
It was probably mystery writer Rita 
Mae Brown (and not Albert Einstein) 
who first defined insanity as doing the 
same thing over and over, but expecting 
different results. But the logic still holds, 
when planning a training evaluation, 
L&D professionals typically think first 
about what to evaluate, and then think 
later (perhaps too late!) about how to 
use evaluation results to demonstrate 
the value of training. Training evaluation 

and learning analytics should be all 
about creating value throughout the 
L&D enterprise.

When consultants are approached to 
provide training evaluation help, the 
request is often framed as follows: “We 
are already evaluating Level X; we need 
help in evaluating Level X+1.”  When 
asked why Level X+1 is valuable, the 
answer is invariably, “because we are 

already evaluating Level X!” It’s time to 
think beyond levels.

GOT VALUE?
The goal of establishing value should 
always be the primary concern of L&D 
professionals. Just as good instructional 
designers should focus on L&D efforts 
that solve practical problems or address 
known competency gaps, evaluation 

FOR MANY LEARNING AND DEVELOPMENT (L&D) PROFESSIONALS, TRAINING EVALUATION PRACTICES REMAIN MIRED IN THE MUCK. WHAT 
ENDS UP BEING EVALUATED HASN’T CHANGED MUCH OVER THE PAST TWO OR THREE DECADES. WE ALMOST UNIVERSALLY MEASURE 
WHETHER TRAINEES LIKED THE TRAINING, MOST OF US MEASURE IF THEY LEARNED SOMETHING, AND BEYOND THAT, EVALUATION IS 
A MIX OF “WE’D LIKE TO DO THAT” AND, “WE’RE NOT SURE OF WHAT TO MAKE OF THE DATA WE GET.” PERHAPS MORE CRITICALLY, IN 
ONE RECENT NATIONAL SURVEY, NEARLY TWO-THIRDS OF L&D PROFESSIONALS DID NOT SEE THEIR LEARNING EVALUATION EFFORTS AS 
EFFECTIVE IN MEETING THEIR ORGANIZATION’S BUSINESS GOALS.
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should be planned based on knowledge 
of how to best measure and convey value 
to multiple organizational stakeholders. 

L&D can be seen through the lens 
of transactions. Organizations (and 
learning enterprises) expend resources 
to acquire, develop and deliver learning 
content. Managers lose team member 
contributions when they send their staff 
to attend training. These days, many 
learners give up family time or sleep to 
“learn anytime, anywhere” online. 

Learners, their supervisors and the 
organization benefit (gain resources) 
as a result of L&D activities. Evaluation 
data can quantify resources expended 
and gained. If we think of evaluation as 
making judgments about data – value 
judgments – then we must begin by 
asking not, “What to measure?” but, 
“What is of value to whom?” Value is 
created by using the data. Data remains 
data unless its acted upon in intentional 
ways. Data does not create value, it’s 
how you use it. 

EYE OF THE BEHOLDER
Answering “of value to whom?” 
introduces the concept of value from a 
human capital perspective. How does 
the development of individual skills and 
competencies relate to the resolution 

of performance problems? How does 
this development affect the potential  
of the organization for effectiveness  
and growth? 

Addressing “of value to whom?” recognizes  
that subjective judgments of value 
differ among stakeholders in the 
organization. Too often, value is defined 
from only a single perspective in 
traditional evaluation frameworks. 
Perceptions of value may differ  
from the perspective of learners, trainers/
facilitators, instructional designers, training 
managers, CLOS and C-suite executives. 

Each of these stakeholders in the 
L&D process play different roles, hold 
different objectives for L&D, and should 
expect different data tailored to them 
to make judgments about L&D value. 
All stakeholders require relevant, timely 
data to perform their roles effectively 
and create value or to improve outcomes 
and create more value. The data needed 
to support each role should be the focus 
of the evaluation, not measuring levels. 

When we understand the ways in 
which stakeholders see their work and 
its contributions to organizational 
outcomes and the ways in which L&D 
affects those contributions, we can work 
backwards to design data collection 
to support the contributions of all 
stakeholders. The L&D professional is 
uniquely positioned to support and 
drive reflection on value added by 
multiple stakeholders.

POWER OF TWO
While different stakeholders contribute 
differently to the organization and 
interface with L&D in different ways, 
they all have the same two questions to 
answer related to how evaluation data 
can impact their role in the L&D process: 
“How well did I do? How can I do it better?” 
But, consider the types of questions that 
keep different stakeholders up at night, 
and how what data holds the most value 
differs by stakeholder.  

