
Evaluative Thinking in Practice: The National Asthma Control 
Program

Leslie A. Fierro, Heather Codd, Sarah Gill, Phung K. Pham, Piper T. Grandjean Targos, and 
Maureen Wilce

Abstract

Although evaluative thinking lies at the heart of what we do as evaluators and what we hope to 

promote in others through our efforts to build evaluation capacity, researchers have given limited 

attention to measuring this concept. We undertook a research study to better understand how 

instances of evaluative thinking may present in practice-based settings—specifically within four 

state asthma control programs funded by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention’s 

National Asthma Control Program. Through content analyses of documents as well as interviews 

and a subsequent focus group with four state asthma control programs’ evaluators and program 

managers we identified and defined twenty-two indicators of evaluative thinking. Findings provide 

insights about what practitioners may wish to look for when they intend to build evaluative 

thinking and the types of data sources that may be more or less helpful in such efforts.

As Patton describes in the first chapter of this volume, evaluative thinking has a long history 

within the field of evaluation. This volume demonstrates that evaluative thinking remains an 

important concept that continues to evolve. Despite its central importance to the field of 

evaluation, to our knowledge, few attempts have been made to operationalize and measure 

evaluative thinking in practice; excepting Cornell’s Office for Research on Evaluation (n.d.) 

set of data collection instruments on evaluative thinking and the Evaluative Thinking 
Assessment Tool published by the Bruner Foundation (Bruner Foundation, 2010). In 

addition, Patton has worked to clarify the “core elements of evaluative thinking” (Patton, this 

issue) but not with the aim of operationalization.

Operationalizing this construct is important for public health programs that devote 

significant resources to building evaluation capacity and wish to evaluate their efforts. The 

importance of operationalization may increase as public health programs turn purposeful 

attention to building evaluative thinking among their partners—a path of action some 

scholars have recently proposed (Buckley, Archibald, Hargraves, & Trochim, 2015). This is 

particularly true given that evaluative thinking presumably lies at the heart of what we do as 

evaluators and is certainly at least a portion of what we hope to promote in others through 

our efforts to build evaluation capacity (King, 2007). Even if specific quantitative 

measurement of this somewhat ambiguous construct is far off or infeasible at the moment, at 

a minimum, it seems important for evaluators to have some guidance about how to detect 

when evaluative thinking is present and how (or if) it is changing over time. In this chapter, 

we describe our efforts to better understand how instances of evaluative thinking may 

present in practice-based settings.
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In performing this research, we operated from several underlying assumptions. Our first 

assumption, and perhaps most obvious, is that evaluative thinking can be operationalized. 

We assumed that “instances” of evaluative thinking would surface in existing grant-reporting 

documentation as well as in conversations with grantees. Evaluative thinking would not be 

captured by a single indicator, rather there would be a combination of indicators suggestive 

of evaluative thinking. We did not have assumptions about what this combination of 

indicators would look like, nor the relationships between them (if any), and allowed both to 

emerge organically through our efforts.

Second, we assumed that detection of instances of evaluative thinking would be aided 

greatly by including individuals with different backgrounds and experience on our team. To 

this end, we created a team comprised of six individuals who would naturally approach the 

detection of evaluative thinking from different angles—some from a practice-based lens and 

some from the lens of existing theory and scholarship in the area of evaluative thinking and 

related concepts such as evaluation capacity building (ECB). On the practice-based side, two 

of our team members have, combined, two decades of experience in providing evaluation 

technical assistance to the types of public health programs participating in the study. On the 

theory side, three team members are doctoral level graduate students working on research 

specific to evaluative thinking or ECB. One team member crossed these boundaries, with 

several years of experience developing and fostering the growth of evaluation capacity in the 

public health program of interest but currently working as a professor of evaluation 

performing research in evaluation capacity.

Finally, informed by the extensive literature on ECB (Labin, Duffy, Meyers, Wandersman, & 

Lesene, 2012), we operated from an underlying assumption that evaluative thinking is one of 

the many outcomes likely to arise from deliberate efforts to build evaluation capacity within 

organizations (Fierro, 2012). Thus, we assumed that where evaluation capacity exists 

evaluative thinking may also exist. As such, we explored the extent to which instances of 

evaluative thinking emerged within a national public health program with a long and 

documented history of commitment to ECB—the Centers for Disease Control and 

Prevention’s (CDC) National Asthma Control Program (NACP).

