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A recent, highly recommended 
article* reviews and critiques the 
state of the art regarding training 
needs analysis. Paraphrasing now, 
these authors conclude, among 
other things, that needs analysis is 
frequently conducted on a reactive, 
crisis basis; that the obtained data 
are rarely integrated with busi-
ness/operating planning data; and, 
that most approaches to assess 
needs do not take into considera-
tion the realities of organizational 
life, namely, "organizational poli-
tics and coalitions." 

Assuming that the above criti-
cisms are valid, as I think they are, 
there seems to be a paradox oper-
ating here. One mark of profes-
sionalism among trainers relates to 
their unique insights into human 
and organization development. 
Yet, it does appear that many 
t ra iners fail to capitalize upon 
these insights and, consequently, 
fail to seize upon the opportunity 
to increase their credibility and 
business worth within the firm. 

What is the best utilization of 

time of the training professional? 
Is it possible that trainers spend 
entirely too much time "doing," 
(classroom training) and entirely 
too little time c o n c e p t u a l i z i n g 
(needs analysis)? This paradox, if 
t rue, is exacerbated by one or 
more of the traps of logic noted 
next. 

Traps Trainers Fall Into 
Trainers, like any other group of 

professionals, have their blind 
spots regarding the logic of their 
practice. Several examples related 
to needs analysis include: 

• Failing to distinguish between 
what the firm says it wants, versus 
what it really needs. That is, the 
training function uncritically as-
sumes the chief executive and 
senior staff must know the needs 
of the firm, otherwise why would 
they be in these high positions. 

• Failing to distinguish between 
training needs and organization 
needs, that is, failing to re la te 
training to the goals and objectives 
of the firm's business plan. A 
variation of this trap is to assume 
that all problems of the firm must 
be training problems. 

• Disregarding needs analysis 
completely in the design of pro-
grams. That is, training content is 
generated solely on the basis of 
what trainers have lesson plans 
for, hoping that at least a basic 
need or two of the firm will be 
addressed. 

• Depending totally upon staff 
intuitions or current training liter-
ature to define needs, without ever 
consulting the line organization for 
their perceptions. 

This article will introduce a 
rationale, instrument and metho-
dology that seemingly attends to 
the criticisms, paradox and traps 
noted above. The approach is cal-
culated to improve the practice of 
needs analysis. Very likely, using 
this approach will produce fewer 
training programs. But the pro-
grams that do survive will be of 
higher quality, relevance and vi-
tality vis-a-vis the real develop-
ment needs of individuals and the 
firm. 

Underlying Rationale 
In the study of careers of indi-

viduals, I have found it useful to 
analyze a given career in terms of 
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an unfolding life theme. ̂  Several 
constants or specific focal points 
for examination have been identi-
fied and, for example, all careers 
seem to have phase, direction, dis-
tance, velocity and transition com-
ponents. Organizations have simi-
lar characteristics. That is, one 
way to analyze an organization and 
its needs is to postulate that 
organizations have careers, too.^ 
Firms change over time every bit 
as much as individuals. Training 

THE CAREER OF 
THE ORGANIZATION EXERCISE 

Reflect upon the career l ine of your 
organization (as you have observed it 
over the years, heard about it from "o ld 
t i m e r s " a n d / o r as you s i m p l y have 
sensed it to be). Then fol low the direc-
tions and answer the questions below. 

1. Sort the organization's history into 
s tages. A s s i g n d e s c r i p t i v e labe ls or 
category headings to each stage. The 
ca tegor ies se lec ted can i n c l u d e any 
terms you consider appropriate: A life 
cycle, evolving product /market trends, 
changing managerial p h i l o s o p h i e s , 
shift ing funct ional dominance, such as 
a shift from engineering to marketing, 
etc. 

You are encouraged to use imagina-
tion when you sort the organization's 
career history into these categories. 
For examp le , one o r g a n i z a t i o n was 
likened to four movements of a sym-
phony. Select only those labels that 
very best describe the unique history of 
your organization. 

2. Next, write a paragraph or two that 
summarizes to your sat isfact ion, each 
organizational career stage. 

3. Now, note how these changes in 
the organization's career l ine have af-
fected you and others in the f i rm, for 
example, wi th respect to recruitment/ 
selection, promot ions, morale, job de-
sign, the careers of incumbent em-
ployees, t ra in ing/development prac-
tices, cl imate, business pol icy, day-to-
day p rac t i ces , manager ia l c o n t r o l s , 
delegation, employee at t i tudes/rela-
tions, communicat ions, power issues 
between departments, etc. 

4. Anticipate or predict what you 
think wi l l be the next step in the career 
line of your organization. Supply a label 
or category heading for this new phase 
of the f i rm. What impact wi l l this new 
career stage have upon you and others 
within the f irm? 

