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Evaluating  
Prototypes   Version 2.0

Prototyping is a fast, low-cost, low-risk, learning-rich 

approach to surface and test promising responses 

to tough challenges. The approach originated in the 

technical fields of engineering, software design, and manu-

facturing, and has since spread to the arena of social inno-

vation where diverse groups are experimenting with new 

ways to tackle vexing social and environmental challenges.

Prototyping precedes, rather than replaces, conventional 

pilot projects. Unlike pilots, where a promising intervention 

is “fixed” for a longer period of time and assessed through 

thorough evaluative techniques, prototyping can be used to 

quickly and inexpensively develop and test ideas that may 

warrant eventual pilot testing. In some unusual cases, the 

results of prototype tests may be sufficiently robust that 

innovators can skip a full-fledged pilot study altogether.

Social innovators are now using prototyping processes in an 

impressive variety of settings:

	� Different types of interventions (e.g., technology, busi-

ness processes, policies)

	� Diverse domains (e.g., criminal justice, environmental 

sustainability)

	� Unique processes (e.g., human-centered design, quality 

improvement, replicating ‘best practices’)

While the art and science of prototyping is growing, com-

paratively little attention has been paid to how to evaluate 

the prototypes that emerge from the process. 

This document describes 5 steps to take when evaluating 

prototypes:

1. Confirm the Prototype 

2. Develop Questions

3. Design Methods

4. Test & Adapt

5. Make Decisions

These steps are a framework, not a recipe, that can guide 

social innovators and evaluators in designing an evalua-

tion for their prototype. It is also a work in progress:  it 

will be constantly updated based on experiences of eval-

uating prototypes through a variety of social innovation 

projects throughout 2018 and 2019.

DRAFT
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Experimentation Methodologies

Social innovators rarely initiate prototypes “out of the thin, blue air.” Rather, they begin working on them as part of a 

more systematic process or methodology for tackling tough challenges. Here are three of the more common experi-

mental methodologies in which prototypes play a central role.

The context and methodology out of which prototypes emerge 

will influence how they are evaluated. This involves:

	� when they are assessed (e.g., those guided by the agile 

approach may be eager to begin prototyping earlier on the 

process than those employing other methods).

	� the kinds of questions that social innovators might ask 

(e.g., those using Theory U might ask more questions 

about the ability of a prototype to change a system).

Source: https://leanstartup.co/social-good/

Source: https://www.presencing.org/#/

Source: http://www.designkit.org/

Agile/Lean Start-Up
The agile process for social change was developed based on 

the experience of the lean start-up approach employed by high 

tech companies in Silicon Valley. Its steps and techniques are 

useful to individual people or to organizations whose change 

efforts are focused on one idea and/or whose innovation is 

meant to operate partially or fully as a business. 

Theory U Framework
Social Innovators seeking to change the systems underlying 

complex issues often organize their efforts around the Theory 

U Framework. In this approach, the work of prototyping comes 

after social innovators spend a great deal of time exploring 

their key challenge, the systems in which they are embedded, 

and their own personal relationship to the issue before they 

consider prototyping new solutions.

Human Centered Design (HCD)
An approach to innovation that is organized around the idea 

that products, services, processes, buildings, etc. should be 

organized around the needs, preferences and desires of the 

people they are meant to serve. In HCD, developing and test-

ing prototypes are the 4th and 5th steps in a 5-step process of 

design.

	� the choices of methods on how to answer them 

(e.g., those employing HCD approach will put an 

extra emphasis on getting feedback of “clients” or 

“users” of a new idea.

The following guide provides a general framework for 

evaluating typical prototypes. It can and should be 

adapted to suit whichever unique context and change 

strategy in which they happen to be embedded. 
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The Continuum of Experimentation

Before social innovators and evaluators begin to con-

sider how to evaluate their prototypes, it is important 

to be clear about what a prototype is and is not. 

