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EVALUATION 

THAT GOES 

THE DISTANCE 
B Y PAUL R . BERNTHAL 

Four-level training evaluations often stop 

short of reaching meaningful long-term 

results. Here's a road map for adding on 

measures that can go the distance. 

In 1959, Donald Kirkpatrick published a paper 
that classified training outcomes into four levels: 

reaction, learning, behavior, and results. 

Kirkpatrick s classic model has weathered well. But 

il has also limited our thinking regarding evaluation 

and possibly hindered our ability to conduct mean-
ingful evaluations. 

Too often, trainers jump feet first into using the 

model without taking the time to assess their needs 

and resources, or to determine how they'll apply the 

results. When they regard the four-level approach 
as a universal framework for all evalu-

ations, they tend not to examine 

whether the approach itself is 
shaping their questions 

and their results. 
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Other options 
The simplicity and common sense of 
Kirkpatrick's model implies that con-
duct ing an evaluation is a s tandard-
ized, prepackaged process. But other 
o p t i o n s a re not s p e l l e d out in t h e 
model. 

First, it's impor tan t to r e examine 
s o m e faulty assumptions about four-
level evaluat ions and evaluat ions in 
general. 
Assumption: Evaluations are definitive. 
Most training evaluations are based on 
the philosophy that a single study can 
answer all questions about the effect 
of a training effort . Most evaluators 
aren ' t p repared for ambiguous find-
ings. But in any evaluation, the degree 
of certainty regarding the results de-
p e n d s on such variables as the rigor 
(reliabili ty) of the des ign , the mea-
sures, and the sampling strategy. 

Most impor tant ly , credibi l i ty de-
pends on whether an evaluation's find-
ings can be replicated. If only one eval-
uation is conducted, it probably can't 
stand on its own merit. Other studies 
are likely to point out flaws or alterna-
tive explanations for the findings. 
Assumption: Evaluation equals effec-
t iveness . Evaluat ion focuses on the 
learning aspect of training. It answers 
the question. "Have the requisite skills 
and knowledge appeared as a result of 
t ra in ing?"—a level-2 e v a l u a t i o n in 
Kirkpatrick's model. An evaluation can 
become problematic when it also tries 
to measure effectiveness. Effectiveness 
focuses on whe the r the training has 
produced the intended outcomes (lev-
els 3 and 4). To answer the effective-
ness question, the evaluator must mea-
sure several organizational, individual, 
and training-related variables. 

Evaluat ion and e f fec t iveness are 
linked. But they shouldn't necessarily 
b e arranged on a continuum, as they 
are in Kirkpatrick's model. 
Assumption: Trainers are accountable 
for effectiveness. Many trainers w h o 
c o n d u c t eva lua t ions don ' t have the 
skills, time, or resources to do an in-
depth study. They may nor be knowl-
edgeable about the training topic. In 
s u c h cases , d o e s it m a k e s e n s e for 
trainers to be held responsible for the 
success of all training programs, espe-
cially those instituted by senior man-
agers? Still, t ra iners o f t en have the 
most to lose when results aren't posi-
tive. 

T R A I N E R S H A V E 

T H E M O S T T O L O S E 

W H E N R E S U L T S 

A R E N ' T P O S I T I V E 

Assumption: Level-4 evaluation is su-
perior. Some studies show that Kirk-
patr ick 's levels I th rough 4 may b e 
correlated. But they measure different 
things. 

So, why is level 4 of ten described 
as a higher level of evaluation? In fact, 
many level-4 evaluations are conduct-
ed only because they're viewed as the 
toughest assessment of training, even 
when the measures used have no real 
link to training. One shouldn't choose 
a level-4 evaluation and then try to tie 
it back to the training, just because 
the t ra in ing invo lves s o m e level-4 
variables. 

Suppose that the training is on inter-
personal skills. Such variables as oper-
ational costs and equipment downtime 
may have some relation to employees' 
interpersonal skills. But those variables 
wouldn't be the best measures to use 
in the training evaluation. 

