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This article is on Training Needs Assessments, an often overlooked but important component of the training design and development process.   It was derived from an interview and discussion formatted ASSE Webinar held on July 18, 2007 entitled “Training Needs Assessments – Who, What, When, Where, Why, and How!”  This was a new and different approach to ASSE’s Webinar where George Pearson interviewed Jonathan Klane on training needs assessments.  The following article is a condensed version of the actual Webinar transcript. 
The learning objectives for this discussion of training needs assessment are: 
…at the end of this webinar, the participant should be able to, 

· Explain the importance of performing training needs assessments.

· Describe the timing of a needs assessment.

· Describe how learning objectives flow from a needs assessment.

· List a variety of types of training needs assessments.

· Describe how to perform at least 3 different types of needs assessments.

· Choose an appropriate training needs assessment for future training.  

A training needs assessment is the process by which we can determine what sort of knowledge, skills, and/or abilities someone (maybe a worker) has that can be accomplished via some sort of learning means.  It’s a way of figuring out what needs the worker has that can be met with training.  
We try to understand training needs because they are the first step in the training design – it’s the beginning of the design phase of training and development.  But first training may not always be the answer.  Very often there are other non-training issues that are root causes for perceived problems.  There was a study done many years ago published in a Human Resources journal that asked the question, “Of 8 problems brought to a training department, how many can actually be solved by training?”  They found that it was only 1 of 8 or 12.5 %.  Other issues include a bunch of possibilities like resources, production, supervision, budget, behavior, distractions, equipment, morale, pay, incentives, quality, fatigue...
Training needs assessments are typically done by one of several organizations or persons supporting the organization.  Sort of in order chronologically you’ve got the employer, a learning institution (such as a community college), and of course, last but not least, the trainer.  As an example, the employer might have engineered a new process or be rolling out a new product.  As they are in the preparation phase, one area that will likely be identified is training.  Someone will ask or mention, “Hey, what about the employees’ training needs?”  Then the employer might start to put together a training program based on those needs.

The employer might be considering several elements for the training.  If it’s a new process, then the employees need training in the proper and safe operation of the process.  The EHS Manager might also identify other health and safety issues such as process safety management.  Someone might mention maintenance of the system, in which case lockout/tagout would also be identified as a training need.  
Learning institutions like a community college might be involved.  The employer might contact their local community college (who is recognized in the community as obviously being specialized in teaching) and ask them to assist in this identification of learning and training needs.   For instance the community college might assist by performing a task analysis of the various steps necessary to work on the new process. They might conduct an anonymous education survey of the employees to assess the prevailing levels of literacy and math skills. They might perform a nominal group process (like a think tank or “focus group”, but for training needs) on the sales force.  

To reiterate, training needs assessments are the entire basis for the training – without a training needs assessment you have no idea if you’re even doing the right training, for the right reasons, and creating the right learning objectives.  It all “flows” out of or from the training needs assessment.  It’s a step that really cannot be skipped.  It’s the very first step in creating the training – without it, there is no second step.  
One may think that if OSHA prescribes specific training, what more of a needs assessment is needed?  The OSHA standards typically say to train the employees on the nature of the hazards that they could face.  But even OSHA discusses the need for training needs assessments.  This guidance can be found in OSHA document 2254: “Training Requirements in OSHA Standards and Training Guidelines”.   It’s available on their web site at http://www.osha.gov/Publications/osha2254.pdf and there is a link to it in the training needs assessments resources at the end of this paper.  OSHA discusses determining if training is needed and if so, how to go about determining needs mostly based on hazards of course, as that’s their focus.

No matter what type of training, it’s important to follow good adult learning principles. Whether it’s safety training, equipment training, supervisory training, sexual harassment training (which by the way should really be called sexual harassment prevention training), it’s still training.  And there is a science to training (or if you prefer adult learning). 
As a quick review, adult learners are typically self-directed, they want to learn things of an immediate need or nature, it must be directly applicable, they want to be involved in setting the agenda, they want to draw on their experiences, they want to solve problems, they want flexibility in discussions, and they want participation.  
Unfortunately training needs assessments are perhaps the most frequently omitted step in training development.  Clearly they’re a vital part of training design but why aren’t they often done?  It is believed it’s because many employers aren’t well versed in the science and practice of training and many folks who perform training don’t have a formal background in it.  They’ve been “promoted” into it.  

