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Informal Training Takes Off 
WATCHING A CO-WORKER s h o w 

you how to operate a machine 
tool. Asking someone how to use the 
s p e l l c h e c k f u n c t i o n o n a w o r d 
processor. Listening to a supervisor 
e x p l a i n a n e w a c c o u n t i n g p r o c e -
dure. Those are just some examples 
of the informal ways people gain the 
essential skills and information re-
quired to do their jobs. 

Such impromptu activities in the 
workplace have always complement-
ed, and somet imes replaced, struc-
tured training. Until now, however , 
many training professionals haven't 
realized the immense scope of infor-
mal training that is taking place. 

Trainers have always known the 
critical importance of informal, just-in-
time training that occurs every day on 
the job. Some companies have been 
tracking and facilitating that kind of 
training. But for the first time, new da-
ta from the U.S. Bureau of Labor Sta-
tistics shows that employees spend 
much more time in informal learning 
than in formal, employer-sponsored 
training. In fact, they spend on aver-
age 70 percent of their total training 
time in informal activities. 

The data was collected in a 1995 
su rvey , c o n d u c t e d in t w o p h a s e s 
from May through October. The first 
phase was a survey of 1,062 employ-
ers to ga the r i n fo rma t ion on their 
training expenditures and how much 
formal training they offered employ-
ees. Those results were released in 
July 1996. (See "How Much Do Em-
ployers Spend On Training?" Train-
ing & Development, October 1996.) 
The s econd phase was a survey of 
randomly selected employees from 
the companies participating in phase 
one. The total data offers the most de-
tailed picture to date on workplace 
training in the United States. 

The most significant findings were 
the first-ever figures on the amount of 
informal on-the-job training. Past re-
search on employer-provided training 
tended to focus on the formal kind. 
The few studies that did investigate 
i n fo rma l t r a in ing e s t i m a t e d how-
many employees received such Gain-
ing, but failed to pinpoint how much 
informal training takes place during 

the course of a normal workday. 
The 1991 Current Population Sur-

vey, for example , asked abou t the 
types of training that employees re-
ceived in their jobs. A study by the 
Small Business Association asked em-
ployers to es t imate the n u m b e r of 
hours that co-workers and supervi-
sors spent giving individualized infor-
mal instruct ion to n e w e m p l o y e e s 
during their first three months. 
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The 1995 Bureau of Labor Statistics 
Survey on Employer-Provided Train-
ing was unique in the type of data it 
collected and its efforts to ensure accu-
racy. For example, it used time logs to 
track all of the training activities that 
employees participated in during a 10-
day period. Experienced field econo-
mists visited each company to instruct 
selected employees on how to identify 
t ra in ing ac t iv i t i es—for e x a m p l e , 
"whenever you are taught a skill or 
provided information to help you do 
your job better." The time logs record-
ed the duration of each training activi-
ty, how the training was delivered, 
who was involved, and what type of 
skill or information was transferred. 

LJsable t ime logs were collected 
from 1,013 employees for a response 
rate of 47.7 percent. The log activities 
were designated as formal or informal 
training. For the purpose of the sur-
vey, formal training was def ined as 
"training planned in advance with a 
defined curriculum." 

Some surprising findings 
A major finding was a lack of relation-
ship be tween informal training and 
organization size. Past research has 

consistently shown a correlation be-
tween company size and the number 
of hours of formal training that em-
ployees receive. The larger a compa-
ny, the more formal training it does. 
In the most recent BLS research, no 
such relationship was found for infor-
mal training. The f indings indicate 
that informal training practices are 
similar in both large and small organi-
zations and that in small companies, 
which tend to offer little formal train-
ing, informal training does not serve 
as a substitute for formal training. 

Additional f indings show differ-
ences in the types of training that are 
delivered formally versus informally. 
For example, the two types of training 
that accounted for the most training 
time overall were computer-related 
training and production-construction 
training (which is training in operating 
or repair ing machinery and equip-
ment ; manu fac tu r i ng , assembl ing , 
distributing, installing, or inspecting 
goods ; and cons t ruc t ing , al ter ing, 
or maintaining bui ldings and other 
structures). 

Each type accounted for about the 
same amount of total training time 
(11.4 versus 10.8 hours), but with dif-
ferent delivery methods . Employee 
logs showed that 57 percent of com-
puter-related training was informal, 
compared with 81 percent informal 
delivery for production-construction 
training. The average amount of in-
formal training was 70 percent of all 
training. 

The BLS survey gives the percent-
ages of employees receiving different 
types of formal and informal training, 
b r o k e n d o w n by d e m o g r a p h i c s . 
These figures offer new perspectives 
on such previous studies as the 1991 
Current Populat ion Survey and the 
1994-1995 National Household Edu-
cation Survey. 

The BLS survey confirms many of 
the f ind ings of p rev ious research , 
with o n e significant d i f ference. Of 
employees on the BLS survey, 84 per-
cent had received formal training and 
96 p e r c e n t had r ece ived informal 
training in their jobs. Those results 
are much higher than previous esti-
mates from the Current Populat ion 
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Survey that 16 percent of employees 
on average receive formal training 
and 15 percent receive informal train-
ing. The differences may be due to 
the fact that participants in the BLS 
survey were given a broader defini-
tion of training than in other studies, 
asked to consider a broader range of 
activities, and given more specific ex-
amples of training activities. 

