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INTRODUCTION

This roundtable will focus on the level of importance companies place on training and its impact
on safety. Training can be expensive in terms of both up-front costs and loss of manpower during
the training period, but this discussion will show members how to better evaluate training's true
value, including the sometimes hidden benefits.

Topics will include determining and measuring the value of training and evaluating the true cost
of training. Also discussed will be the relationship between increased training and increased
safety and assessing the impact on production when the most productive workers are assigned a
new employee to train.

ROUNDTABLE DISCUSSION TOPICS

1. What do you estimate is the percentage of reduced productivity or the dollar volume
reduction of your top producers when you assign a new employee to train with them?
When do you start seeing a payback from the trainee?

Opinions differed widely, with participants estimating a reduction of up to 20 percent, up to
50 percent and 20-30 percent. The estimates depended on several factors. The biggest variables
affecting the reduction are the stage of training and the type of sawing. With wall sawing, for
example, some actually see a spike in production because for a while the operator has a helper.
As the trainee becomes more developed, the production rate goes down because the trainee is
doing more of the work. With typically one-man operations like core drilling and flat sawing,
having an extra person on the job doubles the labor costs so it is a definite loss from the very
beginning until the trainee gets his or her own truck.

Another variable discussed was the stage of training. In common, on-the-job training situations
where the new employee goes from observing to performing all the work, the first day usually
has a minimal impact on production, if any. As the trainee does increasingly more work,
production slows. By the end of the training period, the new employee is doing 100 percent of



the work and the lead operator is just watching. This day has the greatest drop in productivity,
and some estimated it to be as much as 50 percent. As a side note, some participants doing this
type of training reported using a check-off sheet that the lead operator signs off on, recording
what the trainee has done and offering input. Employees should never perform an operation by
themselves for the first time — they should always be observed by someone else first.

One participant clarified that the source of the loss is usually not the top producer losing
productivity, but the trainee's learning curve. The loss is from taking on the additional labor cost
of training the new employee.

Overall, participants do not track their training expenses as a line item. Some look at the
financials to see if there are other expenses on a job other than labor. One company that tracks
labor costs very closely reports that their new operators are productive fairly fast, with trainees
on their own in about a month. The company allows operators 100 hours of training, and after
that their labor costs are tracked. Other companies said the loss for this type of on-the-job
training is minimal because the trainer has a helper. One company estimated the cost to be
around $5,000 for sending a trainee into the field for a month.

Several participants challenged the practice of pairing a trainee with a top producer. Some
thought that because cutting comes so easily to top operators, they may skip too many steps and
teach the trainees shortcuts. Instead of learning the right way the first time, trainees could pick
up techniques that are too advanced for their level. Also, the top producers might not be as
patient. Many participants agreed with these points, noting that it is important to pick the trainer
who is going to help the trainee learn the best. The top person is not necessarily the best trainer,
just like many of the best sports coaches were not necessarily the best athletes. Trainees should
be placed with operators who will fully explain and demonstrate the details of the cutting process
and who will effectively communicate with the trainee.

Participants agreed that when looking at the true cost of training, it is important to look at the
long-term, not the short-term.

2. What, if any, increases in maintenance costs, vehicle damage or decreased tool life do
you experience with new employees?

With new operators or employees who aren't trained properly, the consensus was that employers
do see increased costs, usually in the form of decreased tool life and higher diamond costs.
Typical new operator problems like dropping bits, running over a hose or seizing up a blade are
to be expected. Blowing out clutches and motors is fairly common, especially on core drilling
equipment. These problems often continue even after training when operators are on their own.

One group estimated that new employees can cause up to a 20 percent loss for increased
maintenance costs, vehicle damage or decreased tool life. Another estimated that a new operator
costs a company thousands of dollars for the first year, depending on the individual employee.
The length of time for an employee to be broken in and averaged in with the rest of the crew
varies from operator to operator — some are quick learners and catch on within a week or two,
and others take a year before they're running things smoothly. When first hiring a new employee,
maintenance costs usually go up for the first few months and then the employee reaches a



plateau. Within about a year they should be at a level where it is continuous. They produce more,
partly because they maintain their equipment better. With equipment running well, they're able
to produce more.

To try to minimize damage to equipment, one group discussed making equipment "idiot-proof"
by adding features like oil pressure switches. This way, if the new operator forgets to check the
oil, he or she would save an engine. Monitoring vehicles and tracking performance also helps
manage costs. As a side note, one participant suggested that new employees should never begin
by learning wall sawing, but should learn flat sawing or core drilling first.

In addition to damaged equipment, one group raised the issue of lost equipment. Some new
operators are quick to leave hand tools, hoses, etc. on the job site. Sometimes they forget to even
bring simple tools like a hammer to the job site, which can interfere with their work. It takes
them a little while to be heads-up on their job.

