Training and The Knowledge Economy

Can the training industry boost New Zealand's effort towards becoming a knowledge economy?  This is something that hasn't really come up in the debate on how we can catch the knowledge wave; it is however, a question that I believe is significant to our short-term progress towards this goal.

Many of the ideas that have come out of the recent conference and media events are long-term solutions that neglect some of the issues facing New Zealand today.  Encouraging more students into science, engineering and technology will all have a good overall effect on our economy in five to ten years time.  Likewise creating an environment for entrepreneurs to succeed can only help.  These will ultimately move us to an economy of thinkers where we sell the output of our ideas rather than our natural resources.

So what are some of the issues facing New Zealand businesses that want to compete on a global scale or who want to change to survive in the 21st century?  Flexibility to customer demands, efficiency, time to market, inter and intra culture communication to name a few.  These are problems for existing businesses that employ our current workforce.  

Training can be a catalyst for success in the short-term.

By examining a successful knowledge based business one can identify some clear attitudes, behaviour and skills of the staff that enable that business to be successful.  In some cases the cultures of these organisations attract staff who already possess these skills and are looking for an opportunity to use them.  The interesting thing is that most of these skills and behaviours are learnable, but most businesses are not focusing on them as opportunities to deliver training and reap the benefit of a more effective and creative workforce.

The skills and behaviours include:

· Problem solving

· Coaching

· Clear concise communication

· Ability to present information to a group

· Effective self management i.e. effective meetings, effective use of email, good time management

· Leadership

In addition, there needs to be people embedded in the organisation that are able to facilitate the change process.  These change agents need to have skills in:

· Project Management

· Change Management

· Ability to improve or re-engineer business processes

The outcome will be staff who are creative and focused on solutions.  

Unfortunately many of these skills are perceived as being soft and not showing any tangible short-term payback.  Money is spent on training sales people how to sell more or on customer service training to hold onto the customers you have got.  These are valuable, but redundant if the culture and effectiveness of the staff is going to limit the organisation over the long-term.

Where are we now?

Let's face it, most of the New Zealand training industry is very traditional in it's approach.  The National Qualifications Framework was not a revolution back in the early 1990's, it was merely a drive to raise standards and encourage conformity across the industry.  It has been very successful in doing this but is it going to put New Zealand at the leading edge of the knowledge wave, probably not.

Many of the trainers who are the mainstay of in-house training services in New Zealand are more mature and are trainers because of their extensive industry experience.  In some cases this is ideal when you want plenty of examples of how things use to be done or if you are looking for a role model for certain behaviour change.  I have noticed a big difference between training providers in New Zealand compared to the UK and US where I have been working recently.  There is a shift in some countries overseas towards a dual facilitation model where there is one facilitator who has industry experience and can provide insight and experience and a second facilitator who is a the cutting edge of the subject.  In a world of limited resources, the swing is more towards the person at the cutting edge of the subject who is full of ideas and focused on change and innovation.  The more experienced head can always be a senior member of your own team who comes in for short periods during an in-house training session to tell stories and give advice.

Training can also be an essential tool to retain high calibre staff.  Ongoing learning and development is often a key motivator for knowledge-based staff.  To use another overseas example, many organisations are having such difficulty getting IT contractors that they are now offering training as an incentive to join.  These businesses tend to offer the market rate, but in addition offer a day of paid training for each month of the contract - for an IT contractor whose marketability depends on the currency of his/her skills, this is a really attractive offer.

In the business context, training should not only be driven by a need - as it is in many organisations at the present time.  The training, ongoing learning and development of staff should be proactive, empowering individuals to perform and enabling the business to succeed.  Learning in the knowledge economy should be about building on strengths as opposed to trying to eliminate weaknesses.  Answer this question honestly, when was the last time that you arranged a course that was building on a strength rather than driven by a need to rectify a weakness?

