
What Do Contract 
Trainers Need to 
Know to Be 

^ When you're on your 
k j U V v V 9 9 1 . ( J J L • own, have a number of 

clients, and work across industry lines, you had better know 
what you're doing! 

Contract trainers are a special breed 
of human resource professional . 
T h e y c o m e into a company; per-

form a service, often for qui te ex tended 

periods; and leave, somet imes to return at 

another t ime and work with another 
group. Such arrangements are ideal for the 

client organization that doesn't have 

enough money to hire another full-time 
person but needs a human resource or 

training problem solved pronto. 
Contractual a r rangements require a lot 

of the human resource professional involv-
ed. T h i s individual must learn the ins and 

outs of each new company, needs to have 
an understanding of the industry in which 

clients are based, and never knows which 
human resource skills he or s h e will be 
called on to use in each new situation. 

But while the contract training field is 
very demanding, it is also supremely 
rewarding. Cont rac t trainers choose their 

own assignments , are no longer embroil-
ed in day-to-day bureaucratic nonsense , 

make their own hours, and of ten have 
greater professional development oppor-
tunities than their in-house colleagues. 

Of course in order to reap the rewards 
of contract training, one must b e suc-

cessful at it. What follows are some helpful 
26 hints from those w h o should know what 

makes a contract trainer good. T h r e e of 

this m o n t h s "Four by Four" contr ibutors 

are or have been contract trainers, and two 

of t hem are or have been responsible for 

purchasing the services of contractors. 

Whether you're designing a 
program, doing OD work, or 
performing a stand-up training 
function, you must understand 
how each organization thinks, 
what its culture is, and what its 
values are. 

Judy Estrin is a training and development 
consultant to First City Bank Corporation 
of Texas, Inc., in Houston. 

Many organizations today are smaller in 
staff—particularly in training staff—and 
they are finding the need more and more 

to go outs ide and find trainers who can 
help them with specific problems. 

Increasingly, the people who go into 
contract work are not the new kids out of 

school; they're the seasoned athletes, the 
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folks who have been around. T h e s e peo-
ple have exper ience in all areas of the 

human resource function—analysis, im-
p lemen ta t ion , program m a n a g e m e n t , 
design, administration, and stand-up train-

ing. T h e y generally come out of organiza-
tions wanting to do more and have more 

freedom than they did as in-house trainers. 
T h e s e individuals also like to meet a lot 

of different people and be in different 

s i tuat ions. T h e y find chal lenge and 

satisfaction in going in and quickly learn-

ing a new organization and helping solve 
problems. 

The recommendations 

1. Find an area of expert ise that you real-

ly are skilled in and that you like. C h a n c e s 

are that you will be able to find a niche in 

the marketplace. You'll also probably be 
much bet ter off if you're more specialized 

in one or two industries. You can't be all 
things to all people. If you go into an 

organization and say that you can do 

anything well, the potential client's reac-
tion will mos t likely b e "If you can do 

anything, don't do it here. I'm looking for 

s o m e o n e with a specific skill." 
2. W h e t h e r you're designing a program, 

doing O D work, or performing a stand-up 
training funct ion, you must unders tand 

how each organization thinks, what its 

culture is, and what its values are. Contract 

trainers need to know the right quest ions 

to ask and the right people do direct those 

quest ions to in order to obtain the right 
information. 

3 . "Teambuilding skills are also critical 

because you're going to be sort of an ex-

tended family; you have to be able to fit in-
to each new team without dominat ing it. 

You have to learn when it is appropriate to 
give feedback and how to give it. You must 
be in tune to what is going on; very of ten 

you will b e able to hear or see things that 
full-time member s of the organization 
can't. 
4 . Always r emember who you work for. If 
human resources hired you, that's where 

your check will be coming f rom. 

When you get very involved in your 
work out on the line, it is easy to forget 
who your client really is. If you've been 

there for a while, you can start to feel like 
you are a full-time employee. I have seen 
cases when contractors begin taking all 

their direction from the line and contract 
for additional work that has not been 
authorized by the client. 

