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Employers in Virginia are committed to em
ployee training. They know employees cannot
work a lifetime without learning new skills. Large
and small employers, in all industries across
Virginia, believe that worker training is essen
tial for competitiveness and profitability.

This commitment to training is not just a
fad that will fade during the current recession.
Training budgets will be cut, and the recession
will expand the supply of prospective employ
ees, making it easier to find trained workers.
But it will not eliminate the incentive for most
employee training: ensuring that experienced
and new workers alike have the specific skills
required to do their current jobs.

Yet this incentive is not the one supported
by current thinking. According to that think
ing, to compete in the world market the United
States must offer a more highly trained and
broadly educated work force. Workers, it is said,
must be able to participate in decision-making
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at a higher level, enabling American business to
improve its flexibility and the rapidity of its re
sponse to today's fast-changing and even faster
moving economic and technological environment.

But for most Virginia employers, the short
comings of American education are neither a
major issue nor the major reason for providing
employee training. Most are satisfied with the
educational preparation of the majority oftheir
employees. They have neither experienced nor
do they anticipate the need for the kinds of
change that current thinking predicts. Ratber,
they train to give employees skills that pertain
directly to their jobs and that they cannot have
learned elsewhere. And for many employers, work
experience is more valuable than any amount
of education beyond the basics.

~TRAINS&
WHO GETS TRAINED?

All but 29 of the 249 respondents to our study
offer training opportunities to at least some of
their employees. Those who do not almost always
run the kind of small manufacturing or retail
business where formal training is clearly
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impractical or unnecessary-a roadside produce stand,
a small fishing operation, a sawmill, a Chinese
restaurant.

In most cases, however, even small employers
train employees, though they may not call what they
do 'training.' Much of the difference between those

: who train and those who do not lies in terminology
• rather than action. The manager of a small motel,

for example, told us:

What I do when I hire someone is basically
tell them what I expect them to do, and I check
behind them and things like that. But to call
that training or education-no, I wouldn't
say that. As far as maids and desk clerks go, it
just doesn't require a great deal to get them
to know how to do the job.

Some managers think ofthis as 'training'; oth
• ers, like this manager, simply think of it as what
: you do when a new employee begins work. Many
• larger employers teach the same skills in much the
: same way as smaller ones, but more formally. In
: hotels and motels that are part of large chains, for

example, maids learn their skills through standard
: procedures set up by the parent company and writ

ten into supervisors' job descriptions. Consequently,
those procedures become formalized, and manag
ers tend to think of them as 'training.' In this study

• we accepted the employer's definition ofwhat con
stitutes training.

The 220 firms and agencies that offer train-
• ing employ 928 employee groups and conduct at
• least some training for three-quarters of them. (The

term 'employee group,' explained in the sidebar below,
• will be used throughout this article.) Employers of-
• fer everything from on-the-job training for waitresses

About the Study

in a small restaurant to six-week sessions for com
munications equipment technicians at a manufac
turer's training college in California. Table I shows
the percentage of employee groups in ten occupa
tional categories that receive training.

Almost three-quarters of the employers who
train design and administer at least a portion oftheir
training in-house, believing this is the best way to
assure that the training is relevant. Courses offered
by suppliers, insurers, regulators, and parent com
panies or head agencies are valued for the same rea
son. Other sources include commercial trainers (used
by 47 percent), professional and trade associations
(used by 33 percent), and schools and colleges (used
by 55 percent).

~DO EMPLOYERS TRAIN?
When we asked employers to tell us why they train
employees, most thought the answer perfectly ob
vious-they train because they have to. "They need
the knowledge in order to do their job and keep the
company running." "There is no way to learn about
copiers without this training. You can't just look
inside and figure them out." But as we pursued the
question, we found that employers train for many
reasons, and they hope for several different outcomes.

OUTSIDE FORCES:
REGULATION & TECHNOLOGICAL
CHANGE
For some employers, the impetus to train comes
from outside the organization. They train to meet
standards imposed by government, insurance carri
ers, and franchisers, among others. Many also train
in order to protect the company from liability. "We
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have an awful lot of people we have to answer to,"
said one hospital manager. "Medicaid. Medicare.
They want to know that your people are up to snuff.
And there's the problem of liability. Hospitals get
sued all the time, you know."

