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Abou t  th e  Fou n d at ion

E s ta b lish e d  in  1937 b y p h ila n th r op is t  a n d  e n t r e p r e n e u r  J oh n  Wilson  
McCon n e ll, Th e  J .W. McCon n e ll Fa m ily  Fou n d a t ion  fu n d s  p r oje ct s  in  
Ca n a d a  t h a t  fos t e r  cit ize n  e n ga ge m e n t , b u ild  r e s ilie n t  com m u n it ie s  
a n d  h a ve  t h e  p ot e n t ia l for  n a t ion a l s ca le  or  im p a ct . 

Ou r  vis ion  a t  Th e J .W. McCon n ell Fam ily Fou n d at ion  is  a  Can ad a wh ere  
a ll p eop le  h ave  th e  op p or tu n ity to d evelop  th e ir  p oten t ia l an d  con tr ibu te  
to th e  bet term en t  of th e ir  com m u n it ies  an d  cou n try.

Over  th e  years , th e  ways to ach ieve  th is  h ave  evolved ; wh at  rem ain s  
cen tra l to it s  p u rp ose  is  th e  im p or tan ce  of com m u n ity, h ow p eop le  
con tr ibu te , an d  th e  Fou n d at ion 's  n eed  to m ake ch oices  in  it s  gran t in g 
d ecis ion s , to take  r isk s , to learn  an d  to be  en gaged  with  it s  gran tees .

In  th e  p rocess  of d evelop in g an d  su p p or t in g p rogram s, th e  Fou n d at ion  
h as  com e to ap p recia te  be t ter  th e  im p or tan ce  of in n ovat ion , th e  exp lor in g 
of n ew an d  effect ive  ways of ad d ress in g in t ractab le  socia l p rob lem s, an d  
th e  ch allen ge of en su r in g th a t  th ese  n ew ap p roach es  are  su sta in ed .
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A p r im e r  h a s  h is t o r ica l ly  m e an t  a  b ook  of f i rst  p ri n ci p les . Th a t  ch a r a ct e r iza t ion  
fit s  th is  p r im e r  q u it e  n ice ly. Th e  p r in cip le s  p r e s en t e d  h e r e  em e rg e d  from  h igh ly
in t e r a c t ive  wo r k sh op s  with  a  g rou p  of d e ve lopm en t a l  e va lu a t o r s  r e p r e s en t in g  
p rem ie r  Can ad ian  organ iza t ion s .1 J u st  as  d eve lopm en ta l eva lu at ion  (DE ) is  a  d yn am ic,
em e rgen t  p rocess , th ose  work sh op s , sp an n in g  two yea r s , we re  h igh ly d yn am ic an d
em e rg en t . Th e  p r in c ip le s  an d  p r em is e s  ca p t u r e d  s o  we l l  h e r e  b y  J am ie  G am b le
reflect  th e in sigh t s  gen e rated  from  th e d eve lopm en ta l p rocess  of exp e r im en t in g with
d ive rse  ap p lica t ion s  of d eve lopm en ta l eva lu at ion  in  in n ovat ive  organ iza t ion s  across
Can ad a.

S yn ch r on ic i t y  p la y e d  a  r o le , a s  o f t e n  occu r s  in  h ig h ly  d yn am ic  a n d  em e r g e n t
p roce s s e s . As  th e  d e ve lopm en t a l  e va lu a t ion  wo r k sh op s  we r e  t ak in g  p la ce , I  wa s
work in g with  Fran ces  West ley an d  B ren d a Z imm e rm an  on  a  book  abou t  th e  im p lica-
t ion s  of com p lexity th eory for  socia l in n ova t ion . Th a t  b ook , Get t in g to M a y be: H ow
the World  Is Cha n ged ,2 was  lau n ch ed  a t  th e  fin a l DE  work sh op  in  Toron to a t  th e  en d
of 2006. S ession s  with  m y co-au th ors  work in g on  th e book  often  p reced ed  or  followed
DE  work sh op s , each  in flu en cin g an d  in t r ica te ly con n ected  with  th e  oth e r. In d eed , I
wou ld  su ggest  th at  th is  Dev elop m en ta l Ev a lu a t ion  Prim er an d  th e  Gett in g to M a y be
b ook  m igh t  we l l  b e  th ou gh t  of a s  a  m a t ch e d  p a ir. G et t i n g t o M a y be p rov id e s  th e
ph ilosoph ica l an d  th eore t ica l con text  an d  back g rou n d  for  d eve lopm en ta l eva lu at ion
p r a ct ice . Th is D ev elop m en t a l E v a lu a t i on  P ri m er p rovid e s  con c r e t e  g u id an ce  for
im p lem en t in g th e  id eas  offe red  an d  exp lored  in  Gett in g to M a y be. 

G et t in g t o M a y be in t rod u ce s  th e  id e a  of d e ve lopm en t a l e va lu a t ion  a s  an  a p p roa ch
e sp e cia lly a d a p t e d  t o th e  em e rgen t  u n ce r t a in t ie s  of socia l in n ova t ion s  in  com p le x
en vironm en t s , bu t  d oesn ’t  say h ow to actu a lly d o it . S in ce  p u b lica t ion  of th e  book , I
h ave  b een  in u n d a ted  with  req u es t s  for  m ore  d e ta ils  an d  op e ra t ion a l gu id an ce . H ow
d oes  on e  rea lly en gage  in  d eve lopm en t a l eva lu a t ion ?  H ow is  it  d iffe ren t  from  oth e r
t rad it ion a l form s  of eva lu at ion ? Un d e r  wh at  circum stan ces is  it  app rop r ia te  to u n d e r -
take  d eve lopm en ta l eva lu at ion ?  Wh at  sp ecia l sk ills  a re  n eed ed ? Wh at  resu lt s  from  a
d eve lopm en ta l eva lu at ion ?
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Sponsors of the
Developmental Evaluation

Workshops

My re sp on se  t o th e se  q u e s t ion s  h a s  b e en , “B e  p a t ien t . Th e  J .W. McCon n e ll Fam ily
Fou n d a t ion  is  s u p p o r t in g  p u b l ica t ion  o f  an  e x ce l len t  p r im e r  on  d e ve lopm en t a l
eva lu at ion . I t  will an swe r  a ll of you r  q u es t ion s .” We ll, m aybe  n ot  a ll. Th a t  wou ld  n ot
b e  con s is t en t  with  d e ve lopm en t a l e va lu a t ion  a s  an  em e rgen t , e xp lor in g , le a r n in g-
or ien ted  an d  ad ap t ive  p rocess  in  wh ich  th ose  in volved  d iscove r  an swe rs  to th eir  own
s it u a t ion a lly sp e cific q u e s t ion s . B u t  th is  p r im e r  will t e ll you  h ow to ge t  s t a r t e d  on
an d  s tay t ru e to th at  d eve lopm en ta l p rocess . 

An d  for  th ose qu est ion s  n ot  an swe red  h e re? Th e an swe rs , as  th e p oet  says, a re b lowin g
in  th e  win d . Lis ten  to th e  win d . Lis ten . Th e  win d  in  th is  case  is  th e  d yn am ic u n fold in g
of you r  own  in n ovat ion  an d  in q u iry, wh ich  is  to say, th e  an swe rs  will em e rge  from  th e
p roce s s  an d  won ’t  b e  k n own  u n t i l  you  en g a g e  in  an d  r e f le c t  on  th e  p roce s s . D on ’t
exp ect  to h ave a ll of th e  an swe rs  to h ow to d o th is  a t  th e  begin n in g, or  even  a t  th e  en d .
B u t  d e ve lopm en t a l e va lu a t ion  will h e lp  you  b e  c le a r  a b ou t  wh e re  you  s t a r t e d , wh a t
for k s  in  th e  roa d  you  t ook  an d  wh y, wh a t  you  le a r n e d  a lon g  th e  wa y, an d  wh e re  you
en d ed  u p , a t  least  for  a  m om en t  in  t im e , before  th e  n ext  gu st  of win d . 

Michael Quinn Patton
Former President of the American Evaluation Association
Author, Utilization-Focused Evaluation and Qualitative Research 
and Evaluation Methods (Sage, 1997 and 2002)
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DuPont Canada

S ocia l In n ova t ion  is  a  s t ra t e g ic s e gm en t  of Comm u n it y  In ve s t in g  a t  D u P on t . Th e
m iss ion  of th is  s t rategic segm en t  of Du Pon t  g ivin g is : “To fos te r  in n ovat ion  th at  will
crea te  leap s  in  p rod u ct ivity an d  im p act  in  th e  socia l sector. We will d o th is  by d eve l-
op in g  th e  ca p a cit ie s  of le a d e r s  an d  le a d in g -e d g e  org an iza t ion s ; p rom ot in g  s ocia l
in n ovat ion ; an d  d eve lop in g an d  ap p lyin g socia l in n ovat ion  m eth od ologies .”

Th e  M cG i ll-D u P on t  in i t ia t ive  wa s  k e y  in  a d van cin g  th is  m is s ion . In  2002 M cG i ll
Un ive rs ity an d  Du Pon t  Can ad a p a r tn e red  to exp lore  th e  p a ram ete rs  of socia l in n ova-
t ion  an d  to organ ize  exis t in g th in k in g in to a  form  access ib le  to p ract it ion e rs . I t  was
th rou gh  th is  in it ia t ive  th a t  Du Pon t  was  in t rod u ced  to Dr. Mich ae l Qu in n  P a t ton  an d
th e  em e rgin g m eth od ology, d eve lopm en ta l d va lu at ion . 

D u P on t  Can a d a  p rou d ly  s p on s or e d  th e  s e r ie s  of d e ve lopm en t a l  e va lu a t ion  wor k -
sh op s th at  cam e  to life  with  th e  su p p or t  of Th e  J .W. McCon n e ll Fou n d at ion  u n d e r  th e
S u sta in in g S ocia l In n ovat ion  (S S I) um b re lla . 

Lori Summers
Community Investing Manager
DuPont Canada
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The J.W. McConnell Family Foundation

I f th e re  is  on e  is su e  th a t  b ed evils  g ran t ees  an d  g ran t -m ak e r s  a lik e , it  is  eva lu a t ion .
On ce  on e  le a ve s  th e  d om a in  of s t r a igh t forwa rd  p roje ct s  with  c le a r ly d e fin e d  ou t -
com es , on e  en t e rs  in to a  m in efie ld . Mism a tch ed  exp ecta t ion s  rega rd in g an t icip a ted
r e s u l t s , in a p p rop r ia t e  e va lu a t ion  m e th od o log ie s , a  r e lu ct an ce  t o  sh a r e  th e  r isk s
in h e ren t  in  t ryin g n ew ap p roach es…a ll th ese  an d  m ore  create  fru st rat ion  an d , often ,
d is t ru st .

Th e  J . W. McCon n e ll Fam ily Fou n d at ion  en cou rages  in n ovat ive  ways to ad d ress  com -
p le x  s ocia l  p rob lem s . We  h a ve  le a r n e d  th a t  th e  s t r a it ja ck e t  of m an y con ven t ion a l
eva lu at ion  m eth od s im p ed es  th e  flexib ility requ ired  for  g ran tees  to exp e r im en t , tes t ,
lea rn  an d , wh e re  n ecessa ry, revise  th e ir  p rog ram s . Th is  gave  r is e  t o th e  con cep t  of
d eve lopm en ta l eva lu at ion  u n d e r  th e  lead e rsh ip  of Dr. Mich ae l Qu in n  Pa t ton , u s in g a
work sh op  of socia l ch an ge p ract it ion e rs  with  wh om  th e  Fou n d at ion  h as  worked , with
th e  s t ron g su p p or t  of Du Pon t  Can ad a.

We we lcom e th is  p r im e r  p repa red  by J am ie  Gam b le an d  h ope th at  it  fu r th e rs  th e goa l
of en cou ragin g in n ovat ive  solu t ion s  to im p or tan t  socia l ch a llen ges.

Tim Brodhead
President and CEO
The J.W. McConnell Family Foundation
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3 For more information on SSI, please see The J.W. McConnell Family Foundation website, 
www.mcconnellfoundation.ca.

4 See Appendix B for a list of the participating organizations.
11

Th e  in ten t  of th is  d ocum en t is  to in t rod u ce  th e  con cep t  of d eve lopm en ta l eva lu at ion
to p oten t ia l u se rs  an d  to p rovid e  som e  tools  to su p p or t  it s  u se .

Th e  work  to exp lore  d eve lopm en ta l eva lu at ion  was  p a r t  of th e  S S I  In it ia t ive ,3 a  two-
ye a r  co l la b o r a t ion  (2005–2006) b e t we en  Th e  J .W. M cCon n e l l  Fam i ly  Fou n d a t ion ,
Du P on t  Can ad a , an d  th e  P LAN  In s t itu t e  for  Ca r in g  Cit izen sh ip . I t s  p u rp ose  was  to
exam in e  th e  cap acity of socia l in n ova t ion  t o ad d ress  in t ractab le  socia l p rob lem s  in
Can ad a . Th e  th ree  organ iza t ion s  saw d eve lopm en t a l eva lu a t ion  a s  a  m ean s  to t rack
th e  m e th od s  an d  p roced u res  in volved  in  socia l in n ova t ion , p rocesses  th a t  a re  often
d ifficu lt  to eva lu ate . Th e  p ract ice  of d eve lopm en ta l eva lu at ion  was  fu r th e r  refin ed  in
a  se r ie s  of d eve lopm en t a l work sh op s .4 E xam p les  from  th e  exp e r ien ces  of th e  work -
sh op  p a r t icip an t s  can  be  fou n d  th rou gh ou t  th is  text . 

Wh ile  th is  p r im e r  in c lu d es  exam p les  of d eve lopm en t a l eva lu a t ion  b e in g  ap p lied  in
in n ova t ive  p roje ct s , i t  is  an  em b r yon ic  d is c ip lin e  an d  n e w id e a s  a b ou t  it  a r e  s t i ll
em e rgin g.

A sp ecia l th an k s  to Mich ae l Qu in n  Pa t ton  for  h is  in s igh t , gu id an ce  an d  con t r ibu t ion
t o  th is  wo r k  an d  t o  th e  g rou p  of e va lu a t o r s  wh o we r e  p a r t  of th e  d e ve lopm en t a l
e va lu a t ion  wor k sh op s . Th e ir  id e a s  an d  p e r sp e ct ive s  m a d e  a  m a jor  con t r ib u t ion  t o
th is  d ocum en t .
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5 Special thanks to Mark Cabaj for contributing to the thinking about different kinds of problems.
6 We might call this kind of problem simple or even technical.
7 For more detail on summative and formative evaluations, see Sandra Mathison (ed.) (2005).
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Deve lopm en ta l eva lu at ion  su p p or t s  th e  p rocess  of in n ovat ion  with in  an  organ iza t ion
an d  in  it s  act ivit ies . In it ia t ives  th a t  a re  in n ovat ive  a re  often  in  a  s ta te  of con t in u ou s
d eve lopm en t  an d  ad ap ta t ion , an d  th ey freq u en t ly u n fold  in  a  ch an gin g  an d  u n p re -
d ictab le  en vironm en t . Th is  in t en t ion a l e ffor t  to in n ova te  is  a  k in d  of organ iza t ion a l
e xp lo r a t ion . Th e  d e s t in a t ion  is  of t en  a  n ot ion  r a th e r  th an  a  c r is p  im a g e , an d  th e  
p a th  forwa rd  m ay b e  u n c lea r. Mu ch  is  in  flu x: th e  fram in g  of th e  is su e  can  ch an ge ,
h ow th e  p rob lem  is  con cep tu a lized  evolves  an d  va r iou s  ap p roach es  a re  lik e ly to b e
tes ted . Ad ap ta t ion s  a re  la rge ly d r iven  by n ew lea rn in g an d  by ch an ges in  p a r t icip an t s , 
p a r tn e rs  an d  con text .

Th e  d om in an t  a p p roa ch  t o  s o lv in g  p rob lem s  is  th a t  of log ic . Th e r e  is  a  n a t u r a l
seq u en ce  of s t ep s  th a t  m oves  u s  from  p rob lem  t o solu t ion .5 We  m ove  m e th od ica lly
from  assess in g th e  s itu a t ion  to ga th e r in g an d  an a lyzin g d a ta , form u la t in g a  solu t ion
an d  th en  im p lem en t in g  th a t  s o lu t ion  (s e e  F ig u r e  1). Th is  lin e a r  log ica l  a p p roa ch
wor k s  ve ry we ll wh en  th e  p rob lem  is  we ll u n d e r s t ood ;6 th e re  a re  c le a r  b ou n d a r ie s
an d  th e re  is  a  lim it e d  s e t  of p os s ib le  s o lu t ion s , of wh ich  th e re  is  lik e ly on e  th a t  is
op t im a l. Cu r ren t  eva lu a t ion  is  gen e ra lly b u ilt  a rou n d  su p p or t in g  th is  k in d  of p rob -
lem  solvin g . S umm a t ive  eva lu a t ion s  ren d e r  ju d gm en t s  ab ou t  th e  m e r it , wor th  an d
va lu e  of a  s t an d a rd ized  p rog ram . Form a t ive  eva lu a t ion s  h e lp  a  p rog ram  b ecom e  an
effect ive  an d  d ep en d ab le  m od e l.7
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8 There may be summative moments during an emerging, complex project; for example, a group may get
feedback that their understanding of an issue was not accurate and that, as a result, their particular 
strategies are not working, leading to a decision to test a different approach.
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based  on  efficien t  goa l a t ta inm en t , rep licab ility an d  cla r ity of cau sa l lin k s  work s  for  a
we ll-d efin ed  tech n ology or  in te rven t ion . With  d yn am ic an d  u n p red ictab le ph en om en a,
h oweve r, th ese  sam e  cr it e r ia  can  actu a lly so n a r row ly d efin e  an d  s t ru ctu re  th e  eva l-
u a t ive  q u es t ion s  a s  t o in t e r fe re  with  lea rn in g  an d  ad ap tab ilit y. In n ova t ion  is  oft en
ab ou t  b reak in g p reviou s  b ou n d a r ie s . Deve lopm en t a l eva lu a t ion  is  m ore  su it ab le  in
s u ch  s it u a t ion s  b e ca u s e  it  s u p p or t s  th e  p roce s s  of in n ova t ion  in  wa ys  th a t  en a b le
exp lorat ion  an d  d eve lopm en t . 