Training needs assessments can be done in house or done by outside trainers.  Let’s say that you’re an in-house trainer, meaning a trainer who trains the employees of the company that he or she works for.  They work where the employees work, and see what the employees see.  They can go out into the workplace and analyze the tasks, interview the workers, talk with the Supervisors, the engineers, etc.  They can then analyze all of the data and use this data to assess their training needs.  

An outside trainer or consultant doesn’t have the luxury of working with the employees on a daily basis.  Then there’re a couple of things needed.  First, ask the client if a training needs assessment has been performed. Ask this in terms that are more easily understood by the average non-trainer, because they may not know what a training needs assessment is.  For example, “Have you looked at the tasks to determine exactly what training needs there are yet?”  Such an approach to questioning sounds like you’re basically telling the client that this is a necessary step even if they haven’t done it yet.  Then as a consultant, you’re going to have it done for them.   More typically however, they’ve identified some sort of training need, like Hazard Communication.
So with regard to Haz Com training, what are the employee’s needs for the training?  Obviously more information is needed to determine the exact scope of work and you should proceed with asking about details like how many employees in each session, how many sessions, how long can you have for each session?  Ask about the chemicals that they use.  Like, what are they or what types are the chemicals? Do they have a written Haz Com program with the required chemical inventory and can you see a copy of it?  That information gives you some of the details of their chemical use and therefore the hazards that they face.  All that would flow into the training needs on those hazards.  

If somehow a trainer is thrust into a training course with no advance warning an impromptu training needs assessment can be done.  Such an assessment is when you start the class and you introduce yourself and ask the trainees to be ready to introduce themselves and to also be prepared to briefly state what they need to learn in the class.  You’re in effect asking the students to tell you their training needs.  They often know the best what it is that they need to learn.  They really don’t mind being asked.  Keep in mind that adult learners want to be directly involved in setting the training agenda and in establishing their training goals.  Adults are usually very self-directed learners who need to have the learning be directly applicable to their lives and to be about what they need to know now – not later.  Keep in mind the impromptu training needs assessment clearly is not a substitute for a well-designed and well-performed training needs assessment; it’s more of an adjunct to one.

There are a wide variety of training needs assessments.  Some include initial analysis types like Front End Analysis, Task Analysis, and Competency Analysis.  There are some different group assessment types like the Delphi Technique, Nominal Group Process, Assessment Center Technique, and Reflection on Practice.  There are also various survey types like an Educational Needs Survey, Employee Attitude Survey, Customer Survey, and a Problem Survey.  Similarly there is the Organizational Audit.  Also, there is an Individual Needs interview.  Let’s take a look at one type of training needs assessment from each general type or group.  

Let’s do Task Analysis - it seems to be the more commonly performed one.  Task analysis is arguably the most frequently used training needs assessment.  Quite simply and rather intuitively, it’s analyzing each task performed by the workers and identifying potential training needs.   There are of course many more details involved.  For instance, each task is broken down into its individual steps.  Then each step is analyzed for a variety of factors, such as, worker skills, equipment, communication, language and literacy, and of course environmental, health and safety issues to name a few.  Regarding language and literacy you need to ask, do the workers speak English? Are the workers literate in English or their own language? Can they functionally read instructions, labels, MSDS’s, warnings, SOP’s, etc?  Concerning who’s involved in a task analysis, of course the worker is.  The supervisor often is, also.  And then the trainer or whoever is performing the task analysis. 
To get things started, you need to assess if the worker already has some level of skills or abilities at the task?  Too often the worker’s existing skills level is overlooked.  First look at the worker to see if he or she is already able to do the work and do it correctly.  Let’s examine this more carefully.  If one were to ignore a worker’s existing skills in the task, it’d be a total waste of time, effort, and training to retrain him or her on an ability that they already have.  It also flies in the face of good training or adult learning principles not to acknowledge the trainee’s pre-existing knowledge or abilities.   Of course to evaluate the worker’s previous skills, you should have them demonstrate it under controlled or safe conditions. 