Evaluation Capacity Building in CDC’s National Asthma Control Program

A primary role for the NACP is funding state health departments throughout the United 

States to establish and maintain state-wide asthma programs that employ a range of 

interventions to improve asthma control and the quality of life of individuals who have 

asthma. Through this funding, awardees: (1) develop and maintain state-specific asthma 

surveillance systems that provide crucial data for understanding potential areas for targeting 

interventions, (2) engage partners in coordinated efforts to address state asthma goals and 

objectives, and (3) design and implement interventions to effectively manage and control 

asthma among people who live with asthma. Recognizing evaluation as an essential function 

of public health (State, Tribal, Local, & Territorial Public Health Professionals Gateway, 

n.d.) as well as its important role in providing information for programmatic learning and 

improvement, the NACP established evaluation as another central awardee activity.
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In 2009, with leadership support and encouragement, the NACP launched an unprecedented 

strategy to build and advance evaluation capacity among the funded state asthma programs. 

During a 5-year funding cycle (2009–2014), the NACP designated program evaluation as an 

explicit priority (CDC, 2009). Managers and evaluators within this national program 

developed a multi-pronged approach to build evaluation capacity within state asthma 

programs drawing heavily upon the approach articulated in CDC’s Framework for Program 

Evaluation in Public Health (CDC, 1999). Central to this approach were requirements that 

state asthma programs hire an evaluator (at least half-time), create and submit evaluation 

plans, and routinely report status updates on the evaluative efforts to the NACP. To promote 

the successful implementation of these new requirements, and to model the importance of 

evaluation, NACP established their own team of evaluators—the evaluation technical 

advisors (ETAs). The primary role of the ETAs was to work with evaluators in funded state 

programs to strengthen and expand evaluation capacity with the ultimate goal of fostering 

high-quality evaluations that produce findings that stakeholders use.

An internal assessment and an independent study examined the presence of evaluation 

capacity within state asthma programs operating under the 2009–2014 funding cycle 

(Evaluation Technical Advisors, 2012; Fierro, 2012). These efforts provided indications that 

evaluation capacity does exist within these programs—including favorable attitudes and 

practices toward evaluation for program staff and leadership overall. This evidence, coupled 

with the intentional efforts performed by the NACP to build evaluation capacity, suggests 

that evaluative thinking exists among state asthma program staff. Preliminary evidence from 

conversations and existing data sources suggests that evaluative thinking emerged within 

some asthma programs. For example, during the 2009–2014 funding cycle the ETAs and 

several state evaluators noticed subtle changes in the conversations about evaluation—state 

evaluators described larger, more active roles in program operations and on occasion, others, 

such as asthma program managers, began to discuss and refer to evaluation as a shared 

activity. Furthermore, applications for the 2014–2019 funding cycle submitted by existing 

state asthma programs (CDC, 2014) provide evidence that for many, thinking had 

transformed. Given this preliminary evidence of evaluative thinking, we embarked on a 

concerted effort to begin to answer: How do instances of evaluative thinking present in a 

practice-based setting?

Methods

We performed a multisite case study (Creswell, 2013). Four of the twenty-three states 

funded under the 2014–2019 cycle by the NACP were purposively sampled to participate; 

with an emphasis on selecting states that had high levels of evaluation capacity relative to 

other NACP funded states and appeared to have relatively high evaluation capacity over an 

extended time period. Three sources of data were leveraged for this research: (1) a subset of 

existing grant administration documents in the NACP, (2) telephone interviews with the 

evaluator and program manager working on behalf of four state asthma control programs 

funded by NACP (N = 8), and (3) a focus group with the same eight individuals. Given the 

exploratory nature of this research and the limited existing literature on evaluative thinking, 

we primarily used an inductive approach for our analysis. We describe our methodology in 

greater detail below.
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Sample

