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Introduction
Since the 1990s, researchers and practitioners in health, healthcare and public health have made 
significant efforts to enhance practices and decision-making through the application of evidence. 
These efforts have been anchored in the emergence and evolution of evidence-based medicine 
(Wilson & Sheldon 2019). The process of moving evidence into action has been labelled with 
various terms: knowledge translation, knowledge mobilisation, knowledge exchange, knowledge 
transfer, knowledge application, to name a few. In 2006, Graham et  al. (2006) described the 
knowledge-to-action framework to guide experts in the field and bridge misunderstandings 
arising from the use of several terms referring to parts of its cyclical process. Shaxson et al. (2012) 
reiterated the need for coherence in 2010 and introduced the letter K* to refer to the continuum of 
activities from the dissemination of knowledge to its integration for innovation. The process of 
knowledge translation has been conceptualised in three main ways, each corresponding to a 
different generation of thinking. In the linear model, knowledge is seen as something to be 
disseminated from researchers to users. The interactive model emphasises the exchange and co-
production of knowledge between researchers and users. Finally, the systemic model views 
knowledge translation as a complex, dynamic and context-sensitive process embedded within 
broader systems (Boaz & Nutley 2019). However, these models are grounded in research mainly 
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conducted in high-income countries and lack validation in 
other contexts, such as African health systems (Edwards, 
Zweigenthal & Olivier 2019).

This variety of terms and models reflects the complexity of 
promoting the use of evidence to inform practices or 
decision-making. Individuals and organisations supporting 
this knowledge translation (KT) process may engage in 
various tasks, broadly categorised as knowledge management 
(e.g. creating tailored KT products), linkage and exchange 
(connecting stakeholders) or capacity-building (supporting 
knowledge users) (Bornbaum et  al. 2015). Knowledge 
translation strategies cannot be one-size-fits-all, as their 
success or failure is highly dependent on context (Ziam et al. 
2024). In other words, acquiring the extensive set of skills 
necessary to bridge the gap between research and practices 
requires dedicated training, with high-quality mentorship 
being particularly important (Brownson et  al. 2021). 
Targeting teams of students, researchers, practitioners and 
policymakers may also enhance the impact and sustainability 
of training programmes (Juckett et al. 2022). Unfortunately, 
quality evidence on what constitutes effective knowledge 
translation training is limited (Golhasany & Harvey 2023; 
Shewchuk, Wallace & Seibold 2023), even though building 
capacity in knowledge translation is a crucial global challenge 
(Global Commission on Evidence to Address Societal 
Challenges 2024). 

Evaluation of knowledge translation training initiatives in 
low- and middle-income countries (LMICs) is particularly 
scarce (Murunga et al. 2020), with research focusing mainly 
on those deployed in high-income countries (Golhasany & 
Harvey 2023). Specific needs for knowledge translation 
training in LMIC settings include increased accessibility to 
courses and mentorship, covering a broad range of 
competencies and adapting content to diverse stakeholders 
(Turner et  al. 2021). Indeed, although the number of such 
courses is on the rise, few knowledge translation courses are 
accessible to learners in LMICs (Brownson et al. 2024; Davis 
& D’Lima 2020; Viglione et  al. 2023). One reason for the 
scarcity of training programmes may be that they require 
mobilising substantial resources – financial, material and 
human – to free people up from their usual tasks and to bring 
together those providing and those receiving the training in 
the same place for a given number of days. Interestingly, a 
recent scoping review identified that evaluation of knowledge 
translation training did not consider costs of training 
(Shewchuk et al. 2023). Online courses may facilitate access 
to training, as they represent an economy of scale, making it 
possible, in theory, to reach a wider audience without barriers 
or limitations to access. In practice, however, two major 
limitations persist: firstly, the vast majority of massive open 
online course (MOOCs) are taken by learners from high-
income countries (Reich & Ruipérez-Valiente 2019), and 
secondly, drop-out rates remain very high (Meinert et  al. 
2018). Drop-out rates have typically been calculated using 
data from mainstream MOOC providers, mostly comparing 
enrolment numbers with course certifications or completion 

of course requirements. Researchers are increasingly 
advocating for a more holistic understanding of MOOC 
drop-out (Celik & Cagiltay 2024). In the context of learners 
from LMICs, a research gap lies in the lack of cohort-specific 
studies that provide insights into the factors that facilitate or 
hinder course completion (Nieder et al. 2022).

