
According to one skeptical 
training manager, “Level 4 and 
5 measurement of leadership 
development programs is a nice 
idea, but no one really does it.” 
Is this truly the case? And if so, 
what can we do to make LDP 
evaluation work best?

	 							listen	to	this	feature
at www.astd.org/TD/TDpodcasts.htm
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LeaDershiP DeVeLoPMenT

What’s Evaluation 
Got to Do With it? By	lisa	Gabel,	Kate	harker,		

and	ethan	s.	sanders

Even those articles whose abstracts 
indicated we had a “hit” often turned 
out to be off-topic when read. Most 
articles gave advice on how to do evalu-
ation of LDPs, but very few provided 
compelling examples. Our big break 
came when one of our expert panel 
members, Laurie Bassi, made the com-
ment, “Maybe we have a case here of 
publishing bias?” That is, people who 
really do LDP evaluation well do not 
have time to publish articles. Bassi’s hy-
pothesis turned out to be correct, and 
our team was able to identify practitio-
ners in the field who had some compel-
ling stories to tell.

As our skepticism subsided, we  
were faced with a new question: Why 
is it so rare that practitioners and their 

organizations engage in Level 4 and 5 
measurements? Don’t people want to 
know that their LDP investments are 
paying off and making the organiza-
tion more successful? After 18 months 
of research, we are still not sure we can 
definitely answer that question, but we 
now have some great clues. Here is what 
the research taught us:

• “Defense versus improvement.” 
Practitioners have to approach 
evaluation from the angle of “con-
tinuous improvement” rather than 
“defense of the program.” It seems 
that many practitioners only en-
gage in Level 4 and 5 analyses when 
forced to defend their programs. If 
evaluation became a natural part 
of the instructional design process 

and the data were used to con-
stantly make the program better, 
practitioners would become more 
enthusiastic about investing re-
sources in evaluation.

• Expertise. Many training depart-
ments don’t have the internal 
expertise for conducing rigorous 
Level 4 and 5 evaluations. Many 
of the “best case” companies in 
the study had evaluation experts 
on staff, and they were committed 
to conducting valid and practical 
evaluations.

• Barriers, really? Survey respon-
dents tended to assume a signifi-
cantly higher number of potential 
barriers if they had never tried to 
implement a particular evalua-
tion technique than those who had 
used the technique. While barriers 
are certainly organization-specific, 
this finding also calls into question 
the accuracy of practitioner’s as-
sumptions regarding the required 
resource level to conduct LDP 
evaluations.

• Lack of creativity. Many practitio-
ners falsely believe that evaluation 
is about math. In truth, the math 
element of evaluation is best left 
to software. The value that practi-
tioners add to evaluation is in the 
methodology they devise for  

It is common to encounter skeptical attitudes to-
ward the measurement of leadership development 
programs. In truth, the research team was somewhat 
skeptical as we began the ASTD/ICF study titled “The 
Impact of Leadership Development Programs.” Our 
initial foray into the literature only reinforced this 
skepticism. Searching the literature databases, we 
found thousands of hits on leadership development 
programs (LDPs) and thousands more on training 
evaluation programs. However, when the two terms 
were put together in a search, very little appeared.
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Top Five Techniques That Are Highly Effective, 
But Not Used Frequently
Techniques Usage Effectiveness*
Technique 22: Develop communication metrics to 
evaluate how well the program results were 
communicated to the organization and its leaders.

21.5% 89.6%

Technique 16: Use statistical evidence to 
demonstrate impact.

16.8% 82.6%

Technique 6: Use a class project that incorporates an 
roi analysis.

22.7% 78.3%

Technique 10: Use comparison groups between the 
program’s cohorts from the same parts of the organi-
zation. analyze the differences between cohorts that 
have completed the program and those scheduled to.  

8.7% 76.9%

Technique 5: Use a “success case” method where 
participants are monitored to determine the success 
and failures they have encountered following training.

20.2% 70.6%

* Percentage of respondents answering “effective” or “very effective”

interesteD	in	orDerinG	e-Prints?
Would a digital version of this article be a great 
fi t for your next course, presentation, or event? 
are you interested in e-prints of several T+D 
articles on a specifi c topic?
Visit	astd.org/tD/eprints	for more information.

efficiently and effectively answering 
the evaluation questions. With a 
bit of logic and creative thinking, 
we can often find an innovative 
way to show clear evidence of the 
LDP’s effect.

So what does it take to make LDP 
evaluation work? The ingredients may 
be simpler than you think.

• Leadership support. As with most 
change initiatives in organizations, 
you must have leaders who really 
understand what LDP evaluation is 
and why it is important. “Best case” 
companies in this study invari-
ably had forged a relationship with 
senior leaders who helped drive the 
LDP program, as well as the evalua-
tion, forward.

• A culture that supports evalua-
tion. “Best case” companies tended 
to be in environments where their 
products or services were of critical 
importance to their customers. For 
example, several of the companies 
were in the healthcare field. Be-
cause of this, a culture of measure-
ment and improvement already 
existed before they even recom-
mended an LDP or the evaluation 
of an LDP. For those “best case” 
companies who didn’t live within 
such a culture, they spend a lot of 
time up-front building one.

• Participant support. Because 
many of the evaluation techniques 
that were discovered during the 
research depended on participant 
involvement, it is essential that the 

participants themselves buy in to 
the evaluation process.

• An “object” for the evaluation.
“Best case” companies had a clear 
understanding of what types of 
organizational metrics the program 
was intended to effect. We found 
that in general, “leading indicators” 
of impact (such as employee satis-
faction and turnover) tended to be 
measured by the best companies, 
whereas less successful organiza-
tion often indicated more lagging 
indicators such as sales, profitabil-
ity, and customer satisfaction (but 
were rarely able to demonstrate 
that they successfully linked these 
Level 4 and 5 metrics to the LPD).

• Baseline data. Without valid base-
line measurements, it is nearly 
impossible to isolate the effects of 
the LDP on the business indica-
tor. Although it can be difficult to 
collect these data while you are in 
the throes of creating the LDP, it is 
essential. Keep in mind that if you 
intend to evaluate the program, 
you are going to have to “pay the 
piper” at some point. As the study 
demonstrated, those organizations 
who reported having experience 
with implementing the more 
rigorous evaluation techniques 
(for example, using a control 

group) reported significantly fewer 
resource barriers than others.

• An evaluation plan. “Best case” 
companies don’t stumble into an 
evaluation; they had a carefully 
thought out plan that documented 
who they were going to evaluate, 
what statistical tests they would 
use, where they intended to get the 
data, why it was valuable to answer 
their fundamental evaluation ques-
tions, and when the evaluation 
would begin and end.

Measuring the results of LDPs is the 
single most important way to aid in the 
improvement and effectiveness of the 
programs themselves. This study found 
that evaluation techniques that worked 
well were not necessarily those that 
were used with any great frequency. We 
encourage practitioners to branch out 
and try something new.

Lisa Gabel is project manager at ICF 
International; lgabel@icfi.com. Kate Harker 
is organizational performance consul-
tant with ICF International; kharker@icfi.
com. Ethan S. Sanders is a fellow with ICF 
International; esanders@icfi.com.

Those organizations 
who reported having 
experience with 
implementing the more 
rigorous evaluation 
techniques (for example, 
using a control group) 
reported signifi cantly 
fewer resource barriers 
than others.
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