In addition, scientific, medical, and high-tech
nology employers often feel that they must train to
keep up with the forces ofchange-forces perceived
to be as implacable as those of government regula
tion. "Technological advancements keep going up
by leaps and bounds," said the manager of a federal
research agency. "Ifwe didn't continually train people,
they'd be left behind and wouldn't be qualified to
do the work. It's as simple as that."

PROFIT, COMPETITION,

For a substantial majority of employers, the major
reason for training is survival. Training improves
skills and morale; enhanced skills and morale lead
to greater efficiency and productivity; efficiency and
productivity produce profitability, competitiveness,
and growth, without which the company cannot
survive. Nor are these reasons limited to the private
sector. Profitability is measured differently by the
private and public sectors, but both have the same
need for competitiveness, growth, and ultimately
for survival.

Technical Skills. For almost halfthe employers
(49 percent), improving instrumental job-specific
skills is the key to efficiency and productivity; but
employers generally do not find it necessary, ap
propriate, or cost-effective to train employees in very
basic skills or provide the equivalent of a profes
sional education. Such kinds of education take far
too long to teach and require resources unavailable
to most employers. Instead, they concentrate on skills
that employees cannot be expected to have learned
e\ ewhere, or ones th t u lement existin skills,
like sending accountants to seminars to learn about
new variations in the tax code. Most often, how
ever, training in technical skills involves teaching
people how to operate or repair a specific kind of
machine or perform a relatively circumscribed task
like using a new billing system. Such skills can be
taught in a relatively short time, and the degree of
success is relatively easy to assess.

Human Relations Skills. The interpersonal
skills required for supervision, management, and deal
ing with customers, clients, or outside agencies are
also important, though employers are much more
ambivalent about this kind of training. Unlike the
more clearly defined technical skills, employers tend
to view these human relations skills either as areas
of expertise that employees could and should have
acquired in their day-to-day lives, or else as inborn
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TABLE 1
Percent of Employee Groups Trained
in Ten UCl:uoatn1ns

talents-traits that some people are born with and
some are not, and that cannot really be taught.

As a result, fewer employers train in human
relations skills than in technical skills. Because small
employers have fewer resources to devote to train
ing that does not provide an easily measurable skill,
human relations training is offered mainly in larger
firms, to managers and supervisors. It may also be
that the professional personnel officer, who is well
acquainted with the rationale for such training, is
found only in larger firms.

Morale. For about 12 percent of employers,
increased efficiency comes not only from improved
skills but also from better morale. These employers
believe that low morale and associated high turn
over cost money because they hamper efficiency and
productivity. These employers use training largely
as a morale-booster:

The one-day seminars [for clerical workers] are
mainly morale builders, really. I think it's ood
to get out of the office.... I don't really think
[the programs] are that good, but it's nice for
people to do something different once in a while.

Other employers believe that learning itself im
proves employee morale. "The company feels that the
better informed you are, the better job you can do.
It makes employees happier, feel needed, not feel left
in the dark," said the manager of a mortgage com
pany. And still others use training as a reward, a sub
stitute for promotion: "We don't have a career struc
ture to offer, so training substitutes for one. You have
to have a way ofkeeping the good people you have,
of letting them see that they're progressing."

Recruitment & Promotion. Just over two
thirds of all employers consider educational oppor
tunity a benefit that will make recruitment easier.
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They offer to pay some of the costs of education or
donate time off for education that employees un
dertake outside the organization. l Frequently,
though, it is only clerical, technical, professional,
and managerial workers who use the opportunity.
Often this kind of benefit is only loosely linked to
work requirements.

A few other employers train extensively be
cause they consider it cheaper and easier to hire
unskilled employees and train them than to find
experienced and qualified people. Still others pre
fer to fill supervisory slots, particularly for first-line
supervisors, from the ranks of their own workers
who have proven their competence. Training, these
employers believe, prepares people to be promoted
and reduces turnover by enhancing prospects for
promotion.