The primary inclusion criterion of interest was a high level of evaluation capacity relative to 

other state grantees. The first step in selecting these states included an assessment of 

evaluation capacity by the ETAs. Each ETA assigned a value from one to five for the overall 

evaluation capacity of each funded state program she supported (high from the outset and 

remained so [5 points]; steadily increased [4 points]; fluctuated over time and topic [3 

points]; done as compliance [2 points]; nonexistent [1 point]). Next the ETA used a 5-point 

frequency scale, where a five represented “routinely exhibits” and a one represented “never/

almost never,” to score how routinely each state they specifically work with did or did not 

exhibit each of the following characteristics: (1) accounting for and engaging an array of 

perspectives; (2) using evaluation findings; an organizational culture supportive of 

evaluation, including motivated staff, an evaluation champion, and resources devoted to 

evaluation; (3) asking meaningful evaluation questions; (4) employing a variety of study 

methods; and (5) supporting staff ECB. To promote consistent use of the scales, the ETAs 

discussed potential responses. Since ETA state assignments had changed over time and 

ETAs regularly have contact with state evaluators, several ETAs weighed in on responses 

and reached agreement. The scores provided by the ETAs on each of the aforementioned 

scales were summed for each of the twenty-three states currently funded by the NACP. The 

eight states with the highest scores were retained for possible inclusion.

Next, a total evaluation capacity score was calculated leveraging data from a previous study 

(Fierro, 2012) for nineteen of the twenty-three funded states. Evaluation capacity scores for 

states in which two respondents provided an assessment of evaluation capacity were 

averaged for a combined state score. One of the eight states rated highest on evaluation 

capacity by the ETAs did not provide data for the previous study. Of the eight states retained 

from the ETA assessment described above, the four states with the highest evaluation 

capacity score from the previous study were selected for inclusion and invited to participate 

in the current study. The single state missing a value on evaluation capacity from the 

previous study was tied with another state for fifth place, thus the missing data did not affect 

the selection. Both the evaluators and program managers from the four selected states had to 

agree to participate in the study to be included. All invitees agreed to participate. The study 

was determined exempt by the Institutional Review Board at Claremont Graduate University.

Data Collection

We used three data sources to identify and describe potential instances of evaluative thinking 

in practice. Data collection (and the associated analyses) occurred sequentially. The first step 

in this process was a review and analysis of existing grantee documents. Following content 

analyses of these documents, the team performed semistructured telephone interviews with 

the evaluator and program manager for each of the four states. Subsequently, our team 

conducted a telephone focus group with all eight respondents. Each data source is described 

in additional detail below.

Documents—The sampling strategy we used for our review of archival data was 

purposive. We selected three documents to review for each state: the state’s most recent 

funding application; their strategic evaluation plan, a document designed to guide evaluation 
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efforts over the 5-year grant cycle; and one plan that describes a specific evaluation the state 

intended to perform. Our team identified these documents in consultation with the ETAs. 

The ETAs recommended these documents since they were designed explicitly to elicit 

information from the grantees about evaluation activities occurring in the state. Thus, out of 

all documents provided by the grantees to the CDC NACP, these were thought to be the most 

likely to include instances of evaluative thinking. In addition, these three documents were 

identified by the research team as the most relevant to the study given early reviews of a 

broader set of documents (described later under Data Analysis).

Interviews—We conducted semi-structured telephone interviews with the evaluator and 

program manager in each of the four states. All individuals invited to participate in an 

interview agreed. Interviews lasted approximately one hour and were digitally recorded. 

Topics included a brief history of evaluation within the state asthma control program, 

description of the dialogue that has occurred among stakeholders during the program’s 

evaluation processes, and how (if at all) the interviewee and other evaluation stakeholders’ 

understanding of evaluation and engagement in the act of evaluation have changed over 

previous years. The interview protocol was refined prior to administration to ensure that the 

questions posed were likely to facilitate dialogue about concepts we had identified as 

potentially important to evaluative thinking which were not seen with a high frequency (or at 

all) during the document review. The project team created near-verbatim transcripts from 

these recordings for use in data analysis.

