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What is evaluating learning and talent development? 
The evaluation of learning and talent development (LTD) involves the formal or informal assessment of the quality and effectiveness of an employer’s training and learning provision, usually either by some measure of the merit of the provision itself (the input, for example the quality of course content and presentation) and/or by monitoring its impact (the outcomes, for example improved skills/qualifications or enhanced productivity/profitability).
Links with learning and talent development strategy

The implementation of an effective learning and talent development strategy is widely recognised as important to business success, hence it is essential to regularly review and assess the use of learning and training programmes in support of such a strategy. For more information on LTD strategy, see our factsheet.
· Go to our factsheet on Learning and talent development strategy
In order to effectively evaluate LTD, it is first necessary to clearly identify learning needs and the objectives of LTD programmes (that is, how they will meet such needs) in line with the LTD strategy, for example by means of a learning needs analysis (LNA). Further details are available in our factsheet on learning and talent development needs.
· Go to our factsheet on learning needs
When evaluating the efficacy of provisions for training and talent development, another approach that has attractions in some circumstances involves the benchmarking of training, while the costs involved in learning and training programmes clearly also need to be carefully considered. See our factsheet on these issues for more information.
· Go to our costing and benchmarking learning and development factsheet
Coverage of training evaluation

The process of learning and training evaluation might be undertaken across an organisation as a whole or for a particular part of the organisation or some group within it – for example, in respect of those employees identified as ‘talent’ (that is, exceptionally high-performing or high-potential individuals). More information on talent management is available in our factsheet on that topic.
· Go to our talent management factsheet
The majority of employers undertake some evaluation of learning interventions in their organisations, as illustrated by our annual Learning and talent development survey.
The types of evaluation in use among employers in our research include:
· ‘happy sheets’ – that is, post-training questionnaires asking course participants to rate how satisfied they feel with the standard of provision
· testimonies of individuals
· return on expected outcomes (for example, whether line managers testify during performance reviews that individuals are able to demonstrate those new or enhanced competencies that the learning intervention was anticipated to deliver)
· the impact on business key performance indicators
· return on investment (the financial or economic benefit that is attributable to the learning intervention in relation to the cost of the investment in learning programmes).
· Find out more about our annual Learning and talent development survey
However, as indicated by our review below of the academic research in this area, it can be very difficult in practice to measure the impact of learning, particularly directly in respect of business success.
Traditional training evaluation: the academic background 
The Kirkpatrick model

The seminal model for training evaluation, developed by US academic Don Kirkpatrick1, was first published in 1959 and remains influential today.
This model outlines four levels for training evaluation:
· reactions – ‘liking or feelings for a programme’
· learning - ‘principles, facts etc absorbed’
· behaviour - ‘using learning on the job’
· results - ‘increased production, reduced costs, etc’.
This was helpful guidance, but 30 years later Alliger and Janak2 found that the relationships between the levels were weak – in other words, each level is neither definitely nor always linked positively to the next. 
Various surveys3 have found that most attention is focused on evaluation of training at the reactions level because of the difficulties and time costs of measuring the other three levels.
Return on investment

By the mid 1980s calls began to emerge for return on investment (ROI) analyses of training efforts. Some studies found very satisfying figures4,5 but the key criticisms of the ROI approach remain. For example, ROI provides a snapshot at only a single point in time, whereas practitioners might want to know more about the return on training over time. Moreover, like virtually all other approaches to training evaluation, ROI focuses primarily on the training intervention rather than any planned, concurrent activities or coincidental factors that boost ongoing learning output and outcomes.
In contrast to the training-centric approach, Guzzo & Gannet6 conducted a useful meta-analysis of 98 studies about ‘psychologically-based interventions to raise worker productivity’. They found that training and goal setting were best, followed by financial incentives and job design which had some effect, but with management by objectives and appraisal and feedback the least effective. Unfortunately, it seems that attempts at this type of holistic study – that is, comparing what actually helps to raise performance rather than beginning with an assumption that training is the answer – are rare.
Recent developments on evaluating training and learning

