
Truths of 
Technology Training 
Here's how to deal effectively with those undeniable problems 
of automation training. 

By ELLEN W. SOKOL and JOHN C. BULYK 

Studies said not to expect a 
boost in white-collar product-
ivity without a boost in capital in-

vestment. So business executives scurried 
about, ordering word processors, personal 
computers, and workstations. T h e results, 
often, were mid-management blues— the 
symptoms of which are moans about lit-
tle payback; software misuse—due to in-
abiliy to squeeze an appointment in on a 
software training calendar booked solid; 
and standing requisitions for systems and soft-
ware trainers— guilt from burning out all 
previous trainers. 

In recent years, the flaw-filled practice 
of budgeting lots for technology but little 
for training spread wildly. If this practice 
infiltrated your organization, an under-
standing of technology training truths and 
ways of dealing with them may help you 
train your firm back into the black. 
• Truth #/.• Executives are people, too. 
Training plans must include provisions for 

executives. If you want continuing sup-
port for the automation budget and 
strategy, your first client must be your 
manager or your manager's manager. Ask 
yourself who needs to know about the 
training, then what, when, how, and why 
they need to know. Not all executives 
need to know the features of systems be-
ing acquired for their staffs; however all 
need enough information to develop the 
attitudes, perspectives, and expectations 
necessary to support automation efforts. 
Informed, involved executives are essen-
tial to automation success. 

One of the most effective ways of involv-
ing and informing executives is through 
carefully constructed, highly professional 

I'Alcn M. Sohol antl John C. Ihilyk arc 

'JHiiutginii directors tit Organisational 
R e s o u r c e s G r o u p , Inc., Xetc York Cits. 

briefings featuring recognized technology 
experts. Don't consider it a personal fail-
ing to bring in experts; you can display 
your strengths by designing and chairing 
the briefing. Include a hands-on com-
ponent. Give management some context 
for viewing the automation effort, then 
point out its value to their personal work. 
• Truth #2: Training is cn/cial to all stages 
of automation. Common wisdom holds that 
training should occur only after the 
techologv is in place, and should end once 
all the equipment is running. Nothing 
could be further from the truth. Training 
is a necessary tool throughout the automa-
tion process, from introduction to ad-
vanced use of the equipment. 

During the early stages of automation, 
help the users understand what they can 
expect and what cannot be done (due to 
technological or organizational obstacles). 
If you launch users at every organization 
level on an informed path, they will be 
your partners, not your adversaries, in the 
automation effort. 

Don't pull out during later stages. Peo-
ple with several years of automation ex-
perience report that the problems get 
more complex: Users must be retrained on 
updated systems and procedures, and file 
building and sharing procedures must be 
formalized. 
• Truth #3: Focusing on user development is 
nor a luxury, it's a necessity. T h e number of 
information-system experts to users is 
usually less than 1 to 100. T h e only way 
to combat the obvious problem of this im-
balance is to focus, right from the start, on 
making users proficient and independent. 

Have you ever considered how sizeable 
a learning curve users must scale to 
achieve automation proficiency? Skills 
development, or learning the features and 
functions of a system, is only the first step. 
Once users can easily operate a system, 
they start using it in unintended and un-
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documented ways. Creative users go 
beyond applying the tool to specified jobs; 
their confidence pushes them to strive for 
new applications. 

When users develop a technology sense, 
they feel ready to participate in systems ac-
qu is it ion, s e l e c t i o n , and des ign 
decisions—they feel ready for full partner-
ship with the information-systems profes-
sional. But only when these technologv-
savvy users gain system sense will the part-
nership work. System sense stems from 
u n d e r s t a n d i n g work r e q u i r e m e n t s , 
organizational requirements, and human 
dynamics. This understanding, so critical 
to automation success, develops from ex-
perience in matching organizational re-
quirements with system functions. 

T h e s e important user development 
stages must be planned and budgeted for. 
• Truth #4: Training is more than skills 
development. At different stages in a per-
son's or organization's development, the 
need to know shifts. A training program 
aimed at user development must an-
ticipate shifting needs and provide suppor-
tive training. Such a developmental train-

ing program has three components : 
sensitization—activities that prepare users 
emotionally for the automation and the 
changes it will bring; education—activities 
that prepare the user intellectually for the 
automation; and training—activities that 
prepare the user to actually operate the 
automated tools. 

Consider these familiar scenarios. Is 
skills training needed? 
—A financial analyst who is proficient with 
Lotus 1-2-3 will direct a local area network 
selection and acquisition project. 
—An administrative assistant responsible 
for a traditional departmental project file 
will build a related data base. 
—An executive who is evaluating a plan to 
acquire an automated package will plan an 
information center. 

At first blush these situations may not 
seem like training problems —they might 
seem like political, organizational, or finan-
cial ones. However, each situation has a 
knowledge or skill dimension that training 
must address. Training must also take 
responsibility for altering attitudes and 
beliefs that oppose the goals of the 

automation effort. If trainers don't take 
these steps, no one will. 
• Truth #5: Automation training needs an 
complex and must be made manageable. A 
structured, written plan is necessary for 
communicating your automation training 
ideas to the organization. Your plan should 
cover three levels of staff: executive; 
managerial and professional; and ad-
ministrative and support. T h e planned ac-
tivities should include sensitization, 
education, and training. 

For each of these activities, briefly 
describe what's needed at each staff level. 
First, assess needs: What will the 
organizational requirements be over time? 
Next , set objectives: What specific ac-
tivities will meet those needs? Last, take 
inventory of resources: What is needed in 
t e r m s of dol lars , p e r s o n n e l , and 
technology? 

When writing the plan, be as broad in 
scope as possible, do not feel limited by 
what does not seem possible at the mo-
ment . You may want to include a 
technology deployment plan. Th is would 
specifiy the budget for technology for the 
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planning period and include the number 
of persons per terminal or workstation. A 
more elaborate plan would include objec-
tives for the office automation or personal 
computing effort. 

Your detailed plan can guide you through 
effective training and development. But, 
beware: Planning is one of those 
managerial activities that can be of signifi-
cant value or can become a personal Ber-
muda Triangle—whatever energy you send 
in its direction is lost for all time, with no 
payback at all. Prepare for this by making 
your training plan flexible. 
• Tnith #6: Trainers never have enough 
resources. After you take inventory of your 
resources and map them over your 
organization's training needs, you'll pro-
bably think you have nowhere near enough 
resources to meet the needs. You will, 
most likely, have to deploy insufficient 
resources in the best manner you can think 
of. 

Try several uses for the resources at 
hand. In your plan, write in specific, 
achievable objectives for as many needs as 
possible until you have exhausted all the 
resources. For instance, you could use all 
the resources to train secretaries on soft-
ware or all to sensitize senior management 
to the cost/benefit relationships of automa-
tion. However, it's usually best to spread 
available resources across many different 
areas of the organization. 

If you assume the same resources each 
year for the next three to five years, and 
you assume an unchanging set of needs, 
you can write objectives for the future. 
Both of these assumptions will prove false, 
but making them will provide some 
guidance into future needs. 

You should now send a copy of your plan 
to your automation director to see what he 
or she has to say about it. Be prepared to 
modify the priorities and assumptions 
listed in the plan as you begin program im-
plementation and receive feedback. 

Remember, even with limited resources, 
you can make technology training work. 
Just be certain you touch on every aspect 
of the process—including the often 
overlooked sensitization and education— 
and cover all staffing levels. Your work, well 
planned, will produce the optimum 
automation environment: one filled with 
informed, independent, and highly profi-
cient technology users. 
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