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Abstract

A synthesis of the state of the literature is discussed in this section of the Evaluation Capacity
Building (ECB) forum organized around four critical questions: (1) What is ECB? (2) How can we
make it happen? (3) How do we know it is happening? and (4) What is its impact? The authors argue
that to move the field of ECB forward we need to envision the science of ECB, not as the sole
activity of creating new knowledge but in a close congruent and reciprocal relationship with practice.
By adhering to a science-practice model, we conduct research that directly responds to and contri-
butes to practice thus creating strong synergies between ECB practitioners and researchers.
Research on ECB needs to be informed by real issues happening in practice, and practice of ECB
needs to be informed by the new knowledge created. We must strengthen the science to refine our
practice and strengthen the practice to refine the science.
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The current vast body of literature about evaluation capacity building (ECB) has primarily focused

on answering four critical questions: (1) What is ECB? (2) How can we make it happen? (3) How do

we know it is happening? and (4) What is its impact? The first of these questions addresses concep-

tualization and definition; the second question addresses issues of process; the third question

addresses measurement; and the final question addresses outcomes. We argue that to move science

forward we need to make a stronger connection between the science and the practice of ECB.

What Is ECB?

Much has been written about the conceptualization of ECB. It has been widely conceptualized as a

dynamic and complex contextual process. One of the most frequently used definitions comes from

Stockdill, Baizerman, and Compton (2002) who affirmed that ECB is ‘‘intentional work to
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continuously create and sustain overall organizational processes that make quality evaluation and its

uses routine.’’ During the last decade, evaluators have increasingly used ECB to assist nonprofit

organizations in developing evaluation skills in order to document the impact of their programs (Bai-

zerman, Compton, & Stockdill, 2002; Carman & Fredericks, 2008; Compton, Glover-Kudon, Smith,

& Avery, 2002; Garcia-Iriarte, Suarez-Balcazar, & Taylor-Ritzler, 2011; Huffman, Thomas, & Law-

renz, 2008; King, 2002; Labin, Duffy, Meyers, Wandersman, & Lesesne, 2012; Milstein, Chapel,

Wetterhall, & Cotton, 2002; Stevenson, Florin, Mills, & Andrade, 2002; Stockdill, Baizerman &

Compton, 2002). Although a number of complex conceptual models are available to further expli-

cate what ECB is and what factors are involved (e.g., Connolly & York, 2002; Cousins, Goh, Clark

& Lee, 2004; Nielsen, Lemire, & Skov, 2011; Preskill & Boyle, 2008), slight attention has been

given to the empirical validation of such models. One such effort is the model proposed by

Suarez-Balcazar et al. (2010) and validated by Taylor-Ritzler, Suarez-Balcazar, Garcia-Iriarte,

Henry, and Balcazar, (2013).

Future research needs to focus on strengthening existing models, validating those that are not

validated, and further applying validated models to larger sample sizes and to diverse organizations.

Furthermore, current models may be strengthened by establishing stronger relationships between

existing models and their corresponding assessment instruments as to integrate and synthesize cur-

rently agreed upon components of evaluation capacity (Labin et al., 2012; Taylor-Ritzler, Suarez-

Balcazar, Garcia-Iriarte, Henry, & Balcazar, 2013).

How Can We Make It Happen?

ECB has become a prevalent activity among evaluators. Several studies, particularly those describ-

ing case studies and examples of successful ECB efforts, are available in the literature (e.g., Garcia-

Iriarte et al., 2011; King & Volkov, 2005).

ECB practices generally involve an evaluator providing training, technical assistance, consulta-

tion, and other activities to one or more staff within an organization or system (Duffy, Labin, &

Wandersman, 2007; Garcia-Iriarte et al., 2011). The goals of ECB practices are typically for staff

within the target organization to regularly document the implementation of their programs, and

interpret the results, in order to understand and strengthen program implementation, to improve pro-

gram outcomes, and to meet the accountability requirements of funders and accrediting bodies

(Gibbs, Napp, Jolly, Westover, & Uhl, 2002; King, 2002; Mackay, 2002; Milstein et al., 2002; Pre-

skill & Boyle, 2008; Taut, 2007). Although some efforts are available to examine theoretical frame-

works to explain the training of evaluation skills, mostly adult learning theories and transformational

learning models, future research need to empirically identify the learning theories underpinning the

building of evaluation skills and knowledge.

