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Aims

 Better understand how to assess complexity and relevant
evaluation designs

* Anchor evaluative choices in value(able) criteria

* |ncreased familiarity with a few tools to address the challenges

of complexity



Complexity



Complexity: dance between patterns and events

Sensitive to context: One size does not fit all;

Path dependence: Sensitivity to history, initial conditions, & sequence of events;
Systemic: Factors work together interdependently and synergistically rather than
Independently;

Non-linearity: Outputs and outcomes are not not directly proportional to inputs;
Emergence: Changes are uncertain, and adaptive, but not random;

Episodic: Things are becoming, developing, and changing - change tends to
happen episodically, with periods of self-organisation.

Lorenz, 1993: Holland, 1996;: Meadows, 2008; Boulton et al. 2015; Gates et al.
2021


https://www.amazon.co.uk/Essence-Chaos-Jessie-John-Lectures/dp/0295975148/ref=sr_1_4?crid=1VU2TEPZHUHLJ&keywords=The+Essence+of+Chaos&qid=1688035767&sprefix=the+essence+of+chaos%2Caps%2C192&sr=8-4
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Hidden-Order-Adaptation-Builds-Complexity/dp/0201442302/ref=sr_1_1?crid=ASZA3OFW9P9O&keywords=Hidden+Order%3A+How+Adaptation+Builds+Complexity&qid=1688285713&s=books&sprefix=hidden+order+how+adaptation+builds+complexity%2Cstripbooks%2C52&sr=1-1
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Thinking-Systems-Donella-H-Meadows-ebook/dp/B005VSRFEA
https://academic.oup.com/book/7998
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/ev.20466

Far from

Agreement

Anarchy

Complexity and evaluative
choices

Complex

 Radical (Patton, 2011, 2015; Mowles, 2014;
Jenal and Liesner, 2017) and pragmatic

(Forss et al. 2011; Westhorp, 2012; of
Bamberger et al. 2016; Bicket et al. 2020; St,, Simple  \| Complicated
U<

and Masset at al. 2021) positions on - -
Close to ~ar from

complexity Certainty Certainty
Zimmerman, 2001

 Taking complexity seriously has implications for: (i) defining evaluation boundaries, (ii)
scope to assess interactions between actors and factors, and; (iii) emergent
outcomes

* |tdrives evaluation questions and methodological choices


https://www.guilford.com/books/Developmental-Evaluation/Michael-Quinn-Patton/9781606238721
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/1098214015569758?journalCode=ajec
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/1356389014527885
https://beamexchange.org/uploads/filer_public/33/71/3371960a-42fb-4fc8-a94a-706ca595f3bf/causality_attribution.pdf
https://www.routledge.com/Evaluating-the-Complex-Attribution-Contribution-and-Beyond/Marra/p/book/9781138509832
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/1356389012460963?journalCode=evia
https://uk.sagepub.com/en-gb/eur/dealing-with-complexity-in-development-evaluation/book242113
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/879437/Magenta_Book_supplementary_guide._Handling_Complexity_in_policy_evaluation.pdf
https://cedilprogramme.org/publications/cedil-methods-working-paper-6/
http://www.plexusinstitute.org/edgeware/archive/think/main_aides3.html

Navigating complexity, pragmatically

Low complexity: Few and clearly defined objectives

IS R IR High complexity: Multiple, broad objectives that are not clearly defined

Low complexity: Objectives are well understood and there is a high
degree of consensus

High complexity: Objectives not well understood with high level of
disagreement

Nature of the
problem the project
is addressing

Table 1: Main characteristics of complex interventions
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SieJl Al oI (o] -l 0l | ow complexity: Design is well-tested and stable
design High complexity: Emergent design

Low complexity: Implemented within existing social systems and with
little conflict

High complexity: Requires developing new social systems with potential
for conflict

Social complexity

Note: The complexity checklist often includes up to 10 dimensions of project complexity, so these are just
examples. Each dimension is usually rated on a 5-point scale where 1= low complexity and 5 = high complexity

Bamberger, 2021

Number of components
Number and difficulty of
behaviours

No. of groups and orgs. targeted
Number of sectors

Number of stakeholders

Scale of intervention

Level of standardisation
Emergent outcomes

Note: Red cells represent a strong association between intervention type and complexity feature. Orange
squares represent a moderate association. Green squares represent low association.

