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Use Training to Close The Gap 
By Karin Magnuson 
LBCC Viewpoint 

Program looks for missing or weak skills to improve quality 
 
In the field of work force training, we frequently use a technique called gap analysis to 
figure out the training or organizational-development needs of a client. In gap analysis, 
we analyze worker skills and job requirements. We look at what it takes for excellent 
performance, a zero-defect product, a quality service. 
 
During the process, we observe star performers as they work. We ask employees to tell 
us about their jobs to gain an understanding of what it takes to do high-quality work. 
Then we compare that information with work performed by entry-level employees. As 
we do this, we can begin to see the gap between high-level performance and entry-level 
skills. This analysis helps us work with employers and educators to develop and 
implement practical strategies for closing the gap. These performance-driven solutions 
come from a desire by employers to directly identify training and development needs 
and find ways to meet them by closing the gap. 
 
As we look at the current work force, we are beginning to see the formation of a gap of 
stunning proportions. Imagine a work force populated with aging baby boomers 
reaching retirement age with the same force they’ve had on nearly every other phase of 
their lives. The Oregon Employment Department estimates a need for 40,000 to 55,000 
replacement workers between 2004 and 2014 from retirement alone. Nationally, 64 
million boomers will retire by the end of this decade. This fact raises many questions. 
What impact will their departure have on business and industry? How is knowledge 
being passed down? What skills are needed by the workers who will replace them? 
What, if any, succession planning is in place? 
 
Now imagine a young work force just out of high school or college. Let’s focus our 
attention on manufacturing for now. The skill required in industry today is vastly different 
from the skills that were needed in manufacturing 30 years ago. Manufacturing jobs are 
increasingly complex. According to the Automation and Process Technology Advisory 
Committee of the Engineering and Industrial Technology Division at LBCC, an 
industrial-maintenance technician must not only be able to repair and maintain 
traditional equipment but also is required to work with systems such as technically 
complex automated manufacturing lines, robotics, and material-handling systems. 
These jobs require sophisticated troubleshooting and critical thinking skills in addition to 
an understanding of electromechanical systems, pneumatics and hydraulics. 
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Our region’s manufacturers are facing a double-edged challenge - preparing for the exit 
of thousands of skilled, experienced workers at the same time as facing a shortage of 
workers who are prepared to step into jobs that are both mechanical and technical. A 
recent survey reported that close to half, 43 percent, of Oregon’s private-sector 
employers felt a shortage of skilled workers has made it difficult for their organizations 
to find qualified applicants to fill job vacancies. 
 
This dilemma creates daunting challenges. We have choices to make. I offer some 
possibilities here. 
 
Develop succession plans 
 
Develop and carry out succession plans for preparing current workers to take over from 
retirees. Examine what you are doing to pass down knowledge and skills. Develop a 
purposeful strategy for cross-training your employees. Look at how your organization 
trains and mentors younger workers. Give them opportunities to take more responsibility 
and develop their leadership and decision-making skills. 
 
Invest in training, education 
 
Invest in continuing education and training for your existing workers. Make skill-building 
and technical literacy a priority. We can’t afford to let the equipment and technology 
demands of 21st-century manufacturing facilities outpace our ability to prepare and train 
workers. Education and training must be seen as a priority investment and a lifelong 
commitment if we are to be competitive in regional, national and global markets. 
 
Support career pathways 
 
Support community colleges and universities in their efforts to create career pathways 
between education, training and employment. Career pathways eliminate the old 
paradigm of education programs as a series of islands without connections to one 
another. Pathways enable employees to enter and exit the education and training 
system as needed throughout their careers. 
 
Invest in technology-training centers 
 
Invest in the development of regional centers for training in fields such as automation 
and process technology so that training resources can be more easily shared between 
colleges, industry and high schools. Help build stronger partnerships between the K-12 
schools, higher education and the efforts of business and industry. Everyone has 
something to gain from doing this. Together we can build the capacity for training 
people to successfully take on high-skill, living-wage jobs. 
 
In a very real sense, we have the makings of a perfect storm brewing between an aging 
work force moving toward retirement in staggering numbers vs. the increasingly 
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technical and process-driven demands of industry and the shortage of skilled entry-level 
workers. It’s not your grandfather’s factory anymore, but the opportunity for satisfying 
manufacturing careers is there for those who are properly trained. We are at a 
crossroads when it comes to addressing this skill gap. When industry leaders and those 
of us in education, including high schools and colleges, look at work force needs, we get 
a little nervous, and we see both great challenges and great opportunities worth 
tackling. 
 

 

 

 

Karin Magnuson is a trainer, facilitator and instructional designer for Linn-Benton 
Community College’s Business, Healthcare and Workforce Division. Each issue of 
InBusiness features a column from a faculty member at LBCC. 

 


