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What is Developmental Evaluation? 
 

During a time when social innovators are trying out new ideas, experimenting, and 
learning by doing, developmental evaluation helps innovators know the difference, 

moving on from dead ends and further exploring what looks promising. 
 

(Michael Quinn Patton, Developmental Evaluation, 2011). 
 
Developmental Evaluation (DE) is an approach designed to help support innovation and 
experimentation within highly complex, dynamic environments—where there is no certain 
way forward and multiple pathways possible, where there is a need for innovation, 
exploration, and social experimentation. DE assists organizations and initiatives to 
increase the impact of their work by providing real-time data and feedback to help them 
develop and adapt an intervention as it unfolds. DE can be used by organizations and 
initiatives that are: 

• Creating a new program, social process, strategy or policy from scratch 
• Adapting a model in a continually evolving context 
• Replicating a model that emerged and is proven to work in one context, and 

adapting it to a new context  
• Developing a rapid response in the face of a sudden significant change or crisis 
• Trying to encourage substantial systems change  

 
DE serves a distinct but complementary purpose to traditional summative evaluation. 
Development evaluation supports the creation, development or radical adaptation of a 
model in real-time that can later lead to a robust summative evaluation, depending on 
organizational needs, various stakeholder agendas, and funding expectations. This might 
mean: 

• Documenting actions, short-term results and consequences of those actions, and 
their connections to the initiative’s goals  

• Identifying emerging processes and outcomes and making sense of their 
implications  

• Determining when and if an initiative is ready for a summative evaluation  
 
Innovations using DE conduct a series of analyses to understand better how the initiative 
is being implemented, how well it is working, and how it should be adapted in real-time. 
A Developmental Evaluation might use a range of different data-gathering techniques, 
such as interviews, surveys, focus groups, outcome mapping, stakeholder dialogues, etc. 
Organizations and initiatives typically work with an experienced internal or external 
developmental evaluator to customize the design of the evaluation to their particular 
situation. The evaluator then gathers data and provides feedback and recommendations 
to the initiative. 
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Principles of Developmental Evaluation 
 
• Evaluation as responsive. The evaluation is designed to meet the needs of the 

initiative by providing timely feedback through linking data and action closely 
together, generating learning and supporting action during the innovation process.  

• Adaptive evaluation measures. Measures and tracking methods are quickly developed 
as outcomes emerge; the measures can change during the evaluation as the process 
unfolds. This involves tracking the forks in the road as well as the implications of 
critical decisions as innovations evolve.  

• Evaluation as relationship-based. The evaluation role participates in decisions based 
on the interpretation of evaluation findings, analysis, implications, and through 
applying results to the next phase of development. The evaluator contributes 
evaluative thinking to the initiative and is supportive of the innovators' values and 
vision.  

• Evaluation as learning-oriented leadership. The evaluation approach nurtures reality-
testing and supports results-focused learning.  

 
Questions in Considering Development Evaluation 
 
The following series of questions are designed to support you in exploring your 
evaluation needs. Gaining clarity in the following areas will lead to the development of a 
responsive and robust evaluation framework and approach.  
 
A. What is the purpose of the evaluation? What do you want to learn? Is the evaluation a 
funding requirement? 

• Do you want to test, prove, and validate an existing and well-established model or 
approach (outcomes evaluation?)  

•  Do you want to improve and fine-tune a model or approach that is already 
underway (process evaluation)?  

• Do you want to support the development of innovations and adaptation of 
interventions in dynamic environments (developmental evaluation)?  

 
B. What are the intended impacts and objectives of the program, model, or initiative? 
 
C. What might be the best way to communicate the findings (e.g. formal report, an 
accessible short document, a stand-alone executive summary, video, info-graphics)?  
 
D. What will be the scope of the evaluation? Do you imagine an extensive evaluation or a 
lighter touch? What would you like to track, capture, and measure?  
 
E. If a developmental evaluation is the best approach suited for the program or initiative, 
how many cycles of data collection would be most useful? In other words, how many 
times would you like to cycle the learning from the findings (cycles of evaluation) back 
into the initiative or program to inform next steps?  
	  