What are the optimal ways to organise knowledge 
translation training through MOOCs for public health 
professionals in LMICs? Experiments with different 
MOOC deployment formats are now commonplace, 
featuring the alternation of different learning modes 
(completely remote, blended or entirely face to face) 
(Yousef & Sumner 2021). The evaluation of an MOOC on 
implementation science, offered remotely to public health 
professionals and scientists, concluded that the initiative 
was useful for improving knowledge and practice (Launois 
et al. 2021). Our recent work has shown the added value of 
blended training using MOOCs, in which part of the 
coursework is performed at a distance and part face to 
face, when considering the content and context of 
knowledge translation training (Dagenais et al. 2024). 
Indeed, several studies have underscored the importance 
of retaining a certain degree of flexibility to offer context-
sensitive teaching with MOOC that meets needs  and 
encourages interaction (Nieder et  al. 2022; Nwameme 
et  al. 2023). Trainers should consider ways to mitigate 
student isolation by creating opportunities for discussions 
with peers or instructors (Longhini, Rossettini & Palese 
2021) and providing opportunities for team-learning, 
hands-on learning and mentoring (Oronje et  al. 2022; 
Osanjo  et  al. 2016). Finally, the lack of organisational 
support for applying the knowledge and skills acquired 
through MOOCs is a constraint to be considered (Ross 
et al. 2022). 

This article presents the results of an evaluation of knowledge 
translation training based on two MOOCs developed by the 
RENARD Knowledge Translation Research Team (Quebec) 
in collaboration with the French National Research Institute 
for Sustainable Development (IRD). This series of free courses 
is accessible worldwide to an unlimited number of people 
and leads to certification. The first MOOC of the series 
presents an introduction to knowledge translation in eight 
modules, for an estimated 20 h of learning. It provides an 
overview of key concepts and principles in this field, as well 
as guidelines for developing, planning, implementing and 
evaluating a knowledge translation strategy. It details 
various products and activities for translating research 
results, including the policy brief. The policy brief is the 
subject of the second course, comprising five modules, for 
around 15 h of learning. This course offers a step-by-step 
approach, with practical exercises, to guide learners in 
writing a concise and convincing document summarising 
research results. The online courses include educational 
videos, testimonials, quizzes, practical exercises, summary 
sheets, complementary bibliographic resources and end-of-
module exams.
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This training was offered in French remotely to stakeholders 
in the Technologies Participation Citoyenne en santé (TOPICs) 
project. The aim of this project was to gather the opinions of 
users of healthcare systems in Burkina Faso, Benin and the 
Democratic Republic of Congo by setting up a toll-free 
telephone number (Ouedraogo et al. 2023). The initiative was 
led by a group of partners consisting of representatives from 
the scientific community, government agencies, non-
governmental organization (NGOs) and technical service 
providers in the three countries (Biau et al. 2021).

Knowledge translation training was deemed important for 
the project, as stakeholders planned to mobilise the various 
players involved and circulate evidence from the citizen 
consultation process. In this article, we do not discuss the 
TOPICs project in itself but rather focus on the knowledge 
translation training offered to stakeholders in the Democratic 
Republic of Congo (DRC), with the general objective of 
acquiring the principles and skills needed to translate the 
TOPICs project results to targeted audiences, such as 
representatives of the Ministry of Health.

In other words, the context of this evaluation involved 
addressing the training needs in knowledge translation for 
the stakeholders of the TOPICs project. The teaching strategy 
included two MOOCs taken autonomously with biweekly 
coaching sessions and feedback via email. The development 
of the evaluation plan benefited from close collaboration 
between the research team and stakeholders of the TOPICs 
project. To guide future training efforts, this evaluation 
aimed to analyse the learning experience from the perspective 
of TOPICs project members from the DRC, based on their 
assessment of the chosen learning format, including the 
added value of coaching, the implementation facilitators and 
barriers and the effects on their practice.