Masset et al. 2021

Causal density: (1) Known technology? (2) Contentiousness in how to respond to the problem? (3) Are there
lots of transactions between stakeholders? (4) How much implementer discretion is there? (\Woolcock 2013)

See Aston, 2021 for a discussion on complexity checklists



https://www.3ieimpact.org/blogs/understanding-real-world-complexities-greater-uptake-evaluation-findings
https://cedilprogramme.org/publications/cedil-methods-working-paper-6/
https://thomasmtaston.medium.com/complexity-context-checklists-4aa46268e6b7
https://www.hks.harvard.edu/sites/default/files/centers/cid/files/publications/faculty-working-papers/270_Woolcock.pdf




Consider a project/programme of your own.
Give yourself a point for PARTIALLY and two

Exe rCise points for YES.

Knowability: Are the problems and objectives clearly defined and understood?
Certainty: Has the project/programme met these objectives before here or elsewhere?
Consensus: Do stakeholders agree on appropriate actions to solve the problems?
Control: Is the program relatively independent from context (i.e., isolatable) or do

contextual factors significantly affect implementation?
Interaction: Are there many stakeholders and many interactions between them?

Stability: Was program design and implementation relatively stable over time?
Discretion: Is there variation in terms of how actions have been implemented?

Based on Woolcock 2013; Bamberger, 2021; Masset et al. 20211


https://www.hks.harvard.edu/sites/default/files/centers/cid/files/publications/faculty-working-papers/270_Woolcock.pdf
https://www.3ieimpact.org/blogs/understanding-real-world-complexities-greater-uptake-evaluation-findings
https://cedilprogramme.org/publications/cedil-methods-working-paper-6/

.
Simple, Complicated, and Complexity-sensitive Methods

Trials (RCT),
Factorial Designs,
Adaptive Trials,
Propensity Score
Matching,
Regression
Discontinuity,
Statistics

Comparative Analysis
(QCA), Realist
Evaluation, Process
Tracing, Contribution
Analysis

Simple Complicated Complex
Causal Counterfactual and Configurational and Generative
Approach statistical generative
Methods Randomised Control |Qualitative Developmental Evaluation,

Action Research, Most
Significant Change,
Outcome Harvesting, Realist
Evaluation, Process Tracing,
Contribution Analysis,
Causal Loop Diagrams and
Systems Dynamics

Adapted from Stern et al. 2012, 16-17; Bicket et al. 2020: 52 - 58; Masset et al. 2021


https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/67427/design-method-impact-eval.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/879437/Magenta_Book_supplementary_guide._Handling_Complexity_in_policy_evaluation.pdf
https://cedilprogramme.org/publications/cedil-methods-working-paper-6/

Break



Evaluative
judgement
criteria



What criteria do evaluators value?

Represent

Transparency qtive-ness

Credibility

Generalizability

Based on Downes and Gullikson, 2020; see also Aston et al. 20271


https://ideas.repec.org/a/eee/epplan/v91y2022ics0149718922000106.html
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/13563890211053028

The fallacy of evidence hierarchies

Evidence is ‘information that has a L22> Levels of Evidence
bearing on determining the validity of a S ey
claim (Dictionary of Qualitative Inquiry). e i

RCTs are not always appropriate,

relevant, feasible, or ethical (NICE, 2012; S STt e ot s v s s
Analytical Studies » Level 3. - Case controlled study
Stern et al. 201 2). * Level 3.e — Observational studnyllthouitacontrolgrOtAJp .
) ) Observational Descriptive Jes S e i e s
Whether evidence is good or not o B et
it’ 1 { i f expert opinion
depends on what It's for - how much it
makes a particular explanation better or
worse, or “probative value (Ribeiro,

2019).”

“Fragments” or “nuggets” can be
powerful evidence (Pawson, 2008).”

« Level 2.a — Systematic review of quasi-experimental studies

« Level 2.b — Systematic review of quasi-experimental and other lower study designs
« Level 2.c — Quasi-experimental prospectively controlled study

« Level 2.d — Pre-test - post-test or historic/ retrospective control group study

JBI, 2022


https://www.nice.org.uk/process/pmg4/chapter/introduction
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/67427/design-method-impact-eval.pdf
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/1365712718816740
https://eprints.ncrm.ac.uk/id/eprint/245/
https://jbi.global/education/systematic-review-training

Evidence of what, where, and what
for?

Evidence standards set the criteria from which we assess evidence claims.