The term “prototype” is often used quite loosely in the field 

of innovation to refer to many things that are experimental, 

learning oriented or evolving. In fact, prototypes represent 

one type of experiment on a continuum of experimental 

methodologies. (See diagram on next page). 

of an idea. Social innovators who want to craft 

interventions that generate concrete results while 

still learning are really working with “adaptive inno-

vations.”

Social innovators must be very clear about what stage 

their good idea is at on the experimental continuum 

and organize their evaluation strategy accordingly.

From Concept to Systems Change: 
The Example of AOSTRA 2.0
One of the remarkable stories to emerge from 

Alberta’s Energy Futures Lab is the AOSTRA 2.0 

initiative. Developed by a diverse team of Fellows 

with deep experience, the concept behind AOS-

TRA 2.0 is simple. AOSTRA 1.0 was a successful 

partnership between the Government of Alberta 

and industry to jointly invest in experimental tech-

nologies that would allow bitumen to be mined 

economically from the country’s oil sands. AOSTRA 

2.0 was focused on investing in technology to dra-

matically reduce GHG emissions and environmen-

tal performance of a new generation of oil sands 

production. The concept was developed and re-

fined many times in various PPTs and documents, 

but never expressed as a (rapid or field) prototype 

or a pilot project: it remained a concept. Yet sim-

ply to have credible EFL participants introduce it to 

energy industry representatives with civil servants 

resulted in the adoption of some parts of the idea 

into a key industry association and government 

department, influencing the direction of many mil-

lions of research and development ideas. See En-

ergy Futures Lab (2018). http://energyfutureslab.

com/an-emerging-portfolio-of-efl-initiatives/

Social innovators don’t always follow this continuum. People 

frequently adopt and implement compelling ideas without 

any type of prototyping or pilot experimentation. (See Exam-

ple of AOSTRA 2.0). Problems arise when people mistakenly 

apply the term “prototype” to other types of experimental 

methodology. This creates confusions about “what” to evalu-

ate and “how.” Here are some of the most common mix-ups: 

	� The Prototype as an “Idea.” Prototypes are not interest-

ing ideas written up in a memo, PowerPoint presenta-

tion, or on the back of a napkin. A prototype is a tangible 

expression of an idea that can be used to get feedback 

on its potential usefulness. 

	� The Prototype as a “Proof of Concept.” Prototypes can 

offer some clues about the usefulness of an idea, per-

haps enough to call it a “promising innovation.” But 

developing an evidence base strong enough to declare 

an innovation “proven” will often require much more – 

like rigorous pilot projects with a deeper, longer, more 

systematic evaluation process.

	� Prototypes as a “Results Generator.” It is possible for the 

testing of a prototype to generate some tangible results 

or benefits. But this should not be expected. The pur-

pose of a prototype is to learn more about the potential 

	� Promising Ideas 

	� Rapid Prototypes 

	� Field Prototypes 

	� Pilot/Demonstration Projects 

	� Adoption/Adaptation

	� Scaling for Impact
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The Continuum of 
Experimentation 

continued

TypeType DescriptionDescription
1. Promising ideas The description of an idea to address a clearly described complex challenge that has emerged from 

some type of exploration/discovery process.

2. Rapid Prototypes The development of a ‘rough’ manifestation of an idea to assist social innovators to test its useful-
ness and determine if further development and experimentation is warranted.

3. Field Prototypes The quick testing of a one or more functional parts of a model, product or process in ‘field’ condi-
tions in order to learn more about its usefulness, how it could be improved and determine if further 
development and experimentation is warranted.

4. Pilot /Demonstration 
Initiatives

A systematic, longer term evaluation of a well-defined, fixed model, to provide high-quality data that 
can help decisions-makers determine if a model should be sustained, wound down, or scaled.

5. Adaptive Initiatives The ongoing adaptation of a model or practice in order to improve or modify it to reflect diverse and/
or shifting contexts.

6. Scaling The process of expanding a model, product service or process by enlarging it or replicating it by other 
early adopters (scaling out), adjusting policies and systems to support the innovation (scaling up), 
and scaling deep (cultural change), all of which unavoidably is a process of trial and error.

