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How many times has a cus-
tomer called your retail store
or manufacturing plant in a

panic because they need a specific
item “yesterday,” only to hear that the
salesperson is “not available” right
now and no one else can help?
Doesn’t that just make you grate your
teeth when it happens to you?
Customer loyalty depends in large
part on you being able to meet your
customer’s needs in a timely, efficient
manner.  If you can’t meet those
needs, the customer loses confidence
in your ability to deliver, gets frustrat-
ed and ends up on your competitor’s
doorstep.  Studies reveal and your
own experiences confirm that
unhappy customers love to tell their
stories of how they were mistreated,
those stories get retold and enhanced
and the next thing you know, your
customer base shrinks.

One way to stem the tide of out-
going customers is to cross-train your
employees so the customer never
hears that “no one else can help” even
when regular staff is out sick or on

vacation.  You’ve probably heard tele-
vision sports announcers talk about
cross training in athletics.  The con-
cept applies to every business work-
place where there is more than one
employee.  In business, cross training
is the practice of training employees
to perform duties and tasks outside
their regular roles with the goal of
developing a staff that can pinch-hit
in a variety of functions when and if
the need arises.

It is as simple as training the
receptionist to handle phone orders
when the inside sales person is not
available.  It’s as simple as training
the inside sales person to handle
incoming calls when the receptionist
is not available.  It can be lateral
training within departments or
between departments.  It can be ver-
tical training where line employees
learn supervisory functions and vice
versa.

By Attorney David Paul Williams
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Cross training is a profound
motivational and morale improve-
ment technique.  For too many years
too many human resource managers
and business owners thought the
only way to solve low employee
morale and high employee turnover
was to throw more money at the
problem. No question money has a
great effect on morale and retention
but studies and common sense show
that more money does not necessari-
ly result in higher morale and reten-
tion. Cross training is another tool
that provides some of the answers. It
doesn’t require a big time commit-
ment on the part of the owner or
manager because in many cases, it
works best when employees train
each other.

Employees want to be valued for
their contributions to the success of
the organization. The training
employee has to think about the ele-
ments of his job, determine what are
the critical tasks, and analyze the best
methods to accomplish those tasks.
In that process, the training employ-
ee will often gain greater understand-
ing of the job and discover better
ways to get it done. The employee
being trained also makes an impor-
tant contribution by questioning the
job elements that don’t make sense or
even making suggestions for
smoother functioning. Management
needs to recognize and praise both
employees for those efficiency
improvements. 

Cross-trained employees have
more knowledge and job skills which
makes them more valuable to the
employer and better candidates for
advancement from within. 

Recall the morale and retention
bugaboo?  It’s a proven fact that
learning new skills, a quality inherent
in cross-training, combats worker
boredom, a major cause of lousy
morale. If that isn’t enough to con-
vince you to cross-train your employ-
ees, just know that “walking a mile in
another man’s shoes” provides new
perspective between jobs and
departments fostering better rela-
tionships and understanding. The
ability of the cross-trained employee
to see the process or organization
from the point of view of co-workers,

both within the same department
and from a different department,
helps them appreciate that others
have difficult and demanding tasks.
They see how others’ efforts con-
tribute to the entire process and they
comprehend that others’s duties are
just as demanding as their own. 

Ownership benefits from a
smoother operation, one that pro-
vides flexibility in day-to-day job
assignments depending on the needs
of the day. If a rush of orders is
received for processing, employees
who have been trained can be shifted
from their regular duties to accom-
plish that task. Once the orders have
been entered, the team can be shifted
to pulling stock to fill the orders, then
can move to the shipping depart-
ment to get the orders out the door to
waiting customers. Wouldn’t it be
great to have additional sales staff to
handle the last minute week before
deer season rush?  Cross training can
provide that staff. 

Advancement from within is
another ownership benefit that is
hard to quantify on the balance sheet
but offers real savings. It costs money
to recruit good employees and it
costs more money to orient and train
them in the company way of con-
ducting business. New employee
costs can be completely avoided or
can be brought into a less critical,
entry-level position if a cross-trained
employee who has already learned
the “corporate culture” can be pro-
moted to the vacant position. Current
employees who see the possibility of
advancement within the company
with all the attendant perks and com-
pensation, are much more likely to

stay with their current employer. 
Retaining key employees is criti-

cal to the long term success of your
business because  keeping your best
employees promotes customer satis-
faction, burgeoning sales, and happy
coworkers. Key employees may pro-
vide a pool of potential purchasers
allowing current ownership an exit
strategy when it comes time to retire. 