For White (2021), when assessing the strength of evidence claims (confidence in
evidence claims) we should ask:

1. Is this evidence relevant? (e.g., question, subject, study, population,
location)

2. lIs it good enough? (i.e., how good is the evidence?)






Discussion

* Which criteria are most important to you and why?
* What are your top 3?

* Is there anything important missing?



The case for rubrics

Rubrics are a form of qualitative scale that denotes a level of performance.
They explain what the standard means and make clear the reasoning behind an
assessment.

Rubrics include:
Criteria: Aspects of quality or performance that are of interest, e.g., timeliness
Standards: Levels of performance or quality for each criterion, e.g.,

poor/adequate/good

Descriptors: Descriptions or examples of what each standard looks like for each

criterion in the rubric

Triangulation Rubric

1 2 3
No evidence A single source | Multiple sources
corroborates the of evidence of evidence
connection supports the corroborate the
between claim connection
intervention and connecting between
outcome. Other intervention intervention and
evidence and outcome. outcome.
contradicts the
proposed
connection.

Multiple sources
of high-quality
evidence from
different methods
corroborate the
connection
between
intervention and
outcome.

Multiple sources of
evidence across
different studies
and/or time
periods
corroborate the
connection
between
intervention and
outcome.




Dealing with
fuzziness

* Rubrics are
appropriate when
boundaries are
fuzzy, and more

o Indicators Criteria
culturally flexible, - s
and adaptable arow b

Oakden, 2011 in Loveridge, 2023


https://medium.com/@donna_loveridge/evaluating-systems-change-using-rubrics-6d30f0e8248d

Justifying judgements

One key part underlying

give’an’explanation’for

assessments in a checklist, scale, be'good'reason'for’,'® TOUNCE,
or rubric is a statement which legitimizel ©ASONJ attest feonfirm theodicy
justifies the assessment and validate oIl ise\ /substontiate
- - verify{ rationalize
5 : y
final jJudgement made: 2rifiggtionDr OV Ecertify
. judgement
-Explain Why a pa rticul_ar rotionolizotieoxnpllaiovteqo’justificotion’for

prove’to’be’reasonable

grade/score/level was given and;

-Flag any particular

« e . GrammarTop, 2020
limitations/concerns



Exercise

Look at a real case: Developing health technology assessment in
Denmark, National Institute for Health and Care Excellence (NICE)

Take a few mins to familiarize yourself with the criteria explanations (next
slide).

Each group of 5 looks at 1 criterion to assess an individual case (plausibility,
triangulation).

Groups report back in plenary on their assessment, calling attention to
areas of agreement and disagreement.


https://indepth.nice.org.uk/case-study-denmark/index.html
https://indepth.nice.org.uk/case-study-denmark/index.html

Using rubrics

Credibility

Credibility Rubric

1 2 3
Unclear, illogical, | Explanation is Relatively
or contradictory clear, logical, convincing
explanation and temporally | account of how
connecting consistent, and | evidence
intervention to suggests a connects
outcome. Or likely intervention
evidence is association and outcome.
found which between Conclusions
casts serious intervention drawn mostly

doubt on the
explanation.

and outcome.

follow the data.

Convincing
account of how
evidence
connects
intervention and
outcome.
Conclusions
drawn follow the
data. Evidence is
relatively unique
to the explanation
and alternative
explanations are
unlikely.

Highly convincing
account, clearly and
logically signposting
key steps and specific
data connecting
intervention to
outcome. Conclusions
drawn unambiguously
follow the data.
Evidence is highly
unique to the
explanation and
alternative
explanations are very
unlikely.

Triangulation

1 2 3
No evidence A single source | Multiple sources
corroborates the of evidence of evidence
connection supports the corroborate the
between claim connection
intervention and connecting between
outcome. Other intervention intervention and
evidence and outcome. outcome.
contradicts the
proposed
connection.

Triangulation Rubric

Multiple sources
of high-quality
evidence from
different methods
corroborate the
connection
between
intervention and
outcome.

Multiple sources of
evidence across
different studies
and/or time
periods
corroborate the
connection
between
intervention and
outcome.