R e m e m b e r that you're providing a ser-
vice to the company. T h i s means that you 

have to keep coming back to whoever 
hired you, asking them whether you are 

still on target, telling them what you're do-
ing, and asking whether you should 
continue. 

5. You must continue developing your pro-
fessional skills. You should put a t r emen-
dous amount of emphasis on development 

activities such as a t tending workshops , 
joining professional associations, and go-

ing to conferences and convent ions. Do-
ing such things will help you keep up with 

what is going on in your field. 
6 . In addition to a t tending your own pro-

fession's deve lopmen t activities, you 
should become more involved with the in-
dustries that you usually work in. For ex-

ample, if you have a lot of clients in health 

care, a t tend medical conventions. Being 

visible is important ; r emember that other 
people at these activities are in a position 
to hire you. 

Another good way to learn about the in-

dustr ies in which you commonly work is 

to a t tend per t inent classes at communi ty 

colleges. T h e s e institutions are priced 

reasonably, so somebody w h o is self-
suppor t ing can afford t hem. 

7. You need to be concerned about the 

nature and scope of each of your clients. 

For example, small businesses of ten are 

run by ent repreneurs , so you must under-
stand w h o each en t repreneur is and what 

he or she is looking for. When you go into 

an organization you have to unders tand 

what it is about and how it got to where 

it is now. 

T h i s means you have to be a good 

listener and a keen observer. And don't just 
observe how people do their work, but 

not ice how they look, how the facility is 
s t ructured, what kind of desks people sit 

at, what's going on around the coffee 
machine. T h e s e are things that you need 
to pay at tent ion to if your ideas are going 
to fit. 

If you don't set personal goals or 
standards for your performance, 
you put yourself in danger of 
losing your enthusiasm-you 
start just grinding it out. 

Jero/d Tornas is president of Tomaco Inc., 
consultants, in New York City. 

Contract trainers don't have the in-house 
trainer's luxury of being at the company or 

within the industry constantly. What dif-
ferentiates outstanding contract instuctors 
from average ones is that the former realize 
that they need to know more about the 
business world and more about the pro-
duc t s and services the client offers and 
how it offers t hem. T h e y also recognize 

the necessity of knowing something about 
the c l ien ts social system. 

Cont rac t instructors who are outs tand-

ing have skills in many areas—establishing 

credibility, building positive relationships, 
assisting the client in maintaining f o c u s -
in addition to superior delivery skills. T h e 

best instructors also unders tand t h e dif-
ference be tween providing a service and 

delivering a session. T h e y endeavor to 
know more about the client than average 

trainers do. 

The recommendations 

1. T h i n k of what you do as providing a ser-
v i ce t h a t a s s i s t s p e o p l e in d o i n g 

something. T h i s at t i tude implies that you 

are there to serve the needs of the client 

organization and to share your expert ise. 
Average instructors only talk about what 

they do in the classroom and think in 

terms of units of t ime. 

2 . Endeavor to get information over and 

above the biographical data of the people 

you will be instructing; find out why the 

client organization wants to run a certain 

program. Spend a lot of t ime interviewing 
to get information about the client's hopes 

and fears for the process. Wha t do they 

really want to have happen? 
To be outstanding, you must have a wide 

base of knowledge about the company, the 

industry, and the purpose for the program. 
T h e sk i l l ed c o n t r a c t i n s t r u c t o r 
unders tands that there is much more to 
the process than simply what they do in 

the classroom: you must unders tand the 

organization and the culture. All organiza-
t ions have certain characteristics that dif-

ferentiate t hem from others. You must 

begin at the early stages of the process to 

understand the unique business conditions 
and envi ronment of the client. 

Knowing the business that your client is 

in is more than simply reading annual 
reports to learn the business; it means 
unders tanding the business, the industry, 

the nature of the compet i t ive environ-
men t , the client's products and services, 
the history of the firm, and the history of 27 
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training within that f irm. 
3 . You also have to know and unders tand 
the hopes and fears of the participants. 