5. Retrospectively, what human re-
source and business planning mistakes 
has the organization made? Why did 
the organization fall into the traps that 
it did? 

6. What new (or old) human resource 
and business planning strategies wi l l 
best accommodate the next step in 
your organization's career line? Discuss 
the pros and cons of each opt ion. 

7. What impl icat ions does this his-
torical analysis and predicted career 
next step of the f i rm have regarding 
your training needs and the training 
needs of others wi th in the f i rm? 

and organization needs begin to 
emerge when the firm's new 
directions and next career steps 
depart from the career capacities, 
values and aspirations of the 
incumbent employees making up 
the firm. Employees fitting this 
description are traumatized and 
either are plateaued or become ob-
solete. Simultaneously, the organi-
zation begins to sense morale/atti-
tude problems and suboptimum 
productivity. 

What is occurring, of course, is 
the emergence of a totally new set 
of needs analysis conditions. In 
these situations, conventional 
training needs analysis techniques 
frequently miss the mark unless 
there is some insight (and data) 
into the firm's evolution and its 
new requirements. A major prob-
lem for the training function — 
because it is frequently divorced 
from the business planning groups 
— is that trainers are not privy to 
these organizational shifts in direc-
tion and purpose. To further com-
plicate matters, frequently the key 
executives of the firm are not fully 
aware of these shifts either. That 
is, the leadership can no longer 
articulate precisely what business 
the firm intends to be in and the 
new human resource requirements 
that will be involved. This "incuba-
tion period" can last for several 
years. The net result, unless alert, 
the training function finds itself in 
the unenviable position of training 
for yesterday's needs. 

The Instrument 
The writer developed the "Car-

eer of the Organization" exercise 
displayed here for use in identify-
ing Career Management Systems 
problems of organizations (Leach, 
1977).4 

After reviewing some of these 
case histories, it quickly became 
evident that the exercise also was 
tapping into needs analysis areas 
related to both individual and or-
ganization development. More-
over, the data had a qualitatively 
different focus compared to other 
needs analysis techniques. Respon-
dents report their feelings and 
thus can give full play to both their 
intuitions and emotional states as 
the various stages of the firm's 
career were personally experienc-

ed. Either in the displayed form or 
with modifications, the exercise 
can be viewed as a diagnostic, 
problem - seeking instrument, 
which can address virtually any 
problem of the firm where the his-
tory of the problem area is crucial 
to the present and future function-
ing of the firm. 

Methodology and Analysis 
A somewhat more detailed de-

scription of the approach is pre-
sented elsewhere.® For purposes 
of this discussion, only the high-
lights need to be reviewed, which 
follow. 

1. The instrument is completed 
by a representative, diagonal slice 
of the firm, sampling functions, 
departments, levels, headquar-
ters/field units and staff. Including 
the business planners in the sam-
ple is particularly useful. 

2. Each person in the sample 
completes the exercise indepen-
dently of others in the sample. The 
completed exercise is sent to the 
analyst, for example, a training 
specialist. 
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3. Where possible, participants 
are encouraged to provide quanti-
tative data in order to provide the 
analyst with baseline, trend in-
formation. 

4. No restriction is placed on 
length, although it is the rare com-
pleted history that exceeds 20 
pages (typed and double-spaced). 

5. Demographics related to age, 
tenure, sex, position location, etc. 
are requested on a covering sheet 
in order that the analyst may con-
duct one or more subgrouping 
analyses. 

6. Where possible, after the 
analysis has been completed, one 
or more clarification meetings are 
scheduled. This allows for a feed-
back of findings to the sample and 
acts as an opportunity to generate 
additional impressions that enrich 
the sample data for deeper mean-
ing. 

The approach used to analyze 
findings is similar to content 
analysis or thematic analysis.® 
Each completed exercise is re-
viewed for its essentials, as fol-
lows: 

IN-HOUSE ALL-DAY 
SEMINARS AT YOUR 

OFFICE/FACTORY LOCATION 

• First Line Supervisory Train-
ing Programs — For Foreman 
and Staff Department Manag-
ers - Factory and Office Super-
vision 

• Cost Reduction Training Pro-
grams 

• Time Management Programs 

• Public Speaking Programs for 
Top Managers 

• Other Programs Specifically 
Designed to Fit Client Needs 

For In-House Programs, 
Contact: 

Everett D. Watson & Associates 
Suite 205,1840 N. Farwell Ave. 

Milwaukee, Wis. 53202 
(414) 271-5430 

Circle No. 174 on Reader Service Card 

• Stages of the firm's career and 
the labels assigned to designate 
these stages. 

• The summary statements de-
scribing each stage, to the present. 

• The impact of each stage upon 
the respondent and others within 
the firm. 

