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Outline 

Complexity in evaluation: a framework

Four concise examples



The rationale for dealing with complexity in evaluation 

• Interventions are part of an increasingly interconnected 
world and should not be assessed in isolation

• The importance of history, time, context, unintended 
consequences

• The move toward more ‘complex’ interventions

• New opportunities in emergent technologies and data

• Disconnect between evaluation research and ‘complexity 
science’



Seven manifestations of complexity in evaluation (Pawson, 2013) 

• Volition

• Implementation

• Context

• Time

• Outcome

• Rivalry

• Emergence





Challenges in delimitation, 
sense-making, consensus-

seeking, design 
implementation and use of 

evaluations
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Synthetic ‘high-level’ ToC

Nested ‘detailed’ ToC

Example 1: ‘Unpacking’ - Carbon Finance evaluation 



Example 2: SNA - Health sector in Liberia evaluation case 
study 

Assessing working 
relationships 
between Ghanaian 
NGOs all funded 
by the same donor 
through an 
analysis of their 
progress report
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Financial Flows in the Health Sector 
in Liberia 

Knowledge leadership in the Health 
Sector in Liberia 



Example 3: Identifying ‘systems’ of causal pathways – Payments for 
ecosystem services in agricultural landscapes in Latin America 

 Generate environmental services and economic benefits through LU change
 Research effectiveness of incentives (payments/TA) and relations between LU and 

environmental benefits
 Publish and disseminate findings 



Main ‘systems’ of causal pathways of change 

1 Farm (household) environmental and economic effects

2 Regional ‘corridor’ environmental effects

3 Regional market effects

4 Beyond project area/region environmental (displacement effects) 

5 Regional, country and cross-country learning, replication and scaling-up 
effects



Example 4: Systems mapping - Flood resilience in Accra evaluation 
case study
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SUE
Awareness, attitudes and 

(combined) interventions 

Awareness, attitudes and 
behaviors of institutions, their 

capacities, and their 
(combined) interventions 

WBG support (convening 
power / advisory / TA / 
funding) for:
- Institutional reform 

and collaboration
- Systems
- Processes
- Human resources
- Equipment
- Infrastructure
- … Awareness, attitudes and 

behaviors of businesses, 
communities, citizens

Land uses and (changes) in 
the built environment





Concluding remarks 

Think about degrees of complexity rather than in dichotomies

Importance of system mapping, delineation and understanding its dynamics

Importance of theory (in its various expressions), but ToC can also be a ‘trap of 
cognitive bias’

Oversimplification versus ‘complexification’

Robert Merton (patterns of regularity) meets Ray Pawson (context-specificity)



Thank you!


