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Abstract
Evaluation capacity building is generally conceptualized as occurring either at the individual 
or the organizational levels. However, ongoing societal crises require organizations within or 
across sectors to work together to find solutions to complex problems and to evaluate joint 
initiatives. Interorganizational evaluation capacity is required to ensure the ongoing conduct 
and use of evaluations to support interorganizational decision-making and improvement. This 
exploratory study describes and analyzes four cases of interorganizational evaluation capacity 
building initiatives in the public, health and community sectors in Canada and Denmark to 
identify their key dimensions. Preliminary findings highlight the importance of developing 
individual and organizational evaluation capacity as well as the need to provide stakeholders 
with interorganizational evaluation training and projects in which they can work together to 
better learn about each other’s organizations and challenges and find solutions to common 
problems.
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In recent years, emergent international challenges, such as climate change, social inequality, 
increased migration, changing demographics, and a global pandemic, have required organiza-
tions to collaborate within and between sectors to achieve common goals. Such challenges, 
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typically managed by social service and health organizations, including national and local 
governments, are complex and typically exceed the resources and operational capacity of 
individual organizations and sectors (Keast et al., 2007). Thus, collaboration is necessary to 
“help stakeholders negotiate shared understanding and shared meaning about the problem and 
its possible solutions” (Keast et al., 2007: 5).

Evaluation, as a practice focused on determining the merit and worth of social and health 
interventions, can play an essential role in interorganizational collaborations. Evaluators can 
support the development of innovative initiatives, by providing early data and background 
information (Patton, 2012); they can also support organizations and groups in developing 
theories of change, collecting and analyzing data, and formulating recommendations regard-
ing improvement, learning, and decision-making. In this way, evaluation can not only support 
organizations but also broader interorganizational initiatives or sectors focused on solving 
global problems. However, conducting and using evaluations in interorganizational or sectoral 
initiatives, just like in standalone organizations, requires particular skills, systems, and struc-
tures that are generally defined as evaluation capacity (EC). EC and its corollary, evaluation 
capacity building (ECB), are typically described in individual or organizational terms (for 
instance, see Preskill and Boyle, 2008), but the oft-cited definition provided by Stockdill et al. 
(2002) also includes mention of multiple entities:

A context-dependent intentional action system of guided processes and practices for bringing about 
and sustaining a state of affairs in which quality program evaluation and its appropriate uses are 
ordinary and ongoing practices within and/or between one or more organizations/programs/sites. 
(Stockdill et al., 2002: 8)

Although early publications on ECB tended to focus on individual skill development 
through formal training (direct ECB) or practice (indirect ECB), current conceptions of ECB 
also focus on the development of tools, procedures, policies, and systems that support the 
ongoing conduct and use of evaluation across one or multiple organizations, as per Stockdill 
et al. (2002). However, a recent integrative review of the literature by Bourgeois et al. (2023) 
shows that most case applications and studies of EC or ECB focus on single organizations; 
little is known, currently, about how EC might apply in interorganizational initiatives, although 
systems thinking and complexity theory support the development of EC for these large-scale 
collaborations and projects (Braithwaite et al., 2017).

In this article, we examine how building capacity to do and use evaluation across organiza-
tions and sectors can support interorganizational initiatives and lead to potential interorgani-
zational learning outcomes through the presentation and analysis of four case studies conducted 
in Denmark and Canada. More specifically, we seek to document the approaches and strate-
gies that support ECB and learning at an interorganizational or sectoral level.

Literature review

Understanding the components of interorganizational EC requires a solid foundation in both 
individual and organizational EC. This section seeks to establish the theoretical and concep-
tual framing of the study through an examination of the various EC and ECB frameworks, 
models and theories found in the literature.



192 Evaluation 30(2)

Individual evaluation capacity

Individual EC generally refers to the knowledge, skills and attitudes required to conduct 
evaluations successfully and/or to use them toward program improvement, learning, and 
decision-making. As per our recent integrative review (Bourgeois et al., 2023), individual 
EC is at the heart of most EC case applications and research studies. Commonly cited (but 
non-exhaustive) individual EC dimensions include the following1:

•• Evaluation practice competencies, such as logic model development, evaluation theories 
and approach selection, data collection instrument development, and data collection and 
analysis approaches (Bourgeois and Cousins, 2013; Cousins et al., 2014a; Mayne, 2020; 
Nielsen et al., 2011; Preskill and Boyle, 2008; Volkov, 2008).

•• Stakeholder involvement and decision support competencies, such as facilitation skills, 
teaching skills, communication skills, conflict resolution skills, and reporting approaches 
(Bourgeois and Cousins, 2013; Compton and Baizerman, 2012; Labin et al., 2012; 
Nielsen et al., 2011).

•• Evaluative thinking competencies, that are often meant for evaluation users rather than 
evaluation practitioners and refer to a general understanding of the role of evaluations 
in organizations and how they are conducted; they also refer to how evaluations should 
be used to support program improvement, learning, and decision-making within the 
organization (Bourgeois and Cousins, 2013; Compton and Baizerman, 2012; Cousins  
et al., 2014b; Mayne, 2020; Volkov, 2008).

As described previously, individual ECB approaches include direct ECB, which refers to 
training through formal courses and/or workshops as well as written materials and online tool-
kits. Indirect ECB, which refers to “learning by doing” through involvement in evaluation and 
coaching/mentoring in practice, is also a common approach to building individual ECB (Cousins 
et al., 2014). Both approaches can be used to develop all of the competencies listed previously, 
including evaluative thinking for evaluation users or organizational decision-makers.

