s in 
we l l -popu la t ed a reas such as b r e a k 
rooms, cafeterias, and entrances. 
D i s t r i b u t e a p e r i o d i c n e w s l e t t e r . It 
shou ld out l ine the changes that em-
p loyees will s ee in the fu tu re . Con-
t e n t s m a y i n c l u d e m a n a g e m e n t 
editorials, articles about ways that the 
change can e m p o w e r employees , the 
training process, and approaches that 
e m p l o y e e s c a n u s e to p r e p a r e fo r 
training. 
S tage an even t . This lets e m p l o y e e s 
have a s n e a k p r e v i e w of u p c o m i n g 
changes. In particular, an open house 

may help diffuse their uncertainty. It is 
k also an excellent opportuni ty to set 
| up several computer demonstrations 
I that illustrate the time-saving func-

tions of the n e w technology. A dis-
play lets trainees see and touch the 

new technology. It also may abate 
A their fear and replace it with antici-
|fr pation. 

An o p e n house is inexpensive 
and a wise use of time. Because 

employees can browse the dis-
plays on their breaks, they 

. a r e n ' t t a k e n a w a y f r o m 
w o r k . O p e n h o u s e s a n d 
d i sp lays e m p h a s i z e m a n -

agement ' s concern and re-
a s s u r e t r a i n e e s tha t t h e y 
will r e c e i v e h e l p t o e a s e 

their transition. 
Use humor. This can be a good way 

to ease employees ' tension. For exam-
ple, d u r i n g a t echno log ica l conver -
sion, a c o m p a n y s taged a memoria l 
service for the old compu te r system. 
Such events can t rans form a change 
from threatening to festive. 
C r e a t e a m a s c o t . Sport t e a m s h a v e 
mascots to encourage team spirit, uni-
ty, and camaraderie. A mascot can d o 
the same thing for your organization. 
For example, a large midwestern com-
p a n y f a c i n g a m a j o r e q u i p m e n t 
change introduced a computer mouse 
m a s c o t . Thus , Click w a s b o r n . At a 
c o m p a n y - s p o n s o r e d o p e n h o u s e , 
Click r ea s su red e m p l o y e e s and an-
swered their questions. 

O r g a n i z a t i o n s tha t f o l l o w t h o s e 
c h a n g e m a n a g e m e n t s t e p s r e p o r t 
marked improvements in employees ' 
a t t i tudes. By taking p recau t ions be-
fore beginning training, trainers vac 
c i n a t e e m p l o y e e s a g a i n s t t h e 
contagious technophobia bug. 

Personalizing the setups 
Even w h e n time constraints don't al-
low for a c h a n g e m a n a g e m e n t pro-
g r a m , c o n q u e r i n g t e c h n o p h o b i a is 
within reach. Although trainees may 
h a v e s e e n a c o m p u t e r a n d e v e n 
touched one, this is likely to be their 
first exposure to accomplishing famil-
iar tasks with new technology. Teach-
ing t r a i n e e s to p e r s o n a l i z e t h e i r 
desktops is one way to overcome their 

12 Training & Development, Sep tember 1997 lllnstration by Brian Ajhar 



res i s tance . For ins tance , they can 
change screen colors, backgrounds, 
and screensavers, and they can place 
their monitors and keyboards where 
they want to. Give them time to play 
with the alien technology. At first, the 
new technology may not appear to 
boost productivity. Still, personaliza-
tion may help increase employees ' 
feelings of control and comfort. 

Ultimately, employees who feel a 
sense of control will be proud and 
become more adept. That can lead to 
positive results for the entire organi-
zation. Satisfied employees will be 
more productive and miss less work 
than their technophobic counterparts. 

Eek—a mouse! 
A compute r mouse should be non-
threatening and touchable, unlike its 
hairy namesake. 

Mouse skills are difficult for some 
people to develop because of the co-
ordination skills necessary for precise 
movement. Even employees who are 
familiar and comfortable with com-
puter keyboards may have never ex-
perienced the capabilities of a mouse. 
A trainer's challenge is to demystify 
how to maneuver it. 

Although trainees may be awkward 
at first, a trainer must create a non-
threa tening learning env i ronment . 
First, encourage them to move around 
the computer screen using a mouse. 

After giving trainees time to play 
with a mouse , explain its different 
buttons. Then, you can use colorful 
visual a ids , d i s t r i b u t e g u i d e s f o r 
trainees to use at their desks, or place 
stickers on the mouse buttons to re-
mind trainees of the functions. 