In summary, each task is boiled down into steps, and the steps are analyzed for all sorts of applicable factors, keeping in mind a worker’s previous skill set. Then we take these analyses and if they can be accomplished by training (and if they aren’t other issues like equipment problems, tool issues, behavior factors, etc.) then we identify individual training needs.  From each training need, we create one or more learning objectives for that particular training component.  

For example, let’s say that we have a new process, such as emptying bags of some powder into a mixing hopper.  The worker has to lift the bag, open it, and pour it into the hopper (handling it safely of course).  The worker needs to be able to properly lift the bag, cut it open properly again, pour it in correctly, and dispose of the empty bag.  Strictly from the safety side the learning needs are training in proper lifting, proper use of a cutter, and perhaps PPE use as well.  PPE assumes that the powder is not good to breathe or to get on your clothes and body.

This example comes from a real case study.   The worker had developed a rash around his mid-section front. He was lifting and opening the bags in a way that he thought exposed him to the powder despite a heavy rubber apron and long gloves.  As it turned out he was diagnosed with miliaria – more commonly known as heat rash or prickly heat.  By observing the process, interviewing the worker, talking with the medical professional we were able to determine the cause.  The solution was to retrain him to lift and open it in a different manner so as not to repeatedly rub it along his mid-section.  Also, he had a bit of a “beer-gut” that got in the way.  
Another type of training needs assessment is the group assessment.  Specifically let’s look at the Delphi Technique.   This typically requires explanation in every train-the-trainer course.  The students always ask about that one.  The name is not real intuitive, and harkens thoughts of the “Oracle at Delphi” from ancient Greek mythology perhaps; but in reality is nothing like smoke and mirrors.  It’s more like the Nominal Group Process done at a distance.  For example the Delphi Technique would work like this:  Looking at the traits necessary to be an effective trainer, the Delphi Technique would involve sending out questionnaires to a variety of subject matter experts, to query for those traits or characteristics (the traits necessary to be an effective trainer).  When the results are returned the data is summarized.  The data would likely look a bit like a bell curve with some traits commonly mentioned and some traits infrequently cited. Then we take the more common or frequent responses.  You would want to discount any responses that were outliers (given by only a few).  Then resend out this new summary of data with just the most common responses and ask the experts to again respond, but this time restricting their options to the list we send.  This is taking the most common choices and refining them.  Depending on the data, we might resend it again once more or even twice to get our “top traits” for an effective trainer.  Then the next step gives us our list of training needs from which we derive learning objectives if appropriate. 

With regard to the Nominal Group Process as it relates to training needs assessments, look at the Nominal Group Process as basically the Delphi Technique done with a group of persons all together in one room.  Sort of a captive audience or like a focus group.  This is probably much easier and less labor intensive.  
Now let’s examine Employee Attitude Surveys, which perhaps are not as straight forward as one might think.  They can be fraught with problems.  But done correctly you can get good, useful data.  They can be done in either of two basic ways – an anonymous paper or e-survey with specific choices, or a series of face-to-face, confidential, one-on-one interviews.  Both can work.  Let’s discuss the paper or e-survey first.  
Typically there is some driving force or reason that the employee attitude survey is undertaken.  A problem is perceived or some such reason.  A survey tool is then designed around this “problem” or issue.  Questions attempting to get at the root cause or heart of the matter are crafted with various answers or choices.  Obviously as with most surveys it needs to be anonymous for respondents to feel totally comfortable to reply in confidence.  

Here is an example. Let’s say that a company was concerned about its training programs, maybe it was hearing some negative feedback.  In response it might design an employee attitude survey.  It wouldn’t necessarily have to be about training itself.  Training is just an example. It could just as easily be about PPE or tools, but this (article and webinar) is about training needs assessments.  The questions in the survey are about the employee’s attitudes or perceptions about the company’s training.  For instance, “Describe your feeling going in to training class; Ecstatic, happy, ambivalent, not thrilled, feelings of dread.”  You are looking for typical responses.  Just like with the Delphi Technique – it’s what the more common replies are.  Another sample question could be, “Describe your feeling about the learning or training you received in the class. Very worthwhile, pretty good, fair, didn’t get much out of it, no value at all”.   You can limit the responses to the options given or ask for comments that can be offered as replies. 