THE BOTTOM LINE
Employers train for the bottom line: to enhance skills,
morale, and promotability-and to help recruitment.
These benefits in turn enhance efficiency, produc
tivity, and profitability, all ofwhich help to ensure
the survival of their organization.

Current thinking-in management journals,
the media, and the training literature-also empha
sizes how training contributes to the bottom line,
but it gets there by a different route. Current think
ing stresses the importance of training not just for

1 Small employers are much less likely than large ones to
offer educational benefits: 44 percent of those who employ
fewer than 50 employees do, contrasted with 82 percent of
those who employ 50 or more.

TABLE 2
Training Offered by Virginia Employers

job skills but also to open opportunities for partici
pative management, increase the general level of
sensitivity and awareness of the work force, over
come problems related to cultural and ethnic diver
sity, establish quality programs, or instill employ
ees with a sense of corporate culture.

But most Virginia employers did not tell us
that they train for these reasons at all. The fewem
ployers who do offer such training are mainly large
manufacturing companies or government agencies.
The majority ofemployers in Virginia, however, are
small (94 percent employ under 50 people), and they
remain unswayed by the management theories and
fashions that dominate the national perspective:

When I went to college, we had to listen to
all those hypothetical theories out of the text
books. Well, we have our operations here, and
you might just as well throw all that textbook
crap right out the window. Because here you
do what we tell you, and that's the end of
that. And you know something? I don't think
it's going to change all that soon, either. How
else do you get the job done?

~TDO EMPLOYERS TEACH?
In keeping with their emphasis on the bottom line,
most of the training that employers offer is in im
mediately applicable, job-specific skills.

Table 2 identifies 12 categories in which Vir
ginia employers conduct training and indicates how
many offer that training. Six categories - white
collar technical, blue-collar technical, computer skills)
customer service, safety, and sales training - deal with
job-specific skills. Management andsupervision train
ing deals with aspects of management (budgeting,
planning, proj ct man ) 0 m
relations, which is listed separately as part of inter
personal skills. Operations refers to the procedures
required by the company, its central office, and its
regulators. Personal development covers topics like
time and stress management, appropriate dress, and
wellness. Basic skills include not only literacy and
arithmetic, taught by relatively few employers, but
also courses that prepare employees for the GED ex
amination, teach English as a foreign language, and
improve writing skills. And finally, a clerical cat
egory offered by a small group ofemployers is shown
separately because many of these traditional skills,
like typing, stenography, and filing, are being phased
out in favor of computer skills that enable employ
ees to perform the same tasks electronically.

Table 2 certainly bears out what employers
told us about their motives for training. The top 5
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IRRELEVANCE
Educators and business analysts now emphasize the
importance ofgiving workers a broad-based educa
tion and an understanding of the work place and
their role in it, so that they can operate intelligently • 5
in today's work environment. But 17 percent of •

training categories-white-collar technical, manage
ment and supervision, computer skills, blue-collar
technical, and operations-all teach employees how
to do tasks required by their jobs. Over 40 percent
of all employers train in each of these areas, while
only about one-fourth train in the 'softer' areas. And
despite conventional wisdom, only 10 percent of
employers offer training in the basic skills, since they
hire people without these skills only for the least
skilled and lowest-paid positions, where even basic
literacy is unneeded.

EMPLOYERS & EDUCATION
For several years the media, government commis
sions, an ot er groups ave c aime t at Ameri
can education does not support employers' needs for
a competent work force. In its September 19, 1988
issue, Business Week reported that "The $15° billion
yearly trade deficit and a foreign debt of half a tril
lion dollars reflect the inability ofthe American work
force to compete effectively in an integrated world
economy." The 1989 report of the federal Commis
sion on Workforce Quality and Labor Market Effi
ciency says, "From the top to the bottom of the
American talent pool, our students' academic achieve
ments have failed to keep pace with the competi
tive requirements ofthe international marketplace."2
According to this reasoning, employers are having
difficulty finding workers with skill levels sufficient
to do their jobs, and the need for remedial educa
tion is a major motivator for employee training.