Research methods and design
The knowledge translation training consisted of taking two 
online courses individually and autonomously, with 
coaching every 2 weeks from a trainer (CD). These coaching 
sessions lasted between 60 min and 90 min. The courses and 
accompanying activities were produced in French. As the 
courses were completed, coaching could also include 
feedback by email on knowledge translation tools produced 
by the learners (including policy briefs). A WhatsApp group 
was created by the trainees to facilitate discussions during 
this training period. Because of technical connection 
problems, several meetings were postponed, and training 
was spread out from 17 May 2020 to 20 November 2020.

Design and theoretical frameworks
The evaluation was based on a qualitative approach. Its aim 
was to report on learners’ experiences (Patton 1990) to 
understand their reactions, learning, applications in practice 
and what they perceived to be implementation barriers to the 
online course. Qualitative designs are less common than 
quantitative ones as MOOC evaluation methods, but they 

may be more relevant in determining why a course was or 
was not successful (Alturkistani et al. 2020), especially given 
the importance of taking context into account in knowledge 
translation training.

Kirkpatrick’s model guided the evaluation (Kirkpatrick 1959; 
Kirkpatrick & Kirkpatrick 2022). It can be used to evaluate 
training aimed at improving professional skills, particularly 
with MOOCs (Alturkistani et al. 2019; Lin & Cantoni 2017; 
Ross et al. 2022).

The model comprises four levels. Firstly, it focuses on 
participants’ reactions to the training, including their 
assessment of the form and content. Secondly, it refers to 
participants’ learning, (i.e.) improvement in their knowledge 
or skills in relation to the training topic. Thirdly, it refers to 
behavioural changes, which occur when the acquired 
knowledge and skills are put into practice. Fourthly, the 
impact of these behavioural changes constitutes the last level 
of the model. 

In addition, the TIPEC framework was used to identify 
barriers and facilitators to the deployment of MOOCs and 
the coaching. It comprises four categories: Technology (T), 
Individual (I), Pedagogy (P) and Enabling Conditions (EC) 
and lists 68 barriers to the implementation of online courses 
(Ali, Uppal & Gulliver 2018).

The interview grid included questions related to the first 
three levels of Kirkpatrick’s model. The last level, the results 
of potential behaviour change in learners, was not included, 
as data collection focused on the learning experience and 
applications in practice. The interview grid also included 
questions related to the barriers to online course 
implementation listed in the TIPEC framework, according to 
the four broad categories of the framework, with some 
barriers omitted for lack of relevance in this specific context.

Participants
All participants were actively involved in the TOPICs project 
or were project partners who took part in this knowledge 
translation training. All 18 trainees who had completed at 
least the first MOOC and had attended the biweekly coaching 
videoconferences were invited to participate. Fourteen 
accepted the invitation. Of these, one person’s interview 
could not be carried out because of connection problems, and 
another was excluded, as it turned out that the trainee had 
not followed the coaching offered.

Thus, 12 people took part in the evaluation, 7 men and 5 
women, all French speaking. Ten were trained in Kinshasa 
province and two in Kuango province. Seven of the 
interviewees were from NGOs or civil society organisations 
and five from government agencies. They were active in 
fields such as health, gender and human rights and held 
various positions as project or administrative managers, 
community developers, health experts or physicians. 
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Data collection
Data were collected using semi-structured interviews 
administered 8 months after the end of the training course 
by a research assistant (RV) who was not part of the training 
team. Interviews were conducted by videoconference, in 
French, and lasted from 35 min to 1 h 45 min. Twelve people 
were interviewed, and empirical data saturation was 
reached, that is, no new themes or relevant ideas were 
emerging from the last interviews, as is generally the case 
(Hennink & Kaiser 2022). 

