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Abstract

In this paper, we present a comprehensive inte-
grative approach to evaluation planning based on
Relational Systems Evaluation (RSE). We describe the
major implementation approaches and the tools and
resources that support evaluation planning in RSE
embodied in the Systems Evaluation Protocol (SEP), a
step-by-step guide to the tasks that every evaluation
should address. The SEP provides both a conceptual
framework for thinking about evaluation and a set
of specific methods and tools that expand awareness
of the influences of multiple parts of complex sys-
tems. The SEP is implemented through a partnership
approach, joining evaluators and program profes-
sionals in an iterative, phased approach to evaluation
planning, which also often emphasizes evaluation
capacity building (ECB) as an intentional goal. This
paper provides a practice-oriented overview of the
specific steps comprising the three stages outlined
in the SEP: preparation, model development, and
evaluation plan development.

Evaluation is a complex endeavor attempting to address a complex problem. It takes place
in “real world” settings where life is subject to sudden changes and unpredictable influ-
ences. It deals with “programs” that are multi-faceted, sometimes inherently fluid, dif-
fuse in intention, and difficult to administer with consistency. Evaluation exists in con-
texts where controls or comparisons are often not feasible or sustainable. It is subject to
pressures that can lead to ignoring results in some cases or undermining results in others.
Evaluation often occurs in situations where both participants and staff are highly mobile
and shift locations over time. It requires perseverance and time commitments that com-
pete with other needs often perceived as higher priority. At the heart of the problem is a
theme that unifies all of the factors that impinge on or influence evaluation: the idea of
complex systems.
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This paper presents a comprehensive integrative approach to evaluation based on
Relational Systems Evaluation (RSE). The approach is general and designed to be useful in
any evaluation context. We describe the major implementation approaches and the tools
and resources that support evaluation planning in RSE. The Systems Evaluation Protocol
(SEP; Trochim et al., 2016) is, in the simplest terms, a step-by-step guide to the tasks that
every evaluation should address. Yet, to say that this approach is only or even primarily
just a step-by-step guide to evaluation would be to mischaracterize both its intent and
its manifestation in practice. To be sure, the approach has a step-by-step protocol and
describes a detailed series of discrete tasks for accomplishing each step. This sequence of
steps provides an orderly and powerful process that helps simplify the many challenges
in planning and conducting evaluations, as well as in utilizing results. The steps in the
Protocol may mistakenly convey the sense that it is inflexible and static—that each step
must be completed in the given order in a specific time frame. On the contrary, the SEP
is intended to be a flexible and adaptive protocol that is contextually applied. While all
evaluations should address the issues raised in the SEP, different contexts may look very
different in terms of implementation. At its core, the SEP recognizes no program exists
in isolation; rather, all programs are part of many integrated systems. The SEP provides
both a conceptual framework for thinking about evaluation and a set of specific methods
and tools that expand awareness of the influences of multiple parts of complex systems,
thereby enhancing one’s ability to accomplish high-quality evaluation with integration
across organizational levels and structures.