The group 
surfaces new 
ideas about how 
to make a Dallas 
neighborhood 
more vibrant.

The group sketches 
out what ideas 
might look like 
through vignettes 
and diagrams.

The group 
creates a 
mock-up block 
with trees, bike 
lanes, cross-
walks, patios 
and stories 
in forgotten 
neighborhoods.

The group elects to 
carry out more in-
depth experiments 
on key prototypes.

City Council 
approves many 
of the ideas 
and city staff 
implement and 
continue to 
refine them.

Many of the 
innovations 
from the original 
neigborhood 
are replicated 
in other Dallas 
neighborhoods.

Adapted from NESTA
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Step 1: Confirm the Prototype

The first task in evaluating a prototype is settling on the prototype you 

want to evaluate. This is trickier than you might think and requires 

social innovators and evaluators to answer three basic questions: 

Do you actually have a prototype?
A prototype is a physical or experiential representation of an idea and how 

it might play out in the real world. A description of it on a white board, ipad, 

clip chart or memo will not do. Even very rough prototypes that are tangible 

enough to evoke feedback from would-be users is  sufficient to kickstart the 

evaluation process. 

What type of prototype is this?
There are a lot of different types of prototype, each with a different purpose 

and features. As the table on page 6 shows, these include rapid versus slow 

prototypes, exploratory versus developmental prototypes, one-off or throw-

away prototypes versus evolutionary and incremental ones.

This will influence how extensive an evaluation you will carry out. For ex-

ample, the creators of a lego representation of a new business process can 

benefit from rapid and light-weight feedback from their peers in a room. By 

contrast, the creators of an elaborate mock-up of a new pedestiran-friendly 

urban neighborhood will require something more planned and sophisticated. 

What parts of the prototype do you want 
to test? 
Social innovators should be clear if they want to test the whole protoype or 

just parts of it. The creators of a new small -scale wind turbine may want to 

get feedback on the entire process of producing, marketing, distributing and 

servicing the product. Alternatively, they may want to focus just how it might 

be set up and maintained by the consumers that buy it. 

Social innovators and evaluators should not proceed to the next phase of the 

evaluation process until they can agree on the answers to these questions. 

Members of a management team use lego 
to create multiple rough prototypes of a new 
business process

The urbanistas at the Urban Block Founda-
tion create a temporary “European” block 
of trees, cafes and bike lanes in an industrial 
neighborhood in Dallas to engage residents 
in a conversation about urban design.

An independent inventor creates a small-
scale wind turbine to demonstrate how 
home owners can create their own  
micro-generator.
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Table 1: Different Types of Prototyping
TypeType DescriptionDescription ExampleExample

Rapid 

A process to help innovators make ideas 
tangible, learn by doing, and quickly test 
whether they hold promise for further de-
velopment.

A new group of professionals and clients of the family 
justice system develop and sketch out a half-dozen dif-
ferent ways that the legal services can be made more 
affordable for low-income families.

Slow 

A process to develop and test a new idea or 
model that requires changes in the capacity 
or culture of the innovating organization in 
order to succeed. 

An oil and gas company diversifying into other forms 
of energy technology (e.g., solar, thermal, wind) must 
also build new skills, networks and knowledge in order 
to be successful in those industries.

Probing (aka 
Throwaway) 

Developing and testing an idea primarily to 
help groups learn more about the complex 
system in which they are operating and/or 
trying to change. Once the experiment is 
over, the prototype is ‘thrown away’ in the 
sense it may not be further developed. 

 An environmental group develops a clean technology 
prototype to surface the kind of regulatory barriers 
and opportunities involved with introducing new tech-
nology to the market.

Exploratory  
(aka Proof of 
Concept Testing)

An early form of prototype, usually a 
visualization of a concept or idea, tested 
to determine whether it warrants further 
development and testing in the field.

A group of local foundations interested in testing a 
collaborative granting process create a story board 
that describes each step in detail. It then tests the 
feasibility of the process with a role-playing exercise 
with prospective grantees.

Developmental 
(aka Live) 

An applied or field test of an idea, either the 
entire model or a specific component, in the 
real world.