Data analysis
The interviews were recorded, fully transcribed in French 
by RV, and then analysed using NVivo 12. The interviews 
were subjected to a hybrid inductive-deductive thematic 
analysis (Fereday & Muir-Cochrane 2006). An initial 
template of codes was developed by the authors R.V., C.D. 
and A.H., based on the levels of Kirkpatrick’s model and 
the categories of barriers to implementation according to 
the TIPEC framework. A research assistant (C.M.) coded the 
transcripts using the template and met regularly with C.D. 
and A.H. to validate its reliability. As the analysis 
progressed, other themes emerged, leading iteratively to 
adjustments to the initial coding tree. The emergence of 
new codes and these adjustments were also validated at 
meetings of the research team, which proceeded by reverse 
coding for a portion of the codes.

Ethical considerations
This study obtained ethical approval from the Université de 
Montréal’s Educational and Psychological Research Ethics 
Committee (CEREP-21-087-D) and from the National Health 
Ethics Committee of the Democratic Republic of the Congo 
(n°148/CNES/BN/PMMF/2018). Informed consent was 
obtained in writing from the participants before data 
collection. The recruitment period for this study began on  
02 July 2021 and ended on 10 February 2022.

Results
The results are first organised according to the first three 
levels of Kirkpatrick’s model, from the learners’ reactions to 
potential changes in behaviour. They are then presented in 
terms of the individual, technological and pedagogical 
factors that may represent barriers to implementation 
according to the TIPEC framework. A summary of results is 
presented in Figure 1.

Reactions
Relevance of the subject
The relevance of the subject and content of the courses was 
obvious to the participants. Three participants indicated that 
the knowledge translation process was intrinsic to their 
work, which included presenting data in an attractive and 
comprehensible way. Knowledge translation was seen as a 
key to moving from data to action:

‘It makes it really, really easy to understand what’s going on in 
the field. It helps us discover, discover the problem, discover 
how we need to find solutions based on the results we’re 
gathering, on the research we’re doing.’ (E2, Female, NGO)

Supporting decision-making and improving communication 
between the various parties were also cited as relevant 
aspects of the content transmitted.

Group dynamics and coaching
Even though most of the learners completed the modules 
independently, the fact of being part of the same project and 
developing policy briefs together, asking questions in the 
WhatsApp group, being coached by an instructor (C.D.) in 
biweekly videoconferences and having several people per 
organisation taking the course helped create a collaborative 
dynamic:

‘Yes, it’s those with whom we share the same building, we 
sometimes talked about the subjects, the content of the training, if 
there were any questions, I found that we could help each other 
understand better … [W]ith this training, I had the opportunity to 
contact other people, and in fact there were many … there were 
people from the Ministry here in Kinshasa, at the national level, and 
from the provincial health division. So, there was the development 
of this proximity, and even afterwards we continue to share ideas, 
and of course on other things [as well].’ (E1, Male, NGO)

Although the coaching through videoconferencing was 
widely appreciated, the learners explained that it did not 
always represent optimal support. For example, the 
participants indicated that the videoconferencing sessions 
were not long enough or frequent enough and were attended 
by too many people, some of whom did not really participate. 
For these reasons, two participants felt that more personalised 
coaching, or local coaching continued after the training, 
could improve their experience.

Only two participants indicated that they would not have 
managed to complete the training without coaching. The others 
indicated that they would have completed the course in any case, 
whether because they had the intention of doing so, the subject 
matter was clear to them, or they were committed to the initiative.

TIPEC, Technology, Individual, Pedagogy, and Enabling Conditions (EC) Framework.

FIGURE 1: Summary of the results according to Kirkpatrick’s model and the 
TIPEC framework.

Reactions Learning Behaviours
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+ Knowledge translation 
tools and activities 
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+ How best to 
communicate scientific 
knowledge (e.g. 
presenting data in 
attractive ways, using 
plain language)

+ Three-quarters of 
participants integrated 
what they learned into 
their daily activities 
(e.g. formulating clearer 
messages and 
recommendations)

+ Course certificate was 
used for job applications
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in public health
+ Personal motivation
- Some participants had 

to work from home to 
complete the modules

- Internet connection
- Power supply 
+ Learners provided with 
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course
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pursue an online course
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content
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Learning
Participants identified two categories of learning: (1) 
knowledge translation tools and activities and (2) how best to 
communicate scientific knowledge.