In n ova t ion  is  comm on ly u n d e r s t ood  t o b e  th e  in t rod u ct ion  of som e th in g  n e w an d
u sefu l. For  th e  p u rp oses  of d eve lopm en t a l eva lu a t ion , it  is  im p or t an t  to m ak e  som e
d is t in ct ion s . Deve lopm en t a l eva lu a t ion  ap p lie s  to an  on goin g p rocess  of in n ova t ion
in  wh ich  b oth  th e  p a th  an d  th e  d e s t in a t ion  a r e  e vo lv in g . I t  d iffe r s  from  m ak in g
im p rovem en t s  a lon g  th e  wa y  t o  a  c le a r ly  d e fin e d  g oa l . Wh e r e  m o r e  t r a d it ion a l
a p p roa ch e s  t o e va lu a t ion  t r y t o p r e d ict  th e  ou t com e s  of th e  in n ova t ion  an d  focu s
m easu rem en t  on  th ose  goa ls , d eve lopm en ta l eva lu at ion  is  in ten d ed  to su p p or t  in n o-
vat ion  with in  a  con text  of u n ce r ta in ty. Th e  ‘d eve lopm en ta l’ in  d eve lopm en ta l eva lu a-
t ion  is  b a s e d  on  th e  in n ova t ion  d r iv in g  ch an g e . S ocia l  ch an g e  in n ova t ion  occu r s
wh en  th e re  is  a  ch an ge  in  p ract ice , p olicies , p rog ram s  or  resou rce  flows. In n ova t ion
is  d is t in ct  from  im p rovem en t  in  th a t  it  cau ses  reorgan iza t ion  a t  a  sys tem s  leve l an d
can  occu r  a t  th e  leve l of an  organ iza t ion , a  n etwork  or  socie ty a t  la rge. 
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Th e  ch a llen ge  for  e va lu a t or s , an d  for  p rob lem  s o lve r s , is  th a t  n ot  a ll p rob lem s  a re
b ou n d ed , h ave  op t im a l solu t ion s , or  occu r  with in  s tab le  p a ram e te rs . Th ese  k in d s  of
p rob lem s  – ca l le d  com p le x , o r  ‘wick e d ’ – a r e  d ifficu l t  t o  d e fin e . Th is  is  th e  p la ce
wh e re  in n ovators  often  fin d  th em se lves . Wh en  in n ovat in g with in  a  com p lex sys tem ,
it  is  d ifficu lt  to u n d e rs tan d  th e  ram ifica t ion s  of ch an ges. Th e  d yn am ics  of a  com p lex
sys tem  h ave  a  h igh  d eg ree  of con n ect ivity an d  in t e rd ep en d en ce . Th e re  a re  d ive r se
e lem en t s  wh ose  in te ract ion s  create  u n p red ictab le , em e rgen t  resu lt s .

In s tead  of th e  logica l s t ep s  ou t lin ed  in  F igu re  1, th e  exp e r ien ce  of in n ova t in g often
look s  m ore like wh at  is  ou t lin ed  in  F igu re 2 – rap id ly m ovin g back  an d  for th  be tween
p rob lem  an d  solu t ion . A solu t ion  m ay in it ia lly ap p ea r  id ea l, bu t  d oes  n ot  ge t  a t  wh at
was in ten d ed , so th e p rob lem  n eed s to be  re-exam in ed  in  ligh t  of wh at  was lea rn ed  in
th at  expe r ien ce. Or, a  solu t ion  m ay be crafted  th at  exclu d es a  cr it ica l s takeh old e r  an d
th e  d efin it ion  n eed s to be  re-worked  so th at  th ey, an d  th eir  con t r ibu t ion s  to th e  solu -
t ion , can  be  in clu d ed . Th is  d escr ip t ion  ten d s to reson ate  with  p eop le’s  exp e r ien ces  in
in n ova t ive  s it u a t ion s ; i t  is  fam i lia r  t o  th os e  wh o h a ve  wor k e d  on  s t u b b or n  s ocia l
issu es , like  p ove r ty, or  an yon e  wh o h as  exp e r ien ced  th e  p rocess  of p olicy m ak in g.

Th e  ve r y  t e ch n iq u e s  th a t  en a b le  e va lu a t ion  e xce l len ce  in  m o r e  s t a t ic  s i t u a t ion s  
– s t an d a rd iza t ion  of in p u t s , con s is t en cy of t re a tm en t , u n iform it y  of ou t com e s  an d
cla r ity of cau sa l lin k ages – a re u n h e lp fu l, even  h a rm fu l, to s itu at ion s  wh e re th e re is  a
lot  of u n ce r t a in t y  an d  ‘m ov in g  g oa lp os t s ’. M ak in g  a  ju d gm en t  of m e r i t  o r  wo r th
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Summative 
evaluation

At the end of a program or initiative when key decisions about 
its future are going to be made.
When judging the model’s merit or worth for continuation, expansion, 
going to scale, or other major decisions.

Formative 
evaluation

When fine-tuning a model.
When a future summative evaluation is expected and 
baseline data will likely be needed.

Developmental 
evaluation

When working in situations of high complexity.
When working on early stage social innovations.
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p re d ict a b le  e xp loit a t ion  p h a s e  b e g in . E xp loit a t ion  – or  an  en t re p ren e u r ia l p h a s e  –
takes  in ven t ion  an d  tu rn s  it  in to act ion . As  m ore  is  lea rn ed  abou t  th e  in ven t ion , e ffi-
cien cies  a re d iscove red  an d  th e m od e l m oves in to a  m od e of m atu r ity, or  con se rvat ion .
In  rea lizin g th e  efficien cies , d iffe ren t  k in d s of cap ita l – su ch  as  resou rces , k n owled ge,
o r  p roce s s e s  – a r e  com m i t t e d . B e ca u s e  th e s e  e ffic ien c ie s  a r e  b ou n d  t o  a  s p e c ific  
con text , su ch  as  a  m om en t  in  t im e , or  a  p a r t icu la r  en vironm en t , th eir  ap p rop r ia ten ess
will even tu a lly sh ift  as  th in gs ch an ge. Th e re is  a  n eed  to re lease som e cap ita l so th at  it
can  be  re-assem b led  in  a  way th at  is  m ore app rop r ia te  to th e n ew con text . Th is  re lease
is  oft en  d ifficu lt  for  th os e  in vo lve d  a s  it  m e an s  th a t  t ru s t e d  an d  fam ilia r  p r a ct ice s
m u st  be  aban d on ed . At  th e  sam e  t im e , it  p rovid es  fe r t ile  g rou n d  for  in n ovat ion .

F ig u r e  3  in d ica t e s  th a t  e va lu a t ion  p la ys  d iffe r en t  p u rp os e s  in  e a ch  p h a s e  of th e
Pan a rch y Loop . Form at ive  eva lu at ion  su p p or t s  th e  exp loita t ion  s tage , an d  summ at ive
eva lu at ion  th e con se rvat ion  ph ase, bu t  d eve lopm en ta l eva lu at ion  is  n eed ed  to n u r tu re
e xp lora t ion . In  th is  p h a s e , u n d e r s t an d in g  is  on g oin g  an d  em e rg en t ; an d  th e re  is  a
n eed  to in te rp ret  both  d irect ion  an d  resu lt s . I f id eas  a re  n ot  a llowed  to fu lly “gesta te”
in  th e  exp lorat ion  ph ase , it  is  d ifficu lt  for  som eth in g t ru ly in n ovat ive  to be  born .

A  Dev elop m en ta l Ev a lu a t ion  Prim er Th e  J .W. McCon n e ll Fam ily Fou n d at ion

The Ontario Science Centre asked the question: “ What if Canada could
become a world leader in innovation?” From this question, an idea was born.
What if a science centre could reconceptualize what it meant to be a visitor?
What if visitors were participants whose experience would engage them
directly in scientific experimentation and the gathering of data to take on
problems with real world applications? What if, as in actual engineering and
science, participants could guide their research activities without certainty as
to results and with the leeway to apply innovative approaches?

These questions led to the development of the Agents of Change initiative, a
creative experiment aimed at fostering the development of visitors’ thinking
about innovation, risk, collaboration and creativity. What would it take to do
this? How would the science centre need to think differently?

Developmental evaluation supported this process as the Agents of Change
init iative moved forward within a tight timeframe. Planning, acting and
adapting were simultaneous. As new elements were designed, they were
immediately tested on the floor and, with rapid observation and feedback,
modificat ions were made dai ly. At  the same t ime, the developmental
evaluation helped to support the team in shaping creative responses to the
question, “What do we mean by ‘fostering innovation by visitors’?”

Th e re  a re  va r iou s  reason s  wh y an  organ iza t ion  m ay b e  in  an  in n ova t ive  s t a te . I t  m ay
be a  n ewly form ed  or  form in g organ iza t ion  seek in g to resp on d  to a  p a r t icu la r  issu e , or
exp lor in g  a  n ew id ea  th a t  h as  n ot  ye t  fu lly t ak en  sh ap e ; or  it  m ay b e  th a t  a  ch an gin g
con text  h as ren d e red  trad it ion a l app roach es in effect ive  an d  th e re is  a  con sequ en t  n eed
to exp lore  a lt e rn a t ives . Th ese  exam p les  su gges t  th a t  in n ova t ion  m ay b e  a  p a r t icu la r
p h a s e  in  wh ich  an  org an iza t ion , or  on e  of it s  in it ia t ive s , fin d s  it s e lf. Th e  P an a r ch y
L oop 9 (F ig u r e  3) ou t l in e s  fou r  s t a g e s  of d e ve lopm en t : e xp loit a t ion , con s e r va t ion ,
re lease  an d  reorgan iza t ion . 

E ach  of th e  s t ages  in  th e  P an a rch y L oop  is  a  d is t in ct  ph ase  with  u n iq u e  d yn am ics .
R e o rg an iza t ion  is  an  e xp lo r a t ion  p h a s e  wh ich  is  ch a r a ct e r ize d  b y  t r ia l  an d  e r ro r  
an d  can  ap p ea r  ch aot ic an d  ran d om . On ly wh en  id eas  crysta llize  can  a  m ore  ord e r ly, 

9 The Panarchy Loop was conceived of by C.S. Holling. For more information, see his article
“Understanding the Complexity of Economic, Ecological, and Social Systems.” Ecosystems Vol. 4, No. 5
(Aug., 2001). Frances Westley, Brenda Zimmerman and Michael Q. Patton explore the Panarchy Loop 
in the context of social innovation in their book Getting to Maybe (2007): Random House Canada.16

Connectedness

Potentialtential

Developmental Evaluation Summative Evaluation

reorganizat ion

rel easeexploi tat io
n   

   
   

   
 co

nservat ion

+

Harvesting KnowledgeFormative Evaluation

Figure 3



19

som e  of th ese  m e th od s  – th e  “h ow” of d eve lopm en t a l eva lu a t ion  – an d  takes  a  d eep e r
look  a t  th e  q u est ion  of wh en  d eve lopm en ta l eva lu at ion  is  ap p rop r ia te  an d  wh o can  fill
th e  role  of a  d eve lopm en ta l eva lu ator. 

U lt im ate ly d eve lopm en ta l eva lu at ion  is  abou t  r igorou s in qu iry for  d eve lopm en t . I t  is
b e in g  in t en t ion a l  a b ou t  u s in g  d a t a  in  a  m e an in g fu l  wa y  t o  in fo rm  in n ova t ion  in
p rog ress . Th e  p rod u ct  or  resu lt  of a  su ccess fu l d eve lopm en t a l eva lu a t ion  p rocess  is
in form ed  ch an ges in  wh at  is  be in g eva lu ated .

Given  th e  in n ovat ion  an d  com p lexity or ien ta t ion , d eve lopm en ta l eva lu at ion  
is  best  su ited  for  organ iza t ion s  in  wh ich :

• in n ovat ion  is  id en t ified  as  a  core  va lu e;

• th e re  is  an  ite rat ive  loop  of op t ion  gen e rat ion , tes t in g an d  se lect ion ;

• boa rd  an d  s taff a re  in  ag reem en t  abou t  in n ovat ion  an d  willin g to take  r isk s ;

• th e re  is  a  h igh  d eg ree  of u n ce r ta in ty abou t  th e  p ath  forwa rd ;

• th e re  a re  resou rces  availab le  for  on goin g exp lorat ion ; an d

• th e  organ iza t ion  h as  a  cu ltu re  su ited  to exp lorat ion  an d  en qu iry.

A  Dev elop m en ta l Ev a lu a t ion  Prim er Th e  J .W. McCon n e ll Fam ily Fou n d at ion

E va lu at ion  is  abou t  cr it ica l th in k in g; d eve lopm en t  is  abou t  crea t ive  th in k in g. Often
th e s e  t wo t yp e s  of th in k in g  a re  s e en  t o b e  m u t u a lly e xc lu s ive , b u t  d e ve lopm en t a l
eva lu at ion  is  abou t  h old in g th em  in  ba lan ce . Wh at  d eve lopm en ta l eva lu at ion  d oes  is
com b in e  th e  r igou r  of eva lu a t ion , b e in g evid en ce-b ased  an d  ob ject ive , with  th e  role
of organ iza t ion a l d eve lopm en t  coach in g, wh ich  is  ch an ge-or ien ted  an d  re lat ion a l. 

To d o th is , th e  eva lu ator  is  p osit ion ed  as  a  p a r t  of th e  team  th at  is  work in g to con cep -
t u a lize , d e s ign  an d  t e s t  n e w a p p roa ch e s . Th e  e va lu a t or ’s  p r im a r y  ro le  is  t o  b r in g  
e va lu a t ive  th in k in g  in t o th e  p roce s s  of d e ve lopm en t  an d  in t en t ion a l ch an g e . Th e
d e ve lopm en t a l  e va lu a t o r  is  th e r e  t o  in t rod u ce  r e a l i t y  t e s t in g  in t o  th e  p roce s s  of 
in n ovat ion . Feed back  is  su p p or ted  by d ata  an d  is  d e live red  in  an  in te ract ive  way th at
h e lp s th e  in n ovator (s) to fin e-tu n e  wh at  is  goin g on , con s id e r  an d  ad ap t  to u n ce r ta in -
t ies  an d  in form  d ecision s . Deve lopm en ta l eva lu at ion  facilita tes  assessm en ts  of wh e re
th in gs  a re  an d  revea ls  h ow th in gs  a re  u n fold in g; h e lp s  to d isce rn  wh ich  d irect ion s
h old  p rom ise  an d  wh ich  ou gh t  to be  aban d on ed ; an d  su ggests  wh at  n ew exp e r im en t s
sh ou ld  be  t r ied . 

Deve lopm en t a l eva lu a t ion  a lso t ak es  in to accou n t  ch an ges  to an  organ iza t ion  – to it s
s t ru ctu re , gove rn an ce , re la t ion sh ip s  – in asm u ch  a s  th ey con s t itu te  an  im p or t an t  con -
t ext  with in  wh ich  in n ova t ion  t ak es  p lace . Th e  eva lu a tor  m ay in t rod u ce  s t ra teg ic an d
in tegrat in g qu est ion s  to cla r ify som e of th e am bigu ity th at  accom pan ies  organ iza t ion a l
ch an ge. 

D e ve lopm en t a l  e va lu a t ion  m a y  a ls o con s id e r  th e  d yn am ics  of co lla b o r a t ion  i t s e lf.
Com p lex p rob lem s  ten d  to req u ire  th e  in teg ra t ion  of d ive rse  p e rsp ect ives  from  d iffe r -
en t  p a r t s  of a  sys t em . Va r iou s  s t ak eh o ld e r s  m ay u n d e r s t an d  th e  p rob lem  d iffe ren t ly
an d  en te r  in to an  in it ia t ive  with  d ive rse  refe ren ce  p oin t s . With in  th is  d ive rs ity, th e re  is
s t ill a  n eed  to d eve lop  an d  execu te  s t ra tegies . DE  h e lp s  collabora tors  to recogn ize  an d
work  th rou gh  d iffe ren ces  in  p e rcep t ion  th a t  m igh t  oth e rwise  fragm en t  th e  work  an d
h am p e r  on goin g d eve lopm en t s . 

Deve lopm en ta l eva lu at ion  m akes u se  of m eth od s fam ilia r  to eva lu at ion : su rveys, in te r -
v ie ws  an d  ob s e r va t ion s , am on g  oth e r s . Th e r e  a r e  a ls o s om e  t oo ls  from  com p le x it y  
scien ce th at  h old  p rom ise  for  in form in g d eve lopm en ta l eva lu at ion . Th is  pape r  exp lores
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1.2
Myths about

Developmental 
Evaluation

10 The ability to experiment will vary from situation to situation. Some situations allow for rapid and low
cost reconfiguration, where others require a larger investment involving significant sunk costs. The cost
of something not working out is also a factor. 
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The table below describes three key features of a developmental evaluation :

1. Framing the issue

Social innovators are mobilized by a powerful sense that something needs to change. They
may have a new perspective or approach to a historically stubborn issue, or may see, in a new
way, the intersection between multiple issues. As innovators work on these issues, their under-
standing moves from a vague understanding to increased clarity. New learning may cause a
shift in thinking which prompts another cycle of uncertainty and clarification. Developmental
evaluation supports innovators in the conceptualization and articulation of the problem, by
helping to frame the issue and its dynamics.

2. Testing quick iterations 

Many people who develop and deliver social programs naturally experiment.10 New ways of
doing something are tried, often based on feedback loops and perspective about changing
needs and demands, which can lead to improvements. Developmental evaluation brings a
measure of rigour to the learning generated from these experiments. As new programs roll out,
leaders intuitively make observations and refinements. These lessons are usually part of what
is our natural private learning processes. Developmental evaluation is intended to make visible
the intuitive and the tacit. Applying developmental evaluation means being more systematic
about subjecting relevant data and observations to interpretation and judgment.

