The Employer’s Responsibility to Keep Workers Current

Workers are frequently told that they must keep their skills current. That is true; no employer can
assume complete responsibility for another adult’s education or career. The responsibility,
however, does not belong to the worker alone.

Employers purchase new equipment, install new software, reorganize departments, adopt new
procedures, and respond to changing customer demands. When those decisions alter the work,
employees deserve a fair opportunity to learn how to perform it. Training should not be treated
as a favor to the worker. It is an investment in the organization’s own competence.

The Cost of Doing Nothing

A company that introduces new technology without adequate training may save money briefly
and lose it repeatedly. Employees struggle through preventable errors, create unofficial
workarounds, depend too heavily on one knowledgeable coworker, and avoid features they do
not understand. Some organizations then misdiagnose the problem as worker resistance.

Employees do sometimes resist change, but hesitation may have reasonable causes. They may
fear being embarrassed in front of younger coworkers, worry that the technology is intended to
eliminate their jobs, or receive instructions that assume knowledge they do not possess. Telling
employees to “figure it out” is not a training program.

Begin before the Change Arrives

Training works best when it begins before new technology or procedures are fully implemented.
Employers should explain:

» Why the change is being made
» How it will affect daily work

* Which existing skills will remain valuable



» What employees will be expected to learn
* How much training time will be provided
* Where workers can obtain help

People are more receptive to learning when they understand the purpose and have some control
over their preparation. Early communication also allows experienced employees to identify
problems that planners may have overlooked. The people closest to the work often know which
exceptions, customer needs, safety concerns, and practical complications are missing from a new
system.

Use the Experience Already in the Building

Experienced employees should not be viewed merely as people who must catch up. They possess
institutional knowledge that can help a technological transition succeed. A new employee may
understand the software, while a veteran employee understands the work. The organization needs
both.

Employers can pair workers across generations or areas of expertise:

* A technologically confident employee helps a coworker learn the new platform.
» An experienced employee explains the procedures and judgment behind the task.
* Both identify ways the technology can support the work more effectively.

This exchange should be collaborative—not a contest between the “young computer person’ and
the “old expert.” Each participant brings something the other needs.

Provide Paid Time to Learn

If a skill is required for the job, employees should not be expected to acquire it entirely on their
own time and at their own expense. Effective support may include:

* Paid training during working hours

* Tuition or certification assistance

* On-the-job instruction

* Mentoring and job shadowing

* Practice systems where mistakes are not costly

» Community-college or technical-school partnerships

» Access to reference materials after formal training ends



* Time for follow-up questions and refresher instruction

Short, focused training followed by immediate application is often more useful than a long
presentation covering every possible feature. Employees need enough instruction to begin,
opportunities to practice, and continuing support as new questions arise.

Train the Supervisor Too

Knowing how to perform a job does not automatically make someone a good instructor.
Supervisors and workplace trainers should learn to:

» Explain why the training matters.

» Begin with what employees already know.

» Demonstrate the task under realistic conditions.
 Divide complicated procedures into manageable steps.
 Allow practice without humiliation.

» Correct mistakes privately and specifically.

* Recognize progress without becoming patronizing.

Nothing discourages adult learning faster than being treated like a slow child. Respect is not an
optional courtesy; it is part of effective instruction.

Investigate Public Workforce Resources

Employers may not have to build or finance every training effort alone. The U.S. Department of
Labor encourages businesses to contact their local American Job Centers and Workforce
Development Boards about available workforce services.

Depending on local rules and funding, those services may include incumbent-worker training,
customized instruction, or reimbursement for part of certain on-the-job training costs.
Availability varies, so employers must consult their local programs rather than assume assistance
is guaranteed. More information is available through the Department of Labor’s workforce-
development resources for employers.

Create a Culture of Continuous Learning

Training should not begin only when a crisis arrives. Employers can normalize learning by
including skill development in annual reviews, recognizing employees who master and share
new abilities, and asking departments to identify future needs before they become emergencies.
Managers should also make it safe for an employee to admit, “I don’t know how to do that yet.”


https://www.dol.gov/agencies/eta/employers/workforce-development-solutions
https://www.dol.gov/agencies/eta/employers/workforce-development-solutions

Employees who hide confusion create risk. Employees who can request help without
embarrassment create an opportunity for improvement.

The Bottom Line

Workers have a responsibility to remain curious, adaptable, and willing to learn. Employers have
a responsibility to make required learning accessible, relevant, and respectful. A company cannot
demand current skills while providing obsolete training—or none at all.

The best workforce-development program protects what experienced employees already know
while helping them master what comes next. That combination improves productivity, preserves
institutional knowledge, and gives workers a reason to remain with the organization.

Training is not merely an employee benefit. It is how an employer keeps experience from
walking out the door—or becoming stranded in the past.



