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Training:

By David Zahn

A Function, 
Profession, 

Calling, 
What?

n the past few years, the train-
ing field, perhaps more than

any other, has been undergoing tremendous transi-
tion and evolution—from a warm-and-fuzzy func-
tion housed in an office all the way down the hall to a
strategically aligned business unit to…what? First,
let’s review why training unequivocally has arrived
as a profession.

There are qualities that separate a professional
from an employee and from someone who feels a
calling to perform a role without necessarily any
skills, background, or education in that role. Profes-
sionals share certain similarities. Most have impres-
sive credentials and a body of knowledge with a
language known only to other practitioners in the
same profession.  Accountants quote IRS guidelines
and tax codes, attorneys spout legal precedents and
Constitutional interpretations, physicians refer to
lab studies and clinical evidence, and so on.

I asked, a bit rhetorically, Ed Schneider, director
of training and organization development for Bergen

Brunswig Corporation, based in Orange, California,
whether training could be classified as a profession.
He pointed out that the Merriam Websterdictionary
on his desk defines professionas “a calling requiring
specialized knowledge and often long and intensive
academic preparation.” He also reflected on how the
training function has evolved: “It has the requisite
organizations, processes, re-
sources, and activities required
of a profession.”

Frank Rose, VP of corpo-
rate training and dean of Sym-
bol University for Symbol Technologies in
Holtsville, New York, says, “As with all professions,
training is evolving. As the body of work becomes
more refined, the function must adapt. For instance,
the focus within Symbol now is not on ‘training’ but
on providing ‘educational opportunities’ for all em-
ployees. We mandate that every employee is to re-
ceive a minimum of 40 hours a year of training.
Some of that is selected by the needs of the organiza-
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tion, and some of it is at the discretion of 
the employee and his or her direct super-
visor. We must be prepared to provide
opportunities in facilitated sessions, self-
study, and electronic formats to accom-
modate the needs of the business.”

After 22 years in the training function
working for internal groups as well 
as external vendors, Vahan Janjigian, vice
president of corporate learning for 
Chicago-based Information Resources,
recognizes that one of the shifts he has
seen is “a greater reliance on the critical
function of employee development.”
No longer shunted to a junior executive,
training is now the responsibility of 
chief learning officers, VP-level people,
and people who report to senior line 
management.

A shift such as that doesn’t occur
without challenges. It’s no longer suffi-
cient just to be a people person or some-
one who likes to help people. With
trainers’ new reporting relationships
come a host of responsibilities that this
new breed of professionals is being
asked to address. Schneider sees train-
ers’ new role as one of “getting away
from programming training events and
migrating to an ongoing process of en-
hancement and development that is 
directly measurable in performance.

“Bergen Brunswig is focused on 
providing the expertise required to com-
plete tasks at the point at which it is
most needed, and not nearly as con-
cerned with offering every detail and
background fact to prove what the 
subject matter expert knows. If it isn’t
moving our business ahead, it’s not
right,” says Schneider.  

Rose takes a broader perspective on
that issue: “We’re in a dogfight to select
and retain the best employees. If we
aren’t offering them the chance to 
expand beyond their current job tasks,
we run the risk of losing them to other
firms. Our role as professionals is to 
develop the person and not be satisfied
with training the task.”

Janjigian concurs: “Lifelong learning
isn’t just a buzz phrase at Information
Resources. We’re committed to recog-
nizing that our employees have, in
essence, a learning portfolio that they’re
responsible for maintaining as they
[make the] transition between jobs 
within the company and even as they
move from company to company. And

we, as facilitators of the learning envi-
ronment, need to recognize that training
done elsewhere isn’t necessarily bad.
Let’s not put previously trained people
through our courses [just] for the sake of
administrative ease.”

The measurement standards for what
professionals offer must also change to
reflect their contributions. Traditionally,
trainers were content to pass out smile
sheets at the end of a workshop and cap-
ture how people felt about the food, the
room, the instructor, and the materials.
Now, Frank Rose must deliver an ROI
based on the success of both external and
internal efforts. 

“In years gone by, I could get away
with a splash of product news and a 
dash of cultural orientation and call it
training,” says Rose. “Now I have to
demonstrate to all of the constituents of
the training that there is a benefit. If a 
single student asks,So what?at the end of
one of our training events, it’s cause for us
to examine the training and seek opportu-
nities to deconstruct and rebuild it…. If
my people or a trainee’s manager can’t
discern a difference in performance 
within three to nine months from the
training, the reasons are explored with
me, the manager, the trainee, and senior
management. As part of my group, we
have career counselors to address compe-
tencies, career goals, necessary skill 
enhancements, opportunities for career
progression, and ways to meet personal
goals. In addition, Symbol’s senior man-
agers are active, participating deans in
Symbol University and, as such, have line
responsibility as well as overall educa-
tional responsibility for the organization.”