In terms of knowledge translation tools and activities, six 
participants mentioned the policy brief, and in particular 
how best to integrate information into it:

‘When you do a results feedback session, for example …, the 
authority doesn’t need to know the methodology. Those are 
your stories when you’re on campus, in the lecture halls … But 
here, that’s not what the people in charge expect. The title needs 
to be carefully structured to capture them, then there has to be an 
introduction that draws them in, and then, above all, the 
conclusion. A mini-development and conclusion that need to be 
really striking …’ (E6, Male, Government Agency)

Coaching appeared to have played an important role in 
mastering these tools:

‘Yes, the coaching changed a lot of things because … it helped 
us when we were preparing the policy briefs, the instructor 
would make recommendations until we had acceptable policy 
briefs.’ (E3, Male, NGO)

To a lesser extent, participants also cited other ways of 
presenting data in attractive ways, such as slide shows or 
infographics, or other knowledge translation activities, such 
as deliberative workshops. 

With regard to learning how best to communicate scientific 
results, participants described the process needed to 
communicate results well, which included adopting the 
right way of speaking for the right audience and keeping 
the audience’s interest by remaining concise or including a 
solution to identified problems:

‘We were often called in to present our work to the authorities. At 
times, we were unnecessarily talkative. Imagine, you’re in the 
process of presenting to an official and then that official says, 
“Excuse me, we have to stop because I don’t have enough time.” 
This meant that somewhere along the line, we hadn’t targeted the 
person properly. We didn’t know that, when you present data to 
politicians, it’s not done the same way as when you present data to 
your colleagues or to those who are learning. This course enabled 
us to target people and to see how we can summarise things 
concisely to say what’s essential.’ (E10, Male, Government Agency)

Behaviours
Nine interviewees gave concrete examples of how they had 
applied what they had learned, beyond writing policy briefs, 
which were included in the practical exercises accompanying 
MOOC2. The policy brief exercises were also used to improve 
other documents produced by the trainees. 

As a result, three-quarters of the participants appeared to 
have integrated what they learned into their daily activities:

‘For example, in our project, I was asked to write a report on 
what I was doing each month. And I was doing it narratively and 
it could take many pages, but since January 2021, my reports 

have become like policy briefs. I develop and highlight trends so 
that the person to whom I’m passing on the data can see exactly 
where the problem lies. This has enabled me not only to use the 
data profitably to influence decisions, but also to make objective 
recommendations to achieve a desired result.’ (E3, Male, NGO)

Two participants gave examples of more concise writing 
practices and two others of developing more attractive 
graphics or visuals. Two other trainees formulated clearer 
messages as part of their actions, one of them during radio 
broadcasts. One person targeted influential people for 
knowledge translation, such as religious leaders, and another 
gained the confidence to deliver messages in the field.

One participant explained how their own practice as a trainer 
had improved thanks to the principles studied:

‘Because knowledge translation taught us how even you, the 
facilitator, can hold your own in an audience, how you can assess 
the capacity of learners or participants, how you can keep things 
at their level of understanding. How to manage the audience. 
Sometimes when we draw up training agendas, it helps us 
divide up the time too. It shouldn’t take too long, because 
sometimes participants start to lose interest. All these aspects of 
knowledge translation continue to help me in my work to this 
day.’ (E8, Female, NGO)

Finally, completing the knowledge translation courses and 
receiving a certificate at the end had positive consequences, 
with two participants indicating that they had used these 
certificates in a job application and seven intending to use 
them in the future.

Considering individual, pedagogical and technological 
factors allowed us to gain a deeper understanding of the 
trainees’ experience.