Employee Attitude Surveys can be confidential, one-on-one, or a face-to-face interview and the same sort of impetus or construct usually occurs, meaning asking about their perception of the problem. The company can bring in an independent 3rd party to design and conduct the interviews. The company lets all employees know that the interviews are important and confidential. 

Interviews should be conducted in a comfortable, convenient, and private location.  Employees are selected typically from as wide a variety of departments and up and down the ladder as possible.  The important thing is that the company not “cherry pick” the employees to bias any of the answers.   In each interview the interviewer will try to put the employee at ease, explain the purpose and how the interview will run and ask if the employee has any questions.  Then the interviewer eases into a series of questions feeling out the employee.  By “eases into” it is meant mean that we try to start gradually with some fairly innocuous questions. Just get them comfortable being interviewed and talking.  For example, “Is this location ok?” “How are you doing?” “What do you know about the purpose of the interviews and study?”  You really do not want to jump right into in it and say, “Tell me what you think about the company’s training” or whatever the subject is.  By feeling out the employee you’re looking at their responses to see how they’re reacting to questions, e.g., are they being curt or short in their replies or are they willing to talk freely and at length.  Also, look at their body language.  Are they defensive with arms crossed or are they open and free with their gestures.  The questions are rather open ended as opposed to the closed ended and limited choices of the paper or e-survey tool.  Given a large enough data set of employees, you can get useable information and are able to draw conclusions
I did an employee attitude survey as part of a safety program review for a medium sized contractor. I interviewed over 100 employees from all departments and laborers on up to the company President.  I was able to see patterns or trends in responses that pointed to many areas several of which were about their training program.  Like the training program was lacking in many areas and in structure in general, especially amongst workers as opposed to Superintendents and Foremen.  There were some very specific problems identified with some recent fork lift training they had done.  The training was typically perfunctory – just going through the motions.  Some groups never got to do any hands-on with the fork lift and other groups that did hands-on didn’t use the fork lift type that they would be using on the job.
The last two training needs assessments were audits and individual needs.  Audits are very much like the audits that so many safety professionals do as part of their regular work practice, but just focused on training.  I had to do an audit of a social service company’s training programs – no problems with it were identified, they just wanted to get some proactive feedback.  There were some injuries of staff by clients and wanted to see if training had a role.  So first I reviewed their existing training program materials. Then I sat in on some of their training classes – strictly as a non-participating observer.  It went well. There’s nothing like sitting in on training to evaluate it and identify any needs.  I found that their training program was in good shape and that their lead trainer was quite competent.  There were no big deficiencies so much as they had some gaps and areas that could stand to be tweaked a little bit. A little bit with objectives, conduct of exercises, opportunities for student feedback, etc., all in all not bad.

There was an audit with significant issues.  One was an IH training audit for a utility.  They had routine areas well covered, but non-routine areas were absent. You know, the not-so-obvious areas – stuff that flies “under the radar”.  For instance they had a mechanic who sand-blasted every once in a great while and they weren’t even aware of it.  So I pointed out the need for silica exposure/silicosis prevention training. 