3. Tracking the trajectory of the innovation

A standard characteristic of problem solving is that once the problem solver experiences 
the “eureka moment,” the path to the solution seems obvious. When innovators look at proj-
ects retrospectively, the description of going from beginning to end appears seamless and
direct. Key insights about how something was successfully accomplished are often inaccessi-
ble, which doesn’t help the next person trying to solve a similar problem, or the original inno-
vator in trying to apply the learning process in other situations. Developmental evaluation
records the roads not taken, unintended consequences, incremental adjustments, tensions and
sudden opportunities. The tracking reveals what it takes to create something new, which serves
two purposes: 1) it makes the decisionmaking along this path more transparent and 2) it gen-
erates valuable data useful for dissemination. Such documentation also supports accountabil-
ity while allowing for a high degree of flexibility.



12 This case is from Katharine Pearson’s paper Accelerating our Impact: Philanthropy, Innovation 
and Social Change. (2007) Montréal: The J.W. McConnell Family Foundation. 
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Myth # 4: Developmental evaluation is process evaluation

Th e  u lt im a t e  focu s  is  re su lt s . P roce s s  is  a t t en d e d  t o, b u t  d e ve lopm en t s  th a t  m ove
s om e th in g  t owa rd s  ou t com e s  is  th e  u l t im a t e  ob je c t ive . O u t com e  in fo rm a t ion  is  
n ot  cou n t e r  t o d e ve lopm en t a l  e va lu a t ion ; in  fa ct  it  ve r y m u ch  in form s  it . U s in g  a
d e ve lopm en t a l  e va lu a t ion  a p p roa ch  in v ig o r a t e s  in t e r e s t  in  g en e r a t in g  d a t a  on  
ou tcom es  an d  in  work in g  th rou gh  reason ed  p rocesses  to ga th e r  an d  in t e rp re t  it . In
th e  L’Ab r i en  Ville  exam p le , d eve lopm en t a l eva lu a t ion  was  u sed  to u n d e r s t an d  th e
d yn am ics  b e t we en  p a r tn e r s  in  th e  d is s em in a t ion  of a  p rog r am  m od e l . D a t a  on  
ou tcom es  in form ed  ad ap ta t ion s  to th e  d issem in at ion  p rocess . 

Montréal-based L’Abri en Ville provides secure and comfortable homes within
a caring community for persons suffering from mental illness. The organization
helps residents to integrate into society and lessen their chances of re-hospital-
ization. Its strength is rooted in faith communities, which provide a pool of 
volunteers. L’Abri used developmental evaluation to track how it disseminated
its process to several partners. “Each new site demands an adaptation of our
model and each group grapples with unique challenges… we have learned
that these variations demand flexibility and creativity in the groups’ practices
while staying grounded in the core values of the [L’Abri]  model….There 
doesn’t seem to be a way to speed up the learning process. It is a maturing
process of trial, then re-trial when the results are not as hoped for. New sites
are inspired by the example of success – the spirit and the competences are
transferred through sharing and seeing L’Abri en Ville in action.”12

A  Dev elop m en ta l Ev a lu a t ion  Prim er Th e  J .W. McCon n e ll Fam ily Fou n d at ion

Myth # 1: Developmental evaluation replaces other evaluations

D e ve lopm en t a l  e va lu a t ion  is  n ot  a p p rop r ia t e  t o  a ll  s i t u a t ion s . I t  is  n ot  s u p e r io r, 
or  in fe r ior, to form a t ive  an d  summ a t ive  eva lu a t ion . R a th e r, DE  is  an  ad d it ion  to th e
cu r r en t  s e t  of e va lu a t ion  a p p roa ch e s . D e c id in g  wh en  t o  d o  va r iou s  e va lu a t ion s  
– summ at ive , form at ive  or  d eve lopm en ta l – sh ou ld  be  a  p u rp osefu l d ecis ion . 

Deve lopm en ta l eva lu at ion  m ay su ggest  wh en  it  is  ap p rop r ia te  for  oth e r  m ore classica l
e va lu a t ion  m od e ls . S a lt wa t e r  N e t wor k u s e d  d e ve lopm en t a l e va lu a t ion  t o s u p p or t
on g oin g  e vo lu t ion s  t o  i t s  p rog r am s . At  th e  en d  of a  m a jo r  fu n d in g  cyc le , a  m o r e  
s um m a t ive  m od e  of e va lu a t ion  wa s  a p p l ie d  in  o rd e r  t o  m ak e  a s s e s sm en t s  a b ou t
S a ltwate r ’s  p e r form an ce  ove r  a  th ree-yea r  p e r iod .

Myth # 2: Developmental evaluation is about soft methods

Deve lopm en ta l eva lu at ion  is  as  r igorou s as  an y eva lu at ive  p rocess . Like a ll good  eva lu -
a t ion s , it  is  evid en ce -b ased .11 Am n es ty In t e rn a t ion a l Can ad a is  u s in g  d eve lopm en t a l
eva lu at ion  as  a  m ean s  of cla r ifyin g th e  way th e  organ iza t ion  th in k s  abou t , an d  takes
act ion  on , a ct ivism . Am n es ty  is  in t rod u cin g  a  m ore  r igorou s  lin e  of q u es t ion in g  to
th e  con cep t  of act ivism  in  seek in g a  d eep e r  u n d e rs tan d in g abou t  th e  k in d  of im p act
th e  organ iza t ion  h as  in  th is  a rea .

Myth # 3: Developmental evaluation is about collecting stories 

S tory collect in g  m ay b e  u sed , b u t  th is  a lso occu r s  with  s eve ra l oth e r  d a ta  collect ion
p rocesses . Deve lopm en ta l eva lu at ion  m ay in volve qu a lita t ive  or  qu an t ita t ive  m eth od s,
or  b oth . Vib ran t  Comm u n it ie s  u sed  comm u n it y  in d ica tor s  for  m ak in g  s it e  com p a r -
ison s . Am n es ty In t e rn a t ion a l u sed  su rveys  to lea rn  m ore  ab ou t  th e  p e rcep t ion s  an d
im p act s  of act ivism . Oxfam  Can ad a collected  s tor ie s  ab ou t  d iffe ren t  ch a llen ges  an d
h ow th ose  we re  ove rcom e .

11 In the common-sense meaning of the phrase, that is, to bring evidence to bear in decisionmaking 
(as opposed to what is sometimes meant by evidence-based; that only randomized control trials 
count as evidence).
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1.3
Assessing 
Conditions 

for DE

Myth # 5: Developmental evaluation downplays accountability 

Th e  accou n tab ility of d eve lopm en ta l eva lu at ion  res ts  in  it s  ab ility to su p p or t  d eve lop -
m en t . I f n oth in g is  d eve lop ed , it  h as  fa iled . L ea rn in g wh a t  d oes  an d  d oesn ’t  work  is  a
typ e  of d eve lopm en t . Deep e r  qu est ion s  m ay be  a  d eve lopm en ta l resu lt , bu t  som eth in g
m u s t  b e  d e ve lop e d . Th e  N a t u r e  Con s e r van cy  of Can a d a a p p l ie d  a  d e ve lopm en t a l  
eva lu a t ion  len s  to it s  p rocess  of d is sem in a t in g  th e  Con se rva t ion  Volu n t ee r s  p rog ram
from  On t a r io to Alb e r t a . Th is  p rovid ed  a  way to sh a re  wh a t  was  h ap p en in g with  th e ir
fu n d e r  wh ile  m ain ta in in g a  h igh  d eg ree  of flexib ility an d  exp e r im en ta t ion  in  h ow th at
p rocess  u n fold ed .

Myth # 6: Developmental evaluation is the same as 
participatory evaluation

P a r t icip a t ory e va lu a t ion  is  a b ou t  a  d is t in ct ion  in  a p p roa ch , wh e re  d e ve lopm en t a l
e va lu a t ion  is  a b ou t  a  d is t in ct ion  in  p u rp ose. P a r t icip a tory a p p roa ch e s  can  b e  u se d  
t o in form  s umm a t ive , form a t ive  an d  d e ve lopm en t a l  e va lu a t ion s . D e ve lopm en t a l
eva lu at ion  is  p a r t icu la r ly or ien t ed  to su p p or t in g ea r ly s tage  in n ovat ion s  in  com p lex
en v iron m en t s . A p a r t ic ip a t o r y  a p p roa ch  m ak e s  a  lot  of s en s e  in  d e ve lopm en t a l  
eva lu at ion  becau se  of th e  n eed  for  h igh  t ru st  an d  qu ick  feed back .
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of wh en  an d  wh e re  d ecis ion s  ge t  m ad e  (b oth  form a lly an d  in form a lly), th e  p rocess
can  be  m ad e m ore  in ten t ion a l an d  t ran sp a ren t .

Is there buy-in for developmental evaluation?

I t  is  v it a l th a t  th e  e va lu a t ion  b e  c lose ly con n e ct e d  t o th e  k e y d e cis ion  m ak e r s  an d
ch an ge  agen t s . E va lu a tor s  n eed  to wa lk  a  fin e  lin e  b e tween  m a in t a in in g  im p or t an t
re la t ion sh ip s  an d  fu lfillin g  th e  “sp eak in g  t ru th  t o p owe r” e lem en t  of th e  ro le . Th e
p os it ion in g  of th e  e va lu a t or  a s  a  m em b e r  of th e  t e am  is  a  k e y  d iffe r en ce  b e t we en
d eve lopm en ta l eva lu at ion  an d  t rad it ion a l eva lu at ion , wh e re  th e  eva lu ator  is  gen e ra lly
in d ep en d en t  of d ecis ion  m ake rs . 

With ou t  organ iza t ion a l comm itm en t , DE ’s  va lu e  is  lim it ed . Bu y-in  is  cru cia l b ecau se
d eve lopm en t a l eva lu a t ion  req u ires  th a t  lead e r sh ip  an d  ch an ge  agen t s  b e  acce ss ib le  
t o  t e s t  a s s um p t ion s , g a in  p e r s p e c t ive  an d  a r t icu la t e  sh if t s  in  th in k in g . With ou t  
comm itm en t , th e lea rn in g p rod u ced  in  th e eva lu at ion  will n ot  in form  d ecision -m ak in g.
Wh en  organ iza t ion s  a re  comm it t ed  to d eve lopm en t a l eva lu at ion , th ey a re  m ore  like ly
to be  in ten t ion a l abou t  m an agin g th e  ten s ion  be tween  th e  creat ive  an d  th e  cr it ica l.

Is this innovation local or happening across distance?

In n ova t ion s  in  s ocia l ch an ge  t ak e  p la ce  a t  d iffe ren t  le ve ls . S om e  a re  focu s e d  on  a
comm un ity wh ile oth e rs  h appen  on  a  n at ion a l sca le. Th e re a re in it ia t ives th at  in volve
n e t wor k s  an d  co lla b or a t ion s  an d  oth e r s  th a t  focu s  on  s p e cific-p rog r am  or  s in g le -
p u rp os e  o rg an iza t ion s . Wh en  th e  e va lu a t o r  can  b e  p h ys ica l ly  p r e s en t  a t  va r iou s
even t s , it  a llows for  t ru s tb u ild in g an d  ob se rva t ion  of th in gs  th a t  m igh t  b e  u n an t ici-
p a t e d  or  ove r look e d . S h a r e d  u n d e r s t an d in g  an d  m om en t um  m or e  e a s i ly  em e rg e
from  fa ce -t o -fa ce  an d  sm a ll-g rou p  m e e t in g s  th an  from  d ocum en t  e xch an g e s  an d
p h on e  ca l ls . D E  s u r fa ce s  q u e s t ion s  a b ou t  a s s um p t ion s  an d  d ir e c t ion s  an d  th en  
su p p or t s  con s id e ra t ion  of th e  resp on ses  an d  th e ir  p oten t ia l im p act  on  th e  in it ia t ive
or  organ iza t ion . In  som e  in s tan ces , b e in g ph ys ica lly p resen t  a t  a ll th e  p laces  wh e re
d ecis ion s  a re  m ad e  wou ld  b e  im p oss ib le . J u d gm en t s  n eed  to b e  m ad e  ab ou t  wh ich
even t s  a re  cr it ica l for  th e  eva lu ator  an d  wh ich  a re  n ot . 
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Th e  fir s t  s t ep  in  a  d eve lopm en t a l eva lu a t ion  p rocess is  d e t e rm in in g  scop e . Wh a t  is  it
th a t  th ose  lead in g  th e  in it ia t ive  a re  h op in g  to d o?  Wh a t  d o th ey th in k  d eve lopm en t a l
eva lu a t ion  m igh t  con t r ib u te  to th e  work ?  E va lu a t ion s  con sum e  resou rces  an d  so it  is
im p or t an t  t o m ak e  in form e d  d e cis ion s . I f we  can  u n d e r s t an d  th e  circum s t an ce s  an d
con d it ion s  in  wh ich  th e eva lu at ion  act ivity will take p lace, th en  we a re bet te r  posit ion ed
to m ake  assessm en t s  abou t  wh a t  resou rces  a re  req u ired , wh o n eed s  to be  in volved  an d
h ow to ap p roach  th e  eva lu at ion .

An y d e ve lopm en t  p roce s s , p a r t icu la r ly wh en  th e re  is  a  h igh  d e g re e  of in n ova t ion , is
d yn am ic. I t  is  h e lpfu l to an t icipate  h ow th e scope of a  d eve lopm en ta l eva lu at ion  p rocess
will e vo lve  an d  p lan  t o p e r iod ica lly re vis it  it . E va lu a tor s , fu n d e r s  an d  organ iza t ion a l
lead e rs  will m ake assessm en ts  abou t  wh at  is  n eed ed  from  th e eva lu at ion . As boun d a r ies
a re  p u sh ed  in  an  exp loratory p rocess , th e  scop e m ay ch an ge. Th e re  m ay be  su rp r ises  to
be  u n d e rs tood  or  a  sh ift  in  em ph asis  an d  focu s  to be  su p p or ted . 

Th e  followin g q u est ion s  m ay h e lp  organ iza t ion s  to th in k  th rou gh  th e  ap p rop r ia ten ess
an d  ap p roach  of a  d eve lopm en ta l eva lu at ion :

What is the level of internal critical thinking?

Does th e organ iza t ion  cu r ren t ly m ake u se  of reflect ive  p ract ice  an d  cr it ica l th in k in g?
I f i t  d oe s , d oe s  th is  in fo rm  d e c is ion -m ak in g ?  D e ve lopm en t a l  e va lu a t ion  b r in g s  
e v id en ce  t o  th e  p roce s s  of in n ova t ion -r e f le c t ion -e vo lu t ion -in n ova t ion . I f  th is  is
a lread y im b ed d ed  in  th e  p ract ice  of th e  organ iza t ion , th en  it  m ay b e  ap p rop r ia t e  to
d ra w u p on  in t e r n a l re sou rce s  for  d e ve lopm en t a l e va lu a t ion . I f th e  organ iza t ion  is
in te res ted  in  d eve lop in g th ese  cap acit ies  in te rn a lly, th en  th e re  can  b e  an  e lem en t  of
coach in g an d  cap acity bu ild in g to an  exte rn a l eva lu ator ’s  role .

What are the decision-making models – both perceived and real?

Wh en  an d  wh e re d o d ecision s  get  m ad e? Exact ly wh o is  th e d ecision -m ak in g “team ”?
At th is  ph ase of scop in g ou t  th e d eve lopm en ta l eva lu at ion , it  is  h e lpfu l to th in k  abou t
wh o n eed s  to b e  a t  th e  t ab le  a t  va r iou s  p oin t s . Deve lopm en t a l eva lu a t ion  can  a ss is t
by m ap p in g ou t  th e  organ iza t ion ’s  d ecis ion -m ak in g system . By p rovid in g a  typ ology
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2
Applying Developmental

Evaluation

DE Tool # 1: Assessment tool for checking the innovation conditions
The following is a set of questions that organizations can ask themselves to see if they are in an appropriate
space to apply developmental evaluation.

28

Question Rationale

What is driving 
the innovation?

Developmental evaluation is particularly appropriate if an organization
expects to develop and modify a program over the long term because of
constantly shifting needs and/or contexts. It is helpful to discern between
innovation taking place within an organization and the adoption of an
external innovation, which may not need a developmental evaluation.

Are the proposed changes
and innovations aimed at
deep and sustained change? 

Developmental evaluation is aimed at innovations that are driving
towards transformational changes. Organizations often fine-tune their 
programs, and having an evaluative lens on those changes can be helpful;
however the intensity of developmental evaluation may not be warranted
in every instance. 

Do we have a collaborative
relationship with another
organization in which there is
innovative potential in com-
bining our respective talents?

Developmental evaluation may help different organizations work 
together through the effort to innovate. In this situation, the developmental
evaluator can help the organizations through some of the inevitable 
tensions of collaborating and can provide a measure of transparency
about the experiment.

Under what conditions does the
organization currently innovate?
Is innovation part of the culture
of the organization?

If this is already part of the culture, then the developmental evaluation
role may be one that people within the team already play. If there is not
a culture of innovation but there is a commitment to build one, then
developmental evaluation may be helpful in stimulating that. 

What are some core elements
of what we do that we don’t
want to change?

There may be elements of an initiative that are known to work, or for
another reason are expected to stay the same. Evaluation requires resources,
and if things will not change, these resources are better directed elsewhere.
If something is not going to be adapted but there is interest in finding out 
if it works or not, a summative evaluation is appropriate.

Is it clear for whom the evalu-
ation is intended? 

This is a vital question for any evaluation, developmental or otherwise.
For an organization to make good use of developmental evaluation, it is
important to have key decision makers interested in and open to using
evaluative feedback to shape future actions. If the only user of the 
evaluation is external to the innovating team (such as a funder), then
developmental evaluation is probably not the appropriate approach.
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Collecting data

Deve lopm en t a l eva lu a tor s  a re  a t tu n ed  to two s t ream s  of d a ta . F ir s t , th e re  is  in form a-
t ion  th a t  a s s is t s  in  va lid a t in g  ce r t a in  d e c is ion s , a p p roa ch e s  o r  a s s um p t ion s . E a ch  
d ecis ion  h as  im p lica t ion s . “We d ecid ed ” h as  im p licit  va lu es an d  assum p t ion s . In  oth e r
circum s tan ces , d a ta  m ay in form  th e  evolvin g u n d e r s tan d in g of p a r t icu la r  s itu a t ion s .
Da ta  collect ion  p rovid es  a  r igorou s  m ean s  of com p lem en t in g th e  in n ova t ion  p rocess ,
en a b l in g  i t  t o  b e com e  i t e r a t ive  an d  (h op e fu l ly) s t r en g th en in g  r e f le c t ive  ca p a c it y, 
s t im u lat in g creat ivity or  in form in g in ten t ion a l ch an ges to th e  in n ovat ion  in  qu est ion .