The SEP incorporates the RSE components of Evolutionary Evaluation principles, a sys-
tems perspective, and a partnership model to consider the complex factors that are inher-
ent in the larger systems within which a program is embedded (Trochim et al., 2016; Urban
& Trochim, 2009; Urban, Hargraves, & Trochim, 2014; Urban, Hargraves, Hebbard, Burger-
master, & Trochim, 2011). The SEP emphasizes: the importance of creating a causal dia-
gram that illustrates the programmatic theory of change; incorporating the perspectives of
both internal and external stakeholders of the program; recognizing how the program is
related to other programs either in the same system or other systems, in part by identifying
research on similar or related outcomes that can help link the program to more univer-
sal long-term goals; developing and using a comprehensive evaluation plan; and continu-
ally assessing and revising the theory of change and evaluation plan based on knowledge
gained through evaluation efforts (Urban & Trochim, 2009; Urban et al., 2014). The SEP
addresses the three primary phases of evaluation: Planning, Implementation, and Utiliza-
tion. Each phase is comprised of several stages, each of which includes a detailed list of
components or steps. This paper emphasizes the SEP’s first phase, Evaluation Planning,
which has three stages: (1) Preparation, (2) Modeling, and (3) Evaluation Plan Develop-
ment. The complete summary of the steps in the three planning stages is presented in
Figure 1. Although the foundations of the approach are complex and rooted in theories
of developmental systems (e.g., Lerner, 2006; Overton, 2006, 2010), evolution (Darwin,
1859; Mayr, 2001), evolutionary epistemology (Bradie & Harms, 2006; Campbell, 1974, 1988;
Cziko & Campbell, 1990; Popper, 1973, 1984), and systems thinking (Bertalanffy, 1995; Las-
zlo, 1996; Midgley, 2003; Ragsdell, West, & Wilby, 2002), the process of planning a high-
quality evaluation is manageable, replicable, and teachable.

PREPARATION STAGE

The primary objectives of the Preparation stage are to establish a partnership between the
evaluators (whether internal or external) and key program staff, acquaint the partnership
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FIGURE 1 The phases and steps in the Systems Evaluation Protocol

team with the SEP process, build a shared understanding of the nature and vision of this
approach to evaluation and program development, identify people’s roles in the evaluation
process, and collect basic information about the program. The relationships and expecta-
tions established during this stage are critical to the success of the partnership as well as
the outputs and outcomes of the SEP process. Both evaluation and program professionals
frequently approach evaluation work with deeply held assumptions and values related to
evaluation and program development as well as the context and systems surrounding a
program (Mertens & Wilson, 2019). Attending to these factors early in the process allows all
members of the partnership to establish common ground as well as individual ownership
in the collaborative process. Lack of attention to this stage could lead to confusion and con-
flicting priorities later on. Therefore, careful thought should be given to selecting who will
be included in the partnership team. In addition to the evaluator, the partnership team
should have between two and five representatives from the focal program/organization,
representing a diversity of perspectives on the program.

In RSE, partnerships are integral and Evaluation Capacity Building (ECB) is often also
emphasized. Evaluators facilitate the implementation of the SEP and provide knowledge of
research methods and the research literature. In contrast, practitioners provide critical pro-
grammatic, organizational, and contextual expertise and can serve as Evaluation Champi-
ons within their organizations. During the Preparation stage, the partnership team mem-
bers begin to build shared understanding and expectations. They gain common perspec-
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tive on the program and organization, as well as a grounding in a systems approach by dis-
cussing (and perhaps documenting in a Memorandum of Understanding, or MOU) roles,
timelines, and expectations; in addition, the members engage in system mapping activi-
ties. System Mapping often occurs prior to or at the first in-person meeting, based on an
organization diagram—an illustration of the structure and relationships within the organi-
zational system. With the System Map as a base, SEP facilitators may work with program
partners to expand or layer additional system components onto the diagram including:
external stakeholders, ecosystem features, internal communication patterns, and organi-
zational knowledge flow.

As mentioned above, because RSE emphasizes a partnership model, ECB is also often
an intentional goal. Therefore, to establish the organization’s current level of evaluation
capacity and to be able to track subsequent increases in capacity, baseline data and a needs
assessment may also be conducted during the Preparation stage. While each of these exer-
cises has value for any program, responsive and strategic use of one or more of these activi-
ties can help the partnership team establish system awareness, including the strengths and
challenges they may face when planning, implementing, and utilizing evaluation.

MODEL DEVELOPMENT STAGE

The Model Development stage is a central and distinguishing component of the SEP,
focused on iteratively surfacing and articulating a deeper understanding of the program
through: Stakeholder Analysis (creating and making meaning of a visual depiction of the
stakeholders and their relationship to each other); Program Review and Boundary Analy-
sis including group discussion and development of a written program description; identi-
fication of program and evaluation lifecycle phases; and structured Program Modeling in
two forms: the familiar columnar logic model (with Program Assumptions, Context, Inputs,
Activities, Outputs, and Outcomes), and a corresponding visual pathway model (depict-
ing the theory of change, or how the program is thought to work). Each of these steps is
described in greater detail below.

