
Problems Need Solutions, 
Trainers arc expected to provide 

-i- i V r l - A i V f 0 l C U . J . J . 9 programs—generic management 
training. A more valuable use of our expertise is analyzing and solving specific 
< >rganizationul problems. 

B y K E N M A C I I K R 

Candid Camera had an episode 
several years ago that I en-

joyed . Posing as a mechanical 
idiot, an actress pulled into a service sta-
tion and asked to have the air in her tires 

changed. When the a t tendant tried to ex-

plain that this wasn't necessary, she in-
ter rupted saying that she had strict in-
structions from her husband to get this 

done regardless of the cost—price w as no 

object . T h e y had her repeat this at 

numerous stations and filmed the reac-
tions of the various a t tendants . It was 
really funny; I loved that show. 

Some of the a t t endan t s bent over 

laughing; some threw up their hands in 
surrender and began to do as she re-
quested. 1'here was one guy—he was the 

one I liked best—who stood there and pa-
tiently tried to explain to her why old air 
was just as good as new air when it c ame 

to tires. H e wouldn't do the work: even 
when she pleaded and tried to stuff a $20 

bill into his pocke t , he couldn't bring 
himself to do it. 

Training and deve lopment profes-
sionals are somewhat akin to these at ten-
dants: W e are asked to perform tasks that 

are not critical and by doing them we 
assume roles that do not use fully our ex-
pertise. Whe the r internal or external we 
are often hired by organizations that do 
not unders tand ei ther the impor tance or 
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methods of developing human resources. 

Somet imes we need to do as that gas sta-

tion at tendant did and balk at client re-

quests for work that will not bring results. 
Not only is it in the best interest of the 

organization, bu t it is a necessary step to 

increasing our professional credibility and 
influence. 

The H R D predicament 
Iwen though a lot of money is being 

spent on training, most H R D profes-
sionals do not have much clout. The pro-

blem is that executives t end to think of 

this inves tment in terms of how much it 
is going to cost them, not in t e rms of 

benef i ts . In the minds of those who 

review and approve budgets , training 
dollars are seen in the s ame way as 
money that goes to corporate giving and 

employee benefi ts ; it is a necessary ex-
pendi ture bu t they do not expect much 

in the way of tangible return. 
T h i s is not to say that execut ives do 

not see the need for management 

development , because many of t h e m do. 
But there is a significant though subtle dif-

ference betw een perceiving a budget item 
primarily in terms of cost rather than ex-

pec ted re turn. 1 consider saving for my 
children's college educations very impor-
tant but I do not expect that the money 
set aside for it will increase rnv profitabili-
ty. So, as with training budgets , during 
rough business periods or when resources 

are needed in other areas, the college 
fund gets p inched. 

G e n e r a l , s h o t g u n a p p r o a c h e s to 

management training fall in the category 
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of activities that have little visible payoff 
to clients. W e provide a "menu" of 

courses, and to the extent that they are 
well done , they may serve a purpose . 

T h e y increase knowledge and awareness: 

they mas even inspire part icipants. But 

without proper assessment and follow-up 
we have no assurance that these programs 
change peop le s behavior. Our role in this 

case is to provide a benefi t that is long 

term and not measurable. Regardless of 
how well we serve this funct ion we will 
t e n d to r e m a i n in o r g a n i z a t i o n a l 
backwaters until we involve ourselves in 
solving important problems. Thus, we re-

main on the cost side of the ledger. 
Most of us believe that a compe ten t 

work force is a critical ingredient of 
organizational success. At first glance this 
s t a t emen t seems about as controversial 

as believ ing in m o t h e r h o o d . But rather 
than a mere s ta tement of phi losophy, it 

can b e c o m e a strategic position: T o be 

successful organizations must ensure the 

willingess and ability of all persons—from 

receprionist to president —to do compe-

tent jobs. The goal will receive proper at-
tention when decision makers believe 

that u is achievable, realize the potential 

payoff and allow training and develop-

ment to bring its mission and activities 
into al ignment with this goal. 

A shift in mission 
T o fulfill its function management 

deve lopmen t must change its organiza-

tional role in the following ways: 
• More training and deve lopment ac-
tivities must be defensible in te rms of 
tangible, measurable benef i ts to opera-

tional goals. 

• More training must be aimed at solv -
ing specific problems; when general train-

ing is conduc ted , effor ts should be made 
to cus tomize it to the individual partici-
pant 's developmenta l needs . 

