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Training literature is replete with
fllustrations of a wide variety of
methods for training needs assess-
ment. Much of the rhetoric can be
condensed into a few basie conelu-
sions regarding the process, such
as the f@lmwmg First, needs anal-
ysis is important and should be
conducted early in any systematic
approach to training. Second,
many techniques have been devel-
oped, and each has proven useful
in a unique set of circumstances.
Third, those techniques that pro-
duce ohjective data are generally
preferred for decision- mnhn T O
grams over less syste " &ih-
jective methods. chr‘l;i, data-
gathering approaches that allow
participation by employees to he
trained by their managers are
more likely to produce conelusions
aceeptable to the trainees.
Despite such guidelines for the
practive of needs analysis, there
has been a eritical lack of compara-
tive assessments of the various
methods available, A systematic
framework for the critique of each

method would prove to llw a
valuable tool for trainers ing
guidance in these isions. This
article provides the essenee of such
a framework, beginning with a re-
view of the more common ap-
proaches, followed by a definition
of five important eriteria for differ-
entiating among them, and con-
cluding with a eontingency model
for decision-making.

A Multitude of Methods
Although no single inventory of
vds analysis methods can ex-
haustively cover the many var-
feties used by trainers, some
technigues tend to be used more
frequently, Twelve such methods
will be ﬁdr*ntih(*d here, with a brief
discussion of thelr defining charac-
tc*uwﬂ'nm and some operational
) nes for their use.

Advisory Committees: Some
s establish a committee repre-
Il levels of supervision to

)

wmnm
identify training needs, determine
whether the pmhﬁcm might be
sedved via training or in a d‘xkfwcxm

manner and to prioritize
Other organizatic
tiple comunittees m repr
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ious functional specialities (e.g.,
sales, clervical, technical) as well as
each major organizational level
(... nonsupervisory, supervi.
sory, middle management a':u'mi ex-
acutive), Kirkpatrick suggests
the purpose of the mmmf?w
should he defined as to provide
advies only, and not to make deci-
stons. An important side benefit of
the committee approach is often
the generation of enthusiasm of its
members for participation of their
emplovees in the programs.
Assessment Centers: The as-
sessment center technique is usual-
Iy reserved for management, pri-
marily because of its high cost,
Usually lasting several days, parti-
tipants engage in a variety of
tasks, such as rr‘xﬁ"nwm“m ERETCISES,
decision-making simulations, case
| nayehyological tests and
group 4im ussions, Trained obser-
vers assess the candidate’s bebav.
ior, record their impressions in
detail and combine their appraisals
into a formal report. Two kinds of
conclusions are typically erat-
ed, dealing with the pwwn 's per-
ceived promotability and sugges-
tions for further development,




Feedback is generally provided
both to the candidate and his/her
superior.

Attitude  Surveys.  An attitude
survey is an opinion poll of a
sample of employees, soliciting
their feelings and emotions on a
range of organizational and work
related issues. Such a survey can
have open-ended questions with
narrative responses, or have struc-
tured questions with more objec-
tive responses. Because the topics
covered are usually quite general,
however, the data gathered are
more useful for indicating general
levels of satisfaction than they are
for generating valid conclusions
regarding specific training needs.

Group Discussions. This tech-
nique involves a series of meetings
of employees from a given job
area. The purpose isto crystallize
specific problems, analyze their
probable causes and identify areas
in which training could most likely
be of value. Its primary merit lies
in emotional commitment gained
by having the people who are to
receive the training being involved
in establishment of the need and
selection of subject matter. Be
cause of its limited structure, this
technique works best for prelimin-
ary needs analysis or where more
rigorous analytical approaches are
not feasible.

Employee Interviews: Some
trainers individually interview em-
ployees to obtain their perception
of work problems and the areas in
which employees feel they need
training. These interviews usually
obtain verbal responses to pre-
pared questions asked by the
trainer, with written notes taken
for future study. Interviews have
the merit of high employee in-
volvement and the capacity to
tailor the training solution more
directly toward the individual.
Occasionally, self-insights gained
by employees become a motivating
force for modifying their behavior
directly. However, the technique
is quite costly in terms of the
trainer's time required.

