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Overview

Purpose: This is an overview of a
document designed for use by external
evaluators who conduct initiative
evaluations for the W.K. Kellogg
Foundation (WKKF). It presents a
systems-oriented framework and four
general designs for initiative and
cluster evaluation.

The designs are based on systems
concepts related to change and the
dynamics of systems. The focus is not
on considering all ideas about systems
that could be applied to initiative
evaluation, rather on how different
dynamics within systems can serve
as the basis for initiative evaluation
designs.

AnOngoing Conversation: This
is WKKF’s first attempt to articulate
this framework and the evaluation
designs. Further refinements and new
understandings are anticipated based on
the experience of initiative evaluators.

Feedback is welcome and encouraged
as part of an ongoing conversation
about the evolving practice of initiative
and cluster evaluation. Email comments
to: evaluation@wkkf.org.

Additional Resources: The
complete document – including an
extensive reference list of some of
the many resources available about
systems and systems change from
various disciplines and perspectives –
is available at www.wkkf.org.

(For resources addressing project-
level evaluations see www.wkkf.org/
evaluation.)

The following individuals contributed to
the production of this publication: editorial
direction, Teresa Behrens and Huilan Yang;
primary author, Beverly Parsons; and editing,
Linda Helstowski. Other significant contributors
include: Glenda Eoyang, John Sherman, and
Bob Williams.
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The Lay of the Land: Initiative Evaluation

Introduction

What options exist for evaluating a large-scale initiative? What is the basis for selecting one
evaluation design over another? Can differing approaches be used simultaneously to evaluate a complex
initiative? How does a systems orientation contribute to initiative evaluation?

These are some of the many questions to consider in approaching evaluations
of multi-level and multi-site bodies of work. To help answer such questions, this
document outlines (a) the approach the W. K. Kellogg Foundation (WKKF) is
developing for cluster and initiative evaluation and (b) four key evaluation designs
based on looking at initiatives as complex systems.

This is an overview of a more detailed document designed for use by external
initiative evaluators. The full document can be found at
www.wkkf.org/InitiativeEvaluation.

A Framework for Initiative Evaluation

Initiative leaders and evaluators are concerned not only with the components
of an initiative but also with the patterns of change of the systems within or affected
by the initiative. It is the change over time and across locations and context
that is of special importance in an initiative evaluation.Understanding the
dynamics of interactions within the initiative is critical. Consequently, the evaluation
designs highlighted in this overview are based on variations in the dynamics of social
systems. This framework uses two factors to describe the variations in dynamics of
social systems and how changes occur in systems:
a. the degree of agreement among those in a group, team, organization,

community or other unit (about, for instance, the changes needed in a social
system) and

b. the degree of certainty about actions, conditions, or consequences of actions
that exist or are likely at places in the system(s).

Figure 11 is a simplified way of visualizing the interactions of certainty and
agreement within social systems. Such interactions create three types of dynamics
within a social system: unorganized, organized, and self-organizing. It is important
to recognize, however, that in a complex system or collection of systems, the
dynamics are highly intertwined and that systems exist within a broader context
that is considered in evaluation design.

Figure Description:

• At one end of the spectrum (upper right corner), where systems exhibit
both low certainty and low agreement, is a random, unorganized
dynamic. There is considerable uncertainty and disagreement; actions
appear random, unpredictable, unorganized, and without apparent patterns.
In essence, the sense of system has disintegrated and change is unpredictable
and incoherent.

• At the opposite end of the spectrum where the levels of certainty and
agreement are high, is the stable, organized, predictable, dynamic
of the system (lower left corner). Because this dynamic of the system is fairly
orderly, organized, and agreed-upon, the outcome of an action can be predicted
with fairly good certainty (cause-and-effect relationship).

• Between these two ends of the spectrum is a special dynamic
where the system is far from the equilibrium of either an organized
state or the disintegration of an unorganized state (middle section).
This dynamic does not result from centralized control or intention. Rather,
the system is said to self-organize. That is, identifiable patterns and principles
emerge as the initiative proceeds. Agents in the systems mutually adjust without
an overall design (although each agent may have intentions). Although behaviors
or results are not predictable, they are influenced by the local action of agents
operating as they deem appropriate or feasible.