Alter introducing basic mouse con-
cepts and terms, give trainees time to 
practice the mouse button functions. 
Next, explain the concepts of click-
ing, dragging, scrolling, and high-
lighting. They may find clicking and 
d ragg ing cha l l eng ing . Discuss the 
terms, definitions, and correlating ac-
tions. Remind t ra inees that m o u s e 
skills deve lop over time and hand-
eye coordination will improve. 

When training technology as op-
posed to soft skills, trainers should 
beware of several pitfalls. It's tempt-
ing to compare functions, but don't 
let trainees know that one funct ion 
may be more difficult than another . 

Use reassuring language that reflects 
the fun in learning each function. 

In addi t ion to avoiding negat ive 
phrasing, a trainer can send positive 
messages to e m p l o y e e s . Research 
shows that once something is repeat-
ed several times, it b e c o m e s truth. 
Place positive phrases into your les-
son plan. When you first tell trainees 
to remember that computers are their 
friends, they may perceive that as silly 
and untrue. But eventually, with your 
h e l p and pe r s i s t ence , their d o u b t 
turns to belief. A trainer must never 
let w o r d s b e c o m e b a r r i e r s to t he 
learning process. 

Even the most difficult funct ions 
can be simplified with a well-thought-
out analogy or example. That will put 
the material on a level that will reach 
any trainee. 

For example, at a training session 
about computer networks, a speaker 
made an analogy between a comput-
er network and a phone network. Us-
ing that example let the speaker go 
into depth about computer networks 
and compare them to something that 
most people in the room understood. 
Your analogies should compare a dif-
ficult function or technological con-
cept to something with which every 
person can identify. 

Sometimes, trainers who don't use 
analogies lose trainees' attention early 
on. Trainees may feel overwhelmed, 
become discouraged, and not retain 
information. 

Continue using the analogy after 
the introduction. Unfortunately, after 
capturing trainees' attention with the 
clever analogy between a computer 
n e t w o r k and p h o n e n e t w o r k , the 
speaker dropped it and then delivered 
more difficult concepts. Having no fur-
ther reference point, one by one. the 
audience lost interest. Although some 
members of the audience may remem-
ber your initial analogy, many may 
need to be reminded. 

Whether trainees' reference point 
is a radio, map. nickname, or tree, 
make your analogy suitable to the de-
mographics of the group. Use humor. 
If the material is funny, there is no 
question that the information is more 
likely to be remembered. 

Use examples that relate present 
action with past methods. Use your 
knowledge of previous job methods 

to explain new technology. For ex-
ample, Julie used to pick up a docu-
ment and manual ly place it in the 
correct file. Now, she will click on a 
document icon and drag it over to a 
correct file icon. In other words, re-
late a task that workers have been do-
ing to a task that they will now do. 

If you try to relay i n f o r m a t i o n 
without fostering a fundamental un-
de r s t and ing . the t raining will take 
longer than anticipated. 

Is it safe yet? 
When learning new technology, many 
conscientious employees will be con-
cerned about breaking a computer or 
wreaking havoc on an important busi-
ness file. Combat that technophobic 
barrier by developing a safe "training 
region." Take information out of a 
business database, transfer it to a train-
ing database, and freeze it. Then, the 
frozen information can be manipulat-
ed without fear of consequences. 

If it isn't possible to have a training 
region, be sure to create plenty of ex-
e rc i se s a n d a l low a m p l e p rac t i ce 
time. To conquer technophobia, em-
ployees must be given free reign to 
experiment with technology. Beware 
of testing trainees on real business ac-
counts. If an error occurs, employees' 
technophobic feelings may escalate. 
Losing ground at this crucial point is 
detrimental to training. You will find 
that employees are more comfortable 
a n d o v e r c o m e their t e c h n o p h o b i a 
more quickly when they aren't wor-
ried about real or imagined implica-
tions of their actions. 

With new technologies , trainers 
are continually confronting new chal-
lenges because they must learn how 
to teach both soft and technical skills. 
Visible on the horizon is a new tech-
nological frontier: trainers have no 
choice but to adapt quickly. They can 
neutralize employees ' technophobia 
by taking proactive steps. 

Trainers w h o help squelch techno-
phobia will ensure that technology 
never surpasses public speaking or 
death as Americans' greatest fears. 
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