Focus Group—The final data collection effort was a two-hour telephone focus group with 

all eight study participants. The focus group questions built upon the findings from the 

interviews with the intention of providing a forum in which participants could reflect on the 

interview themes related to evaluative thinking and to share their thoughts on existing 

definitions of evaluative thinking. The group discussion was digitally recorded and 

transcribed.

Data Analysis

The analysis of data consisted of four sequential steps. First, all team members contributed 

to developing initial indicators of evaluative thinking. These indicators emerged through a 

review of a subset of grant documents and were refined through in-depth discussions among 

our team. Two team members, one with extensive familiarity with evaluation in the NACP 

and one performing scholarship in the area of evaluative thinking more broadly, used the 

initial set of indicators to identify instances of evaluative thinking in documents, interviews, 

and focus groups while continuing to refine the indicators. A description of the process is 

provided in Figure 3.1.

A Priori Indicator Development—To develop the initial set of evaluative thinking 

indicators, the full research team reviewed four archival documents, three of which 

overlapped with the documents purposively selected for the final analyses. The additional 

document included an interim progress report provided by the grantees as part of an earlier 

funding cycle (2009–2014). During this initial review of documents, each team member took 

notes and identified indicators that they believed had relevance given the two existing 
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definitions of evaluative thinking (Buckley et al., 2015; Vo, 2013) or based upon their 

experience of what it means to have evaluative thinking in practice. Each team member 

included a definition and an example from one or more documents for each indicator they 

identified. In this initial pass through the data, we reviewed documents from six states; each 

reviewer started the review process with a different state.

Over the course of seven meetings, the research team revised the initial indicator list to 

facilitate stronger conceptual clarity. During these meetings, we reviewed each proposed 

indicator, identified overlaps, and extensively discussed potential definitions. From an initial 

list of approximately seventy possible indicators, we generated a list of sixteen indicators 

grouped into five overarching categories.

Content Analysis—Document Review—Two team members independently performed 

descriptive coding for each document using the final set of indicators from the process 

previously described while allowing for additional indicators of evaluative thinking to 

emerge. The team coded data in ATLAS.ti 7. Each coder selected illustrative quotes for each 

indicator, rating them as excellent (full expression of or a tangible example of the indicator), 

good (indicative of most of the described indicator), or interesting (moderately indicative of 

the indicator and may offer new insights). The two coders then merged the coded 

documents, and discussed and reconciled differences. Not all differences were reconciled, 

for example, in many cases, selected passages were coded by one coder and not another—

such differences were retained. Five new indicators emerged from the analysis. The two 

coders subsequently used thematic analysis to identify common patterns within and across 

codes, and made final revisions to the indicator list. Final revisions to the indicator list were 

discussed among the coders during two teleconferences (one of which included the principal 

investigator) and through e-mail correspondence.

Content Analysis—Interviews and Focus Group—The two members of the team 

who performed the coding of the existing documents also coded the interview and focus 

group transcripts. Analysis of the interviews and focus group were performed in sequence 

(first the interviews, followed by the focus group). The coders independently assigned codes 

using the indicator list finalized through the document review. The coders merged the coded 

transcripts and then discussed and reconciled differences. Similar to the analytic procedures 

used for the document review, not all differences were reconciled and coders allowed 

additional indicators to emerge. No new indicators emerged from the analysis of interviews 

or the focus group. The two coders then used thematic analysis to identify common patterns 

within and across indicators. This analysis was captured in written reflections to inform the 

study results.

Results

Four state asthma control programs participated in this study—Massachusetts, Montana, 

Oregon, and Wisconsin. These programs range in the number of years they have received 

funding under the NACP—from 17 years (Oregon) to seven years (Montana). Two of the 

four states (Massachusetts and Wisconsin) have external evaluators who have been with the 

program for several years (approximately seven and four years, respectively), the other two 
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(Oregon and Montana) have internal evaluators with a tenure less than five years 

(approximately four and two and a half years, respectively). Program managers have had 

varying tenures with their respective programs with the manager in Wisconsin coming on 

board approximately 11 years ago and the Oregon manager joining three months prior to the 

interview.