Th e  secon d  s t ream  of d a t a  for  DE  d ocum en t s  th e  in n ova t ion  p rocess . In  in n ova t ion ,
both  m ean s  an d  en d s can  be  em e rgen t . Th e  t rack in g p rovid ed  th rou gh  d eve lopm en ta l
eva lu a t ion  h e lp s  p rovid e  accou n t ab ility; b y d ocum en t in g th e  “fork s  in  th e  road ,” th e
im p lica t ion s  of each  d ecis ion  a re  con s id e red  an d  a  m ore  rob u s t  m em ory of th e  in it ia -
t ive’s  creat ion  resu lt s . In  con t rast , a  se r ies  of cum u lat ive  d ecis ion s  can  es tab lish  a  n ew
d ir e ct ion  for  s om e th in g  with ou t  an y s p e cific  d e cis ion  b e in g  m a d e  a b ou t  an  ove r a ll
ch an ge in  d irect ion .

E va lu a tors  n eed  to m ake  d ecis ion s  ab ou t  wh en  an d  h ow to collect , m an age  an d  m ake
sen se  of d a ta . Th e re  can  b e  m u lt ip le  typ es  of in form a t ion  from  m u lt ip le  sou rces . Th e
first  p lace to look  is  wh e re in form at ion  is  n atu ra lly availab le. Cap tu r in g exist in g d ata  is
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Th e re is  a  b road  a r ray of m eth od s d eve lopm en ta l eva lu ators can  d ep loy in clu d in g in te r -
views, focu s grou ps, su rveys, e-m ail qu est ion s an d  observation , as  we ll as  grou p  an a lysis
an d  in terp retat ion . Th ese m ethods are comm on  to an y eva lu ation  p rocess; th e d ifferen ce
in  DE  is  th at  eva lu at ion  accom p an ies  th e  d eve lopm en t  p rocess  so th at  qu est ion in g an d
le a r n in g  h a p p en  s im u lt an e ou s ly  with  a c t ion . D E  c r e a t e s  a  s p a ce  t o  ch a llen g e  an d  
q u es t ion  in  a  way th a t  d oes  n ot  s t ifle  crea t ivit y, in c lu d in g  crea t in g  th e  con d it ion s  for
a t t en t ion  t o  th e  e va lu a t ion  p roce s s . Th e  comm on  a s s um p t ion  is  th a t  e va lu a t ion  is  a
m ech an ica l p rocess  an d  on ce  it  is  in  p lace , eve ryon e  can  ign ore  it  an d  “ge t  on  with  th e
work .” Deve lopm en t a l eva lu a t ion  req u ires  th a t  p eop le  u n d e rs tan d  th a t  th e  eva lu a t ion
p rocess is  in  fact  pa r t  of th e work .

Accompaniment

As a  team  m em be r, th e  d eve lopm en ta l eva lu ator  con t r ibu tes  to th e  core  g rou p  of in n ova-
t or s , m ovin g  th rou gh  a  r an g e  of ro le s  s u ch  a s  ob s e r ve r, q u e s t ion e r  an d  fa ci li t a t or. As
obse rve r, th e eva lu ator  is  watch in g both  con ten t  an d  p rocess. Wh at  is  bein g tr ied ? Wh at  is
b e in g  d ecid ed ?  H ow is  it  b e in g  d on e?  H ow is  it  b e in g  d ecid ed ?  Th e  p r im a ry p u rp ose  of
m ak in g obse rvat ion s  is  to gen e rate  u sefu l feed back  for  th e  team ; for  exam p le , by ask in g:
“We seem  to ha v e cha n ged  d irect ion , a re w e OK  w ith tha t?”, “T here a re im p lici t  goa ls tha t
w e ha v en’t  y et  sta ted  bu t  tha t  a re sha p in g ou r a ct ion s – shou ld  w e cla ri fy  those?”, “T here
are a ssu m p tion s tha t  u n derlie w ha t  w e a re ta lk in g abou t  – let’s fram e them  as a ssu m p tion s
so w e ca n  bet ter check  for their v a lid i ty  a s w e m ov e forw a rd .” As facilita tor, th e  eva lu ator
m a y h e lp  m ove  a  con ve r sa t ion  forwa rd . Th e re  a re  t im e s  wh en  a  g rou p  h a s  su fficien t ly
exp lored  a  se t  of id ea s  b u t  can n ot  seem  t o m ove  forwa rd . B y fram in g  an d  syn th es izin g
th ese  id eas  for  th e  g rou p , th e  eva lu ator  can  h e lp  th e  g rou p  to m ake  sen se  of it s  d e libe ra-
t ion s , fin e -tu n e  an d  m ove  on . In  th e  sam e  way, th e  eva lu a tor  a s  facilit a tor  su p p or t s  th e
grou p  as it  in te rp rets  d ata  so th at  it  can  feed  d irect ly in to th e d eve lopm en t  p rocess.

In  som e  cases , th e  eva lu ator  is  p resen t  in  m ee t in gs  th a t  a re  n ot  eva lu at ion -focu sed  bu t
in s tead  a re  sp ecific to p roject  t ask s  or  s t ra tegy d iscu ss ion s  a lread y tak in g p lace . H e re ,
th e  e va lu a t or  m a y  p rob e  t o  c la r ify  in t en t  an d  p u rp os e , or  m a y  ca p t u r e  in form a t ion  
for  u se  a t  an oth e r  t im e. Th e eva lu ator  n eed  n ot  be  p resen t  a t  eve ry m eet in g. Deb r iefin g
with  th ose wh o d id  a t ten d  m ay be u sefu l for  cla r ificat ion  an d  su r facin g d iscrepan cies  in
in te rp retat ion .
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In  a  H a rv a rd  B u sin ess R ev iew a r t icle  by S u tcliffe  an d  Webe r  en t it led  “Th e  H igh  Cost
of Accu r a t e  Kn ow le d g e ” (2003), th e  a u th o r s  e xam in e  th e  p r e d om in an t  b e l ie f in  
b u s in ess  th a t  m an age r s  n eed  accu ra te  an d  ab u n d an t  in form a t ion  t o ca r ry ou t  th e ir
roles . Th ey a lso exam in e  th e  con t ra ry p e rsp ect ive  th a t , s in ce  tod ay’s  com p lex in for -
m at ion  often  isn ’t  p recise  an yway, it ’s  n ot  wor th  sp en d in g a  lot  on  d a ta  gath e r in g an d  
e va lu a t ion . Th e y  com p a r e d  d iffe r en t  a p p roa ch e s  t o u s in g  d a t a  with  va r ia t ion s  in  
p e r form an ce  an d  con clu d ed  th at  it ’s  n ot  th e  accu racy an d  abu n d an ce  of in form at ion
th a t  in flu en ce s  t op  e xe cu t ive  e ffe ct iven e s s  th e  m os t ; it ’s  h ow th a t  in form a t ion  is
in t e rp re ted . Aft e r  a ll, th ey con c lu d e , th e  role  of sen ior  m an age r s  isn ’t  ju s t  t o m ak e
d e cis ion s ; it ’s  t o  s e t  d ir e ct ion  an d  m ot iva t e  oth e r s  in  th e  fa ce  of am b ig u it ie s  an d  
con flict in g  d em an d s . Top  execu t ives  m u s t  in t e rp re t  in form a t ion  an d  comm u n ica te
th ose  in t e rp re t a t ion s  – th ey m u s t  m an age  m ean in g  a s  m u ch  a s  th ey m u s t  m an age
in fo rm a t ion . In t e rp r e t a t ion  in  t e am s  wo r k s  b e s t  th rou gh  an  in t e r a c t ive  p roce s s
wh e reb y va r iou s  p e r sp ect ive s  on  s e lect ed  d a t a  a re  exam in ed  op en ly in  th e  ligh t  of 
eva lu a t ion  log ic: Do th e  in t e rp re ta t ion s  rea lly follow from  th e  d a ta?  Wh a t  d oes  th e
d ata  say? An d  wh at  is  m iss in g becau se of in evitab le d ata  in ad equ acies an d  rea l-wor ld
u n ce r ta in t ies?

One organization has used reflective meeting and process reports to generate
insight about emerging issues. When a conflict or issue emerges, someone
plays the developmental evaluator role and writes a brief reflection. The group 
then convenes to do a shared interpretation and analysis. As a result, people
with different perspectives on the issue feel better understood. There is also
beneficial feedback to the author or evaluator, who gains further insight into
process dynamics.

Strategy

Deve lopm en ta l eva lu at ion  close ly h in ges on  th e p rocess of s t rategy d eve lopm en t  an d
execu t ion . E va lu a t ion  is  som e t im es  im p licit  in  s t ra tegy con ve rsa t ion s ; for  exam p le ,
“tak in g s tock ” su gges t s  d e fin in g a  b ase lin e , an d  “id en t ifyin g k ey a reas  for  g rowth ”
su ggests  fram in g th e  asp irat ion s  an d  ta rgets  of a  g rou p  again s t  it s  base lin e .
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less  resou rce-in ten s ive  th an  gen e rat in g n ew d ata . Often , DE  in form at ion  can  or ig in ate
from  n on -t ra d it ion a l s ou rce s  su ch  a s  e -m a il e xch an ge s  or  th e  p roce s s  of sh a p in g  an
a g en d a . S om e t im e s , th e  a b s en ce  of s om e th in g  is  im p o r t an t  t o  n ot e . To th e  e x t en t  
p ossib le , d eve lopm en ta l eva lu at ion  a t tem p ts  to bu ild  d ata  collect ion  in to th e  organ iza-
t ion ’s  p roce s s e s . I t  m a y  b e  h e lp fu l  fo r  p a r t ic ip an t s  t o  m a in t a in  an d  sh a r e  b log s  o r
reflect ive  jou rn a ls .

Framing and reporting

D a t a  i s  on ly  u s e fu l  i f  i t  c a n  b e  m a d e  s e n s e  o f  in  w a y s  t h a t  in fo rm  a c t ion .  I n  a
d eve lopm en ta l eva lu at ion , th e  d is t illa t ion  of d a ta  in to k n owled ge  is  p a r t  of th e  eva l-
u a t ion . A d e ve lopm en t a l  e va lu a t o r  m e sh e s  in t u it ion  w ith  h a rd  d a t a . E va lu a t ion
resea rch  is  a  sea rch  for  ce r ta in ty: fin d in g th e  bou n d a r ies  of som e th in g so th a t  it  can
b e  u n d e r s tood  an d  m on it ored . A sh a red  in t e rp re t ive  fram ework  is  a s  im p or t an t  a s
th e  d eg ree  of accu racy.

On e  of th e  core  act ivit ies  of th e  d eve lopm en ta l eva lu ator  is  h e lp in g th e  organ iza t ion
to work  with  th e  d ata . Th e  eva lu ator  m ay see  p at te rn s  th at  p rom p t  a  d iffe ren t  way of
organ izin g th e  d ata , gen e rat in g n ew p e rsp ect ives  an d  in s igh t s  for  th e  team .13 Sh a red
in t e rp re ta t ion  of eva lu a t ive  fin d in gs  is  im p or t an t . I t  lead s  to join t  own e r sh ip  of th e
resu lt s  an d  a  m ore  in form ed  u n d e rs tan d in g of wh at  is  h ap p en in g. 

Th e re  is  a  d is t in ct ion  be tween  th e  n otes  of a  d eve lopm en ta l eva lu ator  an d  th e
m ore  t rad it ion a l m in u tes  of a  m eet in g. Th e  d eve lopm en ta l n otes  m ay id en t ify:

• p rocess  obse rvat ion s ;

• p oin t s  of ten s ion ;

• im p licit  d ecis ion s ;

• assum p t ion s  m ad e; or  

• em e rgin g th em es  an d  p at te rn s . 

13 Part of the framing can help the organization test whether its mission aligns with its activity. Project
effectiveness depends significantly on organizational effectiveness; thus the connection between goals 
and organization’s mission is important. Is there alignment of the parts? Is everyone going in the same
direction with regards to resources and award systems?32
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Indicators

Con ce p t u a lizin g  an d  gen e ra t in g  a  sh a re d  s en s e  of wh a t  a  g rou p  va lu e s  an d  e xp e ct s  
can  p rovid e  u se fu l in s igh t  in t o th e  wor k  a t  h an d . I t  sh ou ld  a lso gen e ra t e  in d ica t or s
th a t  a re  m ore  u se fu l t o th e  e va lu a t ion . In  th e  d e ve lopm en t a l s en se , in d ica tor s  a r is e
from  d e libe ra te ly obse rvin g ce r ta in  th in gs  – g rou p  d iscu ss ion s  abou t  p roject  p u rp ose ,
for  exam p le  – an d  m ak in g con n ect ion s  be tween  th ese  oth e r  th in gs  h ap p en in g a rou n d
th e  p rocess . I t  is  oft en  u se fu l t o scan  th e  en vironm en t  t o d isce rn  wh e th e r  th in gs  a re
tak in g p lace  on  wh ich  we  m ay h ave  h ad  an  in flu en ce . I t  m ay be  h e lp fu l to d is t in gu ish
b e t we en  le a d in g  in d ica t or s  – th os e  th a t  s ign a l  m ovem en t  in  an  in t en d e d  d ir e ct ion  
– an d  laggin g in d icators , wh ich  refe rs  to th e  r ip p le  effects  of wh at  is  tak in g p lace . 

One highly complex and dynamic community development initiative sought
the services of a program evaluation group. The evaluators applied traditional
program evaluation techniques to shape the process. There was a heavy
emphasis on getting full clarity on desired outcomes (through the use of logic
models), and a comprehensive set of research activities was established to
generate data on these outcomes. The process quickly became very cumber-
some. The problem was that desired outcomes were still taking shape as
diverse stakeholders joined the project. Overall progress was stalling and col-
laborators were frustrated by the evaluator’s demands. 

The initiative shifted the approach of the evaluation to have different 
stakeholders articulate how they saw change happening in the community
with the understanding that these theories would constantly be in flux.
Evaluation now supported the framing and reframing of their approaches and
improved planning capacity. There was an acknowledgment that the nature of
how people were approaching the effort was evolving. On the ground, much
was being “made up”  as people went along. This initiative became an early
experimenter with the notion of developmental evaluation and has since made
several contributions to learning about DE.
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In  a  DE  p rocess , p u sh in g th e organ iza t ion  to su fficien t  cla r ity abou t  p rocess  p rovid es
a  m ean s  for  com p a r in g  aga in s t  it s  b ase lin e . “S o, here’s w here w e a re n ow . W here d o
w e ex p ect  to be in  a  y ea r? Or tw o y ea rs? I f  w e ha d  this sa m e session  in  a  y ea r or tw o,
w ha t  w ou ld  w e hop e to see then ?” Th e  organ iza t ion  b ecom es  clea re r  ab ou t  it s  goa ls ,
th e  p rocess  b y wh ich  th ey a re  reach ed  an d  th e  s t ru ctu res  n eed ed  to su p p or t  th em ,
wh ile  a llowin g for  th e  d yn am ism  an d  flexib ility of a  d eve lopm en ta l p rocess .

A ch a llen ge to goa l-se t t in g with in  in n ovat ion  is  th at  it  is  som et im es  d ifficu lt  to k n ow
p recise ly wh a t  you  wan t  t o ach ieve . In  th e  p rocess  of d oin g  th in gs , you  som e t im es
fin d  ou t  wh a t  you  wan t  b y  e xp e r ien cin g  wh a t  you  d o n ot  wan t . Th is  is  a  va lu a b le
form  of d e ve lopm en t a l  fe e d b a ck . D E  can  m on i t or  e xp e ct a t ion s  an d  s u r fa ce  wh a t
p eop le  d o n ot  wan t . Wh en  exp ecta t ion s  b eg in  to ap p ea r, im p lied  cr it e r ia  m ay sh ap e
ju d gm en t s  a b ou t  wh a t  is  em e rg in g . Th e  ro le  of th e  d e ve lopm en t a l  e va lu a t o r  is  
t o  p oin t  th e s e  ou t  t o th e  g rou p  an d  con firm  wh e th e r  th e  g rou p  is  r e a d y  t o r en d e r  
ju d gm en t  or  op en  to fu r th e r  exp e r im en ta t ion .

• Wh at  evid en ce  wou ld  in d icate  th at  th e  p rocess  is  work in g? O r  n ot  work in g? 

• Wh at  a re  th e  organ iza t ion ’s  rea l-t im e  feed back  m ech an ism s  for  t rack in g
ch an ges/g rowth ? 

• Wh at  cou ld  go wron g an d  h ow wou ld  we k n ow? An d  wh en  th in gs go r igh t , h ow
d o we k n ow th at?  Wh y we re  we su ccessfu l? H ow can  we lea rn  from  ou r  su ccess?  

• Given  wh e re  we a re  (base lin e) an d  wh e re  we wan t  to go, wh at  a re  th e  foreseeab le
d ecis ion  p oin t s  an d  t im e lin es  a t  wh ich  we d ete rm in e  h ow we’re  d oin g? Wh at  in for -
m at ion  will we wan t  a t  th ose  d ecis ion  p oin t s  to m ake  an y n eed ed  ad ju stm en t s?

On e  of th e  c la s s ic t en s ion s  in  d e ve lop in g  s t ra t e gy is  b e t we en  “n u t s  an d  b o lt s ” d e ci-
s ion s  an d  ove ra ll s t rategic d irect ion . S om e  of th is  m ay h ave to d o with  lea rn in g s ty les:
h igh ly con cr e t e , s e q u en t ia l  th in k e r s  a r e  m os t  com for t a b le  with  th e  n u t s  an d  b o lt s ,
wh i le  m o r e  a b s t r a c t  t h in k e r s  a r e  c om fo r t a b le  w i t h  b r o a d e r  s t r a t e g ic  c on c e p t s .
Deve lopm en ta l eva lu at ion  can  h e lp  to b r id ge  th e  two ap p roach es . 