Organizational evaluation capacity

Organizational EC refers to the systems, structures, and procedures that exist within an organi-
zation to support ongoing evaluation practice and use. These transcend the individual and 
remain a permanent part of the organization, even when individuals change roles or move on 
to other organizations. These can include the following:

•• Organizational resources dedicated to evaluation, including human, technical, and 
financial resources (Bourgeois and Cousins, 2013; Labin et al., 2012; Taylor-Ritzler 
et al., 2013).

•• Organizational processes that facilitate evaluation, including standing committees on 
evaluation and decision-making processes that include evaluative evidence (Bourgeois 
and Cousins, 2013; Cousins et al., 2014a).

•• Organizational policies that support the conduct and use of evaluation, including spe-
cific evaluation policies as well as other policies that emphasize the need for evaluative 
evidence (Al Hudib and Cousins, 2022; Christie and Lemire, 2019; Mark et al., 2009).
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Although organizational EC is an important theoretical construct in the EC and ECB litera-
ture, concrete examples of organizational EC building are found more rarely in published 
articles on ECB and typically describe how individual ECB practices have been applied across 
an organization. One notable exception is the literature on organizational evaluation policies, 
which has been developed substantially over the last 15 years. Research on evaluation policy 
consistently shows concrete linkages between such policies and organizational EC in various 
sectors (Al Hudib and Cousins, 2022; Christie and Lemire, 2019; Mark et al., 2009), including 
governmental (Bourgeois and Maltais, 2023), education (Christie and Fierro, 2012), and 
philanthropic foundations (Dillman and Christie, 2017).

A corollary of organizational EC is also found in the international development literature, 
labeled as national monitoring and evaluation capacity development (M&E ECD). This body 
of literature pays particular attention to the conditions or enabling environment within which 
EC can be built in government organizations; these are especially relevant when considering 
interorganizational EC, given the connections between government levels and institutions. It 
also includes the perspectives and roles of multiple actors within these large systems. National 
ECD efforts are similar to those found at the organizational level, including conferences and 
training to foster individual learning and collaboration as well as the development of a coun-
try-level evaluation policy, evaluation standards, evaluation plans, and quality reviews (Chirau 
et al., 2021; Goldman et al., 2018).

Interorganizational or sectoral evaluation capacity

Although the dimensions of individual and organizational EC have been well-documented 
over the years, the literature on interorganizational or sectoral EC is much sparser. An exten-
sive search of the literature on this topic has resulted in the identification of only a few studies 
(e.g. Dinh et al., 2015; Goodyear, 2011; Inkleas et al., 2017). Such studies primarily examine 
individual or organizational EC or ECB within a broader interorganizational context, without 
specifically addressing how this context might influence EC or highlight different dimensions 
of EC from those found at the organizational level.

The definition of ECB provided by Stockdill et al. (2002) hints at interorganizational EC 
within a broader context. In this article, we define interorganizational EC as the systems and 
structures that facilitate collaborative evaluation practices between organizations and that fos-
ter learning and improvement within broader sectors such as healthcare and education. These 
systems and structures can include shared evaluation policies, practices and support structures 
as well as collective reporting mechanisms.

Conceptual framework

Interorganizational EC likely requires the development of individual and organizational EC 
and extends these to arrangements involving multiple organizations. We used the conceptual 
framework proposed by Cousins and his colleagues (2014a) to identify the key aspects of 
individual and organizational EC that might apply to interorganizational arrangements as well 
as other antecedents or mediating factors that can influence the development of EC and its 
logical consequences at all three levels (individual, organizational, and interorganizational). 
We propose some adaptations to this framework below, based on the need to expand it to the 
interorganizational or sectoral space.
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Sources of knowledge, skills, and abilities

Cousins et al. (2014a) refer to this component of the framework as the existing evaluation 
competencies held by evaluators or practitioners as well as those developed as part of an ECB 
intervention. These typically tend to focus on evaluation methods and practice and may also 
include evaluation theory.

Organizational support structures

These refer to the various mechanisms, tools and supports that exist within organizations or 
groups of organizations to foster learning and knowledge transfer from evaluations. They can 
include human, technical and financial resources to conduct evaluations or to engage in direct 
or indirect ECB initiatives, as well as templates, tools, and policies that support evaluative 
practice within an organization or a group of organizations.

Capacity to do evaluation

According to Cousins et al. (2014a), capacity to do evaluation arises from individual learning 
opportunities as well as organizational support structures. They describe this element as the 
ability to conduct actual evaluation tasks. This includes both technical aspects of evaluation 
(e.g. data collection and analysis) and relational aspects of evaluation (e.g. facilitation).

Evaluative inquiry

This component of the conceptual framework refers to the evaluation activities that may take 
place during or following ECB interventions. Cousins et al. (2014a) mention that evaluative 
activities can take many forms, which is helpful when considering interorganizational ECB 
projects. Such projects often include collaborative evaluation work that may or may not fit 
under the guise of more traditional evaluation activities.

Mediating conditions

These refer to the factors and conditions that affect the extent to which evaluations are used in 
an organization, or in this case, in multiple organizations simultaneously. According to Cousins 
et al. (2014a), these can include timeliness, nature of feedback provided, informational needs 
of stakeholders, collaboration within the evaluation process, and relevance to organizational 
priorities.