In another case it was a manufacturer that was bringing on a new process line. I was brought in to do a PSM training audit. The plant used literally tons of chlorine – train car tanks full came right to the plant.  Anyway, their emergency response training directed employees to shelter-in-place in the existing cafeteria in the event of a release.  The plan seemed sound, but no one had checked on the space.  It wasn’t big enough to physically fit everyone.  It was measured and it was clear there was a lack of space for all the employees.  They replied that they would be using the brand new, soon to come on-line cafeteria and would update the training accordingly.  The new space was examined and it was found it was still a bit small, but it did fit everyone, albeit it was going to be real tight. Anyone with claustrophobia was going to have a problem.   The major issue however was the chlorine exposure.  The cafeteria was single story with fresh air HVAC intakes on its roof.  It was nestled into a corner of the manufacturing building which was two stories and the chlorine line went across the roof.  In the event of a catastrophic release, the chlorine cloud would’ve rolled down onto the cafeteria roof and been sucked right into the fresh air vents.   They did not have any detectors, alarms or automated shut down of the HVAC vents.
Individual needs assessment is last but not least, or perhaps we even saved the best for last.  This is the quintessential needs assessment. You look at one and only one individual and assess or evaluate all of their training needs.   Included are their basic educational needs, their job needs, their discrete task needs, their equipment needs, their tool and supply needs, their supervisory needs, their professional development needs, etc. and of course their safety and health needs. Maybe we even look at their wellness needs, too these days. (Wellness is another important area seeing more well-deserved attention).  
These assessments are done mostly one-on-one.  But, there can be other components and help on it. Perhaps an assessment center might perform the educational needs assessment – say at a community college of the local adult education program.  Here is a case example; there was a company starting a new line for a new product and they had to bring in a whole bunch of workers as laborers.  In the available pool they had many who were not fluent in English. To make matters worse they weren’t even literate in their own language. And they had poor math skills as well.  They did the assessment on each, developed an educational needs list, and brought in adult educators to help with basic adult ed and English as a Second Language. 
To make the needs assessments bridge to learning objectives, the training needs basically become learning objectives or abilities that the worker/trainee will be able to do after the training.  Just like in the introductory phrase of this paper and with all learning objectives – “At the end of this training, the student will be able to…” And then we list what the skills or abilities are that the learner should be able to accomplish.  Taking the forklift example, the training need was that the workers had to be able to safely and proficiently drive a specific type of fork lift.  At the end of the training, the worker will be able to demonstrate the safe operation of the fork lift with no driving errors.  It is surprising how often learning objectives are either ill-prepared or not at all.  

Learning objectives are the next step in the design and development of training.  It will be the topic for a follow-on paper and ASSE Webinar.
Training Resources (Needs Assessments)

The following is an incomplete list in progress of training resources on needs assessments that all trainers (but especially EH&S trainers) may find helpful – good luck with your training! 

1. Active Training, 3rd Edition by Mel Silberman. Pfeiffer at www.pfeiffer.com, available from John Wiley & Sons, ISBN 0-7879-7623-7. 

2. Creative Training Techniques Handbook, 3rd Edition by Robert W. Pike, CSP, CPAE. HRD Press at www.hrdpress.com 800-822-2801, ISBN 0-87425-723-9.
3. “Training Requirements in OSHA Standards and Training Guidelines”, OSHA Publication 2254, http://www.osha.gov/Publications/osha2254.pdf. 

4. Designing and Delivering Effective Environmental Training by Susan M. McMaster, CIT, Published by National Environmental Safety and Health Training Association (NESHTA) www.neshta.org, Product Code: DDET. 
5.  “Accepted EHS Training Practices – An Implementation Guide (Implementing the ANSI/ASSE Z490.1: Criteria for Accepted Practices in Safety, Health, and Environmental Training)”, Principal Author: Susan M. McMaster, CIT, Published by National Environmental Safety and Health Training Association (NESHTA), order through Business & Legal Reports www.blr.com, ISBN 1-880998-30-8. 

6. Safety Training That Delivers: How to Design and Present Better Technical Training by Sheila Cullen Cantonwine. Published by American Society of Safety Engineers (ASSE) www.asse.org, PLU #49, ISBN 1-885581-29-7.  

7. Tell Me a Story:  Using Narrative to Teach Safety to Skilled Blue Collar Workers by Ellen Cullen, Ph.D. ecullen@cdc.gov. Published by NIOSH, pub# 2005-152 http://www.cdc.gov/niosh/mining/pubs/pdfs/tmasu.pdf. 
8. Training & Development magazine, published by the American Society for Training & Development (ASTD) www.astd.org, ISSN 1055-9760. 

9. Training magazine, published by Lakewood Publications, Inc. ISSN 0095-5892.

10. There are many on-line resources easily found by searching using “training needs assessment” as the key words. 
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