Some recent studies, however, have begun to
cast doubt on these ideas, arguing that employers
are less concerned than educators and management
theorists about the skill levels of employees.3

To find out how Virginia employers feel about
thi i sue, we ked the 249 em loyers to tell us if
they are satisfied with the educational preparation
of people new to their jobs. Their responses only
partially support the notion that today's workers are
inadequately prepared, and they fail to indicate that
employers believe that lack of preparation threatens
American competitiveness. Employers, while concerned

2 Commission on Workforce Quality and Labor Market Ef
ficiency, Investing in People: A Strategy to Address America s
Workforce Crisis. A Report to the Secretary of Labor and the
American People (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Department of
Labor, 1989).
3 Hudson Institute and Towers Perrin, Workforce 2000: Com
peting in a Sellers Market: Is Corporate American Prepared?
(Indianapolis: Hudson Institute and Towers, 1990); Com
mission on the Skills of the American Workforce, America s
Choice: High Skills or Low Wages (Rochester, N.Y.: National
Center on Education and the Economy, 1990).

about the quality ofeducation, generally feel that most
of their own employees are well prepared. Employ-
ers are satisfied with the educational preparation of •
60 percent of their employee groups, think that edu
cational preparation is irrelevant for 17 percent, and
are dissatisfied with the preparation of only 21 per
cent (the remaining 2 percent are foreign-educated).

SATISFACTION
Satisfaction with the preparation ofworkers new to
their jobs is different from satisfaction with the edu
cational system as a whole. Employers are particu
larly enthusiastic about apprenticeships, internships,
and other programs that provide pre-graduation work
experience; they are more satisfied with employees
who graduate from technical, vocational, or profes
siona programs t an t ey are wit gra uates ofaca
demic or general programs. However, some employers
who are satisfied with their own employees say they
are dissatisfied with the system. Many believe that
even though the workers they do hire are well-pre
pared, the number of applicants they reject shows
that schools and colleges are not doing the job:

We have a job application form with little
questions on the back, just to see how well
they'd answer them. Sometimes it takes them
an hour and a half just to fill out the appli
cation, which isn't but three pages.... One
question [for potential security guards] is, 'What
would warrant the pulling of your firearm?'
We've had several individuals say, "In case of
fire." It's just unreal, the way they answer some
of these questions.... I'm not sure where the
problem lies, whether it's with the students
themselves, or the schools, or even the parents.

Nonetheless, the employers we talked with are
able to find the qualified worker they need for 77
percent of the employee groups they described to
us (see sidebar on page 2). Sometimes their new people
come from secondary or postsecondary vocational
or apprenticeship programs that prepare students
for a specific job-like printing, building trades, or
business skills. Other times the required training is
so specific that employers do not expect the schools
to offer it. They ask only that schools and colleges
provide a foundation for further training, and most
of them say that they do.
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employers think that this kind of broad education
(or in some cases, any education at all) is irrelevant
to the job performance ofmany workers. While these
employers are certainly a minority, the responses of
92 employers, who talked about 157 different em
ployee groups, fell into this category.

Sometimes employers think that educational
preparation is irrelevant because the skill require
ments of the job are so low that no formal educa
tion is really necessary. Although some of these
employers are genuinely concerned about employ
ees who lack basic skills in reading, writing, oral
communication, and mathematics, these deficien
cies are not a problem for the organization itself. As
a bottling plant manager said:

We're pretty highly automated on production.
We have people that operate the fork lift and
trucks, and they have to be able to read and
write well enough to know where to put the
stuffand how to find it. But most of it, you're
just tending automatic machinery. You don't
really have to be able to read and write. And I
suspect that we have a lot of them that can't,
but they're still well-suited for these rote tasks.
Our key people have a lot of knowledge and
qualifications, but it only takes half a dozen
like that.

(It is worth noting here that according to projec
tions produced by the Virginia Employment Com
mission, about 12 percent of the jobs available in
Virginia in 2000 will be like this, requiring a mini
mum ofskill, education, and work experience. While
this percentage is not large, it represents employ
ment for 400,000 people.)

