	
  

Evaluation in a
Complex Adaptive System

1

by Royce Holladay
Evaluation is critical to success in a fast-paced and diverse environment. Sometimes the
evaluation is formal and provides evidence that the observations are reliable and valid.
Other times, when time and/or resources are short, it is enough just to know how things are
going and if they could go better. In those times, simple, straight-forward questions will do.
•

Did it get done? Was it on time?

•

Did it meet requirements and specifications?

•

Was the customer satisfied?

•

What lessons did we learn?

At other times, people want to ask more probing questions to learn more about how their
systems function.
•

What system conditions contributed to the success or lack of success of this
process?

•

How do individual and group behaviors and decisions contribute to those
conditions?

•

What factors are contributing to sustainability?

•

How well is the system adapting to barriers and opportunities it encounters?

Every evaluation process requires an approach that matches the purpose of the work, the
demands of the system, and the most urgent questions. At Human Systems Dynamics
(HSD) Institute, we help organizations answer a wide range of questions about their
performance.
•

One large service agency was in the midst of a five-year change process. They
asked us to help them assess how the change was progressing. They wanted to
know what mid-point shifts could move them more smoothly into their new
organizational structures.

•

A school district was at the end of a multi-year grant cycle. They had produced
the intended results, but at the same time they had encountered a great deal of
turbulence and many logistical challenges. The grant managers asked us to
identify points of contention and make recommendations about avoiding such
challenges in the future.

•

A community group had come together to address large-scale issues around
health and safety for children. In their fifth year of work, they asked us to help
them identify current status and possible next steps in their evolution as a group.
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Thanks to Beverly Parsons http://www.hsdinstitute.org/community/associates/beverly-parsons.html for her deep
insight into the intersection of human systems dynamics and evaluation. To learn more, go to the Resources
section of our website at http://www.hsdinstitute.org to download her paper about formal evaluation on the
Landscape Diagram.

We could respond in an adaptive way to each of these requests because HSD offers models
and methods that fit a broad spectrum of questions, relationships, and situations. The
Landscape Diagram, a model we use to describe or track constraints in a system, is a useful
tool for considering the variety of assessment approaches that fit diverse needs and
circumstances.
The Landscape Diagram plots system activities against two dimensions, as depicted on the
attached diagram. The vertical axis represents the degree of Agreement that exists in a
system. This dimension reflects the degree to which individuals or groups in the system
share expectations and understandings. Total agreement appears at the zero point. Far
from agreement appears at the top of the map. For example, in a single faith community,
there is generally high agreement about the major teachings and beliefs (close to the
bottom), while diverse faith communities would be in low agreement about major teachings
and beliefs (close to the top).
The horizontal axis plots Certainty. How well can one predict the system? How certain are
the members of the system about their expectations? Being close to Certainty (far to the
left) means the system responds in roughly the same way all the time. Far from Certainty
(far to the right) means the response is unpredictable. For example, in a close relationship,
one partner can usually be relatively certain about the other person’s opinions and feelings.
This aspect of the relationship is close to certainty, so it would be plotted on the left-hand
side. At the same time, there is no way to predict exactly how a partner will react to an
event or piece of news. That is far from certainty and would be plotted far to the right-hand
side of the graph.
Plotting any given system behavior or activity against these two dimensions provides a
“snapshot” of system performance at any point.
•

When activities are close to agreement and close to certainty, they are highly
constrained, and the Landscape Diagram labels them as organized or stable. In
this zone of the diagram, people agree about activities or expectations, and the
system’s behaviors are highly predictable. Financial processes, procedural
specifications, and rules and regulations all work to hold a system’s operations in
“organized” space on the diagram.

•

In the central zone on the landscape, where issues are somewhat certain and in
some agreement they are said to be emergent. Moderate or flexible constraints
are in place in systems with emergent phenomena. In this zone, issues take
shape as people clarify and negotiate differences to adapt over time. Successful,
productive teams; learning processes; and organizational culture are emergent in
most systems and reside in this zone.

