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Aim of the study 

 

The purpose of this study is to review how learning and development professionals 
and stakeholders from eighteen leading organisations measure the impact of 
customised executive development interventions in their organisations.  
 
The research aims to uncover the experience and perspectives that the interviewees 
and their stakeholders have on the question of impact measurement, how they 
actually measure and what they have assumed to be true about how executives 
learn and transform that learning into performance. Finally we are interested to 
understand what organisational barriers get in the way of their efforts to evaluate 
impact. 
 
Measuring the value and impact of training interventions has been a hugely 
researched and written subject in literature; all is done here is really providing a high 
level overview of the question of impact measurement of executive development 
interventions. 
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Research Questions 

 
The interviews evolved around a number of focused questions 
including: 

 What is your and your key stakeholders’ experience and view towards 
measuring the impact of leadership development interventions in general? 

 How is the impact of your customised executive development interventions 
measured in your organisation?  

 In what way do these interventions create competitive advantage for your 
company?  

 What have you assumed to be “true” about how executives learn 
 
 
Significance of the study 

 
Leadership development is the least explored topic within the field of leadership 
research and theory according to a number of practitioners. Whilst there has been a 
plethora of studies on training evaluation, numerous researchers announced that a 
review of the leadership development literature from the last century has generated 
only 201 articles on studies which explore the impact of leadership interventions, 
with less than half actually focused on leadership programmes. 
 
Whilst there have been empirical research studies that demonstrated the positive 
impact of leadership interventions in terms of attitudes, behaviours and performance, 
there is a need to conduct more research on the effectiveness of management 
development (vs lower level employee training) before any firm conclusions can be 
made.  
 
Separately, there is a sense that every learning professional intuitively recognises 
the value of training and development in building individual and organisational 
capabilities. However, measuring the impact of any interventions in terms of changes 
in capability has always been challenging, let alone trying to execute a cost-benefit 
analysis.   
 
Objective evaluation of executive development interventions is not a simple exercise.  
There are many factors that can impact the success of an intervention. For example, 
there are different ways in which participants arrive on a programme. Some may 
have to go through a scrupulous selection process to secure a place in the 
programme, which may give them a sense that they are part of the elite group in the 
organisation. Their perception and openness to learning in a programme is likely to 
be very different from individuals who have been obliged to go on a programme to 
address or correct certain development gaps. 
 
 
Research Design 

 
A qualitative approach was used to gain a better understanding of the underlying 
motivations and opinions of respondents about how they go about measuring the 
impact of executive development interventions in their organisation. This approach 
also helped uncover trends throughout the eighteen interviews, and dive deeper 
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into specific comments made. Finally Qualitative interviews data allows for a better 
interpretation and understanding of successful (and unsuccessful) stories behind 
results and achievements, factors that contributed to the success, etc.  
 
 
Sample size and participants 
 

For the purpose of this research, experienced business and HR leaders from 
leading organisations were targeted. These included a combination of Deputy 
Chairmen, Group heads of Learning and Development, Regional HR Directors, 
Learning & Organisation Development Managers and global head of Talent 
Management and Leadership Developments. Approximately thirty potential 
research participants were approached via email and phone, of which eighteen 
responded positively. 
 

The majority of the respondents (94%) were from the private sector, with one 
respondent (6%) representing the non-profit sector. Participants were also 
predominantly (89%) working in the HR function (e.g. learning and development, 
talent management, organisation development, etc.) with a couple of respondents 
being business leaders (11%). 33% of respondents were females and the rest 
(67%) were males. Interviewees who worked in the HR function were involved and 
in charge of the design, delivery and management of leadership development in the 
organisation for eighteen years on average. 
 
Finally, all respondents represented organisations varying from 1,200 employees 
and 1.7 million employees, and the average being around 40,000 employees.   
 
 
 

Findings (at high level)  

 
Based on the literature review, it was expected that numerous organisations would 
mention the use of Kirkpatrick’s levels to measure the impact of their executive 
development initiatives. However, this wasn’t the case. Even though Kirkpatrick’s 
four levels is predominantly accepted as a standard framework in use in the field of 
training and development, the use of stories, signs or indicators was the most quoted 
method for evaluating interventions. Brinkerhoff’s Success Case Method (SCM) 
wasn’t mentioned at all, however the methodology he has developed his approach 
around (i.e. surveys, interviews, identifying success and unsuccessful stories, etc.) is 
broadly utilised in a number of the organisations which were part of this research.   
 