34
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Th e re  a re  d iffe ren t  ways  t o fill th e  ro le  of d eve lopm en t a l eva lu a tor : a s  an  ext e r n a l
con su ltan t , a  t ru sted  p ee r  or  an  in te rn a l team  m em be r  ass ign ed  to th e  role . E ach  h as
ad van t ages  an d  d isad van t ages . I t  is  a lso im p or t an t  t o con s id e r  th e  d eg ree  to wh ich
th e  eva lu a tor  u n d e r s t an d s  th e  d om a in  in  wh ich  th e  organ iza t ion  wor k s , h is  or  h e r
fam ilia r ity with  th e  organ iza t ion ’s  cu ltu re  an d , if in te rn a l, wh eth e r  h e  or  sh e  a lso h as
fu n ct ion a l or  d ecis ion -m ak in g resp on s ib ilit ie s  in  im p lem en t in g a  p roject . I t  m ay be
ap p rop r ia te  to con figu re  th e  d eve lopm en ta l eva lu at ion  to u se  d iffe ren t  com b in at ion s
of th e  ab ove  an d  to exp ect  th a t  th e  way in  wh ich  a  d eve lopm en t a l eva lu a tor  ro le  is
filled  can  evolve ove r  t im e .

Credibility

To wh om  is  i t  im p o r t an t  t o  b e  c r e d ib le ?  D e ve lopm en t a l  e va lu a t o r s  n e e d  t o  wo r k
close ly with  key p eop le  wh o a re  in volved  with  th e  in n ovat ive  in it ia t ive . H avin g th eir
t ru s t  is  e s s en t ia l . At  th e  s am e  t im e , th e  d e ve lopm en t a l  e va lu a t o r ’s  p rox im i t y  t o
a ct ion  m a y  r e d u ce  c r e d ib i li t y  in  th e  e ye s  of s om e  fu n d e r s  o r  o th e r  s t ak eh o ld e r s .
E va lu ators  m u st  ba lan ce  be in g both  su fficien t ly close  an d  in d ep en d en t . E xp e r ien ce
an d  exp e r t ise  in  eva lu at ion  m eth od s can  en h an ce  cred ib ility, bu t  it  is  vita lly im p or tan t
t o h a ve  e va lu a t or s  wh o a re  fle xib le  an d  n ot  ove r ly a t t a ch e d  t o s p e cific  e va lu a t ion
ap p roach es .

Domain expertise and content knowledge

Kn ow led ge  of th e  su b ject  m a t t e r  is  an  a d van t age  in  th e  d eve lopm en t a l e va lu a t ion
p roce s s . I t  can  a ls o en h an ce  c r e d ib i li t y  with  in t e r n a l  an d  e x t e r n a l  s t ak eh o ld e r s .
H avin g a  cu r ren t  un d e rstan d in g of th e fie ld  en ab les a  d eepe r  leve l of in qu iry an d  can
assis t  th e  eva lu ator  in  fram in g th e  d iscu ssion  m ore  ap p rop r ia te ly.

The Old Brewery Mission is a shelter for homeless men and women in Montréal.
When the new executive director wanted to gain a better understanding of what
kinds of changes were required internally, he sought the help of a colleague who
had run a similar shelter in Trois-Rivières. Michel Simard was already known as
an innovator in delivering services for the homeless. He agreed to help the Old
Brewery Mission and proposed to experience the shelter, by talking to the 
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Evaluator?
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Vibrant Communities has used developmental evaluation with communities
pursuing multiyear, collaborative, comprehensive poverty-reduction initiatives.
The primary fit of developmental evaluation and Vibrant Communities arises
from the complexity of the initiative: multiple stakeholders trying to address
interconnected root causes of poverty in a constantly changing environment.
New players are frequently coming on board and the strategies for change are
constantly in flux as new learning emerges and operating environments 
(e.g., political) change. 

In the Vibrant Communities model, partner communities – called Trail Builders –
are asked to develop a working definit ion of poverty, a framework that
describes the main drivers and leverage points that a local collaboration
wishes to organize around and the different roles needed to move the 
community change work forward. Local groups establish more customized
processes to gather specific information suited to their individual community’s
evaluation needs.

As the initiatives evolve, specific aspects of the local work may be best 
handled with more traditional formative and summative assessments. At a
broader level, the initiative’s leadership has found DE useful in supporting 
continuous innovation and in generating knowledge about this approach to
community building.
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residents and making observations. He stayed in the shelter for two days a 
week for nine weeks, introducing himself as a resident writer mandated to give
advice on possible improvements. After his stay, he provided a lengthy report
that included many challenging recommendations. These recommendations 
carried weight because 1) he has credibility in the field, 2) he had the trust and
confidence of both front-line staff and management, 3) he had no particular
vested interest in the outcomes, and 4) the recommendations were based on
solid data. Simard was not officially described as a developmental evaluator, 
but in effect he fulfilled some elements of a DE role.

Internal vs. external

Th e  a d van t a g e  t o fillin g  th e  d e ve lopm en t a l e va lu a t or  ro le  with  s om e on e  e x t e r n a l
su ch  as  a  con su ltan t  is  th at  th is  p e rson  m ay b r in g fresh  an d  can d id  p e rsp ect ives . An  
exte rn a l eva lu ator  b r in gs focu s  both  to th e  work  an d  to th e  eva lu at ion , wh ich  can  act
as  a  ca ta lyst  to th e  d eve lopm en t  p rocess . Th e  ch a llen ge  of th e  exte rn a l role  is  on e  of
r e s ou r ce s . D e ve lopm en t a l  e va lu a t ion  can  b e  a  t im e -in t en s ive  p roce s s , wh ich  can
h a ve  cos t  im p l ica t ion s  fo r  th e  o rg an iza t ion . In n ova t ion  m a y  n ot  b e  b ou n d  t o  a  
sp ecific t im e  fram e , wh ich  m ean s  th a t  th e  d u ra t ion  of re la t ion sh ip  with  a  d eve lop -
m en ta l eva lu ator  m ay be  u n p red ictab le .

S om e  organ iza t ion s  h ave  su ccess fu lly exp e r im en t ed  with  h avin g an  in t e rn a l d eve l-
opm en t a l eva lu a tor. A fu ll-t im e  s ta ff p e r son  wh o p lays  th e  DE  role  m ay h ave  b e t t e r
access  an d  th e refore be m ore like ly to cap tu re im por tan t  lesson s  as  th ey em e rge. Th e
p r im a ry r isk  is  th a t  th e  d e ve lopm en t a l e va lu a tor  ro le  b e com e s  s e con d a ry t o oth e r
resp on s ib ilit ies .

I f th e  DE  role  is  p layed  by som eon e  with  lead e rsh ip  resp on s ib ilit ies , th e re  is  a  d irect
lin k  to d ecis ion -m ak in g. H oweve r, th e  gen e ra l exp e r ien ce  is  th a t  in n ovat ive  lead e rs
a re so focu sed  on  d eve lopm en t  th at  t ryin g to p lay th e DE role is  a  d is tract ion . I f orga-
n iza t ion a l is su es  a re  im p act in g  th e  d eve lopm en t  in it ia t ive , th en  th e  p e r sp ect ive  of
som eon e  exte rn a l is  an  ad van tage .

38



14 This case is from Katharine Pearson’s paper Accelerating our Impact: Philanthropy, Innovation and Social
Change. (2007) Montréal: The J.W. McConnell Family Foundation.
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M u lt ip le  sk ills  a r e  n e e d e d  t o b e  e ffe ct ive  a s  a  d e ve lopm en t a l  e va lu a t or. Deve lop-
m en t a l  e va lu a t or s  a r e  oft en  g en e r a lis t s  – a b le  t o a s s e s s  wh a t  is  n e e d e d  an d  d r a w
u p on  an  a r ray of sk ills  an d  com p eten cies . P a r t icu la r ly u sefu l a re  sk ills  in  syn th es is ,
lis ten in g an d  ask in g d ifficu lt  qu est ion s  in  a  n on -ju d gm en ta l way. Th e d eve lopm en ta l
eva lu a tor  is  a  “cr it ica l fr ien d ” wh o can  ch a llen ge  a ssum p t ion s  wh ile  d rawin g  u p on
best  p ract ices an d  resea rch , as  we ll as  un d e rstan d in g th e im p licat ion s  of in te rven t ion
from  a  socia l an d  p olit ica l p e rsp ect ive . Wh ile  it  is  im p or tan t  th a t  an y eva lu ator  h ave
good  m e th od o log ica l sk ills , it  is  k e y for  a  d e ve lopm en t a l e va lu a t or  t o h a ve  s t ron g
con cep tu a l an d  p a t te rn  recogn it ion  ab ilit ies  as  we ll a s  sk ills  in  both  p rocess  facilit a -
t ion  an d  comm u n ica t ion . Becau se  d eve lopm en ta l eva lu at ion  can  be  close ly lin ked  to
oth e r  d eve lopm en ta l p rocesses , it  is  a lso h e lp fu l for  an  eva lu ator  to h ave som e  fam il-
ia r ity with  organ iza t ion a l ch an ge an d  s t rategy.

When The J.W. McConnell Foundation decided to fund the national school-
based environmental program Green Street for a second five-year phase in
2004, it created an opportunity to reflect on how the program should be man-
aged going forward. Areas identified for urgent attention included the nature of
the (sometimes strained) relationships among the diverse program partners
and the mechanisms for decision-making. The issues were complex; there was
at times a range of contradictory perspectives, and it was difficult for partici-
pants in the process to have all of the information they needed to adequately
assess the situation. Fortunately, Green Street had the assistance of a skilful
evaluator who had been accompanying the program for several years. Trained
in developmental evaluation, she documented the decision-making process
from the perspective of multiple partners. In doing so, she identified a signifi-
cant governance challenge and brought this information back to the group so
that it could determine different options for Green Street’s future management.
The evaluation process led to major changes in how the program is being run
in the second phase. If Green Street had not had the assistance of a trusted
developmental evaluator to advise through this stage of its evolution, it is quite
possible that the partners would have reached an impasse and a popular and
innovative program would have been discontinued.14
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15 For a poetic and insightful set of such patterns, see Frances Westley, Brenda Zimmerman and Michael
Quinn Patton. (2006) Getting to Maybe: How the World is Changed. Toronto: Random House.
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Process facilitation

Tra d it ion a l e va lu a t ion  g ive s  lit t le  a t t en t ion  t o th e  p roce s s  s id e . As  d e ve lopm en t a l
e va lu a t ion  is  m or e  t e am -or ien t e d , th e  e va lu a t or  m u s t  h a ve  an  a b ilit y  t o fa cilit a t e
team  in te ract ion s  an d  to effect ive ly in se r t  qu est ion s , obse rvat ion s  an d  syn th esis  in to
m eet in gs. Th e eva lu ator  h as to m ake ju d gm en t s  abou t  wh en  to p lay a  m ore p roact ive
role  in  facilita t in g an d  wh en  to let  oth e rs  (in te rn a l or  exte rn a l) an im ate  a  p rocess . 

Th e re  a re  two im p or t an t  e lem en t s  of th e  d eve lopm en t a l e va lu a tor ’s  wor k : p roce ss
an d  con ten t . A g rou p  th at  is  work in g th rou gh  an  in n ovat ion  will u su a lly h ave h igh e r
p roce s s  n e e d s . Wh en  t a sk  t rum p s  p roce s s , a s  can  of t en  h a p p en  with  p r e s s u r e s  of
t im e  an d  sch ed u le , th e  lon g-te rm  e ffect iven ess  of m ovin g towa rd s d esired  ob ject ives
is  sh or t -c ir cu it e d . D e ve lopm en t a l  e va lu a t or s  can  r em in d  p e op le  wh en  im p or t an t
p rocess  n eed s a re  bein g circum ven ted  or, con ve rse ly, ove rd on e . An oth e r  m ajor  in te r -
ven t ion  p oin t  is  h e lp in g p eop le to follow u p  on  p rocesses . By p rovid in g a  rem in d e r  of
wh at  was d ecid ed , lead e rs  a re  su p p or ted  in  followin g u p  with  th eir  comm itm en t s . By
se rvin g as  a  follow-u p  to in ten d ed  act ion s , th e d eve lopm en ta l eva lu ator  b r in gs a  leve l
of accou n tab ility to a  g rou p . Act ion s  m ay be  aban d on ed  a lon g th e  way bu t  with in  th e
fram e  of a  d eve lopm en ta l eva lu at ion  p rocess , su ch  d ecis ion s  a re  in ten t ion a l. 

Pattern recognition

In  an  in cre a s in g ly com p le x an d  in t e rcon n e ct e d  wor ld , e xp e r t is e  is  d e fin e d  le s s  b y
h avin g  an swe r s  an d  m ore  b y th e  ab ility  to recogn ize  s itu a t ion s  an d  p a t t e rn s . G rea t
ch ess  p laye r s  h ave  m as te red  m ore  th an  t ech n iq u es ; th ey can  look  a t  th e  b oa rd  an d
recogn ize  fam ilia r  layou ts  an d  reca ll h ow th ose  p a t te rn s  h ave  p reviou s ly p layed  ou t .
A d eve lopm en t a l eva lu ator  n eed s  s t ron g p e rcep tu a l sk ills  an d  m u s t  be  ab le  to id en -
t ify an d  n am e  wh a t ’s  goin g on . Fram in g th e  s tage  of d eve lopm en t  th is  way can  free
p r a ct it ion e r s  from  th e  s en s e  th a t  th e y  a r e  “g e t t in g  n owh e r e ,” or  th a t  th e y  s im p ly
n eed  to d efin e  a  p rob lem  an d  act  on  it .15 Th is  ab ility to su p p or t  th e  con cep tu a l work
u n d e rp in s  th e ve ry n otion  of d eve lopm en t : “W ha t does i t  m ea n  to go to the n ex t  lev el?
W ha t  i s the ‘i t ’ bein g d ev elop ed ? H ow  is th i s si tu a t ion  or resu lt  u n iqu e? W ha t  a re i t s
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Truth to power

A d eve lopm en t a l eva lu ator  n eed s  to be  ab le  to g ive  both  p os it ive  an d  n ega t ive  feed -
b a ck  in  wa ys  th a t  can  b e  h e a rd  an d  a ct e d  u p on . For  e xam p le , if lit t le  or  n oth in g  is
goin g on , or  if p eop le  a ren ’t  followin g th rou gh  on  comm itm en t s , th e  eva lu ator  m u st
b e  willin g  t o s a y  s o. Wh ile  an  e va lu a t or  m a y fa cilit a t e  th e  s e a rch  for  a  s o lu t ion , or
m a y e ven  offe r  a  so lu t ion , h is /h e r  p r im a ry re sp on s ib ilit y  is  t o ca ll a t t en t ion  t o th e
d eve lop in g situ at ion  th rou gh  em p ir ica l feed back  based  on  d ata , obse rvat ion s , expe r i-
en ce  an d  ju d gm en t . 

In  t im es of cou r t s  an d  k in gs, th e jeste r  wh ispe red  in to th e ea rs  of powe r, u sin g h um ou r
t o  p rov id e  a  u s e fu l , i f  s en s it ive , c r i t iq u e . Th e  je s t e r  – o r  cou r t  foo l  – cou ld  t e l l  th e  
“d an ge rou s t ru th ,” th e reby p rovid in g a  va lu ab le  cr it ica l p e rsp ect ive . H um ou r  en ab led
th e s e  m e s s a g e s  t o  b e  d e live r e d  in  a  wa y  th a t  wa s  le s s  th r e a t en in g . D e ve lopm en t a l  
eva lu ators  exe rcise  a  s im ila r  “fool’s  licen se” th rou gh  on goin g, p a r tn e r in g re lat ion sh ip s
with  organ iza t ion s  en gaged  in  in n ovat ive  in it ia t ives .

Deve lopm en ta l eva lu ators  m u st  in vest  in  bu ild in g re lat ion sh ip s  a t  th e begin n in g of a
p rocess. DE  is  a  m u ch  m ore em bed d ed  p rocess th an  a  t rad it ion a l exte rn a l eva lu at ion .
As  a  re s u lt , n e g ot ia t in g  with  p e op le  a b ou t  e xp e ct a t ion s , ro le s  an d  p roce s s  is  e ven
m ore  im p or t an t . In  som e  cases , ra is in g  con t en t iou s  is su es  m ay b e  vit a l, b u t  en t a ils
r isk  tak in g. Wh ile  su ch  an  in te rven t ion  h as  sh or t -te rm  im p lica t ion s  for  a  g iven  p roj-
ect , th e  eva lu a tor  m ay see  is su es  th a t , if le ft  u n ad d ressed , wou ld  h ave  im p lica t ion s
for  th e  lon g -t e rm  h e a lth  of th e  in it ia t ive . Th e  e va lu a t or  is  u n iq u e ly p os it ion e d  t o
ra ise  th ese  issu es . I f core  s ta ff d id  so, it  m igh t  jeop a rd ize  re la t ion sh ip s  n ecessa ry to
im p lem en t  th e  p roject . 

I t  is  h e lp fu l for  a  team  seek in g eva lu at ive  feed back  to clea r ly d es ign a te /ass ign  th a t  as
a  sp ecific role  with in  th eir  g rou p . Becau se  qu est ion in g an d  ch a llen gin g is  an  accep ted
pa r t  of th e d eve lopm en ta l eva lu at ion  “job  d escr ip t ion”, th is  gran t s  a  ce r ta in  freed om  to
a r t icu late  obse rvat ion s  in  a  way th at  is  less  like ly to be  seen  as  p e rson a l.
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DE Tool # 2: Checklist for assessing who might be 
an appropriate developmental evaluator 
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d ef in in g cha ra ct eri st i cs?” Th e  d e ve lopm en t a l ro le  is  h igh ly syn th e t ic – it  in vo lve s
b e in g  a b le  t o e xt ra ct  comm on  th em e s  an d  le a r n in gs  from  an  a r ra y of in form a t ion
sou rces  in  a  way th at  d oes  n ot  ove rs im p lify im p or tan t  n u an ces  an d  d iffe ren ces .