Capacity to use evaluation

This component of the framework refers to the ability of an organization, or a group of organi-
zations, to integrate evaluation findings into decision-making processes. This can include 
instrumental uses, conceptual uses, or symbolic uses, as well as process use when stakeholders 
are more closely involved in the evaluation process. Although Cousins et al. (2014a) do not 
specifically refer to evaluative thinking as a determining factor in an organization’s capacity to 
use, they mention “. . . an inquiry-minded approach to routine organizational business and 
processes” (p. 17), which implies the presence of evaluative thinking within the organization.
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Organizational learning capacity

This extends further the notion of “capacity to use” and refers to organizational characteristics 
that support the ongoing production and use of evidence to inform decision-making. Such 
characteristics include leadership support, and structures that facilitate knowledge transfer, 
teamwork, and cooperation within the organization. Although these tend to focus on individ-
ual organizations, they can also be found in groups of organizations working collaboratively 
toward shared goals.

Organizational consequences

These refer to organizational learning outcomes influenced by ECB and evaluative activities. 
For example, Cousins et al. (2014a) refer to “shared mental representations or understand-
ings of the organization and how it operates” (p. 18). They also include organizational learn-
ing processes including single-loop learning, where organizations routinely engage in 
questioning and evidence gathering to support continuous improvement, as well as double-
loop learning, through which fundamental changes in the organization’s understanding and 
practice occur.

Research objectives

Given the scarcity of published frameworks, models, and examples that describe interorgani-
zational EC, our study sought to compare four different cases of interorganizational evaluation 
activities from the public, community, and health sectors in Denmark and Canada. This com-
parison, based on the expanded conceptual framework of EC proposed by Cousins et al. 
(2014a), aimed to identify the individual, organizational, and interorganizational dimensions 
of EC in the four cases, as well as the approaches and processes used to build capacity at the 
interorganizational level.

Methodology

Research design and case description

A comparative multiple case study (Yin, 2018) was used to document interorganizational EC 
and evaluation practice in various sectors in Canada and Denmark. Four cases were selected 
based on the following criteria:

•• Each case describes an evaluation or ECB initiative involving multiple organizations 
(interorganizational initiative) or a group of organizations working on common goals or 
outcomes (sectoral initiative);

•• Each case is based on secondary data collected through other studies pertaining to eval-
uation capacity or evaluation projects (measured through standardized tools or described 
qualitatively);

•• Each case focuses on organizations situated either within Canada or Denmark.

The four cases include the following: (1) a sub-set of Canadian federal departments and 
agencies, (2) community-based organizations in Quebec, Canada, (3) quality improvement 
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projects in the healthcare sector in Denmark, and (4) regional organizations in the healthcare 
sector in Northern Jutland, Denmark. A summary of each case is provided in the “Findings” 
section below.

Procedures—Case development

Each case was developed using secondary EC or evaluation project data collected through 
document reviews, key informant interviews, and EC assessments, obtained as part of previ-
ous studies of individual and organizational EC (e.g. Bourgeois and Buetti, 2019; Bourgeois 
and Cousins, 2013; Bourgeois and Leblanc, 2019). These studies were conducted in recent 
years and focused on describing existing EC and evaluation practice in each group of organi-
zations. To build each case, data from the previous studies were extracted and organized 
(Yin, 2018) according to key components of the theoretical framework, including

•• Interorganizational or sectoral resources/antecedents on evaluation and ECB shared by 
individuals or organizations (e.g. communities of practice, documents/guides, confer-
ences, or discussion tables);

•• Evidence of individual and organizational EC within the sector, collaboration, or 
partnership;

•• Evidence of interorganizational or sectoral EC or evaluative practice;
•• Strategies that have been used or implemented at an interorganizational or sectoral 

level to build EC (e.g. multi-organizational training activities, shared resources, 
studies on sector EC, frameworks that outline EC or evaluation results for a sector, 
meta-evaluations).

Extracted data for each case were analyzed thematically and resulted in four-case narratives 
that illustrate various elements of interorganizational or sectoral EC. These narratives served 
as primary data for the cross-case analysis. Each author was responsible for the development 
of two cases; once developed, each case narrative was reviewed by the other author to identify 
any potential gaps or needed clarifications.

Procedures—Cross-case analysis

A cross-case analysis was conducted to identify and examine similarities and differences 
between the four cases based on the conceptual framework by Cousins et al. (2014a). Based 
on the full case narratives, the cross-case analysis entailed the coding and development of data 
summaries for each analytical component found in the case narratives. The data summaries 
were then reviewed collectively for each analytical component in order to highlight common-
alities as well as key differences between cases.