But all is not lost when a cross-
trained employee leaves. If owner-
ship wisely created and  adopted a
cross-training program, his knowl-
edge, experience and skill has already
been shared with the other employ-
ees: The employee leaves but his acu-
men stays within the organization. 

Starting a training program is not
just a matter of swapping a few
employees in a few positions for a few
hours for a few days. A training pro-
gram must be carefully planned
before being implemented in order to
be successful. The program’s level of
sophistication seems to necessarily
increase with the size of the organiza-
tion but some fundamentals apply
across the board. 

The successful plan includes a
reasonable timeline, a budget, and a
training schedule. The timeline
should include reasonably attainable
goals, an assessment of how much
time is required to train each employ-
ee, a clear understanding of who will
conduct the training and by when the
training will be completed. 

Time is money and you will
spend money on training,  The bud-
get may well determine the nature,
scope and course of the training pro-
gram so first determine how much
you can afford to spend. Then design
the program to focus on key func-
tions first, rather than starting a shot-
gun approach to all functions. 

Since you still have a business to
run and customers to satisfy, the
training schedule must avoid peak
demand periods. Schedule training
for off peak periods. Early morning,
around lunch or mid-afternoon may
work. You know your business best.
The key to successful scheduling is
creating a schedule that fits your
business, then sticking to it. If you
start cutting the training sessions,
you send a loud and clear message to

Cross-trained
employees have
more knowledge

and job skills which
makes them more

valuable to the
employer and bet-
ter candidates for
advancement from

within. 
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your staff that you don’t care about
the program, nor should they. Your
money and their time will be wasted,
morale will nose dive, customer ser-
vice will suffer and everyone comes
out a loser. 

Management books consistently
harp on the need for communication
in order to have a smooth running
and successful company. Ownership
needs to talk with staff. Staff needs to
talk with other staff. Department
heads need to talk with other depart-
ment heads. Communication is the
key to making the training program
work. Ownership must be able to
effectively communicate the purpos-
es, goals and benefits of the program
to every employee, even those who
may not be great cross-training can-
didates. It’s important to get every
one to “buy into” the program to
eliminate the risk of dissension in the
ranks so be sure to stress the impor-
tance of the program to the entire
company. 

If employees feel like their cross-
training duties are all dressed up in
the emperor’s new clothes but merely
turn out to be additional work for no
additional compensation, they will
feel exploited and resentful.
Employees must comprehend that
cross-training represents a real
opportunity to learn, to add addition-
al skills in a way that genuinely
boosts their careers. One way to
enhance the effectiveness of the
communication is to bring the
employees into the planning process
as early as possible. Solicit their ideas
and assistance to help identify the
critical tasks and key functions for
cross training.  Encourage input and
request feedback. Ask who they think
would be appropriate cross-training
candidates and trainers. If manage-
ment doesn’t use their ideas, explain
why so the employees understand
that their input is valued and not
merely management lip service. Put
it in writing so everyone is on the
same page and no one has to rely on
their memory, fleeting at best, of
what was said. 

In athletics the best players aren’t
always the best coaches as they may
be unable or unwilling to articulate
and teach their skills to others.

Ownership must carefully evaluate
which employees possess the skill
and motivation to teach others.
Ownership must also identify which
employees have the desire and ability
to learn. Don’t try to force feed the
program to unwilling participants as
they will resent the efforts and your
money will be wasted. Select wisely
and the benefits will be readily appar-
ent. 

Once the training program is
implemented, demand evaluation
and constructive criticism of the
process from the participants. Learn
what worked and what didn’t work in
the training process. Solicit input on
how to make the training more effec-
tive and valuable to the employees
and the company. 

Here are some simple do’s and
don’ts to keep in mind:

Do be clear as to how and why the
program will be run

Don’t implement the program in
fits and starts

Do communicate the program as
a learning process and career

enhancer.
Don’t use the program as an

excuse to pile more work on the
employees

Do be clear about the objectives
Don’t allow anyone to mock or

denigrate the program
Cross-training is not a simple,

one-time task. If it were easy, every-
one would do it. Those companies
that devote the time, money and
commitment gain tangible rewards
of higher employee morale, greater
employee retention, a flexible and
agile staff all working together to
keep customers happy and grow a
more prosperous company. No more
lost sales opportunities and no more
disgruntled customers. 

Editor’s Note: David Williams has
resolved legal issues for small busi-
nesses and their owners since 1979.
He can be reached at The Williams
Lawfirm, P. O.  Box 1455, Bellevue, WA
98009.  On the web you’ll find him at
DPWLaw@earth
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