Listening and communicating

Acu te  lis ten in g is  vita l. A d eve lopm en t a l eva lu a tor  m u s t  read  be tween  th e  lin es . Th is
m ak e s  i t  p os s ib le  t o  a sk  th e  p oin t e d  q u e s t ion s  th a t  e xp os e  im p l ic i t  a s s um p t ion s . 
A d eve lopm en ta l eva lu ator  watch es  wh at  p eop le  a re  d oin g an d  lis ten s  to wh at  th ey a re
sayin g. I t  is  a lso im p or tan t  to k n ow wh en  to sp eak  u p  an d  wh en  to let  an  issu e  take  it s
n a tu ra l cou r se  with in  a  g rou p ’s  d iscu ss ion . I t  is  im p or t an t  t o h ave  n ot  on ly t ech n ica l
com p eten cies  in  eva lu at ion  across  a  va r ie ty of m eth od s, bu t  a lso flexib ility in  ap p lyin g
th em . Kn ow led ge  acq u ires  d yn am ic in t e rp lay with in  an  organ iza t ion a l con t ext  an d ,
th e r e for e , th e  ca p a cit y  t o con n e ct  p e op le  t o r e s e a r ch , a s  co lle ct or s , g en e r a t or s  an d
in te rp rete rs  of in form at ion , is  key to in n ovat ion .

Tolerance for ambiguity

Not  on ly m u st  th e  d eve lopm en ta l eva lu ator  be  p e rson a lly com for tab le  with  am b igu -
ity, p a r t  of th e  role  is  to h e lp  oth e r s  to d ea l with  u n ce r t a in ty. Am b igu it ie s  can  d r ive
p eop le  crazy. Th e  d eve lopm en t a l eva lu a tor  h e lp s  p eop le  d ea l with  u n ce r t a in t y  an d
take  act ion  with ou t  p rem atu re ly cla r ifyin g or  red u cin g it .
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Question Rationale

Does the evaluator have enough time available to
commit to the DE role?

Developmental evaluation, like any evaluation,
requires being systematic and thorough. 

Is the evaluator in a position to speak candidly? 
If the individual is internal to the organization 
and raises contentious issues, will that affect other
things he or she is working on? How effectively can
he or she interact with the team as an outsider?

Interpersonal communication tends to present 
different challenges for internal and external 
evaluators.

Will the evaluator be able to get 
enough perspective on the innovation?

Changes may be incremental, subtle and 
continuous. To the innovator, these changes may
be invisible. The paradox is that developmental
evaluators need to be both close enough and
removed enough to see them.

How familiar is this evaluator with the issues and/or the
domain area of the organization?

Familiarity can help an evaluator know where to
look and can give his or her perspective credibility.

How critical is it that the evaluator understand the
organization’s culture?

Understanding the culture may help to interpret
cues and to navigate the politics of an organization.

Does the evaluator share the values 
the innovation is built on?

If values are not shared, trust will erode and where
there are differences, the innovators may not know
whether they arise from different values or data
interpretations.

Is the individual comfortable dealing 
with uncertainty and rapid change?

Clarity and specificity are hallmarks of classic 
evaluation. Developmental evaluators must be 
able to support others in moving forward even
while things are unclear.



16 Outcome mapping, contribution analysis and most significant change are some additional techniques 
that fit well in a DE context.

17 Glenda H. Eoyang, Executive Director of the Human Systems Dynamics Institute in Minnesota 
uses this framework in consulting with organizations from a complexity perspective. 47

Th is  sect ion  in clu d es  seve ra l tools  th a t  m ay b e  u se fu l in  d eve lopm en t a l eva lu a t ion .
Th e  firs t  of th ese  is  W ha t? S o w ha t? N ow  w ha t? Th is  is  a  comm on  an d  u sefu l fram e-
work  for  th in k in g abou t  th e im p lica t ion s  of lea rn in g. App recia t ive  in qu iry is  a  wid e ly
u sed  ch an ge tech n iqu e  th at  seem s  to fit  n ice ly with  a  DE  m in d set . Network  m ap p in g
is  a  t e ch n iq u e  th a t  h a s  b e en  a d van ce d  with  n e w s of t wa r e  an d  m a y  p rove  u s e fu l  
for  d e ve lopm en t a l e va lu a t ion  in  co lla b or a t ion s , or  m ovem en t -le ve l e ffor t s . O th e r
tools  d escr ibed  h e re  – revised  an d  em e rgen t  m od e lin g, s im u la t ion s  an d  rap id  recon -
n aissan ce – a re ju st  begin n in g to be exp lored  in  th e con text  of DE. Last ly, th is  sect ion
in c lu d e s  s om e  re fle ct ion s  on  th e  id e a  of v is u a l lan g u a g e  t e ch n iq u e s  b a s e d  on  th e
au th or ’s  p e rson a l exp e r ien ces  in  t ryin g to comm u n ica te  an d  work  on  com p lex id eas
with  g rou p s  of s ocia l in n ova t or s . Th e re  a re , of cou r s e , m an y m ore  e va lu a t ion  an d
organ iza t ion a l d eve lopm en t  tools  th at  wou ld  a lso su p p or t  DE .16

Th e  tools  lis t ed  h e re  a re  in t en d ed  as  an  in t rod u ct ion . Wh e re  ava ilab le , each  sect ion
su ggests  som e  re lated  web-based  resou rces .

What? So what? Now what?

On e  of th e  b a s ic  fr am e wo r k s  fo r  e va lu a t ion , a im e d  a t  s im p lify in g  wh a t  we  d o, is
summ a r ized  b y ask in g th ree  q u es t ion s : Wh a t?  S o wh a t?  Now wh a t? 17 Th ese  s im p le
q u e s t ion s  h e lp  u s  t o  an a lyze  m u lt ip le  fa c t o r s  an d  t o  a lign  d ive r s e  q u e s t ion s  an d
act ion s  towa rd s comm on  in te rests . 

What? What do we see? What does data tell us? What are the indicators of change or
stability? What cues can we capture to see changing patterns as they emerge?

So what? So, what sense can we make of emerging data? What does it mean to us in
this moment and in the future? What effect are current changes likely to have on us,
our clients, our extended network and our field of inquiry and action?

Now what? What are our options? What are our resources? When and how can we act
– individually or collectively – to optimize opportunities in this moment and the next?

We b  r e s ou r ce : S om e  u s e fu l  com p le x it y  fr am e wo r k s  a r e  e xp lo r e d  a t  th e  H um an
S ystem s  Dyn am ics  In s t itu te : www.h sd in s t itu te .org.
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2.3
DE Tools
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A logic m od e l, or  a  th eory of ch an ge, can  be  a  u sefu l tool for  d eve lopm en ta l eva lu at ion .
In  a  d e ve lopm en t a l a p p roa ch , on e  of th e  im p lica t ion s  is  th a t  an y m od e l will h a ve
bu ilt -in  assum p tion s  an d  a reas of un ce r ta in ty. DE requ ires th at  th e m od e l be  u pd ated
p e r iod ica lly, g iven  ch an gin g p r ior it ies  an d  n ew u n d e rs tan d in gs . In  a  d eve lopm en ta l
m od e , we  m ove  from  a  log ic m od e l a s  a  s t a t ic in s t rum en t , t o on e  th a t  we  e xp e ct  t o
ch an ge an d  evolve ove r  t im e . On e  tech n iqu e  is  to bu ild  th e  m od e l from  scratch  m ore
th an  on ce  ove r  a  p e r iod  of t im e . Wh ile  it  m ay be  m ore  p ract ica l s im p ly to u p d ate  th e
or ig in a l m od e l, in s igh t s  a b ou t  h ow p e op le ’s  th in k in g  is  e vo lvin g  m a y b e  re ve a le d
th rou gh  a  com p a r ison  of n ew an d  old  m od e ls . 

In  a  com p lex an d  in n ovat ive  en vironm en t , it  is  h e lp fu l to th in k  an d  work  a t  a  sys tem s
le ve l. A log ic m od e l is  im p licit ly lin e a r  an d  th e re fore  h a s  lim it a t ion s  for  p or t ra yin g
com p lex ph en om en a  or  livin g sys tem s . Diag ram s  h old  g rea te r  cap acity for  d ocum en t -
in g th e  re la t ion sh ip s  an d  can  free  u p  th in k in g th a t  is  b ou n d  b y s im p lis t ic cau se , an d
effect  ap p roach es .

For one large-scale national project, the theory of change approach has been a
major vehicle for having conversations with the communities involved in the
initiative. It has been a way for communities to report things that are happening
on the ground and changes that are emerging. Communities generate a
descriptive narrative about what is happening and then there is more thorough
interaction to make sense of that story. This is done on an annual basis to
express how things are evolving and changing.

An oth e r  ch a llen ge  in  com p lex s itu a t ion s  is  th a t  it  is  d ifficu lt  to sep a ra te  th e  e ffect s  
of an  in it ia t ive  from  oth e r  th in g s  g oin g  on  th a t  a r e  a ls o h a vin g  an  im p a ct . Wh e r e
a t t r ib u t ion s  a r e  d ifficu lt  t o  m ak e , on e  a p p roa ch  in  em e rg en t  m od e lin g  is  t o  d o a  
con t r ibu t ion  an a lysis . Va r iou s pe rspect ives  a re sam p led  to gath e r  d iffe ren t  p e rcep t ion s
abou t  th e d egree of im p act  an  e ffor t  h as m ad e on  obse rved  resu lt s . Wh ile n ot  p e r fect ,
it  can  offe r  a  gen e ra l p e r sp e ct ive  a b ou t  th e  in flu en ce s  th a t  an  e ffor t  is  h a vin g  in  a
given  a rea .
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Network mapping

Wh en  an  in it ia t ive  in volves  m u lt ip le  p a r tn e rs  work in g in  collab ora t ion  or  wh en  th e
d e ve lopm en t  of a  n e t wo r k  is  a  g oa l  of th e  p roje ct , n e t wo r k  m a p p in g  can  p rov id e
in s igh t  in to th e  d yn am ics  an d  h ea lth  of th ese  re la t ion sh ip s . Track in g h ow id eas  a re
sh a red  an d  sp read  an d  wh e re  p a r t icip an t s  take  join t  act ion s  can  h e lp  su p p or t  d eve l-
opm en t a l  p roce s s e s . M a p p in g  a  n e t wo r k  is  a  p roce s s  of id en t ify in g  con n e c t ion s
b e tween  p eop le  an d  g raph ica lly d isp layin g  th ose  con n ect ion s . Th is  can  b e  d on e  b y
h an d , a lth ou gh  in cr e a s in g ly p owe r fu l an d  a cce s s ib le  s oft wa r e  is  en a b lin g  a  m or e
com p reh en s ive  an a lysis  of n etwork s  an d  th eir  beh aviou r. 

Bein g ab le  to gen e rate  d ata  abou t  a  n etwork  can  in form  th e  d eve lopm en t  of s t rategies .
Map p in g a  n e twork  can  revea l th a t  ce r t a in  in d ivid u a ls  a re  p a r t icu la r ly in flu en t ia l, a s
sou rces  of exp e r t ise  or  as  con n ectors . I t  can  a lso ou t lin e  th e  s t ren gth s  or  vu ln e rab ili-
t ie s  of th e  s ys t em  an d  can  r e ve a l  h ow d en s e ly con n e ct e d  a  n e t wor k  is  or  wh e th e r
th e r e  a r e  p e r ip h e r a l  con n e ct ion s  th a t  cou ld  s t im u la t e  in n ova t ion . An a lys is  m a y  
su gges t  s t ra teg ies  for  comm u n ica t in g an d  organ izin g with in  th e  n e twork . Ne twork
m a p p in g  m a y  a ls o p rovid e  an  in d ica t or  of h ow d iffe r en t  s t r a t e g ie s  a r e  u n fo ld in g .
M on i t or in g  a  n e t wor k  ove r  t im e  can  r e ve a l  h ow th e  n e t wor k  r e s p on d s  t o  va r iou s
in te rven t ion s .

Web  resou rce: For  an  in te rest in g p e rsp ect ive  on  weavin g n etwork s , 
see  www.n etworkweavin g.com /b log. 

Revised and emergent modeling

Logic m od e ls  a re a  vita l tool in  form at ive  an d  summ at ive  eva lu at ion s . Th ey p rovid e a
fram ework  th at  lin k s  th e act ivit ies  an d  strategies of a  p roject  with  its  goa ls  an d  ob jec-
t ive s . In  a  fo rm a t ive  e va lu a t ion , th e y  a s s is t  in  s p e c ify in g  r e la t ion sh ip s  b e t we en
essen t ia l p a r t s  of a  p rog ram . A summ a t ive  eva lu a t ion  t e s t s  an d  va lid a tes  th e  cau sa l
lin k s  in  th e  m od e l. A th e ory of ch an ge  t ak e s  th e  id e a  of log ic m od e lin g  fu r th e r  b y
m o r e  e xp l ic i t ly  a r t icu la t in g  th e  fu n d am en t a l  a s s um p t ion s  a b ou t  h ow ch an g e  is
be lieved  to occu r  by work in g backwa rd s from  a  d esired  fu tu re  s ta te .
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19 Appreciative inquiry was developed by David Cooperrider of Case Western Reserve University.
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Appreciative inquiry

Ap p recia t ive  in q u iry19 is  an  organ iza t ion a l d eve lopm en t  t e ch n iq u e  th a t  in volves  th e
a r t  an d  p r a ct ice  of a sk in g  q u e s t ion s  in  wa ys  th a t  s t r en g th en  a  s ys t em ’s  ca p a cit y  t o
ap p reh en d , an t icip a te  an d  h e igh ten  it s  p oten t ia l. Ap p recia t ive  in q u iry is  a  sys tem a t ic
s e a r ch  fo r  wh a t  g ive s  “ l ife ” t o  a  s ys t em , s u ch  a s  an  o rg an iza t ion , wh en  i t  is  m os t  
effect ive  an d  con s t ru ct ive .

Th e  u n d e r lyin g  p rem is e  of a p p re cia t ive  in q u iry is  th a t  a sk in g  th e  q u e s t ion  is  n ot
on ly  a  q u e r y, i t  is  a ls o an  in t e r ven t ion . Ap p r e cia t ive  in q u ir y  focu s e s  on  p os it ive
a t t r ib u tes  – wh a t  work s  ra th e r  th an  wh a t  d oes  n ot . Case  exam p les  a re  collected  an d
th en  exam in ed  to u n cove r  key th em es  an d  p at te rn s  abou t  wh at  su cceed s. 

Ap p r e cia t ive  in q u ir y  t en d s  t o  s u p p o r t  t ru s t -b u i ld in g  in  o rg an iza t ion s  b e ca u s e  it
ack n ow led ges  in d ivid u a l con t r ib u t ion  an d  su p p or t s  th e  ove ra ll e ffect iven ess  of th e
ch an ge effor t . 

We b  r e s ou r ce : Th e  Ap p r e c ia t ive  In q u ir y  Com m on s  h a s  e x t en s ive  r e s ou r ce s  on
Ap p recia t ive  in qu iry a t  ap p recia t ive in qu iry.case .ed u . 
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In  ap p lyin g  an y k in d  of m od e lin g  or  m ap p in g  exe rcise , we  m u s t  rem in d  ou r se lves
th a t  th e  m ap  is  ju s t  th a t  – a  rep resen ta t ion . I t  is  n ot  th e  te r r itory. I t  is  an  abs t ract ion
th a t  s im p l i f ie s  an d  s um m a r ize s  s om e th in g  – in c lu d e  an d  e xc lu d e  a r e  r e q u ir e d . 
Map s  can  b r in g ad d it ion a l cla r ity an d  s im u lt an eou s ly, th ey m ay h ave  b lin d  sp ots  or
a r t ificia l bord e rs .

Simulations and rapid reconnaissance

In  a  com p le x  en v iron m en t , we  a sk  q u e s t ion s  a b ou t  d iffe r en t  ch an g e  con d it ion s .
“W ha t  w i ll ha p p en  i f  w e cha n ge this? Or tha t?” S im u lat ion s  a re  a  m ore  form a l way of
exp lor in g th ese  p a th s . S im u lat ion s  can  be  d on e  as  a  m en ta l or  team  exe rcise  or  – for
th os e  with  m or e  t e ch n ica l  ca p a cit y  – with  th e  a id  of com p u t e r s . Th e  fr am in g  of a  
s im u lat ion  h e lp s p eop le  to se t  ou t  exp ecta t ion s  of wh at  m igh t  u n fold . 

On e  of th e  con n ota t ion s  of logic m od e ls  is  s in gu la r ity: th e re  is  bu t  on e  p ath  forwa rd .
H igh ly in n ovat ive  p eop le  ten d  to work  s im u ltan eou s ly with  m u lt ip le  m od e ls  an d  can
e ffe ct ive ly  m an a g e  th e  in h e r en t  am b ig u it ie s . S im u la t ion s  a s s um e  th a t  th e r e  a r e  
m u lt ip le path s . R ap id  recon n aissan ce is  th e p rocess of test in g to see  wh at  h appen s  as
a  resu lt  of a  pa r t icu la r  app roach  or  m od e l. In  a  d eve lopm en ta l en vironm en t , wh at  d id
an d  d id  n ot  wo r k  is  of t en  u n c le a r. I t  m a y  b e  m o r e  s u it a b le  t o  t a lk  a b ou t  wh a t  
h ap p en ed  as  a  resu lt  of som eth in g an d  th en  to look  for  p a t te rn s .

Th e re  a re  t im es  wh en  s im u lat ion s  a re  m ore  u sefu l th an  p lan n in g an d  vice  ve rsa . Wh at
va r ies  is  th e  cost  of ite rat ion .18 R econ figu r in g som eth in g can  be  exp en s ive  (a  bu ild in g)
or  in exp en s ive  (a  p iece  of softwa re). Th is  is  wh y au to com p an ies  firs t  crash -tes t  vir tu a l
ca rs  in s tead  of rea l on es . Wh en  th e  cost  of ite rat ion  is  low, we ben efit  m ore from  t ryin g
som e th in g  an d  lea r n in g  from  it  ra th e r  th an  ju s t  th in k in g  ab ou t  it . Wh en  th e  cos t , or
con sequ en ce, of iterat ion  is  h igh , it  becom es m ore im por tan t  to get  it  r igh t  th e first  t im e. 