Findings

We begin with a brief description of each case, to provide some background and context. An 
overview of the cross-case analysis findings is then provided. The results from the cross-
case analysis follow to provide a more complete sense of how interorganizational EC can be 
built and how it manifests in shared evaluative practice.
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Case descriptions

Case 1: Canadian federal government departments and agencies. The Canadian federal govern-
ment has a long-standing history of evaluative practice, driven by successive government-
wide directives and policies over more than 40 years. Akin to evaluation policies found in 
other jurisdictions and described by Trochim (2009), such guiding documents describe what 
should be evaluated, how often evaluations should occur, what key questions should be cov-
ered by evaluations, and how evaluations should be used. Evaluation policies and directives 
are produced and disseminated by the Treasury Board Secretariat, which functions as a coor-
dinator of evaluation across the federal government. Individual federal departments and 
agencies (organizations) are responsible, under the supervision of their lead administrator, 
for the establishment of an organizational evaluation unit. Such units are responsible for 
planning, implementing, reporting, and following-up on evaluation studies. For the most 
part, evaluation units focus on their own organizations’ programs and policies; however, in 
some cases, interdepartmental programs require a coordinated approach to evaluation and 
lead to the establishment of interorganizational, or horizontal, evaluation projects. In addi-
tion to these, organizations also often recognize the value of sharing best practices and dis-
cuss common evaluation issues; this happens through meetings or conferences organized by 
the Treasury Board Secretariat and evaluation professional associations. Professional devel-
opment opportunities are also often offered to federal evaluators from various providers, 
including universities, professional associations, and the internal public service school.

Multiple studies have been conducted in recent years to document and assess the federal 
government’s EC. Such examples include Bourgeois and Maltais’ (2023) review of policy 
compliance as well as Bourgeois et al. (2013) validation study of an EC measurement instru-
ment for federal government organizations. A survey of Heads of Evaluation (directors and 
directors general supervising departmental evaluation units), conducted in 2018, revealed that 
overall, departments and agencies have the required tools and competencies (3.5/4, n = 22); 
and that federal evaluators have access to the required tools (3.25/4; n = 22), financial resources 
(3/4; n = 21); and policies and procedures (2.95/4; n = 22) to conduct high-quality evaluations 
(Bourgeois and Leblanc, 2019).

Beyond organizational EC in departments and agencies, evaluation use is also fostered at 
an interorganizational level through the inclusion of evaluation findings in “horizontal” pro-
gram funding requests submitted to the Treasury Board Secretariat by partnering departments 
and agencies. Horizontal initiatives refer to programs developed and shared by two or more 
departments and agencies through a focused partnership meant to address significant and 
broad-ranging issues for which multiple organizations have responsibility (e.g. human traf-
ficking, gun violence, wildlife protection). Such initiatives require horizontal evaluations 
involving all partners to support high-level decision-making across multiple organizations. 
However, both of these presumed evaluation uses have yet to be investigated empirically.

Case 2: Community-based organizations in the province of Québec, Canada. The Province of 
Québec, Canada, is home to more than 8000 non-profit organizations providing health and 
social services as well as advocacy for social justice in their communities. The size, mandate, 
and structures of these organizations vary widely, but most are funded through private dona-
tions, philanthropic foundations, and/or government grants. Generally, these organizations are 
headed by a Board of Directors that can have varying degrees of influence over daily operations 
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and decision-making. Organizations that receive funding from either philanthropic foundations 
or the provincial or federal governments are required to report on their outputs and outcomes 
on a cyclical basis. Such reports can include performance data, administrative data, and evalu-
ations, depending on the funders’ specific requirements. It is not surprising, therefore, that most 
of these organizations perceive evaluative activities as an accountability mechanism that has 
little to no bearing on their own learning, improvement, or decision-making.

There has been increasing recognition of the potential usefulness of evaluation in providing 
organizations with information and data that goes beyond the strict needs of funders and 
focuses instead on internal informational needs. Organizations are more interested than ever 
in undertaking or commissioning evaluation work for their own purposes. However, they tend 
to lack the individual or organizational capacity to conduct and use evaluations. Since 2005, 
two major studies have been conducted to describe evaluation practices in the sector. The first 
study, by Hébert et al. (2005), showed that 95 per cent of community-based organizations 
were favorable to evaluation and that 80 per cent associated evaluation with learning and 
improvement, but lacked some of the resources and competencies to achieve this. The second 
study, by Tello-Rozas et al. (2022), sought to update the previous study. This study surveyed 
404 community-based organizations to describe evaluation practices and activities at the 
organizational level. Seventy-three per cent indicated that they had conducted at least one 
evaluation over the past 10 years. Among these, 88 per cent indicated that evaluations are 
conducted internally, while 5 per cent indicated that evaluations are conducted entirely by an 
external expert. Forty-six per cent of the organizations that have conducted evaluations 
recently indicated that they received outside support and coaching during the evaluation pro-
cess. The top reasons for conducting an evaluation were to “improve organizational activities” 
(89.4%), “taking the time to reflect on our practices” (84.1%), and “assess our outcomes” 
(82%). Tello-Rozas et al. (2022) also speak of an “evaluation ecosystem” in the sector, that 
includes both the community-based organizations as well as other key actors, such as evalua-
tion professionals that provide coaching and support, universities that provide evaluation ser-
vices as well as training, funders, and groups of organizations with common goals or mandates. 
In other words, several interorganizational networks and supports, including communities of 
practice, have been established to help non-profits develop their EC. Funders have also jumped 
on board by providing interorganizational training and toolkits.

One example of a strategy used to build EC across the entire sector is a project called 
“L’évaluation par et pour le communautaire, au service de la transformation sociale” (evalua-
tion for and by community organizations, to support social transformation), developed and 
implemented by the Centre de formation populaire, an organization that supports community-
based actors through training activities related to organizational development and manage-
ment. In total, 324 organizations participated in this project through a series of training 
workshops, discussion groups, coaching and technical support, conferences, and online tool-
kits. After this first pilot project, the initiative was renamed “EvalPop” and was extended into 
a permanently funded initiative.

