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My Why

Evaluative Inquiry for 
Systemic Change 

w/Pablo Vidueira 
(Spain/Food Systems)

Key Publications

Link Link

Evaluation to support 
changemakers in addressing 
complexity of social 
problems and influencing 
systems change 

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/toc/1534875x/2021/2021/170
https://www.guilford.com/books/Evaluating-and-Valuing-in-Social-Research/Schwandt-Gates/9781462547326
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1. Scan the terrain: why here, where to?

2. Evaluation planning tool

• Identify purposes and questions

• Explore method options

3. So what, what next?  
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1. Scan the Terrain
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(image link)

https://freshspectrum.com/
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Conventional

Evaluation

Social 
Problem/Need

Intervention 

Evaluation

(Shadish, Cook, & Leviton, 1991; Schwandt & Gates, 2021)
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Conventional Evaluation
Why: Assess whether an intervention works and how well to address a 

specific problem or need; support incremental social change
Who: Funders as commissioners and clients

Evaluators as experts trained in social science methodologies 

Participants as data sources and evaluation users
What: Intervention as activities to generate pre-determined outcomes 
How: Determine intervention value based on evidence and criteria

Focus on linear change process: needs assessment, design, 
implementation, outcomes, and impacts

So what: Inform evidence-based policy and practice 

(Adapted from Schwandt & Gates, 2021)
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Philanthropy

Government

Inve
sto

rs

Development & SustainabilityAdvocates
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Why: Design or redirect interventions to change large-scale 
systems and shift systemic conditions 

Who: Those involved in and affected by a system or situation 
Evaluators as collaborators and facilitators

What: Iterative intervening to multi-solve: address multiple leverage 
points and root causes across scales and depth 

How: Draw on systems and complexity approaches
Embed evaluation into a change process to collaboratively 
develop value

So 
what: 

Inform mutual accountability, learning, and adaptation
Disseminate within and across fields

Systemic Evaluation 
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Systems and Complexity Approaches
Fields

(link)

(link)

Methods Concepts

Interrelationships

PerspectivesBoundaries

and many more…

https://link.springer.com/book/10.1007/978-1-84996-125-7
https://www.theoryculturesociety.org/blog/brian-castellani-on-the-complexity-sciences
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(link)

Systems as 
Real-world 

Entities

Systems as 
Constructs to 
Learn about 

the World

https://karthik-suresh.com/2019/09/18/the-difference-between-hard-and-soft-systems-thinking/
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Systems Change

(Modified from Abercrombie et al., 2015)(link)

Changes to system 
structure and 
conditions that give 
rise to social problems, 
needs, or disparities 

(Gates & Vidueira, 2025)

Child as system
Ex: biological, psychological, 
and social factors shape 
child development

Parenting as system
Ex: economic, education, 
cultural, health, and other 
factors shape parenting

Child welfare as system
Ex: policies and services that 
interact to provide safety and care 
to children

https://www.thinknpc.org/resource-hub/systems-change-a-guide-to-what-it-is-and-how-to-do-it/
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Follow an Evaluation Approach

Options for Systems- and Complexity-informed Evaluation 

Apply One or Several Methods

Follow a Systems Change Guide

(lin
k)

(link)

Apply Concepts or Principles

https://www.socialchangeinnovators.com/site/templates/files/Systems%20Practice%20Workbook-012617%20Omediar%20Group.pdf
https://www.socialchangeinnovators.com/site/templates/files/Systems%20Practice%20Workbook-012617%20Omediar%20Group.pdf
https://www.worldwildlife.org/projects/exploring-systems
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2. Evaluation Planning Tool
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Download/print copies: 

1) Blank table for notes to apply to your 
work

2) Full table with options and resources 

Identify context to apply this to.

Purposes Questions Method Options Method 
Spotlight

Resources 
(select) 

Accountability

Learning

Adaptation

Situation or 
System of 
Interest 

Change 
Process

Outcomes 
and Impacts

Future 
Scenarios

Multi-dimensi
onal Value 

Clarify the 
Purpose

Frame 
Question(s)

Choose 
Methods



17

Identify Purposes

• Accountability
• Learning
• Adaptation
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Internal

External

Those Involved and 
Affected

Center Equity

Future Generations 
and Environment

Accountability
Commissioners and 
funders

Policymakers and 
leaders

Wider Public

Identify Purposes

“North Star”

Shared Vision and 
Principles

Desired System

Imagined Future
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Learning
Identify Purposes

(link)

Single loop: 
Are we doing 

things right? 