18 Rob Austin and Lee Devin explore this notion extensively in their book Artful Making: What Managers
Need to Know About How Artists Work. (2003) Upper Saddle River, NJ: Financial Times Prentice Hall.
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Destiny
“How to empower and 
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Dream
“What might be”
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Discovery
“What gives life”

APPRECI ATI NG

Discovery
“What should be 

– the ideal”

CO-CONSTRUCTI NG

Figure 5



2.4
Issues and Challenges

Visual language

In  d eve lopm en t a l eva lu a t ion , th e  t im e lin ess  of rep or t in g  on  d a t a  is  cr it ica l. Visu a lly
r e p r e s en t in g  m od e ls  an d  fin d in g s  th rou gh  d ia g r am s  can  h e lp  e va lu a t or s  t r an sm i t
in form at ion  with  econ om y an d  su bstan ce. Diagram s  a lso con vey a  system s  pe rspect ive
th a t  can  s u p p or t  d e cis ion -m ak in g  in  com p le x  s it u a t ion s . D ia g r am s  a llow m u lt ip le  
e lem en t s  to be  s im u ltan eou s ly d isp layed , givin g in n ovators  a  m ean s  to access  som e  of
th e ir  t a c it  k n ow le d g e  an d  t an g ib ly  e xp r e s s  th e ir  op e r a t in g  m e t a p h o r s . A v is u a l  
r e p r e s en t a t ion  p rov id e s  a  p e r s p e c t ive  th a t  is  m o r e  d ifficu l t  t o  d em on s t r a t e  in  
w r it in g ; it  can  sh ow wh a t  th e  k e y  e lem en t s  a r e , th e ir  r e la t ive  s ign ifican ce  an d  h ow
th ey in te ract .

To gen e ra t e  a  v isu a l d ia g ram , th e  e va lu a t or  fir s t  m u s t  syn th e s ize  th e  in form a t ion
in t e rn a lly. I t  is  im p or t an t  th a t  th e  d iag ram  fit  th e  p rob lem  ra th e r  th an  t ryin g  to fit
th e  p rob lem  in t o  a  d ia g r am . Th e r e  a r e  n um e rou s  t r a d it ion a l  an d  n on -t r a d it ion a l
vis u a l  m od e ls  th a t  can  s e r ve  a s  a  s t a r t in g  p oin t , wh ich  a r e  th en  e vo lve d  th rou gh  
a  c r e a t ive  p roce s s . O ft en , th in k in g  of a p p rop r ia t e  m e t a p h o r s  can  h e lp  s t im u la t e  
th in k in g  a b ou t  h ow t o  r e p r e s en t  s om e th in g  v is u a l ly. D ia g r am s  can  b e  u s e d  a s  a
rep or t in g tool (as  p a r t  of a  d ocum en t ) or  as  a  facilita t ive  tool in  g rou p  in te ract ion . 

Web  resou rce: Th is  website  in clu d es a  refe ren ce  tab le  of d iffe ren t  visu a l tech n iqu es
p resen ted  in  th e  sam e  form at  as  th e  p e r iod ic tab le  of e lem en t s : www.visu a l-lite racy.org.
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Perceptions of credibility

Deve lopm en t a l eva lu ators  h ave  a  m u ch  close r  re la t ion sh ip  to wh a t  is  be in g eva lu ated
th an  t r a d it ion a l  e va lu a t o r s . Fo r  th is  r e a s on , th e r e  is  s om e  q u e s t ion in g  a b ou t  th e  
legit im acy of d eve lopm en t a l eva lu at ion . Th e  im p or t an t  th in g to rem em be r  is  th a t  DE
is  a  s tage-sp ecific ap p roach . I t  is  m ean t  to ap p ly d a ta -b ased  in p u ts  in  th e  exp lora t ion
an d  evolu t ion  of in n ovat ion  in  a  d yn am ic en vironm en t . 

I t  m a y  b e  a p p rop r ia t e  fo r  an  o rg an iza t ion  t o  wo r k  w ith  d iffe r en t  e va lu a t ion
ap p roach es  in  p a ra lle l. I t  a lso m ay b e  ap p rop r ia t e  to sh ift  from  d eve lopm en t a l in t o
oth e r  form s  of eva lu at ion  as  an  in it ia t ive  m oves in to d iffe ren t  s tages .

Ambiguity and uncertainty

Th e  lack  of d e fin it ive  an swe r s  th a t  oft en  su r rou n d s  em e rgen t  an d  d yn am ic d eve lop -
m en t  p rocesses  can  be  ch a llen gin g. I t  is  im p or tan t  n ot  on ly th at  eva lu ators  th em se lves
be  com for tab le  with  th is  am b igu ity, bu t  th a t  th ey h e lp  oth e rs  to n aviga te  in  u n ce r t a in
en vironm en t s .

Th e  d eve lopm en t a l eva lu a tor  m u s t  con s id e r  ca refu lly h ow to en gage  th e  g rou p  an d
to b e  clea r  with  wh om  h e  or  sh e  is  work in g. Th rou gh  th e  d eve lopm en t a l eva lu a t ion
p rocess , t en s ion s  m ay rep ea ted ly su r face  ab ou t  d ecis ion s  p reviou s ly m ad e . Wh en  a
d e cis ion  is  fre q u en t ly re vis it e d , it  is  a  s ign a l th a t  it  wa s  n ot  a ct u a lly m a d e  or  th a t
th e re  is  n o bu y-in  for  an  id ea . By look in g a t  th e  p a t te rn s  th a t  u n fold  in  p ract ice , th e
d eve lopm en ta l eva lu ator  can  offe r  som e  va lu ab le  p rocess  feed back  to th e  g rou p .

Volume of data

Th e  m a s s ive  am ou n t  of in fo rm a t ion  g en e r a t e d  in  a  d e ve lopm en t a l  p roce s s  can  
b e  ove rwh e lm in g . P rov id in g  s yn th e s e s  in  a  t im e ly  an d  d ig e s t ib le  wa y  can  b e  a  
g re a t  b en e fit  t o socia l in n ova t or s . H owe ve r, t ra ck in g  p roce s se s  can  e a s ily b e com e  
cum b e r s om e  an d  u nwie ld y. D e ve lopm en t a l  e va lu a t ion s  t en d  t o  r e ly  h e a v i ly  on  
v is u a ls , d ia g r am s  an d  s t o r ie s  in  r e cou n t in g  an d  m ak in g  s en s e  of th e  u n fo ld in g  
in n ovat ion s  th at  th ey a re  t rack in g.

A  Dev elop m en ta l Ev a lu a t ion  Prim er Th e  J .W. McCon n e ll Fam ily Fou n d at ion

Power

P owe r  is  im p licit  in  m an y of th e  d yn am ics  with in  a  d eve lopm en t  p rocess . Wh e th e r
p e rce ived  or  rea l, p owe r  sh ap es  in t e ract ion s  with in  collabora t ion s , be tween  fu n d e rs
an d  g ran t e e s , am on g  s t ak eh o ld e r s  an d  with in  organ iza t ion s . E va lu a tor s  (d e ve lop -
m en t a l  or  oth e rwis e ) n e e d  t o b e  a t t u n e d  t o m an ife s t a t ion s  of p owe r  an d  con s id e r
th e ir  in flu en ce  on  d a t a  an d  in t e rp re ta t ion . Factor s  su ch  a s  fu n d in g  en t an g lem en t s  
o r  va r y in g  o rg an iza t ion a l  s ize , m om en t um  o r  r e s ou r ce s  can  g en e r a t e  fr ic t ion . 
In  com p le x s it u a t ion s , sm a ll th in gs  can  b e com e  b ig  th in gs . In  th e  u n fo ld in g  of an
in n ovat ive  in it ia t ive , it  is  im p oss ib le  to an t icip a te  eve ry d yn am ic. Th e  rea lity is  th a t
th e re  a re  a lways p owe r  d im en s ion s  bu t  we ra re ly k n ow wh e re  th e  p owe r  in te ract ion s
wi ll  em e rg e . On e  ro le  for  d e ve lopm en t a l  e va lu a t ion , an d  for  co lla b or a t ion s  m or e  
gen e ra lly, is  to su r face  th ese  ten s ion s  in  a  t im e ly fash ion  so th at  th ey d o n ot  becom e
d est ru ct ive .

In  an y  in i t ia t ive , th e r e  a r e  p r e s s u r e s  fo r  r e s u l t s . Th e  wa y  in  wh ich  we  a p p roa ch  
p roje c t s  h a s  a  fam i l ia r  p a t t e r n : g oa l  o r ien t a t ion , s t r a t e g ic  p lan n in g , g ove r n an ce  
s t ru ctu res  an d  rep or t in g  too ls  a re  a ll p a r t  of th e  m os t  comm on  ap p roach es . We  h ave
le a r n e d  th a t  t r a d it ion a l  p lan n in g  t oo ls  can  r e d u ce  th e  room  fo r  e xp lo r a t ion  an d  
con s t ra in  th e  in n ovat ion  p rocess . Wh ile  it  is  easy to h ave  a  h igh  d eg ree  of in tellectu a l
b u y-in  a rou n d  e xp lora t ion , it  is  d ifficu lt  for  m an y organ iza t ion s  an d  le a d e r s  t o fu lly
t ru st  th e  em e rgen t  n a tu re  of p rocess . Becau se  t rad it ion a l s t ru ctu res  a re  so em bed d ed
in  ou r  in s t itu t ion s , even  th e  m ost  e ffe rvescen t  an d  ch an ge-or ien ted  organ iza t ion s  will
fin d  it  a  ch a llen g e  t o m ove  in  th is  n e w d ir e ct ion . Th e  n e e d  for  g ove r n an ce , a d v ice ,
p lan n in g an d  p roject  m an agem en t  is  ve ry rea l. Wh a t  is  essen t ia l is  to figu re  ou t  ways
to in t eg ra te  th ese  e lem en t s  so th a t  th ey su p p or t  th e  exp lora tory n a tu re  of in n ovat ion .
D E  p rop os e s  t o  m on i t o r  an d  s u p p o r t  in n ova t ion , w ith  a  m o r e  a p p rop r ia t e  b a lan ce
between  r igou r  an d  accou n tab ility on  th e  on e  h an d , an d  em e rgen ce  on  th e  oth e r.
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2.5
Future Potential:
Directions for DE

Sustainability – building evaluation capacity

D e v e lo pm e n t a l  e v a lu a t ion  c a n  b e  a  lon g -t e r m  p r o c e s s  a n d  m a y  n o t  h a v e  t h e  
s am e  con c r e t e  s t a r t  a n d  e n d  p o in t s  a s  a  m o r e  t r a d i t ion a l  e v a lu a t ion . T h i s  h a s
resou rce  im p lica t ion s  for  organ iza t ion s  an d  th e ir  fu n d e r s . H oweve r  d eve lopm en t a l
eva lu at ion s  d o m ore  th an  gen e ra te  fin d in gs , th ey can  a lso d eve lop  an  organ iza t ion ’s
cap acity for  eva lu at ive  th in k in g.

Keeping a results focus

With  th e  em p h a s is  on  p roce s s  an d  th e  wid e  va r ia b i l i t y  in  a p p roa ch  an d  m e th od , 
th e re  is  a  r isk  in  d eve lopm en t a l eva lu at ion  of losin g th e  resu lt s  focu s  th a t  is  a  cr it ica l
e lem en t  in  th e  wo r k . D E  a t t en d s  t o  p roce s s  e lem en t s  b e ca u s e  i t  is  u n d e r s t ood  
th a t  th e y a re  v it a l in  a ch ie vin g  re su lt s ; h owe ve r, s in ce  th e  p u rp ose  is  d e ve lopm en t , 
d e ve lopm en t a l  e va lu a t ion  m u s t  focu s  on  th e  r e la t ion sh ip  b e t we en  p roce s s e s  an d  
ou t com e s , u n d e r s t an d in g  th e  con n e ct ion s  in  d e e p e r  wa ys  an d  d e ve lop in g  e ffe ct ive
ap p roach es  th at  p rod u ce in n ovat ive  resu lt s  ap p rop r ia te  to, an d  m ean in gfu l with in , th e
em e rgen t  con text .
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About the Author

Deve lopm en ta l eva lu at ion  is  an  em e rgin g d iscip lin e an d  th e re  is  a  p ract ice  bu ild in g
in  Can ad a an d  e lsewh e re . Wh at  follows in  th is  sect ion  a re  som e  th ou gh t s  abou t  a reas
to exp lore  fu r th e r.

On e  of th e  ch a llen ges of an  in n ovat ive  an d  d yn am ic in it ia t ive  is  th at  it  work s  ou ts id e
of th e  n orm a l  b ou n d a r ie s  of fu n d e r /g r an t e e  r e la t ion sh ip s . An  in cr e a s in g  n um b e r  
of fu n d e r s  a re  in t e res ted  in  su p p or t in g  ea r ly-s tage  in n ova t ion s  an d  d eve lopm en t a l
e va lu a t ion  h o ld s  p rom is e  a s  a  m e ch an ism  t o  b r id g e  th e  fle x ib i li t y  r e q u ir em en t s  
o f  in n ov a t o r s  w it h  t h e  a ccou n t a b i l i t y  r e q u i r em e n t s  o f  s p on s o r s . M o r e  s p e c if ic  
exp e r im en t s  with  ap p lyin g th is  a re  n eed ed .

We a re  on ly begin n in g to u n d e rs tan d in g th e  p oten t ia l of ap p lyin g eva lu at ion  with in  
a  com p le x i t y  fr am e w o r k . T h e r e  is  op p o r t u n i t y  t o  e x p e r im e n t  fu r t h e r  w i t h  t h e  
com p le xit y  lit e ra t u re  an d  a p p ly it  t o d e ve lopm en t a l e va lu a t ion , for  e xam p le , h ow
m igh t  th e  con cep t  of fitn ess  lan d scap es 20 su p p or t  eva lu at ion ?

Th e re  is  a lso work  to b e  d on e  in  p rom ot in g a  d eve lopm en t a l p e rsp ect ive  as  a  viab le
a lte rn at ive  to best  p ract ices  an d  fid e lity-based  goin g-to-sca le  m od e ls . I f th e  te r rain  is
un ce r ta in  an d  d yn am ic, you  d on’t  get  best  p ract ices becau se wh at  h appen s  is  so often
con t extu a l an d  d ep en d en t  u p on  ce r t a in  p eop le  an d /or  s it u a t ion s .21 Deve lopm en t a l
eva lu at ion  h as  t rem en d ou s p oten t ia l to su p p or t  d issem in at ion  p rocesses .

20 Stuart Kauffman pioneered the use of fitness landscapes in understanding complex systems in 
his study of random Boolean networks. Fitness landscapes are a graphical representation of all the 
possible configurations of different elements within a complex system. A particular configuration may be
more “ fit” than another, which means it is more suited, or effective, for its particular environment.

21 Michael Quinn Patton is adding a considerable amount of information about DE to his forthcoming 
4th edition of Utilization-Focused Evaluation.
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Appendix A: Comparing
DE to Traditional

Evaluation

Th is  p r im e r  was p rep a red  by J am ie  Gam b le , p r in cip a l con su ltan t  with  Im p r in t  In c.,22 a
con su lt in g firm  specia lizin g in  eva lu at ion , s trategy an d  ch an ge. J am ie  h as worked  with
s e ve r a l  org an iza t ion s  a s  a  d e ve lopm en t a l  e va lu a t or, in c lu d in g  Th e  J .W. M cCon n e ll
Fam ily Fou n d at ion  on  th e  S u sta in in g S ocia l In n ovat ion  In it ia t ive . 

J am ie  h old s  a  Mas te r s  of Man agem en t  d eg ree  from  McG ill Un ive r s ity in  Mon t réa l,
Q u é b e c , wh e r e  h e  g r a d u a t e d  from  th e  M cG i l l-M cCon n e l l  P rog r am  fo r  N a t ion a l
Volu n ta ry S ector  Lead e rs . H e a lso h old s an  H on ou rs  d egree  in  H is tory from  B ish op ’s
Un ive rs ity in  Len n oxville , Qu ébec.

J am ie  an d  h is  fam ily live  in  New B ru n swick .

22 Imprint Inc. website: www.imprintinc.ca.
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Appendix B: Participating
Organizations

Th e  fo llowin g  t a b le  p rovid e s  s om e  g en e r a l  ch a r a ct e r iza t ion s  of a  d e ve lopm en t a l
ap p roach  to eva lu at ion  in  com p a r ison  to t rad it ion a l eva lu at ion s .23

23 Westley, Zimmerman and Patton (2006).
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Traditional evaluations Developmental evaluations

Render definitive judgments of success or failure. Provide feedback, generate learnings, 
support changes in direction.

Measure success against predetermined goals. Develop new measures and monitoring 
mechanisms as goals emerge and evolve.

Position the evaluator outside to assure 
independence and objectivity.

Position evaluation as internal, team function 
integrated into action and ongoing interpretive
processes.

Design the evaluation based on linear 
cause-and-effect logic models.

Design the evaluation to capture system dynamics,
interdependencies, models and emergent 
interconnections.

Aim to produce generalizable findings across 
time and space.

Aim to produce context-specific understandings
that inform ongoing innovation.

Accountability focused on and directed to external
authorities, stakeholders and funders.

Accountability centered on the innovators’ deep
sense of fundamental values and commitment.

Accountability to control and locate responsibility. Learning to respond to lack of control and stay in
touch with what’s unfolding and thereby respond
strategically.

Evaluator determines the design based on 
the evaluator’s perspective about what is important.
The evaluator controls the evaluation. 

Evaluator collaborates with those engaged in the
change effort to design an evaluation process that
matches philosophically with an organization’s
principles and objectives.

Evaluation results in opinion of success or failure,
which creates anxiety in those evaluated.

Evaluation supports ongoing learning.
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JUMP (Junior Undiscovered Math Prodigies) www.jumpmath.org

J UMP  Math  is  both  a  ph ilosoph y an d  a  se t  of m ate r ia ls  an d  m eth od s th at  a im  to h e lp
s t u d en t s  m e e t  th e ir  p ot en t ia l an d  d is cove r  th e ir  love  of m a th em a t ics . Fou n d e d  in
To ron t o  in  1998 b y  m a th em a t ic ian  an d  p la yw r igh t  J oh n  M igh t on , th e  a p p roa ch  
is  p rem ised  on  th e  b e lie f th a t  eve ry ch ild  can  su cceed  a t  m a th . J UMP  b e lieves  th a t
a ll ch ild ren  in  th e  regu la r  sch ool sys tem  can  exce l, even  th ose  d iagn osed  as  h avin g
s e r iou s  le a r n in g  d is a b i l i t ie s  o r  wh o a r e  fa i l in g  a t  m a th . J U M P ’s  d e ve lopm en t a l  
eva lu a t ion  p roject  focu sed  on  th e  d issem in a t ion  of th e  p a r tn e rsh ip  p rog ram . J UMP
e xam in e d  a  n um b e r  of ca se  s t u d ie s  t o d e t e rm in e  th e  va r iou s  s t ra t e g ie s , s t ren g th s
an d  weak n esses  of th eir  d issem in at ion  a t tem p ts . 