Exit Interviews.  Organizations
with substantial turnover rates
can gather many indications of
troublesome areas through the
conduct of structured exit inter-

views. In particular, meaningful
data can be obtained regarding
supervisory training needs if the
interviews are conducted by a
neutral person (e.g., a member of
the personnel department). How-
ever, the exit interview does not
allow for direct involvement by
either the employees to be trained
or their supervisors, nor is the
data very often specifically orient-
ed toward training needs. Further,
the time period required to inter-
view a substantial sample of de-
parting employees may be quite
extended in smaller organizations,
and therefore, meaningful conclu-
sions could be significantly de-
layed.

Management Requests. Another
source of subjective input into the
total needs assessment picture are
solicited or unsolicited suggestions
received from higher levels of
management. Although these man-
agers are well intentioned and
often insightful because of their
unique organizational perspective,
these inputs suffer from total lack
of trainee involvement. It is also
improbable that they will produce
an integrated, consistent portrait
of an individual's training needs.
The method is, however, inexpen-
sive and seldom time consuming.

Observations of Behavior: Direct
observation of employee behavior
can take place on either work tasks
or on simulated exercises, and can
be conducted by either the trainer
or other supervisory personnel.
Observations could prove to be
time consuming, costly and a
passive data-collection from the
standpoint of employees and their
supervisors. However, it does tend
to focus primarily on job-related
skills and behaviors, as contrasted
to job knowledge or attitudes.

Performance Appraisals. Many
companies have found that the in-
formation gained from merit re-
view programs provides a de-
pendable basis for needs analysis.
These records indicate develop-
mental needs of employees and a
longitudinal record of how they are
being satisfied. The process can
also provide clues regarding the
supervisor's administration of the
appraisal program. Better apprais-
al systems allow for a comparison
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of discrepancy between present
and desired levels of performance,
a specification of the job dimen-
sions that are of greater and lesser
importance, and a balance between
results accomplished and abilities/
functions to be performed. Data
collection is inexpensive when the
appraisal system is already in op-
eration. the information is often
quantifiable and both employee
and supervisor are emotionally in-
volved in the process.

Performance Documents: In
most organizations, a wealth of
useful and relevant data already
exists pertinent to training needs.
Trainers can collect and examine
in-house reports on productivity,
accidents, absenteeism, turnover,
tardiness and other performance
indicators. These reports are time-
ly, involve no incremental cost, are
updated frequently and the infor-
mation is typically quantified al-
ready. Two major disadvantages
exist, however. First, these re-
ports only imply that there is a
problem and seldom point to prob-
able causes. Second, because data
collection is passive, neither em-
ployee nor manager is psychologi-
caly involved in the needs analysis
process.

Questionnaires: Survey ques-
tionnaires distributed to employees
may be one of the more dependable
methods of determining training
needs. Most forms list a number of
employee/supervisory behaviors
and ask respondents to evaluate
their needs on a rating scale (often
five points). Two important modi-
fications involve the question of
who should evaluate the trainee
(superior, self, peers or subordin-
ates) and adifferentiation between
how important the behavior is for
the job, and how well the person
already performs on that dimen-
sion. Quantifiable data generally
results, and it can be specific to
individual trainees. Participants
feel emotionally involved, and
hence committed to the conclu-
sions. Only a modest cost is usually
involved, since many existing
forms may be adjusted to fit a
firm's needs.

Sills  Tests:  Proficiency tests
can be applied to manual skills,
basic job knowledge or high-order
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cognitive skills such as complex
decision-making. Elements that
need to be defined are the behavior
to be performed, the standard of
acceptable performance and the
conditions under which the behav-
ior is expected. Skills testing
permits elimination of meaningless
repetition of training for skills
previously acquired, while also re-
vealing the magnitude of the re-
maining training task. While the
relevance of the data obtained is
almost unquestioned, the costs to
develop and administer such tests
may be prohibitive. Where a
meaningful sample of actual job
tasks can be assessed, skills tests
can be apowerful demonstration of
the relative need for training.

