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Almost everyone involved in the training or Learning & Development world knows about 

Donald L. Kirkpatrick’s Four Levels of Evaluation, developed in the 1950’s and further 

refined in the late 1990’s.  And most of us have used at least the first level to look at our 

participants’ satisfaction with the learning events we create.  However, these first level 

“smile sheets,” as they are often called, are just one part of the process of determining the 

success of a training intervention, and effectively using levels 2 through 4 becomes 

increasingly challenging.  In addition, many of us find ourselves in a position today 

where management insists that we justify the cost of our existence and their continued 

support of our training initiatives.  In order to do this, we need to take a fresh look at 

Kirkpatrick’s Four Levels and determine how to best leverage them to create and deliver 

training programs that not only turn out happy participants, but ones who are able to 

make changes in their behavior that positively impact the expectations of management, 

and ultimately the bottom lines of their organizations.   

Before Evaluation  

Managing expectations 

So where do we start?  Long before we begin to create questions for any type of 

evaluation, there are a number of steps we must take if we expect to be able to create 

effective assessments at any level once the training is complete.  Donald Kirkpatrick, in 

his book “Evaluating Training Programs: The Four Levels,” states that there are ten 

factors that “should be carefully considered when planning and implementing an 

effective training program” (pg. 3). This paper will not deal with all ten of these factors, 

but does include several of them.  The first thing we need to do is define the need.  To 

start, ask the question, what are the expectations of the stakeholders of the program?  

There is an element of performance consulting involved in this part of the process, and 

trainers need to be able to ask the right questions of the appropriate people in order to be 

able to create effective interventions.  As any experienced performance consultant or 

trainer will tell you, it isn’t always wise to take at face value a statement by management 

of “we must have training.”  You will need to ask questions of managers and/or 

supervisors, as well as employees, to determine the true cause of the performance gap.  Is 

the issue something that will even be helped by a training intervention?  There are three 

basic types of “gaps” or issues that can cause performance to be sub-standard.  They can 

be referred to as Will, Hill, or Skill.   

 Will – If it is determined that the employees have all of the support and/or tools 
they need to do the job right, and they really do know how to do it (in other 
words, they could do it right if their lives depended on it), then the issue is one 
of motivation.  In most cases, training isn’t going to help with this kind of gap.   

 Hill – If the employees want to do a good job, and they know how, but still 
somehow can’t make it happen, then there is probably some lack in support by 
supervisors or management, some of which might include not having the right 
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tools, time, or feedback.  No amount of training, no matter how perfect it is, will 
help with this kind of gap. 

 Skill – If the employees simply can’t do it right, even though they want to and 
have all the tools and support needed, training is probably the right response.  If 
this is the kind of gap that you find, and you are able to clearly define what the 
employees should be doing, what they are doing, and what the difference is, 
then you can probably move forward to begin the process of creating a training 
intervention.   

 

Enlisting management support 

The success of your training will depend greatly on the commitment of supervisors and 

management to the process.  Research today tells us that the learning event itself is not 

the most important element of training when it comes to actually achieving results.  It’s 

still essential to have a solid, well-written and conducted learning intervention and 

evaluation process.  However, no matter how good that intervention is, you will not 

realize the full potential of performance improvement without support from management 

both before and after the event itself.  This would include managers or supervisors 

meeting with employees before they attend the training to establish expectations for what 

will be accomplished.  In addition, managers and supervisors would need to provide 

coaching and support after the training to help the employee put their new knowledge and 

skills into action and achieve the intended performance improvements.  Building these 

management components into the actual implementation plan of your training 

intervention will help ensure a better final outcome.   

 

Writing objectives (with evaluation in mind) 

Once you have management onboard, it’s time to drill down to the specifics of what 

needs to be trained and write the objectives.  This is one of the most critical elements of 

creating effective training that meets the expectations of stakeholders.  Creating well-

constructed objectives will not only make it easier to design the rest of your course and 

help the participants understand what they are expected to learn, it will also make 

creating effective evaluation instruments that much easier.  According to many current 

publications, the best objectives will be stated in the form of a performance, and have 

three parts:   

1. What the participant will be able to do differently after the training (whether it is 
an actual performance, or in some tangible way proving that they have gained 
specific, important knowledge), 

2. The conditions under which the performance will be expected to take place, and 

3. The standards by which success or failure will be measured. 
 

As you can see, the way each objective is constructed will give you a head start in 

creating evaluations that will measure the participants’ success in achieving what is 
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expected of them.  It is good to begin developing the evaluation design immediately after 

creating the objectives.  Once you have created clear, well-written objectives and the 

evaluation instruments to test your participants’ success, the content of your intervention 

will nearly write itself.   