Double loop: 
Are we doing 
the right things? 

Triple loop: 
What makes this the right thing to do? 

https://www.mikethementor.co.uk/blog/2018/4/4/single-double-and-triple-loop-change
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Improvement

Getting better 
within current goals 

and processes 

Innovation

Adaptation

Adaptation

Identify Purposes

Creating new 
goals, processes, 
and possibilities 

Adjusting to 
internal and 

external changes
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Reflect on your context to apply this process to.

Circle or star the primary purposes: 
accountability, learning, and adaptation.

Put an arrow or question to indicate what you’d 
like to learn more about or discuss with others.

Identify Purposes
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Explore Questions and Methods
Purposes Questions Method Options Method Spotlight Resources (select) 

Accountability

Learning

Adaptation

Situation or 
System of Interest 

Change Process

Outcomes and 
Impacts

Future Scenarios

Multi-dimensional 
Value 
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Value

Future 
Scenarios

Outcomes and 
Impacts

Change Process

Complex Situation or System

Types of 
Questions
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Situation: loosely 
bounded, 
real-world set of 
circumstances

Situation or System

System: interdependent 
entities that function as a 
whole; distinguished by 
boundary from their 
environment. 

Explore Questions and Methods

How do different 
people experience 
the situation and 
what needs to  
change?  
What system 
relationships, 
dynamics, or 
conditions need to 
change?
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Causal Loop Diagrams

Social Network Analysis

See free course from 
Open University

Rich Picture

Method Options

http://www2.open.ac.uk/openlearn/diagramming/index.html
http://www2.open.ac.uk/openlearn/diagramming/index.html
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Example
Rich Pictures

(Gates, 2023; Checkland & Scholes, 1999)
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Change Process
Purposes Questions Method Options Method Spotlight Resources (select) 

Accountability

Learning

Adaptation

Situation or 
System of Interest 

Change Process

Outcomes and 
Impacts

Future Scenarios

Multi-dimensional 
Value 
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Change Process
Explore Questions and Methods

• What are potential leverage 
points to influence change? 

• How do we theorize changes? 
In what context, through what 
mechanisms, toward what 
outcomes? 

• How do relationships between 
actors generate system-level 
outcomes? 
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29
(Kania, Kramer, & Senge, 2018)

Leverage Points        + Theory of Change

Method Options

(link)

(link)

(link)

https://hivos.org/assets/2020/10/hivos_toc_guidelines.pdf
https://www.abtglobal.com/insights/publications/white-paper/how-we-model-matters-visualizing-program-theories
https://www.fsg.org/resource/water_of_systems_change/
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(Koleros & Mayne, 2019)

Example
Actor-based Theory of Change
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Outcomes and Impacts
Purposes Questions Method Options Method Spotlight Resources (select) 

Accountability

Learning

Adaptation

Situation or 
System of Interest 

Change Process

Outcomes and 
Impacts

Future Scenarios

Multi-dimensional 
Value 
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Outcomes and Impacts

Attribution

Contribution

Explore Questions and Methods

What works? What difference 
did the intervention make? 

• How did the intervention make a 
difference (or not)? For whom, in 
what circumstances? 

• What initiatives, factors, or 
conditions together contribute to 
the outcomes? How so?

• How do participants narrate their 
experiences and changes? 
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Theory-based

Participant 
Stories

Configurational

Experimental

(Stern et al., 2012; Gates & Dyson, 2017; Befani, 2020)

Method Options

• Contribution Analysis
• Process Tracing
• Success Case Method 

• Qualitative Comparative Analysis

• Outcome Harvesting
• Outcome Mapping
• Most Significant Change
• Significant Instances of Policy 

and Systems Improvement 
(SIPSI) Technique
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Example
Significant Instances of Policy and Systems

Improvement (SIPSI) Technique

(Dart & Davies, 2003)

Theory-based 
Contribution Analysis

+
Participant 
Stories

(link)

The new Community Maternal and Child Health Hubs are 
showing early instances of change in terms
of supporting more at-risk women. 

