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1. Context
Types of Evaluation | Principles Versus Recipes | Decision-Making Pie



More and more resources

DESCRIBING. Systems Concepts 
in Action by Williams& 
Hummelbrunner.

PLANNING. Planning Systems 
Change Evaluation by Meg 
Hargreaves.

PRINCIPLES. Principles for 
Evaluating Complexity. Preskill 
& Gopal et al.

METHODS. Center for 
Evaluation Innovation, by 
Coffman & Beer

OVERALL ORIENTATION. 
Developmental Evaluation 
Exemplars by Patton, McKegg, 
Wehipeihana

CASE STUDIES. Regularly added 
to Better Evaluation website 
and journals of evaluation. 



…. and some very interesting domain specific results 
frameworks emerging

Health Systems Food Security
Workforce 
Development

Climate Change
Child Welfare 
System

Education 
System

Justice System Housing
And many more 
…



Methods
& Indicators

Purpose, Framing &
Principles

… but shortage of purpose, framing and 
principles.



Evaluation 
Purpose



Principles



Key 
Framing 
Points

1. Why change systems?

2. What is a system? 

3. What do results in a system change efforts look like?

4. What are the implications of disruptive events?

5. So what are the implications and questions for you 
work?



1. Why change systems?
Achieving impact at scale.



The Case for Systems Change

Programmatic interventions help people beat 
the odds.

Systemic interventions can help change their 
odds.

Karen Pittman

CEO, Forum on Youth Investment

Keynote at Tamarack Community Change Institute

Vancouver, 2015



The Case for Systems Change

Systems change is about shifting the 
conditions that hold a problem in place. 

Social Innovation Generation Canada



2. What is a system?
Boundaries + Actors + Relationships & More 



What does system change mean? 

I was asked to work with innovators in the national health program of a 
smaller country. When I started working with the group, they said, ‘We 
aim to shift the health system.’ After listening for a few hours, I said, 
‘Honestly, I have no idea what you are doing, or what you are trying to 
achieve … and I haven’t a clue how to measure it. I don’t understand 
what it means to “shift the health system.”’ And they looked at each 
other and burst out laughing and said, ‘We have no idea either.’ 

Donna Podems

Experienced Evaluator in South Africa 

Developmental Evaluation Exemplars: Principles in Practice. 2018. Patton 
et al. p. 293).



Key Features

• Boundaries (i.e. domain, 
geographic, scale, etc.)

• Agents/Actors (e.g. diverse 
organizations, people, 
networks, etc.)

• Relationships (e.g. tight-
loose, hierarchical-
distributed, power, 
legitimacy, etc.)

Source: https://lankellychase.org.uk/news-story/systems-change-a-guide-to-
what-it-is-and-how-to-do-it/

https://lankellychase.org.uk/news-story/systems-change-a-guide-to-what-it-is-and-how-to-do-it/


Complex Dynamics

• Overlapping/Open – one system is entangled 
up and influenced by other systems.

• Emergent behaviour – system behaviour is 
the sum of all actors’ interactions and actions

• Non-Linear dynamics – inputs and 
outputs/outcomes not clearly related

• Varying levels of predictability – a splatter 
and ripple of effects

• Ever-evolving – does not stand still.



3. What do results look like? 
Systems Change | Mission Outcomes | Strategic Learning



Multiple 
Results
A framework that 
provides social 
innovators, evaluators 
and funders to consider 
three types of results 
they need to inform 
their ongoing efforts to 
change systems 
underlying tough 
challenges. 

SYSTEMS CHANGE

The extent to which 
efforts change the 
systems underlying 
complex issues.

MISSION OUTCOMES

The extent to which 
our efforts help to 
make lives better.

The extent to which 
efforts uncover 
insights key to  
future progress.

STRATEGIC LEARNING

1. Changes in drivers of system behaviors
2. Changes in behaviors of system actors
3. Changes in overall system behavior(s)

1. Outcomes for individuals
2. Outcomes for targeted geography/groups
3. Outcomes for populations

1. Learning about what we are doing
2. Learning about how we are thinking
3. Learning about how we are being
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Three Types of Outcomes

#1: Changing Drivers
#2 Changing Actor

Behaviors
#3 Changing Overall 

System Behavior

??