Findings from our interviews were organised in seven major themes or categories, 
presented below from most popular to least popular. Note that most respondents 
have adopted more than one model or approach for measuring impact of their 
interventions. 
 

1. Indicators, signs or stories that generally emerge from informal or formal 

conversations, interviews or simply participants’ comments following an 
intervention (8 respondents out of 18 indicated that they relied on this 

https://www.linkedin.com/vsearch/p?title=Learning+%26+Organisation+Development+Manager&trk=prof-exp-title
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methodology, amongst others)  
2. HR related metrics - internal promotion vs external hire; attrition/retention of 

key staff; employee satisfaction (climate/culture survey); diversity; etc. (6 out 
of 18 respondents use a form of HR related metric for evaluating impact) 

3. The question of ROI – in some cases the learning function is admitting to 

“having pressure from the business to measure the value of interventions 
quantitatively”. In other cases there is an acceptance that it’s not possible to 
attach a metric to leadership development, therefore ROI as a measurement 
model is not explored. 6 out of 18 respondents touched upon the question 
(and need) of ROI and quantitative measures. However currently, in none of 
these six organisations there is an ROI based evaluation model in place. 

4. “It’s too complicated” – In 5 out of 18 organisations that participated in our 

research, impact is not measured or the interviewee was too sceptical about 
how much can really be measured. 

5. 360 Degree Feedback – four organisations are relying on pre and post 360 

degree assessment or surveys.  
6. Reaction, Learning and Behaviour outcomes (i.e. Levels 1, 2 and 3 on 

Kirkpatrick’s framework). A reference to one of Kirkpatrick’s three levels was 
mentioned by three respondents in total. For that reasons they have been 
grouped in one common theme. A respondent indicated that they use “happy 
sheets” to grasp the reaction of learners following a training programme they 
have attended. Another one shared some behavioural changes (e.g. 
increased leadership effectiveness and capabilities, enhanced trust and 
respect within peers, etc.). Finally a respondent indicated how the application 
of knowledge and skills acquired on a programme were applied back at work 
and resulted in some sort of enhanced job-related performance. 

7. Strength of talent pipeline – when probed on the way they were evaluating 

interventions, two individuals referred to talent management measures and 
particularly the strength of the talent pipeline. 

 
 
 
Findings (in more details) 

 
1. Indicators, signs or stories  

Qualitative data (e.g. indicators, signals, stories or anecdotes) gathered through 
post-programme informal conversations, surveys or interviews which provide an 
indication of impact was the most popular answer provided by respondents with eight 
of them referring to this methodology for measuring the impact of their interventions.  
 
Indicators can take multiple forms, for example: getting more requests (to attend a 
programme or workshop) than the organisation can manage; how long a programme 
has been running for; finding out that certain executives decided to remain with the 
organisation as a result of attending a development programme; and any other 
revelations or anecdotes about what participants went on to do differently as a result 
of attending the programme.  
 
Respondents’ observations include:  

 “According to the CEO, this intervention was one of the three key 
contributions that he (with the help of HR) made in his 2 years’ reign and the 
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most impactful intervention as a standalone initiative”.  

 “After running our flagship executive development programme for ten years, 
we assessed its impact through a survey with all alumni. This provided us with 
a wealth of evidence… For example our executive development intervention 
received so much acclaim, which inspired the Executive Committee to 
undertake their own version, a further testimony to its impact” 

 “Impact measurement relies on focus groups, interviews and informal 
conversations where individuals share what shift – if any - they noticed in their 
colleague’s behaviours. We also look at the stories and sharing from 
participants”   

 “At the close of every Programme, each participant, working in co-coaching 
triads with their colleagues, creates a Personal Action Plan. The successful 
execution of these plans has been a key indicator of the Programme’s impact” 

 “We do in depth interviews with stakeholders who have sent their managers 
and ask these stakeholders how the programme is helping the participants 
grow” 

 

“Storytelling is at the heart of the SCM and the main output of an SCM study is 
stories” according to Brinkerhoff, a Professor at Western Michigan University. Even 
though none of the respondents actually referred to Brinkerhoff’s work, the mixed 
methodologies (e.g. inquiry, surveys, interviews) used in these organisations hint at 
the SCM. The Brinkerhoff’s Success Case Method aims to help all stakeholders 
learn what worked, what didn’t work, what valuable results were achieved and what 
can be done to obtain greater results from future efforts. As Brinkerhoff indicates, 
“SCM combines the ancient craft of storytelling with more current evaluation 
approaches of naturalistic inquiry and case study”.  
 
