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With the 2010s consigned to the history books, and the prospect of an ‘AI revolution’ and
further technological advancement on the horizon, what better time to reflect on the advances
made in evaluation thinking and practice, the challenges we face in years
to come, and how existing and future technology could help us do
bigger, better, faster and more cost-effective evaluation.

Reflecting on the 2010s
The twenty-tens seem destined to be remembered as a key period
in evaluation history. It’s impossible to do justice here to the
achievements of the last decade, but notable events, to name but
a few, include:
• The launch of a revised Magenta Book by HM Treasury in
2011, recognising evaluation’s “place at the heart of policy
development”;
• The launch of the Better Evaluation website in 2012;
• Establishment of the What Works Network in 2013;
• The designation of 2015 as the International Year of Evaluation;

• The development of the first ever global agenda for evaluation;
• The emergence of what is now an international movement of
young and emerging evaluators;
• The launch of the Centre for the Evaluation of Complexity Across
the Nexus (CECAN) in 2016 and its work to make evaluation fit for
purpose in a complex world;
• The imminent launch of Magenta Book 2020, which is set to
include a Supplementary Guide on Complexity.
All reflect significant progress, both nationally and internationally,
towards evaluation securing its rightful seat at the policy-making table.
Particular achievements include:
1. Wider acknowledgement of the strategic value of evaluation in
national and international policy making;
2. More widespread awareness of complexity and the need to
account for this in evaluation design and practice;
3. Broader acceptance of ‘horses for courses’ in evaluation method
selection;
4. Greater diversity in the methods being discussed and considered.
Impressive stuff indeed. But when it comes to evaluation
practice, is it really any better now than it was ten years ago?
And are we making as much progress as we could be?
Arguably not. Whilst significant progress has been made in evaluation
thinking, there remain few examples of where this has been applied.
Mainstream evaluation practice seems much the same as it was a
decade ago.
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Challenges for the 2020s
So what are the challenges to tackle in evaluation practice over the coming decade?
1.	Dealing with complexity in evaluation –
walking the walk
For all the talk of complexity, by both CECAN and
the wider evaluation community, there seem to be
relatively few evaluations where complexity is really
being considered and taken into account where
it ought to be. There remain numerous barriers
to widespread adoption – including several in the
commissioning process, as our associate Jayne Cox
(Brook Lyndhurst) has explored in detail here.
‘Walking the walk’ will be the challenge over the
coming decade – breaking down barriers and
embedding systems thinking in mainstream evaluation
practice, so complexity-appropriate evaluation
becomes the norm.
2.	Meeting the demand for robust, complexityappropriate evaluation in the context of skills
shortages
One of the reasons the evaluation community has
struggled to ‘walk the walk’ on complexity is that there
just aren’t enough experienced evaluators around in
general – let alone evaluators with sufficient knowledge
and expertise in complexity science and the ways of
thinking and kinds of methods advocated by CECAN.

Evaluation isn’t set to get any easier any time soon, so
we really ought to look further over the coming decade
at how we can:
•
Encourage more people to enter the profession;
•
Make evaluation more accessible, and easier for
people to learn and implement.
3.	Robust, complexity-appropriate evaluation for the
many, not the few
Another key challenge to tackle over the next decade
is how we can make evaluations more efficient and
affordable, particularly to those with limited budgets
working in complex contexts. Where complexity
exists, employing methods to deal with it can require
a significant investment of time, if not money, and
a steep learning curve. This may not be an issue for
larger organisations, such as central government
departments, but does beg another question for
the coming years – can we bring more sophisticated
evaluation thinking to the wider market?