Janjigian is held to a cultural change
standard. “Given the relative youth and
inexperience of many of Information 
Resources’s employees when hired, it’s
essential that training be out ahead of the
organization’s needs. If senior manage-
ment has to ask me, ‘What are you doing
about that?’ and I don’t know the issue
and haven’t formulated a response, I
haven’t done my job.”

Al l  of the trainers I talked with
agreed that there has been a tremen-
dous shift from training being con-
trolled by headquarters to managers
and other employees becoming re-
sponsible for their own learning. Most
of us would feel uncomfortable with a
physician prescribing treatment if he or
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❑  Language of it own
❑  Processes 
❑  A science with replicability, 
precedents, accepted standards
❑  Rigorous study required to perform  

❑  No longer seen as training, 
now more focused on learning
❑  Reports to line functions and 
not solely HR
❑  Less emphasis on training as a program,
more focus on lifelong learning
❑  More comprehensive offerings using mul-
tiple delivery methods
❑  Viewed as strategic partner to core func-
tions of organization  

❑  ROI from external training efforts
❑  Culture change
❑  Performance improvement
❑  Tied to corporate objectives
❑  Long-term measurements beyond the
immediate impression at conclusion of 
training  

❑  Creativity
❑  Risk taker
❑  Marketing and promotion
❑  Branding expertise
❑  Negotiation skills
❑  Technically savvy
❑  Advanced degree in instructional design
❑  Experience in organizational interventions 

❑  Rely on internal subject matter experts
as appropriate
❑  Seek third-party vendors that are aligned
strategically with the corporate mission of
the company

❑  Build a sustainable competitive advantage.
❑  Strategic imperative
❑  Partner with line functions to assess and
address corporate needs.
❑  Training is brought in at beginning of
issue identification and not in response to a
problem that has already been identified.  

❑  Both ad hoc and planned
❑  Constant communication
❑  Top to bottom management targeted  

❑  Learning portfolio concept 
❑  Use of the Net to supplement (not
become the ends to the training) training
initiatives
❑  Emphasis on retention and utilization of
training concepts
❑  Learning portal (placing the required
information at the disposal of learners as
they perform the task)

Profession
she hadn’t conducted a diagnostic ef-
fort. If we’re not asked, “How long
have you felt this pain?” or “How long
have you noticed this symptom?” we
aren’t likely to trust the recommended
treatment. 

In much the same way, if the training
function isn’t aligned with senior man-
agement objectives, suggested interven-
tions aren’t likely to be trusted. Says
Schneider, “If I’m not viewed as a 
strategic partner and brought into discus-
sions up front, any recommendation 
I make is going to be hampered by [my]
lack of involvement.”

Symbol University’s Rose has elevated
the corporate university concept to such a
highly evolved plane that the deans (senior
managers) and learning council (mid-level
managers) aren’t only part of the body that
evaluates the success of programs, but also
are the genesis for addressing many of the
issues that should and will be resolved
through the auspices of the university. 

Says Rose, “In that way, there’s own-
ership of the process from the most 
senior level to the most junior level, and
all are equally invested in the success of
the training.” He adds, “The competition
between and among the deans and learn-
ing council to provide greater value 
contributes to keeping the university 
optimally effective.”

The bloody wars
Gone are the days for many professional
trainers when they had to justify the ex-
pense of specialized staff and equipment. 

Rose beams, “There’s tremendous
pride in being part of corporate education
now. The bloody wars of having to prove
why it’s essential to the corporation are
behind us. When I hire an instructional de-
signer from a master’s or Ph.D. program,
that’s proof of just how far we’ve come.
There’s budget set aside for that and
recognition of what such expertise pro-
vides, and I don’t have to explain,
reexplain, or defend it. I can allow experts
to contribute in the ways they’ve been
schooled and prepared to contribute.”

At Information Resources, Janjigian
balances the use of external vendors with
his limited number of internal staff to
meet the needs of a growing organiza-
tion by outsourcing skill-level initiatives
that can be better handled by outside ex-
perts. Saving company-specific training
for his staff to deliver, Janjigian works
with vendors that can contribute to his

overall plan as partners and not merely
as providers of a service or product with-
out any true investment in the company’s
strategic goals. 

Schneider observes, “The training
function, in order to meet current corpo-
rate needs, must focus on building a sus-
tainable competitive advantage. If all we
do is orient, educate, and disseminate in-
formation with no discernable benefit, we
are rendered ineffective by the very con-
stituents we seek to serve. We view the
process as akin to a metatag in Web
speak. Put the ability to find information
in the hands of the learners, and don’t dic-
tate what shall be learned according to
previously established approaches. If it is-
n’t effectively developed and delivered,
it’s not a success. The need is for a learn-
ing portal that provides training on an on-
demand basis in whatever media is most 
appropriate to meet the learner’s preferred
learning style.”

