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USING IMPORTANCE-PERFORMANCE 
ANALYSIS TO EVALUATE TRAINING
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The importance-performance analysis (IPA) is a tool that can provide timely and usable

feedback to improve training. IPA measures the gaps between the importance and how “good”

(performance) a class is perceived by a student and is presented on a 2x2 matrix. The quadrant

in which data land in this matrix aids in determining potential future action. This article focuses

on integrating IPA into Kirkpatrick’s (1959) four-level framework of evaluation. Examples and

suggestions for improving training are discussed.

IMPORTANCE-PERFORMANCE ANALYSIS (IPA) is a
common technique that is used to understand customer
satisfaction and service quality. As an evaluation tool,
IPA graphically depicts the gap between a current per-
ceived state or condition and a future expected outcome.
This visualization tool can then be used to quickly and
effectively improve decision making and begin further
investigation of root causes. Initially published by
Martilla and James (1977) to improve marketing strate-
gies, it has since been used in other management fields
including recreation (Hammitt, Bixler, & Noe, 1996),
tourism and leisure services (Oh, 2001), and food serv-
ices (Sampson & Show-alter, 1999), among numerous
other disciplines. At the United States Coast Guard
Academy’s Leadership Devel-opment Center (LDC), we
use IPA to improve leadership training by using the IPA
output to help better understand if our instruction,
instructors, and learning outcomes are effectively “hit-
ting the mark,” and thereby improving our course cur-
riculum and leadership training.

TRAINING EVALUATION
The LDC offers 23 courses, with an annual throughput of
nearly 6,000 students, each of which are occasionally eval-
uated based on Kirkpatrick’s (1959) evaluation frame-
work. Kirkpatrick proposed four levels of evaluation:

• Level 1—Reaction: Captures the student’s satisfaction.

• Level 2—Learning: Assesses the student’s ability to
demonstrate mastery of terminal performance objec-
tives (TPO) in the training environment.

• Level 3—Behavior: Measures extent of actual on-the-
job performance.

• Level 4—Results: Determines benefit to the orga-
nization.

Level 1 and 3 evaluations are the focus of this article.
Level 1, Reaction, measures the student’s perceptions of
the course content, materials, learning environment, and
instructor’s performance. The purpose is to capture the
student’s perspective of the training as well as to enhance
learning transfer by affording the students an opportu-
nity for input on their training experience.

Level 3, Behavior, measures the graduate’s “on the job”
application of learned knowledge or skills in the actual
working environment. Typically, a good rule of thumb is
to schedule the evaluation approximately 3 to 6 months
after the training is completed. Additionally, these evalu-
ations are unique in that they require the willing partici-
pation of both the graduates and their first-line
supervisors (Kirkpatrick & Kirkpatrick, 2006).

Despite the importance of evaluating training for ef-
fectiveness, literature has shown that evaluation of train-
ing programs is often incomplete or missing (Fullard,
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2007). Adapting the IPA approach as a tool to present level
1 and 3 evaluations can help overcome this limitation.

IPA DEFINED
Nale, Raunch, Wathen, and Barr (2000) suggest that stud-
ies directed at improving higher education outcomes have
a drawback: they focus exclusively either on importance
or on performance. To alleviate this concern, the two fac-
tors can be combined (McPhillip, 2001; Nale et al.).
Traditional IPA measures the gaps between the perceived
importance of an attribute and how “good” (perfor-
mance) the attribute is perceived to be by a user or cus-
tomer. Scores of central distribution (means or medians)
on each attribute’s importance and performance are cal-
culated, and its coordinates are graphed to form a two-
dimensional matrix called an action grid (Blake, Shrader,
& James, 1978). Each attribute will fall into one of four
quadrants defined by Ortinau, Bush, Bush, and Twible
(1989). Data landing in the upper right quadrant (high
importance/high performance), defined as “keep up the
good work,” suggests that the current conditions and
expected outcomes are being met—these are strengths.
The upper and lower left quadrants (low importance/
high performance and low importance/low perfor-
mance), labeled “possible overkill” and “low priority,”
suggest that the attribute may be superfluous due to low
importance—these attributes may be candidates for dis-
continuation. Conversely, the lower right quadrant (high
importance/low performance) is identified as “concen-
trate here.” Data in this quadrant indicate importance
outweighs ability, and these attributes present opportuni-
ties for corrective action.