Individual factors
Previous knowledge
Learners reported knowing little or nothing about knowledge 
translation before the training. Nevertheless, the vast 
majority had already acquired considerable experience in 
community and public health. They were working with 
extensive partner networks on complex issues. As one 
pointed out, their previous experience in public health made 
it easier for them to understand the objectives and challenges 
of knowledge translation:

‘At the Ministry level, when there’s a new strategy, like the 
problem of vaccination against COVID 19, it’s a new strategy, 
a new drug, a new molecule that has to be accepted … You, 
you’re going to talk about knowledge translation. But we, for 
example, are going to talk about communication for behaviour 
change. But we’re all on the same page. Basically, it’s the same 
thing.’ (E6, Male, Government Agency)

Initial motivation
The participants signed up for the training for a variety of 
reasons, some on the recommendation of their organisation 
as part of the TOPICs project, but others on a personal basis, 
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having been informed by their organisation or by colleagues 
of the knowledge translation training sessions. A number of 
learners took the training because the TOPICs project offered 
them the opportunity:

‘Not that anyone asked me [to take the course], it’s just that we’re 
here at [name of NGO], we haven’t really been part of the small 
team working with the TOPICs project. Now, when there was 
this announcement, they wrote to us anyway, saying that the 
TOPICs project was offering us knowledge translation and that 
it was an online course with all these details, and I thought it was 
interesting.’ (E8, Female, NGO)

The participants had the support of their organisations to 
complete the MOOC. However, while seven learners took 
the course during working hours, four also had to work from 
home to complete the modules. 

Technological factors
All but one person reported difficulties with their Internet 
connection or power supply, which may have hindered 
learning or, in some cases, even led to abandoning the course:

‘You always have to go and buy the units from the telecom 
services, you activate megabytes to be able to access the Internet 
and communicate. At this time, the cost of acquiring the units to 
access the megabytes is still exorbitant [T]he connection is still 
slow … It’s a bit distracting, it makes you lose focus on a particular 
lesson, and you could miss something.’ (E4, Male, NGO)

‘In the beginning, many people that we recommended it to 
signed up, but they didn’t follow the course through to the end 
because there were connection problems that were demotivating 
and discouraged some of them.’ (E1, Male, NGO)

A dedicated TOPICs project budget was used to provide 
learners with mobile data. Nevertheless, whether for 
videoconferencing with the instructor or for connecting to 
the modules, several participants noted the need to remain 
flexible to resume meetings when technology allowed or to 
connect at different times of the day.

Pedagogical factors
With regard to the teaching method of using MOOCs with 
coaching, the format was generally appreciated. Nine 
participants stressed that accessing an online course at their 
convenience was a major advantage over in-person teaching:

‘Here in Kinshasa, there are far too many problems. Traffic 
jams … It can mean you always arrive late … [For] those of us 
who are working, who are pulled this way and that, it really 
allows you to get away and choose a time when you’ll be free 
and can still work.’ (E10, Male, Government Agency)

Nevertheless, six participants described the particular effort, 
the greater willpower, the responsibility or the commitment 
required to pursue an online course. For example, two 
participants stressed the disadvantage of not getting 
immediate feedback after the videos, and one learner 
indicated that in-person courses are more rewarding overall 
because of the interactions they allow.

With regard to coaching, only one person said they had 
not appreciated the coaching because of connection 
problems that complicated interactions. All the other 
participants indicated that they had generally appreciated 
the coaching to clarify grey areas, better assimilate the 
content, receive guidance and position themselves in 
relation to the other learners or because of the deadlines 
for completing the modules.

Finally, with regard to course content, 10 participants 
stressed that it was appropriate and well structured, with an 
easy-to-follow structure and relevant examples:

‘Yes, it was adapted to our realities because there were examples, 
such as the distribution of mosquito nets, which we do regularly. 
The trainer was also very knowledgeable about our African context. 
These were really things that I found interesting …’ (E1, Male, NGO)

Overall, individual and pedagogical factors were facilitating, 
whereas technological factors represented a major obstacle to 
the learners’ progress. 

Discussion
This evaluation analysed the learning experience from the 
point of view of professionals. The learners’ assessment was 
generally positive. Trainees also described their experience 
as motivating in many ways. The majority reported a variety 
of learning outcomes that had been integrated into their day-
to-day practice, regardless of whether this practical 
application was related to the field of knowledge translation. 