STAKEHOLDER ANALYSIS

The goal of Stakeholder Analysis is to identify all potential people and/or groups that have
a stake in the program and its evaluation and to begin to understand their perspectives on
the program. This activity may be done on a sheet of paper, a whiteboard, a sticky wall, or
poster paper, as long as it can either be saved or photographed for later reference. First, an
initial list of program stakeholders is generated. It is a good idea to use a moveable object—
such as a sticky note or repositionable card—for each stakeholder because the stakeholder
names will likely be shifted around the map as the relationships start to take form. The pro-
gram name is placed in the center of a set of concentric circles that form the basis for the
“map,” and the stakeholders are placed in positions around the program reflective of their
relationships to each other and to the program. Stakeholders with a comparatively more
vested interest or direct voice in the program and participant outcomes (such as the par-
ticipants and their families, program staff, the local community and its organizations) will
be settled closer to the program at the center. Similarly, the most distal stakeholders, in the
outer ring of the concentric circles, are those who may be indirectly impacted by or have
an indirect impact on the program. These stakeholders may not necessarily be aware of
the specific program (likely to be national and global organizations and interest groups,
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government agencies, and broader funding organizations). The remaining stakeholders
(perhaps including similar or related programs and organizations, state and regional audi-
ences, future educators, and employers of the participants, researchers in related fields,
and immediate funders) will be placed somewhere in-between according to their relation-
ship to the program. The relationships among stakeholders may be reflected in the appear-
ance of “spokes” or “slices” emanating from the program in the center. Stakeholders within
each slice are reflective of stakeholders’ relationships with each other. For example, each
slice may represent a specific sector, such as the community, topical interest groups, edu-
cation, government, or funders.

The ultimate goal is for the map to be meaningful and informative for both modeling the
theory of change and identifying evaluation questions. The brainstorming and discussion
of the stakeholder map layout help bring otherwise overlooked perspectives into aware-
ness and consideration. The partnership team should consider (and record for later use)
each stakeholder’s (or each sector’s) perspective on the program, how they would describe
it, and why it is important. Often, members of the partnership team realize the program’s
purpose may be seen very differently, even among program staff. By generating this simple
social network analysis of the program, the stakeholder map activity encourages evaluation
partnership members to view the program as part of larger programmatic and political sys-
tems, sharpens their understanding of the different perspectives stakeholders have on the
program and its evaluation, and helps them appreciate the program from these different
perspectives.

PROGRAM REVIEW AND BOUNDARY ANALYSIS

The goal of the Program Review step is to gain a firmer understanding of the components
and characteristics of the program and its parent organization, including how the program
operates and whom it serves (Trochim et al., 2016). In one sense, this step mirrors what any
evaluation consultant would do in the early stages of an evaluation as they seek to under-
stand the program contours. Yet, influenced by systems thinking, the approach outlined
in the SEP emphasizes the importance of relationships, multiple perspectives, and bound-
aries when describing a program.

To facilitate this step, the evaluator can lead a guided brainstorm session or distribute
a worksheet with guiding questions so partnership team members have time to reflect
on their program before hearing from the rest of the team. Guiding questions include
(but are not limited to): Why does the program exist? What is the program’s mission or
vision? What are the program’s activities? Who participates in these activities? When does
the program take place? Where does the program take place? Ideally, a good program
description provides insights on program implementation (e.g., information about the
target audience, program scale, activities), program context (e.g., information about the
social, cultural, physical context in which the program takes place), intended outcomes
or goals, and even program background (i.e., information on the history of the program’s
development and references to relevant research). Usually, the program review activity
yields a written description, but could alternatively be represented in artistic or graphical
forms.