It is important to emphasize that using this systems orientation does not
mean that every aspect of the initiative is evaluated. Only the aspects that need
to be studied to help gain greater understanding of the initiative are evaluated.
Consideration of the dynamics of systems helps the initiative leaders and evaluators
locate appropriate aspects of the initiative for evaluation. Initiatives are about
change. Change is shaped by dynamics.
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Figure1. Three Dynamics of a Social System and its Context

Four Evaluation Designs for Initiative Evaluation

Following are highlights of four evaluation designs that emphasize the different
dynamics of complex social systems. These are: (1) Exploratory; (2) Predictive; (3)
Self-organizing; and (4) Initiative Renewal evaluation designs. The first three
evaluation designs represent three ways of viewing the initiative with each one
focusing on one of the dimensions discussed above – unorganized, organized, and
self-organizing. The fourth views the initiative as a whole and its broader context.

Building on Figure 1, the relationship of the evaluation designs to the
dynamics of complex social systems is shown in Figure 2. The circle represents the
broader context and the middle square represents the initiative with the three
types of dynamics.

1 This figure is a simplified depiction of the factors nesting different dynamics within social systems. It draws on the work of Ralph
Stacey (1996) with adaptations by Zimmerman, Lindberg, & Plsek (2001) and Holladay (2003). This orientation to systems is one
portion of the complex and rich wealth of information available about systems and other ways of viewing social processes and
situations (see Stacey, 2007; Midgley, 2003; Johnson, 2001).

The Exploratory and Predictive designs have been the most commonly used
types of evaluation designs in past WKKF initiatives and in the field of evaluation
generally. The Self-organizing design brings in concepts that are fairly new to the
evaluation field and opens up interesting possibilities for the initiative evaluator to
develop a richer understanding of an initiative and enrich the evaluation’s
contribution to the initiative.

Design Considerations

An initiative may use a combination of these designs or a single design
depending on the match of the (assumed or known) dynamics of the situation
being studied with the underlying perspective of the design. Shifting the evaluation
design over time or using more than one of these designs concurrently is appropriate
in an initiative evaluation.

Self-organizing Design
self-organizing dynamic

Exploratory Design

unorganized dynamic

Predictive Design
organized dynamic

Figure 2. Match of Initiative Evaluation Designs to Social System Territories and Context
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Shifts in designs may occur when new knowledge suggests new emphases;
an initiative moves from one phase to another; new grantees join the initiative; a
significant elaboration or refinement in the theory of change occurs; and/or the
efficient use of evaluation resources calls for a new design.

The different foci of the four evaluation designs allow each design to provide
answers to different type of questions related to systems change (See Table 1 below).
The initiative leaders and evaluators formulate specific questions related to one or
more of these general aspects of systems change.

Table 1. Relationship of Evaluation Designs to Evaluation Focus

The four designs provide different conceptual frameworks that allow
experience of the initiative in different ways. As noted above, more than one of
the designs may well be used at any given point in time – and multiple designs
may be used through the lifecycle of the initiative – because multiple dynamics
and change processes are likely to be occurring. Thus, just as there are not rigid
boundaries between the dynamics within the systems, the evaluation designs are
not rigidly distinct.

Following is a brief overview of each of the four evaluation designs. (The full
document includes detailed information on designing the evaluations, planning
and engaging in data collection, and making meaning from data and shaping
practice, along with case examples.)

Initiative Evaluation Designs Design Focus

Exploratory evaluation design
(unorganized dynamics)

potentially important components and dynamics of
change that are not yet delineated in the initiative’s
theory of change

Predictive evaluation design
(organized dynamics)

cause and effect relationships between structured
interventions of an initiative and the predicted
outcomes/changes

Self-organizing evaluation design
(self-organizing dynamics)

the patterns of change emerging from self-organizing
dynamics within the initiative

Initiative Renewal evaluation design
(initiative in context)

the interplay of multiple dynamics of change within
the initiative and with its context that enrich its theory
of change and have implications for the sustainability
of the initiative

I. Exploratory Evaluation Design

• The Exploratory evaluation design is used to investigate the unorganized
territory of an initiative. When an initiative begins, there may be little
agreement among stakeholders about how the multiple systems involved in the
initiative operate and little research that shows how the multiple parts of the
initiative affect one another. The systems themselves may be undergoing major
change, resulting in considerable uncertainty.

• As an initiative develops, leaders also may discover new areas of interest that
are not well understood. And, as time goes on, initiative leaders continue to
have areas of interest to explore that are not identified in their original theory
of change due to various reasons, including lack of agreement or certainty
about its relevance.

• The Exploratory design is used to look at aspects of the initiative that appear
disorderly, unorganized, or not well understood. Such areas are unpatterned,
surprising, and unpredictable. They may exist before the initiative starts or
may be created intentionally or unintentionally during the initiative.

