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The Fulfilling Lives programme

£112million investment 

over 8 years to better 

support people 

experiencing multiple 

disadvantage



Multiple disadvantage

Two or more of: 

Åhomelessness

Åalcohol or substance 
misuse

Åre-offending, and  

Åmental ill -health
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Programme aims

ÅChange lives

ÅChange systems

ÅInvolve beneficiaries



Systems changes areê

Changes to the people 
organisations, policies, 
processes, cultures, 
beliefs and environment 
that make up the 
system.
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Systems changes areê

ÅBeneficial

ÅSustainable in the 
longer term

ÅTransformational
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Systems changes are notê

ÅTokenistic

ÅDoing the same thing 
under a different name

ÅOverly reliant on key 
individuals

Photo by James Cridland CC BY 2.0

https://www.flickr.com/photos/jamescridland/613445810/in/photolist-Wd54U-aYtewn-beBtLK-beBrb2-9dYDDD-2DYhG-aZUy-eT6YzG-5Z5ezh-2FVJWc-hG6i5P-2E32hV-5zCjgo-6wbE7B-nULmFB-8RFNTi-4UirZc-aYDCt4-aY8US6-8v8Bmg-Co6uA-bxy3ju-54sF8m-jK62b-DK58X7-dfRtv-axXr3j-6TQSr7-8T9HQS-4wpgH-8hV9Ea-a6kAuH-d8zGay-h7jZC-6TQStN-b5gMV2-7jgqGw-b5gUHF-a4FpM-6Cj1cF-7Thm1U-4cdz51-5TvZ2s-9tFZJW-dd8Jxm-5XbxLT-aw1ZgW-qbgBz8-dRuyd-6sTK7g
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0/


What are complex 
systems evaluations?

Presenter Matt Egan

matt.egan@lshtm.ac.uk  
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What is a complex system?



https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/reducing-obesity-obesity-system-map

Is this a complex system? (Foresight, 2007)



Complex system

άŀ ǎŜǘ ƻŦ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ςpeople, cells, molecules or whatever ς
interconnected in such a way that they produce their own 
ǇŀǘǘŜǊƴ ƻŦ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊ ƻǾŜǊǘƛƳŜέ όaŜŀŘƻǿǎ нллуΣ ǇΦнύ

Key attributes of a complex system

ÅΨǇǊƻŘǳŎŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǿƴ ǇŀǘǘŜǊƴ ƻŦ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊΩ ςi.e. a system is more 
than the sum of its parts ςnew patterns can emerge from it.

ÅSelf-organising rather than centrally organised.

ÅΨƻǾŜǊ ǘƛƳŜΩ ςthey system dynamic and time sensitive. 
ÅThe overall system may look stable because changes in one part may be 
ΨǎǘŀōƛƭƛǎŜŘΩ ōȅ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜǎ ŜƭǎŜǿƘŜǊŜΦ
ÅThe overall system may transition because changes escalate.

ÅSo complexity is more than just a tangled set of relationships. Its 
about a system that behaves in a certain way.



Intervening in a complex system

ÅSimple = baking a cake (easy to follow and replicable recipes).

ÅComplicated = technological device (hard to do, needs experts, but 
once mastered can be replicated exactly).

Å/ƻƳǇƭŜȄ Ґ ǊŀƛǎƛƴƎ ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘ όƘŀǊŘ ǘƻ ŘƻΣ ŎŀƴΩǘ ōŜ ǊŜǇƭƛŎŀǘŜŘΣ 
unpredictable; expertise, luck, personality, context may all play 
important parts).

But what if we consider complexity as a feature of the system instead 
of (or as well as) a feature of the intervention?
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Intervening in a complex system

(Simple intervention)

Intervention

System



Intervening in a complex system

(Complex intervention)

Intervention

System



SIMPLE INTERVENTION WITH SIMPLE CONSEQUENCES
5ƛƳƳƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƭƛƎƘǘǎ ŀŦŦŜŎǘǎ ƻƴŜ ΨǘƘƛƴƎΩ όǘƘŜ ƭƛƎƘǘǎύ ƛƴ ƻƴŜ ǿŀȅ 
(they get dimmer). Measure cost and energy use.

COMPLICATED INTERVENTION
The technical challenge of dimming the lights ςȅƻǳ ŎŀƴΩǘ Ƨǳǎǘ 
turn a dial down.

SIMPLE INTERVENTION WITH COMPLEX CONSEQUENCES
Is it politically acceptable? How do the media and public react?
Does it have unintended consequences ςtraffic and pedestrian 
injury; feelings of being unsafe, isolation? Increased awareness 
of environmental issues? Saves money that can be spent 
elsewhere.

COMPLEX INTERVENTION WITHIN A COMPLEX SYSTEM
Aligning the interests of diverse stakeholders 
(environmentalists, austerity supporters, media, public) as well 
as private sector (energy companies) and technical expertise. 
Mitigating risks, evaluating impacts, seeing how people 
respond and ςperhaps ςencouraging other areas to adopt.

Streetlight 
Dimming



What have we learned so far? 

ÅComplex interventions are more than just a tangled set of related 
factors (though they may be that too)

ÅSelf-organising, dynamic, the whole is more than the sum of its parts.

ÅWe are used to thinking about simple or complex interventions.

ÅComplex systems thinking emphasises complexity as a property of the 
system.

ÅAs such, even simple interventions may have complex consequences.



How do you evaluate changes to a 
complex system?





Evaluation 

Before After

Intervention

Processes

Comparison

Context



QUESTION WHEN CAN A TRADITIONAL EVALUATION BE PROBLEMATIC?
What are interventions and 

are they the norm?

²ƘŜƴ ȅƻǳǊ ƛƴǘŜǊǾŜƴǘƛƻƴ Ƙŀǎ ƴƻ ŎƭŜŀǊ ǎǘŀǊǘ ƻǊ ŜƴŘ ŘŀǘŜΤ ƻǊ ŎŀƴΩǘ 

easily be disentangled from everything else.

Should we always have 

primary outcomes?

If you lack compelling reasons for picking a particular outcome 

as being the most important. (not statistical convenience or 

funding bodies).  e.g. The needs of decision makers or a theory 

of change.

Do we confuse important 

with measurable?

When attempts to evaluate bigger, messier public health 

activities risk being over-simplified or abandoned because 

evaluators struggle to design robust, affordable evaluations 

using traditional approaches. 

Why place such emphasis on 

measuring non-replicable 

ΨƻǳǘŎƻƳŜǎΩΚ

Theories about how the intervention has interacted with the 

wider system *may* lead to findings that are more 

transferable across contexts.   

Do we have to report 

findings after they have 

happened?

LŦ ŀƴ ƛƴǘŜǊǾŜƴǘƛƻƴΩǎ ŘŜƭƛǾŜǊȅ ƻǊ ƛǘǎ ƛƳǇŀŎǘǎ ŎƻǳƭŘ ǘŀƪŜ ȅŜŀǊǎ ǘƻ 

occur. If the intervention and impacts are hard to reverse once 

in place and affect many people. Modelling studies can be 

conducted before or during an intervention.



What research approaches are used 
to look at complex systems?



https://www.art-sciencefactory.com/complexity-map_feb09.html