Acclaims from senior leaders are another powerful signal that an intervention has 
had a positive impact for the business, as these individuals can often be sceptical 
about the value of training interventions at organisational level. Brinkerhoff indicated 
that a problem with training evaluation is that senior executives don’t clearly see and 
believe in the impact and value of development interventions, so they withdraw 
effective support and involvement from it. 
 
The use of appreciative inquiry - in evaluating the impact of interventions - wasn’t 
mentioned by any respondent which is consistent with the literature: “the use of 
Appreciative Inquiry in evaluation is relatively new”. For Dunlap, both appreciative 
inquiry and collaborative forms of evaluation emphasise social constructivism, that 
sense making is achieved through dialogue and interaction. And both types of inquiry 
underline the importance of asking questions and dialogue.   
 
 

2. HR related metrics 

Six out of eighteen respondents indicated that their organisation relies on HR metrics 
(e.g. workforce productivity, employee engagement, retention, etc.) and 
measurements to estimate the effectiveness of development interventions as well as 
demonstrate areas of improvement.  
A respondent indicated that a success measure for their organisation is the ratio of 
external vs internal people hired and that they “would like to see a reduction in 
external recruitment and favour internal people going up the ranks as it costs a lot to 
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hire people externally and it is not sustainable”. 
 
General respondents’ comments: 

 “We have a global survey every two years (80% response) as an indicator on 
the way global population is progressing. We look at longitudinal surveys” 

 “We look at diversity metrics... In our organisations there is a high degree of 
women at director level”   

 “In our organisation we look at a number of people metrics including: the ratio 
of employee who are externally recruited vs internally promoted; the 
movement of people (i.e. promotions of individuals attending programmes); 
Retention and engagement of talent pool and the people they lead (i.e. DR); 
Employee satisfaction survey” 

 “Over sixty executives have been promoted since their participation in the 
programme of which five have been appointed at executive committee level”.  

 “Certain executives who participated in the programme admitted that despite 
the acquisition of another organisation (which had an impact on their job) they 
decided to stay with the co because of the programme” 

 
According to Holton, individuals who possess a more positive attitude (i.e. they are 
more engaged) towards their organisation are more likely to engage in learning that 
will benefit the company via enhanced performance. Employee engagement was 
mentioned by approximately half of the interviewees who said that they used HR 
metrics to measure the impact of their executive development interventions. For 
Buchen the increasing focus on talent shortages as well as the continuous decline of 
company loyalty has urged training professionals to look at both areas with greater 
urgency.  
 
Even though HR related metrics measure the overall level of leadership quality in an 
organisation, thanks to engagement surveys for example, rather than the impact of 
an executive development intervention, “HR metrics” was mentioned by a quarter of 
respondents and was the second most popular approach mentioned by respondents 
in our study.  
 
 

3. The question of ROI 

The subject of ROI was touched upon by six respondents out of eighteen. 
Respondents indicated divergent experiences: in a few organisations the HR 
department is feeling some pressure from senior executives to measure the 
quantitative impact of interventions, whereas in most organisations who touched 
upon the ROI question there is a sense that quantitative measurement is not 
something that can or should be explored. One interviewee shared that ROI will 
emerge through development interventions that have an action learning component: 
“As for ROI, we know we might be able to articulate it when we have live projects in 
place and our participants offer solutions to those business challenges”.  

 
The other comments made are: 

 “Our organisation’s philosophy is to rely upon the agile and adaptive quality of 
its culture to exploit emergent opportunities for enhanced performance. For 
this reason, we deliberately chose not to use financial or nonfinancial targets, 
metrics or KPIs to shape either the design of the programme or to tie to 
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participants’ learning. We felt that by having a limitless approach, learning 
would be unrestrictive and unimaginable results could be achieved” 

 “We are generally accepting the fact that you can’t put a metric to LD”  

 “Pressure is coming from the business to measure quantitatively” 