Example: Housing First



Three Types of Outcomes

#1: Changing Drivers
#2 Changing Actor

Behaviors
#3 Changing Overall 

System Behavior



Case Study: Medicine Hat
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Case Study #2: Payday Lending Reform in Alberta

A collaborative response led by Momentum (Calgary), one of 
Canada’s most sophisticated Community Economic 

Development organizations, in partnership with many, many 
others.



Media 
Strategy

City Task Force 
on Financial 

Empowerment

Changes to 
City Business 
& Zoning By-

Laws

Cash 
Crunch 
Loans

Neighborhood
Organizing

Advocacy begins 
with Federal 

Government Bill 
on Usury Rates

Champion
Development

Provincial Act 
on Predatory 

Lending 
developed & 

passed.

Dramatic 
changes in 

Payday 
lending 

activities.

Progressive 
Financial 

Institution
Engagement



Multiple 
Results
A framework that 
provides social 
innovators, evaluators 
and funders to consider 
three types of results 
they need to inform 
their ongoing efforts to 
change systems 
underlying tough 
challenges. 

POPULATION
• The # of payday stores in the 

Province dropped from 230 to 
165, and volume of lending from 
$500 mil to $285 mln,  since the 
Payday lending bill was passed.

• Estimates range from a low of 
$55 mln saved interest costs 
Province wide annually to a high 
$33 mln over the 2018 Xmas 
season in Calgary.

INDIVIDUALS
• Participants in pilot programs 

obtain lower cost loans 
• Borrowers report liking 

installment model

TARGETED
• The # of payday lending stores 

on International Avenue drops 
from 11 to 3.

• Unknown impact for different 
demographic groups.



Multiple 
Results
A framework that 
provides social 
innovators, evaluators 
and funders to consider 
three types of results 
they need to inform 
their ongoing efforts to 
change systems 
underlying tough 
challenges. 

SYSTEMS CHANGE

The extent to which 
efforts change the 
systems underlying 
complex issues.

MISSION OUTCOMES

The extent to which 
our efforts help to 
make lives better.

The extent to which 
efforts uncover 
insights key to  
future progress.

STRATEGIC LEARNING

1. Changes in drivers of system behaviors
2. Changes in behaviors of system actors
3. Changes in overall system behavior(s)

1. Outcomes for individuals
2. Outcomes for targeted geography/groups
3. Outcomes for populations

1. Learning about what we are doing
2. Learning about how we are thinking
3. Learning about how we are being



Case Study: Edmonton’s Shift Lab -
Human Centered Design to Address Racism & Poverty in the Domain of Housing

Mobile Legal Aid  

Diversity Certification 
Program for  Housing 

Suppliers

Journey to YIMBY (yes in 
my back yard)

THE PROTOTYPESTHE APPROACH



• 11 key insights 
about the 
strengths & 
limitations of 
workshop design, 
facilitation team 
management, 
pacing of 
sessions, etc.

• 8 insights about the nature 
of racism, poverty, and 
housing in Edmonton: e.g., 
racism can be internalized, 
interpersonal, & systemic

• 3 insights about Lab 
methodology: e.g., 
relationships between 
innovation and social justice 
models of change

• We struggle to 
have deeper, 
more meaningful 
& productive 
conversations 
about racism & 
how that limits 
our ability to 
move forward

For a Comprehensive Report: http://www.edmontonshiftlab.ca/learning-from-our-first-year/



Mission Critical Triple Loop Learning

We mostly
stayed here

and therefore 
did not go deep 
enough with our  

thinking or 
interventions



Shift Lab 2.0: Adaptation

• supporting the evolution of the original three 
prototypes

• includes a strong emphasis on developing 
capacity for tough and important 
conversations about racism in Edmonton

• seeks to prototype behavioral change 
interventions to encourage the ‘sleepy 
middle’ of Edmonton to see, understand and 
respond to racism



Some Resources on Strategic Learning

• https://www.fsg.org/areas-of-focus/strategic-learning-evaluation

https://www.fsg.org/areas-of-focus/strategic-learning-evaluation


Strategic 
Learning 

Resources

• The Foundations Strategy Group -
https://www.fsg.org/areas-of-focus/strategic-
learning-evaluation – a good set of basic resources.

