
Welcome
AEA:   eStudies Series on Systems Thinking



Housekeeping

• AEA:  
• Benjamin Borucki:  bborucki@eval.org
• Zoom Issues.
• Accessing PowerPoint slide deck and/or session recording.

• JESS, LLC:
• Monitoring the chat:  Jessica Renger  jessica@justevaluation.com
• Mentimeter issues. Jessica Renger  jessica@justevaluation.com
• Content questions:  Ralph Renger  ralph@justevelaution.com

• 90-minute session
• Hopefully break about midway.
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Overview of our eStudies Series

• Session 1:  Limitations of current evaluation 
approaches.
• Systems thinking as a solution.

• Session 2:  Introduction to Systems Evaluation 
Theory (SET).
• Step 1:  Defining the system (complex 

intervention).
• Session 3: SET Step 2 and 3.
• Evaluating system interdependence (efficiency).
• Evaluating system emergence (effectiveness).

• Session 4:  Evaluating programs as systems.



• Complexity in interventions is difficult to evaluate 
because:

A. Tools like the logic model are not fit for 
purpose

B. Evaluators shy away because the challenge 
seems too complicated (difficult)

C. We have no standards by which to evaluate 
complexity

D. A & B
E. All of the above

• In this series, when we say the word “complex” it 
means:

A. Lots of Moving Parts
B. Difficult to Understand 

• In the clock example, what is the emergent property?

• System parts of a book include:
A. Letters
B. Words
C. Sentences
D. Paragraphs
E. All of the above
F. None of the above

• In your opinion, what is the emergent property of a book?

• The advantage of evaluating complex interventions using a systems lens is 
that:

A. All of the moving parts now have a quality, interdependence, that 
can be evaluated

B. The intervention now has a defined higher purpose, emergence, 
that can be evaluated

C. The logic model becomes an appropriate evaluation tool 
D. A & B
E. B & C



Questions from Session 1
• Are we evaluating a system?  I’m confused?

• We are using a systems approach to evaluate complex interventions.

• Time piece reference: Renger. 
• A good video for more about this: If Russ Ackoff had given a TED talk (1994). https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OqEeIG8aPPk

• How to navigate issues of poor intervention design?
• SET step 2 looks at interdependence which is inseparable from the intervention design. When you identify problems with how parts of the 

intervention are interacting, and correct those problems, you are improving the intervention design

• Yes, you can pull together all the logic models and show a common long term/emergent outcome…and yes you can acknowledge that
they don’t get at the interconnections...but then why do the evaluation knowing you are missing key pieces needed for utility?

• Recommendations…we will get to those in eStudy 3

• Using decolonized approaches when evaluating systems 
• Using systems thinking lens (which is integral to evaluating systems), moves away from “traditional”/western/reductionist perspectives, and towards 

holism and indigenous ways of knowing 

• What happens is there is not a shared understanding/agreement of emergent property?
• Our role as a facilitator
• This is a problem
• Leadership:  critically important
• Step 6 will help make the disconnect obvious and force them to discuss

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OqEeIG8aPPk


• Objective 1:  To understand the  
rationale behind the 3 Steps of 
Systems Evaluation Theory (SET).

• Objective 2:  To understand how to 
implement Step 1 of SET



Step 2: Evaluate 
System 
Efficiency

Feedback loops

Cascading events

Reworks

Reflex Arcs

Emergence

Step 3: Evaluate System Effectiveness

Holism

Step 1: Define the 
Intervention 
Operating as 
a System

Boundaries

Interdependence

Others

Scale

Levels

Parts

Rationale of Systems Evaluation Theory (SET)



The Challenge



The Greater Challenge



The intervention is operating as a system



Using multiple logic models to capture complexity
aka Coupling and Scaffolding Logic Models 



The problem with trying to adapt program 
logic approaches to the systems problem.



SET:  A better tool for the job

• A blueprint for how to evaluate 
interventions operating as systems 
that is aligned to an understanding of 
the system properties
• Step 1.  Define the system (i.e., complex 

intervention).
• Step 2:  Evaluate system efficiency (i.e., 

interdependencies).
• Step 3:  Evaluate system effectiveness 

(i.e., emergence).



SET Worksheet

Available on our website:  
https://www.justevaluation.com/aea-
estudy-2022

https://www.justevaluation.com/aea-estudy-2022


Step 1:  Define the System (i.e., the complex intervention)



Cardiac System of Care Example
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Using Process Flow Mapping to “unpack” the arrows







The SOPs are the standard of acceptability against which we make evaluative judgements!

Why are SOPs necessary to complete the evaluation?







The parts included in our system form an initial system boundary



• A system boundary separates the created system from its 
environment (Wolski, 2020).
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Summary:  Defining the System



Step 1 Workarounds

• When you don’t have time and/or 
money to work through all the steps.
• “Everything around you is on fire” 

(Tania Buck)
• IGEM Mark Beevers example, Using 

existing source documentation
• Law
• Workflows



Benefits of Step 1 beyond evaluation

• Having defined SOPs =  helps 
with standardizing training
• The Program Evaluation 

Standards (Yarbrough et. al, 
2010) = we want our products 
and processes used
• Products = reports
• Processes = builds culture of 

cooperation; improved SOPs by 
just talking through; cheaper 
alternative


