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Evaluating Effectiveness of Information Products with a Four-Level
Model

by Saul Carliner

For those of us who produce information for a living, the knowledge economy-in theory-should present aterrific
opportunity. In most schemes, knowledge is aresource that is valued over information. As Richard Saul Wurman describes
in his book Information Anxiety, information is facts put into some general context; knowledge is information presented in
away that people can apply it.

Put more bluntly, providing information is a"commaodity,” something that anyone can do. Providing knowledge is a service
that adds value to information-and brings added value to information.

If the value of our work isin turning information into knowledge, how can we ensure that the content we publishis
perceived as knowledge rather than simply information? The short answer is that there is no easy answer. But there are
approaches to evaluating information that help technical communicators determine how their content is performing.

A Modéd from the Field of Training

People who evaluate training programs often use a four-level framework that was first proposed by Donald Kirkpatrick in
1959 (Table 1).

’ Level ’ Name I ssues Assessed at this Level

Assesses participants' initial reactions to acourse. That, in turn, offersinsightsinto
participants satisfaction with a course. Trainers usually assess this through a survey,
often called a"smiley sheet," or with focus groups and similar methods to receive more
called qualitative feedback.

Assesses the amount of information that participants learned. Trainers usually assess
0 Learning  [thiswith acriterion-referenced test. The criteria explicitly state the skills that
participants should be able to perform after taking a course.

| Reaction

Assesses the amount of material that participants actually use in everyday work 6
weeks to 6 months (perhaps longer) after taking the course. This assessment is based on

I Transfer the objectives of the course and assessed through tests, observations, surveys, and
interviews with co-workers and supervisors.
Assesses the impact of the training course on the performance of the organization 6
BUSINESS monthsto 2 years after the course. Impact is, at the least, assessed in terms of

v results performance on a significant business metric, such as the effect of learning on callsto
the response line, errorsin a process, or sales made. At the most, impact is assessed in
financial terms.
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Table 1: Kirkpatrick's Four Levels (Kirkpatrick, 1994)
Although some aspects of this model transfer well to technical communication, other aspects do not.
Level 1: Reaction

We, too, can track the satisfaction of our users. Many technical communicators attempt to do so through Comment Forms at
the end of some printed communication products, like user's guides and reference manuals. But most Comment Forms don't
assess user satisfaction, they merely identify errors in the communication products. Furthermore, technical communicators
do not always include such comment forms or provide users with any opportunity to provide feedback.

Level 2: Learning
Most of the information that technical communicators produceis:

. Disposable, intended only for one use, such asinstalling software
. Motivational, such as demonstrations that are intended for prospective consumers
. Only intended for occasional use, such as advanced tips and techniques in user's guides.

Once people use the information, they no longer need it or are not likely to useit for along time, and are not expected to
retain it. Measuring learning in such instances seems inappropriate. What matters instead to technical communicatorsisthe
users ability to perform specific tasks described in the communication product.

Level 3: Transfer

Most assessments of users' ability to perform tasks al so assess how effectively users can transfer technical information to
the task at hand. For those technical communication products that are "disposable,” or only intended for occasional use the
bulk of technical communication products the two levels can be therefore assessed at one time. For technical
communication products intended to train or motivate, a separate assessment of transfer is still appropriate.

Level 4: Results

Thisisthe measurement of the value added by technical communication products as they relate to a business objective. For
example, isthe communication product expected to reduce expenses, generate revenues, or help the organization comply
with a governmental, industry, or corporate regulation? By identifying measurements we can track whether the product
achieved those goals. For example, if acommunication product is supposed to increase revenue by 4 percent, do the
business's measures indicate this? Or if it is supposed to reduce support costs by 5 percent, did the support costs go down?

In addition to these limitations, the Kirkpatrick model primarily focuses on learners' perspectives on a program. Although
learners are important, in many instances, they are not the only stakeholders. All trainers also have to satisfy their clients or
management, whether working externally as consultants and contractors or internally as employees. The Kirkpatrick model
fails to gauge client satisfaction with alearning program.

A Four-Level Model for Evaluating Technical | nformation Products
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Despite these limitations of the Kirkpatrick model, it can still be applied to the evaluation of technical communication
products. Table 2 summarizes the adapted model.

Assesses how clients feel about the information devel opment processin general and the
experience of working with you in particular

N

’ Client Satisfaction

’ Level | Name | Purpose

’ 1 | User Satisfaction |Assesse£ how usersfeel about a given communication product

’ 2 | User Performance ’ M easures the extent to which users can perform the main objectives

’ 3 | Client Performance ’ M easures the extent to which the communication product met the business objectives

Table 2: The Kirkpatrick Model Adapted to Technical Communication (Carliner 1997)
Level 1. Assessing User Satisfaction

A survey of user satisfaction assesses whether users can find the information they seek, whether that information answers
their questions, and the user's level of satisfaction with communication product. Many web-based user assistance systems
use this approach. Somewhere on the page, they ask a question like: "Did this information help you?' Users respond yes or
no. Some systems then ask users to explain their response.