Typically, trainers believe that lev-
el 4 is the pinnacle of training evalua-
t i on . But e a c h l eve l c a n p r o v i d e 
e q u a l l y v a l u a b l e i n f o r m a t i o n , d e -
pending on the type of trainees being 
evaluated. Level I or 2 outcomes can 
provide some of the most useful in-
fo rmat ion b e c a u s e those o u t c o m e s 
are often the easiest to measure and 
change. 
Assumption: You just have to mea-
sure it. Many measures used to assess 
t ra in ing are i n a p p r o p r i a t e a n d no t 
sensitive enough to detect changes in 
trainees' behaviors. It's also difficult 
to know what quest ions to ask, how-
to phrase them, and to whom to di-
rec t t h e m . And all m e a s u r e m e n t 

m e t h o d s a ren ' t equa l l y re l iab le or 
valid. 

Building onto the model 
Instead of choosing a particular level 
a n d j u m p i n g i n to t h e e v a l u a t i o n 
process, you may want to make these 
add-ons to Kirkpatrick's model: 
Consider the context . U n d e r s t a n d 
how the training fits within the organi-
zation's operations and culture. Many 
things in addition to training can affect 
the work environment. In evaluating 
level-3 or level-4 changes, it's impor-
tant also to measure contextual vari-
ables. For example, the lack of man-
agement support can undermine even 
the most effectively designed and de-
livered training program. 
Establish a link. Draw a cause-and-ef-
fect path be tween training interven-
tions and such ou tcomes as job be-
haviors and productivity. The path can 
s h o w w h e r e and in wha t ways t h e 
training results in measurable changes. 
Make appropriate choices. It's impor-
tant to choose an appropriate evalua-
tion design and appropriate measure-
ments . Ask what you really need to 
know. Let the answer determine your 
approach. Choose one level at a time 
to evaluate specific results. 

An a p p r o p r i a t e initial evaluat ion 
might be a post-training assessment 
on changes in t rainees ' knowledge , 
using a paper-and-pencil test. Anoth-
er approach would be to use a multi-
rater tool to c o m p a r e t ra inees to a 
control group. 
Inventory your resources. No ma t t e r 
what level app roach you use, make 
sure that you ' re realistic about what 
you c a n a c c o m p l i s h . Cons ide r the 
cos ts , the a m o u n t of t ime you can 
spend, trainees' downt ime (to fill out 
questionnaires or other evaluation in-
s t ruments) , and the expec ta t ions of 
your customers (trainees, senior man-
agers, and others). 
Set goals and long-range plans. Don ' t 
just d o an eva lua t i on ; es tabl i sh an 
evaluation program. Many organiza-
tions and their training programs grow 
and change in ways that make most 
evaluat ions obsole te in a few years. 
Establish a program that includes mul-
tiple evaluations at various levels on 
the effect of each training effort. 

For example, in In Action: Measur-
ing Return on Investment (American 
Society for Training and Development, 
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1994), e d i t o r Jack Phi l l ips r e c o m -
mends evaluating different percent-
ages of programs at the four levels. He 
says you could evaluate 100 percent of 
all programs at level 1, 70 percent at 
level 2. 50 percent at level 3. and 10 
percent at level 4. 

The training-impact tree 
The first task in se t t ing u p a long-
range evaluation program is to create 
a t r a in ing- impac t t ree . It will h e l p 
identify the variables that could affect 
a training intervention and help estab-
lish links between the training and or-
ganizational values and practices. (See 
the box "A Training-Impact Tree.") 

But before you create the training-
impact tree, establish your team. As-
s e m b l e a g r o u p of p e o p l e w i t h 
diverse perspectives on the effects of 
training on the organiza t ion . Team 
members should be knowledgeab le 
about the organizat ion 's values and 
practices, the scope and appropriate-
ness of the training, and the factors 
that could affect training transfer. The 
team should spend at least one entire 
day developing the tree. 
Step 1: Identify the organization's val-
ues and practices. Many organizations 
publish a list of values. But they don't 
always practice them. The team should 

make a list of the organization's main 
values and associated practices. An ex-
ample of an organizat ional value is 
t e a m w o r k . It is man i fe s t ed in such 
practices as formally recognizing team 
ef for t s , l inking indiv idual goa ls to 
group goals, and creating an environ-
ment of open communication through-
out the organization. 
S t e p 2: I d e n t i f y sk i l ls , k n o w l e d g e , 
and attitudes. O n c e the o rgan iza -
tion's values are linked to practices, 
it's easier to identify the type of train-
ing that will enable employees to per-
form effectively under current condi-
tions. To that end, the team should tie 
each practice to a list of skills, points 
of knowledge, and feelings that peo-
ple can be trained in and about. 