As the training function continues to
reach its high-water mark as a strategic
imperative instead of a necessary evil,
it’s essential to assess the career path of
the future trainer and what’s required to
run a training organization.

Janjigian is adamant about training as
a career: “If we’re going to conduct our-
selves as professionals, then we need to
recognize that and staff [our depart-
ments] with people who can enhance our
credibility and [not be] swayed by politi-
cal concerns associated with a rotational
assignment. There’s room for the rota-
tional assignment as a means to expand
someone’s portfolio of skills and prepare
for the next rung of management, but
there should be no hidden agenda or sur-
prises as to what the role is and how it is
to be performed.”

Says Schneider, “There’s room for the
career trainer (although I don’t like that
term, given our direction within Bergen
Brunswig) and for the trainer on assignment
or rotation. Cutting across multiple divi-
sions and silos within a company as a trainer
provides a deeper appreciation of the orga-
nization’s needs for the next assignment.”

Rose says of the career path of his
trainers, “We have corporate educators
who have selected themselves into the
role by choice or chance and are commit-
ted to remaining with it. We have others
who have chosen training as an entry
point to other functions, and still others
who recognized they were stuck in a 
certain position and opted to join corpo-
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rate education to [get] more skills to 
become more attractive candidates for
other positions. We have few people,
however, who are interested in being one-
trick ponies training on one skill 
or ability. The requirements of the func-
tion are too diverse to provide long-
term career progression for that [type of
trainer], and they frequently opt out.”

I asked all of these trainers what pro-
file they’d look for if asked to replace
themselves, and they responded with a
comprehensive list of skills and areas of
expertise. Rose says he’d look for some-
one “who is proficient in corporate edu-
cation or education concepts, is a strong
negotiator, is strategic-minded, and can
plan competently with a vision two to
three years out and yet is able to work 
on today’s issues and translate strategy
into manageable objectives. He or she
should be a risk taker, branding expert,
and marketer at heart to promote him- or
herself and the function.”

Schneider says if Bergen Brunswig
were to attempt to fill his position, it
should pursue someone “who is creative
and technically savvy, has big-picture
perspective, and is a risk taker.”

Janjigian says, “The needs of my 
organization are such that a strong ISD
background and prior management ex-
perience would be essential, as would
having a demonstrated track record of
delivering on-time and organizationally
relevant initiatives.”

As for certifying trainers, there’s 
disagreement as to the best way to 
accomplish that, how it would ultimate-
ly affect the practice of training, and
even as to whether it’s appropriate. 
Janjigian feels certification isn’t a
panacea. “It’s too constraining and ex-

clusionary. It’s OK to certify a
trainer in a particular course’s
methodologies or content, but
to be certified as a ‘trainer’ in
the field of training may lead
to line managers feeling that
their responsibility for training
ends once they authorize staff
to attend a sanctioned course.”
He’s also leery of the logistics
of maintaining an objective
sanctioning body to bestow
certification. 

“I’m wary of trusting
any organizational body to de-
cree what is and isn’t objec-

tively defined as good training. The
notion of ‘training’ is a bit archaic any-
way. Why look to certify something
that’s of little utility?”

Differing, Schneider is equally sure
of certification’s place. “It’s imperative
that there be standards and credibility of
instructors to perform as required. It
helps ensure a level of consistency and
competence across multiple divisions 
or geographically dispersed training
populations. The endorsement of a certi-
fied trainer is taken more seriously by
learners than a trainer who is not.”

Rose echoes those words: “Training
isn’t the same as learning. We need to 
actively pursue the learning side of the
equation and rely less on the training end
of things.”

The function of training in companies
and the professionalism of trainers 
are more and more being viewed by 
senior managers as a necessity for the 
recruitment, selection, retention, promo-
tion, and evaluation of quality employees
in an environment that demands perfor-
mance enhancement. 

As we look at the balance sheet of our
personal finances at this time of year, we
should also take stock of our professional
assets and liabilities and recommit our-
selves to practicing the art and science of
training in a way that’s sure to pay divi-
dends for us and our organizations. ❏

David Zahn, who writes the monthly
column Diary of a Consultant in T&D, is
a principal of Clow Zahn Associates
LLC (www.clowzahn.com), which pro-
vides sales training and other consulting
services to clients through facilitated
and learner-led modules. He can be
reached at davidzahn@clowzahn.com.  

“There’s room for the career
trainer and for the trainer 
on assignment or rotation.

Cutting across multiple 
divisions and silos ... provides
a deeper appreciation of the
organization’s needs for the

next assignment.”