•

Other activities, however, would show up at the far end of both dimensions.
When things are far from agreement and far from certainty, they are highly
unconstrained, and they reside in the unorganized or unstable space. Customer
complaints or new product demands may be examples of issues that are far from
certainty—no one can predict, with any real certainty, what the next customer
call will be about. New technologies emerge that change what customers and
clients want and need, but it is difficult to say, with any certainty, exactly what
product lines will be in demand in three to five years.

Questions about performance depend on the dynamics of each zone. Accountability is clear
in the stable zone; adaptation is an opportunity in the emergent zone; and exploration is a
necessity in the unstable zone. Evaluation in each serves a very different purpose for the
system.
•

In the Stable Zone, outcome evaluation answers questions about whether or
not the stated objectives were achieved. These questions are often the focus of
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the types of evaluations funders and/or regulators ask for. They use more
traditional methods, such as logic models and randomized controlled trials, to
collect data from testing and key measures. Traditional, standard audits and
production monitoring depend on these approaches.
This is not the type of evaluation that the HSD Institute does, typically, as there
are many experts who do this work effectively and efficiently.
•

In the Emergent Zone, inquiry evaluation provides useful information about
patterns as they appear and relationships as they form across the system.
Leaders and community groups gather data through stories and engaging
discourse in events that bring people together. For instance, focus groups, World
Café, Open Space, and other events that foster conversation across a system
generate information about what is emerging in that system.
The evaluation we did with the school district at the end of its grant was an
Inquiry. We interviewed participants and examined documents to identify
patterns of interaction and decision making that created their successes and their
challenges. From those patterns we were able to generate recommendations for
future engagement.

•

When the landscape is Unstable, exploratory evaluation processes gather
information that support people as they find out whether and to what degree the
system is functioning in uncertainty and unpredictability. Exploratory evaluations
identify patterns that are beginning to emerge in the system, as well as the
points of potential change. They use different kinds of designs, such as Delphi
methods and environmental scans to gather information from networks and
media sources inside the system.
The community group that asked us to help them decide the next iteration of
their evolution was asking for exploratory evaluation. Through interviews and
document reviews, we looked at potential directions for their growth and
presented them an array of possible futures.

•

Finally, sometimes leaders and teams have questions about their performance
that require investigations across the landscape. When they want to know how
their systems are changing or how to maximize their resource investments, they
use mixed methods of evaluation across time in iterative cycles of examination.
The service agency that asked us to help them evaluate their progress in a fiveyear change process needed mixed methods. We looked at their engagement in
the process and management of change (outcomes evaluation), identified
emergent patterns of shifting relationships and roles (inquiry evaluation), and
identified future possibilities for interaction (exploratory evaluation) as we
developed a set of recommendations for them.

Today’s systems exist in quickly changing and highly diverse environments that generate
complex questions about performance and effectiveness. Questions about performance,
and the approaches to answering those questions, should match the dynamics of the
environment and the intervention. Multiple approaches to evaluation provide an array of
avenues for responding to diverse questions. The resulting data informs iterative cycles of
adaptive action that move the system toward productivity and improved fitness in its
environment.
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Outcome
Evaluation

Inquiry
Evaluation

Exploratory
Evaluation

Funders
Regulators

Communities
Change Agents

Innovators
Learning
Communities

Did we do what
we intended?
Did we have the
impact we
intended?

What patterns are
emerging and
how?
What can or
should we shift
to the Stable
Zone? Unstable
Zone?
Art of Hosting
(World Café,
Open Space,
etc.)
Developmental
Evaluation
Stories
Engaging
Discourse

Six questions of
uncertainty
What patterns do
we notice?

How are the
dynamics
changing?
How can we
optimize our
investments?

Environmental
scans
Delphi

Drawn from
others to fit
dynamics
Iterative

Networks
Media

Whatever fits the
questions and
methods

Logic models
Randomized
control trials

Testing
Key Measures

Mixed
Methods
Evaluation
Project Teams
Leaders
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