TRAINING NEEDS ASSESSMENT TOOLS

As with every initiative taken by the Info Center, it is critical to affirm that the information services being provided to users help them meet departmental or corporate business objectives. To yield the maximum impact and benefit to the organization, the goal of training programs created for information services should be to equip the user to more effectively reach his/her business objectives. 

Performing a Training Needs Assessment or Training Audit will help you develop an overall plan and training programs to meet specific user needs. Objectives of a Training Needs Assessment can range from: 1) understanding how the training will be applied by users to 2) determining current skill levels to 3) learning users’ expectations of training outcomes. This knowledge will enable you to define attributes of the training program to meet specific user requirements. Attributes that need to be defined include:

· Audience,

· Format,

· Length,

· Technical specifications,

· Cost, and

· Purpose or optimum use

Observation

A Needs Assessment can be an informal assessment based on observations. For example, observing how clients use a workstation in the Information Center and keeping track of their requests for assistance with the product can be the first step to understanding what training would make the product easier to use. If the questions center around mechanics of the service, your approach to training will be different than if the questions are more focused on content. 

Patterns observed with particular user groups or when retrieving certain types of information can also point out training needs. If persons in the marketing group consistently ask about retrieving certain types of information, there may be a need for training in this application. The more you observe user interaction with an information product/service, the better you will be able to target training to needs of the user. 

Surveys

Needs Assessments can also take the form of written surveys or web-based surveys. Data about  training needs collected from a structured, standardized survey instrument can serve as justification for building a training program. The survey data serves as a baseline from which to benchmark progress in the future, and may provide baseline data for measuring ROI (return on investment).

Training Needs Assessment surveys should always be developed around business reasons for implementing the information service. Remember that information vendors are your partners, and you may be able to take advantage of their experience with launching products in other companies. Some have training templates, including needs analysis surveys, which they will allow you to modify and use in your organization. 

If an information service such as Dow Jones Interactive is being launched to provide users with ready access to news on competitors, the following simple survey questions could be used to determine where to focus the training.
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Searching Dow Jones Interactive for Company Information—Skills Checklist

Application
Very Proficient
Proficient
Need to Know More

Finding a company using company name




Finding a company using ticker symbols




Searching for basic financials on a company




Tracking stock performance of a company




Comparing a company to others in an industry




Retrieving investment analyst reports




Monitoring news about a company




Other:




Name: 



Department:


Phone:

Focus Groups and Interviews

The advantage of conducting focus groups and/or interviews is that you will get qualitative feedback from users. These insights into how users would like to be able to use information products/services as well as real or perceived barriers to use can help you further shape the training program to bring the maximum benefit to persons being trained. 

If focus groups and interviews are used to follow up after initial training sessions, the questions should seek to elicit at least anecdotal on value of the training and value associated with having access to the information service. It is always a challenge to exactly measure ROI. However, dollar savings can be hypothesized from documentation that training on a given information service enabled a user to more effectively find background information on a client or competitor, prevent making a risky business alliance, or respond quickly to a competitive threat.

In preparation for leading a focus group, create a list of questions that you would like to have the participants discuss. Market researchers in your organization (or vendors or outside facilitators) can give you pointers about phrasing the questions to obtain the feedback you need, about capturing data, and reporting outcomes. 
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