Several of these states have unique contextual features worthy of mention as they may affect 

the dynamics of the evaluation culture within their program. The presence of such contextual 

features may contribute to greater ease or receptivity in engaging in ECB efforts compared 

to other programs or to higher baseline level of evaluative thinking prior to engaging in ECB 

efforts. In Montana, the program manager served as the epidemiologist and evaluator for this 

same program for approximately five years prior to switching roles. She now serves as the 

manager of the asthma program as well as the supervisor for a larger section that includes 

several public health programs. In Oregon, the state asthma control program is not a stand-

alone program, rather it is deeply integrated with several other chronic disease programs in 

their Health Promotion and Chronic Disease Prevention Section. Evaluators in this section 

are centralized—they work across disease-specific programs but do have an emphasis area 

(e.g., asthma). And in Wisconsin, the current evaluator has an interrupted tenure with the 

program—serving as the evaluator for approximately two and a half years near the initiation 

of the requirement for evaluation and subsequently returning about one year prior to when 

we engaged her in an interview.

Indicators and Examples of Evaluative Thinking in Practice

Twenty-two indicators of evaluative thinking grouped into five categories emerged through 

our analyses (Figure 3.2)—reflecting, perspectives, projecting, valuing evaluation, and use. 

In this section, we present each indicator of evaluative thinking that emerged from the data, 

share the definition we developed for the indicator, and provide an example of how the 

indicator manifested in practice by providing text from a document, interview, or the focus 

group (Table 3.1). In addition, we share some general reflections on the frequency with 

which the indicators were identified across different types of data sources.

Reflecting—We defined reflecting as “deliberately giving critical attention to various 

aspects of a program, including its context and its evaluation; suggests a willingness to apply 

a critical lens reflexively.” All six indicators under this category were identified a priori—

four of these indicators emerged based upon our understanding of existing scholarship on 

evaluative thinking (thoughtful questions, deeper understanding, describing thinking, and 

identifying assumptions) and two based upon our experience as practitioners (considering 

context and evaluation review). Of these indicators, text was assigned most frequently to 

considering context (n = 53 instances across all data sources). Coders infrequently identified 

text that aligned with the indicators of identifying assumptions (n = 3 instances in interviews 

only) and evaluation review (n = 3 instances across documents and interviews).

Perspectives—Indicators under this category relate to “incorporating information and 

priorities from multiple viewpoints.” Four indicators of evaluative thinking were identified 

under this heading, three of which were defined a priori and informed by our work as 
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practitioners (multiple perspectives, additional points of view, and explicating values) and 

one which emerged during the formal content analysis of documents (participatory 

evaluation). Multiple perspectives and participatory evaluation (an indicator of statements 

expressing the value of participatory evaluation) were the indicators most frequently 

identified by the coders across data sources (n = 32 and n = 19, respectively) despite the later 

not being an a priori code. Multiple perspectives, an indicator that suggests the grantee 

incorporated different points of view, was infrequently identified by coders (n = 1 instance in 

an interview); it was however seen more frequently in documents (n = 7).

Projecting—We defined projecting as “envisioning success and the path to achieving it.” 

Of the four indicators categorized under this heading, two were identified a priori in light of 

our professional experience (criteria of success and linking activities to outcomes) and two 

emerged during the formal analysis of documents (scaling and suite of evaluation activities). 

All of the indicators under this category were identified much more frequently in the 

document review compared to the interviews and focus group despite two not being 

identified a priori. Coders assigned one of these four indicators to 118 instances of text in 

the documents reviewed and in only four instances of text in transcripts from interviews and 

the focus group. Only one instance of text (in a document) was associated with the emergent 

indicator suite of evaluation activities (an indicator that evaluation activities are performed 

as a suite of studies as opposed to individual events). Despite the limited identification of 

this indicator, we retained it due to its potential to reflect evaluative thinking in future 

studies.