Firstly, a major factor of success was that training was 
adapted to the context. From the outset, it was integrated into 
an action-oriented research project, with professional added 
value for the trainees. Thus, the relevance of the subject – 
knowledge translation – was obvious to these partners. The 
practical exercises featured in the MOOCs and the coaching 
provided helped to further tailor content to their needs, 
which is a recognised factor for success (Nwameme et  al. 
2023). Indeed, most found that the skills acquired could be 
put immediately to use. The practical application of the 
learning and the relevance of the course from a professional 
standpoint, thus emerged as motivating factors for 
completing the course. This is in line with the conclusion 
reached by other learners who had taken the course 
independently and whose greatest motivating factor 
appeared to be the prospect of professional utility (Villemin, 
Dagenais & Ridde 2024).

Secondly, the training was also able to build on existing 
collaborative networks and take on a social aspect, with 
videoconferencing sessions and WhatsApp interactions. In 
other words, trainees had the opportunity to interact with 
their peers as well as with an instructor, both of which are 
considered beneficial features for MOOCs (Longhini et  al. 
2021; Nieder et al. 2022). 

Thirdly, the selected approach, distance learning with 
coaching, had clear advantages given the context of 
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learners spread over a vast territory, located up to 5 h 
apart by car. The formula avoided problems of security 
and arduous travel and is thus an interesting choice for 
similar contexts. Trainees benefited from their involvement 
in the TOPICs project, which even took the form of 
additional resources (mobile data) and the ability to attend 
courses during their working hours. Training was 
accessible and flexible, as is recommended for similar 
settings (Turner et al. 2021). 

However, technological factors did impede the training 
process, and the interviewees emphasised the determination 
they had applied to complete the course. These barriers 
remained because of unequal access to electricity and mobile 
data, especially during the rainy season, and solutions should 
be anticipated for similar training courses. Technological, 
Internet access and bandwidth limitations are recognised as 
factors in MOOC abandonment (Goopio & Cheung 2021; 
Nieder et al. 2022). 

As for the influence of coaching, while it encouraged the 
application of learning, its added value in terms of completing 
the training was not clearly established. Coaching made it 
possible to produce knowledge translation tools right to the 
end (in this case, policy briefs and a knowledge translation 
plan) and certainly contributed to the perceived utility of this 
training, without necessarily being deemed indispensable 
for all. The pedagogical design of the MOOCs, their clarity, 
easy-to-follow structure and activities, such as relevant 
examples, appeared to have encouraged self-directed 
learning. The fact that the training content was relevant to 
their professional context may also have contributed to better 
self-regulated learning strategies (Kizilcec, Pérez-Sanagustín 
& Maldonado 2017).

As discussed elsewhere, whether coaching is provided in a 
blended format (Dagenais et al. 2024) or only online, as in the 
experience described here, only a minority of trainees consider 
coaching to be essential for completing these MOOCs. 
Nevertheless, according to the trainees, coaching provides 
opportunities for interaction, reinforces the collaborative 
dynamic and also, as in this case, introduces deadlines for 
meeting and completing the various training activities 
planned. All these factors contribute to creating a learning 
community, which is described as promoting the effectiveness 
of MOOCs for professionals (Longhini et al. 2021). 

In conclusion, the people whose interviews are presented 
here seem to correspond to a wholly engaged learner profile, 
from the behavioural, social and cognitive standpoints 
(Deng, Benckendorff & Gannaway 2020). This engagement 
is influenced by both internal and external factors, which 
include, on one hand, the satisfaction that the trainees 
appeared to have derived from their learning, and on the 
other hand, a context in which they benefited from relevant 
activities such as policy briefs, feedback and certification 
(Wang et al. 2022). However, the sustainability of these new 
practices remains to be verified. Institutional support is an 

important facilitating factor for any knowledge translation 
capacity-building initiative (Golhasany & Harvey 2023) and 
may include organisational incentives or the development 
of KT structures (Murunga et  al. 2020). Integrating KT 
training into existing programmes or projects may also both 
facilitate implementation and ensure sustainability (Oronje, 
Murunga & Zulu 2019; Oronje et al. 2022). 