• N e e d s assessment should be given 
greater importance; we must identify the 

real causes of p rob lems to de termine if 
training is the answer. If it is. we want 
to know who needs training and in w hat . 

• T h e goal of t raining must b e to 
change people 's behav ior; this focus 

should guide us throughout the design, 
delivery and follow-up process . Implied 
in this orientat ion is our responsibility to 

lobby for sufficient upper-level commit-
ment to ensure thai what is learned in 
training will be suppor ted on the job. 

The chances are that w e w ill not be in-

v ited to m a k e these changes, so we will 
need to provide the impetus. Because this 

requires risk and initiative on our parts. 

pe rhaps we should s u m m a r i z e t h e 
benef i ts . Then you can decide it it is 

worth the effort . 
T h e role of training and deve lopment 

should be changed to: 
• Increase our value. Most organizational 
p rob lems and changes have a significant 

people c o m p o n e n t . W e ought to have 
someth ing worthwhile to contr ibute in 

these areas, and we ought to have the op-
portunity to do so. 

• Protect our budgets. In difficult eco-
nomic t imes, training budgets are a m o n g 
the first to go because training is seen as 

nice, not necessary. I ntil we can tie our 
activities to improvement s in business 
priorities, we will always be vulnerable to 

this percept ion . 
• Increase our credibility and influence. 
W hen we are solving prob lems that 

directly affect profit and loss we become 
more credible and sought after. When we 

successfully deal with issues that have 

s tumped management our position is 

enhanced fur ther . 

• Increase participant commitment. K.ven 
when execut ives request a general pro-
gram of management development , there 

is no guarantee that the middle managers 

who at tend will share their sense of com-

mitment . When training directors have to 
make calls a week before a scheduled ses-

sion to d rum up part icipants, the H R D 

depar tmen t is put in the uncomfor tab le 
position of playing to an audience that 

sees no relev ance be tween the programs 

and the pressing issues they face on the 
job. 

• Model a learning system. We advocate 
learning and change, so we should model 
it. Our operat ions must b e set up so that 

we can learn and improve based on ex-

per ience. General management training 
does not usually yield feedback that leads 

to meaningful change. T o opt imize our 
own learning we need to hold ourselves 

accountable to ambit ious objectiv es; we 
need to build in follow-up and relevant 

feedback. 
Changing our mission and activities in 

the face of unappreciative and even resis-

tant clients can be divided into three 
stages: selling our ideas, achieving results 
and diplomatically advertising our suc-

cess. At the heart of the process is results: 
What we do has to work. But the success 
of our programs alone is insufficient. W e 

must also be persuasive marketeers . 

Sell ing our ideas 

Making a living in this field either 
means selling people on the idea of train-
ing and deve lopment or working for an 
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organization already commit ted to H R D . 
That gets us in the door . Now we must 

sell the organization on methods that pro-

duce greater payoff. At the management 
level this means convincing clients of the 

need for thorough needs assessment and 
follow-up training. With execut ives it re-
quires articulating the impor tance of a 

c o m p e t e n t work force and the role of 
training in achieving it. 

W e want to help them see training from 
a new perspect ive, not as someth ing that 

we "give" to employees , but as an 
organizational necessity. T o o often the 
arguments for management development 
are moralistic when they should be 

economic . T h e r e is clear ev idence that 
training can be a high return inves tment 

when it is designed to be . 
Training is the at tempt to compress ex-

perience. W e want to take the know ledge 

and skills that compe ten t managers gain 

through trial and error over t ime and com-

press that learning into a few months . 

How this is done is another mat ter . First, 
we must clearly see our intention. A solid 
unders tanding of the purpose and value 

of training, and the ability to com-

municate it assertively are important areas 
of c o m p e t e n c e for anyone in our 

profession. 
O t h e r considerat ions in market ing so-

lutions-oriented training are not as ex-
plicit. I think of them as courage and 

political sa\ vy. Courage has a place when 

we need to say no to a request , or to 

quest ion the way we are asked to imple-
ment it. Peter Block, in his book Flawless 

Training is the attempt to 
compress experience. 

Consulting, descr ibes consul tants who 

work in a "bent over position" when they 
allow clients to call all the shots ; clients 
define what is d o n e and how . T h e r e is 

no collaboration, just implementa t ion . 
But there are times—and we must choose 
t h e m wisely—when we must assert 
ourselves. W e want to be in a role w here 
our exper t ise is used and respec ted . If it 
is not . then we share that responsibility. 