Valuing Evaluation—Indicators included in this category indicate a belief in the 

importance and utility of evaluation. All of these indicators were identified a priori—two 

were created in alignment with our understanding of existing theory related to evaluative 

thinking (value of evaluation and value of evidence), the other two (intent to engage in ECB 

and distributed responsibility) were identified as potential evaluative thinking indicators as a 

result of our practice-based experiences and knowledge of the ECB literature. Text 

associated with value of evidence (which included statements suggesting a belief in the 

value of evidence generally) and intent to engage in ECB was most frequently identified in 

the documents (n = 155 instances and n = 25 instances, respectively). Value of evaluation 

(statements suggesting a belief in the value of evaluation) and distributed responsibility 

(statements indicating that people across the program are responsible for conducting and 

using evaluations) were the most frequent indicators identified in interview and focus group 

text (n = 53 and n = 24, respectively).

Use—We defined use as “the impact or intended impact of the evaluation on the evaluand, 

stakeholders, and/or society.” We identified four indicators under this category—two of 

which were identified a priori (planning for use and instrumental use) and two of which 

emerged during the content analysis of documents (integration and process use). The study 

team leveraged existing theory and literature related to evaluative thinking to inform the 

creation of each indicator under this category. The two a priori codes were assigned with 

differing frequencies across data sources. Planning for use was more often detected in the 

document review (n = 74) compared to the interviews and focus group (n = 6) whereas 
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instrumental use was assigned with almost equal frequency across these data sources (n = 21 

instances in document review, n = 16 in interviews/focus group).

Every program had evidence of at least one indicator from each of the five categories. The 

indicators assigned least frequently to text from any data source included suite of evaluation 

activities (n = 1), evaluation review (n = 2), and identifying assumptions (n = 3). The 

indicators assigned most frequently across all data sources included value of evidence (n = 

163) and planning for use (n = 80). Six indicators were represented by all four states—(1) 

describing thinking, (2) considering context, (3) participatory evaluation, (4) value of 

evaluation, (5) distributed responsibility, and (6) instrumental use. All states missed at least 

one indicator. The number of indicators not identified in text associated with a specific state 

ranged from one to five indicators.

Patterns in Indicators of Evaluative Thinking

In response to our research question—How do instances of evaluative thinking present in a 
practice-based setting?—we found instances of evaluative thinking across all data sources 

we used (existing grant documents, interviews with program staff, and a focus group with 

program staff). However, indicators of evaluative thinking appeared with varying frequencies 

across data sources.

In reviewing the indicators that emerged through this study, we identified one pattern that 

may be helpful to consider in future efforts. The indicators appeared to fall into three 

domains. First, some indicators appeared to be direct indicators of evaluative thinking such 

as posing thoughtful questions or illustrating thinking. A second set of indicators are 

potentially supportive of or help to facilitate evaluative thinking—such as additional points 

of view which reflects that grantees considered views and perspectives on the evaluand 

beyond the stakeholders who they directly engaged in the evaluation. Finally, there were 

other indicators that appear to be a behavioral manifestation of one or more individuals 

thinking evaluatively within a program such as the intent of the grantee to engage in ECB, as 

evidenced through documented plans to build capacity, or distributing responsibility for 

evaluation throughout their program.

In addition to the three domains of indicators we just described, it became apparent that the 

indicators we identified had some sort of relation to each other. Figure 3.3 presents one of 

several potential conceptualizations of how the evaluative thinking indicators we identified 

relate to each other based upon our interpretation of the data. The five categories, and their 

associated indicators, represent critical junctions in evaluative thinking. A key intersection is 

located at the center of the figure, where projecting, perspectives, and valuing evaluation 

meet to facilitate reflecting. According to the data, the act of reflecting often occurs in the 

form of dialogue, where groups explore complex issues from various viewpoints and values 

to discover new knowledge and understanding. From this, evaluative arguments and desired 

actions (i.e., use) become apparent.

We also realized the patterns of indicators manifested collectively among the program staff. 

Evaluation was not seen as the sole responsibility of the “evaluator”—indeed the value of 

communications among stakeholders became a common practice. Repeatedly, we heard that 
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evaluative thinking was a shared concept, with evaluation being a language and a process 

that the program staff learned together. This intentionality permeated a wide variety of 

program activities beyond evaluation itself (e.g., strategic planning of programs, 

implementing programs).