T h e r e are many reasons people go to train-
ing programs. If you don't delve below the 

surface of that , the training program may 
run nicely and you may get a good report 

card, but you won't quite be sure how well 
you served the client. You must establish 

key relationships with people, letting them 
know that you're there for t hem and that 

you understand that everyone comes with 
their own att i tudes, requirements , and 

anxieties. 

To be an outs tanding instructor, you 
must do certain things to enhance your 

credibility in front of the participants, not 

just in the classroom but in the context of 
your entire relationship with t hem. From 

the very beginning, part icipants have a 

myriad of quest ions—most of which aren't 

asked—that deal with your power, com-

petence , reliability, energy, and commit -

ment . T h e part icipants are more likely to 

respond to you if you actively solicit and 

accept questions, demons t ra t e an ability 

and willingness to listen, help participants 
to build upon each other's ideas, use 

language and examples appropriate to the 

participants ' backgrounds , and demon-

strate preparation and organization specific 

to that group. 

T h e challenge is to establish credibility 

without being overbearing. If you recite 

what you've done before, the audience is 
likely to respond to you as being pompous; 

you'll only separate yourself from them 

rather than integrate with t hem. 

4 . Insofar as classroom skills are con-
cerned, only novice instructors believe 
that it's the con ten t that is important and 

forget about what they are doing in the 
classroom from the very beginning to 

establish credibility. 
T h e r e are three key issues that in-

terlock, the first being content . Of course, 

you need to be skilled in the information 

you're trying to translate and the instruc-
tional methodology that you will use. T h e 
second key e lement is that you must be 
able to manage the information and 

methodology in a room of participants. 
And the third e lement is that you should 

be conscious of the value you are adding. 
You see, if all you had to impart was infor-
mation, I'd suggest that you write a book 
because the most economical way to 
dispense information is through a book , a 
videotape, or a film. But because you are 

in the classroom with anywhere from four 
30 to 20 people, more has to take place than 

simply sharing information. 

Adding value also has to do with pro-
viding what I call mental hooks: What are 

you going to give part icipants in te rms of 
materials to work with? Are these materials 

of sufficient value? Will people keep those 
materials and use them after the session? 
T h i s all deals with utility, which means 

that you have to have a very good 

unders tanding of how people are going to 
encounter the information or the skills and 
how they're going to try to use t h e m . 

' Io be an outs tanding instructor, you 

should have definite goals in mind for each 
session that you conduct . You should have 
goals concerning how you want par-

ticipants to feel about their educational ex-

perience, what you want participants to 

know or gain in te rms of skills, and what 
you want people to do with their new skills 

and knowledge. 
5. Because as a contract instructor you 

probably will be going from organization 

to organization and industry to industry, 

you don't have an in-house trainer's luxury 

of learning over t ime the different styles of 

the organization, the different needs of the 
people, the preferred way of doing things. 
So you need to establish a me thod for 

yourself of knowing which questions to ask 

that will help you quickly identify dif-

ferences in each organization. T h i s will 

help you plan your training strategy. 
6 . To be an outs tanding contract trainer, 

you must establish personal goals and stan-
dards. T h e r e are so many things to 

manage in an instructional capacity that it's 

not possible to do every one perfectly. T h e 

best you can do is a t tempt to do most of 
those things well most of the t ime. Going 
into any new situation, look backwards a 

little bit and try to extract the things in the 
past you have done particularly well and 
s o m e things that need improvement . 

Engineer those considerat ions into your 

next session. 
T h e bot tom line is that regardless of the 

skills you have, just knowing what to do 
isn't going to do the job. It's only in sett ing 
your own goals that you'll use what you 
know. Set goals for using each skill and 

perfect each one. If you don't set personal 
goals or s tandards for your performance, 
you put yourself in danger of losing your 

enthusiasm—you start just grinding it out. 
T h e challenge disappears from your work 
and you'll be apt to overuse certain skills 
and let o thers atrophy. And since you 
never know in advance exactly which skills 
you'll need, you have to be pr imed on all 
of t h e m all the time. 