 
The literature documents many practices of financial analysis frameworks for 
measuring the impact of training and development. Janowski, cited in Parsons, 
argues that “value” defined as bottom line results, or economic value alone, 
embraces a philosophy defined by early classical economists where labour only is 
perceived as the true origin of every value. In other words this view is missing out the 
value cost factor to individuals, teams and organisation.  
Jack and Patti Phillips argue the benefits and barriers to the ROI process in their 
research. The key barriers identified by them are: (1) - costs and time (they estimate 
this to be around 4-5% of the total direct HR budget); (2) - change of focus for HR 
staff (the skills needed to implement an ROI evaluation may be missing in the HR 
team), (3) - Unsound initial analysis (some development programmes have been 
implemented for the wrong reasons and are based on requests to pursue a desired 
industry trend); (4) - and Fear (as they see the ROI process as an individual 
performance evaluation process rather than a process improvement tool). 
For Brinkerhoff, financial analysis frameworks adopt a language of value that 
misrepresents the main motive of effective training. Brinkerhoff also suggests that 
the utilisation of ROI models compromise the mission of effecting training in 
organisations. 
The above list of barriers to the ROI process may explain why more respondents 
than not were hesitant to use ROI for evaluating the impact of their executive 
interventions.  
 
 

4. “It’s too complicated” 

Five respondents out of eighteen indicated that measuring the impact of executive 
development interventions was too tricky or that it would take a lot of time to find out 
if the intervention really created any sort of meaningful impact. Some of the 
comments made include: 

 “We have the classical measures in place, including post 6 months 
assessment.  But how much can we really measure?”  

 “The most difficult part is measuring the impact of our interventions, “I am not 
talking about ROI here”  

 “It will take 15-20 years before we know if we have made a difference” 

 Measuring the impact of leader development interventions is an ongoing 
problem. As one manager said: “We’re big on measurement. Everyone is big 
on measurement. But given the amount of noise in the equation, to isolate the 
corporate academy variable may not be possible, and in any case it is 
probably not worth investing tons of mental energy on.”  

 
There are a number of organisational barriers which obstruct evaluation efforts. 
According to a survey of instructional designers by Moller and Mallin 88% of 
respondents stated that barriers exist in their organisations, with the presiding hurdle 
to conducting evaluations being associated to a lack of time and other resources. 
These results were confirmed in a research made by Kennedy, Chyung, Winiecki 
and Brinkerhoff which found that the main reason why learning professionals don’t 
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conduct an evaluation of business impact (level 4 on Kirkpatrick’s levels) is lack of 
resources available (time and budget). Other organisational barriers that emerged 
from Molller and Mallin’s survey include the culture of the organisation being 
resistant to evaluation, as well as a lack of access to data required to conduct the 
evaluation.  
Interestingly, very few respondents to Moller and Mallin’s survey identified “a lack of 
ability or methodology” as a barrier obstructing efforts to evaluation interventions at 
levels 3 and 4.  
That said, when asked about the model used to measure interventions at each of 
Kirkpatrick’s levels, Moller and Mallin discovered that respondents often identified 
methods that were unsuitable for the evaluation level. These authors hypothesize 
whether there is a lack of knowledge about evaluation methodology, indicating that 
respondents may not really understand what measurements indicate changes in 
behaviour. 
A survey made by Twitchell et al. (2000) and cited in Kennedy, Chyung, Winiecki 
and Brinkerhoff (2014) indicates that two noteworthy barriers to conducting level 3 
and level 4 evaluations were costs and lack of training.  
The costs reason was also picked up by Pulichino who found that the main reasons 
why organisations don’t conduct level 3 and 4 evaluations are: the complication in 
accessing the data required (for levels 3 and 4 measurement), a lack of 
management support, and the time and cost involved in doing evaluation at these 
levels. 
 
 

5. 360 Degree Feedback 

Four respondents out of eighteen indicated that they rely on 360 degree feedback 
(using either their own or the provider’s 360 model) to measure the impact of their 
development programmes.  In one instance, 360 degree feedback was used before 
a programme but not after. 

