
DEBATES, POLICY & PRACTICE, CASE STUDIES

EvAluATing inTErSEcTorAl 
procESSES for AcTion on ThE SociAl 
DETErminAnTS of hEAlTh: lEArning 
from kEy informAnTS

Social Determinants of health Discussion paper 5





Evaluating 
intErsEctoral 
procEssEs for 
action on thE social 
dEtErminants of 
hEalth: 
lEarning from kEy 
informants



The Series:
The Discussion Paper Series on Social Determinants of Health provides a forum for sharing knowledge on how to tackle the social determinants 
of health to improve health equity. Papers explore themes related to questions of strategy, governance, tools and capacity building. They aim to 
review country experiences with an eye to understanding practice and innovations, and encouraging frank debate on the connections between 
health and the broader policy environment. 

Background:
The Department of Ethics and Social Determinants of Health (ESD) [then, the department of Ethics, Equity, Trade and Human Rights] of the 
World Health Organization commissioned this report. Rene Loewenson of the Training and Research Support Centre carried out the interviews 
and wrote the report in early 2010. It was presented and reviewed at a meeting in Chile in early 2010, titled Intersectoral Action to Tackle the 
Social Determinants of Health and the Role of Evaluation, and underwent external peer review in 2011 and 2012. The author produced a final 
draft in late 2012. The meeting was organized by WHO headquarters staff, and technical counterparts in the Regional Office of Europe and 
the Regional Office for the Americas, along with the government of Chile. WHO staff collaborated in identifying interviewees. Given the time 
between the interviews and the final report, recent developments in the field are acknowledged but may not be fully captured in the report. The 
views presented in this report are those of the author and do not represent the decisions, policies or views of the World Health Organization. 
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T
he 2008 World Health Organization Commission on Social Determinants of Health and the 
2011 Rio Political Declaration on Social Determinants of Health both articulated that policy-
makers and practitioners engaging in processes for intersectoral action for health (IAH) and 
health in all policies (HiAP) need signals of the efficiency and effectiveness of their approaches. 

Evaluation can play a role in this.

This report was commissioned in December 2009 and implemented in early 2010 to explore how the 
evaluation of IAH and HiAP is being implemented from the experience of expertise directly involved 
in such work. WHO selected 11 respondents for their involvement in work on IAH and systems scale 
analysis. They were interviewed and the documents they provided were reviewed. The respondents 
were drawn from local government, national- and global-level institutions, mainly from high-income 
countries with only two from middle- or low-income countries. The small, non- representative sample 
and narrow coverage of low- and middle-income settings limits the conclusions that can be drawn, and 
it is recommended that future assessments be carried out in more low- and middle-income settings, 
and countries in South America, where the experience may be different. Notwithstanding this, the 
report provides previously undocumented evidence on experience within the regions covered by the 
evaluation of IAH. 

The report outlines concepts of IAH and evaluation that informed the collection of evidence on four 
broad questions. 
1 What have been the motivations for evaluating IAH and HiAP?
2 What have been the purposes of the evaluations that have been implemented, particularly in 

relation to testing conceptual frameworks, performance and development results, and with what 
issues for their design? 

3 What methods have been used for the evaluation of IAH? Are these methods unique and what 
lessons have been learned from practice?  

4 How has the evidence from evaluations of IAH been reported and used? 

The findings suggest that having an explicit and shared conceptual framework for IAH work at inception 
is necessary to clarify the pathways for change, the outcomes and measures for assessing performance 
and impact, to prioritize action and to test the thinking informing IAH work. While the learning from 
this may be context-specific, learning networks provide a means for a meta- analysis of case studies, to 
build more generic knowledge around conceptual frameworks. 

In the initial stages of IAH, respondents used a range of mapping, appraisal, diagnosis or assessment 
tools to raise policy recognition, build shared diagnosis and initiate action. Evaluation of performance 
was prioritized in the early stages over concept or impact evaluation. Answering the question ‘How are 
we doing?’ was reported to support strategic review and build confidence for and effectiveness of action. 
Such performance or process evaluation assessed changes in capacities, information sharing, institutional 
performance, spending patterns, outputs and perceptions of change through diverse methods, and the 
sharing of disaggregated data across sectors. Respondents called for greater exchange on methods and 
tools for performance evaluation, given its importance in sustaining policy and resource support for IAH.

Executive summary
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