Level 1: Reaction 
So, let’s start looking at the actual Four Levels themselves.  We are most familiar with 

Level 1, often referred to as the “smile sheet.”  Because these evaluations can’t really tell 

us whether the participant actually learned anything, some organizations feel that they 

aren’t necessary.  However, it would be counter-productive to exclude the level 1 

evaluation entirely.  In their book, “Transferring Learning to Behavior,” the Kirkpatricks 

(Donald and his son, Jim) state that “it is unrealistic to expect learning to occur if steps 

haven’t been taken to create a positive learning atmosphere,” (pg. 58).  And the level 1 

evaluation is what tells you whether or not you have succeeded in doing so.   

 

In order to set the stage for positive level 1 evaluations, training should be designed 

following solid Adult Learning principles, providing plenty of opportunities for 

participant interaction and practice, and including appropriate facilitator feedback.  For 

instructor-led training, the facilitator’s knowledge of the subject matter is obviously 

important, and so is his or her skill at presenting the training.  Most of us have attended a 

course with a trainer who was a subject matter expert at the course topic but was either 

deadly boring or spoke over the heads of the students.  These are obviously traits that 

need to be discovered, and a Level 1 evaluation is a good tool for doing so.   

 

Getting honest responses is critical and most organizations allow participants to remain 

anonymous when providing feedback.  Whether you allow this or not, it’s important to 

create a form that will enable you to quantify your participants’ reactions.  Providing a 

rating scale with five or six choices ranging from poor to excellent is one way of 

achieving this.  The book “Evaluating Training Programs” provides a number of 

examples.  It’s important to decide in advance what numerical values will be acceptable 

and at what point they will trigger changes in the program.  It will also be important to 

actually take the step to make changes if the ratings reach your pre-established trigger 

points.   

 

The ratings you gather from these types of questions only provide part of the picture.  Be 

sure to review written comments as well and do your best not to dismiss them out of hand 

when they seem extreme.  Give each one careful consideration and if the suggestion 

would make the program better, try to incorporate as much of it as you can.   

 

And in all cases, do whatever you can to obtain 100% immediate response.  Keep the 

form short enough that people will stay and complete it after class.  One suggestion is to 

make it a trade – if you have a certificate to present to the participants, they give you their 

evaluation and then you give them their certificate.   
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Level 2: Learning 
This is the level at which we begin to use the learning objectives established earlier.  

Level 2 evaluations measure the acquisition of new knowledge and skills, not actual on-
the-job performance.  If the objectives were written well, creating evaluation questions 

or exercises to test the participants’ ability to meet the objectives should be fairly easy.  

At this level we want to determine the participants’ level of success at gaining the 

intended knowledge, skills, and even attitudes in some cases.   

 

It is obvious that this is a crucial step that must be followed before there can be any 

change in lasting behavior.  A Level 2 evaluation could be as simple as a multiple choice 

test based on the information presented in the training.  In many cases, this can be 

combined with actual demonstrations of performance to allow for a more comprehensive 

test of gained skills.  There are times when management will want to see documentation 

of the increase in learning – a before and after picture if you will.  One way to show an 

increase in learning is to use a control group of similar makeup as the one to be trained 

and administer a test to each group after the training takes place.  A process that is easier 

for most organizations is to provide a pre-training evaluation to the target audience that 

can be compared to another that is administered after the training.   

 

There are numerous publications available to assist with creating effective test questions.  

This paper will not spend much time on this topic; however, here are a few things that 

stand out as important elements.   

 Provide clear and concise instructions for your test, and make sure everyone has 
the same instructions.   

 Don’t take statements word-for-word from the participant’s training materials.  
This only tests their ability to memorize, not their understanding of the topic. 

 Use True/False questions sparingly – the participant always has a 50/50 chance 
of getting it right so it doesn’t always tell you whether they learned anything or 
not.   

 Be sure that each item presents only one question. 

 In multiple choice questions, use items with only one correct or clearly best 
answer.   

 Don’t use “trick” questions – in most cases they don’t tell you what you want to 
know and frequently just frustrate the participant. 

 Avoid using “none of the above” and “all of the above” statements in multiple 
choice questions.  If you can’t think of enough valid alternatives, you may not be 
writing the right kind of question. 
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 Have subject matter experts review the test before administering it to ensure 
that you have well-worded questions and correct answers.   

As we said earlier, you can have the best Level 1 and 2 evaluations in the world, with 

very high participant scores on both, and it still doesn’t guarantee that there will be 

lasting, positive behavior changes once they return to work.  This is where the Level 3 

evaluation comes in.   