Differentiating Criteria

Five criteria have been identi-
fied here for differentiating among
needs assessment methods. They
are employee involvement, man-
agement involvement, time re-
quired, cost and the relevance/
quantifiability of data gathered.
Other criteria could also be includ-
ed (e.g., degree of familiarity with
the technique by the trainer, or-
ganizational level for which the
method is best suited). However,
several of these other factors are
somewhat organization-specific,
and consequently the conclusions
might vary considerably from firm
to firm. A brief discussion of each
basic criterion follows.

Employee  Involvement: A fun-
damental assumption here is that
it is difficult to enthuse employees
about a training program when
they have been "sent away to be
fixed" without knowing the reason
why. A widespread norm that
prevailsin the contemporary work-
force is a desire to participate in
decisions affecting the individual's
career. These two factors create
both alegitimate need to know and
a desire to know why they have
been selected for training. In
addition, a powerful argument can
be made for the self-insights that
employees have about their
strengths and weaknesses. Conse-
quently, there are several reasons
for carefully evaluating alternative
needs analysis methods against the
criterion of involvement of poten-
tial trainees.



Management I nvolvement:
Someone has to absorb the costs of
training, whether they are direct
expenses or indirect costs, and
managers have this responsibility.
Further, direct supervisors often
have valid information about the
employee's performance defi-
ciencies and training needs as a
product of their unique observa-
tional perspective. Finally, super-
visors create a climate to which the
employee must return after being
trained. If supervisors have been
involved in the process of data
collection, they are more likely to
provide enthusiastic support for
new skills that employees will
practice upon their return to the
job. On the contrary, if su-
pervisors have been isolated from
the needs analysis process, they
are less likely to support the
training program by encouraging
attendance and providing an op-
portunity to apply the new know-
ledge.

Time Required: Most trainers
don't have the luxury of unlimited
personal time. One critical dimen-
sion in needs assessment is the
total time frame allotted to the
process of data-collection and
analysis before a final report on
high-priority needs is due. An-
other dimension is simply the pro-
portion of the trainer's work day
that can be productively devoted
to needs analysis. A final factor is
the amount of time required of the
trainees, who can ill-afford to be
away from their jobs for extended
periods of time. Consequently,
consideration of the time dimen-
sion will generally encourage
trainers to select needs assessment
methods that are brief and immed-
iate, rather than those that are ex-
tended or require a large time
investment.

Cost: The element of cost should
not be considered simplistically,
but should be examined in light of
both the costs and benefits pro-
duced from the method used. Real-
istically, training budgets often
preclude the use of "better" me-
thods simply because resources
are sharply limited. Therefore,
low-cost methods are generally

chosen. This is often possible
because of the previous availability
of a system for gathering the data
(e.g., exit interviews).

Relevance and Quantifiability:
During troubled economic times,
corporate executives overseeing
the training function are predict-
ably concerned about the rational-
ity of training expenditures. Emo-
tional pleas supported by subjec-
tive assessments of training needs
will fail to convince most managers
that critical needs truly exist.
Additionally, the technical (en-
gineering), quantitative (financial)
and logical reasoning (legal) back-
grounds of many corporate execu-
tives leads them to be highly or-
iented toward objective data as a
basis for their decisions. There-
fore, to the degree that informa-
tion can be gathered that is direct-
ly relevant and quantifiable, these
managers will likely be more re-
ceptive to the conclusions drawn
from subjective sources.

Contingency Model

An extensive review of needs-
analysis literature has been con-
densed into a single-integrated
model as Figure 1 (page 56). This
model presents highlights of the
earlier discussion of needs assess-
ment methods, evaluated against
fiveclassic criteria for differentiat-
ing among them. The result is a
pictorial presentation of conclu-
sions regarding the 12 methods. In
addition, trainers can use the
model as a basis for making deci-
sions about which assessment me-
thod to use in a given situation,
contingent on the degree to which
it incorporates each of the five cri-
teria. In this sense, criteria are
independent variables that serve
to determine the selection of needs
analysis methods (the dependent
variable).