• The Center for Evaluation Innovation -
https://www.evaluationinnovation.org/topics/ -
veteran evaluators with some case studies and 
techniques.

• Philanthropic Review -
https://johnsoncenter.org/resources/thefoundationr
eview/ - includes good examples of strategic 
learning in action.

https://www.fsg.org/areas-of-focus/strategic-learning-evaluation
https://www.evaluationinnovation.org/topics/
https://johnsoncenter.org/resources/thefoundationreview/
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What are your initial impressions of the framework?



5. What are the implications 
of disruptive events?

Uncertain Futures



Disruptions 
& 

Uncertainty



Three Horizons 
Revisited

• This adapted version of the 
Three Horizons Framework 
illustrates that the various 
horizons for developing 
innovative responses to 
complex issues differs changes 
from stable to crisis contexts.

https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/strategy-and-
corporate-finance/our-insights/enduring-ideas-the-three-
horizons-of-growth

https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/strategy-and-corporate-finance/our-insights/enduring-ideas-the-three-horizons-of-growth


Three Horizons: Stable versus Crisis Contexts
Stable Contexts Crisis Context

Horizon 1: 
Incremental 
Innovation

• Aim to develop ideas, actions and practices 
that improve  - but don’t disrupt - the 
current system

• Level of effort is routine; results are relatively 
predictable, low risk, immediate, yet modest

Horizon 1: Crisis 
Management

• Identify and respond to and mitigate the ripple 
effects of the crisis, with an emphasis on mitigating 
the (triage) while adaptively managing critical 
routine operations

• Level of effort is considerable: results are real time & 
emergent, range from proactive to reactive, 
unpredictable and often high stakes

Horizon 2: 
Disruptive 
Innovation

• Seek to disrupt the systems that hold 
complex challenges in place through bolder 
experiments, deliberate pushes to change 
policies, power structures, public awareness

• Level of effort is far greater, uncertain and 
involve tension and risk;  results require 
longer to emerge, are unpredictable, but may 
be significant

Horizon 2: Post 
Disruption 
Recovery

• Track, develop and understand new ideas and 
practices developed during the crisis that can be 
employed more readily – and perhaps even help 
prevent – a future iteration of the crisis

• Level of effort is modest in the early days of the crisis 
but gradually increases as the emergency softens 
and there is more time and receptivity to think about 
post-crisis recovery; results appear post recovery

Horizon 3: 
Transformative 

Innovation

• Generate and promote alternative visions of 
a future world with new ideas learning rich 
exemplars and widespread engagement.

• Level of effort and results are typically 
diffuse, long term and difficult to track; 
potential pay-off is unpredictable and ranges 
from nothing to the transformative

Horizon 3: Post 
Recovery 

Transformation

• Generate and amplify older and new visions and 
ideas for significant change, build and engage 
networks, seek and exploit newly opened windows 
of opportunity

• Level of efforts and results are mix of fast and slow, 
diffuse and concentrated, risky and not, yet always 
unpredictable; results of adopted ideas can be 
transformative



What ideas do 
you want to 
inform your 

post-
Pandemic 

world?

• “Only a crisis - actual or perceived - produces 
real change. When that crisis occurs, the actions 
that are taken depend on the ideas that are lying 
around. That, I believe, is our basic function: to 
develop alternatives to existing policies, to keep 
them alive and available until the politically 
impossible becomes the politically inevitable.”

•
― Milton Friedman
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Group Discussion

So what insights emerge for 
you regarding your own 

efforts to track and 
communicate your efforts 

change systems?

So what new questions 
emerge?


