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Questions to Help You Learn about 

Workplace Opportunities and Challenges
DRAFT
Background

This tool was developed to help you learn about a specific company’s workforce characteristics, opportunities and challenges.  It is important to note that you probably will not learn everything you want or even need to know about a company in one conversation. Your relationship with an employer is more likely to evolve over a series of interactions. 
Asking questions, listening carefully to responses and asking thoughtful follow-up questions are critically important to establishing your organization as one that is keenly motivated to provide services that are valuable to employers.  You need to understand what a company’s specific needs are in order to determine what services might help the company—regardless of whether or not your organization is in a position to deliver the services.  

If you find that an employer has needs that you cannot address you would likely be best-served by letting the employer know that you think they might need “x” service, but your agency doesn’t provide it.  If you know someone else who could help them, you could provide value to this employer by referring them to another service provider.  (You should of course ask the employer to call you if he/she needs the type of service you provide).  This approach is less likely to leave the employer feeling like you wasted his/her time and also serves to establish your position and credibility within the workforce service community.  
Getting Started

The direct approach is usually best.  Here’s a sample introduction.  

Hello.  [Name] from [Agency] suggested I give you a call because [Reason].  I would really welcome the opportunity to talk with you so I can learn about your specific workplace.  My agency provides a variety of different workforce and H.R. services, but your 
specific environment and needs are what I’m interested in learning about today.  I have a number of resources that may be of interest to you, but we might also talk about things that my organization is not in a position to help you with.  Your input would be helpful for my organization as we think about strategies and services we can implement here to help both job-seekers and employers.  Would you be willing to schedule a 20-30 minute informational meeting with me?  

Questions to Learn about the Skills Employers Need
Can you tell me about an employee (new or long-term) at your company who exemplifies what you need all workers in X occupation to be like?  What is it about this worker that makes him/her special?

When you think about a NEW employee in X occupation that you consider a successful hire, what is it about this new employee that makes you think this?  Does he/she:

· Perform well during probation?  In what ways?  
· Show ability to learn on the job?  In what ways?

· Have or quickly develop special skills—of what type?  

· Have good attendance?  
· Demonstrate good communication skills--with whom?  Can you give me examples?   
Are there skills that you need to train your incumbent workers to have?  What are these?  Why do you need to train them in these skills?  Do you have equipment that you need workers to start using or continue using—but more productively?  



Do you have challenges with workplace communications?  Of what type? 
Do you have needs for training to prevent accidents or improve safety?

Do staff need help to improve their customer service skills?  Is there something specific that you’ve seen that makes you think this?  
Are there lines of work you’d like to go into that you’d need workers with different types of skills for?  

Questions about Hiring and Retention

How many workers do you employ in X occupation?  Is this pretty stable over time?
How many workers do you hire in X occupation in a typical year?  Has this changed recently?  Do you anticipate changes in the future?  

Are there other jobs at your company that require the same type of education/experience?  

Would you walk me through your hiring process for X occupation—from the perspective of an individual who’s applying for a job?  
How many people do you typically screen to hire for an opening in X?  Do you think this is too many?  Are you getting too few applicants?  Or is about right?  
Who does what when you need to hire new employees at your company?  Is hiring ongoing or do you have to take staff off their regular work to do this more sporadically?  For what reasons do you do this?  Need staff to screen for special skills?  Don’t have designated H.R. staff?
Do you use staffing agencies?  For what reasons?  So you don’t have to maintain dedicated H.R. staff?  So you have flexibility in the numbers of workers you employ? So you can obtain workers with special skills?  Other reasons?

Do you think that workers who are newly hired in your company have appropriate expectations about what the work and work environment will be like?  What makes you think this?  
Do you have challenges staffing any particular shifts?  Or shifts at any particular work site?  Why do you think this is so?  

Why do you think workers leave your company?  Do you feel confident that you have good information about this?

For what kinds of reasons do you terminate workers?

Do your employees have a lot of personal challenges that affect their performance?  What kinds of things do you hear about?  (Transportation?  Child care?  Health?  Personal relationship issues?  School schedule?)
Do you have challenges with relations between supervisors and their staff?  Of what type?  Do you think this affects retention or productivity?  In what ways?    
Questions about Employment Advancement 

What is the career path like for workers who start at entry-level in your business?  
Do you typically train and promote from within?  Or is the next step too high for the typical entry-level worker to move up?  
What credentials do employees working at this next step require?  
Do you have good retention at this next level?  Why do you think this is or is not the case? 
Are you interested in exploring whether intermediate employment steps could be designed within your employment hierarchy?  
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