Bricolage



Contribution Analysis Realist Synthesis
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Emerging lines

Case Study
* Qualitative Comparative Analysis
* Process Tracing

... Theory-based evaluation
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Choosing

between methods

* Either/or options can be comforting,

but misleading
* The common, but insufficient, answer

proposed is “mixed methods”

International
tiative for
pact Evaluation

Welcome to the PIR
Methods Menu prototype

Policy and institutional reform (PIR) often entails
multiple elements of complexity that make it
difficult to design, implement, and evaluate using
conventional approaches. This user tool is
designed to help development evaluators and
practitioners choose the right evidence
approach(es) for their program phase, context,
and needs.

di
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\ S

Program phases
Find relevant evidence approaches for

= e

Evidence approaches
Search and filter the full list of evidence

mortondss. preview.softr.app
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/

3ie, 2023

GoTo v

Resources
Access methodological guidance papers,

About v Contact

Figure 3.1. Selecting experimental and quasi-experimental methods

Can you compare groups
affected and not affected
by the intervention?

no

G

Theory-based

l yes

methods

~

RCT Difference- | Statistical | Instrument| Outcome Most Soft Causal Loop PSM BBN ABM (Agent| Realist QcA Process |Contribution
SUMMARY RESULTS - ALL STAGES (Randomised in- Matching |al Variables| Mappin; Significant [ Systems Diagram |(Participato| (Bayesian Based Evaluation | (Qualitative [ Tracing/ Analysis
- Contol Trial) | Difference RDD Change | Modelling ry Systems Belief Modelling] Comparative | Bayesian Can you assign
Mapping) | Networks) Analysis) | Updating participants randomly?
St: 1: Which Method is Best Suited to Al ing My K g
age *: Which ethiod s Best Sulted fo Answering My ey 1 80/100 | 60/100 | 1 20/100 | 40/100 | 20/100 | 20/200 | 20/100 | 60/100 | s0/100 | 20/100 | 40/00 | 20/200 | 20/200 PN
Evaluation Question(s)? yes o~ ~- no
Py - - ~
Stage 2: Which method is most able to address my other 81/100 60/100 69/100 74/100 47/100 43/100 57/100 59/100 55/100 59/100 62/100 62/100 50/100 59/100 62/100 s _
Explore experimental methods Explore quasi-experimental
methods

interests?

Stage 3: Which Method has the fewest essential methodological
requirements that cannot be met by my intervention? (Which
method is most feasible to use?)

Befani, 2020

HM Treasury, 2020: 47



https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/879438/HMT_Magenta_Book.pdf
https://morton455.preview.softr.app/?t=1688578297412
https://www.cecan.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/Final_Choosing-Appropriate-Evaluation-Methods-1.pdf

Increasing method hybridization

Experimental

Theory-based impact
evaluation (White, 2009)

Theory-based
systematic

Configurational

QCA (Ragin, 1987)

Generative

Realist Evaluation
(Pawson & Tilly, 1997)

Realist Synthesis
(Pawson et al. 2004)

Contribution Analysis
(Mayne, 2001)

Process Tracing
(Van Evera, 1997)

Participatory

Outcome Mapping
(Cardenetal. 2001)

2012)

Outcome Harvesting
(Wilson Grau & Britt,

Evidencing, (Paz-

Ybarnegaray &
Douthwaite, 2016)

Realist RCTs reviews (White,
(Bonnel et al. 2012) 2017)
Realist Evaluation &
QCA (Befani et al. 2007)

Qualitative Outcome
Contribution Analysis Impact Evaluation

& Process Tracing Protocol Approach
(Befani & Mayne, (Copestake || (Belcher et

2014) etal. 2019) al. 2020)

Outcome Contribution

Rubrics
(Aston, 2019)

Outcome
Trajectory
Evaluation
(Douthwaite et
al. 2023)

Most Significant
Change (Davies &

Dart, 2005)

Collaborative
Outcomes Reporting
(Dart & Roberts, 2014)