•  The learner is concerned about their 
immediate performance and/or their 
potential for growth. A sales trainee 

• Value must be understood from an individual 
perspective: You may be willing to pay $10,000 for 
a rare baseball card, but another fan may not. You 
may be willing to stand in the rain to watch your 
child play soccer, but another parent may not. 

• Value can be defined in monetary and non-
monetary ways. Value can be created through L&D 
by decreasing time to effectiveness, increasing 
effectiveness, increasing efficiency, decreasing 
barriers, etc.

Value has little to do with ROI. The value of something derives from its importance or worth in a transaction – 
what we expect to gain when we expend resources (money, time, effort, and so forth). 

MEASURING & CONVEYING VALUE

Value can also be created by contributing to a value chain. For example, a newly learned skill may not have 
direct impact, but create value as it is honed or paired with new skills of other team members.

THE GOAL OF  
ESTABLISHING VALUE  

SHOULD BE THE PRIMARY 
CONCERN OF L&D 
PROFESSIONALS.
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might want to know, “Do I know 
everything about our products and 
services? How could I change my 
presentation to close more sales?”

•  The trainer knows that he or she 
helps trainees acquire the skills and 
knowledge to do their job. They 
need the data to determine how well 
they are doing and how to improve. 
They may wonder, “Are we giving our 
trainees enough practice and feedback 
to help them master job skills?”

•  L&D managers or CLOs are responsible 
for obtaining resources and allocating 
them efficiently to maximize the 
performance and learning potential of 
the organization. Doing it well is about 
“moving the needle” as efficiently as 
possible. They may wonder about bang 
for the buck: “Could I have more impact 
on organizational processes if I move 
all my training online or mobile?”

In the C-suite, executives are responsible 
for having a vision, setting a strategy 
and ensuring organizational capabilities 
are aligned and moving in the right 
direction. It’s a myth that all (or even 
most!) top executives want to see a 
return on investment estimated for L&D. 

L&D impacts the people part of an 
organization’s capability. Thus, what 
is of most value to top executives is 
data to show that the organization is 
hiring and keeping the right talent, 
preparing them effectively to do their 
jobs, and preparing the current and next 
generation of leaders to succeed in their 
roles: executing on business objectives. 
Just as the typical sales trainee will 
not be interested in knowing that the 
organization has developed a leadership 
bench for the future, C-suite occupants 
probably don’t need to know that 95 
percent of trainees found the training 
enjoyable or interesting.

KEEP IT SIMPLE
There are many components of an 
effective evaluation system, including:  

• Good, reliable measures of what is 
valued, or the levers that impact what  
is valued; 

• A straightforward research design that 
isolates the impact of L&D; 

• Clear ways to display data to enable 
informed decision-making; and 

• Ongoing feedback loops that the 
evaluation system as designed is 

generating data, affecting decisions, 
adding value and moving the 
organization toward its goals.

Notice the adjectives we used: good, 
reliable, straightforward, clear and 
ongoing. We didn’t write: outstanding, 
beyond dispute, incredibly detailed, or 
magical and mystical. We find that when 
L&D professionals worry that they aren’t 
doing enough, or wonder if they could 
be doing more, they instinctively look 
first for “better” measures.  We believe 
that when L&D professionals find that 
they are not having impact, their minds 
go to thinking about the “next” level (e.g., 
If this reaction and learning data is not 
convincing anyone in my organization, I 
guess I should be measuring behaviors).

Instead, we need to always return to the 
question of value and an understanding 
of our stakeholders. Remember, 
evaluation data only have value when 
the data are used by a stakeholder 
to create it. Who has asked for this 
evaluation? Who might be viewing our 
results? Who could do their jobs better 
if they knew the impact we were having? 

By identifying stakeholders, by having 
conversations about how they add value 
to the organization, and by framing the 
questions of “How well did I do?” and 
“How can I do it better?” into a framework 
of value added by stakeholder, L&D 
professionals can conduct evaluations 
that build value through learning and 
development data. And “good, reliable, 
straightforward, clear and ongoing” 
might be just good enough. 

Dr. Kurt Kraiger is a professor of psychology 
at Colorado State University. He is also a 
co-founder and principle psychologist for 
jobZology, a career development company. 
Dr. Eric A. Surface is the co-founder, president 
and principal scientist of ALPS Solutions. He 
is launching a new company, ALPS Insights, 
to provide learning and development 
analytics, insights and solutions via their 
SaaS software platform. Email Kurt and Eric.

DATA DOES NOT CREATE VALUE,  
IT’S HOW YOU USE IT. 
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