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Background

CECAN was asked to produce a Supplementary Guide for the 
2020 revision of the Magenta Book, on complexity

It is published by HM Treasury and accompanies the 2020 
edition of the Magenta Book

Handling Complexity in Policy Evaluation is based on three 
years’ research and development of evaluation methods by 
CECAN



Developing the guide
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WHAT IS COMPLEXITY 
& WHY DOES IT MATTER?



What is complexity?
A complex system

is made up of many 
diverse components

that interact with 
each other  

in nonlinear ways

and can adapt 
(complex adaptive systems)



Simple, complicated, complex 



3 complexity guide highlights



Highlight 1: 
Complexity images and examples
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Properties complex systems may exhibit

Adaptation

Emergence
Self-organisation
Unexpected indirect effects
Feedback (and feedback loops)
Levers and hubs

Non-linearity
Domains of stability
Tipping points
Path dependency
Openness

Change over time



When working with complex systems

Complex systems can be a challenge to manage

Evaluation is crucial in helping to understand and navigate 
this complexity



Complexity introduces additional 
challenges for evaluation

E.g.
· Complex systems can be particularly sensitive to 

context and to how the boundary and scope of the 
evaluation are defined

· Complexity can make it hard to determine causality

· Because complex systems are constantly changing, the 
design of the evaluation may also need to change over 
its course

· Change may continue in difficult to predict ways after 
the evaluation has finished
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Commissioning and managing evaluations

The Magenta book identifies a number of key stages in planning 
and managing an evaluation

When handling complexity, the stages may be less clear cut

Scoping Leading and 
managing

Choose 
methods

Conduct the 
evaluation

Use and 
dissemination



Commissioning and managing evaluations
when handling complexity

Throughout planning and delivering both the intervention itself 
and the evaluation, a central task is to gain insight into the 
system itself, and respond to new learning and developments as 
these emerge

Defra Complexity 
Evaluation Framework



In this chapter:
· Commissioning and managing a complex evaluation

· Building understanding of the policy/intervention and context
· Designing an evaluation

· Evaluation purpose
· System attributes
· Feasible designs

· Resourcing an evaluation
· Budget and proportionality
· Expertise
· Access to data
· Time and timing

· Dissemination and embedding learning

Commissioning and managing evaluations
when handling complexity



Key points:
· Evaluation can help with managing an intervention
· Evaluative activities should be integrated with policy design and 

implementation
· Including key stakeholders in planning and ‘mapping’ helps to 

increase understanding of complexity and any challenges this 
might pose

· Stakeholders may have different views on complexity and 
appropriate evaluation strategies, so expectations and 
assumptions will need to be managed carefully

· Governance and management of evaluations need to be flexible 
to respond to emergence, adaptation, or as new understanding 
develops

Commissioning and managing evaluations
when handling complexity



Highlight 2: 
Questions for commissioners and managers

• E.g. To what extent does the policy or programme, or its context, demonstrate any of the 
features of complexity?

Understanding

• E.g. Have opportunities been built in to reconsider the data collection methods, in order to 
accommodate any unexpected elements that might emerge during the evaluation?

Evaluation design

• E.g. Is the commissioning specification broad enough to allow for initial exploratory activities, 
new evaluation approaches and adaptation of these as new information emerges? 

Conducting the evaluation

• E.g. Were recipients of the evaluation findings given an indication of the complexity of the 
policy or programme, and how this might impact on the findings or recommendations?

Using and disseminating findings



Selecting complexity-appropriate approaches

Key points:
· A wide range of approaches are available

· There is no simple, mechanistic way of selecting the right ones 
for your needs 

· Hybrid designs likely to be most useful

· Methodological requirements may only emerge over time

· Evaluators and commissioners should regularly review the 
design to determine how well it is working and whether it 
should be modified



Selecting complexity-appropriate approaches

Adapted from:
www.bond.org.uk/data/files/Impact_Evaluation_Guide_0515.pdf

https://www.bond.org.uk/data/files/Impact_Evaluation_Guide_0515.pdf


Highlight 3:
Methods and approaches tables

evaluation questions methods and approachesTable 4 (p46)



evaluation questions methods and approachesTable 4 (p46)



evaluation questions methods and approachescomplexity challengesTable 5 (p47)



evaluation questions feasibility and resourcesmethods and approaches

• feasibility ‘fit’ 
• specialist skills needed
• levels of resource needed 

Table 6 (p49)



Handling complexity in policy evaluation

Who is it for?
· Analysts
· Evaluation practitioners
· Evaluation commissioners
· Policy-makers

How and when to use it?
· Alongside the Magenta Book
· When policies / programmes / projects or their evaluations are 

complex

Where to find it?
· www.gov.uk/government/publications/the-magenta-book

http://www.gov.uk/government/publications/the-magenta-book
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Our experiences of developing the guide, 
and implications for evaluation practice 
and policymaking in the UK 

In conversation: 
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To hear more about upcoming 
training and support options:

https://forms.gle/SoVxHqhHimdkjBEL8

https://forms.gle/SoVxHqhHimdkjBEL8
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