Organizational groups have also emerged in the past 15 or 20 years. These groups bring 
together smaller organizations that have shared goals or mandates, to share tools, perspectives, 
and resources. Such groups have enabled organizations, for instance, to borrow or use data 
collection instruments rather than developing their own, and therefore provide a new way to 
build organizational and sector-wide EC. The data collected by commonly used instruments, 
for instance, can then be rolled up to describe sectoral outputs and outcomes rather than just 
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those obtained by each organization individually. The increasing complexity of the evaluation 
ecosystem in the community sector provides both opportunities for building interorganiza-
tional EC, through the concerted actions of various sectoral actors. The increased availability 
of support, training, and evaluation tools offered by third-party organizations or funders has 
led to an increase in EC across the community sector. However, Tello-Rozas et al. (2022) also 
emphasize that this has increased the number of conflicting evaluation priorities and approaches 
within the sector, which can lead to confusion within and between organizational actors.

Case 3: Quality improvement across the healthcare systems in Denmark. In recent years, the 
healthcare system in Denmark has experienced increased pressures related to managing 
chronic diseases found in an aging population. Elderly, frail and vulnerable patients with 
multiple concurrent illnesses experience poor quality of care due to a lack of coordination 
and cooperation between healthcare organizations. This problem can be defined as a complex 
problem (Rittel and Webber, 1973) that requires cross-sectoral thinking and joint action 
(Kettl, 2006).

The Danish healthcare system, like others internationally, has a long tradition of using 
Quality Improvement tools (Deming, 1986) such as the PDSA-circle to generate learning and 
improvement of care through iterative evaluation (Christie et al., 2017; Langley et al., 1996). 
In this particular case, senior managers at the University Hospital of Aalborg, cooperating 
municipalities, and general practitioners, have developed several cross-sectoral Quality 
Improvement projects, with an overall goal to improve the quality of care for frail and vulner-
able patients. Five Quality Improvement Communities of Practice (QICP), each engaging  
25 stakeholders (doctors, nurses, social and healthcare workers, general practitioners, and 
managers), were tasked to design and implement a quality improvement project to resolve a 
joint interorganizational problem. This involved collecting and analyzing interorganizational 
data as well as continuously evaluating the outcomes of improvement efforts undertaken by 
each QICP.

Each project took place over a period of 18 months. During this time, approximately 12 
project meetings and 3 full-day seminars were held by each QICP. The seminars focused on 
training stakeholders to use the PDSA-circle (Langley et al., 1996) as well as conducting pro-
gram evaluations using formative and collaborative evaluation approaches (Shulha et al., 
2016). The evaluation tools (e.g. data collection planning tools, theory of change templates, 
statistical analysis tools) used in these sessions were developed through interorganizational 
collaboration by each QICP and were aligned with standard Quality Improvement templates.

Each QICP started by identifying a joint interorganizational problem through collabora-
tive data collection, analysis, and reflection. Many QICP teams had difficulty accessing rel-
evant data pertaining to interorganizational issues as well as agreeing on an issue to examine 
further through evaluation. Collaboration, use of templates and joint iterative evaluations of 
selected improvement initiatives, helped QICP members develop new knowledge and com-
petencies related to data collection, to conducting small evaluations and to apply evaluation 
findings within the context of quality improvement. At the organizational level, the evalua-
tion findings were used to inform decision-making regarding interorganizational coopera-
tion, joint financial investments and new organizational structures, such a cross-sectoral 
geriatric function and a mobile laboratory for blood sampling. At the interorganizational 
level, the quality improvement projects resulted in new inter-sectoral evaluation procedures 
and policies, such as new methods and tools for assessing patient pathways through the 
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health system and new participatory evaluation approaches that include decision-makers 
from multiple organizations. These procedures and policies continue to be used and have 
been further developed in the 3 years since their initial implementation.

Case 4: Collaborative evaluation in the Region of North Jutland, Denmark. Danish hospital emer-
gency departments have experienced a significant increase in volume in recent years. The 
number of unique patient procedures in the North Jutland region’s emergency departments in 
Denmark increased significantly over the summer of 2021 and continued to increase thereaf-
ter. Overall, unique patient procedures increased by 14 per cent between 2019 and 2021. The 
number of patients seen for an acute outpatient assessment (without hospitalization) also 
increased by 19 percent during this period. Due to this increasing pressure, the Regional 
Council decided to investigate whether the “right patient is in the right place at the right time,” 
completing multiple patient inventories (Hermansen et al., 2020) and using collaborative 
evaluation approaches (Shulha et al., 2016).

In Denmark, the healthcare system is divided into the following three sectors: Two public 
(hospital and municipality) and one private sector (General Practitioners). In this case, stake-
holders from 11 municipalities, three regional hospitals, and one university hospital, as well as 
general practitioners representing the entire region, were brought together to design new tem-
plates for patient inventory and for assessing the impact of cross-sectoral care and treatment. 
In total, 80 stakeholders were involved in this evaluative activity (including managers, nurses, 
and physicians), representing a total of 33 different organizations. Twelve 3-hour workshops 
were held over a 6-month period, supported by evaluators from various healthcare organiza-
tions. Through these workshops, the stakeholders assessed a total of 120 real-life complex 
patient histories, with a focus on performance data, patient management processes, quality of 
care and treatment before, during, and after a hospitalization, as well as the impact of the care 
and treatment provided. These evaluations focused on the merit and worth of health interven-
tions across the Danish health system, and recommended new collaborative approaches to 
reduce the pressure on emergency departments.

