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Context

e Sustainable Development: The Human Dimension

* Involves evaluating systemic and participative
methods for community and multi-agency
engagement in decision making on resource use

« Hence my focus in this talk is on participative
systems methods only

« The intention is to broaden out to other modeling
approaches in due course
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This talk will cover:

e The need to evaluate systems approaches and the
current state of the evidence that systems
methods add value

A paradigm conflict: two different approaches to
evaluating methods

A new evaluation framework helping to move us
beyond the paradigm conflict

A guestionnaire for comparing methods

 Limitations of the evaluation framework and the
guestionnaire

e An invitation to collaborate in a new international
research program
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he Need for the Evaluation of
Methods

« We need to learn as much as we can from our
systems practice, and evaluations can support
our learning

« Thereis arenewed interest in systems thinking
amongst decision makers in government and
iIndustry, and knowledge about good practice Is
Important for people commissioning projects

e S0, evaluations can tell us something about what
works, where systems thinking adds value, and
where improvements are needed
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The State of the Evidence Base

« Most evidence for the value of systems methods takes
the form of practitioner reflections alone, but practitioner
reflections can be unreliable

« The majority of evaluations going beyond practitioner
reflections are based on questionnaires filled in by
participants. However, when designing questionnaires, it
IS Important to counter ‘paradigm blindness’

 Only a small minority of studies evaluate from multiple
perspectives or triangulate data

 Hardly any studies compare methods used by different
practitioners across multiple case studies

© ESR 2006



A Paradigm Conflict (1)

« Thereis a paradigm conflict between evaluators
advocating for ‘universal’ and ‘local’ approaches
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Paradigm Conflict (2): ‘Universal’
Evaluations

e ‘Universal’ evaluations assume that:

- Criteria of relevance to all methods can be defined.

- The achievement of success can be quantified using
common metrics.

- The effects of local contexts on applications can be
eliminated by comparing across multiple case studies.

- Universal knowledge about methods is therefore
attainable.
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Paradigm Conflict (3): ‘Local’
Evaluations

e ‘Local’ evaluations assume that:

- Locally relevant perspectives should inform the
development of evaluation criteria, and emergent issues
should be accounted for.

- Quantification can be useful, but qualitative data is
critical for locally relevant interpretation.

- The effects of local context can never be eliminated, but
cross case study learning is still possible.

- Universal knowledge about methods is unattainable, but
on-going improvement to systems practice is possible.
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Paradigm Conflict (3): Purposes of the
Two Evaluation Approaches

e ‘Universal’ evaluations assume that the purpose
of an evaluation is to compare methods designed
to achieve similar things to find out which is best

 ‘Local’ evaluations assume that the purpose of an
evaluation is to enrich learning about practice in
the context of a single intervention or a series of
Interventions

Both purposes are useful and legitimate
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Can We Move Beyond the Paradigm
Conflict?

To do so, we need a framework that can support the
pursuit of both purposes in areasonably
Integrated manner. This will need to:

« Support reflection on single case studies to
produce useful local evaluations

 Yield datathat is useful for both local
evaluations and comparisons between methods
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The Framewor

CONTEXT PURPOSES

Key information about context: e.g., boundaries,
values, participants, perspectives, relationships,
physical systems, institutional/organisational
drivers and barriers.

Key purposes being pursued by decision-
makers and stakeholders (including hidden
agendas where suspected).

Researcher Identity
Issues

Information about
how the researchers
are seen by others
and themselves,
and why.

 Researcher
| Purposes
| Key purposes pursued
| by the researchers,
which may or may not
| be the same as for
| other stake-
holders.

METHODS

Key information about participants’ experiences
of methods: process data and, where possible,
outcome data too.

| Researcher Skills and
Methodological Preferences

Information about

how the researchers

have approached
| implementing the
|method and
why.
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Context (1)

 If we want to think systemically about context, we
can identify some general questions that it is
worth asking:

- What boundary and value judgments are being made, and
are there significant processes of marginalization
involved?

- What stakeholder perspectives and assumptions are
relevant?

- What organizational, institutional, socio-economic and
ecological systems may be facilitating or constraining
people’s understandings and actions?

- What feedback processes and networks within and
across social and ecological systems may be playing an
enabling or constraining role?
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Context (2): Practitioner Identity

Within our analysis of context we can ask:

« How are the researchers or practitioners seen by
themselves and others, and why?

* Practitioner identities carry role expectations, so
the ways in which practitioners are viewed by
themselves and others can critically affect the
progress of an intervention and hence how their
methods are perceived
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Purposes (1)

e There may be just one or (more often) multiple

purposes being pursued by participants in an
Intervention

 The ‘fit’ between a method and the purposes
being pursued is critical to evaluation

o Useful things to look out for include:
- Articulated purposes
- Hidden agendas
- Conflicting purposes

- Mismatches between the articulated purposes of a
participant and ones attributed by others
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Purposes (2). Practitioner Purposes

« Whether or not there is a good ‘fit’ between
participant and practitioner purposes may affect

the trajectory of an intervention using a systems
method

 Even if practitioners believe that there is a good
fit, participants may not always trust the
practitioners’ expressions of purpose, and this
can affect the evaluation of their methods
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Methods (1): Process and Outcome
Criteria

It is important to look at both process and outcome criteria
when evaluating a method.:

 Questions concerning process might include:
- Was exploration sufficiently systemic?

