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Can we make shifts to more systemic 
evaluations? 



So, what is ‘e-valu(e)ation’… actually? 

Evaluation: 

Any systematic process 
to judge merit, worth or 
significance, by 
combining evidence and 
values.

(“Better Evaluation” (2022))

(extension from Scriven (1991): “Evaluation is the systematic process to determine 
merit, worth, value, or significance.”)

Evaluative thinking: 

What%20is%20evaluation?%20|%20BetterEvaluation


We evaluate all the time!
• When we meet someone new,
• go through today’s emails, 
• walk into a shop, 
• decide on week’s activities…
• When we decide what things are 

important or not important, 
worthwhile or not… 

• Notice discrepancies… 
• Difference between ‘is’ and 

‘ought’..

https://www.amazon.co.uk/Everyday-Evaluation-Third-Yoland-Wadsworth/dp/1611321042


Over to you! 

Which kind of ‘evaluations’ 
did you already make today? 

Breakout groups: in pairs

Discuss for 3 minutes



Why and how do we (have to)  
‘evaluate’? 



Evaluation: a tool in the 
public policy toolbox

https://ieg.worldbankgroup.org/blog/evaluation-policy-making-are-we-there-yet


…Some public evaluation 
standards and guidelines 
we encounter

https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/public-spending-code/?lang=en
https://commission.europa.eu/law/law-making-process/planning-and-proposing-law/better-regulation/better-regulation-guidelines-and-toolbox_en
https://commission.europa.eu/document/download/88ebf8bb-79c1-4cf2-975b-c643dcc766f8_en?filename=BRT-2023-Chapter%206-How%20to%20carry%20out%20an%20evaluation%20and%20a%20fitness%20check_0.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/en/topics/sub-issues/development-co-operation-evaluation-and-effectiveness/evaluation-criteria.html
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/the-magenta-book
https://capacity4dev.europa.eu/library/evaluation-handbook-2024_en


Common features in public evaluation 
guidelines

European Commission, Better Regulation toolbox, p. 394



‘Evaluation’ is political …

https://www.gov.ie/en/press-release/924d6-government-appoints-chair-and-agrees-terms-of-reference-for-evaluation-of-the-response-to-the-covid-19-pandemic/
https://www.irishtimes.com/opinion/2024/11/10/covid-19-left-deep-scars-in-irish-society-those-whose-lives-were-lost-or-upended-deserve-better/
https://www.irishtimes.com/politics/2024/11/01/irelands-covid-evaluation-will-avoid-uks-gotcha-moments-but-critics-say-it-looks-tokenistic/?
https://www.irishtimes.com/opinion/2024/11/06/this-is-the-yes-minister-approach-to-a-covid-inquiry/


Are traditional evaluation 
approaches and assumptions (still) 
‘fit for purpose’ in times of 
uncertainty? 

Discussion in breakout groups of 3
- 5 mins
- 10 mins in plenary



Evaluation – fit for VUCA conditions?



A ‘practice turn’ in evaluation? 

1) Turning to ‘practice’ – what do we do as 
evaluators in this  ‘new normal’?

2) Taking a second-order practice shift :
• “What do we do, when we do what we 

do?”
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https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/1356389020909120
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/1356389020909120


Distinctions between first- and 
second order traditions

First- order tradition 
   

• ‘Objects’ of study = fixed entities 
we can study, evaluate and 
measure objectively – as ‘external’ 
evaluators

• Fixed objectives, targets, goals;
• Linear causation (eg logframe, 

theories of change…)

Second-order tradition

Observer-inclusion! 

• Experiential and relational 
understanding of evaluators  
engaging in situations they are 
themselves part of (not distant 
observers).

• Critical reflections:  reflexivity 
about a reality that includes 
the evaluator. Ison (2017), pp 278-282; Schmidt-Abbey et al. (2020), p. 

215) 



Systematic AND Systemic: a duality

Ison, R. (2017), Fig.2.2, p. 29

We need both!

• Measure,  monitor, evaluate…
 
AND 

• View of the whole and the context. 

• Frequently zoom in, and out.



To be continued soon!

Let’s stay in 
conversation!

Contact Barbara: schmidtabbey@gmail.com

Join the SCiO Ireland mailing list: 
https://mailchi.mp/2f9255d673f6/scio-ireland

https://www.systemspractice.org/en/community/ireland
https://www.eventbrite.com/e/the-art-and-practice-of-finding-ground-in-the-midst-of-turbulance-tickets-1078095616009?utm-campaign=social&utm-content=attendeeshare&utm-medium=discovery&utm-term=listing&aff=ebdsshcopyurl
mailto:schmidtabbey@gmail.com
https://mailchi.mp/2f9255d673f6/scio-ireland
https://mailchi.mp/2f9255d673f6/scio-ireland


One last thing
Final thought: please share in chat…

How can we make shifts to more systemic 
evaluations? 
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