
T wo workers failed to attend a kaizen seminar that you conducted 
two weeks ago. Despite ample notice and reminders, the ab-
sentees gave excuses that are difficult to verify. Our suspicions 

were roused by the fact that the seminar was scheduled for Saturday, 
with all participants given cash allowances. How do we sustain the 
kaizen program and bring the two absentees up to speed so they can 
help us in the program? — Gray Matter.

The issue boils down to two major questions — who benefits more 
from a company-sponsored training program — labor or management? 
What’s the assurance that after attending several training programs, 
the employee will stay on and put their learning to good use by the 
company? 

The answer to the first question is debatable for some people, but 
not to Bruce Rudy, who says in his 2022 article in Harvard Business 
Review that “learning and development programs are critical for the 
success of any organization.” 

Dr. Rudy, a University of Texas System Regents’ Outstanding Teach-
ing Award winner and associate professor of management strategy at 

the University of Texas at San Antonio, 
said training programs “ensure that 
employees have the skills and capabili-
ties necessary to do their jobs well, and 
demonstrate to those employees that 
their employers believe they are worth 
investing in — ultimately boosting 
company culture and fostering greater 
commitment to the organization.”

On the second question, there is no 
assurance that employees will stay after 
attending a management program. If 
you want to compel workers to stay for 

a certain number of years, you’ll have to require them to sign a training 
agreement that the organization will be investing in.

This includes sending employees to affiliate companies or suppli-
ers in other countries to learn advanced technologies that they may 
be expected to bring home and train other workers in. Other factors 
might be the duration of a foreign training program and the quality of 
work performance exhibited by the employees benefiting from such a 
program. 

A foreign-trained worker is typically expected to stay in the company 
between two to three years. After that, the employee becomes a “free 
agent” who can move elsewhere.

A similar arrangement could be required of people who have shown 
great potential and may be rewarded with an all-expenses paid post-
graduate program at places like the Asian Institute of Management 
(AIM). 

DISCIPLINARY ACTION
However, if we’re talking of a one-day program, it would be onerous, if 
not administratively burdensome, for management to require all partici-
pants to sign a training contract. For one, the cost of many one-day pro-
grams is often negligible, even considering a $1,000 expert professional 
fee, renting a training venue, meals, and other logistical support.

If you’re thinking of penalizing the two workers for insubordination, 
then I would caution against that, unless you’re covered by a specific 
provision of the company’s code of conduct. If that’s the case, then 
go ahead and do it without delay. The example made of the two could 
signal to the other workers that it is not possible to simply ignore a 
training program.

I’ve seen this happen many times with some of my clients who hire 
me for management training. The potential for waste is enormous. 
Imagine a 25-participant seminar where 10 don’t show up. The cost of 
the wasted food and the failure to maximize the venue space (if rented) 
can add up.

Of course, I understand that your basic concern is how to bring the 
two absentees in line with other employees who attended the one-day 
program. Depending on the training methodology and the materials 
used by your resource person and facilitator, you can require the two 
absentees to duplicate what others accomplished during the seminar.

In my case, you can require the two absentees to read the accom-
panying workbook for the kaizen workshop. After reading the book, 
arrange for them to take an online test, with three attempts allowed to 
pass. If they pass, the next step is to require them to select a problem 
and solve it using my prescribed 8-step problem-solving guide.

I can make myself available online to review their presentations at 
no extra cost. If they fail the exam, document everything and take it up 
again next time when you review their work performance. 

RETRAINING
The two absentees must have realized the gravity of missing the semi-
nar. If necessary, they must be coached by their direct boss, if the boss 
attended the program. This is better than ignoring the two absentees. If 
necessary, do a bit of retraining with the help of their work colleagues. 

As you can imagine, retraining is more difficult than training. But 
there’s always a better way of doing things with the help of the line 
supervisor and work colleagues. Make the direct boss responsible for 
the retraining process. Make it crystal clear that you expect everyone to 
do their share. 

Let the colleagues of the two absentees understand that kaizen is 
a team effort. Whenever possible, require them to attend all meetings 
whenever they discuss certain problems. Soon enough, the two absen-
tees will follow everyone else’s lead.
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ELBONOMICS: 
Whatever happens, 
don’t make training a 
penalty for wayward 
employees.

THE Social Security System (SSS) 
said on Thursday that it launched a 
new variant of its voluntary retire-
ment savings scheme, known as the 
Worker’s Investment and Savings 
Program Plus (WISP Plus).

It said in a statement that vol-
untary WISP Plus scheme accepts 
a minimum of P500 per payment. 
It is an evolution of the current 
WISP, a mandatory provident 
fund which is open to all private-
sector workers, including over-
seas Filipino workers (OFWs) 
and the self-employed.

