
Assessing the 
Need for Career 
Development prclrciŷcuincd 
model, youU find out what managers and employees want in 
the ideal CD program. 

By BARBARA A. WILLIAMSON and FRED L. OTTE 

Hit and-miss career development 
efforts can amount to little more 
than time wasted. T h e successful 

needs analysis can help avoid this and lead 

to programs that are relevant, timely, well-
received, and enduring. No career 
development program fits all organiza-
tions; each has different cultures and 
needs. Through the following instrument 
it's possible to determine a desirable pro-

gram for your organization, although get-
ting shared commitment to an ideal pro-
gram requires open communication, 

dialogue, and trust. 
Any needs assessment requires three 

things: a process for arriving at what 
should be (the ideal), a way to take inven-
torv of what is (the real), and a way of 
deciding among alternative programs or 
approaches to bridge the gap between the 
two. To get agreement on an ideal pro-
gram, it's easier if you present specific 

ideas. For example, it is easier for people 

to indicate how strongly they agree or 
disagree with the statement, Ideally 
employees should be aware of their own 
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career interests," than to the more general 
question, "What makes up the ideal C I ) 
program?" 

Next, analyze the organization through 
interviews with key managers and 
employees and by examining organiza-
tional data and climate. Look for the com-
mon symptoms that show a need for 
career development . T h e s e include 
frustration over career options or selection, 
development and promotion; talk of 
unionizing over "unfair selection or pay; 
demographic data and profiles that show 
possible discrimination or skewed age 
distribution; coming technological change 
that mav require downsizing; a need for 
new career paths to accomodate newly 
hired staff; and unexplained drops in pro-
ductivity quality, or quantity. 

Perhaps your existing system is fine; it 
may need onlv more visibility or a better 
image among employees. I hey may not 
believe in or trust the system. It may be 
that your staff needs further training in, for 
example, giving effective feedback through 

performance appraisals. 
T h e first task is to clarify what an ideal 

career development system would be. 
Once defined, the parts that make up an 
"ideal svstem" can be developed into a 
questionnaire and presented to managers 
and employees for their reactions. 

In 1982. Barbara Williamson used this 
process to develop a needs assessment in-
strument. This process included review-
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ing pe r t inen t literature and get t ing reac-

t ions f rom exper t s to def ine t he ideal 
career deve lopment sys tem. She conclud-
ed it can be bes t def ined as com-

municat ing information in four categories: 

• informat ion for t he employees , 
• informat ion for t he organizat ion, 

• m e t h o d s to get , mainta in , and use t he 

informat ion , and 
• a particular m a n a g e m e n t climate. 

Figure 1 outl ines t he specific i tems 

which explicate each of these broad areas. 

T h e list can be used to develop an in-

s t r u m e n t to measu re a t t i tudes toward an 

ideal career deve lopmen t program. After 
c o n t e n t validity was ensured through ex-
per t review and revision, Wil l iamson 

developed the ins t rument through the pro-

cedures of Bohrns ted t and , later, C a m p . 

T h e final instrument contains 124 items 

divided into four sec t ions , which corres-
pond to t he four par ts of t he outline. Peo-
ple r e sponded by indicating ag reemen t or 

d isagreement on a one-to-five scale. S o m e 

i tems were worded negatively to en-

courage careful reading and to discourage 

rating all i tems the same. 
T h e sect ion on informat ion needed by 

employees abou t t hemse lves and the 

organizat ion included such i tems as, 

"Employees are aware of their own in-

terest," and, "Employees have information 

abou t career pa ths in t he organization." 
T h e sect ion on informat ion needed by 

t h e o r g a n i z a t i o n a b o u t i t se l f a n d 

e m p l o y e e s inc luded such i t ems as, 

"Historical informat ion on the employees 

such as pas t jobs held within and ou ts ide 

the company is important for t he organiza-

tion to know." 
Unde r gett ing, maintaining, and using 

types of informat ion were such i tems as, 

"Career d iscuss ions by supervisors with 

employees are not conducted," and "Career 

counse l ing f rom personnel staff may give 

informat ion to t he employee abou t t he 

organization." 
And the m a n a g e m e n t cl imate that sup-

por t s t he sys tem sect ion included such 

i tems as, " T h e company goals always take 

p r e c e d e n c e over t he employee goals." 

T h e in s t rumen t itself can be used to 
p r o m o t e discussion or a s u m m a r y of 
results could b e p resen ted to small groups 
to discuss the results' meaning. Particularly 

likely to s t imula te react ions would be an 

analysis of gaps b e t w e e n what managers 

and/or employees cons idered an ideal 

career deve lopment system and what they 
perceived their organizat ions to offer. 

T h e topic list could also serve as a basis 

for group d iscuss ions . An advisory corn-

Figure 1 - T o p i c s for CD Needs Assessment* 

I. Information for individuals 
A. About themselves 

; S n f e a , i o n .xpec.s ft™ t . be responsible and 

active. 
• Strengths and weaknesses of their present job performance. 
• Their roles or responsibilities that the organization allows and wants them to 

• Their current career stage, career goals, and career plans. 

B. About their organization 
• Job openings, requirements, and salaries. 
• Career paths in the organization. 
• How the informal system works. 
• Role and responsibility of the organization in their career management. 
• Organization's goals, values, plans, and their effect. 
• Developmental resources the company offers. 
• How the organization feels about their potential and its plans for them. 

II. Information for the organization 
A. About itself 

• Present and future jobs. 
• Job requirements 
• Company's past career families. 
• Future economic, political, and social trends that may affect it. 
• Historical information such as job trends, past growth trends, and company s 

beginning. 
• Future goals. 
• Values. 
• Who is leaving and why. 
• Promotional and pay policies. 
• Methods offered to develop and help employees. 
• Which programs and practices are effective. 
• Role in employee career development. 