7. Make sure that your fee schedule allows 

for changes in client r e q u i r e m e n t s . 
Endeavor to meet the client's needs within 
a certain budget , but have a standard to 

measure your services against. If you're out 
of touch with your s tandard, you'll lose 

sight of the fact that you're in business, and 
that will ultimately have a consequence 

concerning how you feel about what you 
do. 

If they wear blue jeans and 
work 7 to 3, you should wear 
blue jeans and work 7 to 3. 

Phil Edwards is senior partner of Part-
ners itr Houston. 

I think we're going to see a lot more con-

tract trainers, especially due to the large 
number of people retiring early in recent 
years. T h e people retiring often make ex-

cellent contract trainers because they have 

spent many years in management and can 

see things from the other side of the fence. 

The recommendations 

1. You have to do your homework. Finding 

clients is not much different than looking 

for a job. If a prospect ive client asks you 

what you know about the company or the 
industry and you say you know nothing, it 

sounds like you're telling them "Give me 

s o m e money and I'll learn." It works much 
bet ter if you can show them some general 

knowledge. 
S tudy all the public information about 

the company before your first meet ing. 
T h i s includes financial information and ar-
ticles in newspapers and magazines. If the 
client has stores or dealers, shop their pro-
ducts and services. Ge t product catalogs, 

copies of the company newspapers, and 
organizational charts. Use industrial dic-
tionaries and review any generic training 

available so you unders tand the industry's 
vocabulary. And ask for tours; you can start 
learning the organizations personality from 

that . 
2. If at all possible, have the company pro-
vide a contact person or host for your ac-
tivities and have this person inform par-
ticipants of your assignment and ask for 
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their cooperat ion. If you go in blind and 

just show up, you have to spend t ime ex-
plaining why you're there. 

Keep your mou th shut and b e a good 
listener most of the t ime. Don't start off 
the initial contact by asking someone to fill 

out a questionnaire or by telling them how 
wonderful you are. You really have to 

swallow your ego. 
Be flexible; of ten you have to work 

around the participants ' availability, not 
your own. T h e y have to do their jobs while 

you're working with t hem. It's pret ty rare 
for organizations to take their employees 

off their ass ignments to work with you. I 

have also found that unless I'm working on 

the shop floor areas, most people have to 
get their day started before they're ready 

for you. 

3 . Start at the top of the organization to 

get the big picture and identify future re-

qui rements ; work down to the t renches . 

Work with senior management first con-

cerning where the problems are now and 
what they expect in the future. Managers 

can b e very helpful in telling you what 
they're looking for in two years, in five 

years, and so on. 

Respect the management structure and 
never bypass a manager's authority. Never 

go directly into a manager's area wi thout 

his or her acknowledgement and approval. 
O n e of the worst things you can do is go 
in and start talking to people when their 

boss doesn't know why you're there. So I 

always tell the supervisor why I'm there 
and ask him or her to introduce me to the 

employees . 

While managers can be helpful in tell-

ing you what they think the current prob-
lems are or where they need training, often 
they're somewhat out of touch with the 

reality of the world. So the people doing 
the job can be a t r emendous resource. 
Don' t hesitate to go down on the shop 

floor and spend t ime with those people. If 
they work shifts, work a day, an evening, 

and a night shift with t hem. If they wear 

blue jeans and work 7 to 3, you should 
wear blue jeans and work 7 to 3. 

Act professionally at all levels. If you're 
going into a factory, dress like the workers 

do. Three -p i ece suits and Rolex watches 
on the shop floor keep people there f rom 
considering you a team member . 

4 . Write down the names , titles, and 
background informat ion of everyone 
you're contacting. Having a contact file 

that includes discussion topics, personal 
information, and interests can be very-
h e l p f u l on your next v is i t . W h e n 

somebody starts talking to you, it's good 

to have someth ing that you can identify 
with that person. If s o m e o n e just had a 

baby, got back from a trip, or got a promo-
tion, make a note of that and then refer to 

it when you next speak to that person. It's 
a great icebreaker. 