In June, the SSS announced that 
WISP generated a 6.39% return in 
its first year of operation, which the 
pension fund said outperformed 
the 10-year Treasury bond, which 
averaged 4.1% in 2021.

“We have been spearheading 
the concept of work, save, invest, 
and prosper to our members. 
WISP Plus is a program both 
for saving and investing. It is an 
affordable and tax-free savings 
scheme which will allow our 
members to save by contribut-
ing to the program and investing 
because their money will gener-
ate earnings,” SSS President and 
Chief Executive Officer Michael 
G. Regino said.

WISP Plus serves as an addi-
tional layer of protection apart 
from retirement benefits mem-
bers receive from the regular pro-
gram, Mr. Regino said.

The SSS said interested mem-
bers can join WISP Plus via their 
My.SSS accounts. 

To qualify for the program, 
members should not have filed 
for any final benefits claim, such 
as retirement or total disability 
benefits, the SSS said.

Two programs the SSS is 
currently implementing will 
b e  p a r t  o f  W I S P  P l u s,  S S S 
said. These are the Flexi-fund 
Program for OFWs, and the 
Personal Equity and Savings 
Option Fund offered to mem-
bers living in the Philippines 
and paying maximum monthly 
contributions. 

Separately, Mr. Regino said in 
briefing that starting Jan. 1, the 
new SSS contribution rate will 
be 14%, up from the current 13% 
as required by the terms of the 
Social Security Act of 2018.

For employed members, em-
ployers will absorb the 1 per-
centage point increase in the 
contribution rate, while indi-
vidual paying members, such as 
self-employed, voluntary, non-
working spouse, and OFW mem-
bers, will shoulder the whole 
contribution rate since they 
have no employers, SSS said.

Additionally, SSS said that it 
will also adjust the minimum and 
maximum monthly salary credits 
(MSCs), which will serve as the 
basis of the monthly contribution 
of a member. 

The minimum MSC will become 
P4,000 from the current P3,000-
P4,000 while the maximum MSC 
will rise to P30,000 from the current 
P25,000. — Aaron Michael C. Sy

SSS offers new voluntary
retirement savings program 

Dealing with
seminar absentees

WILL a robot ever make your blue jeans? 
There is a quiet effort underway to find 
out — involving clothing and technology 
companies, including Germany’s Sie-
mens AG and Levi Strauss & Co.

“Clothing is the last trillion-dollar 
industry that hasn’t been automated,” 
said Eugen Solowjow, who heads a 
project at a Siemens lab in San Francisco 
that has worked on automating apparel 
manufacturing since 2018.

The idea of using robots to bring 
more manufacturing back from overseas 
gained momentum during the pandemic 
as snarled supply chains highlighted the 
risks of relying on distant factories.

Finding a way to cut out 
handwork in China and Bangladesh 
would allow more clothing manu-
facturing to move back to Western 
consumer markets, including the 
United States.

But that’s a sensitive topic. Many ap-
parel makers are hesitant to talk about 
the quest for automation, since that 
sparks worries that workers in develop-
ing countries will suffer.

Jonathan Zornow, who has devel-
oped a technique to automate some 
parts of jeans factories, said he has 
received online criticism — and one 
death threat.

A spokesperson for Levi’s said he can 
confirm the company participated in the 
early phases of the project but declined 
to comment further. 

Sewing poses a particular challenge 
for automation. Unlike a car bumper or 
a plastic bottle, which holds its shape 
as a robot handles it, cloth is floppy and 
comes in an endless array of thicknesses 
and textures.

Robots simply don’t have the deft 
touch possible with human hands. To 
be sure, robots are improving, but it 
will take years to fully develop their 
ability to handle fabric, according to five 
researchers interviewed by Reuters.

But what if enough of it could be 
done by machine to at least close some 
of the cost differential between the 
United States and low-cost foreign fac-
tories? That’s the focus of the research 
effort now underway.

Work at Siemens grew out of efforts 
to create software to guide robots that 
could handle all types of flexible materi-
als, such as thin wire cables, said Mr. 
Solowjow, adding that they soon realized 
one of the ripest targets was clothing.

The global apparel market is 
estimated to be worth $1.52 trillion, 
according to independent data platform 
Statista.

Siemens worked with the Advanced 
Robotics for Manufacturing Institute in 
Pittsburgh, created in 2017 and funded 
by the Department of Defense to help 
old-line manufacturers find ways to use 
the new technology.

They identified a San Francisco 
startup with a promising approach to 
the floppy fabric problem. Rather than 
teach robots how to handle cloth, the 
startup, Sewbo, Inc., stiffens the fabric 
with chemicals so it can be handled 
more like a car bumper during produc-
tion. Once complete, the finished 
garment is washed to remove the 
stiffening agent. — Reuters

Robots set 
their sights 
on a new 
job: sewing 
blue jeans
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