Ideally, an assessment method
would involve both the employees
and their superiors, would require
only modest investment of time
and money, and would produce
relevant, objective data useful for
making decisions to train or not to
train. Visual inspection of the rows
in Figure 1 indicates that none of
the methods receive a superior
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rating on al five categories. (Note
that ideally columns 1, 2 and 5
would be rated "high,” and col-
umns 3 and 4 would be rated
"low.") Similarly, none of the me-
thods reviewed here receive con-
sistently poor ratings; all have
some merit. The strongest me-
thods overall appear to be survey
qguestionnaires and performance
appraisals. Attitude surveys, exit
interviews and observations of em-
ployee behavior are considerably
weaker.

Examination of the columns
indicates an equally wide variation
among methods. For each criterion
there are some assessment me-
thods that are deemed relatively
effective. For example, managerial
requests for training require little
time to obtain the information and
are low cost, as are existing per-
formance records. Assessment
centers, group discussions, em-
ployee interviews, questionnaires
and skills tests involve potential
trainees. Only management re-
quests and performance appraisals
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Figure 1.

CONTINGENCY MODEL OF NEEDS ASSESSMENT METHODS

Incumbum

Methods Involvement

Advisory Committees Low Moderate

Assessment C«nt«r*

(ontBrnni) High Low

Attitude Surveys Moderate Low

Group Discussion* High Moderate

Employee Inierv-ewn

iby trainer) High Low

Eml Interviews

iby personnel dept t Low Low

Miinagem«M Requests Low

Observations p< Sehitvior

Ibv tlainml Moderate Low

PS'lorrranee Apo‘aisjtts Moderate High

Performance Documents Low Moderate

Questionnaire Surveys

and tnvanwikKs Hign High

High Low

clearly incorporate input from
managers. Five techniques suc-
cessfully generate relevant, quan-
tifiable data — assessment cen-
ters, performance appraisals, per-
formance documents, question-
naires and skills tests.

Clearly, there is no "one best
method" for the analysis of train-
ing needs. Some of the weaknesses
of the methods reported here
might be overcome through adap-
tations and adjustments. For ex-
ample, managerial involvement in
the assessment center approach
could be sharply increased by
drawing them in as part of the
assessment staff, or at least by
specific inclusion of them as an
integral part of the feedback
discussions.

Another major implication of the
contingency model is that the pro-
fessional trainer should seek to
balance the weaknesses of one
method with the inclusion of a
second approach that complements
it well. For example, management
requests for employee training
would be followed up with a
qguestionnaire which, on balance,
produces at least one superior
rating on al five criteria.

A final implication is that train-
ers may wish to weigh the various
criteria in terms of their impor-
tance in their organization. Per-
haps time and cost are not signifi-
cant factors, the gathering of rele-
vant data is deemed most critical,
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Management
Involvement

CRITERIA
Relevant

Time Quantifiable
Requirement Cost Data
Moderate Low Low
High High High
Moderate Moderate Low
Moderate Moderate Moderate
Hign High Moderate
Low Low Low
Low Low Low
High High Moderali
Moderate Low Higr*
Low Low High
Moderate Moderate Hign
H.gh High High

and management has already given
tacit approval to the results of any
assessment approach. Under these
conditions assessment centers,
questionnaires and skill tests
would al rate highly, followed by
group discussions and performance
appraisals as viable alternatives.
There are numerous alternative
methods that can be used for the
assessment of training needs. Ra-
ther than relying upon historical
precedent or arbitrary selection,
trainers are encouraged to thor-
oughly investigate the pros and
cons of each method in comparison
to the selection criteria most im-
portant to them. The contingency
model will provide general guid-
ance in these important decisions.
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