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Introductions

• Name

• Job Title/Company

• What drew you to this 
workshop? Why are you 
interested in systems 
thinking?



A little bit about me…

Evaluation Services 
(J.E.S.S) LLC



Learning Objectives 

• In this workshop, you will learn: 
• What traditional program evaluation approaches miss when evaluating 

complex interventions
• The benefits of systems thinking, and how the systems properties of 

interdependence and emergence aid in evaluating complex interventions
• How systems thinking properties and principles are integrated into the three 

steps of Systems Evaluation Theory (SET) 



The Challenge

Evaluating a simple intervention 



The intervention logic model
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Process Evaluation Questions

• Were teachers well trained?

• Was all the course content 
covered?

• Did students complete all 
the assignments?



What if the 
intervention 
is more 
complex?



A quick aside: What is meant by a complex intervention?
How does it differ from being complicated?

• Our field is very inconsistent and 
careless in using the terms 
complex and complicated.

• We will use the term complex to 
mean many parts working 
together.

• We will use the term 
complicated to mean difficult.
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What does 
this approach 
miss?
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So, what is 
the solution?





Benefits of Systems Thinking

• Systems thinking shifts the focus of the evaluation and changes the 
types of questions (both process and outcome related) that we might 
ask
• Ensures we are relevant and responsive to context
• Increases the likelihood that out findings will be perceived as credible 

by stakeholders (i.e., reflects the intervention reality), and will be 
used.



So how do we start integrating systems 
thinking into evaluation practice?



Start with a definition!

• Describing the 
evaluand is a good 
first step in any 
evaluation 
• One of the things 

about which the 
evaluation 
community is in 
agreement 



How would you define a system?

• An integrated whole whose essential 
properties emerge from the 
interdependence between its parts (Ison, 
2008). 



System parts 

• System parts include a set of plans, 
resources, authorities, agencies, and 
their associated human resources 
(Jackson, Faith, & Willis, 2012).



Illustrating parts, interdependence and emergence 



Meet the system test?

• All parts are needed in the car for the 
essential system property (i.e., moving you 
from point A to point B) to emerge.

• If a single part is missing, then the car 
won’t run as well or at all, so the essential 
system property may not emerge.



What is the value added of applying the system 
definition in evaluating complex interventions?

• Interdependence adds a quality 
to the “bunch of stuff” (i.e., 
complexity) that can now be 
evaluated. (operational)

• Emergence gives the “bunch of 
stuff” (i.e., complexity) a 
purpose that can now be 
evaluated. (functional)
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SET:  A better tool for the job

• A blueprint for how to do a systems 
evaluation that is aligned to an 
understanding of the system 
properties
• Step 1.  Define the system.
• Step 2:  Evaluate interdependencies (the 

equivalent of a process evaluation).
• Step 3:  Evaluate emergence (the 

equivalent of an outcome evaluation).
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that is operating and 
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SET Step 1:  Define the System



A Relevant Example: A Hotel System



One System Part SOP: Reservation System



One System Part SOP: Front Desk



One System Part SOP: Housekeeping
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SET Step 2: Evaluate System Efficiency

• To evaluate a system’s 
efficiency is to evaluate 
its interdependencies



SET Step 2: Key System Principles 

• The systems principles of feedback loops, cascading events, and reflex 
arcs (to name a few) provide a lens through which the SOPs/JSOPs 
created in SET Step 1 can be evaluated



The return of information 
about the status of a 
process.

Feedback Loops



First evaluation decision point:  Is the feedback loop being closed?



Second evaluation decision point:  Quality of the feedback?



Spot the 
Feedback Loop



Cascading Failures



What are Some Examples of Cascading 
Failures in a Hotel System?



What are Some Examples of Cascading 
Failures in the COVID-19 Pandemic?



Reflex Arcs

• In practice: To what 
extent can processes 
be handled at the 
lowest level as 
opposed to being 
passed up the system 
for processing; which 
causes delays.



What might be some methods for 
evaluating SOPs (interdependencies)?
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SET Step 3: Evaluating System Effectiveness

• To evaluate a system’s 
effectiveness is to ask 
whether the 
interdependent parts 
were successful in 
allowing the essential 
system property to 
emerge.



A pitfall of evaluating emergence

• It does not make sense 
to evaluate the 
effectiveness of 
individual system parts 
because they are 
“interdependent”.

• The emergent property 
is a “product” of the 
interaction of parts. 
(Ackoff).  It’s not 
summative!



Who is responsible for collecting data on the emergent 
property?

• Those overseeing the system 
(complex intervention).

• Mark Friedman (RBA):  
community level indicators.

• Not individual system parts.



HUD HOPE VI

• Survey of all 
participants by 
external evaluator.



The Benefits of Systems Thinking & SET

• Systems thinking:
• Helps reframe evaluations and changes the types of evaluation questions 

asked
• Helps ensure we are relevant and responsive to context
• Increases the likelihood that out findings will be perceived as credible by 

stakeholders (i.e., reflects the intervention reality), and will be used

• SET
• Is a practical operationalization of systems thinking

• Interdependence adds a quality to the “bunch of stuff” (i.e., complexity) that can now be 
evaluated.

• Emergence gives the “bunch of stuff” (i.e., complexity) a purpose that can now be 
evaluated. 



Questions?



If you want to learn more . . . 
Book Coming Soon!
Systems evaluation theory 
(SET):  A blueprint for 
practitioners evaluating 
complex interventions 
operating and functioning 
as systems.

Contact: 
Jessica@justevaluation.com

Website: justevaluation.com
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