APPLICATIONS OF IPA IN EDUCATION
AND TRAINING
IPA has been used effectively in other educational institu-
tions (Alberty & Mihalik, 1989; Attarian, 1995; Duke, 2002;
Nale et al., 2000; Ortinau et al., 1989). Our adaptation of
the IPA approach seeks to continue these efforts by using
IPA as a method to close the loop between curriculum
design, instructor/course feedback in class (level 1), and
graduate performance of learned tasks on the job (level 3).

IPA FOR LEVEL 1 EVALUATIONS
Level 1 evaluations are used to measure a student’s reac-
tion to the course material and instructor performance.
Typical analyses compare both course content and
instructor performance as separate dimensions. It is our
contention, however, that the two are related measures. By
graphing this relationship, we can gain new insights into

the interaction between the instructor’s delivery of mate-
rial and the usability of the information presented. To
make this comparison, we have adjusted the IP axes to
relate course content (“importance”) to instructor perfor-
mance (“ability”). Specifically, we ask students to evaluate
the following items on a 5-point Likert-type scale: To what
extent do they agree the information they learned will help
them on the job and to what extent do they agree that the
instructor demonstrated knowledge of the material pre-
sented. The quadrants have been renamed (from upper
right, clockwise) as follows: “keep up the good work,”
“instructor training needed,” “revisit curriculum and/or
lesson plan,” and “focus on objectives” (see Figure 1).

A check of validity of this matrix can be seen in stu-
dent comments regarding both the instructor and the
course content for each block of instruction. Interpreting
the data in Figure 2, which represents a particular module
of instruction (number) and instructor who taught the
module (letter), we see comments directly relate to each
quadrant on the IP matrix.

Focus on Objectives (8Q)
• “I’m beginning to see a trend of side bar conversations

going on longer with the instructor. While many of
these conversations would likely be beneficial to much
of the class, they are being conducted not involving the
entire class and I think the class gets off track.”

• “[The instructor] needed to stay more on subject. He
was a nice and energetic person but jumped off subject
and was hard to follow most of the time.”

Despite the importance of
evaluating training for
effectiveness, literature has
shown that evaluation of
training programs is often
incomplete or missing
(Fullard, 2007). Adapting the
IPA approach as a tool to
present level 1 and 3
evaluations can help
overcome this limitation.
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Revisit Curriculum or Lesson Plan (14G, 3G)
• “[The instructor] is very nice and versed, but, perhaps

if the material was a bit more updated that would help.
Using real world examples [would help] as well.”

• “He had to skim over a lot of material very quickly and
[told us he had to get] ready for this on short notice
. . . which is more the fault of the course trying to
squeeze everything in.”

• “Could have had an explanation beforehand of what the
class would cover instead of jumping and giving info in
sections and leaving us to figure it out in the end.”

Instructor Training Needed (1P)
• “I believe [the instructor], albeit a wonderful lady,

didn’t know all the info. She had to keep relying on
[another instructor] for the answers. The two com-
bined made a great instructor.”

• “[The instructor] did a fine job instructing, but his
style differs somewhat from the other instructors to
date. It just took a little while for me to adjust to his
style . . . it was hard to follow.”

IPA WITH LEVEL 3 EVALUATIONS
Level 3 evaluations assess the degree to which classroom
knowledge transferred to the actual job performance.
Incorporating level 3 evaluations with IPA is a straight-
forward way to help compare graduate ability to an

important terminal performance objective (TPO),
defined in training. For each TPO, we ask both the grad-
uates and their supervisors to evaluate the following items
on a 5-point scale: Rate the graduate’s ability to perform
the job task from 1 = poor ability to 5 = expert ability, and
rate how important this TPO is to the overall job (or, in
the case of the military, mission) from 1 = not important
to 5 = very important. The original quadrant labels are
appropriate (from upper right, clockwise) “keep up the
good work,” “concentrate here,” “low priority,” and “pos-
sible overkill” (see Figure 3). The supervisors’ assessment
of importance and the graduates’ perception of ability
(based on what they learned in class) is plotted to form
the Importance-Performance matrix.