 “We use 360 degree assessment to measure the before and after 
[intervention] behaviour shift” 

 “Opportunity for 360 degree feedback combined with 1:1 coaching 
empowered certain people to step up and take responsibility for some of the 
cross organisational challenges they see” 

 
Fletcher and Baldry discussed about the value of 360 degree feedback as an 
evaluation framework by assessing the belief that changes in ratings of the same 
individual over two time period are an outcome of changes in performance, rather 
than other ingredients. In fact research suggests that alterations in ratings over time 
can be accredited to a number of reasons such as changes in the rate self-
assessment and rater assessment, a perceived need for consistency, etc  
 
 

6. Reaction, Learning and Behaviour outcomes 

Levels 1, 2 and 3 of Kirkpatrick’s framework were regrouped under one common 
theme in the findings. Three respondents pointed out that they use one of these 
three levels in their efforts. One interviewee shared how their flagship executive 
development intervention accounted for a number of changes at both behaviour (e.g. 
participants reported a greater sense of purpose and empowerment as a result of 
attending the programme) and organisational levels (e.g. the current culture puts 
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greater emphasis on innovation; we became less introspective and more confident in 
challenging its own beliefs; etc.).  
 
Another organisation, who also didn’t refer to Kirkpatrick’s level’s terminology, 
indicated how an intervention led to enhanced personal leadership capabilities, 
expanded co-operation and networks across organisational boundaries and 
increased confidence to lead. 
 

 “At broad level we don’t measure the impact or ROI of its development 
activities on the business beyond the famous reaction sheets” (level 1) 

 “We achieved to increase the leadership capabilities of the senior Leadership 
team in four capability areas” (level 2) 

 “Key stakeholders shared that as a result of the 6 month development journey 
the Leadership Team was much more focused and aware of what they were 
doing. The capability to work together improved greatly” (level 2) 

 “I know that some forward thinking executives took this scenario planning 
approach and when they went back to their country they changed the way 
they planned and strategized, however I don’t have details of the impact 
created as a result” (level 3) 

 
For Phillips and Phillips in most cases all development programmes are evaluated at 
level 1 (reaction). This is in stark contrast with our findings. Phillips and Phillips also 
found that collecting level 2 data should be pretty straight-forward, even though not 
all interventions rely on this approach. They suggest that only 60% of all 
interventions are evaluated at level 2.  According to Kaufman et al the perceived 
complexity of levels 2, 3 and 4 of the Kirkpatrick framework explains why the model 
has not been widely used despite its overall attractiveness. Phillips and Phillips 
implementing level 3 evaluation requires more time and resources than levels 1 and 
2.Brinkerhoff and Montesino shared that end of session’s surveys limits the 
evaluation to a brief assessment of participants’ immediate reaction to a programme 
and do not come close to sufficiently assessing behaviour changes and impact back 
at work.  
 
 

7. Strength of talent pipeline 

Two respondents also indicated that their organisation looks at succession based 
measures, meaning for example that for any role the organisation seeks to have two 
or three people behind who could succeed to that role, using timeframes such as 
‘ready now’, ‘ready in two years’, or ‘ready in four years’. Another organisation uses 
a “1:2:1" measurement approach which means that for every senior role, every 
business unit has to have one local successor for the short term and two local 
successors for the long term.  
 

 In my view, the impact of L&D interventions is best measured through the 
strength of the pipeline. In our company for every position we have 2 people 
ready now and 2 ready to move in the future. Therefore, each position has 4 
successors.  
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Looking at the strength of the talent pipeline as a tool or indicator for measuring the 
impact of executive interventions isn’t a very popular approach amongst the 
respondents.  
There is however an obvious connection between the two. Good leaders grow and 
keep the talent that the organisation needs to thrive in the future. Being able to know 
which individual will step in their manager’s role one day is certainly “helps reduce 
the anxiety of board members”. And it’s true that the best teams succeed thanks to a 
deep bench strength and the skilful movement of talented players in the system. 
Nonetheless, Kesler suggests that organisations striving to measure the impact of 
executive interventions by tracing the number of positions filled by individuals 
identified in succession planning are making a faux pas as there is an assumption 
that the goal is to be accurate at forecasting. Instead Kesler argues that the aim 
should be to invest in carefully selected individuals with potential in order to increase 
competition for higher positions. 
 
 
Complementary findings 
 

Above and beyond these seven themes, a number of interesting albeit atypical 
observations and comments on impact measurement were shared. One respondent 
commented about the timing when the evaluation, or at least discussion around it, 
happens. In this organisation there is a measurement process in place which 
includes a mandatory step in the design phase where HR and the business jointly 
decide how the impact will be measured. A key distinction between summative and 
formative evaluation is in fact “timing”. In formative context, evaluation happens 
throughout the design and development phase, whereas in a summative example 
the evaluation happens after most if not all design and development efforts. Despite 
a survey made by White and Branch suggesting that 89% of respondents believe 
that formative evaluation improves training effectiveness, our findings indicate that 
most efforts today in organisations are still on assessing outcomes of completed 
training programmes. 
 