Political savvy is unders tanding organ-

izational dynamics. All organizations have 
conflicting points of view concerning how 
limited t ime and money should be ap-
propriated. Politics is the a t t empt to in-

fluence these decisions. W e want to posi-
tion ourselves so that our belief in train-

ing and deve lopment carries weight. W e 

do this by increasing our visibility, bv 
developing relationships with our consti-

tuents and by aligning ourselves with peo-
ple w h o have power . W e gain suppor t by 

gi\ ing suppor t , by praising o thers and by 
responding to their unspoken personal 
needs . 

W e also gain power and influence by 
doing good work, but it is a mistake to 

assume that this is the only thing that 
counts . Similarly, w e should not assume-

that just because our ideas are sound they 
will be bought . 

Organizational politics is not "bad" any 

more than power is; with each it is a ques-
tion of how it is used and toward what 
end . For those who are reluctant to play 

the game it is important to recognize the 
consequences are limited influence and 
impact. What's more , we can gain a great 

deal of both wi thout compromis ing our 

integrity. 

Achieving successful results 
General managemen t training objec-

tives usually are in human relations terms 
that have no direct connection to the par-

ticipating manager 's job. For instance, a 

course in communica t ions may have the 

following object ives: "Will be able to list 
five characteristics of active listening" or 

Will be able to give f eedback that 

criticizes behavior w ithout criticising the 
person." 

Solutions-oriented training is aimed at 
solving a problem or improving a situa-

tion on the line. W e still may b e running 

a course in communica t ions but only 

because w e have identified it as a major 
factor in some problem. T h e best objec-

tives are in te rms of operat ions: "Will 
reduce absentee ism by 15 percent ." Not 

as good: "Will be able to coach f requent -
Iv absent employees and reach agreement 

concerning acceptable behavior, incen-
tives and consequences ." 

Sounds good, you say. but what about 
when a division manager c o m e s to us 
with a request for all his managers to have 
communica t ions training; he is not in-
terested in my solving his problems. T h a t 
is where we need assert iveness and 
d i p l o m a c y . . . . 
Manager: Lis ten. I'd like to run my mid-
level people through a couple of days of 

communica t ions training. Can you put 

someth ing together for me? 

T&D: Sure . I think w e could, but let me 
ask you: What made you decide that they 
needed it? 
Manager: Well, all they do all day is talk 

to people . And as you know, they have 
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been engineers all those years; they don't 
know a lot about dealing with people . 

And now they are managers . They need 
s o m e people skills. 
T&I): Yes, I see what you mean. T h e fact 

that they don't have people skills, what 

p rob lems does that create? 

Manager: All sorts. Engineers aren't an 
easy group to manage. 

T&D: Are there any problems that are of 
particular concern to you? We'd like to 
aim any training that we do straight at 

what's important for you. 
Manager: W ell the absen tee rate for one 
has been going up. Tha t ' s hurting us. I 
think that if management were handling 
these guys bet ter , if they knew how to 
talk and listen to them, then this wouldn't 
he happening. 
T&D: I think thai we can work together 

to reduce the absentee rate, assuming 

that's a worthwhile goal for you. The first 
step is to find out exactly what 's causing 

it. Poor communica t ions may be the 
answer, but if it's something else I'm sure 

you wouldn't want the expense of send-

ing your people through a training pro-

gram that didn't result in any change. 

This dialogue is a simplified example 

of how to orient a request for general 

training toward solutions. ( T h e process 

of uncovering the key problems and gain-
ing sponsor commi tmen t actually is like-

ly to lake several meet ings . ) By redefin-

ing the objectives in this way we clarify 
the need for preparation and follow-up. 

Our role is no longer to put on a few days 
of training: It is to help solve a p rob lem. 
T o do that we mus t unders tand the 

causes and possible solutions. And we 
want a part in the process until we are 

assured that the project has succeeded . 

N e e d s analysis 
Whenever possible we should conduct 

a reasonable needs analysis prior to defin-
ing training objectives. As with objectives, 

there are limits on needs analysis of 

general management training: It is in our 
te rms, not our client's. W e might ask 
t h e m how well they manage their t ime, 
to what ex ten t they feel that stress is an 
i s sue , and how t h e y w o u l d ra te 
themse lves at giv ing per formance ap-

praisal. When l>0 percent of them indicate 
that they need to manage their t ime more 
effectively we design a program to res-
pond to that need. But there is no 
guarantee that these same managers will 
choose to come . T h e y don't have the 

t ime; too many problems at work . 
A solution orientation begins with 

managers' problems at w ork. W e conduct 

a needs analysis to determine the correct 
problem definit ion, identify key causes 

and suggest possible solutions. W e are 
open to solutions that have nothing to do 
with training. In the absentee ism case 
above we may discover that management 

behavior is a major cause of the problem. 
But w e m a y also discover that a number 

of these engineers are in the same age 

group and experiencing mid-career loss 
of interest . 

