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The reception which hard core black trainees receive from the rank and file employees with 

whom they are placed may have a critical impact on the success of the overall training program. 

This article reports on a study which focused on this question.1 In particular, it deals with three 

key questions. First, what are the overall attitudes of rank and file employees toward aiding the 

disadvantaged? Second, are these attitudes related to the worker's political and social outlook 

or more a function of his contact with the hard core trainees? Third, is there any way to match 

trainees with co-workers in order to minimize conflict at the work place? 

 Workers' attitudes, like those of everyone else, are formed from observations and 

perceptions. While it is difficult to predict workers' reactions to the introduction of 

undereducated and under-motivated trainees in their work environment, it would be useful if 

program administrators could assess the likelihood that a particular work group will accept and 

help the disadvantaged adjust to the job. It is clear that management cannot run polls every 

time they plan to place trainees, but they can try to estimate the relative congeniality of a 

particular work setting. 

 Such a judgment should depend on objective, observable features. Four such features 

that may play important roles in the attitudes of workers toward training the hard core are as 

follows: the demographic characteristics of the workers, their perception of the trainees' 

                                                      

1 This research was supported under a contract with the Office of Manpower Research, U.S. Department of Labor. 
The opinions expressed here are those of the authors. We are indebted to David Legee, former Director of the 
Survey Research Center, State University of New York at Buffalo, and to his staff, Jeanne Bary and Carolyn Tasker. 
We also thank Jesse Davis and Harry Lieberman of the Department of Labor for their useful comments, and we 
especially thank Professor George Strauss for is perceptive comments and editing help. 
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impact on their own job opportunities, the extent of their contact with black trainees or 

minority groups in general, and the activities of the employer in selling the program to his work 

force. The reasoning is simple. Workers may be expected to be more favorable the more 

trainees are like themselves in important respects, the more secure the workers are in their 

jobs, the more direct contact the workers have had with the disadvantaged, and the greater the 

employer's efforts in preparing workers for the introduction of trainees. 

Nature of the study 

This study is based on interviews with 189 workers, 117 of whom had worked with black 

trainees (the JET group) and seventy-two who had no contact with black job trainees (the non-

JET group ).2 The interviews involved workers from fifteen firms with less than fifty employees, 

two firms with more than 500 employees, and three governmental agencies. 

 The interview schedules were designed to elicit the workers' attitudes toward training 

the disadvantaged (the JET trainee in particular), their feelings on political and social questions, 

their perception of the local labor market as well as some demographic characteristics. Among 

the questions asked are those listed in Table 1. 

                                                      

2 Project Jobs, Education and Training (JET) in Buffalo, New York preceded the NAB-JOBS program and has since 
been supplanted by it Between July 1966 and July 1968, JET placed about 750 trainees in some 230 different 
establishments concentrated largely in manufacturing, trade, and government Once placed, the trainee was given 
on-the-job training by the employer, supplemented by two hours daily of classroom instruction at the work place. 
JET itself provided the instructors as well as a number of job counselors at its central office in downtown Buffalo. 
For additional information on the program and trainees, see David Lipsky, John. E. Drotning and Myron D. Fottler, 
Some Correlates of Trainee Success in a Coupled On-the-Job Training Program," Quarterly Review of Economics 
and Business 2:41-61 (Summer 1971). 



  Worker attitudes towards black 
hard core trainees, 4 

 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 

INSERT TABLE 1 HERE 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

 To our surprise, there was very little variation in the responses of co-workers. Eighty 

percent of the workers from the JET firms and 75 percent from the non-JET firms approved of 

their employer's participation in the program. Moreover, more than 75 percent of all the 

respondents were in favor of the federal government subsidizing training by the employers. A 

number of other questions produced similar results. For example, nearly 90 percent of both JET 

and non-JET workers approved of the war on poverty and about 70 percent of both groups 

thought that the hard core disadvantaged could be educated up to company standards. The 

point is that no item sharply differentiated between those who were favorable and those who 

opposed company training efforts. 

 Therefore, a more sensitive measure was needed, and one w.as constructed on the 

basis of the workers' responses to these questions about job training in Table 1. Each question 

was weighted equally. A neutral response was arbitrarily valued at 7, a strongly positive 

response at 12, and a strongly negative one at 2. The values for intermediate responses were 

interpolated. The values were summed and the index totals ranged from 25 to 57, with a 

median of 46. Workers above the median are designated as favorable and those below 

unfavorable. It should be noted that an unfavorable respondent could have reacted positively 

to several of the six questions. 
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Demographic factors 

What impact, if any, do factors like race, sex, age, and the like have on a worker's attitude 

toward job trainees?3 The only factor that was statistically significant was race. Table 2 

indicates that most of the black workers approved of training while most of the white workers 

disapproved. The reasons are varied. For some it was laziness, for others fear. One said, “My 

experience is that the majority don't want to try." Another replied, "Some of those that was 

here I was afraid of." Apparently racial identification overwhelmed all the other factors. 

