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If you are serious about tackling complex issues 
and changing systems in an everchanging world, 
then you should be serious about Developmental 

Evaluation (DE). Michael Quinn Patton introduced the 
approach in his groundbreaking 2010 book, Develop-
mental Evaluation: Applying Complexity Concepts to 
Enhance Innovation and Use. It provides a comprehen-
sive account of how evaluative 
thinking and practices could 
assist  rather than short circuit  
the efforts of social innovators. 

Since then, DE has become 
wildly popular. A search of DE 
generates nearly 6 million en-
tries on Google. It is one of the 
most popular themes at the 
American Evaluation Association conference. There are 
now thousands of wouldbe change makers and evalua-
tors who claim to be “doing” Developmental Evaluation. 

Patton has now teamed up with two experienced 
evaluators from New Zealand, Kate McKegg and Nan 
Wehipeihana, to explore how others have applied DE 
concepts in practice and to develop an upgraded ac-
count of the approach. Their findings are remarkable. 
In the opening chapter, they review the foundational 
concepts of DE, which he organizes as responses to 
ten common questions. He reconfirms some of the 
points made in the original book, for example, that 
methods in DE must be adapted for each evaluation, 
and how DE is distinct from such approaches as ac-
tionresearch. He also expands upon and refines some 
of his original thinking, such as the skills that wouldbe 
Developmental Evaluators require and how to balance 
DE with the need for accountability. This chapter alone 
is worth the price of the book. 

But it gets better. Each of the next twelve chap-
ters describe a DE “exemplar” prepared by their 
evaluators and innovators. They cover a variety 
of domains, like education, youth homelessness, 
sport, poverty, science, arts, health, reconciliation 
and agriculture, as well as a number of scales, like 
neighbourhood, citywide, regional, national and 
international. The diversity of these experiences, 
coupled with the honesty with which many people 
relate the challenges they encountered in their 
assessments, make this book the best collection of 
DE cases to be found outside of Patton’s original 
work. 

In the second to last chapter, McKegg and Wehi-
peihanas help make sense of it all. They provide a 
solid synthesis of common and divergent themes 
across the examples, draw some conclusions about 
the state of DE practice and surface new questions 
for evaluators and innovators to wrestle with in the 
next cycle of DE development.

In the final chapter, Patton describes eight prin-
ciples to guide evaluators and innovators in the 
craft of quality evaluation, with the reminder that 
principles provide direction, but must be interpret-
ed and adapted to the unavoidably unique context 
in which each innovation and evaluation unfolds. 
They include such things as the importance of 
employing a complexity lens in DE to get a more 
rounded picture and the necessity of real-time 
evaluative feedback in order to keep pace with an 
unfolding intervention. The principles are straight-
forward, practical and help create an even clearer 
framework for DE practice. 

A mere five years ago, DE was a set of novel ideas 
and emerging practices embraced by a small num-
ber of pioneers. Today, Developmental Evaluation 
Exemplars confirm that there is now a pattern of 
DE principles and practices ready to be embraced 
by a larger pool of early adopters. Thank you Mi-
chael, Kate and Nan.

Resource Reviews are a series of 
documents exploring new frame-
works, tools and resources for 
building communities and solving 
tough challenges.

Learn more:

See: http://events.
tamarackcommunity.org/
latest/developmental-eval-
uation-exemplars-princi-
ples-in-practice

The diversity of 
the exemplars’ 
experiences, 
coupled with 
the honesty with 
which many 
people relate the 
challenges they 
encountered in 
their assessments, 
make this book 
the best collection 
of DE cases to be 
found outside of 
Patton’s original 
work.

Here to There Consulting Inc. is licensed under a Creative Commons  
Attribution-NonCommercial 3.0 Unported License.

First published in Engage, Tamarack’s Monthly On-Line E-Magazine