One participant suggested deciding within 30 days if the new employee cares about the
equipment. If they have an "I don't care" attitude or they don't know the value of a bit or blade or
the core drills they are running, that might indicate that problems are not likely to decrease
anytime soon. One company checks their trucks every evening when they come in. If they have
someone who is abusive to the equipment, they pull them off the road for a few days.

Some participants said they actually have less damage to equipment because new employees are
extra careful on their new jobs and want to do everything right. On the other hand, one company
who tracks all claims closely said that new employees striving to do well are often the ones who
get strains, sprains and other injuries. The employees are anxious to hit high production numbers
and they're burning up blades or gearboxes that costs hundreds or thousands of dollars.

Some noted that the losses from equipment damage are not necessarily from new employees —
companies often see these same results with long-term employees when they change from one
piece of equipment to another. Even when an experienced operator works with equipment that
wasn't maintained properly in the past, it is reasonable to expect some problems.

The increased costs are also seen in areas other than sawing and drilling. Driving and accidents
were common topics discussed by all tables. Often, new operators are not familiar with the
weight of the vehicle or the stopping distance required for a large truck loaded with equipment.
In one case, a company said they had a dump truck running for five years without needing a
clutch replacement. With new drivers, the company had to spend $2,000 on clutch pressure
plates. In a more extreme case, a new operator got in a service truck when he had never driven a
clutch before. He caused an accident his first day on the job. A moderator commented that all the
discussion on driving-related incidents helps to explain the rise in insurance rates.

3. How long do you estimate a new employee must be in the field before they become
profitable?

Common estimates were between three months and a year. One group said six months to over
one year was a reasonable amount of time. Another group said it was typical for trainees to start
making the company money in a period of 3 weeks to 3 months, and if a trainee doesn't have it
together in 3 months they lose their job. A company doing specialty sawing and drilling work



figured 6 months. For manufacturers, it is common for training programs to last a year and
employers typically see a big turn-around at that point.

Variables affecting how soon an operator becomes profitable include the region of the country
and the type of sawing and drilling (i.e., if the operator is going to be the well-rounded operator
or the core drilling expert).

A question was raised about how to track whether an employee is profitable or not. One
company has developed a system that tracks each employee's labor costs very precisely. They
know what the trainee is bringing in per hour and what they're costing per hour. Several years
ago, the company established a goal of 20 percent for the labor cost. At that time, it was
probably running around 23-24 percent but now has dropped down in some places to around 16-
18 percent during the busy months. The company has a goal for operators, and the operators
understand the goal because they see it every month on their survey. The numbers don't compare
individual operators, but compare individual operators with the average of the other operators.
The goal is about 80 percent of time on the job. When the company first started tracking, the
percentage was in the low 70 percent range. In the mid 1990s, there was a real shortage of help
and the owner thought he could improve the percentage and avoid having to hire someone new.
In most office locations, they usually hit the 80 percent mark every month now. In one office
where they have had the system in operation for several years, it runs 83-84 percent sometimes.
A seminar attended by this company's owner focused on expectations and how if you have them,
you usually meet or exceed them. This idea has helped the company implement a system that is
now working very well.

One participant was surprised to hear the figure of 20 percent labor cost as his company usually
sees around 28 to 29 percent for non-job work. They consider 25 percent labor cost to be a good
percentage.

Several other companies do some sort of labor cost tracking for new employees. One company
said part of the billing process is looking at the hours that went into the job and tracking the
hourly rate that was produced on that job as a gauge to see if the billing is being done properly.
The goal is met when the operator has produced up to the employer's expectations for the work
done. Another company tracks hourly rates and labor costs, but what they mainly look at is
whether the operator has spent enough time in the field to develop confidence in himself — and
develop the experience to support that confidence. They place the greatest importance on
whether the new operator has a year's worth of field experience and has the background to do
what is needed confidently and profitably.

4. How long is your On-the-Job Training (OJT) program?

Participants said OJT is between three weeks and three months long, with some companies
leaning toward one-month-long programs and others toward two- and three-month-long
programs. The intensity of training for new employees depends on their background, their
experience and what they already know. All agreed that in a sense, on-the-job training is
continuous and never ends. Training is every single day and employees are always learning,
whether they are operators or in management or sales. It is not a good situation when a new
employee is arrogant and thinks they know it all.



5. Do you document and/or test for proficiency for your OJT training modules (flat
sawing, core drilling, wall sawing, hand sawing and wire sawing)? How?

Few participants reported having a formal test or method for documenting proficiency of OJT
modules. Several cited that as the main reason they find CSDA training to be so useful. Many
said they would like more of their operators to go through formal training like the type offered
by CSDA.

Informal documentation methods were popular. Several companies use daily checklists that
trainers fill out and turn in consisting of what the new employee has learned. They also fill out
weekly written reports detailing the new employee's progress. Some also use training sheets that
help track progression at different levels.

