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Systems change work faces challenges when it comes to 

evaluation
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Systems don’t change fast 

Causal relationships are foggy in complex systems

System outcomes are emergent 

The nature of the intervention is dynamic

Multiple perspectives on what constitutes the system and success



Evaluation needs to adapt to accommodate system 

change, but some things should remain the same
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‘New world’

Everything looks different

‘Old world’

What we’re used to

“changing things along 

the way is moving the 

goal posts”

“know your full theory of 

change from the start”

“push for experimental 

methods”

“don’t try to decide what 

you’re aiming for before 

you start”

“give up on cause & 

effect”

“it’s good enough just to 

be learning”
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✓ Direction toward specific results

✓ Standards for rigorous inquiry

✓ Mediation between different views 

‘New world’

Everything looks different

‘Old world’

What we’re used to

✓ Respect the ‘black box’

✓ Embrace embedded evaluation 

✓ Orient the work in the wider movement

✓ Consider the quality of ‘inputs’

“changing things along 

the way is moving the 

goal posts”

“know your full theory of 

change from the start”

“push for experimental 

methods”

“don’t try to decide what 

you’re aiming for before 

you start”

“give up on cause & 

effect”

“it’s good enough just to 

be learning”
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Principle Conventionally looks like… In Systems Change contexts, looks like…

Transparency of 

reasoning

Fully articulated set of hypotheses

Clear & complete evaluation scope, held 

constant over time

Clear ‘system view’ incl. hypothesis of change within 

the system (poss partial)

Updated over time - evaluation scope evolves 

Rigorous methods

Experimental preferred, highest levels of 

certainty sought

Other methods sometimes distrusted 

Wide range of appropriate methods

Experimental methods used in targeted ways

Reflexivity and 

limiting bias

Independent evaluators separate from project 

team

Confidence in getting truly objective findings

Embedded evaluation partner ‘checks and 

challenges’ in real-time

Awareness of bias & surfaces different perspectives 

but shapes shared interpretive space

Causal reasoning
Experimental methods elevated

Seeking attribution

Causal thinking - sharpen and refine hypotheses 

based on data but respect the ‘black box

Contribution rather than attribution

Fallibility
Establishing clear, compelling and testable 

counterfactual only way to test hypothesis
Willing to be wrong, seeking the ‘undesired truth’



We want to take the best 

of both worlds!

Evaluation needs to adapt to accommodate system 
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✓ Direction toward specific results

✓ Standards for rigorous inquiry

✓ Mediation between different views 

‘New world’

Everything looks different

‘Old world’

What we’re used to

✓ Respect the ‘black box’

✓ Embrace embedded evaluation 

✓ Orient the work in the wider movement

✓ Consider the quality of ‘inputs’

“changing things along 

the way is moving the 

goal posts”

“know your full theory of 

change from the start”

“push for experimental 

methods”

“don’t try to decide what 

you’re aiming for before 

you start”

“give up on cause & 

effect”

“it’s good enough just to 

be learning”



5 things evaluation should do to support system change 

efforts
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Types of impact to look for to know 

you’re changing the system 
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The deep, embedded 

or implicit patterns of 

the system

The direction towards 

which a given system 

change effort is 

oriented

The significant and 

tangible manifestations 

of change in a system
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