Many employers say education is also irrel
evant for workers whose skills are more complex:
clerical workers, managers and supervisors, sales
people, and skilled blue-collar workers. In these cases
they consider work experience far more important
than formal education, because they do not believe
the educational process can inculcate the human
relations and organizational skills that these jobs
reqUIre.

DISSATISFACTION
As part of our survey employers told us whether or
not they were satisfied with the educational prepa
ration ofthe people in each oftheir employee groups.
We then divided the employee groups into nine
different occupational categories, from professional
workers to unskilled workers. Table 3 shows the
number and percent ofemployer responses that in
dicated workers were inadequately prepared for work
in each of these categories.

Ofthe 898 answers to this question, fewer than
one-fourth indicated lack of educational prepara
tion. In four categories, a fifth or fewer were judged
unprepared; in only three categories was the pro
portion as much as a fourth.

Employers had so many reasons for dissatis
faction that it is not possible to analyze them by
occupational category. Across all categories, employ
ers mentioned deficiencies in basic skills 80 times,
job-specific skills 75 times, interpersonal skills 48
times, and poor attitude 45 times. (These mentions
do not sum to the total responses shown in Table 3
because some employers gave more than one source
ofdissatisfaction.) But even though employers men
tion basic skills so often, they are not necessarily con
cerned with the general literacy level of all employ
ees. Most employers care whether employees can read,
write, calculate, and speak only if the job requires
it. They care whether employees have sufficient in
terpersonal skills to relate well to one another, their
supervisors, customers, and clients-not to their
friends and family. The emphasis continues to be
on skills that are directly job-related.

~TDO EMPLOYERS WANT?
When we asked employers what they would like
external agencies-government, the schools, com
mercial trainers, professional associations, and other
similar groups-to do for them, a third said simply
"nothing." Table 4 contains a summary of the re
sponses to this question.

TABLE 3
Dissatisfaction with the Educational Preparation
of New Employees
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Not surprisingly, the main service that em
ployers would like is job-specific training, ranging
from courses in housekeeping and dietetics to cable
manufacture and fiber optics. Often such courses
would be difficult or impossible for educational in
stitutions to offer because they would be so nar
rowly focused, or because the cost ofequipment (heavy
machinery, for example) would be prohibitive. Some
times the courses do in fact exist, but either employers
do not know about them or they are not available
nearby. And sometimes employers' suggestions seem
quite reasonable-courses on report-writing, for ex
ample, or communications, or installing wiring in exist
ing homes rather than those under construction.

Aside from job-specific training, employers
show little ag eement about what they would like
outside agencies to do. Some would like basic skills
or interpersonal skills emphasized more. Some want
training that is cheaper, more conveniently located,
or more widely publicized. Others would like input
into course content, often to shape it toward speci
ficity. Some feel that courses lack a real-world ori
entation, that course offerings could be improved,
or that the schools pay insufficient attention to stu
dents who are not college-bound. Three employ
ers, all in the trucking business, want more aware
ness of drug and alcohol problems and their effects
on safe driving. It is interesting, however, that de
spite current social and governmental emphasis on
these problems, substance abuse was only mentioned
these three times in the entire study.

TABLE 4
What Employers Want Others to Do

mDre Interpersonal sk.ills .:....~:.~ ..:;: .. ~,q.~.
InCJeas~: a!D9:v~t·:Ht·inH·~}<}.:. ..:.:::.::.: ..:.:.:::::.. :,.

fnlm e:(n·pIQy.eh~::~~; :' ..;t:A~;~:};;:. ~.;;~.~.~.>.,: :i:.. ~~::
Rea.lize that hot ev~ryone ishead~d

for coJtege 91nd J:ra,in .g~corgingt,y ...'.!y;'"

l·nc..re.ase:.,aWij:r@·ij:~§~::;of'·:gru9."::.< ...·.U::\?i::':::;'.:::·:
and alcoho}prdblems: ;:~ ~~ ;.mn 3·

CNCLUSION
Employers are clear about their commitment to train
ing, but their concern is primarily with the bottom
line and the immediate future. In return for their
investment, they want immediate solutions to cur
rent problems. In contrast, educators, social critics,
and those who write commission reports can afford,
indeed are required, to think about the long term
the impact of education and training on global eco
nomic competition and the work force of the future.