An example of the level 3 IPA is found in Figure 4, which
displays the supervisor’s assessment of graduate ability and
TPO importance for one class at the LDC. Numbers on the
matrix refer to individual TPOs. In this figure, we see that
most TPOs fall in the upper right quadrant (“keep up the
good work”), suggesting a majority of the TPOs taught are
on the mark. However, two TPOs fall into the upper left
quadrant (“possible overkill”), suggesting graduates per-
form well on TPOs identified as less important relative to
the other TPOs taught. Additionally, one TPO is not on the
matrix because no graduate indicated that he or she per-
forms the TPO. Though these data are from one session of
one course, if this trend continues in future classes and fur-
ther investigation into these modules is warranted, it may
result in a modification of the curricula.

FIGURE 1. LEVEL 1 EVALUATION IP MATRIX



Performance Improvement • Volume 47 • Number 10 • DOI: 10.1002/pfi    33

IPA AND CURRICULUM DEVELOPMENT

The analysis of evaluation data is most valuable to an
instructional program when the results serve to close the
loop in the larger curriculum and lesson design process.

Adhering to the ADDIE instructional design model, a
mid-stream curriculum review should begin with an
analysis phase, and historical evaluation data should be
an integral part of the analysis. Here is where the graphi-
cal representation in an IPA can add the most value.

FIGURE 2. EXAMPLE OF LEVEL 1 IPA MATRIX

Note. Data labels represent the block of instruction or lesson (number) and the instructor (letter).

FIGURE 3. EVALUATION IP MATRIX
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Those elements of the instructional program that plot
low either on the importance axis or on the performance
axis (or both) are likely to need the most review.

For example, a level 3 (transfer) evaluation of a techni-
cal lesson may reveal that the students have a high level of
skill on the job but that the skill is not at all important.
Should you really be wasting instructional time teaching
this lesson? Perhaps. Training the skill may be mandated
by a regulation, as is often the case with compliance les-
sons such as safety, ethics, or workplace climate. However,
in the absence of a mandatory requirement, your data
have lent credence to the decision to remove the lesson
from your program.

Conversely, you may discover that a task plots as
extremely important to the job, but the students have a
low level of skill completing the task. Your data have
revealed a starting point for additional inquiry. Is student
skill low because your training is inadequate or because
students do not have enough opportunities to practice?
Each reason will lead to a different instructional approach
in your revised curriculum.

Keep in mind that the data may indicate a healthy pro-
gram that should not be changed, as evidenced by most or
all lessons plotting high in both importance and perfor-
mance. Such data can help counter pressure to make an

arbitrary change because your program is clearly training
the most important skills and training them well. Why
change the recipe? Plotting your level 1 and level 3 data as
a function of importance and performance allows you to
easily identify those lessons that are working, and focus
on the lessons that may need revision or removal.

CONCLUDING THOUGHTS
IPA is an established and effective evaluation tool that is
easy to apply. It provides a visualization of data that
affords immediate feedback and can be used to facilitate
change in areas of concern. In a training environment,
IPA can help by not only improving instructor perfor-
mance by indicating areas of instruction not “hitting the
mark” but also modifying a curriculum so future students
can learn and master objectives directly applicable to
their job performance. It should be noted that using a
survey to derive level 3 information provides, at best, an
indicator of a potential problem. A true level 3 evaluation
would require an in-person audit of task ability, not just a
perception of ability. IPA, however, can identify potential
areas of concern in a curriculum, particularly when the
assessment incorporates data from multiple sessions of a
class. Finally, an IPA can help close the loop between

Note. Numbers indicate TPOs. No graduate performed TPO 5.2.

FIGURE 4. EXAMPLE OF LEVEL 3 IPA
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existing instruction and a systematic review of instruc-
tional curriculum.
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