Possibly the most telling finding of 
the survey is the cost in wages and 
salaries for e m p l o y e e s ' t ime away 
from their jobs for formal and infor-
mal training. The American Society 
for Training and Development previ-
ously estimated the total cost of for-
mal training per year in the United 
States to be $55.3 billion. That figure 
includes direct training costs and par-
ticipants' wages and salaries for time 
away from work to receive training. A 
n e w f i g u r e f rom the BLS su rvey 
shows that the wage-and-salary cost 
of e m p l o y e e s r ece iv ing i n fo rma l 
training is almost as great. $48.4 bil-
lion per year. 

That f igure conf i rms some th ing 
trainers have known all along: A lot 
of crucial employee skills and infor-
mation is being transferred by "inci-
dental" trainers, in light of the results, 
people that do formal training should 
encourage supervisors and co-work-
ers to recognize the impor tance of 
Sharing work-related information. In-
formal training is a vast resource in an 
age of increasing demands on train-
ing staff. Knowing the na tu re and 
scope of informal training is the first 
step in making the most of it in the 
workplace. 

SURVEY AT A GLANCE 

Research Update is a quarterly col-
umn that summarizes recent HRD re-
search and is edited by George Ben-
son, a research analyst with the 
American Society for Training and 
Development. Send submissions, com-
ments, and suggestions to George 
Benson, AS I'D Research Department. 
1640 King Street. Box J 443. Alex-
andria. VA 22313-2043• E-mail 
ghenson@astd.org. For copies of the 
Department of Labor press release, 
BLS Reports on the Amount of Formal 
and Informal Training Received by 
Employees, call 202/606-5902. 

All of the figures apply to the six-month period of the 1995 Bureau of Labor 
Statistics Survey on Employer-Provided Training. 

HOURS OF T R A I N I N G PER EMPLOYEE BY TYPE OF T R A I N I N G 

T o t a l 
H o u r s 

F o r m a l 
H o u r s 

I n f o r m a l 
H o u r s 

A l l e m p l o y e e s o n ave rage 44.5 13.4 (30%)* 31.1 (70%) 

Management 1.7 .6 (35%) I . I (65%) 

Professional and technical skills 6.2 1.9 (31%) 4.3 (69%) 

Computer procedures, 

programming, software 11.8 5.1 (43%) 6.8 (57%) 

Clerical and administrative 

support skills 3.4 .6(18%) 2.8 (82%) 

Sales and customer relations 3.2 .6(19%) 2.6 (81%) 

Service-related 2.1 .3 (14%) 1.8 (86%) 

Production and construction 10.6 2.0(19%) 8.6 (81%) 

Basic skills .3 <0.1 (33%) .2 (67%) 

Occupational safety 2.4 .6 (25%) 1.8 (75%) 

Communications, employee 

development, quality 2.6 1.5 (58%) 1.2 (46%) 

Other .2 .2(100%) .0 (0%) 

*Refers to percentage of all training time. 

ft Industries with the largest per-
centage of training time delivered 
informally: retail trade (89%). con-
s t ruct ion (76%), who lesa l e t rade 
(75%). and services (74%). 
ft Indus t r i e s wi th the least per-
centage of training time delivered 
i n for ma 11 y: t ra nsportation commu -
n ica t ion /u t i l i t i e s (53%), min ing 
(52%), and nondurable manufactur-
ing (43%). 
I The oldest and youngest workers 
are less likely to receive either formal 
or informal training. Workers 24 and 
younger and workers 55 and older 
received about half the number of 
training hours as other workers. 
I Black workers received about the 
same amount of formal training as 
white workers, but significantly less 
informal training. 
ft C o m p a r e d with par t - t ime em-
ployees, full-time workers received 
nearly five times as much informal 
training (34 hours versus 8 hours) 
a n d t h r e e t imes as m u c h fo rmal 
training (15 hours versus 5 hours), 
ft Professional and technical work-
ers received the most hours of both 
formal and informal training. 

ft Employees with the lowest earn-
ings w e r e less l ikely to r ece ive 
formal training than higher earners; 
earnings did not appear to have an 
effect on the amoun t of informal 
training. 
ft A m o n g e m p l o y e e s rece iv ing 
formal t raining, 78 percent cited 
" l ea rn ing a v a l u a b l e skill that 
improved job performance" as the 
main benefit. 
ft The least commonly cited bene-
fits were , "Received a higher pay 
ra te or b o n u s , " (19% of r e s p o n -
dents) and "promotion received," 
(14% of respondents). 
ft Less than 1 percent of employees 
said they received no benefit from 
training. 
ft Classroom training was the most 
common type of formal training, re-
ported by 76% of employees receiv-
ing formal training. 
ft Men received an es t imated 48 
h o u r s of to ta l t r a in ing o v e r six 
months compared with 42 hours for 
w o m e n . This d i f f e r e n c e was too 
small, however , to conc lude that 
hours of training were significantly 
different for men and women. 
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