L’Abri en Ville www.labrienville.org

L’Ab r i  en  Ville  wa s  fou n d e d  in  1991 in  Mon t r é a l t o a d d r e s s  th e  p e r s is t en t  s ocie t a l
p r ob lem  o f  i s o la t ion  c a u s e d  b y  m e n t a l  i l ln e s s . I t  o r g a n i ze s  lon g -t e rm  s h a r e d  
ap a r tm en t s  for  in d ivid u a ls  su ffe r in g from  m en ta l illn ess , wh o a re  a lso su p p or ted  by
circ le s  of fr ien d s . With  th e  h e lp  of p rofe s s ion a l coord in a t or s , a  t e am  of vo lu n t e e r s
a rou n d  each  ap a r tm en t  offe rs  p ract ica l h e lp  to res id en t s  an d  p a r t icip a tes  with  th em
in  socia l an d  cu ltu ra l act ivit ies  th at  rebu ild  lin k s  to th e  la rge r  comm u n ity.

Th e  L’Ab r i  en  Vi lle  comm u n i t y  in  M on t r é a l  h a s  en cou r a g e d  an d  s u p p or t e d  oth e r
comm u n it ie s  in  u s in g th e  L’Ab r i m od e l. Deve lopm en t a l eva lu a t ion  h e lp ed  L’Ab r i to
exp lore  it s  em e rg in g  ch oice s ; for  e xam p le , wh a t  exp e r im en t s  a re  b e in g  con d u cted
an d  wh ich  a re  “su cceed in g”?  Wh a t  is  b e in g  a t t em p ted , wh a t  ab an d on ed  an d  wh y?
On e  of th e  p e r s is t en t  q u es t ion s  is  th is : wh en  d oes  th e  organ iza t ion  n eed  to d e fen d
core  asp ects  of it s  m od e l an d  wh en  can  it  n egot ia te  th ese  in  resp on se  to th e  p a r t icu -
la r  circum s tan ces  of in te rested  comm u n it ies?

A  Dev elop m en ta l Ev a lu a t ion  Prim er Th e  J .W. McCon n e ll Fam ily Fou n d at ion

T h e  fo l lo w in g  o r g a n i za t ion s  w e r e  p a r t i c ip a n t s  in  t h e  o r ig in a l  d e v e lo pm e n t a l
e v a lu a t ion t ra in in g  s e r ie s  s p on s ore d  b y  D u P on t  Can a d a  an d  Th e  J .W. McCon n e ll
Fam ily Fou n d at ion .

Amnesty International Canada www.amnesty.ca

Act ivism  for  h um an  r igh t s  is  h ow Am n es ty In t e rn a t ion a l’s  h um an  r igh t s  exp e r t ise  is
con ve r ted  in to a  force  for  ch an ge . With ou t  a  b road  base  of in d ivid u a l, g rou p  an d  m ass
act ivism , Am n es ty In t e rn a t ion a l wou ld  lose  it s  u n iq u e  id en t ity  am on g  h um an  r igh t s
o rg an iza t ion s  an d  b e  with ou t  i t s  p r im a r y  t oo l  fo r  ch an g e : th e  ou t r a g e  of o rd in a r y
p eop le . As an  in te rn at ion a l m ovem en t , Am n esty In te rn at ion a l h as  recen t ly b road en ed
it s  m iss ion  an d  h as  a lso lau n ch ed  an  am b it iou s  s ix-yea r  p lan  (with  g rowth  of act ivism
exp licit ly req u ired ). Am n es ty In te rn a t ion a l Can ad a  (En g lish -sp eak in g) h as  d eve lop ed
a  s t r a t e g y  t o  e xp an d  th e  r an g e  of op p o r t u n i t ie s , th e  s o r t s  of a p p roa ch e s  an d  th e  
n um b e r  of a ct iv is t s  in  Can a d a . D e ve lopm en t a l e va lu a t ion  is  b r in g in g  an  on g oin g
eva lu at ive  an d  lea rn in g p e rsp ect ive  to th is  p rocess .

Green Street www.green-street.ca 

G r e en  S t r e e t  is  a  n a t ion a l  en v iron m en t a l  an d  s u s t a in a b i l i t y  e d u ca t ion  in i t ia t ive
lau n ch ed  by Th e  J .W. McCon n e ll Fam ily Fou n d at ion  in  1999. I t  p rom otes  a  s tan d a rd  of
e xce llen ce  for  p rog ram s  p rovid e d  b y  Can a d ian  en vironm en t a l org an iza t ion s  in  th e
form a l sch ool sys tem . I t s  m iss ion  is  to en gage s tu d en t s  in  en vironm en ta l s tewa rd sh ip . 

As  G r e en  S t r e e t  en t e r e d  i t s  s e con d  p h a s e  of fu n d in g , i t  u n d e rwen t  s om e  m a jo r  
s t ra teg ic p lan n in g  an d  gove rn an ce  ch an ges , in form ed  b y d eve lopm en t a l eva lu a t ion .
On goin g DE  work  is  t rack in g s tu d en t  in volvem en t  a t  a ll leve ls  of th e  p rogram . Fu r th e r
work  is  an t icip a ted  a s  G reen  S t ree t  ad op t s  it s  Qu éb ec cou n t e rp a r t ’s  fram ework  (Th e
B ru n d t lan d  G reen  S ch ool m od e l) in  th e rest  of Can ad a, in  resp on se  to growin g in te rest
in  en vironm en ta l ed u cat ion  an d  resp on s ib le  cit izen sh ip .

64



67

Ontario Science Centre www.ontariosciencecentre.ca

Th e  On t a r io S cien ce  Cen t re’s  A gen ts of  Cha n ge in it ia t ive  is  a  $40-m illion  t ran s form a-
t ion a l  p roje c t . A gen t s of  Ch a n ge is  a im e d  a t  en cou r a g in g  th e  a t t i t u d e s , sk i l ls  an d
b eh a v iou r s  th a t  le a d  t o  in n ova t ion , p a r t icu la r ly  in  you th . P a r t ic ip an t s  en g a g e  in  
exp e r ien ces  th a t  a re  d es ign ed  to b e  op en -en d ed  an d  se lf-d irected  an d  to in sp ire  an d
en cou rage  p rob lem  solvin g, r isk  t ak in g, collabora t ion  an d  crea t ivity. Th e  exp e r ien ces
a re in ten d ed  to n u r tu re in d ivid u a ls’ con fid en ce th at  th ey can  app ly in n ovat ion  to oth e r
ch a llen ges , con t r ib u t in g to a  s t ron ge r  cu ltu re  of in n ova t ion  in  Can ad a . Th e  A gen ts of
Cha n ge in it ia t ive  op en ed  to th e  p u b lic in  th e  sp r in g  of 2006. Th e  ap p roach  an d  goa ls
a re  u n iqu e  to th e  wor ld  of scien ce  cen t res . Th e  p roject  is  p red ica ted  on  in n ovat ion  an d
in n ova t ive  sk i l ls , b eh a v iou r s , an d  a t t i t u d e s  – n ot  on ly  fo r  v is i t o r s , b u t  a ls o  in  th e
Cen t r e ’s  p roce s s e s , p rod u ct s  an d  s t a ff. D E  h e lp e d  t r a ck  th e  in i t ia t ive ’s  p rog r e s s
towa rd s th is  goa l.

Oxfam Canada: Food Security Program in the 
Eastern Provinces of Cuba www.oxfam.ca

Oxfam  is  an  in t e rn a t ion a l d eve lopm en t  organ iza t ion  th a t  su p p or t s  p rog ram s  a rou n d
th e  wor ld  bu t  ch ose  to ap p ly d eve lopm en ta l eva lu at ion  in  a  s in g le  region . Th e  E aste rn
P rovin ces  of Cu ba  h ave  exp e r ien ced  a  p rolon ged  an d  seve re  d rou gh t , resu lt in g in  th e
c los u r e  of a  s u g a r  p lan t a t ion  an d  th e  n e e d  t o  sh if t  from  t r a d it ion a l  a g r icu l t u r e  
p ract ices  to d ry-lan d  ag r icu ltu re  tech n iq u es . Oxfam  in t rod u ced  d ry-lan d  ag r icu ltu ra l
t e ch n iq u e s  t o coop e r a t ive s  th a t  a r e  r e con ve r t in g  th e  s u g a r  p lan t a t ion  t o  ve g e t a b le
c rop s , a s  we l l  a s  n e w t e ch n o log y  s u ch  a s  s o la r /w in d  p owe r  an d  d r ip  ir r ig a t ion .
Deve lopm en t a l eva lu a t ion  a ss is ted  in  d ocum en t in g th is  in it ia t ive  so it  can  b e  sh a red
with in  Cu ba an d  th rou gh ou t  th e  Ca r ibbean  region  as  we ll as  with  d on ors .

A  Dev elop m en ta l Ev a lu a t ion  Prim er Th e  J .W. McCon n e ll Fam ily Fou n d at ion

L’Arche Canada www.larche.ca

L’Arch e  is  an  in t e rn a t ion a l organ iza t ion  of fa ith -based  comm u n it ies  crea t in g h om es
an d  d a y  p rog r am s  fo r  p e op le  wh o h a ve  d e ve lopm en t a l  d is a b i l i t ie s . As  a  s e r v ice
organ iza t ion , L’Arch e  esp ou ses  a  “comm u n ity m od e l” of livin g, rath e r  th an  a  m ed ica l
or  socia l se rvice  m od e l of ca re . As a  fa ith -based  organ iza t ion , L’Arch e  recogn izes  th e
sp ir itu a l an d  re lig iou s  n eed s  an d  asp ira t ion s  of it s  m em be rs  an d  resp ects  th ose  wh o
h ave n o sp ir itu a l or  re ligiou s affilia t ion . At  L’Arch e, peop le with  d isab ilit ies  an d  th ose
wh o ass is t  th em  live  toge th e r  an d  a re  eq u a lly resp on s ib le  for  th e  life  of th e ir  h om e
an d  comm u n ity. 

L’Arch e Can ad a is  u sin g d eve lopm en ta l eva lu at ion  to m on itor  on goin g lea rn in g wh ile
im p lem en t in g  n e w in i t ia t ive s  a im e d  a t  r e s p on d in g  t o  th e  ch an g in g  Can a d ian  
con text . DE  en ab les  th em  to con t in u a lly ad ap t  an d  m od ify th eir  ap p roach es . 

Planned Lifetime Advocacy Networks (PLAN) www.plan.ca

P LAN is  a  Van cou ve r-based  ch a r ity created  by an d  for  fam ilies  wh o h ave a  re lat ive with
a d isab ility. I t  h as two p r im a ry goa ls : to en su re  a  safe  an d  secu re fu tu re for  in d ivid u a ls
with  a  d isab ility an d , in  th e p rocess, to p rovid e fam ilies  an d  th eir  loved  on es with  peace
of m in d . In  p u r su it  of th is  goa l P LAN is  in sp ired  b y a  s im p le  b u t  p owe r fu l vis ion : the
v ision  of  a  good  li fe for a ll p eop le w ith d isabili t ies an d  their fam ilies.

P L AN  u s e d  d e ve lopm en t a l  e va lu a t ion  t o  t r a ck  th e  o rg an iza t ion a l  im p a ct  of th e ir
in volvem en t  in  th e  S u s t a in in g  S ocia l In n ova t ion  in it ia t ive  with  Th e  J .W. McCon n e ll
Fam ily Fou n d a t ion  an d  Du P on t  Can ad a . Th e re  we re  two m a in  a sp ect s : d ocum en t in g
th e  em e rg in g  le a r n in g s  an d  im p a ct  of S S I  on  P L AN ’s  m e th od o log y an d  s im u lt an e -
ou s ly d ocum en t in g th e  em e rgin g lea rn in gs an d  im p act  of P LAN’s m eth od ology on  th e
S u sta in in g S ocia l In n ovat ion  in it ia t ive .
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Vibrant Communities www.vibrantcommunities.ca

Vib ran t  Comm u n it ies  is  a  n at ion a l act ion -lea rn in g in it ia t ive  in clu d in g fifteen  comm u -
n it ies  (an d  g rowin g), p lu s an d  th ree  n at ion a l sp on sors  wh o a re  comm it ted  to exp lor in g 
th e  exten t  to wh ich  loca l comm u n it ies  can  red u ce  p ove r ty th rou gh  m u lt i-sectora l an d
com p r eh en s ive  e ffo r t s . Th e  com m u n i t ie s  in  th e  in i t ia t ive  a r e  en g a g in g  b u s in e s s , 
gove rnm en t , low-in com e  lead e rs  an d  comm u n ity g rou p s in  an  e ffor t  to red u ce  p ove r ty
for  30,000 h ou seh old s in  Can ad a by 2011. On e of Vib ran t  Comm un it ies’ goa ls  is  to lea rn
a b ou t  th e  p ot en t ia l  an d  p r a c t ica l  a p p l ica t ion s  of a  m u l t i-s e c t o r a l , com p r eh en s ive
ap p roach  to red u cin g p ove r ty, in clu d in g h ow to u se  eva lu at ion  m ost  p rod u ct ive ly. 

Af t e r  m u ch  in i t ia l  e xp e r im en t a t ion , th e  s p on s o r s  an d  com m u n i t ie s  in vo lve d  in
Vib ran t  Comm u n it ie s  d eve lop ed  an  ap p roach  to eva lu a t ion  th a t  la rge ly reflect s  th e
ch a racte r is t ics  of d eve lopm en ta l eva lu at ion . Th e  ap p roach  en cou rages  comm u n it ies
to clea r ly d escr ibe  th e  th eory of ch an ge  u n d e r lyin g th e ir  work , cap tu r in g th e  th eory
in  th e  fo rm  of a  com m u n i t y  s t o r y  an d  h a v in g  d e b a t e s  a b ou t  th e  s t r en g th  of th a t
th eory. I t  th en  en cou rages  th em  t o d ocum en t  ou tcom es  on  m u lt ip le  d im en s ion s  a s
th e  work  u n fold s, to h ost  an n u a l p a r t icip atory reflect ion  sess ion s  to d ete rm in e  “wh at
h a s  ch an g e d ” an d  u lt im a t e ly t o d e cid e  a s  a  g rou p  if it  is  a p p rop r ia t e  t o r e vis e  th e
th eory of ch an ge  to reflect  n ew u n d e rs tan d in gs  or  p r ior it ie s . Vib ran t  Comm u n it ie s ’
sp on sors  a re  “m in in g” th e  d iffe ren t  p a thways an d  exp e r ien ces  of p a r t icip a t in g com -
m u n it ies  to id en t ify an d  d issem in a te  lea rn in gs  to oth e r  comm u n it ies , ph ilan th rop ic
organ iza t ion s  an d  p olicy m ake rs .

A  Dev elop m en ta l Ev a lu a t ion  Prim er Th e  J .W. McCon n e ll Fam ily Fou n d at ion

Saltwater Network www.saltwaternetwork.org

S a ltwa te r  Ne twork  was  crea ted  in  2001 b y an d  for  comm u n ity organ iza t ion s  a rou n d
th e Gu lf of Main e to su p p or t  comm u n ity-based  m an agem en t  an d  con se rvat ion  in  th e
region . S a ltwate r  Network  is  both  a  cap acity-bu ild in g an d  gran tm ak in g n etw ork , an d
as su ch , th e  ap p roach  to eva lu at ion  ad d ressed  th e  work  of th e  organ iza t ion  as  we ll as
th e  organ iza t ion s  th a t  S a ltwa te r  su p p or t s . S a ltwa te r  N e twork  u sed  d eve lopm en t a l
eva lu a t ion  to 1) assess  h ow, as  a  p r in cip le -b ased  organ iza t ion , it s  act ion s  a lign  with
an d  d e l ive r  on  th os e  p r in c ip le s , 2) b e t t e r  u n d e r s t an d  h ow th e  o rg an iza t ion  m a y  
con t r ib u t e  t o  th e  r a p id ly  e xp an d in g  m ovem en t  of com m u n i t y -b a s e d  r e s ou r ce  
m an agem en t , an d  3) u n d e rstan d  wh at  en ab les su ccessfu l collaborat ion s  with  it s  loca l
p a r tn e rs  (p r im a r ily comm u n ity resou rce  cen t res).

United Way: Action for Neighbourhood Change www.anccommunity.ca

A ct i on  f or N ei gh bou rh ood  Ch a n ge wa s  a  p an -Can a d ian  com m u n i t y  en g a g em en t  
p roject  a im ed  a t  d is t ressed  n e igh bou rh ood s , fu n d ed  by th e  fed e ra l gove rnm en t  an d
led  by th e  Un ited  Way of Can ad a . Deve lopm en ta l eva lu at ion  was  ap p lied  in  on e  city,
H a lifax, with  th e  in ten t ion  of sh a r in g lea rn in g am on g th e  Un ited  Ways p a r t icip a t in g
in  A ct ion  for N eighbou rhood  Cha n ge. Un ited  Way of H a lifax R egion ’s  role  was to h e lp
m an age  th e  p roject  an d  facilit a te  comm u n ity in p u t  to craft  a  n e igh b ou rh ood  vis ion
an d  bu ild  lon g-te rm  p a r tn e rsh ip s . Con t r ibu t ion s  to th e  n e igh bou rh ood  in clu d ed  th e  
id en t ifica t ion  of k ey is su es , a ss is t an ce  with  vis ion in g  an d  th e  sou rcin g  of ava ilab le
fu n d in g  t o  h e lp  a ch ie ve  th e ir  v is ion . Fu n d in g  p a r tn e r s  in c lu d e d  th e  N a t ion a l
H om e le s sn e s s  In i t ia t ive , th e  O ffice  of L e a r n in g  Te ch n o log ie s , th e  N a t ion a l
S ecreta r ia t , Can ad a’s  D ru g S t rategy an d  Nat ion a l Cr im e  P reven t ion  S t rategy.
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