University of Colorado professor 
Kurt Kraiger has written that a train-
ing evaluation should focus on three 
areas of learning: skills (technical and 
motor), "cognitions" (knowledge and 
thoughts), and feelings (attitudes and 
emot ions) . In o ther words , t raining 
affects what you do, how you think, 
and how you feel. 

For example, if the team's goal is 
to achieve a free exchange of infor-
mation within the organization, team 
members should identify the skills, 
cogni t ions , and feel ings assoc ia ted 

with o p e n c o m m u n i c a t i o n . A skill 
would be knowing how and when to 
share ideas wi thout be ing asked. A 
cogni t ion w o u l d be unde r s t and ing 
h o w the i nd iv idua l m e m b e r s of a 
g r o u p c a n a f f e c t t h e g r o u p as a 
w h o l e . A f e e l i n g w o u l d be t e a m 
members ' concern about the success 
of the team. 
Step 3: Define the scope and purpose 
of the evaluation. In addition to help-
ing identify how training fits within 
the organization, the training-impact 
tree also can he lp genera te a list of 
q u e s t i o n s to i nc lude on a t ra ining 
evaluation. 

An e v a l u a t i o n s h o u l d m e a s u r e 
more than reaction, learning, behav-
ior, and results. Those levels focus 
mostly on outcomes; they don't take 
into account the process leading to 
t he resu l t s . For e x a m p l e , o n e can 
evaluate behav io r changes wi thout 
recognizing that they might depend 
on people 's motivation, the degree of 
manage r s ' s u p p o r t a f t e r t ra ining is 
completed, or the extent to which the 
training was appropriate for meeting 
needs. 

Here are several areas beyond the 
four-level scope that can be evaluated: 
I the quality, delivery, or retention 
of the training 

A Training-Impact Tree 
Here's an example of a training-impact tree. It can help identify the variables in an organization 

that might affect training outcomes. 

Barriers to Training Organizational Values Factors in Facilitating Training 

Example: teamwork 
1 Organizational values aren't clearly Supporting practices include the following: 1 The organization has a good relation-
communicated. 1 recognizing team efforts ship with its unions. 
1 Senior managers send mixed 1 participating in cross-functional teams 1 The organization has a stable profit 
messages. 1 linking individual goals to group goals margin. 
1 Achieving goals requires competitive 1 sharing responsibility and accountability & The organization's values are logical. 
behaviors from employees. for team outputs 1 The job descriptions are clear. 
1 Managers aren't held accountable for 1 exchanging information openly and ) The selection system includes effective 
their teams' success. frequently teamwork as a criterion. 
1 Team members work on different floors 1 establishing partnerships with other 1 Managers serve as positive role models. 
or in different buildings. departments and teams. 1 The performance-management system 

rewards team accomplishments. 

Training 

Cognitions (knowledge and thoughts) Skills Feelings 
1 the role of team leaders 1 expresses thoughts clearly 1 the motivation to grow and develop 
1 the effect of individual members on a & listens and responds with empathy 1 a sense of team spirit 
group as a whole > seeks input from others 1 self-efficacy 
1 the meaning of empowerment 1 offers help when others need it ft a concern for group cohesion. 
1 the way teams and groups work together 1 makes sure all team members are heard 

ft a concern for group cohesion. 

1 the importance of sharing activities and and understood 
tasks among group members I shares ideas without being asked 
1 the importance of diversity. 1 regularly recognizes individual efforts in 

support of team goals. 
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I how well the training cut deficien-
cies in a particular work group 
ft the usefulness of parallel training 
for managers and their staffs 
ft variables in the work environment 
that discourage or facilitate the effect 
of training. 