A couple of respondents described that “there is an assumption in the organisation 
that learning and development is the right thing to do”. Top managers believe in the 

value of learning and as a result put less pressure on the learning team to 
demonstrate impact. Another interviewee shared his view that “If you are close to the 
business and the business decides what they want to learn, or need to learn, then 
the pressure to prove impact is lesser”. 

 
Impact can also be measured directly through solving business problems via the use 
of “action learning”, e.g. using learning interventions to address real strategic 
challenges sponsored by senior management. The implicit reference to strategic 
direction here was another exception to the rule. Whilst there is almost no research 
on factors influencing the transfer of individual performance into organisational 
performance outcomes, Montesino cited in Holton found that learners who perceived 
more clearly the connection between a development intervention and the strategic 
direction of the company were able to apply skills back at work in greater proportion 
than individuals who didn’t see that connection clearly.  
 

https://www.google.co.uk/search?es_sm=122&biw=1280&bih=598&q=define+atypical&sa=X&ved=0CCQQ_SowAGoVChMI19eisJmVxwIV5arbCh1TgQCp
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Finally one respondent discussed the value of leadership development interventions 
at societal level: “Looking ahead, unless a Leadership Development does not impact 
BOTH organisation and society then you need to question the need for it and its 
acceptability. The question becomes: is it good for the organisation and is it good for 
society?” Level 5 from the “five levels of critical organizational concern and 

evaluation”, based on Kaufman and Keller, focuses on the contributions that an 
organisation must make to its client and society. In other words, is what the 
organisation creates contributing to the good of society in general as well as pleasing 
clients? 
 
 
 
 

 
Discussion 

 
Practices in place for measuring the impact of customised executive development in 
organisations range hugely from one institution to the other. A number of 
respondents in our research indicated that they rely on indicators which demonstrate 
positive results (Longevity of the programme; getting more requests to attend a 
programme that can offer; etc.). The second most popular practice for measuring 
impact which emerged from our research consists of relying on HR metrics (e.g. 
promotions, talent retention etc.). Levels 1, 2 and 3 were not so often mentioned by 
respondents and the utilisation of ROI (quantifiable bottom line result) appears to be 
on top of numerous interviewee’s mind, yet very few appear to be using this 
methodology effectively. 
 
Solid impact data, which can be obtained via Brinkerhoff’s SCM approach for 
example, leads to a series of actions and decisions which give a clear understanding 
of the nature of the impact, and also enables us to state why we got an impact where 
we did, and why we did not.   
 
Findings from our interviews also reiterate that it is indeed very difficult to show 
an exclusive cause and effect relationship between a programme and enhanced 
individual or organisation performance. There are always a number of intervening 
variables whose impact simply cannot be isolated and accounted for.  
 
 
Why do interventions fail to produce business impact? 

 
Despite some success stories experienced by practitioners who took part in our 
research, most corporate training doesn’t produce the desired business impact. 
According to research by Brinkerhoff and Montesino, no more than 20% of the 
investment in development interventions pays off in transfer to the job. For 
Brinkerhoff and Gill the impact of common training interventions is shockingly small 
with nearly 80% of efforts being wasted. 
 
What research clearly indicates is that an intervention on its own won’t result in long-
lasting behavioural change at work unless there is a clear support from the 
organisation in the learner’s work environment. 
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According to research, one of the most important influences in the facilitation of 
transfer of learning is management support. Other important forces in facilitating or 
hindering on the job application of learning acquired in a training programme are: (1) 
- “crisis work atmosphere”; (2) - an uncertain work environment; (3) - specific job 
characteristic that diminish change; (4) - the influence of peers; (5) - resistance to 
innovation; (6) - organisational policies and values and organisational climate 
elements. All of these were cited in Brinkerhoff and Montesino.  
 
For Brinkerhoff (2005), more than 80% of interventions that failed to produce impact 
do so because of factors in the preparation or the follow-up of the actual 
development programme or intervention. According to Brinkerhoff, preparation of 
learning and follow-up support each count for 40% or more of failure to achieve 
business impact, with the remaining 20% attributed to the quality of the learning 
experience or intervention.  
 