A recent report from the Commission on the
Skills of the American Workforce, finds, as we did,
that employers are not particularly concerned about
the skills and educational level of their employees.4

But the Commission on Skills did not conclude from
this that there are no problems with education or
with American industry. Quite the opposite: it con
cluded that "the reason we have no skills shortage is
that we are using a turn-of-the century work orga
nization" that is gradually driving American indus
try out of business (page 3).

According to the Commission, 95 percent of :
American employers still use the system of work
organization made famous by Henry Ford-a sys
tem that allows a large population ofunskilled workers
to use mass production techniques by breaking com
plex jobs down into simple rote tasks that workers
repeat with machine-like efficiency. In this system,
workers need not be educated. "It is far more im
portant that they be reliable, steady and willing to
follow directions. The managers do the thinking,
technology furnishes the productivity advances and
the operators simply grease the wheels." (page 37)

This sort oforganization is outdated now, the
Commission believes, and American employers will
be competitive only if they can make better, and
not simply cheaper, use of their labor. But the new,
high-productivity forms of work organization that
are essential for the future require a much more edu
cated and highly skilled labor force:

Workers are asked to use judgment and make
decisions. Management layers disappear as front
line workers assume responsibility for many of
the tasks-from quality control to production
scheduling-that others used to do. Work or
ganizations like these require large investments
in training. Workers' pay levels often rise to
reflect their greater qualifications and respon
sibilities. But the productivity and quality gains
more than offset the costs to the company of
higher wages and skills development. (p. 3)

4 Commission on the Skills of the American Workforce,
America 5Choice: High Skills or Low Wages (Rochester, N.Y.:
National Center on Education and the Economy, 1990).
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serve the immediate
needs of their
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experts, however,
contend that
concentrating on
the short-term

benefit will prove
unprofitable and
even downright
dangerous to
America's future
economy.
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The Commission may be right-drastic changes
may, in fact, be necessary. But most employers we
talked to are not planning this kind of industrial
reorganization. And they are not planning to re
train workers on this scale. They believe that train
ing is essential, but what they are looking for is train
ing that improves workers' productivity and efficiency
in the jobs they are currently doing by imparting
specific skills and raising morale. They want courses
to be specific, brief, convenient, and available at
minimal cost. Although they realize that training
programs cannot always meet these criteria, they
believe that in-house training is more likely to do
so than outside training. Therefore, they prefer to
design and administer their own training whenever
possible.

In addition, most employers do not train to
remedy deficiencies in the broader educational sys
tem. Many employers complain about education and
the school system in general, but relatively few com
plain about the preparation of their own employ
ees. In fact, fully one-third regard education as ir
relevant for at least some jobs. In other words, most
employers do notconnect education-as distinct from
training-with the bottom line, and they do not
support the idea that more education necessarily pro
duces better workers. And when they seek outside
help with training, most find the current systems to

be perfectly adequate, though many have specific,
usually minor, suggestions for improvement.

On one side, then, are employers, who be
lieve that training should serve the immediate needs
of their organizations. On the other side are the ex
perts, who contend that concentrating on the bot
tom line and short-term benefit will ultimately prove
unprofitable and, in many cases, downright dan
gerous to the future of the American economy. As
new studies emerge that contradict old claims of
employers' dissatisfaction, the controversy grows
perhaps because many educators fear that in today's
climate, support for education will suffer if it is not
linked to economic development.

Yet whoever is right about the connection
or lack of it-between conomic rowth and edu
cation, it is clear that those who suffer most from
poor preparation are neither employers nor employees.
Instead, they are the large numbers of ill-prepared,
unsuccessful job applicants who remain unemployed,
under-employed, or-if they are lucky enough to
be hired-mired for the rest of their lives in low
skilled, low-paid positions from which they have
little hope of advancement. In the end, the goal of
enabling these people to become productive mem
bers of the work force may be just as important as
the goal ofsuccess in the arena of international com
petition-and may, in fact, be essential to it.
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