Most evaluations can benefit from 
m e a s u r i n g o rgan iza t iona l con t ex t . 
T h e t ra in ing- impact t ree can s h o w 
such context by listing the barriers to 
training and the factors that facilitate 
training next to their associated val-
ues and pract ices . If t he team isn't 
sure what contextual variables to con-
s ide r . it c a n seek d i r e c t i o n f r o m 
trainees or from focus groups made 
up of senior managers, frontline lead-
ers , c u s t o m e r s , or p e o p l e f rom all 
three groups. 

In the article, "Individual and Situa-
tional Influences on the Development 
of Se l f -Ef f i cacy : I m p l i c a t i o n s fo r 
Training Effectiveness (Personnel Psy-
chology, spr ing 1993), authors John 
M a t h i e u , J e n n i f e r M a r t i n e a u , a n d 
Scott T a n n e n b a u m say that training 
doesn ' t occur in isolation from em-
ployees job responsibilities and per-
sonal lives. Just p rov id ing t ime for 
employees to receive training doesn't 
ensure training effectiveness. 

Organizations that use such stan-
dard reaction measures as smile-sheet 
responses to revise a program may be 
m a k i n g f ru i t l e ss " i m p r o v e m e n t s . " 
Tra inees ' nega t ive reac t ions to the 
training may have nothing to do with 
the training itself. They may resent 

the time it takes or the fact that it is 
mandated. They may be distracted by 
personal problems. Or, they may not 
be interested in the topic. 
S t e p 4: I d e n t i f y da ta sources . T h e 

qua l i ty of the e v a l u a t i o n da ta de -
pends heavily on the source. For ex-
ample , self-assessment is rarely the 
best way to determine whether a per-
son's behavior actually changed as a 
resu l t of t r a in ing . T h e cr i te r ia for 
c h o o s i n g the best data s o u r c e s in-
clude a source 's objectivity, accessi-
bility, and reliability. Data sources 
should be unbiased, should provide 
unders tandable information, should 
be easy to access , a n d shou ld pro-
duce information that's immune to ir-
relevant influences. 

It's best to collect data from a vari-
ety of sources. People are more likely 
to believe similar findings from differ-
ent s o u r c e s . Even d i s a g r e e m e n t s 
among sources can provide valuable 
i n f o r m a t i o n by o f f e r i n g d i f f e r e n t 
perspectives. 
Step 5: Choose the best method for 

collecting data. One of the most diffi-
cult aspects of developing an evalua-
tion is selecting and implementing an 
appropriate design. There are books 
that can help. An evaluation design 
can use almost any traditional research 
method. But the choices may be limit-
ed due to practical considerations. 

Ask yourself these questions: 
ft H o w f r equen t ly d o you w a n t to 
co l l ec t da ta? It 's bes t to survey-
trainees immediately after training is 

comple ted . But the f indings w ill be 
more conclusive if you also conduct a 
pre t ra in ing assessment and a long-
term follow-up. It's fairly easy to de-
tect changes measured over time, 
ft Would data from a control g roup 
s t reng then the findings? If t ra inees 
s h o w i m p r o v e m e n t o v e r t ime, it 
might be due to factors other than the 
t ra in ing . A cont ro l g r o u p ( p e o p l e 
w h o did not receive the training) can 
provide a basis for comparison, 
ft How many people should I collect 
data from? There are no rules. The cri-
teria for determining the appropriate 
sample size include randomness, rep-
resentativeness. the size of the trainee 
g r o u p , a n d t h e d e s i r e d s ta t i s t ica l 
results. 

Ideally, the sample should be ran-
domly drawn from the population be-
ing evaluated. But training rarely oc-
curs randomly across an organization. 
Focusing on specific depar tments is 
all right, as long as they are similar to 
other departments in the organization. 

If the population is fairly homoge-
nous. fewer people will be needed in 
the sample. But the sample should al-
ways be representat ive of the target 
population. Every classification or de-
mographic in the population will re-
quire more people in the sample. 