A study by Michalck (1981), cited in Brinkerhoff and Montesino (1995), found that in 
numerous development interventions the phases before and after the delivery are 
neglected by trainers and managers. Researchers call this “a lack of a training 
support system to manage the transfer process” and noted it in several studies by 
the likes of Broad, Glenn, Newstrom etc.  
 
In the ASTD’s survey, respondents shared that the struggle to isolate an 
intervention’s impact on results (versus other factors) is the factor which most 
negatively impacted their organisation’s ability to conduct level 3 and level 4 
evaluations (ASTD 2009, cited in Kennedy, Chyung, Winiecki and Brinkerhoff, 2014). 
The next most popular reason given by respondents is that the organisation’s LMS 
(Learning Management System) does not have a useful evaluation function, and the 
third most popular answer is that evaluation data is not consistent enough in order to 
compare it across functions. 
 
For Goldstein and Ford, the failure to learn (level 2 on Kirkpatrick) may be due to 
numerous reasons beyond the quality of the training intervention; these include for 
example a lack of support or commitment from line managers and other key 
stakeholder, development activities that are not working for the participants (e.g. that 
fail to stimulate thinking and processing), or even just a defective evaluation system.  
For Brinkerhoff, another important reason why transfer doesn’t happen at work is the 
immediate workload demands that individuals face when they return in the office. 
Like Goldstein, Brinkerhoff argues that it doesn’t matter how efficient a training 
programme is if participants don’t have any opportunity or encouragement to put in 
practice at work what they’ve learnt in the classroom. 
 

 
Conclusion 
 

The argument is often made that “the value of leadership is self-evident” (Coats, 
2010) however that value is rarely easily translated to a quantifiable benefit at 
organisational level. There is a sense emerging from the interviews we conducted 
that today too many executive development programs are developed because “there 
is a need for it", rather than in response to very carefully thought through 
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organisational drivers. This conclusion is made as the majority of organisations we 
interviewed indicated vague impact measurement results.  
 
From the eighteen business and HR leaders interviewed, eight of them rely on 
indicators, signs or stories to measure the impact of executive interventions, and six 
out of eighteen respondents look at HR related metrics such as internal promotion, 
retention, employee satisfaction, etc. The question of ROI also appears to be 
growing in importance in organisations seeking to quantify the return on their 
investment in leadership development, with six out of eighteen respondents touching 
upon this theme. 
The response from the remaining respondents who took part in our research was 
mixed: five of them found impact measurement too complicated to achieve; three 
interviewees said that they look at Kirkpatrick’s levels 1, 2 and 3 (reaction, learning 
and behaviour outcomes); four individuals said they look at 360 degree feedback 
and finally two of them mentioned the strength of the pipeline as an evaluation 
method. 
 
Whilst none of the respondents referred to Brinkerhoff's Success Case Method, this 
approach might be of interest to address the challenges associated with the 
evaluation of leadership development initiatives. The evaluation of training, when 
embedded in a coherent strategic framework like the SCM can be a powerful tool for 
organisation learning and capability building. For Brinkerhoff, getting improved 
performance from capability of employees is a performance management challenge. 
Whether individuals perform to the best of their ability or at some level less than their 
best ability is driven by a number of factors which belong to the performance 
management system field and which includes items such as incentives, rewards and 
job aids. These need to be integrated to drive performance. 
 
Researchers and practitioners shared that ongoing commitment of senior leadership 
is critical to ensure development interventions deliver value for the organisation. This 
was confirmed by respondents to our research. If learning and development 
professionals are to increase the chances of learning transfer materialising, they 
ought to think about the value of building a strong partnership with line managers so 
that ownership of learning becomes a co-owner and co-managed process. According 
to Brinkerhoff and Montesino, this collaboration depends on a number of factors and 
can occur different ways, for example: (1) - student “readiness” to learn; (2) - the 
perceived importance of the training to the individuals’ job; (3) - setting concrete 
expectations from an intervention; (4) - positive reinforcement of behaviours taught; 
(5) - taking opportunities for sharing the learning acquired; (6) –taking accountability 
for learning and application of knowledge acquired.  
 
If learning and development professionals can identify the possible barriers to 
evaluation within their organisation (e.g. lack of time and resources; getting over the 
“it’s too complicated” mind-set; developing an organisational culture that embraces, 
as opposed to resisting, evaluation; etc.), then, with the support of business leaders 
including line managers, organisations should be able to come up with strategies to 
remove these hurdles and get on with impact evaluation.  
 

 