More comprehensive satisfaction surveys have been proposed, such as the satisfaction-focused Reader's Comment Form |
proposed in a 2003 article in Intercom (Carliner 2003). Still other organizations evaluate satisfaction by including questions
about communication products in more comprehensive employee and customer satisfaction surveys.

Level 2: Assessing User Performance

Thistype of evaluation determines whether uses can perform the main tasks that the communication product describes. It
assumes that before you began devel oping the communication product, you devel oped observable and measurable
objectives for the content describing:

. Thetasks users should be able to perform after reading the information
. The conditions under which users would perform those tasks
. Thelevel of acceptable performance for the task

(If these look like learning objectives used instructional designers, that's because these are the same things.)

The way you assess user performance varies, depending on the purpose of the communication product. Note that in all the
following cases of assessing user performance, the assessment tool emerges directly from main content objectives
established before devel oping the communication product.

Training: To assess user performance for training products, conduct alearning test that derives test questions directly from
the objectives. For example, if an objective indicates that users should be able to name five types of communication

products, then the test question could be "Name 5 types of communication products.” In more complex situations, use more
complex gquestions. For example, if users should be able to choose the most appropriate programming technigque for a given
situation, you should provide users with a brief case study, then ask them to choose a technique and explain how they made
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the choice.

Marketing: To assess user performance for marketing products, such as a catalog or other promotional piece, do one of the
following:

. If users are supposed to order a product, then assess their performance by the accuracy of the order.
. |If usersare supposed to request more information, then assess their performance by the relevancy of their requests
for information.

Sharing Scientific Information: To assess user performance for products intended to share information, you'll need to use
indirect means. The ultimate purpose of sharing scientific information is that others useit. Track how the scientific
information is used by tracking citations in other articles and books or tracking the creation of derivative works.

Using a Product, Service, or Policy: To assess information products that describe how to use something, assess the user
performance. Do so by observing how easily and quickly users performthe intended tasks. Usability tests are the most
common means of doing so. The heart of ausability test isa usability scenario, which describes area world situation in
which userswould actually perform the task named in the main objective.

Level 3: Assessing Client Performance

This type of evaluation measures the value added by technical communication products. by measuring how well the
communication product is able to meet the pre-defined business goalsit was trying to achieve. Business objectives for a
communication product might pertain to:

. Reducing expenses
. Increasing revenues
. Complying with corporate, industry, or government regulations

Assessing client performance requires that you identify a business measure, such as expenses or revenues, and establish a
baseline for that measure before the communication product is released. Unless you track the trend in these measurements
for a period before you introduce the communication product, you cannot, with any credibility, assert that your product
caused the change in business performance. Track the changes and note related events for awhile after the release, as well,
to get afull assessment of the impact of the communication product.

For example, a business objective might be to keep support costs under $3.4 million for the coming year. Y ou would begin
tracking support costs immediately after the project begins (and before the release of the communication product). Are
support costs increasing quickly or slowly (or decreasing)? Then, continue to track support costs through the entire year
after the communication product is published. Note the trend. Also note other events that might have had an effect on your
sel ected measurement. Suppose, for instance, that sales remained flat. The lack of additional demand for support services
could just as easily account for the containment of support costs as the publication of a communication product.

Level 4. Assessing Client Satisfaction

Thistype of evaluation assesses clients' feeling about the information development process in general and the experience of
working with you in particular. It is the type of evaluation that is overlooked by the Kirkpatrick model.
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In some ways, client satisfaction can be the easiest type of satisfaction to assess. If aclient gives you repeat business, the
client is sufficiently satisfied with your work.

But not every client gives you repeat business because they want to, some give it because they have to. The client might
work for the same organization as you and be required to use your services, no matter how the client feels about the value
you provide. Or the client might be very satisfied with your services, but may ssmply not have any additional projects.

Assessing client satisfaction in the absence of repeat business presents a dilemma. Satisfaction surveys, like the one
suggested for assessing user satisfaction, serve little good for measuring client satisfaction. Clients may hesitate to answer
such as survey honestly, particularly internal corporate clients who have no choice on whose servicesto use.

A performance review with a client (or an employer) reviews the objectives of the assignment and assesses how well you
met them. For an information project, the assessment will likely focus on your ability to meet schedules, budgets, and
quality guidelines, and whether the information project met its objectives and business needs.

The client might also assess you on the perceived quality of your work, such as their affection for your writing style and
assessment of your creativity. Although subjective, this feedback tells you how the client responded to the communication
product.