- Did the method facilitate effective participation in this context?

 Questions concerning outcomes might include:

- What plans, actions or changes has the method enabled people
to produce?

- How do the outcomes relate to people’s purposes?

Have both short-term and long-term outcomes been achieved?

- Are there unanticipated outcomes, and what role did the
method play in enabling these?
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Methods (2): The Practitioner’s Skills
and Preferences

« Ask whether the results of using a systems
method are due to:

- The method itself

- The intellectual resources, skills and competencies (or
lack of them) of the practitioner

- The preferences of the practitioner for a certain process
of application

- A combination of the above
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Methods (3): Other Aspects

 What theoretical assumptions are built into the
method, and what impact have they had?

 What cultural norms are assumed by the method
and by the people involved, and what are the
consequences of any differences between them?

- This may be especially important when a method
developed in one culture is used in another, or when
cultural norms come into conflict with the framing of
systemic or participative inquiry
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An Evaluation Questionnaire

« We have developed a questionnaire that captures data on
process and short-term outcome criteria for use in both
local evaluations and longer term comparisons between
methods

o Itisto befilled in by participants immediately following a
workshop

e Itis notthe only tool needed to evaluate methods (for
Instance it cannot yield information about longer term
outcomes)

« The questionnaire must be used in the context of the wider
framework, otherwise successes or failures that are just as
much to do with context and purpose might erroneously be
attributed to the method alone
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The Questionnaire Contains:

« A simple quantification of usefulness (5 point scale) plus
open questions about what participants liked and disliked.

« 15 questions (with 5 point scales) evaluating the method
against key criteria derived from a review of the benefits of
different systemic and participative methods.

13 questions (with 5 point scales) evaluating against criteria
derived from areview of the drawbacks and potential
negative side-effects of systemic and participative
methods.

« Open ended questions asking people to assess the method
from their own cultural viewpoint.

« A set of questions gathering basic demographic
information.
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wo Approaches to Comparing
Methods using a Questionnaire

1. The majority of researchers who use a
guestionnaire evaluate against a small number
of criteria that all participative and systemic
methods aspire to do well on

2. However, we evaluate against a wider range of
criteria representing what a diverse range of
methods aspire to deliver.

« The latter approach allows us to identify
complementarities between methods instead of
setting up a competition between them
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Process of Developing and Testing the
Questionnaire

« With international collaborators, we identified a
range of participative and systemic methods with
different purposes

« We reviewed the benefits and drawbacks of these
to derive evaluation criteria and questions

 We produced a questionnaire

« We then tested it for usability in a set of diverse
Interventions, refining it on an on-going basis
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Test Cases

1. Facilitating consultation with land owners and community interest
groups as part of a feasibility study for the construction of a new
water storage dam.

2. Working with an Australian NGO and its stakeholders in exploring
policy options to address the public injecting of illicit drugs.

3. Facilitating workshops with the police and other stakeholders to
look at ethical issues associated with anticipated future
developments of forensic DNA technologies.

4. Reviewing the process used by the New Zealand Ministry of
Research, Science and Technology to develop ‘roadmaps’ for
long-term investments in environment, energy, biotechnology and
nanotechnology research.

5. Developing a new collaborative evaluation approach in
partnership with aregional council facilitating community
engagement in sustainability initiatives.
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Strengths of the Overall Framework

« By focusing on the context-purposes-method
relationship, and by explicitly recognising the
Influence of the practitioner, our framework offers
a relatively nuanced (but still reasonably
parsimonious) set of concepts and guidelines to
work with

e Itincorporates a questionnaire that can support
both locally meaningful evaluations and longer-
term comparisons between methods
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A limitation of the Overall Framework

 As with most methodologies to support reflective
practice, there is scope for the practitioner to
Interpret events defensively and avoid
unwelcome conclusions

« But some methodological devices have been built
In to minimize the avoidance of ‘bad news’:

- Gathering participant voices through open ended
guestioning

- Encouraging the exploration of context using multiple
paradigmatic lenses

- Focusing attention on the identity, purposes, skills and
preferences of the practitioner means that s/he cannot
avoid some of the most uncomfortable issues
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Limitations of the Questionnaire

1. It will be much easier to compare standard sets
of methods (e.g., those associated with discrete
systems methodologies) than it will be to
compare hybrid and novel approaches that have
not been widely applied

« Hybrid and novel approaches can still be
compared with others in robust qualitative
comparisons using the framework
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Limitations of the Questionnaire

2. The questionnaire has not yet been tested for
validity and reliability, and this is difficult to do
In the field

 Plans for this are currently under discussion

3. If new methods have new attributes, these may
not be measured by the existing instrument

e Thereis aneed for a periodic review of the
guestionnaire
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Limitations of the Questionnaire

4. The current questionnaire does not evaluate
non-participative systems approaches

 Questionnaires to evaluate non-participative
systems approaches are currently under
development

5. No single research group will be able to gather
sufficient data to make robust comparisons

 International collaboration is required
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Conclusion: An International Invitation
to Collaborate

 Please contact me if you want to:

- Use this evaluation framework
- Contribute to future questionnaire development

- Be part of a new international research program to
enhance the evaluation of systems thinking
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