https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/19439342.2018.1439078
https://opendocs.ids.ac.uk/opendocs/bitstream/handle/20.500.12413/7348/IDSB_45_6_10.1111-1759-5436.12110.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
https://www.betterevaluation.org/sites/default/files/COR.pdf
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/10982140221122771
https://ideas.repec.org/p/ris/iiierp/2009_003.html
https://www.linkedin.com/posts/tom-aston-consulting_contribution-rubrics-a-simple-way-to-assess-activity-6626216568487452672-LtSX/
https://www.mande.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2005/MSC%20Guide/Franch%20translation%20of%20MSC%20Guide.pdf
https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.7591/j.ctvrf8bm7
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/279533461_Addressing_Attribution_Through_Contribution_Analysis_Using_Performance_Measures_Sensibly
https://www.outcomemapping.ca/resource/outcome-harvesting
https://uk.sagepub.com/en-gb/eur/realistic-evaluation/book205276
https://books.google.co.uk/books?hl=en&lr=&id=zLinAwAAQBAJ&oi=fnd&pg=PP1&ots=_HjCtPk_cd&sig=KPJE8IZq09aKTbfZC2Y42hL9Tho&redir_esc=y
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/1356389007075222
https://www.betterevaluation.org/sites/default/files/RMPmethods2.pdf
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0277953612006399
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/1098214016676573
https://practicalactionpublishing.com/book/105/attributing-development-impact
https://idrc-crdi.ca/en/book/outcome-mapping-building-learning-and-reflection-development-programs
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S221501612030008X

Bricolage

Bricolage is a way to combine (or triangulate)
the best bits of methods

Attempt to reuse a heterogeneous
repertoire of available materials to solve
new problems (Lévi-Strauss, 1968)

Not new, but gaining prominence in recent
years (Patton, 2011; Hargreaves, 2021; Aston
& Apgar, 2022)

Focus on the parts you most want to

strengthen and tools to strengthen those
parts



https://web.mit.edu/allanmc/www/levistrauss.pdf
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Developmental-Evaluation-Applying-Complexity-Concepts-Innovation/dp/1606238728
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1002/ev.20460
https://www.ids.ac.uk/publications/the-art-and-craft-of-bricolage-in-evaluation/

Bricolage criteria

Reasoning: Critical thinking, alternative explanations and interpretations,
and search for outliers

Credibility: Internal validity, contextually sensitive “probative value” of
evidence

Responsiveness: Reflect local stakeholders’ values and cultural context,
sensitive to their experiences and definitions of success, and evaluation
criteria

Utilization: Actionable evidence, utilization of evaluation findings
Transferability: External validity, focused on moderating factors and how
the outcomes of an intervention are afforded by the context (Aston et al.
2021)


https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/13563890211053028

Choosing among options

omparable
steps, fulfilling
similar
functions
Substitutable
steps
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Finding the right combination: function, not form
Context
analysis
Outcome c Z
pathways N
Outcome [ \5
narratives

Apprematlve 4 Outcome AEIE € APRETT, A0
inquiry . significance
L Iterative K Pattern h
sensemaking N comparison
Appreciative
[ inquiry Testing

evidence / Le
Iterative Outcome J

sensemaking b validation
-



https://www.ids.ac.uk/publications/the-art-and-craft-of-bricolage-in-evaluation/

Further reading

Downes and Gullikson, 2020 and Schwandt and Gates, 2021 and Aston,
2022 on valuing criteria

Stern et al. 2012; HM Treasury, 2020; Befani, 2020; and 3ie, 2023 on
selecting evaluation methods

Aston & Apgar, 2022 on bricolage with case-based methods
Aston et al. 2021 and Raimondo, 2023 on rigour in case-based methods

Davidson, 2011; Oakden, 2018; Aston, 2020; King, 2023; and Loveridge,
2023 on the value of rubrics



https://ideas.repec.org/a/eee/epplan/v91y2022ics0149718922000106.html
https://www.guilford.com/books/Evaluating-and-Valuing-in-Social-Research/Schwandt-Gates/9781462547326
https://thomasmtaston.medium.com/the-politics-of-valuing-ca8f30deeaf3
https://www.oecd.org/derec/50399683.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/879438/HMT_Magenta_Book.pdf
https://www.cecan.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/Final_Choosing-Appropriate-Evaluation-Methods-1.pdf
https://morton455.preview.softr.app/?t=1688578297412
https://www.ids.ac.uk/publications/the-art-and-craft-of-bricolage-in-evaluation/
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/13563890211053028
https://elibrary.worldbank.org/doi/abs/10.1596/39773
https://www.betterevaluation.org/sites/default/files/AES-2011-Rubric-Revolution-Davidson-Wehipeihana-McKegg-xx.pdf
https://www.pragmatica.nz/site_files/27638/upload_files/Understandingthecomponentsofevaluativerubricsandhowtocombinethem_Presentation.pdf?dl=1
https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/rubrics-harness-complexity-thomas-aston/
https://juliankingnz.substack.com/p/different-kinds-of-rubrics
https://medium.com/@donna_loveridge/evaluating-systems-change-using-rubrics-6d30f0e8248d

