
         

e live in a highly educat-
ed society in which
most people consider

knowledge empowering. In the
feed and grain industry, managers
value well-trained employees and
many use opportunities for educa-
tion as an incentive for their peo-
ple. However, with the pace of
change in today’s world it is hard
to keep current. Some experts say
that while knowledge acquired in
the 1960s remained valid for

about 15 years, today this time
span has been reduced to about 3
years. Think about that — much
of what today’s college students
learn may well be superseded
with new knowledge before they
even graduate.

What can you do to help keep
your employees current? How can
you use training as an incentive?
Here are some successful strate-
gies for investments in employee
training.

Why employee training?
The investment in “human cap-

ital” pays off by giving you an
employee who works smarter and
is more motivated because you
have invested in him as an indi-
vidual. The employee benefits
because of the additional skills
and knowledge gained— and this
becomes “theirs”; i.e. they don’t
give it back if they leave your
company. 

This fact spooks some employ-
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ers, who fear they will spend
money to train employees who
will then leave for another job. To
those folks we say — “offer train-
ing and they will stay.” What’s
worse — to train employees and
take the chance that some might
leave, or not train them and have
them stay?

Management gurus agree a
good training program not only
reduces employee turnover and
increases employee loyalty, but it
also increases sales and customer
loyalty. Other good reasons for
employee training include situa-
tions where a performance
appraisal indicates a need for
improvement that can be assisted
by specific training. 

Employee training sends a very
positive message to employees: We
value you and want to help you
become even better. Employee
training can help you lower your
operating costs by enabling employ-
ees to do their jobs better or more
efficiently. Good training can be a
real motivator for your team. A
good training program can provide
a spark to that employee who needs
to take a fresh look at his job. 

What type of training?
To get the return on invest-

ment you are looking for from
your training dollar, first deter-
mine just what type of training is
needed. Too many managers sim-
ply approach training in an oppor-
tunistic way — they see an “inter-
esting” program and send some-
one to it. Or, they have always
sent someone to a certain meet-
ing, so will send someone again. 

Some of the best managers we

know make this
process far more
intentional, incor-
porating training
plans into the
annual perfor-
mance review process. Based on
where a particular employee is in
their organization, they determine
what type of training would help
that person become more produc-
tive during the next year. Then,
they look for training options that
will fill the bill. 

For more senior employees,
consider putting the burden on

them — ask the employee to
come to the performance review
with some ideas on what type of
training they want to pursue in
the coming year. 

Areas of focus
There are numerous topics on

which to focus employee training.
Communications — The

increasing diversity of today’s
workforce brings together a wide
variety of languages and customs.
Communication is hard enough
even when an organization does

not have such diversity! Helping
employees communicate better
can help to lubricate an organiza-
tion and increase efficiency and
effectiveness. 

Computer skills — Today we
use computers for nearly every-
thing and your people need to be
efficient in their use. ‘Nuff said. 

Customer service —

Exceptional customer service is
the key to success in any business.
Customer service training can be
used to change behaviors and atti-
tudes. It extends to such things as
telephone etiquette, working with
retail customers, e-mail communi-
cations, dealing with angry or
abusive customers and building
listening skills. 

Diversity — Diversity training
usually includes explanations and
discussion about how people have
different perspectives and views,
and includes techniques to value
and utilize diversity. 

Sexual harassment — Training
usually includes a careful descrip-
tion of the organization’s policies
about sexual harassment, particu-
larly about what constitutes inap-
propriate behaviors. 

Ethics — Society today has
increasing expectations about cor-
porate social responsibility. In
addition, today’s diverse work-
force brings a wide variety of val-
ues and morals into the work-
place. Ethics training helps your
employees deal with these issues. 
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Human relations —

Misunderstanding and conflict are
sometimes the result of increased
stress in today’s workplace.
Training can assist people in get-
ting along in a more productive
way. 

Quality — Programs center on
the importance and maintenance
of quality. Important components
here are showing employees the
impact they can have on keeping
customers happy, or the poten-
tially negative impacts that can
occur if poor quality products
reach customers. 

Safety training — This is criti-
cal when workers deal with heavy
equipment, hazardous chemicals
or repetitive activities. In the
grain and feed industry we deal
with dust issues and their relation
to potential explosions; safety
regarding fall prevention and
working in enclosed spaces such
as grain bins. 