At least one company tracks maintenance reports and another gives a written test to the new
employee to test what he's learned and his attitude toward the job (this written test is done twice
every six months). Another company has an apprentice-type program where operators are
evaluated monthly and documented. In that program, superintendents are evaluated monthly and
general managers are evaluated annually.

One company designed a program to test what every operator should know in each discipline
(wall sawing, flat sawing, etc.). The trainer and new employee are checked off on each one of
those areas on a training sheet. Also, a test slab and wall were built in the back of the shop, and
before a new employee can work on his own he has to demonstrate proficiency in all sawing and
drilling disciplines. The demonstration is done between two or three months after the trainee is
hired. This method offers a lot more accountability from the training program than just asking
the trainer informal questions on the employee's progress. This way, the employer can refer to
the training sheet and the demonstration results to get a better sense of what the operator truly
knows.

Some participants noted that they would give extra training time to new employees who
progressed slower in training if they were always on time, had good people skills, a good attitude
and a willingness to work hard. Once that employee masters the cutting skills he will be very
valuable in helping to do more work and get more work.

6. Do you track OJT proficiency of your trainers and students?

Participants agreed it is important to do some sort of tracking to monitor proficiency of trainers
and students, and most of it is done informally. Many talk with their trainers and customers for
feedback. One company has considered hiring someone to do follow-ups with customers after
each job, figuring that it may be money well spent if it shows how operators are performing on
the job. At least one participant tracked proficiency in terms of revenue vs. the cost of training
the operator.

7. What, if any, increase in accidents or near misses do you experience with new
employees?



The general consensus was that owners do see an increase in accidents and near misses with new
employees. Several said accidents were primarily motor vehicle accidents, mostly due to the fact
that many new employees have never towed trailers before or driven vehicles with such a heavy
load. On-the-job accidents are sometimes the result of new employees not having an appreciation
for how heavy concrete is.

Many had low accident rates. Few had zero accidents or near misses. Companies that reported
few or no accidents said they supervise new employees a lot closer, so they have a tendency to
make a lot fewer mistakes. In one discussion, two different-sized shops reported different
accident levels. The smaller shop didn't notice that large of an increase but the larger shop did.
The participants said this situation has to do with the law of averages and how many trucks are
on the road. One way the larger shop has helped reduce accidents is by implementing safety
incentives with compensation to the employees. That program is reported to be working well.

Discussions stressed the importance of giving new employees a thorough briefing on the job and
emphasizing safety.

8. What do you do to attract new hires?

Common methods were running newspaper ads, sending mailers, participating in high school job
fairs and recruiting from schools or churches. Many received referrals from employees or by
word-of-mouth. If a company has a good location, they can just put a sign out on the street.

9. What type of background checks do you perform when hiring?

For drug and alcohol testing, many participants conduct pre-job testing, random testing and
post-accident testing. In some cases, employees with positive results are terminated. Some are
re-tested and the employer decides whether to rehire.

The responses were mixed for companies performing background checks — some do and some
don't. Many checked informally by calling references on the application or calling previous
employers to find out whether they would rehire their former employee or not. Common
methods for more formal investigation included license checks, criminal background checks and
checking previous worker's compensation claims on a state-by-state basis. Checking workers'
comp claims allows employers to view the applicant's history to see if they have had other
lawsuits or are likely to make frivolous claims. Some employers also check medical cards. In
some areas, employers have to get new/potential employees to sign a waiver giving permission
to do these checks because it may be illegal in some states.

One company does a thorough background check through the applicant's driver's license and
social security number to see if they have had any past criminal activity and to make sure their
driving record is satisfactory. This is mostly for insurance purposes as operators in this case are
provided with trucks that they drive 24 hours a day. A social security check is helpful because it
allows employers to check records everywhere the employee has lived. A background check for



one county could turn up no record even if the employee has a criminal record in another
location.

10. What is your stance on drugs in the workplace? (Almost everyone will say they don't
allow it, but some have said it doesn't matter what you do on your own time.)

The general consensus was zero tolerance for drugs in the workplace, especially for new hires.
Some employees face instant termination if they're caught. In many cases, employees caught
with alcohol on their breath get sent home, and on the second offense they are terminated. Some
said they would work with longtime employees to try to eliminate the problem. One company
said they do not monitor drug use very closely, explaining that they need people out working.
Some believe that what an employee does during non-work hours is his or her business, as long
as the employees are not doing drugs and alcohol at work.

Many companies enforced their "zero tolerance" policy by doing pre-employment screenings,
post-accident screenings, random testing with cause/suspicion and random testing at job sites. In
one state, the DOT has a lottery where they randomly check companies with larger vehicles that
require specialty licenses that are licensed under the DOT. One participant mentioned that the
breathalyzer was a useful tool now that it is available at pharmacies.

11. Do you offer relocation reimbursement?

Most contractors do not. One manufacturer did, and there is a cap amount they are allowed to
spend. One contractor has encouraged potential employees to relocate and offered to pay some
relocation expenses, but no one has accepted his offer yet.