The evaluation findings showed that 66 per cent of the interventions by emergency depart-
ments and 68 per cent of hospital admissions contributed positively to each patient’s condi-
tion. As a result of the evaluations, the stakeholders identified eight major organizational and 
interorganizational issues related to poor quality of care, lack in continuity of services, and 
unnecessary hospitalizations. In addition to the new collaborative relationships and increased 
leadership engagement in cross-sector collaboration across the healthcare sectors, a new polit-
ical cross-sectoral focus was developed to better support older adults. This new focus has led 
to new local initiatives in the primary healthcare sector that have improved existing practices 
such as early detection of incipient disease in the municipalities and prevention of hospitaliza-
tions for the most vulnerable patients.

Cross-case analysis

The cross-case analysis provided us with a broader view of interorganizational EC. An impor-
tant finding generated through this analysis is that all cases did not define interorganizational 
evaluation in the same way, leading to a very different scope in each case. For instance, cases 
1 and 2, generated within a Canadian context, are much broader in nature and focus on entire 
sectors of organizations that conduct evaluations, either individually or collectively. Cases 3 
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and 4 are more specific in nature and focus on concrete assessment projects meant to bring 
together practitioners working within a broad sector of the Danish healthcare system. These 
projects sought to resolve a specific issue through an empirical process that included both 
traditional evaluation practices as well as other data collection and analysis approaches not 
typically found in program evaluation. Although the four cases are quite different from one 
another, both in terms of their focus (organizational type) and how EC is defined (interorgani-
zational ECB vs interorganizational evaluation activities), several key trends can be observed 
between and within cases. The conceptual framework by Cousins et al. (2014a) was used 
as a starting point for the cross-case analysis and provides a solid foundation on which to rest 
our findings. Table 1 below provides an overview of the key findings for each case as well as 
the combined findings for all four cases.

Sources of knowledge, skills, and abilities. Given the nested structure of individual and organiza-
tional ECB, interorganizational ECB also begins with the development of evaluative knowl-
edge, skills, and abilities. In all four cases, training (direct ECB) is provided to evaluators or 
practitioners to support their development; for instance, federal evaluators (case 1) usually 
have knowledge and skills in evaluation or research methods when they are first hired, acquired 
through university courses or other opportunities. This training is supplemented over time 
through professional development courses and participation in evaluation-related conferences 
and webinars. In cases 2, 3, and 4, practitioners are the focus of direct ECB activities, rather 
than professional evaluators. In addition to evaluation workshops taught by evaluators (cases 
3 and 4) and community developers (case 2), practitioners also have access to various evalua-
tion templates and tools (indirect ECB) that guide them through an evaluation or assessment 
process. In cases 3 and 4, these are developed in collaboration with stakeholders to ensure 
greater uptake and ease of use.

Organizational support structures. In all four cases, financial resources were allocated to the 
evaluation projects or ECB initiatives through salary dollars. In case 1, human resources are 
explicitly assigned to an evaluation unit in each federal department or agency. In cases 2, 3, 
and 4, practitioners are provided with time to work on evaluation activities. In all of the cases, 
this typically represents a significant expenditure for the organizations involved and high-
lights the importance of developing EC at an individual and organizational level. Other sig-
nificant support structures found in all cases include guidance and coaching from professional 
evaluators or third parties, templates and toolkits that practitioners can use in current or future 
interorganizational evaluations, and specific opportunities to share practices and lessons 
learned with practitioners from other organizations.

Evaluation capacity to DO evaluation. In cases 1, 3, and 4, the availability of interorganizational 
evaluation projects provide evaluators and practitioners with “real-life” evaluation learning 
and experience. In case 2, interorganizational evaluation does not tend to happen, given the 
limited mandates and resources of small community-based organizations; however, opportu-
nities to learn about evaluation alongside practitioners from other organizations are common-
place and provide the context within which broader interorganizational sharing can take place. 
Therefore, individual EC may vary considerably between cases, depending on the availability 
of resources and structures within which either organizational or interorganizational evalua-
tion can take place. In addition to this, we recognize that EC to DO can be developed over time 
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at the individual and organizational levels, but that often, its sustainability is difficult to 
achieve due to staff turnover and fluctuating organizational priorities. Cases 3 and 4 also show 
that the development of individual soft skills (e.g. openly reflecting on issues faced by other 
stakeholders, handling potential conflicts, working with stakeholders from other organizations 
or groups) is critical to interorganizational EC.