Program Review is closely related to the next activity, Boundary Analysis. Boundary Anal-
ysis is a clear operationalization of systems thinking in evaluation, drawing on the notion of
part-whole and nested relationships between programmatic and organizational units (as
introduced in Trochim and Urban, this volume). The goal of this step is to determine what
is “in” and what is “outside” the program. While this may seem simple or unnecessary at
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first glance, the boundaries of a given program are seldom made explicit. They frequently
vary with context as well as various stakeholder perspectives. When facilitating this activity,
an evaluator could use the deceptively simple approach of drawing a vertical line down the
middle of a piece of flip chart paper, and asking team members to brainstorm which pro-
gram elements are in (on the left) and which are out (on the right). Some guiding questions
that help people complete this step include: What is the essence of the program (in terms
of activities and outcomes)? What is not? Who are the participants? Who are not? How is
the program being delivered, and is that an essential part of the program? How many and
which of the possible activities must be included to have a full view of the program? How
many and which of the outcomes must be included to get a full view of this program? What
scale and scope are accurate?

The metaphor of a microscope is apt here, as the evaluator helps program implementers
zoom in and out on their program until they arrive at just the right level of magnifica-
tion. This is akin to Schwandt’s (2018) use of concepts from critical systems heuristics to
frame evaluative thinking as a social, participatory process of boundary judgement mak-
ing. Taken together, these two SEP activities—Program Review and Boundary Analysis—are
integral to helping program professionals move toward creating a theory of change Path-
way Model diagram.

LIFECYCLE ANALYSIS

In addition to thinking about program boundaries, it is important to think about the lifecy-
cle phase of the program and its evaluation. Evolutionary Evaluation recognizes program
development and evaluation as evolutionary processes with inherent lifecycle qualities
(Trochim et al., 2016; Urban et al., 2014). Program designs may originate in research or
in practice, but in either case, a program must be initiated and piloted in some context for
the first time. From those beginnings, a program typically goes through a period of rapid
change and growth as it is refined; it may then stabilize and be expanded; it may become
formalized and disseminated widely, and at any point along the way it may be retired or
revised substantially in light of changing circumstances or needs. This process can usefully
be delineated in terms of four program lifecycle phases: Phase 1 Initiation; Phase 2 Devel-
opment; Phase 3 Stability; and Phase 4 Dissemination. At each of these phases, the kind of
information most useful to the program’s development is different—in the initiation phase,
when the program is changing rapidly, it is most useful to have quick feedback on program
implementation, participant and facilitator satisfaction, and so on. Once any early rough-
ness in program design is smoothed out and the program becomes more stable from one
iteration to the next, it is most useful to explore and test the relationship between the pro-
gram and its intended outcomes so that the program’s effectiveness can be improved. At
any phase, appropriate evaluation can contribute to the state of knowledge about a pro-
gram. Evaluation itself can also be usefully characterized as proceeding through a set of
four phases: Phase 1 Process and Response; Phase 2 Change; Phase 3 Comparison and Con-
trol; and Phase 4 Generalizability (see Figure 2 for detailed definitions of the program and
evaluation lifecycle phases).

As we introduced in Trochim and Urban (this volume), Evolutionary Evaluation high-
lights the importance of alignment between program and evaluation lifecycles. Alignment
ensures that the program evaluation yields the information the program needs most and
that both program and evaluation resources are being put to their best use. Misalignment
can be costly in several ways. For example, if an early-phase, rapidly evolving program is
subjected to an inappropriately advanced phase of evaluation (i.e., ‘premature experimen-
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FIGURE 2 Program and evaluation lifecycle definitions

tation’), there is a greater risk that decisions to affirm or reject the program may be based
on short-lived false positive or negative results. Similarly, if a widely implemented, stable
program is still only being evaluated using simple satisfaction surveys, there is a risk that
an ineffective (but popular) program may be extended when in fact it should be retired or
significantly revised, or that an effective program may be undervalued and underutilized
(see Urban et al., 2014 for a more extensive discussion of the costs of misalignment).