Strengths and Limitations

Several strengths were present in our study procedures. Perhaps foremost is the diversity of 

perspectives represented on our team. As previously noted, our team was comprised of 

several individuals with extensive practice-based expertise developing and implementing 

ECB efforts with the NACP and beyond as well as several individuals who were deeply 

embedded in scholarly activities that examine evaluative thinking and the closely related 

topic of ECB. In addition, half of our team members were deeply familiar with the NACP 

and the specific states selected for this study whereas this was the first exposure the other 

half of our team members had to this program. It is likely that this mixture of experiences 

helped us to identify a comprehensive set of indicators of evaluative thinking.

This comprehensiveness, however, may have contributed to some of the limitations of our 

study as well. Some indicators that our team surfaced, particularly those identified a priori, 

were never identified in a specific data source. This could be a result of several factors in 

addition to developing an overly comprehensive listing of indicators. For example, it may be 

the case that some indicators are just more likely to be apparent in certain data sources.

Our interrater reliability (IRR), or rather lack thereof, for some indicators could also be 

viewed as a limitation. Using the findings from the final content analyses, IRR ranged from 

a Cohen’s kappa of −0.594 (moderate disagreement) to 0.99 (almost perfect agreement). 

However, it is important to note that only four indicators reported kappa values suggesting 

substantial or almost perfect agreement (Landis & Koch, 1977). Such differences, however, 

are not unanticipated due to the different backgrounds and experiences of the two coders. 

Ultimately, we do not view this lack of agreement as a limitation, given that this was an 

exploratory study designed to acquire a first glance of how evaluative thinking might 

manifest in practice. In fact, one might view a lack of agreement as positive and anticipated 

in such an endeavor—positive in that it leads to a more comprehensive listing of potential 

instances of evaluative thinking and expected since we intentionally engaged team members 

with diverse perspectives for the purpose of facilitating a broad representation of evaluative 

thinking.

As in any research endeavor, there are aspects of this inquiry process that we would refine in 

retrospect. During the writing phase, we frequently lamented that we did not have the 

person-hours available to go back through each data source (particularly the interviews and 

focus group) to further refine the codes, indicators, and associated definitions. Another 

round of coding, reflection, and refinement would have afforded us the opportunity to 

develop a set of indicators that is more parsimonious and defined more specifically than 

presented in this manuscript. For example, during the final reviews of this manuscript a 

guest editor posed a question about the definition for “deeper understanding”—specifically 

whether it was possible to state who “seeks insights and probes for deeper understanding.” 
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At this juncture, we do not have that level of specificity—statements without specific actors 

that pointed to seeking insights or deeper understanding were included under this code. 

However, a second or third iteration of coding may have resulted in a clearer interpretation 

of “who” exactly is involved and/or whether statements absent such specificity should be 

retained under this code.

Another round of analysis would have also provided our team with an opportunity to 

examine a theme that we suspect is important to evaluative thinking, but were unable to 

pursue in depth. We noticed frequent mention/discussion of “conversations” in the 

interviews and focus group. It seems that the idea of conversations may lie at the intersection 

of several indicators we presented in this manuscript (e.g., “describing thinking” and 

“identifying assumptions” from the reflecting category and “multiple perspectives” and/or 

“explicating values” from the perspectives category). If we had coded “conversations” as a 

mechanism to get at one way people share their perspectives, important insights may have 

emerged that we are not able to share at this time.

Such reflection points to another component of this research process that could have 

benefited from refinement. The process of defining and refining indicators was incredibly 

challenging, in fact we often noted that we felt as though we were “wrapping ourselves up in 

cognitive pretzels.” Perhaps this was due to having to reconcile the multiple, diverse 

perspectives represented by our team members, perhaps it is simply just a natural part of this 

process. Irrespective, it may have been helpful to seek reviews of our indicators and 

definitions from others who have an interest in the topic of evaluative thinking. Such reviews 

could have helped to show us where further refinements or clarification in our articulation of 

these indicators would be helpful for the intended end-users.