Evaluative inquiry. Given our interorganizational focus, we chose to define evaluative inquiry 
as the broader ecosystem within which evaluation takes place and informs decision-making 
in each sector covered by the cases. Indeed, each case appears to be well-situated within its 
own ecosystem of evaluation and embedded supports. For instance, in case 1, the ecosystem 
of evaluation found in the Canadian federal government includes a central agency policy that 
drives evaluation in most of its organizations, as well as a cadre of qualified evaluation pro-
fessionals that may move from one organization to another over the course of their careers, 
thus building their own individual capacity and sharing lessons learned with others. Here, the 
ecosystem defines the parameters of evaluations (through central policy) and typically 
requires utilization-focused evaluations that sometimes include theory-based approaches. In 
case 2, the ecosystem of evaluation in the community sector is made up of several different 
organizational actors, including the community organizations, philanthropic foundations, 
and government funders that provide grants and operating funds and require evaluations as 
well as universities and third-party organizations that provide evaluation services, training, 
and capacity building. The interaction between these actors creates both a demand for evalu-
ation and support for evaluation activities throughout the network, even though evaluations 
tend to be conducted on an organizational level. In case 3, the ecosystem includes a paradigm 
shift from control and performance management to learning-oriented assessments, which 
creates the needed conditions for participatory and collaborative interorganizational evalua-
tion approaches. Finally, case 4 highlights a strong focus from all actors in the ecosystem on 
the learning function of evaluation, which is achieved through collaborative and utilization-
focused assessments that involve clinicians and managers. A key takeaway on evaluative 
inquiry is that in all four cases, evaluative practice is centered around utilization-focused 
approaches to support decision-making both within individual organizations and in their 
broader interorganizational networks.

Evaluation capacity to USE evaluation. Collectively, the four cases show evidence of capacity to 
use evaluation, but at different levels and in various ways. In all cases, evaluation findings are 
used by individual stakeholders such as program managers or senior decision-makers, to guide 
improvement at an organizational level. For example, in cases 3 and 4, assessment findings are 
used by participating stakeholders and managers: in case 3, the findings are used to adjust 
quality improvement initiatives and orient them toward desired outcomes. In case 4, the 
knowledge generated through the assessments is used to make practice-oriented changes at the 
organizational level. In both of these cases, assessment findings are also used to inform prac-
tices and decisions at an interorganizational management level; for example, in case 3, deci-
sion-makers across organizations agree to fund a geriatric team that includes employees from 
both the hospital and the municipality. This example illustrates how collaborative interorgani-
zational assessment and evaluation activities can support the identification of solutions to 
common and complex problems (Beeby and Booth, 2000). In both cases 3 and 4, instrumental 
findings as well as the interorganizational ECB process have led to changes in procedures and 
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policies related to interorganizational evaluation practice, using collaborative evaluation 
approaches.

Organizational learning capacity. This refers to the overarching capacity of the case organiza-
tions to learn and adapt to changing environments. Our analysis shows that organizational 
learning capacity can be influenced by leadership, organizational mission, vision and goals for 
engaging in or doing evaluation, absorptive capacity of evaluation findings, and organiza-
tional culture.

In cases 2, 3, and 4, we found that leadership support enabled organizational learning 
processes through the investment of salary resources and clear messaging regarding the 
importance and usefulness of evaluation to decision-making. The same three cases provide 
specific venues to encourage learning about evaluation (Beeby and Booth, 2000), either 
through communities of practice engaged in evaluation training activities or in project groups 
working on evaluative tasks together. All three cases bring together stakeholders from multi-
ple organizations, and in cases 3 and 4, there is an expectation that the collaborative assess-
ment and evaluation work will serve the purposes of not only individual organizations, but 
also interorganizational networks (Cohen and Levinthal, 1990; Lane and Lubatkin, 1998; 
Peronard and Brix, 2019; Van Winkelen, 2010). Thus, the absorptive capacity of the organi-
zations involved in cases 3 and 4 also had an important influence on their ability to integrate, 
share, and use evaluation findings.

Organizational consequences. Bringing people together from different organizations and engag-
ing them in collaboration, dialogue, and evaluation practice increases learning, whether it is 
learning about evaluation or learning from evaluation. In all four cases, there is evidence of 
learning and knowledge transfer within and across organizations.

In cases 2, 3, and 4, we found evidence of interorganizational sharing and learning, through 
which organizations receive knowledge from other organizations, or create new knowledge or 
practices through interaction with other organizations (Brix, 2021; Brix et al., 2021; Larsson 
et al., 1998; Peronard and Brix, 2019; Van Winkelen, 2010). In case 2, organizational repre-
sentatives participated in joint evaluation training sessions, while in case 3, project groups 
learned about quality improvement principles and processes as a team, and how quality 
improvement in one organization or sector can influence outcomes in other organizations or 
sectors. In addition to this, transfer of knowledge from the stakeholder level to decision-mak-
ers, within and across organizations, appears to lead to both single-loop learning (e.g. adjust-
ment of agreed workflows in the interorganizational collaboration) and double-loop learning 
(e.g. when the organizations question and change their fundamental assumptions about their 
collaboration and common goals).

In case 4, interorganizational learning occurred when new knowledge was generated 
through the patient assessments. This included new knowledge related to trends in complex 
and interorganizational problems unknown to the separate/individual organizations.

Mediating conditions. The political context within which organizations operate also influences 
organizational EC (Al Hudib and Cousins, 2022). This takes on even greater importance in an 
interorganizational environment, given that political dispositions can vary between sectors. In 
all four cases, we found that the political landscape influences whether interorganizational 
ECB occurs successfully. In case 1, government priorities can influence how and whether 
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federal organizations work together on joint horizontal evaluations as well as directing gov-
ernment-wide evaluation policy. In cases 3 and 4, political values and priorities on a national, 
regional, and municipal level influence both whether the organizations invest stakeholder 
resources in joint evaluation activities and if decision-makers value and use evaluation 
findings.