Most statistical tests require at least 
30 participants in each g roup being 
eva lua ted . For e x a m p l e , a t ra ining 
e v a l u a t i o n w i t h a c o n t r o l g r o u p 
should involve 60 participants—30 in 
the cont ro l g r o u p and 30 t ra inees . 
Over time, there's usually a high rate 
of d ropou t s among participants. So 
for the benefi t of fo l low-up assess-
m e n t s . it's best to pad the s a m p l e 
from the start. 
Step 6: Select the best measurement 
approach. Typically, the eas ier the 
measurement, the less objective it is. 
To increase objectivity, use different 
measurement m e t h o d s in the s a m e 
evaluation or conduct several evalua-
tions, each using different approach-
es—including sell-assessment, multi-
rater assessments (supervisors, peers, 
and subordinates rate trainees' perfor-
mance). focus groups, and behavioral 
simulations (trainees use role play to 
practice new skills). 

The assessment -cen te r app roach 
can yield valuable data, though it can 
also be difficult and time-consuming 
to implement . Alone, each of these 

The Tradeoff 
The evaluation approaches in the figure represent typical implementations. The 

ease and rigor of an evaluation can vary greatly, according to how extensive the 

evaluation is. 
Difficult 

Subjective 
(less rigorous) 

Focus Behavioral 

Groups Simulations 

Self-Assessment Multi rater 

Objective 
(more rigorous) 

Easy 
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evaluation methods presents unique 
advantages and problems that might 
affect your conclusions about an eval-
uation. Combined, they represent a 
diverse and powerful approach for 
painting a complete picture. 
Step 7: Gather and inventory your re-

sources. Identify the people who will 
he lp conduc t the evaluat ion. What 
are their skills? Which parts of the 
evaluation should they be responsible 
for? Do they have enough power and 
influence in the organization to im-
plement the evaluation results? 

The hardest part of establishing a 
long-range evaluation program can 
be gaining buy-in from people across 
the organization. Expect to do some 
internal selling of the evaluation. Try 
to create partnerships with your inter-
nal clients. You might want to devel-
o p a matrix listing the peop le w h o 
will serve as the doers , approvers , 
and reviewers. The matrix can show 
the points in the evaluation at which 
each person will be involved. 

If you don't have the in-house re-
sources to conduct the type of evalua-
tion you need, you can hire an exter-
nal consultant. Though many aspects 
of an evaluat ion can be conduc ted 
without outside help, more complex 
o n e s t end to r equ i re e x p e r i e n c e d 
evaluators. Be sure that the consultant 
u n d e r s t a n d s t he e v a l u a t i o n . Also 
make sure that he or she thinks in 
broader terms than just a four-level 
approach. 

Many consultants charge $1,500 to 
Si.500 a day to conduct an evalua-
tion. You can cut costs by administer-
ing the evaluation yourself. But you 
should expect to pay the consultant 
for several days of analysis and report 
generation. Typically, expect the con-
sul tant to s p e n d f o u r to f ive days 
p l ann ing , des ign ing , and c rea t ing 
materials. 

Training evaluat ions aren ' t one-
time events. It's important to develop 
a schedule for periodic assessments. 
As you collect data over time, look for 
t r ends . Some e v a l u a t i o n s may b e 
"quick and dirty": others may be more 
extensive. Remember: No one evalua-
tion stands alone; almost nil evalua-
tions yield valuable information. 

O n c e you 've c o n d u c t e d several 
evaluations using various methods, 
you can fine-tune your approach and 
do fewer evaluations. The results can 

lead the way toward the desired final 
des t ina t ion : a s t rong t ra ining pro-
gram. Let the p rogram evaluat ions 
show where you've been and where 
you need to go. • 
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To get the 
best return on 
your investment 
in training... 
invest in the 
best research. 

Find out what other professionals are doing to achieve 
the highest return on their organization's investment in training. 
Watson Wyatt s new survey of more than 1,500 North American 
organizations is a comprehensive report on best practices, bench 
marks and historical trends in communications and training. 

This report, Strategic Communications and Training, reveals: 

• the changing role of communications and training 
• trend data from our previous surveys (in 1991, 1989 and 1986) 
• how new technologies fit into training programs 
• successful training strategies and tactics 
• measurements of effectiveness 
• action steps for more effective programs 

The cost is $99, which includes a free copy of Watson Wvatt's 

WorkUSA'® study of employee attitudes and perceptions. 

Watson Wyatt Worldwide 
601 Thirteenth Street, N.W. 
Washington, D.C. 20005-3808 
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