• The Exploratory evaluation is designed to see what insights can be gained
about the areas where the complexity of the initiative is not yet articulated.
Results from this design are likely to enrich the theory of change.

II. Predictive Evaluation Design

• In addition to aspects of an initiative with unorganized dynamics (studied
through the Exploratory design), most initiatives have some activities that are
carefully planned to lead to pre-defined outcomes. It is a cause-and-effect
dynamic; and where the Predictive evaluation design is applicable. It focuses
on the link between planned features of the initiative (e.g. actions, events,
relationships, concepts, and/or values) and intended outcomes/results.

• The evaluation looks at the situation through the lens of predictability and
thus if the implemented plans lead to the intended outcomes. Results from this
evaluation design often are seen as important for accountability purposes – a
way to show concrete evidence of results from the investment of the initiative.

• This design is useful for looking at common outcomes across individuals,
groups, organizations, and/or larger systems in fairly stable situations. It may
take several years for the outcomes of an intervention to be evidenced. Thus
such designs may require data collection over extended periods of time. By
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building in realistic expectations at the beginning of the evaluation concerning
when the findings will be available, leaders ensure that the communication
plan for the initiative meshes well with the evaluation.

• Combining project-specific Predictive designs with some cross-project
(initiative level) Predictive designs can produce an ongoing series of results that
help serve as benchmarks for both funders and grantees.

III. Self-organizing Evaluation Design

• The Self-organizing evaluation design is a less frequently used and less
understood design. Self-organization is defined as the process “whereby new
emergent structures, patterns and properties arise without being externally
imposed on the system” (Zimmerman, Lindberg, & Plsek, 2001, p. 270 2).

• No leader controls what happens. Instead of actions being controlled or
controllable by the initiative or project leaders, self-organization occurs as
actions emerge from the group or individuals who are part of the social system
addressed in the initiative.

• Although self-organization is often associated with work within communities,
networks, and/or partnerships, it also occurs in formal organizational
structures and other relationships where agreement and certainty are
moderate to low. In complex situations/systems (which nearly all WKKF
initiative are), predictability (certainty) is limited in many situations. Instead
many people are influencing the work with only a moderate level of
agreement.

• A primary purpose for addressing such areas of an initiative is to understand
the forces at play that are influenced but are not (or cannot) be planned or
controlled by leaders/managers. An initiative evaluator is looking for general
patterns of similarities, differences, and relationships over time and locations
that provide insights into ways those involved adapt to one another and local
conditions to lead or not lead in the desired direction.

IV. Initiative Renewal Evaluation Design

• This evaluation design emphasizes the continual renewal of the change effort
as it increases its flexibility in some areas; becomes more predictable and
controlled in other areas; and undergoes major transformations, produces
results, and builds unexpected connections.

2 Zimmerman, B., Lindberg, C., & Plsek, P. (2001) Edgeware: Insights from complexity sciences for health care leaders. Irving TX: VHA, Inc.

• The evaluation encourages big-picture adjustment and longevity as the
initiative’s strategies (and, perhaps, the direction) change over time. This
design takes into account the multiple dynamics in operation in the initiative
as well as the larger context.

• This type of evaluation helps initiative leaders, evaluators, and grantees
periodically reflect on their overall progress and determine if redesign of
aspects of the initiative, its evaluation, and/or its theory of change is needed.

• For example, if certain aspects of an initiative are stabilizing in desirable,
planned, and predictable ways, it may be useful to institute a new Predictive
design to provide a clearer picture of the extent and ways in which the
initiative is meeting planned outcomes. If the unorganized territory seems to
be expanding, it may be useful to emphasize an Exploratory design for that
portion. If new patterns are emerging, changes may be needed in the Self-
organizing evaluation design(s).

Summary

This overview provides information about a new document designed for use
by external evaluators who conduct initiative evaluations for WKKF to expand
their thinking about approaches to initiative evaluation. It considers four
evaluation designs that relate to differences in the dynamics of social systems
within initiatives. Furthermore, it is intended to open conversation among
evaluators and WKKF staff about these designs and will be revised and updated
based on the evaluators’ experience in using them.

WKKF is committed to ensuring real change and, to that end, encouraging
evaluation designs that are forward-thinking and useful in different and changing
contexts. It is hoped that this document not only helps initiative evaluators see
ways to discover and encourage new possibilities through the application of these
evaluation designs, but also encourages them to share their discoveries with one
another and with WKKF so the document can be updated and refined based on
what has been learned to deepen the field.
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