Level 3: Behavior 
How do you know whether the high-scoring participants in your class will actually 

behave differently once they return to work?  In order to measure at this level, you will 

need to have done some work before the training began.  If it is possible to have a control 

group for which job performance has been measured, this should be a bit easier.  If that 

isn’t possible, measurements of performance for the intended audience of your training 

need to be made before implementing the training.  These measurements should be 

specific enough to target the intended training content.  For instance, if the training is 

intended to remedy a problem with product quality, measuring the amount of product 

produced isn’t really going to tell you what you need to know.  Be sure the measurements 

match the intention of the training intervention.   

 

Another important point is to allow enough time for behavior change to actually take 

place.  It’s impossible to calculate exactly when performance will change, so you will 

need to wait.  Depending on the situation, this waiting period could be anywhere from a 

few weeks to a few months.  Because different people may change their behavior at 

different rates, it is a good idea to repeat the evaluation several times, if you can.  One 

important element to remember during this time, however, is the critical part that is 

played by management and supervisors in whether or not the new behavior is embraced 

by the employees.  Part of the implementation plan created by the trainer should include, 

if possible, meetings with managers and supervisors to help them encourage their people 

to use the new knowledge and skills they have acquired.   

 

Behavior level evaluations can take the form of questionnaires, interviews, and 

observation of the employee doing their job.  The Kirkpatrick books provide additional 

examples and recommendations.  The bottom line here is that there can be no positive 

business results unless behavior changes, not only immediately after training, but that it 

remains consistently better than before the training took place.  If behavior has indeed 

improved, then you can move on to Level 4.   

Level 4: Results 
As stated in “Evaluating Training Programs,” (pg. 63), many people believe that level 4 

is “the most important” of all the levels.  Some feel that it is also the most difficult to 

achieve, but it doesn’t have to be.  Here again, it is vital to have taken measurements of 
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business impact prior to any training taking place.  Without these measurements, there is 

nothing to compare the new status with.  As with level 3, you need to allow time to pass 

in order for results to be achieved and measured, and you will probably need to measure 

results more than once.  Management will need to decide how important it is to have 

proof of benefit as there is always a cost involved in measuring, especially at this level.  

It may be necessary to settle for evidence that there is a probable return rather than solid, 

quantifiable proof of the return on investment.   

 

In order to make an impact at this level of evaluation, the training program needs to be 

focused on the business benefit from the beginning.  Objectives, content, activities, and 

earlier evaluations should all be written in a way that they drive the learning toward 

behaviors that are geared to making a specific, measurable, business impact.  For 

instance, take a case where there is a problem with higher than acceptable off-spec 

product, and it is determined that a course on quality control will provide employees with 

the knowledge, skills, and improved attitude needed to reduce the quality errors.  The 

amount of off-spec product is obviously one measure that must be performed in advance, 

but there may be others.  It would also be necessary to observe and evaluate the 

employees’ actions to determine where the problem is occurring, and this may result in 

yet more measures that should be made.  Objectives must be written to address the 

specific actions or lack of actions on the part of the employees that are resulting in the 

problems.   

 

So, the success of Level 4 evaluations depends on the accuracy and detail of the measures 

taken before the training, objectives and content that focus on impacting these measures, 

and the ability to repeat these same measures after training has occurred and enough time 

has passed to allow for improvement.  Evaluation Levels 1 through 3 should also have 

been completed, and when they are done right they can actually give you a good idea as 

to how your Results evaluation will turn out.   

Conclusion: Return on Expectations 
Remember that the Four Levels do not, by themselves, ensure that a training event will be 

successful.  Engaging stakeholders, managers, and supervisors from the start to define 

expectations and to obtain a commitment to support the employees in putting their new 

skills into practice will be critical to the success of any training intervention.   

 

By now it should be clear that the Four Levels of Evaluation build on each other.  If 

Levels 1 and 2 have not been done before conducting a Level 3 evaluation, it will be 

impossible to show that training was the deciding factor in the behavior change.  

Likewise, without the Level 3, any positive results discovered in a Level 4 evaluation 

could be attributed to other factors.  In many cases it will be difficult, if not impossible to 

absolutely “prove that a particular training event led to a specific bottom-line 

contribution.” (Implementing the Four Levels, pg. 124)  However, as the Kirkpatricks 

suggest, by evaluating as much of the four levels as possible, in sequence, you should “be 
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able to build a compelling chain of evidence as to the value of learning to the bottom 

line” (Implementing the Four Levels, pg. 123).  And if you have done a good job of 

defining your stakeholders’ expectations at the start, showing a Return on Expectations 

will be easy.   
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