• The prediction of career line, 
next step of the firm; the label sup-
plied to designate the new stage; 
and expected impact upon the re-
spondent and others within the 
firm. 

• Traps the firm has fallen into, 
in the past. 

• Strategies best suited to ac-
commodate the predicted changes 
in the firm's career line. 

• Specific training needs noted 
as necessary and relevant for the 
respondent and others within the 
firm. 

As one might expect, this is a 
very projective like exercise. In 
fact, this is the major premise 
underlying the instrument and the 
methodology. Different people and 
different organizational units "see" 
the firm's immediate and future 
requirements differently. More-
over, the analyst gains insight 
where in the firm certain key de-
velopmental need assumptions are 
shared and where they are not 
shared. A value-added character-
istic of the study is that the 
exercise has considerable potential 
to identify communication prob-
lems as these exist throughout the 
various pockets and units of the 
firm. 

Early Findings 
The data generated — subjec-

tive as they are — seem to stimu-
late a totally different "mind-set" 
on the part of the participants. Re-
spondents frequently state that 
after completing the exercise they 
were startled to find what they 
had written. The historical per-
spective utilized in the exercise 
prompts new insights into why the 
firm has traveled the paths that it 
has and provides a glimpse of 
emerging needs of the organization 
in the future. The respondent 's 
program of self-development be-
comes virtually self-evident. Com-
pleting the exercise allows partici-
pants to identify the continuities 

associated with the firm's career, 
to be sure, but the discontinuities 
emerge as well. It is the latter that 
bespeak most eloquently of the 
new directions the training func-
tion must take in order to equip in-
dividuals and the firm to deal effec-
tively with accelerated change and 
adaptation. 

Regarding the usefulness of 
exercise findings to the training 
function, the following appear sug-
gestive: 

1. The obtained data have the 
capacity to link organization needs 
to individual training needs. Once 
the firm's compass setting for the 
future is clarified, training treat-
ments are much easier to specify. 

2. Exercise findings tap into the 
impacts of environments external 
to the firm. Completed exercise 
findings invariably take into ac-
count shifting values in the labor 
market, governmental intrusions, 
changing nature of competition, 
data which are extremely impor-
tant in devising human resource 
strategy, to include planning new 
training programs. In a somewhat 
similar vein, exercise findings can 
generate new insights into just 
how well a reorganization is work-
ing and/or the consequences of a 
recent merger/acquisition. 

3. Subtle shifts, over time, in 
climate, leadership style and com-
munications come to the attention 
of the analyst. These context fac-
tors are important when planning 
the content of training programs. 
The exercise data, therefore, get 
very close to organization develop-
ment issues and concerns. 

4. Admittedly, the obtained data 
have a "soft-data" quality to them, 
say, when compared to turnover 
statistics, grievance rates or atti-
tude survey percentage responses. 
Nonetheless, the data from the 
ca®e£ri=f?ithe organization exercise 
frequently explain why there is 
turnover, high rates of grievances 
and/or poor attitude profiles. This 
relates to the context features of 
the exercise mentioned in 3, above. 

5. The obtained data frequently 
supply insights into the location 
and relative strength of the var-
ious power bases within the firm 
and the shifts that have occurred 
over time. Similarly, the methodo-
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iogy helps identify shifts in values, 
beliefs and att i tudes populating 
the firm. The demographics which 
yield subgrouping analyses are 
particularly sensitive in identifying 
the different perceptions employ-
ees have as a function of age, ten-
ure, sex, work group location, 
operating level, etc. 

6. Because multiple and repre-
sentative perceptions emerge dur-
ing the study, the analyst begins to 
derive insights related to employ-
ee feelings. That is, exercise find-
ings can be looked to as a rough 
barometer of existing morale tone 
within the firm. 

7. This methodology is quite 
amenable for use in combination 
with other needs-analysis tech-
niques, for example, assessment 
center findings and/or MBO out-
puts. In fact, scheduling this exer-
cise as the first step in the needs-
analysis phase, often provides 
valuable insights where next the 
training function should look for 
additional data. 

An "organizational memory" ex-

ists but it is difficult to access. This 
state or condition of "collective un-
conscious," if penetrated, can have 
high yield in describing root causes 
of individual and organization 
need - improvement problems. 
These data are locked up in 
peoples' minds. One way to get at 
these data is to have people within 
the firm view the firm as having a 
career path which can change over 
time. The instrument and metho-
dology described in this article 
have the potential, at least, to col-
lect both historical and future per-
spectives for use in needs analysis 
projects. 

The approach recommended 
should assist a training function 
become more adept in problem 
seeking and conceptualizing the 
nature of needs-analysis problems 
as these relate to both individual 
and organizational needs. The pro-
posed approach definitely helps 
the trainer guard against pre-
mature diagnoses and the trap of 
confusing problem symptoms for 
root causes. 
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