Given the importance of program and evaluation lifecycles for guiding the choice of
evaluation methodology, a critical step in the Systems Evaluation Protocol is a Lifecycle
Analysis. Assessing the program’s lifecycle phase, the evaluation’s lifecycle phase, and their
alignment or misalignment, provides critical guidance for what kind of evaluation should
be undertaken in the next evaluation cycle. Aligned evaluation should be the gold standard
as it will provide the most useful data in the most efficient manner. If the program and
evaluation lifecycles are not aligned, effort should be made to align them over successive
evaluation cycles, and evaluation results should be interpreted with caution so as not to
put excessive weight on findings that may be subject to correction as the program evolves.
The evaluation partnership team should determine both the current program and evalu-
ation lifecycle phases (based on any prior evaluation work) using the definitions provided
in Figure 2.

LOGIC AND PATHWAY MODELS

A pathway model is a visual program model that utilizes components of the columnar logic
model (activities and outcomes) but also specifies the theory of change underlying the pro-
gram. Figure 3 provides an example of a pathway model. The notion of hypothesized causal
relationships is critically important in RSE. Note that here we are using ‘causal’ in the more
vernacular sense, suggesting that one element contributes to the other, not that it neces-
sarily causes it in the positivist empirical sense of the term. In a program logic model, this
general idea of causality is in the background—activities are expected to lead to short-,
medium-, and long-term outcomes and ultimately to impacts—but standard logic mod-
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els do not spell out the specific cause-effect relationships. A pathway model illustrates this
assumed causation, incorporating the logical connections believed to link an activity to
one or more short-term outcomes, and from there to other short- or medium-term out-
comes, and on to long-term outcomes. It tells the story of how a program works.

[ustrating thinking is a powerful tool (Brookfield, 2012; Buckley, Archibald, Hargraves,
& Trochim, 2015). The knowledge or insight expressed via the pathway model is often held
subconsciously or tacitly by people involved with the program; the opportunity to artic-
ulate these insights and combine the insights of a number of key people is quite rare and
powerful. The pathway modeling process is an effective method for establishing a common
way of understanding and communicating about how and why a program “works.” More-
over, the process of working through the Model Development stage of the SEP (particularly
when done within a partnership) builds evaluation capacity, deepens staff understanding
of the program and ability to communicate with stakeholders, and cultivates evaluative
thinking (see Buckley et al., 2015; Chauveron et al., this volume).

The pathway model building process is described in more detail elsewhere (Archibald,
Sharrock, Buckley, & Cook, 2016). In brief, it consists of having the partnership team brain-
storm program activities, outputs, and short-, medium-, and long-term outcomes and writ-
ing them on sticky notes or note cards, with just one element per note. Many people begin
on what will become the left side of the model, with program activities, while others prefer
starting with the end in mind, focusing on what will become the right side of the model
where the long-term outcomes of the program will be posted. Then the partnership team
positions and configures the elements either up on a wall (i.e., with flip chart paper taped
together to make a large canvas, or a sticky wall, whiteboard, etc.) or on a paper-covered
tabletop. After some trial and error, and much reflective dialogue, the team can then pencil
in the arrows representing hypothetical causal linkages. An interesting phenomenon that
almost always occurs, which must be addressed with care by the facilitator, is the tendency
for some people to split activities or outcomes into their smallest units. In contrast, others
tend to lump elements together into larger, more abstract units. Like with the Goldilocks
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metaphor, there is a sweet spot somewhere in the middle, and the facilitator must help
members of the partnership team to find it; otherwise, the model will become less legible,
less useful, or both. Another common challenge for people building models for the first
time comes from our ingrained tendency to think chronologically. It is important to keep
in mind that the arrows in the pathway model represent causal and not simply sequential
connections. After a draft model is created on the wall or tabletop, the model components
can be entered into the Netway software'; a clean version can then be printed for further
review and use.