Discussion

Our goal in this research was to move the concept of evaluative thinking from the intangible 

to the tangible. We hope this research provides insights to practitioners about what they may 

wish to look for over time and the types of data sources that may be more or less helpful in 

making observations about the existence (or growth) of evaluative thinking. Certainly, the 

indicators we developed as part of this exercise can benefit greatly from refinement in future 

research on evaluation efforts and we encourage others to be critical of what we have 

provided here and to work to improve and expand upon this effort.

Some suggestions for future research include performing one or more longitudinal studies 

that examine the emergence of evaluative thinking. Such studies might examine the extent to 

which evaluative thinking (and specifically what aspects of it) are associated with, if any, 

different ECB approaches. For example, what aspects of evaluative thinking are most often 

associated with participatory evaluation approaches that may intentionally seek to build 

evaluation capacity through the mechanism of process use and how does this differ from 

other ECB approaches such as multicomponent approaches offering a suite of training, one-

on-one technical assistance, and guidance documents from a funding entity?

Fierro et al. Page 11

New Dir Eval. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2018 June 25.

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript



Further, future research might explore the relationships between different types of indicators 

of evaluative thinking as depicted in Figure 3.3 or the unit of analysis most appropriate for 

identifying evaluative thinking (i.e., individual-level change or group-level changes). Finally, 

additional research similar to the current study conducted in different contexts can help us to 

understand the extent to which what we saw extends to other contexts and may be quite 

helpful for practitioners who hope to continuously reflect on the extent to which they can 

foster and are realizing evaluative thinking in their settings.

In structuring future research, particularly studies including participants similar to ours, it 

may be important to consider the extent to which indicators of evaluative thinking are 

reflective of evaluative thinking on the part of grantees versus evaluative thinking on the part 

of the funder. The guidance provided by NACP regarding how to perform evaluation within 

funded programs frequently (but not always) aligned directly with text to which we assigned 

an indicator. For example, the NACP’s approach to evaluation aligns with CDC’s 

Framework for Program Evaluation in Public Health which draws upon a Utilization-

Focused Evaluation approach (Patton, 2008), emphasizes the importance of stakeholder 

engagement in evaluations, and stresses the importance of developing a program theory 

(CDC, 1999). With this backdrop, perhaps it is not surprising that illustrating thinking, 

linking activities to outcomes, and planning for use were three of the four most frequently 

identified indicators in the content analysis.

Similarly, “value of evidence” was by far the most frequently identified indicator (n = 166 

instances across all data sources). One of the documents included in the content analysis was 

the grantee’s application for the most recent round of funding (2014–2019), which was titled 

“Comprehensive Asthma Control Through Evidence-Based Strategies and Public Health–

Healthcare Collaboration.” Not surprisingly, language indicating that the state program 

intended to implement evidence-based strategies was used repeatedly throughout the 

application.

We are not suggesting that NACP’s evaluation guidance is solely responsible for the 

emergence of the evaluative thinking indicators we identified. After all, some indicators 

emphasized extensively in the guidance from the NACP were not encountered in data 

sources from each of the four states such as “intent to engage in ECB.” What we suspect is 

that indicators of evaluative thinking arise from a complex interplay between individuals in a 

system and that some portion of this is influenced by federal evaluation policies and 

practices. Future research could examine such interplays.

Ultimately, our study suggests that funders do have the potential to affect evaluative thinking 

through the activities they prescribe as part of their ECB efforts. In this case, some of the 

ECB efforts that may have contributed to evaluative thinking within the participating states 

include:

• Asking questions that require thoughtful reflection,

• Requiring information about the level and type of engagement of multiple 

stakeholders as part of the evaluative processes,
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• Promoting use of different types of evaluation designs and methods throughout a 

program’s lifecycle,

• Requiring reporting of ECB activities,

• Promoting visual depictions of how activities link to outcomes, and

• Requiring reporting of how evaluation findings were used.

Reflection of the extent to which evaluative thinking has emerged in programs with similar 

concerted ECB efforts could help to expand our collective understanding of evaluative 

thinking and the conditions that foster its development.
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Figure 3.1. 
Description of analysis process
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Figure 3.2. 
Identification of evaluative thinking indicators
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Figure 3.3. 
Conceptual model of potential relationships among evaluative thinking indicators
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