Never use recording devices during in-
terviews wi thout an employee's permis-
sion. S o m e people are very skittish about 

recording, although it is an effective tool 
for notes . Always ment ion t h e recorder 

and tell the person what you're going to do 
with the tapes. Assure interviewees that 

conversations are confidential . Unfor-
tunately, because tape recordings have 
been used as axes in the past, some peo-

ple still will not consent to being recorded. 

5. Writing thank you cards or notes to in-

dividuals as well as to the management is 

a nice touch. I often write a note to 

management mentioning people who were 

very helpful, complimenting them on their 

team, or someth ing like that . If I'm work-
ing in the field and I'm taking pictures for 

method studies, of ten I shoot some "peo-

ple pictures" and make two copies of them. 

I'll sign one on the back and express 

thanks and give it to the individual. I usual-
ly put the other copy on the office bulletin 

board or in the company newspaper. 

6 . Find a mentor who is objective about 

the company's history, the formal struc-

ture, and the informal decision making. 

T h i s is usually an older person in manage-

men t who has been in all kinds of pos-

itions. H e or she can give you the history 
of the peop le you're working with, the 

development of the area, things to watch 

for where they've had problems—all of the 

kinds of things that usually take you a long 
t ime to find out on your own. 

7. You really need to wear several profes-
sional hats when working with customers. 
Hat 1 is the hat of the H R D professional 

viewing everything through the eyes of a 

professional trainer. Hat 1 belongs to the 
new employee assigned to the work area. 

Ha t 3 is that of the manager or specialist, 
looking at the situation objectively. And 
Hat 4 is that of the public, customer, 

government , or media person. I've found 
that this four-fold approach allows me to 
see objectives clearer and leads to manage-

ment accepting the study and recommen-
dations easier. 

8 . If you're working where there is an in-
house training group, always stress to them 
that you're there to help, not to replace 
t h e m . A lot of trainers get very skittish 
when another trainer comes into the group 

from outside. Invite them to work with you 

if appropriate. T h e y can be a t r emendous 

resource for you, and it can be a lot of fun 
working with t hem. 

I don't care what industry or 
business most of your clients are 
in, you have to come across as an 
intelligent, lively, sophisticated 
person in order to be a 
successful contract trainer. 

George Fahlgrett isfirst vice president and 
manager, client services, for Omega Per-
formance Corporation in New York City. 

O n e of my concerns about contract 

training is that many industries and trainers 

do not recognize what makes a great con-

tract trainer. It takes more than having 

some experience leading a workshop, tak-

ing a public speaking course, or being 
recognized as a good entertainer. It's a 
highly professional area in which people 

have to be very well trained to be good. 

But there are many less compe ten t peo-

ple who hang out their shingles and make 
themselves out to be contract trainers. 

H e n c e it's very difficult for industries that 

would like to use contract trainers to weed 

through the masses to find the truly skilled 

people. 

Because contract training is a growing 

area, I think we have to establish several 

things. O n e is a way for the organizations 

that are hiring contract trainers to differen-
tiate be tween the good and the not so 

skilled ones. And trainers have to establish 
more ways to market themselves , make 

themse lves better, and develop the skills 
and knowledge base that will work across 
industry lines. 

Successful contract trainers have to be 
very good speakers and listeners, must 

have exper ience and skill in manipulat ing 
audiences (in the most positive use of that 
word), need a high energy level and a 

sincere interest in people, and have to have 
an educational background that gives 

them credibility in various kinds of in-
dustries. I don't care what industry or 
business most of your clients are in, you 

have to c o m e across as an intelligent, live-
ly, sophist icated person in order to be a 
successful contract trainer. 3 1 
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The recommendations 

1. D o n t t h ink you know it all; you have to 

keep up with what 's go ing on in t h e train-

ing bus iness . You need to go back and 

work with peop le t ime to t ime w h o can 

point out your s t r eng ths and w e a k n e s s e s . 

T h e r e are all k inds of seminars for 

t rainers on things f rom how to use a flip 

char t well to us ing v ideo m o r e effectively. 