Pathway Modeling is frequently cited as the most valuable aspect of the SEP, and the
pathway model as the most valuable output (see Hargraves et al., this volume). Program
professionals frequently use the pathway model for multiple purposes, including for com-
munication with stakeholders and in funding proposals. They also frequently use Pathway
Modeling again (often without a facilitator) with another program or project (see our dis-
cussion of the notions of ‘resonance’ and ‘stickiness’ in Hargraves et al., this volume). The
value of Pathway Modeling, when done in conjunction with the other SEP activities, is hard
to overstate. All of the SEP steps leading up to pathway model development contribute to
the accuracy and quality of the model in some way, and all of the steps following pathway
model development benefit from an accurate and high-quality model. Evaluation partner-
ship teams often experience “aha moments” as part of the model building process that are
sometimes immediately actionable, making them both an evaluation planning tool as well
as a kind of informal evaluation result (Urban, Linver, Thompson, Davidson, & Lorimer,
2018).

EVALUATION SCOPE

Evaluation seldom occurs as a one-off endeavor; typically, evaluation takes place in multi-
ple stages or waves over the life of a program. In any given wave or evaluation cycle (e.g.,
annual evaluation), a program usually only has the resources to focus on a subset of the
activities and outcomes on a logic or pathway model. Therefore, the partnership team
will need to select the activities or outcomes that are most important, relevant, or feasi-
ble for the upcoming evaluation cycle. That is, the partnership team must determine what
the “scope” of the evaluation will be at any given point in time and on which elements of
the program to focus. Typically, the scope of earlier lifecycle phase evaluations focuses on
assessing program activities (e.g., implementation and process), outputs, and perhaps a
few key short-term outcomes. Over time the scope tends to move to the right on a pathway
model, encompassing later short-, medium-, and sometimes long-term outcomes.

This step in the Protocol represents a change in focus for the planning of an evaluation.
Prior to this, the evaluation partnership team has considered stakeholders, program com-
ponents and boundaries, lifecycle stages, and the components of the logic and pathway
models. Thinking about scope combines and builds on these prior steps to make strate-
gic decisions about what aspects of the program to focus on during the current evalua-
tion cycle. Feasibility requires consideration of program activity, time constraints, funding
constraints, and/or reporting requirements. In addition, evaluation time and resources are
typically limited, so it is essential to direct the evaluation efforts toward generating infor-
mation about the program that is useful and credible to both internal and external stake-
holders.

! The Netway is an online tool that includes tools for developing pathway models. It can currently be accessed free of charge at
www.evaluationnetway.com.
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The process of determining scope highlights one of the particular strengths of the path-
way model, namely that it provides a visual representation onto which the partnership
team can “layer” the various considerations of stakeholder priorities, lifecycle consider-
ations, and insights from the theory of change itself. This process is referred to as “Mining
the Model.” To complete this step, the evaluation partnership team should begin by revis-
iting the stakeholder map, and identifying the key stakeholders for the current evaluation
cycle—asking, who needs to know what, at this time, to inform important decisions? These
key stakeholders could be funders, collaborators, organizational decision-makers, or oth-
ers. With a shortlist of 3-5 key stakeholders in hand, the partnership team should mark
the outcomes or activities on the pathway model that each of these stakeholders is most
interested in, using stickers or highlighters.

Similarly, the team should then mark outcomes or activities that the program team iden-
tifies as internal priorities for evaluation. The next consideration is the program logic itself,
made visible in the model. The team marks outcomes that have the most numbers of
arrows going into them (“key destinations”), outcomes or activities that have a large num-
ber of arrows going out (“gateways”), and those that have both — a large number of arrows
in and out (“key hubs”). Although the number of arrows alone does not necessarily indi-
cate importance, the visual cues from the model direct our attention to outcomes that may
be particularly useful to measure either because a lot of effort is going into achieving them,
or because they are important gateways for subsequent outcomes. The partnership team
should also mark “key links”—arrows representing particularly important causal connec-
tions. Once these key outcomes and key links are marked, the partnership team can move
to identify the “key pathways”—a small number of meaningful throughlines from activi-
ties through these key nodes and links all the way out to the ultimate long-term outcomes.
These few key pathways are then given descriptive labels. They reflect the core strategies
inherent in the program’s theory of change.