Implementing an Evaluation Program in Your Organization
Underlying many conversations about this and the Kirkpatrick model, two assumptions usually arise:

. Organizations need to perform all four levels of evaluation to have an effective evaluation program
. If an organization performs all four levels and receives satisfactory results, they "prove” that technical
communication is a valuable service and guarantee future business

Neither assumption istrue. Most organizations do not need to perform all 4 levels of evaluation for every project.
Extensive, four-level evaluation consumes hours of a specialy skilled (and highly paid) evaluator's time and most project
budgets cannot stretch that far. But in many cases, even if the funding is available, the effort would not be worthwhile
because the evaluation will only confirm what the clients already know. For example, if evaluations of a maintenance
manual have aready indicated that users can perform the intended tasks and business objectives have been achieved, then a
project that simply updates that manual is likely to achieve the same results. An evaluation to demonstrate this likely
success is probably not warranted.

That concept of "demonstration” is essential to understanding why technical communicators cannot assume evaluations
"prove" the effectiveness of their work. No evidence exists that can prove beyond reasonable doubt the effectiveness of any
particular piece of technical communication. The best that the evidence can do is suggest effectiveness based on a small
sample of users. Rather than an act of proof, demonstrating effectivenessis an act of persuasion-arhetorical act.

But the more evidence that supports the argument that a particular technical communication product is effective, the more
likely stakeholders will be convinced. One piece of evidence is more persuasive than none. Evidence that was formally and
rigorously collected is more persusasive than an unsolicited comment. Most significantly, the mere fact that evidence was
actively sought and collected often persuades clients that their technical communicators are focused on producing
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knowledge.

And in the knowledge economy, that's as good as money.

kkkkkkkkkkhkkkkkk*k

Saul Carliner is an associate professor with the graduate program in Educational Technology at Concordia University.
The author of 7 books including the recent E-Learning Handbook, he is a Certified Training and Devel opment
Professional, board member of the Canadian Society for Training and Development, past Research Fellow of the American
Society for Training and Development, Fellow and past international president of the Society for Technical
Communication, and the keynote speaker for the 2008 |EEE PCS conference. Contact: saulcarliner AT gmail DOT com .

Copyright (c) 2008 IEEE Professional Communication Society. All rights Reserved.
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your position in atopic and only displays the relevant styles rather than all the styles. Here's an example...

If | display the styleslist in the Styles pane (clicking on the text formatting toolbar dropdown gives the same result), and
click on the first paragraph without selecting any text, here's the list of available styles.

- Q%

[ Curment Style and Local Formatting

P

Edit Style H Create Style...

Available Styles
(12t clags)
qdtiress
div

fieldset

h1

h2

h3
h4
s

hé

p

pre

But if you select some text in the first paragraph, notice how the list of styles changes. Click on any item in the numbered
list and notice how the list of available styles changes again.
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- e O ox i > 1 I x
Cumert Style and Local Formatting  Cument Style and Local Formatting
]
E dit Style ] [ Create Style. .. Edit Style ] [ Create Style. .
Awailable Styles Awailable Styles
[bet] L [rezet class)

[reset class) li

abbr
acronym
b

big

ife

zode

What's happening is that Flare knows your current selection or location in atopic and only shows the relevant styles. Once
you understand this, it's a huge time-saver since you no longer have to scroll through dozens of stylesto find the one you
want. The problem isthat thisis very different from most other tools, which simply list all your styles, no matter whether
they'rerelevant or not. This, incidentally, is agood argument for getting formal training on your authoring tools. Without
that training and without anal ogies from previous experience to guide you through this new interface feature, many authors
waste alot of time trying to figure out what's going on.

Summary

Today, the Word 2007 Ribbon and Flare's styles feature are unusual and different. But look at them in a positive light to see
how they can make you more efficient. A year from now, you may not be able to imagine how you worked without them.

kkhkkkkkkhkkhkkhkkhkkkkx

Neil Perlin is president of Hyper/Word Services (www.hyperword.com) of Tewksbury, MA. He has 29 years experiencein
technical communication, with 23 in training, consulting, and development for online formats and tools like WinHelp,
HTML Help, JavaHelp, CE Help, RoboHelp, Flare, Mimic, Captivate, and others now known only in legend. Neil isa
member of IEEE and STC, an associate fellow of the STC, and the founder and manager of the Beyond the Bleeding Edge
stem that ran at the STC annual conference from 1999 to 2006.
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Mark Lewisworks for YOU, the tech writer, and the information architect. Mark Lewis isthe DITA Product Manager for
Usability and a product Evangelist for In.vision Research. He designs the user experience for many of In.vision's structured
authoring products allowing everyday authors to create reusable content without knowing the details of XML syntax. Mark
presents on object oriented design methodol ogies to non-programmersto help jumpstart their understanding of structured
authoring, information architecture and the promise of XML. Mark is an active member of STC and OASSDITATC, and
creator and manager of the WritingOBJECTively group on The Content Wrangler Community.

Copyright (c) 2008 IEEE Professional Communication Society. All rights Reserved.
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