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EVALUATION OF TRAINING

Evaluation of Training

The Core Definition and Purpose

Evaluation of training is fundamentally defined as the systematic process of collecting and
analyzing data to accurately determine the effectiveness, efficiency, and overall impact of a training
program. This process moves far beyond simply collecting immediate feedback; it seeks to
establish a clear relationship between the resources invested in training and the resulting
improvements in knowledge, skills, and ultimately, organizational performance. While the primary
goal of any training initiative is to improve the competencies of individuals--thereby increasing job
performance and organizational productivity--the evaluation phase is critical because it validates
whether these expensive and time-consuming objectives were met.

The core principle driving training evaluation is accountability. Organizations invest significant
capital in developing their workforce, and evaluation provides the mechanism to measure the
return on this investment (ROI). According to classic definitions, evaluation is not merely a post-
mortem assessment but an integrated component of the entire instructional design cycle, utilized
both summatively to measure final success and formatively to identify critical areas requiring
refinement or modification. A rigorous evaluation process ensures that resources are allocated
efficiently toward programs that demonstrably deliver positive results, while ineffective programs
can be either redesigned or eliminated entirely.

A comprehensive training evaluation plan often addresses several key questions: Did the
participants enjoy the training (reaction)? Did they acquire the intended knowledge and skills
(learning)? Are they applying what they learned back on the job (behavior)? And finally, did the
application of these new skills lead to measurable organizational improvements, such as increased
sales, reduced errors, or improved customer satisfaction (results)? Answering these questions

requires careful planning, robust data collection methods, and sophisticated analysis to accurately
determine program effectiveness.

Historical Development and Key Models

The systematic study of training evaluation gained significant prominence in the mid-20th century,
largely driven by the work of academics and practitioners seeking a reliable methodology to assess
human resource development initiatives. The most influential and enduring framework developed
during this period is the model articulated by Donald Kirkpatrick. Introduced in the 1950s and

formalized in his seminal 1994 work, the Kirkpatrick model provided, for the first time, a structured,

hierarchical approach to evaluating training outcomes, moving sequentially from immediate trainee
satisfaction up to tangible business impact.

Before Kirkpatrick, many evaluations were rudimentary, often relying solely on anecdotal feedback
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or simple tests of knowledge retention. Kirkpatrick's contribution was revolutionary because it
forced evaluators to consider the transfer of training--the application of learned knowledge in the
workplace--as a separate and vital component of success, distinct from the mere acquisition of
facts in a classroom setting. This model quickly became the global standard, offering a common
language and framework for researchers and organizational development specialists alike.

While the Kirkpatrick model remains the cornerstone, the field has evolved. Subsequent theoretical
contributions, such as those by Jack Phillips, expanded the Kirkpatrick framework to explicitly
include a fifth level focused on calculating the monetary Return on Investment (ROI), a critical
metric for gaining executive support for training budgets. Furthermore, work in instructional design
by scholars like Gagné and Briggs emphasized that evaluation must be integrated into the design
phase itself, ensuring that learning objectives are measurable from the outset, thus linking
evaluation intrinsically to the quality of the training content and delivery method.

The Four Levels of Evaluation: The Kirkpatrick Model

The Kirkpatrick model posits that evaluation should be conducted across four distinct, sequential
levels, with higher levels providing increasingly valuable but more difficult-to-measure data. This
hierarchical structure encourages organizations to look beyond superficial measures and focus on
true behavioral and organizational change. The systematic review of literature confirms that this
model is still the most commonly adopted methodology globally, serving as the foundational
approach for assessing training outcomes in various sectors.

The four levels are structured as follows, each requiring different measurement instruments and
timelines:

Reaction: This level measures the participants' initial reactions to the training experience itself. It
assesses factors such as engagement, relevance, organization, instructor effectiveness, and the
guality of the facilities. Typically measured immediately upon completion via surveys or "smile
sheets," a positive reaction is necessary but not sufficient for success, as it primarily indicates
satisfaction rather than learning or application.

Learning: This level determines the extent to which participants acquired the intended knowledge,
skills, and attitudes specified by the training objectives. Measurement methods usually include pre-
and post-tests, skills demonstrations, or certification exams. Demonstrating learning is crucial, as
participants cannot change their on-the-job behavior if they failed to grasp the core concepts.

Behavior: This level assesses the degree to which participants successfully transfer the
knowledge and skills learned during training back into their day-to-day work environment. This is
often the most challenging level to measure, requiring longitudinal data collection, usually through
observation, peer feedback, manager ratings, or 360-degree reviews, often several weeks or
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months after the training concludes. A successful evaluation at this stage confirms the "transfer of
training," highlighting the effectiveness of both the instruction and the supportive work
environment.

Results: This highest level measures the final outcome or impact of the training on key
organizational goals or business metrics. Depending on the type of training, outcomes might
include reduced accident rates, decreased operational costs, higher quality output, improved sales
figures, or enhanced employee retention. The data collected at this level is essential for justifying
the training investment to organizational leadership and demonstrating its strategic value.

Practical Application: Evaluating a Customer Service Program

To illustrate the application of comprehensive evaluation, consider a medium-sized retail company
implementing a new, two-day training program designed to enhance the communication skills and
problem-solving abilities of its frontline customer service representatives. The goal is to reduce
customer churn and increase first-call resolution rates. A rigorous evaluation would apply multiple
methods across the Kirkpatrick levels.