You need to know all k inds of technical 

th ings now, just like an actor has to know-

how to do dialects . T h e r e are many areas 

that t rainers have to b e skilled in, and 

unless you renew these abilities every now 

and t h e n you won't b e able to stay on top 

of things. 

2 . Even if you have worked in a cer ta in in-

dus t ry before , keep in m i n d that if you 

worked in, say, N e w York and you now are 

be ing asked to work in San Antonio, you'll 

probably be dealing with a whole different 

cu l tu re and ou t look . You m u s t b e able to 

mold yourself and how you p re sen t 

yourself to each group. T h e t raining 

f r a m e w o r k always will b e basically the 

same, but you have to be able to mold your 

personali ty and style d e p e n d i n g on t h e in-

dus t ry and the educa t i on , age, and ex-

p e r i e n c e of t h e par t i c ipan ts . 

R e m e m b e r that you are are sell ing 

yourself and your skills, ra ther t han a 

specif ic mater ial . All you have to p r e s e n t 

is yourself and w h a t t h e cl ient is buy ing is 

your personali ty, way with words , and way 

wi th peop le . So the m o r e flexible you can 

be, t h e m o r e success fu l you'll b e wi th dif-

fe ren t g roups . 
3 . Before you even get an ass ignment , you 

should develop a list of s tandard ques t ions 

that you will always ask and ano the r list of 

mater ia ls and d o c u m e n t s tha t you will 

always wan t . Don ' t go into each assign-

m e n t as t hough you're re invent ing t h e 

whee l . 
Each t i m e you take an a s s i g n m e n t , ask 

t h e pe r son w h o hired you to give you any 
repor t s , internal m e m o s , and o the r k inds 

of d o c u m e n t a t i o n you can ga ther im-

mediate ly . You need tha t right u p f ront 

b e c a u s e it will take s o m e t i m e to ge t it all 

together . If t h e p rogram tha t you will b e 

p r e sen t ing is no t o n e tha t you wrote , b e 

sure to get those materials in advance. You 
also want your client to ident i fy o n e or 

more subjec t mat te r expe r t s to w h o m you 

can s p e a k . 
W h e n you can, visit in advance the busi-

ness , p lan t , or office in which you're going 

to work . T h i s will give you a feel for wha t 

the organization and its p e o p l e do. Read-

ing and hear ing abou t a bus ine s s doesn' t 

c o m p a r e to watch ing p e o p l e do ing it. 

4 . Be very careful not to p r e t e n d to b e 

what you're not . You never need to b e e m -

bar rassed or in any way feel inferior 

b e c a u s e you are not a subjec t ma t t e r ex-

pe r t . If your client wan ted a sub jec t mat-

ter exper t , that 's wha t it would have hi red. 

Let the client know that you need to learn, 

and take in all t h e data that it can provide . 

W h a t you have b e e n hired to do is take 

w h a t you learn, p r e s e n t it to o the r s in a 

profess ional manner , and m a k e it work. 

5 . It's very important to listen very careful-

ly, not just to get in format ion bu t to learn 

t h e language of t h e indust ry and of that 

company. If you know and use a few buzz-

words that are familiar to t h e par t i c ipan ts 

in your p rogram, they feel m u c h m o r e 

comfor t ab l e with you . 

6 . R e m e m b e r that you always can use pro-

gram participants for technical knowledge. 

You can learn a t r e m e n d o u s a m o u n t abou t 

t h e indust ry f rom that group. Part icipants 

are del ighted if you ask t h e m for informa-

tion a b o u t what they do and how they d o 

it. N e v e r feel as though you're a f raud; t h e 

par t i c ipan ts k n o w that you are t h e train-

ing exper t and will r e spec t you as an 

e d u c a t e d , skilled profess ional . n 

"Four by Four" is compiled and edited by 
/ldrienne L. Gall. Send ideas for future 
topics to: Four by Four, Training & 
Development Journal, 1630 Duke St., 
Box 1443, Alexandria, VA 22313. 
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