Sponsors w ho are impatient with needs 

analysis should b e led to see its value 
compared to the waste of a three-day pro-
gram in communica t ions that has no 

direct bear ing on their problems. 
Even with targeted objectives, accurate 

needs assessment , and well-conducted 
training we are unlikely to achieve suc-

cessful results without follow-up. Chang-
ing people 's behavior is difficult. It takes 

c o m m i t m e n t and practice on their part 
and coaching and feedback on ours— 

preferably on the job. I low ever it is d o n e 

it should b e built into the program from 
the beginning with the c o m m i t m e n t of 

participants and their superiors. 

Diplomatic advertising 
After we have tackled an operational 

problem and achieved impressive results 
we have the opportunity to use it as 

m o m e n t u m to carry us on to more in-

teresting and important projects. Benefits 

f rom our successes do not necessarily ac-

crue just because we have done nice 

work . It takes careful considerat ion and 
initiatve on our part , particularly at the 

beginning of a project . 

It is during the initial meet ings with 
sponsors , when w e are agreeing on how 

the project will lie implemented , that we 
can bring up these Considerations. In 
some instances we mav want to ask for 
their endorsement , assuming that the pro-
ject goes well. In other cases we may 
w ant to suggest a joint presentation of the 

project 's results to key people, or co-

a u t h o r an ar t ic le in t h e in -house 
newslet ters . 

Joint presenta t ions or articles are nice 
because they acknowledge joint effect . 
Advertising can backfire if it is not 
diplomatic. W e want to bring a t tent ion 
to the results of a team effort . T h e praise-
should be directed tow ard the depar tment 
that actually made the commi tmen t and 
took the steps to improve. 

If the training is a imed at object ives 
that can be measured and t racked, then 

it is wise to do so visibly within the 
depa r tmen t . If we are try ing to reduce 

absentee ism, then track the weekly 

depar tmenta l averages on large poster 
board. (Be careful of isolating indiv iduals 

publicly .) This not only prov ides incen-
tive and feedback to participants, it places 
the project prominently in people 's 

minds. They talk about it with peers in 
other depa r tmen t s and word gets out . 

Photographs of these graphs make im-
pressive data for fu ture presenta t ions . 

Lastly, when we are conscious of the 

need to market our value to the organisa-

tion. we think ahead. W e begin to spot 
projects that we would like a shot at. and 
people w hose support and trust we want . 
We plan how to develop relationships 
w ith t hem and to bring a t tent ion to what 
we are doing. 

T h i s article suggests that a change of 

roles is needed for management training 
and deve lopmen t professionals, and that 
we must be the ones to engineer this 
change. As long as we are delivering 

general training we are not held strictly 

accountable because it is difficult to deter-

mine our impact on the organization. It 

is a fairly safe position, unless budgets are 

being cut. At the same time, it is not a 

position of great influence. 
By mov ing to a solution orientation w e 

ask to be held accountable . It b e c o m e s 

easier to tell if w e have succeeded or fail-
ed. and moves us into the spotlight. T h e 

problem of measuring the exact impact 
of training on operat ions is complex . But 

by emphasiz ing needs analysis we are 
likely to uncover the true causes of prob-

lems. T h e r e arc often several. T h e n , if 

we are conduct ing training it is because 
we are reasonably sure that c o m p e t e n c e 
is a key variable. Ideally, the other major 

variables will b e addressed at the same 
time, and our intervention will bring 

results. 
The transition is high-risk, high-return. 

W e are like the "Candid Camera" gas sta-

tion at tendant . H e put himself on the line 
by taking a s tand. I le may lose a 

cus tomer , but chances are that his 
business will grow as people realize that 
he knows what he is talking about , and 

that he has their best interests in mind . 
Whe the r or not we always succeed 

should not s top us f rom moving in this 
direction. Harness ing the energy and 
talents of people is still the most impor-
tant and mysterious issue facing organisa-
tions. T h e r e is a need for those of us who 
have relative exper t ise in unders tanding 
and changing human behavior to s tep out 
of anonymity and directly tackle the nitty-
gritty problems that organizations face. 
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