The hubs, as an extension of existing Logan Hospital services, 
offer women a community-based space, which includes 
midwives and other health professionals, for receiving 
continuous care throughout their pregnancy.

https://learn.clearhorizon.com.au/course/sipsi
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Future Scenarios
Purposes Questions Method Options Method Spotlight Resources (select) 

Accountability

Learning

Adaptation

Situation or 
System of Interest 

Change Process

Outcomes and 
Impacts

Future Scenarios

Multi-dimensional 
Value 
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What are 
possible and 
preferred 
futures?

37

Future Scenarios
Identify Questions and Methods How should future 

scenarios shift what we do 
now and next? 

(link)

https://www.delve.com/insights/speculative-design-and-a-cone-of-possibilities
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(link)

(link)

(link)

Method Options

https://resourcecentre.savethechildren.net/document/future-ours-strategic-foresight-toolkit-making-better-decisions/
https://openresearch.ocadu.ca/id/eprint/2837/1/Ferriolo_Karli_2019_MDes_SFI_MRP.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/5a821fdee5274a2e8ab579ef/futures-toolkit-edition-1.pdf
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(link)

Example
Drivers of Uncertainty + Scenario Matrix

Critical uncertainties: drivers that are important 
but which have an uncertain outcome

Scenarios: stories about alternative ways 
the environment might develop in the 
future.

https://medium.com/swlh/how-futurists-cope-with-uncertainty-a4fbdff4b8c6
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Multidimensional Value
Purposes Questions Method Options Method Spotlight Resources (select) 

Accountability

Learning

Adaptation

Situation or 
System of Interest 

Change Process

Outcomes and 
Impacts

Future Scenarios

Multi-dimensional 
Value 
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Develop Value
Explore Questions and Methods

What multi-dimensional value 
do our efforts bring?
 
How can we develop our  
value proposition? 

What are risks and negative 
consequences and how can 
we mitigate them? 
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(link)

Method Options

https://juliankingnz.substack.com/p/evaluative-reasoning-in-complexity
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(link)

Example
Evaluative Rubrics

https://www.laudesfoundation.org/grants/rubrics
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Reflect on your context to apply this process to.

Circle or star the primary questions and 
methods of interest/relevance.

Put an arrow or question to indicate what you’d 
like to learn more about or discuss with others.

Identify Questions and Methods
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3. So What, What Next 
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Purposes Questions Method Options Method Spotlight Resources 
(select) 

Accountability
• External
• Internal

Learning
• Single Loop 
• Double Loop 
• Triple Loop 

Adaptation
• Improvement
• Innovation
• Adaptation

Situation or System of Interest Actor Mapping
Social Network Analysis
Power Cube
Rich Pictures
Causal Loop Diagrams
Participatory Systems Mapping

Rich Pictures See handout

Change Process Leverage Points
Theory of Change
Problem-driven Iterative Adaptation (PDIA)

Actor-based Theory of 
Change

---

Outcomes and Impacts Outcome Harvesting | Outcome Mapping
Most Significant Change
Success Case Method 
Qualitative Comparative Analysis
Contribution Analysis | Process Tracing

Significant Instances of 
Policy and Systems
Improvement (SIPSI) 
Technique

---

Future Scenarios Futures Cone
Futures Wheel
Horizon Scanning
Scenario Matrix
STEEP V Analysis

Scenario Matrix with 
Axes of Uncertainty 

---

Multi-dimensional Value Critical Systems Heuristics
Evaluative Rubrics
Deliberative Valuation
Value for Investment
Collective Sensemaking

Evaluative Rubrics ---

Evaluation Planning Tool
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Thank You

Contact Info

emily.gates@bc.edu

www.efgates.com 

Citation Info: 
Gates, E.F. (2024, April). Systems- and Complexity-informed 
Evaluation: Range of Purposes, Questions, and Methods 
[webinar]. Early Childhood Development Action Network 
Systems Thinking Masterclass Series. 
https://ecdan.org/systems-masterclass/

mailto:emily.gates@bc.edu
http://www.efgates.com/
https://ecdan.org/systems-masterclass/
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