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Outline

• Traditional evaluation and evaluation that embraces complexity

• Designing evaluation for the real world

• What to consider when designing evaluation for the real world

• Example from the South China Sea

• Let’s try it!





The real world



The real world



The real world considerations when working in environment



Designing evaluation at the nexus of human 
and natural systems

Source: Garcia and Zazueta, 2015

Designing evaluation for the real world

Source: Garcia and Zazueta, 2015



The theory of change and beyond

• Understand how the intervention intends to achieve impact

• Understand the interaction between the larger system and the 
intervention

• Define the evaluation questions (what to assess, where, and when)



Elements of the intervention and the larger 
system

• Boundaries

• Components

• Interactions

• Emergence



Boundaries

Intervention’s and larger system’s 
boundaries

• Spatial scales
▪ Geographical coverage of the 

intervention
▪ Ecological boundaries of the 

ecosystem
▪ Political boundaries
▪ Social boundaries

• Time scales

• Any mismatches?

Questions to consider:

• Where was the intervention 
implemented?

• Where, when, and how did it 
intend to achieve impact?

• What factors might influence 
the achievement of impact?

• What arears of the larger 
system might the intervention 
influence?



Components

“Actors” or “agents of change”:

• All key stakeholders and …

• Those who are indirectly 
affected by change

• Those who have power to 
effect change

Questions to consider: 

• What are their characteristics: 
interests, capacities, 
resources?

• What is their potential to 
influence the intended 
impacts?

• What is the intervention’s 
potential to influence them?



Interactions

Actions by a component that has 
an effect on another

• Regular interactions between 
components

• Significant events resulting 
from the component 
interaction

Questions to consider:

• What impacts may or may not 
be achieved by the 
intervention?

• When can these impacts be 
measured?



Emergent properties

Characteristics that they system 
has as a whole 

• Processes triggered by all 
interactions that transform the 
entire system

Questions to consider:

• What affects how individual 
components interact? 

• What is the overall function of 
the system? Is there a unity or 
diversity of purpose across the 
system?



Putting it together

• Boundaries

• Components

• Interactions

• Emergence

• Document and literature review

• Previous evaluations

• Consultations with subject-matter 
experts 

• …and

• Iteratively over the course of 
evaluation

Elements of the intervention and 
the larger system

How do we understand the elements of 
the intervention and broader system?







• Jeneen’s slide - 19

Emergent properties

Countries agree to fund and collaboratively implement SCS 
Strategic Action Programme (INTENDED OUTCOME)





Emergent Properties
Countries agree to fund PEMSEA and implement Sustainable 
Development Strategy for Seas of East Asia (INTENDED OUTCOME)



Jeneen’s slide 22



Let’s try it!



In groups

1. Review the handout – Demonstrating Biodiversity Conservation in 
China’s Sanjiang Plain Wetlands

2. Think of this intervention:
• What were the expected outcomes?

3. Now think of a larger system:
• What else could potentially influence the expected outcome?

• What else could  the intervention potentially influence? 



Thank you