A local transit authority expanding its light rail transit 
line tests the compatibility of its new signalling system 
with the signalling systems of the older line using 
several types of relational software.

Incremental 

A building block approach where an inno-
vator adds and tests components of a more 
complex model or solution incrementally 
over time.

A construction company interested in building “net 
zero” ready homes develops, tests and refines dif-
ferent elements of the housing unit over time (e.g., 
water, electrical, heating). It adds and integrates each 
element as it emerges until the house is considered 
“net zero” ready.

Evolutionary 
Built in an iterative and incremental manner 
in an effort to more fully develop and refine 
a model or intervention. May result in pro-
totype 1.0, 1.1. 1.2, 2.0, 3.0, etc.

A cell phone company develops successive versions of 
a new cell phone to test customers’ responses to an 
ever more sophisticated set of features.
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Step 2: Develop Questions

Questions form the foundation of an evaluation of a a prototype. Questions determine which 

methods and indicators will be used to test the prototypes. The table below describes 

seven common types of question asked of prototypes, with a list of illustrative responses 

generated by a series of “potential users and supporters” of a hypothetical wind turbine, developed 

by social innovators interested in options for locally-owned micro-generation. 

The National Science Foundation User-Friendly Handbook for Mixed Method Evaluation provides 
a template for prioritizing and eliminating evaluation questions. See http://betterevaluation.org/
resources/guide/design-process_mixed_method_evaluations

It is important for social innovators to develop clear questions. “I just want to know what people 

think!” or “What are the chances this will work?” are a good start. However, they require more 

crafting in order to get the kinds of response required to truly test the prototype, and provide guid-

ance in the development of more sophisticated methods for assessment. 

QuestionQuestion Example Example 

1. To what extent is this prototype likely to be 
effective in achieving what we want to achieve?  

People agree that the only way that this thing would work is if 
we put it 20 metres tall or higher.

2. To what extent is this prototype likely to be 
feasible in the real world?   

These devices are easy to build and they seem as easy to set up 
as satellite dishes. 

3. To what extent is this prototype likely to be 
viable in the current context (economic, 
political, social, etc.)? 

There appears to be very little in the way of municipal regu-
lation of this type of technology: it’s a pretty grey area, which 
may or may not work in our favour. 

4. To what extent is this prototype likely to be 
supported by key stakeholders? 

We did not test this in any meaningful way – we should do so 
in our next iteration and round of testing. 

5. To what extent is this prototype likely to be 
scalable for bigger impact? 
  

The executive director of a large environmental organization 
estimates there is potential for 50% market penetration in the 
city: let’s consider doing a market analysis. 

6. What are we learning about the challenge we 
are trying to address? 

A lot of the people we talked to said that they were looking 
for ways for homeowners to get involved in micro-generation 
in general, not just this wind turbine. They gave us three new 
ideas for micro-generation.

7. What are we learning about the broader 
context and/or systems in which our challenge 
and opportunity are embedded? 

Local community groups have a lot of influence with City Hall. 
We should consider engaging them if we choose to develop the 
next prototype. 
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Step 3: Design Methods

There is no cookie cutter set of methods to answer the ques-

tions that social innovators have about their prototypes. Each 

prototype, each question and each context is unique. There 

are, however, five principles that together can guide social innovators in 

designing methods to suit their unique situation:

1. Focus on Stakeholder Feedback

2. Employ Mixed Methods

3. Prioritize Credible Methods

4. Seek the Appropriate Level of Evidence

5. Draw Conclusions

The following pages explore each of these principles in more detail, as 

well as a simple worksheet to help plan the evaluation design.

The Need for Customized Methods: The Example of the Shift Lab
The case for using principles rather than recipes for 

evaluation design is nicely illustrated by the case of the 

Edmonton Shift Lab. This unique initiative employed a 

human-centered approach to support a group of 12 social 

innovators as they sought to surface promising ideas to 

address the racism influencing the chances that racialized 

people can find and retain good housing. They developed 

rapid prototypes for three ideas on how to do this*: 

	� Mobile Legal Aid – a mobile van that provides tenants 

who feel they have been evicted unfairly for reasons 

of race with a one-stop, pop-up shop with informa-

tion on service providers and referrals and initial legal 

advice on options.