At Level 1 (Reaction), participants would complete a brief survey immediately after the program,
rating the trainer's clarity, the relevance of the case studies, and the overall value of the materials.
At Level 2 (Learning), the representatives would take a standardized post-test measuring their
knowledge of new communication protocols and their ability to correctly identify appropriate de-
escalation techniques in hypothetical scenarios. This ensures they internalized the necessary
technical knowledge.

The real challenge begins with Level 3 (Behavior). To measure the application of skills on the job,
supervisors would conduct structured observations over the following three months, using a
checklist to track specific behaviors taught in the training, such as active listening and empathetic
language usage during live customer interactions. Furthermore, the company might use internal
metrics to compare the number of escalated calls handled by the trained group versus a control
group. Finally, at Level 4 (Results), the organization would analyze high-level business metrics,
seeking measurable increases in the monthly first-call resolution rate and a reduction in reported
customer complaints, directly linking the behavioral change to positive organizational job
performance metrics and thus validating the training's effectiveness.

Methods Beyond Kirkpatrick: Comprehensive Data Collection

While the Kirkpatrick model offers a robust structure for framing evaluation questions, the actual
collection of data necessitates a variety of tools. The systematic review highlighted a critical
finding: many organizations rely too heavily on Level 1 and 2 measures and lack the rigor required
for comprehensive evaluation, particularly at the behavioral and results levels. A truly effective
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evaluation requires employing a mixed-methods approach, combining quantitative metrics with
gualitative insights.

Common quantitative methods include standardized surveys for measuring reaction and learning
scores, as well as accessing organizational databases for metrics like productivity, error rates, and
sales data for Level 4 analysis. However, qualitative methods are indispensable for understanding
the nuances of behavior transfer and identifying barriers to application. Methods such as structured
interviews with participants and their direct managers can provide deep insights into whether the
organizational culture supports the new behaviors, or if system constraints prevent the application
of new skills.

Furthermore, focus groups can be used to gather collective experiences, perceptions of the
training's utility, and suggestions for future improvements, moving the evaluation from a simple
measurement tool into a strategic development mechanism. Direct observation, as noted by
Baldwin and Ford in their research on transfer of training, is essential for confirming behavioral
change in real-time work environments. By utilizing a diverse array of tools--including pre-post
tests, interviews, observation, and business metric analysis--organizations can triangulate their
findings, ensuring a more complete, rigorous, and trustworthy assessment of the training's overall
impact.

Significance, Impact, and Return on Investment (ROI)

The significance of training evaluation extends far beyond simple program accountability; it is a
strategic business function that drives continuous improvement and validates the investment in
human capital. By rigorously evaluating training, organizations can accurately measure the Return
on Investment (ROI), a crucial metric that quantifies the financial benefits (e.g., cost savings,
revenue generation) derived from the training, compared to the total cost of implementation. This
data is vital for securing future funding for learning and development initiatives.

Evaluation also serves as a powerful diagnostic tool. When evaluation results show strong learning
(Level 2) but poor behavior transfer (Level 3), it signals that the failure lies not in the content itself,
but in the environment--perhaps a lack of managerial support, outdated technology, or insufficient
opportunity to practice the new skills. Conversely, if reaction scores (Level 1) are low despite
positive results (Level 4), it may indicate that the material is effective but the delivery method
needs immediate improvement to enhance participant engagement.

Ultimately, evaluation informs instructional design. The data collected provides concrete evidence
regarding which modules, delivery methods, or exercises are most effective in driving desired
outcomes. This evidence-based approach ensures that future training programs are continuously
refined, maximizing their impact and guaranteeing alignment with evolving organizational strategic
goals. Without systematic evaluation, training departments risk operating in the dark, spending
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resources on programs with unverified or negative financial returns.

Interdisciplinary Connections and Future Directions

Evaluation of training is deeply rooted in several interconnected psychological and organizational
subfields, primarily falling under the umbrella of Industrial and Organizational (1/O) Psychology and

Human Resource Management. Its foundational principles rely heavily on psychometrics for test
design and measurement validity, and on cognitive psychology for understanding how adults learn
and retain information.

Key related concepts include "Instructional Design," which focuses on the systematic process of
creating effective training, and "Transfer of Training," a critical area of research that examines the
factors influencing whether newly acquired skills are successfully applied in the workplace.
Research in transfer of training, for example, consistently highlights the importance of
organizational support--such as manager coaching and peer encouragement--as being just as vital
as the quality of the training content itself in achieving Level 3 outcomes.

Despite the long-standing availability of robust models like Kirkpatrick's, the current literature, as
evidenced by systematic reviews, frequently indicates a persistent lack of rigorous and
comprehensive evaluation practices across industries. Future research and organizational
development efforts must therefore focus on addressing this gap. This includes encouraging the
routine adoption of Level 3 (Behavior) and Level 4 (Results) metrics, moving beyond simple
satisfaction surveys, and integrating sophisticated quantitative and qualitative methods to gain a
truly complete understanding of training effectiveness and its fundamental contribution to
organizational success.
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