However, it is not unreasonable to think that white coworkers would be more sympathetic to 

trainees more like themselves. 

𝑋𝑋2 = 31.3;𝑝𝑝 < .005  

The significance of race as a determinant of attitude is shown in the following stepwise 

regression: 

𝑦𝑦 = 50.7 + .14𝑥𝑥1 − .017𝑥𝑥2 + .71𝑥𝑥4 − .48𝑥𝑥5 − .04𝑥𝑥6 − 6.01𝑥𝑥8 − 1.29𝑥𝑥9  

(.08) (.02) (.47) (.27) (.05) (1.09) (.87)  

t = 1.9 -.85 1.5 -1.8 -.8 -5.5 -1.5 

n = 165 

                                                      

3 The trainees were, on the average, 8 years younger than co-workers, had about 3 years less schooling, and 
exhibited a much weaker attachment to work than the regular work force in the sample. 
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𝑅𝑅2 = .23  

Where 

y = the attitude index 

𝑥𝑥1 = length of present job 

𝑥𝑥2 = present weekly wage 

𝑥𝑥3 = life work length in years 

𝑥𝑥4 = number of companies worked at 

𝑥𝑥5 = number of children 

𝑥𝑥6 = age 

𝑥𝑥7 = education 

𝑥𝑥8 = race 

𝑥𝑥9 = sex 

It should be noted that 𝑥𝑥3 and 𝑥𝑥7 were not entered in the final stepwise regression.  

The most significant independent variable explaining attitude is race. But what is also 

obvious is that only 23 percent of the variation in y is explained by the equation. However, one 

can say that race is not the sole reason for the fact that 65 percent of the whites are 

unfavorably disposed toward training compared to 20 percent of the blacks (see Table 2). For 

example, a skilled worker noted that, "Some (blacks) are better than our own kind. In fact, 
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some trainees worked years ago with me on the public works program in the depression then 

just disappeared for many years." 

 

INSERT TABLE 2 HERE 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

Contact with minorities and trainees 

The white worker responses to several other questions relating to attitudes towards training 

are also interesting. For example, Table 3 indicates that whites who felt that blacks were 

discriminated against in job opportunities also were more likely to favor training programs. And 

to some extent negative feelings toward training are related to the white worker's perception 

that blacks are too pushy. A white semi-skilled truck driver said, "They (blacks) want everything 

for nothing." Obviously, blacks feel differently. As one said, "Negroes are not pushing hard 

enough. They are entitled to their rights." However, another black felt that pushing was wrong 

if it led to violence. He said, "Some young and some old people are agitators … They don't really 

mean or practice real brotherhood. This is mostly the young people." In addition, whites who 

disapprove of school integration are likely to oppose job training for the disadvantaged. 

 Does a worker's contacts with blacks or job trainees influence his attitudes towards a 

training program? There is evidence that white workers whose department employed blacks 

other than trainees were more favorable to training than white workers in all white groups. 

Table 3 shows that over 55 percent of the former approved of training programs compared to a 
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30 percent figure for the latter. Contrast this range with the fact that there is no statistically 

significant difference between favor· able whites who had previous experience working with 

hard core disadvantaged trainees and favorable whites who had no such prior contacts with 

trainees. What is perhaps significant is that when asked if their "opinion of the JET program 

changed at all since. . . [they] became familiar with it and with JET trainees," only thirteen co-

workers answered "yes" and of these, four changed for the worse. 

 

INSERT TABLE 3 HERE 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

 The evidence, even though slight, does indicate that co-workers whose jobs brought 

them in contact with blacks showed significantly greater support for training programs than 

those who had no such contact. On the other hand, contact with trainees as such did not seem 

to stimulate positive feelings toward training among coworkers. Apparently, it was experience 

with blacks, not with the trainees, per se, that influenced attitudes toward training programs 

for the hard core. A heat chaser in a steel plant said of the regular black workers, "They work 

like the rest of us. We are a team." Another said, "I'm very friendly. I come in contact with 

everyone in the department and see some of them outside the plant." And, a black female 

noted that her boss treated blacks and whites alike, although she qualified this by saying, "We 

are working for the Jews and they usually treat Negroes nice." 

 It is fairly clear that white workers view black co-workers differently than trainees. This 

is supported to some extent by the comment concerning whether or not the hard core should 



  Worker attitudes towards black 
hard core trainees, 9 

 
have extra supervision. A black worker said, "If the guy ain't had a job before, there must be a 

reason, so you got to watch them." That is, even blacks view black trainees differently than they 

do regular new hires. 

 Does an insecure employee feel threatened by the placement of trainees in his 

department and therefore oppose training efforts? A number of proxy measures of job security, 

such as coverage by a union contract, seniority in the civil service, skill level perceptions, and 

the respondent's estimation of local labor market conditions, were tested against attitude, and 

none of them were significantly related to the co-worker's feelings about job training programs. 

