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REVIEW 

Evaluating systems change remains one of the most persistent and unresolved challenges facing 

the evaluation field. While systems change practitioners and evaluators have long 

acknowledged the limitations of mainstream evaluation paradigms, practice continues to be 

shaped by assumptions that are poorly suited to both the complex nature of systems (the 

evaluand) and the adaptive character of systems change efforts (the intervention). These 

include linear cause-and-effect thinking, overemphasis on evaluation as accountability, fixation 

on quantitative indicators, and positioning the evaluator as the final arbiter of value. Taken 

together, these defaults sit uneasily with both how systems actually change and with how 

systems changers work in practice. 

To its credit, the field has generated a wide range of corrective responses. These include 

alternative orientations to evaluation, such as developmental and equity-oriented evaluation; 

methods and frameworks better attuned to complexity, including outcome harvesting; and a 

growing body of compelling case material drawn from real-world systems change efforts. Still, 

much of this learning is fragmented, scattered across articles, toolkits, exemplars, and 

practitioner guides.  
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This is why Evaluative Inquiry for Systemic Change is such a welcome and timely 

contribution. It provides realistic, practical support for practitioners, funders, evaluators, 

researchers, and students who are grappling with how to make evaluation more meaningful, 

credible, and useful in the context of systems change in a way that holds together conceptually 

and centers the relational, deliberative, and moral nature of the work. 

The book is organized into seven chapters, each speaking into one another, addressing a 

foundational dimension of systems change work and its implications for evaluation. The authors 

demonstrate deep fluency in both theory and practice, coupled with a consistent ability to 

render complex issues accessible without oversimplifying them. 

The opening chapters establish the key shifts in orientation that people need to make to 

navigate systems change work, beginning with a move away from a “fixing” mindset toward 

systemic thinking. Central to this shift is an explicit recognition that judgments of value, merit, 

and worth are pluralist, multi-dimensional, and inherently subjective, best assessed 

collaboratively rather than unilaterally. Subsequent chapters examine the participatory nature 

of systems change efforts, the rhythms or phases through which they typically unfold, and a 

five-element framework for evaluating systemic change. The final chapters turn to enabling 

conditions for systemic inquiry and conclude with a detailed applied example drawn from the 

Global Alliance for the Future of Food. 

This is an impressive and carefully constructed piece of work. Rather than advancing a 

single new method or framework in isolation, the authors succeed in weaving together a wide 

range of ideas and practices into a coherent and highly usable synthesis.  

Four features stand out in particular. 

1. Gates and Vidueira (2026) provide solid coverage of systems change approaches and 

practices, including common change strategies, systems-oriented methods, and the role 

of theories of change in guiding evaluative inquiry. 

2. The authors devote sustained attention to five foundational elements of evaluative 

inquiry (purpose, questions, values, evidence, and sense-making) and explore how these 

elements interact in systems change contexts. This framing moves evaluation beyond 

techniques and indicators toward reflective judgment, learning, and strategic sense-

making. 

3. The book directly addresses the role of power in evaluation inquiry, including how it 

shapes whose questions are asked, whose values are privileged, what counts as 

evidence, and how conclusions are interpreted and used; issues often acknowledged 

merely theoretically are treated as central, fundamental issues in practice. 
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4. The “Reflect Forward” sections that conclude each chapter provide well-crafted prompts 

that invite readers to think seriously about the implications for their own work. 

This book is a first-rate distillation of a large, messy and demanding body of work that 

brings coherence to this terrain while remaining useful and usable for practice. This is no small 

achievement, particularly within the discipline of a relatively concise 200-page volume. 

No book that tackles such a complex topic can do everything. In a few areas, readers 

may need to supply their own examples or lived experiences to fully bring the book’s ideas to 

life. 

The concluding case study of the Global Alliance for the Future of Food is rich and well 

developed, but because it appears at the end of the book, readers will need to leverage their 

own practical examples to help make the ideas shared in each chapter tangible and grounded.  

In addition, the description of systems change as an iterative, five phase process (e.g., 

envisioning change, seeing and mapping systems, etc.) lays out a useful, methodical, even ideal 

way that change-makers can integrate evaluative inquiry into their efforts. However, system 

change work often plays out in significantly messier ways than this, ranging from emergent, 

entrepreneurial, and even crisis-driven opportunism. The five-phase framework is a good 

starting point upon which readers can build taxonomies that capture the full range of different 

approaches to systems change, and how evaluative inquiry can assist in each of them. 

Finally, the book provides a thorough summary of typical outcomes associated with 

system changes (i.e., ‘criteria domains’), shares useful advice on selecting indicators to track 

them, and offers a concise and insightful review of what constitutes good evidence and rigour. It 

is a masterful synthesis of very difficult material and represents some of the best high-level 

guidance yet on evaluating systems change. Yet some change-makers and evaluators may find 

the material tough going and leave the section hungry for more granular counsel on how to 

design their evaluations, with examples. 

This book is a substantial contribution to the field at a moment when practitioners, 

funders, and evaluators are actively searching for the kind of guidance it offers. It will serve as a 

valuable foundational resource for those entering the evaluation field. Ironically, seasoned 

change-makers and experienced evaluators may appreciate the insights in this work even more 

deeply as it nicely captures and directly addresses the challenges of assessing systems change 

efforts that they’ve experienced time and time again. 
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