Recently, our work has evaluated other KT learning 
experiences using these MOOCs, but in different 
modalities, either with totally autonomous learning 
(Villemin et al. 2024) or in a blended format with in-person 
learning sessions (Dagenais et al. 2024). This article is 
original in that it analyses another form of distance 
support, one adapted to the context. Thus, coaching and 
opportunities to put learning into practice emerged as 
two  themes of interest to better understand learners’ 
motivation and perseverance in completing these 
knowledge translation MOOCs. With regard to future 
research, comparing different coaching formats would 
help shed light on the optimal modes of learner support, 
as well as their specific benefits in different contexts. The 
benefits of the training at the individual level appear 
proven, but it was not possible from the assessment carried 
out here to measure the sustainability of the new practices 
or their integration into organisational routines. This is an 
avenue to be explored. Future research should also focus 
on the impacts of practice changes on services provided by 
the learners and on evidence-based decision-making. 
Finally, given the benefits of distance learning, we should 
continue to propose and evaluate solutions to overcome 
disparities in technological access.

Strengths and limitations
This qualitative research evaluated the effectiveness of 
MOOCs based on the experience of trainees, in the little-
described context of a French-speaking LMIC. In this, it 
helped identify both facilitating factors and barriers to the 
completion of this type of training. Finally, it examined 
knowledge translation training, its accessibility and the 
parameters of its effectiveness.

However, the results cannot be generalised to other contexts, 
as this study did not aim to establish causal relationship. A 
social desirability bias cannot be ruled out, as interview 
participants may have wanted to present their experience 
positively in the context of a project funded by international 
aid. In addition, all interviewees had completed the first 
MOOC and had received coaching, as the aim of the study was 
to report on the experience of completing the courses and the 
added value of the coaching provided. However, interviewing 
people who had dropped out would have made it possible to 
study other learning experiences. Finally, Kirkpatrick’s model 
was not used in its entirety, as the final level of the model, that 
of outcomes, was not measured. Subsequent research will 
certainly be worthwhile to study this last level and understand 
the sustainability of the other three.
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Lessons learned

•	 Organising knowledge translation training within the 
framework of already-established federative projects 
enables collaborative networks to be pooled, improves 
the relevance of training and provides additional financial 
resources to overcome barriers to access.

•	 Having organisational and inter-organisational support, 
as well as periods of coaching, encourages trainees’ 
participation and helps create team-learning dynamics. 
Context-sensitive evaluation reveals how offline 
dynamics may support online learning.

•	 In a context of limited resources, online training can 
compensate for the remoteness of learners over a vast 
territory. Nevertheless, providing mobile data and 
remaining flexible about synchronous training times are 
solutions that could be put in place to mitigate 
technological barriers to access. Other, more context-
specific solutions should be planned in advance of the 
training courses as needed.

•	 Because access limitations can make distance learning 
more difficult, online courses need to be easy to navigate 
and the content clear and well-structured, so that learners 
can follow them independently.

Conclusion
Despite significant technological hurdles, participants in the 
knowledge translation training offered as part of the TOPICs 
project in the DRC described a satisfactory and collaborative 
learning experience and affirmed the relevance of the subject 
matter and the learning to their work context. The coaching 
they received was appreciated and contributed to both the 
social dimension of the training and the immediate 
application of what they had learned, although most of them 
did not consider it essential for completing the course. The 
majority of the trainees interviewed had put the knowledge 
translation principles and their learning into practice by the 
time of the evaluation. Massive open online courses-based 
knowledge translation training met the needs of these 
professionals and was deemed effective from an individual 
standpoint. Our study confirms the importance of tailoring 
the training to learners’ professional contexts, which helped 
foster engagement.

This qualitative research analysed the experience of 
professionals and helped identify facilitating factors for 
implementing MOOC-based training in their context. From 
this evaluation, several lessons can be drawn that could help 
to gain full advantage from the potential of MOOC-based 
training. These include maximising the collaborative 
networks already in place and providing adequate support 
to trainees, whether from a pedagogical, organisational or 
technological standpoint.
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