With all these considerations mapped onto the visual model, the partnership team can
then step back—literally or metaphorically—and use this layered representation to review
and balance strategic considerations for focusing the current evaluation. Often there are
clear visual cues about what a program should focus on. However, the areas of the model
that “jump out” visually should be considered further before making a final determination
about scope. Are there outcomes or key pathways that multiple stakeholders are interested
in? Are there any outcomes or pathways that none of the stakeholders have an interest in?
Do certain stakeholders’ perspectives get precedence over others? Is the program’s lifecycle
phase aligned with the emerging evaluation interests? Finally, there are important practical
considerations that must be taken into account before finalizing the scope: are there par-
ticular activities, outcomes, or pathways on which the program is required to report? Those
need to be within the chosen scope. Preexisting or low-cost data collection activities should
also be acknowledged when choosing the scope if resources are limited, and the informa-
tion would be valuable. Once these individual components and questions have been con-
sidered, the partnership team can determine the scope for the evaluation. The evaluation
should be constructed to include as many of the identified key elements (activities, out-
puts, or outcomes) as can reasonably be accommodated within the next evaluation cycle. It
is often useful to show the scope of an evaluation graphically by drawing a line that encloses
the portions of the pathway model that will be included in the scope of the evaluation.

PROGRAM-SYSTEM LINKS

Once the pathway model is complete, it can ground additional analyses that facilitate links
to the research literature, already existing measurement tools, and program resources (e.g.,
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curricula, handbooks). This part of the SEP allows users to take a step back and explore
the broader system within which the program is situated. It can also provide insights that
guide evaluation design and implementation. There are four primary steps in Program-
System Links: 1) Model Validation, 2) Evidence Mapping, 3) Measurement Mapping, and 4)
Practice Mapping. Any one of these steps can be used in isolation. Depending on resources,
SEP users may choose to do all, some, or none of the steps in this section of the SEP.

Model Validation

As described above, the evaluation partnership team typically consists of an evaluator who
serves as the facilitator and a small team of program professionals. Although stakehold-
ers can be brought in to provide feedback on the model during its development, it can
be helpful to have a more systematic review of the pathway model by a larger number of
key stakeholders who can offer alternative perspectives. One way to do this is to conduct
focus groups with key stakeholders. When facilitating focus groups, the evaluator first ori-
ents the participants to the pathway model by explaining that they are designed to show
a process of change and clarify that they are not flow charts demonstrating a sequence
based on chronological time. The evaluator should also identify the nodes in the model
(activities, short-, medium-, and long-term outcomes) and explain that the arrows show
the logical connections that lead from an activity to one or more short-term outcomes
that activity contributes to, and from there to other short-, medium-, and ultimately long-
term outcomes. It is important to emphasize that the goal of the focus group session is to
understand whether the model makes sense to participants, whether anything is missing
or should be removed, and what they view as the most important nodes and links. The
results of the focus group(s) should be used to make edits to the pathway model.

Evidence Mapping

In addition to validating the pathway model with program stakeholders, Evidence Map-
ping validates the model against the existing literature. The primary goal of Evidence Map-
ping is to search the research literature to determine if there is support for the links in
the pathway model. Some evaluators may choose to focus only on the links along the key
pathways identified in “Mining the Model.” Evaluators should keep a careful log of the evi-
dence they find and what it suggests about the corresponding link in the model (i.e., there
is support, there is no support, or the link should be edited). The results of Evidence Map-
ping should be used to make edits to the model. The revised pathway model can then be
annotated with symbols or icons to mark links that are supported in the existing research
literature. Evidence Mapping can also reveal where there are gaps in the research literature
that the evaluation could address, thus informing decisions about evaluation scope. One
of the benefits of Evidence Mapping is that it provides additional support for the logic of
the connections laid out in the pathway model. Although the evaluation partnership team
may not have the time or funds to collect data on medium- or long-term outcomes, the
research literature can pick up where the evaluation efforts end and make a strong case for
why one can expect to ultimately achieve longer-term outcomes (Urban & Trochim, 2009).