How Do We Know It Is Happening?

The measurement of ECB has been somewhat complex. Several ECB and related assessment instru-

ments have been suggested in the literature which mostly focus on Congressional Budget Office staff

perceived knowledge of their capacity to conduct an evaluation and their knowledge of the evalua-

tion processes (e.g., Botcheva, White, & Huffman, 2002; Cousins, Goh, & Elliott, 2007; Danseco,

Halsall, & Kasprzak, 2009; Preskill & Torres, 2000; Taut, 2007; Texas Christian University, 2005;

Volkov & King, 2007). Taylor-Ritzler et al., (2013) conducted one of the few empirical validations

of an ECB assessment instrument that measured organizational factors, individual factors, and uti-

lization and sustainability factors. Despite the availability of this validated instrument, existing evi-

dence suggests that we do not know enough about how to measure contextual and cultural factors

that impact ECB.
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What Is the Impact of ECB?

Knowing how to measure ECB does not necessarily tell us if programming is successfully strength-

ened at the organizational level, nor does it necessarily reveal if ECB is sustained over time. Ulti-

mately, our efforts must address a different question—the fundamental question that ECB was

designed to address—does building organizational evaluation capacity lead to better program out-

comes? Therefore, we must scientifically evaluate whether organizations use evaluation results and

evaluative thinking to improve what they do in a way that benefits consumers?

The evidence base for the utility of ECB in improving organizational program outcomes is, at

best, nascent. There are now several theoretical models of ECB and even a validated instrument.

However, as Labin, Duffy, Meyers, Wandersman, and Lesesne (2012) point out, most of the

empirical research involves descriptive case study designs and little use of reliable and valid instru-

ments. As a result, although ECB holds much promise in improving program outcomes for program

participants and accountability for organizations, there is, as yet, little evidence that ECB practices

actually help organizations systematically improve services that lead to positive outcomes for their

program participants. Here we make a call to the field to advance our knowledge of ECB. We argue

that without a strong science, practice will continue to advance in uneven and unsubstantiated ways

that cannot be built upon and further developed and refined.

Moving the Field From Science to Practice to Practice to Science

We posit that to move the field forward we need to envision the science of ECB, not as a sole activity

in itself of creating new knowledge but in close congruent relationship with practice. The model

below illustrates the essence of our proposal.

By adhering to a science-practice model, we are committed to conducting research that directly

responds to and contributes to practice and creates strong synergies between ECB practitioners and

researchers. This means that the development of theory, both in ECB conceptual models and mea-

surement, as well as the how to at the organizational level must be intertwined and must inform one

another in a dynamic, fluid, contextual, and continuous process. Research on ECB needs to be

informed by real issues happening in practice, and practice of ECB needs to be informed by the new

knowledge created. In order to strengthen ECB, we need to create partnerships with organizations

conducting ECB and offer measurement instruments they can use to enhance their practice of eva-

luation. Methodologically sound measurement instruments assessing critical components and

domains of ECB can serve as diagnostic tools for organizations and produce practical results for eva-

luation practitioners informing the areas in need of intervention. We must strengthen the science to

refine our practice and strengthen the practice and write about it to refine the science.
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To build a strong ECB science, we must address the shortcomings of our current state of knowl-

edge. The next generation of ECB studies should be ambitious. We now need to explicate the adult

learning theories that underlie our work to build the capacity of individuals and organizations and

better identify the intervention components of our ECB efforts. We must find the needed dosage

of training and support to make ECB effective and sustainable. Strengthening our study designs

to make them more reliable can help us identify ECB effects and more reliably attribute them to our

ECB interventions.

Additionally, to strengthen our science, we need to adopt study designs that build on what we

currently know. The future of ECB efforts need to include quasi and true experimental designs that

are longitudinal in nature and that include multiple respondents from numerous programs and orga-

nizations. Perhaps even randomize control trials in which an organization follows an ECB process

and another organization follows a different model—maybe consultant-based evaluation or tradi-

tional training. In summary, we should use stronger research designs to investigate subsequent crit-

ical research questions: Can organizational evaluation capacity be sustained over time? Under what

conditions? What is the impact of ECB on program delivery? What are the outcomes? And why is it

better than other forms of evaluation? What are critical mediators and moderators of these effects?

And what contextual factors impact ECB? In sum, the existing state of the science and practice of

ECB offers great opportunities to continue to grow the body of knowledge.
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