Discussion

This study sought to explore interorganizational EC as an extension of existing individual and 
organizational ECB models and frameworks. Given the increasing complexity of our world and 
the open nature of most governmental, social, and healthcare organizations, interorganizational 
ECB provides an opportunity to develop meaningful, empirical evidence that can be used to 
inform decision-making by multiple organizational actors within broad sectors or systems. This 
study sought to examine various aspects of interorganizational ECB to illustrate how an 
expanded notion of more traditional EC dimensions might enrich our understanding of both EC 
and evaluation utilization. Our case narratives, as well as our cross-case analysis, have identi-
fied various trends that are worthy of consideration as building blocks of interorganizational 
EC and as potential lessons learned for future efforts. First, developing the evaluation compe-
tencies of practitioners and decision-makers through interorganizational training (direct ECB) 
or evaluative inquiry (indirect ECB) creates a unique context for conversations focused on 
interorganizational issues or problems that can be explored through empirical work. The col-
laborative aspect of interorganizational ECB was also found to positively influence the devel-
opment of soft skills related to negotiation and conflict resolution by practitioners. These 
dimensions can potentially enable organizations to create better solutions to interorganizational 
problems than what they can achieve on their own. Second, financial resources and other sup-
port structures are a necessary element of interorganizational ECB. This is also true at the 
individual and organizational levels, but without a firm investment from the organizations 
involved, practitioners will not be able to carve out time to participate in interorganizational 
evaluation activities, regardless of sector. Third, the notion of evaluation ecosystem was salient 
in both the case narratives and the cross-case analysis. Evaluation practice and capacity build-
ing can only occur in environments that are conducive to learning, and this requires the partici-
pation of multiple organizational actors. Fourth, as with other forms of ECB, evaluation use is 
a critical outcome that often requires the development of reports and presentations suited to 
decision-making or program improvement. Finally, mediating conditions affect both how inter-
organizational ECB is conducted as well as its focus. Organizational and interorganizational 
politics are a frequent source of conflict during interorganizational ECB initiatives and should 
be taken into account during the design of the ECB intervention and its evaluation.

Beyond the instrumental findings of our exploratory study, other observations may be inter-
esting to consider in future work. For instance, the use of the conceptual framework proposed 
by Cousins et al. (2014a) to guide the analysis was helpful in identifying key elements of EC 
or ECB that could be compared, regardless of the scope of each case. The framework is gen-
eral enough to be adapted to various organizational or interorganizational settings, and its 
constituent elements provide some useful distinctions between key concepts. However, we 
had to adapt or expand the framework in some instances to better reflect the interorganiza-
tional nature of the four cases and to ensure the consideration of multiple organizational actors. 
In addition, we found that the cases reflected different aspects of interorganizational ECB; 
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as mentioned previously, cases 1 and 2 describe sectoral evaluation systems in which organi-
zations conduct evaluations, whereas cases 3 and 4 describe concrete ECB projects conducted 
by groups of stakeholders representing various organizations. These findings led us to concep-
tualize the interorganizational ECB cases on a continuum, where case 2 might be positioned 
at one end, with a heavy focus on interorganizational training and resources but not practice, 
and case 4 at the other end, with training, resources, and practice done in an interorganiza-
tional context, to support interorganizational decision-making. These adaptations and this 
conceptualization of interorganizational ECB will require the development of new, expanded 
conceptual frameworks that address broader dimensions found in the interorganizational 
sphere, such as social, relational, political, cultural, and community factors.

Given the exploratory nature of this study, we would certainly advocate for other empirical 
work to continue in this new interorganizational space for ECB. Key among the issues to be 
explored might be the following: How does interorganizational EC differ from other levels, in 
terms of its contextual factors and mechanisms? What does interorganizational EC look like 
across different sectors? How could it be measured? How might systems theory help us better 
understand interorganizational EC and ECB? How should interorganizational ECB interven-
tions be evaluated? What are some of the sectoral or societal outcomes that may emerge from 
interorganizational evaluation practice? We believe that an empirical examination of these 
questions would yield important new insights, not only on interorganizational EC but also on 
some of the factors and conditions that also influence individual and organizational EC.

Conclusion

This study sought to document and examine interorganizational EC initiatives undertaken in 
various sectors in Canada and Denmark. We drew on existing secondary data to build four case 
descriptions, which were subsequently analyzed based on a conceptual framework by Cousins 
et al. (2014a). We found important variability in terms of the tools, mechanisms and supports 
used to build interorganizational capacity, in addition to fundamental differences between cases 
regarding what can be defined as EC. The first two cases focus more directly on building indi-
vidual and organizational EC through policy development and training offered at a sectoral 
level, while the last two cases focus more explicitly on building individual EC through indirect 
ECB activities involving stakeholders from different organizations in evaluative work. We con-
clude that interorganizational ECB depends heavily on individual and organizational EC but 
transcends these two levels when stakeholders have an opportunity to learn from one another 
and work together on resolving evaluative and interorganizational challenges.
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Note

1. Many Voluntary Organizations for Professional Evaluators (VOPEs), such as the Canadian 
Evaluation Society and the American Evaluation Association, have developed evaluator com-
petency guides that are more comprehensive than the brief descriptions provided here and could 
be used to highlight individual evaluation capacity (EC) dimensions. We add to these individual 
evaluation user characteristics that do not target evaluators, but managers and decision-makers 
who are required to understand and apply evaluation findings and recommendations.
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