Technical training — Training
can be specific to the technical
side of your business such as
backgrounding employees on the
technical specifications of new
products or technical certification
for crop consultants if you handle
farm supplies. 

Sales training — Sales is one of
the key “engines” that runs your
business, and sales training for
your salespeople can generate sig-
nificant results, both in terms of
generating new sales, and in
retaining existing customers.
Additional sales training also helps

them stay sharp and motivated.
Management training — While

we discuss MBA programs on
page 41, there are very useful
management skills that lower-
level managers and those employ-
ees you are grooming for manage-
ment can learn from going
through training focused specifi-
cally on management. Topics here
might include financial manage-
ment, planning skills, project
management, etc. 

Leadership training — Like
management, leadership is a skill

that can be learned. This sort of
training can be useful for area
managers or team leaders.

Who offers training?
The next step is locating the

right program. With a little detec-
tive work you can quickly come
up with a list of possible training
providers.  These include:

Supplier training — Many sup-
pliers, particularly feed compa-
nies, like to assist in training your
people about their products and
services. Such programs can be
tailored to your industry situation
— and the price may be right

(often free).
Continuing education — Many

classes, especially ones on com-
puter skills, are offered at local
community or four-year colleges.
Also, some universities may offer
business and management train-
ing. The Center for Food and
Agricultural Business at Purdue
provides a number of training
programs:
www.agecon.purdue.edu/cab

Consulting organizations — A
variety of agricultural and general
consulting organizations provide
training programs. If you are a rel-
atively large organization, you
may want to invest in a custom
program designed specifically for
your organization

Industry conferences —

Clearly most industry groups hold
national, regional and state pro-
grams, and these may be a great
source of training for employees

Online training — Increasingly,
there are groups that provide
training over the Internet. This
can be a convenient, cost-effective
way to bring a course to your
employees.

Part-time MBA programs —

More universities have begun to
offer programs geared toward
helping employees get advanced
management training without
leaving their job. They are tai-
lored for upper management. 

Internal “instructors” — An
often overlooked source of
experts for employee training is
in-house people. Tap these people
to give presentations on what
they do best. This gives positive
feedback to these talented indi-
viduals and spotlights them as
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mentors for other employees
seeking to improve their skills.
Plus, you know the training will
fit your situation.

Investing in training
Unfortunately, training dollars

are often one of the first areas cut
when budgets are reduced.
Because of the very positive
returns educated employees pro-
vide to your business, this
approach is counterproductive.
Levering any dollars your suppli-
ers provide, state or local support
for training and development, or
any other outside source of dollars
is important as well. More impor-
tant is making sure every dollar
you invest in training counts. 

Managing training impact
Do some homework for any

significant training investment.
Get a schedule and make sure
what the program covers is what
your employee needs. Talk with
the instructor/sponsor and clarify
any questions. You may want to
talk with someone who has
attended the program to get
his/her perspective. Making an
informed decision will help
ensure your money is well spent.

How do you make the most of
the newly trained person? There
are ways to get a bigger bang for
your training buck. Multiply your
efforts by requiring that upon
their return from a training ses-
sion, employees share what they
learned. This will do several
things: 1) Your employee is put
into a better listening and learning
mode while attending the training,
as they now know you have

expectations that they will share
their knowledge upon their return.
2) It is a proven fact that one of
the best ways to learn something
is to first learn it, then teach it to
someone else — and this approach
uses this method. A possible side
benefit from this process is the
ability to perhaps send one or two
people to training rather than five,
but still getting the effectiveness
of having five people trained by
those you send.

Evaluate the program periodi-
cally. Appraise the effectiveness
of the programs you have your
employees participate in. Have
them rate the experience, and the
quality of what they participated
in — be critical, and look beyond
amenities: Having a good time
and learning something useful
aren’t always the same thing. If
something wasn’t productive, look
for a different vendor — your
employees’ time and your money
are just too precious to waste.

Invest in your most 
important asset

In a tough economy, the easy
thing to do is to cut discretionary
outlays such as training dollars. It
is much harder to take a strategic
approach to training. But a firm’s
employees are its most important
asset. And this asset deserves
some repair, maintenance and
upgrading on a regular basis.
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