B. About employees 
• Who it employs, their ages and other personal data. 
• How well they are performing, their strengths, weaknesses, and potential. 
• Employee training, education, interests, goals, plans, skills, and values. 
• Historical information on each person's career, inside and outside the 

company. 
• Whether the employee understands the "system"; the formal and informal 

policies and procedures. 

III. Ways of getting, maintaining, and using information 
A. Personnel data records for each individual containing 

• Information on age, education, length of service and past jobs outside the 
company, 

• Company job history, 
• Training while at the company, 
• Performance appraisal review (skills and weaknesses), 
• Developmental plans, 
• Interests and long-range career plans of employees, and 
• Assessments of potential. 

B. A career-pathing program that may include 
• Job analysis, 
• Written job descriptions, 
• Job evaluation showing relevant worth and salary relevance, and 
• Historical movements of employees from past promotion records and trans !e< 

interviews and records. 

C. A manpower planning system for assessing human resources quantitatively 
and qualitatively that may include 
• Forecasting that examines quantitative assessment, 

— Current openings identified and compared with current manpower 
resources, and 

— Future openings and required manpower identified in connection with 
organizational and strategic planning. 

• Succession planning based on qualitative assessment. 
Current human resources assessed on skills, development needs and 
potential using one or more of the following: 
• Assessment centers, 
• Self-assessment, 
• Performance appraisals by supervisors, 

" Adapted slightly from Williamson, 13® 
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Figure 1—Topics for CD Needs Assessment (Continued) 

• Individual assessment by supervisor and/or others, and 
• Committee (team) or peer assessment. 

— Candidates for the future positions identified and offered developmental 
activities as preparation. 

D. A supervisor-employee relationship that may include: 
• Performance appraisal through feedback to employees and feedback to the 

organization about the individual. 
• Career discussion that includes 

— information to the employee about the organization; 
— information to the organization about the employee in the form of a career 

plan, interests, and goals; 
— support, encouragement, and realistic feedback on career plans to the in-

dividual; and 
— coaching by the supervisor, serving as a role model or a mentor. 

E. Career counseling by people in the personnel section that may give informa-
tion to the employee about the organization and on self-assessment through 
tests that clarify skills, interests, and values. 

F. Counseling by outside professionals. 

G. Career workbooks that are completed by employees independently and 
allow employees to write out career plans. 

H. Methods of information exchange that may include media, pamphlets, tapes, 
booklets, and newsletters. 

I. Upper management communication of information, philosophy and support, 
such as luncheon speeches and meetings. 

J. Career workshops and seminars that 
• Train supervisors and employees on roles and responsibilities and needed 

skills, 
• Offer career assessment and planning techniques, 
• Provide information on the company, and 
• Help clarify values. 

K. An internal system for promotion and movement that may include job 
posting or other self-nominating methods and promotions, lateral transfers, 
and downward moves. 

L. Developmental opportunities that may include 
• Internal company sponsored classes, 
• OJT or apprenticeship, 
• Job rotation, 
• Sabbaticals and seminars, 
• Outside classes, 
• Formal education, 
• Programmed instruction, 
• Self-directed study, 
• Special assignments, 
• Mentors, 
• Immediate supervisors, 
• Other than immediate supervisors, 
• Financial support (tuition refund), and 
• Membership and involvement in professional associations. 

M. A monitoring system that may include evaluation of the career development 
methods used and opinions and attitudes of the employees. 

N. A reward system that may include wage and salary based on job worth and 
achievement; and recognition, benefits, and rewards appropriate to the 
values of organization and employees. 

V. A supportive climate and an open communication style that includes 

A. Ongoing participation of employees and management in the design and revi-
sion of the career development system, 

B. Honesty by employees and management about the career development 
system, 

C. Openness and mutual concern, which creates a high level of trust, 

D. A free flow of information about the career development system and other 
organizational systems, and 

E. A mutual willingness by employees, management, and the organization to 
adjust needs and expectations based on practicality and reality. 

mit tee or task force may find it helpful in 

making r ecommenda t i ons about tlie con-
tent of the career deve lopment sys tem. 
Though it achieves only minimum involve-

ment , t ime and costs are low. N o quan-

tifiable data are produced, but , if the com-

mit tee is representat ive of t he organiza-

tion, a workable system can be des igned. 

Get t ing input from a variety of organiza-
tional sources gives a more realistic assess-
ment of what may be desired and is cur-

rently perceived to be offered by the 

organization. Of ten when the training or 

human resource d e p a r t m e n t de te rmines 

the needs, they may not match those 
perceived by managers and employees . A 
task force approach to the needs assess-

ment process can make results more 

realistic. C o m p o s e d of managers and 

employees represent ing key groups, it 

could use this model to discuss and agree 
upon what they think is desired ideally in 
their organization. T h e task force similarly 
can then use the same model to collect in-

cidents that clearly are related to employee 

career movements . T h e y should be re-

cent , behavioral and not personali ty 

based, s imple enough to be useful, and 
reported reliably. T h e con ten t outl ine 
presented in Figure 1 might then be used 

for grouping these incidents to suggest 

directions for the planning of career 

development programs. 

Regardless of the approach used, an ac-
curate needs assessment process is essen-
tial in designing effective career devlop-

ment systems. This model helps to 

guarantee a high-quality needs assess-

ment . It provides a basis for conceptualiz-

ing an ideal system for a particular 
organization, for describing what currently 
exists, and for identifying gaps be tween 

the real and the ideal. 
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