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The Kirkpatrick Model
Evaluate training by behavior change, not smile sheets
WHAT IT IS
Kirkpatrick's four levels evaluate training in ascending order of what matters. Level 1: reaction (did they like it?). Level 2: learning (can they demonstrate the skill?). Level 3: behavior (are they using it on the job weeks later?). Level 4: results (did the business metric move?). Most organizations stop at Level 1, which mostly measures the catering.
WHY IT WORKS
Enjoyment and learning are barely correlated. A charismatic session can rate five stars and change nothing. A demanding one can rate poorly and transform performance. The model forces the honest question up the chain: the point was never the course. It was different behavior on the job, and different results because of it.
HOW TO USE IT
1. Design the evaluation before the training. Decide what Level 3 behavior you expect to see, and how you'd notice it, before anyone books a room.
1. Test learning, not just reaction. A short demonstration at the end (role-play the conversation, build the model, fix the sample) beats any satisfaction form.
1. Check behavior at 30 to 60 days. One question to the trainee (“where have you used this?”) and one to their manager (“what's different?”). That's a Level 3 evaluation.
1. Make the manager the transfer partner. Behavior change lives or dies on whether the manager expects, asks about, and makes room for the new skill.
1. Estimate Level 4 honestly. Tie training to a metric where you plausibly can (errors, cycle time, retention). And admit when attribution is fuzzy instead of inventing ROI.
PITFALLS TO AVOID
1. The smile-sheet ceiling. If your only data is Level 1, what you know is how the coffee was.
1. Counting what's easy. Completion rates measure attendance, not capability.
1. No manager follow-through. Training that returns to an unchanged environment washes out in weeks. Then the evaluation blames the course.
Shortcut: 30 days after any training, ask the attendee “show me where you've used it.” One question. It's a Level 3 evaluation and a message that you expect transfer.
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