 When the co-workers were asked if they felt "that the present effort to find jobs for the 

hard core disadvantaged might have an effect on their jobs," 95 percent of the workers replied 

in the negative. It appears that these regular workers do not see trainees as competitors for 

their jobs. Rather, they see the trainee as just another employee who would not have been 

hired if there were not enough work for all. Moreover, they expect that in the event of a 

cutback the trainee will be the first to go. There was no indication that the co-workers feared 

losing their jobs to trainees. The fact that the trainees were obviously not as well equipped as 

the co-workers must have contributed to the regular workers' sense of security. Many 

incumbent workers had union or civil service protection. But, in addition, one unskilled 

custodial worker said, "The country is big enough. There are enough fields to put people to 

work."  

 Does the means the employer uses to introduce the program into the plant influence 

the attitudes of workers toward training? For example, the employer can explain thoroughly his 
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reasons for participating, the purposes of the program, and the kinds of help the trainees are 

likely to need if they are to succeed in holding down a job. One would expect that an 

employer's careful preparation would yield some payoff, but the evidence does not support this 

contention. Employees who learned about the JET program from their employers were no more 

likely to approve of it than those whose prime source of information was their friends, fellow 

workers, or the public media. Similarly, workers who reported that their employers had 

discussed the program with them (about one fourth of the JET sample) were no more favorable 

than JET workers reporting no such discussions. 

 At the same time some workers' attitudes were affected by the employer. A white 

manager said pre-training program discussions helped, "It made us feel a part of the project 

because we were asked to cooperate." On the other hand a skilled clerk said, "I think too much 

was said about the habits and background of these people (the trainees) -- so much so that I 

think it discouraged a lot of the foremen." 

Conclusion 

This was a limited survey, but a number of the findings have some practical significance. The 

placement policy of program administrators should reflect the fact that workers' attitudes are 

influenced considerably more by previous percept10ns than by direct experience with training 

programs. More specifically, an initial concern ought to be to place trainees in a work 

environment in which the trainees and incumbent workers have something in common; that is, 

in departments with an existing number of blacks. The placement of hard core trainees in an all-

white environment is likely to minimize the trainee's chance of securing permanent 
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employment. The presence of other black workers might increase the likelihood that the black 

trainee will receive some assistance from his peer group. Furthermore, and this may even be 

more important, the presence of other black workers seems to affect the attitudes of white 

workers toward training programs in a positive manner. As Table 3 shows, white workers who 

reported that there were black workers in their departments were significantly more likely to 

approve of training than those working in all white groups. Therefore, a previously integrated 

work force may be expected to provide a more congenial setting for hard core job trainees. 

Programs like JET and the NAB-JOBS programs would do well to concentrate their placement 

efforts on firms which have already recruited workers from among the same racial and ethnic 

groups as the trainees to be placed. If firms are to be integrated, it is perhaps best done by 

minimizing the differences, except for race, between the trainees and the white co-workers. 

Clearly this does not help the process of integration, but it may be too much to ask 

disadvantaged blacks to learn the social and technical skills required to succeed on a new job 

and also to be the forward edge of a desegregation drive. 

 It is also important to understand that communications between an employer and his 

work force may be less effective in altering attitudes than his actual behavior. For example, 

white workers in plants that employers have integrated are more likely to accept job training 

than those in plants not integrated by the employer (see Table 2). This means that the 

employer's behavior has some impact on his worker's attitudes. And if this is true, an employer 

may be able to overcome his regular workers' antipathies toward special consideration for 

trainees with respect to rules on lateness, absenteeism, job supervision, and tutoring simply by 
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implementing them.4 If special employer policies toward black trainees produce improved 

trainee job performance, the regular workers may come to accept the hard-core as they do 

other black workers. One charwoman whose attitude towards tutoring changed said, "I thought 

at first it (tutoring) could have been done at another time, but then I heard teachers were 

actually teaching the workers and I was convinced that it would help. It took me back to my 

school days." 

 The trainee's motivation, the participating employer's commitment, the quality of the 

tutoring, and the first level supervisor's behavior may all be equally as important as the 

cooperation and support of the co-workers. But one thing is clear, and that is that, if trainees 

meet a hostile reception from other workers on the job, it is likely to discourage the most highly 

motivated trainee, sour the most committed employer out of fear that his operation will suffer, 

and/or turn off the most conscientious supervisor. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                      

4 For a report on union leader attitudes see John E. Drotning and David B. Lipsky, "How Union Leaders View Job 
Training Programs, Monthly Labor Review 94:65-66 (April 1971). 



  Worker attitudes towards black 
hard core trainees, 13 

 

 

 

 

 

 



  Worker attitudes towards black 
hard core trainees, 14 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



  Worker attitudes towards black 
hard core trainees, 15 

 

 


	Nature of the study
	Demographic factors
	Contact with minorities and trainees
	Conclusion