Several studies have challenged these earlier methods of evaluation. By the mid-1990s Easterby-Smith7 was able to draw together four main strands for the purposes of training evaluation:
· Proving – that the training worked or had measurable impact in itself
· Controlling – for example, the time needed for training courses, access to costly off-the-job programmes, consistency or compliance requirements
· Improving – for example, the training, trainers, course content and arrangements etc
· Reinforcing – using evaluation efforts as a deliberate contribution to the learning process itself.
A subsequent study by Silvester et al8 evaluated a culture change programme in a large engineering company and found that whilst all three key stakeholder groups – managers, trainers and trainees - considered that the programme would produce positive outcomes, there were important differences of view in terms of expectations:
· the trainees were most optimistic – perhaps because of receiving attention and the chance to learn new skills, though not necessarily to be involved in the apparent push to change the organisational culture
· the trainers were the most cynical – probably through harbouring doubts about their ability to bring about lasting change through a single form of intervention
· the managers were the most pessimistic – mainly through belief that the training was all about quality not culture, and that it would thrive only in some areas.
Once again, it is clear that any focus on evaluating training input alone may miss the point about valuing learning outcomes and may also neglect any consideration of a wider raft of interventions, strategies and expectations that encourage learning. A firmer focus on learning outputs should result in a self-directed, work-based process leading to increased adaptive potential in the long run.
CIPD’s value of learning research 
In 2007, we published the results of our research with the University of Portsmouth exploring how organisations measure and report the contribution of learning to strategic value. The report drew on data gathered from learning, training and development (LTD) practitioners and senior operational managers in 12 UK-based organisations.
· Find out more about our Value of learning research report
Our research indicated that most organisations still have some way to go with the development of appropriate measures.  However, four main approaches to measuring and reporting on value were identified:
· learning function efficiency measures
· key performance indicators and benchmark measures
· return on investment measures
· return on expectation measures.
In respect of learning function efficiency measures, for example, there is a need to address important questions such as:
· Is the LTD function delivering operational effectiveness?
· How effectively is the functional capability of the workforce being developed?
· How well are learning interventions supporting critical success factors?
· How do learning operations compare with those of other relevant organisations?’
The ‘RAM’ approach

Drawing on our research findings, CIPD has developed an approach to learning known as RAM (relevance, alignment, measurement) focusing on the need for:
· Relevance: how existing or planned training provision will meet new opportunities and challenges for the business.
· Alignment: if the plan is to deliver a changed LTD offer, it is critical for HR to talk to key managers and other stakeholders about what they are seeking to deliver and how the function can help them achieve it. It is also important to ensure that LTD is aligned to other key strategies such as reward, organisational development, engagement and other aspects of the management of human resources. Alignment with organisational strategy and its marketing and finance strategies and other dimensions of corporate strategy gives focus, purpose and relevance to LTD.
· Measurement: it is also critical that the HR function effectively and consistently measures and evaluates its interventions.  It may be helpful to use a mixture of evaluation methods such as return on investment (ROI) and broader measures of expected change and improvement such as return on expectation, and to link LTD outcomes to key performance indicators (KPIs).
This approach is useful for learning and talent development programmes by maintaining a focus on the outcome, rather than the process itself.
Using evaluation to align learning with strategic priorities

Our practical online tool Value of learning: assessing and reporting on the value of learning to your organisation has been produced to help employers use the training evaluation to assess and encourage the alignment of learning to strategic priorities. Such alignment is key if LTD functions and practitioners wish to ensure links between their efforts and results for the organisation and if LTD is to be focused, cost-effective and more measurable in terms of valued impact. The tool contains four assessment instruments, designed to:
· identify the organisation’s strategic priorities
· check the current alignment of LTD
· assess the extent of constructive dialogue about the LTD function’s interaction with managers and directors
· discover the skills and knowledge required for the alignment process.
· Go to the tool  
Implications for future evaluation efforts 
The focus on learning outcomes

An immediately obvious implication of our 'Value of learning' research for future evaluation efforts is the need to focus on learning outcomes, which may be broadly defined as some permanent or long-lasting change in knowledge, skills and attitudes, and which is an output or outcome, rather than on any training itself, which is an input.
Learning evaluation during economic downturns

Effective evaluation is a cornerstone of good HR practice and, in the current economic climate, it is more important than ever to be able to prove the value of learning and development. Our guide for CIPD members Promoting the value of learning in adversity is designed to help organisations promote the business case for learning against a backdrop of difficult economic circumstances. It shows how, even during adversity, it is possible to:
· put the relevance and impact of learning and development at the centre of the business
· connect the importance of learning with key people in the business by ensuring that the approach is  aligned to the organisation's goals and objectives
· prove the value of learning with effective measures and metrics. 
· Go to the guide
CIPD viewpoint
Evaluating learning and talent development is crucial to ensuring the effectiveness of an organisation’s learning initiatives and programmes. Effective evaluation means going beyond the traditional ‘reactions’ focus based on a simplistic assessment of learners’ levels of satisfaction with the training provision. Rather, it is important to use simplified yet sophisticated approaches such as the CIPD’s ‘RAM’ model (relevance, alignment, measurement) to evaluate learning outcomes and the extent to which learning provision is aligned with business objectives. Such a focus helps to ensure that learning and talent interventions deliver value for both learners and organisations alike. 
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