Measurement Mapping

In Measurement Mapping, the evaluation partnership team turns again to the literature to
determine whether there are any existing tools that can be used or adapted for the evalua-
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tion. Once measures have been selected, icons can again be added to the pathway model to
indicate which constructs will be measured in the evaluation. It is helpful to use different
icons that correspond to different measurement strategies. For example, an image of a tele-
phone can indicate constructs measured with an interview, while an image of a checkmark
can indicate constructs measured with a survey. Mapping the measures onto the pathway
model illustrates where there is measurement triangulation and where there are potential

gaps.

Practice Mapping

The goal of Practice Mapping is to determine whether there is consistency between the
pathway model and program artifacts such as curricula, handbooks, or training guides.
For example, if a program outcome is to increase youth employment, is there evidence
in program materials that youth employment is addressed? To conduct Practice Mapping,
evaluators (or the partnership team) conduct a review or audit of programmatic activ-
ities as well as the pathway model nodes that are addressed. A priori thematic coding
can be used to determine which nodes are (or are not) addressed and to what extent.
Gaps in the model should be noted, and the model and/or the program should be revised
accordingly.

EVALUATION PLAN DEVELOPMENT

Once the program pathway model has been refined to the extent possible given project
needs and resources, and the evaluation scope has been identified, it is time to develop
an evaluation plan. The steps in this stage will be familiar to most evaluators. The prod-
ucts of the Modeling stage—the stakeholder map, lifecycle determinations, and the logic
and pathway models—form the foundation for strategic decision-making about evalua-
tion scope, evaluation purpose, and ultimately the specific evaluation questions and other
components of the evaluation plan. An evaluation purpose statement explains the rea-
son for conducting the evaluation, including goals and boundaries. The evaluation scope
that emerged from the “Mining the Model” step described above will guide the purpose
statement by clarifying the stakeholder, lifecycle, and theory of change considerations that
inform the evaluation priorities. Within this scope, and after reviewing resources and feasi-
bility, evaluation questions should be articulated carefully as they will direct measurement,
sampling, design, and analysis decisions. When finalizing evaluation questions, particu-
larly those relating to program outcomes, it can be helpful to refer to the program pathway
model. The full evaluation plan will include sections covering: measures, sampling, design,
data management and analysis, a reporting plan (informed by the stakeholder analysis
conducted earlier), and an implementation plan and schedule.

DISCUSSION

The evaluation plan developed in the third and final stage of the SEP planning phase
integrates Evolutionary Evaluation (through attention to program and evaluation lifecycle
alignment) with related systems considerations and insights, to yield a methodologically
rigorous evaluation that will serve the program’s practical, strategic, and developmental
needs.
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An inherent benefit of working through the SEP is that the process builds evaluation
capacity both in terms of specific skills and knowledge (e.g., modeling, lifecycle analy-
sis, evaluation methodology) and in terms of instilling skills, patterns of thought, and
commitment to evaluation that constitute evaluative thinking. By design, RSE incorpo-
rates many of the strategies that specifically promote Evaluative Thinking (Buckley et al.,
2015).

The integration of systems evaluation approaches within a systematic and repeatable
evaluation protocol offers the promise of improving practical evaluation work while incor-
porating the best that evaluation theory has to offer. The Systems Evaluation Protocol is a
practical tool that helps evaluators and organizations move through evaluation in an orga-
nized way while allowing for flexibility and adaptability to local circumstances. It can be
used to guide the development of a single one-off evaluation study. However, because the
SEP is general and applicable to virtually any setting, it is especially useful when a consis-
tent approach to evaluation is required for a system of multiple organizations or programs.
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