4.	Maintaining response rates and data quality in evaluation research
delivery
Evaluations can only be as good as the evidence on which they are based.
In a world where people are increasingly and repeatedly bombarded with
requests for feedback, maintaining good response rates and high data
quality is becoming increasingly challenging. Whilst we have managed to
maintain good response rates throughout our evaluation work at Winning
Moves, doing so seems to require more and more effort and powers of
persuasion each year. Bucking this trend will be important over the next
decade if we are to continue delivering high quality evaluations.
5.	Making the most of the data available to us and delivering the
evidence policy makers need
Never before has there been so much data available to evaluators to work
with. The challenge for the next decade is working out how to make the most
of it in our evaluation work. We also need to look at how we can improve our
outputs. Traditional evaluation reports seem increasingly unsatisfactory as
a means of sharing understanding and insight, and unfit for purpose in the
21st Century.
6.	Accelerating adoption and testing of new ideas, techniques and
technologies to help policy makers tackle the big issues facing the
world today
As a community of professionals that likes to mull things over, we aren’t
known for the rapid adoption of new thinking, new practices or new
technology. But evaluators really do need to get better at this if we want to
help policy makers solve the big issues of the day. In addition to embracing
new evaluation thinking, evaluators will need to get up to speed with
the latest developments in AI. After all, it will be up to us to evaluate the
economic and societal impacts of such technology as it becomes adopted
more widely.
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Can technology help us in
addressing these challenges?
From our wider work providing advice and support to
businesses, we are aware there is much evidence the
adoption of technology, when combined with the right
management practices, can lead to significant business
productivity and performance improvements. But can
technology help us address the challenges we face in
evaluation practice?
Technology can certainly do a lot to enhance our
evaluation work. From helping us do what we do already,
but better, to transforming the way we work entirely. It’s
exciting to contemplate the possibilities.
Here are just a few ways in which I think technology will
help us in the decade to come:
1. Making evaluations more efficient
From the adoption of simple tools to support evaluation
delivery, such as chat bot interviewing and scheduling
software, to more sophisticated automation, such as
interview/meeting transcription and automation of
analysis workflows, the possibilities here are seemingly
endless as technology continues to evolve. Adopting
such technology will free up resources to consider more
sophisticated evaluation techniques and help us deliver
this in increasingly restrictive budgets.

2.	Enhancing respondent experience and improving
response rates
Technology gives us fantastic opportunities to enhance
survey and research instrument design and improve
response rates by giving something back to participants in
return for their time. From platforms allowing respondents
to see and benchmark how their completed responses
compare with others, to online survey gamification and
more immersive data capture experiences, technology is
already being used to enhance respondent experience in
market research – so why not bring more of that through
in our evaluation work?
3.	Processing larger volumes of structured and
unstructured data
In an age where AI and big data analytics can begin
to support the evaluation process (e.g. in comparison
group selection), never before have we been better
equipped to harness the potential insights on offer in
the increasing volumes of structured and unstructured
data available to us.
4.	Supporting skills development and encouraging
others to enter the profession
Technology is widely used already to support skill
development, with a significant rise in the use of webinars
and general increase in the volume of resources being
shared to support evaluation. This is certainly a positive
development. But we’ll need to do even more over
the coming decade, working harder to communicate
evaluation in plain language and making more extensive
use of technology to support dissemination; for example,
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5. Coping with complexity
Without wishing to downplay the crucial role of qualitative
and no-tech approaches, it’s clear from the work of CECAN
and others that technology can also do a lot to help us
deal better with complexity in our evaluation work. From
agent-based approaches, to dependency modelling,
computers can help us to represent, explore and better
understand the complex systems we are evaluating,
providing insights we’d struggle to uncover otherwise.
6. Improving and transforming evaluation outputs
From interactive reports and dashboards, to tools to
support data visualisation, technology is already starting
to be utilised to create interactive outputs. But it’s not
the norm. As we move towards more sophisticated
approaches in dealing with complexity, agent-based
modelling and similar techniques could revolutionise
the evaluation process and its outputs to better support
learning. Picture a repository of evidence-based,
interactive models that can be updated and enhanced as
understanding improves, replacing the traditional folder
of static pdf reports.

With over 20 years of experience in evaluation design and
implementation covering hundreds of policies, programmes
and projects in the UK and overseas, Winning Moves is
very well placed to support you with your evaluation and
evidence needs in the decade to come.
Experts in a wide range of evaluation approaches, but
wedded to none, we can help with all aspects of evaluation
design, implementation and capacity building.
So whether you’re keen to improve your evaluation work and
you like the idea of trying something new, or you just want a
bit of advice and support from a fresh perspective, please do
get in touch. We’re always happy to talk.
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We will be working hard throughout 2020 to further embed
technology in our evaluation work, documenting our
progress and experience as we do so. So please do follow
and connect with us – we’d love to hear from you.
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through the creation of simple how-to videos and case
examples of where new techniques have been used
successfully. We can also make more use of technology
to raise awareness of evaluation as a career option and
enhance our recruitment processes as we seek to drive
evaluation practice forward.