	� Journey to YIMBY (Yes in My Back Yard) – an interac-

tive guide with data that affordable housing builders 

can use when engaging neighborhood residents to 

address the myth that such projects will negatively 

affect their property values

	� Landlord Diversity Certificate – a program to provide 

training to large-scale building management com-

panies and landlords with diverse tenants on issues 

related to race and diversity. They then would be 

certified and promoted as “Diversity Certified.”

Each team used similar rapid techniques to get feedback 

from different stakeholder groups, their subsequent test 

with prospective “adopters” of their ideas. This required 

branching out to ask different stakeholders different 

questions, through combinations of meetings and presen-

tations, and estimating how “effective” each prototype 

might be in their unique strategy (e.g., improving the legal 

outcomes for unfairly treated residents; reducing resident 

resistance to affordable housing projects; encouraging 

landlords to adopt diversity sensitive management prac-

tices).

* For more on the Edmonton Shift Lab and its prototypes, see: http://www.edmontonshiftlab.ca/learning-from-our-first-year/
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Table 2: Evaluation Worksheet for Prototypes

Step OneStep One Step TwoStep Two Step ThreeStep Three

What part of 
the prototype is 

being tested?

Evaluation 
Questions

Preferred Data 
Sources/Methods

When Feedback 
Required 

Key Things to 
Consider to Make 

Test Useful
Lead/Logistics

A possible 
“five stages 
of customer 

engagement” 
process for 
a software 
company.

Do you think 
our staff will 
understand 

this proposed 
new business 

process?

The management 
team will assume 

the role of 
different front-

line staff and try 
to anticipate how 
each will react to 
each of the five 

phases.

Immediately 
after the first 

rapid prototypes 
are produced 

during the design 
session.

A facilitator 
needs to 

document the 
feedback from 
each prototype 
and give it back 

to the team 
ASAP.

Janice, the lead 
facilitator, will 

need an iPhone 
to film the event, 
with assistant to 
write up notes 
that afternoon.

A mock up 
“European 

block” in our test 
neighborhood 

in Dallas by 
Better Block 
Foundation.

Where do our 
prototypes 

have friction 
with municipal 

policies and 
regulations?

Have municipal 
managerial and 
front line staff 

from 3 planning 
departments visit 
the mock up and 
write up problem 

areas on sticky 
notes, and leave 

them on site.

During a 
neighborhood 

walk through the 
site facilitated by 
Foundation staff.

Keep the 
walkthrough light 
and fun, allowing 

participants to 
offer discrete 
feedback by 

email after the 
session as well.

Christopher, our 
government 

relations 
Director, will lead 

walk through 
and Kimberly 
will transcribe 

and analyze the 
notes.

The feasibility 
and interest 
of satellite 
installation 

experts to install 
our micro-wind 
generators on 

residential roof 
tops, as part of 
their expanded 
set of services.

Does installing 
micro-generators 

require extra 
skills? Under 

what conditions 
are installers 

willing to do it?

Have one on one 
interviews with 

ten different 
installers, from 
different parts 

of the city, after 
a demonstration 

of installation 
by our company 

staff.

By mid-
December’s 

management 
meeting: this 

means tests have 
to be complete in 

October.

Ensure that the 
installers in our 
test group work 
with a variety of 
different types 
of satellites to 
ensure we get 
a diversity of 

expertise.

Janusz will design 
the whole test 

project and work 
with Beatrice – 
our installation 

experts – to 
run the 

demonstrations.
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The most important data source for testing prototypes is 

the ‘stakeholders’ of the idea being prototyped. This is 

meant to cover all the different people or organizations 

that would be involved or affected by a possible innovation.  It 

is important to note that different experimental methodologies, 

such as human centered design, social labs, and lean-start up, 

will use different language for stakeholders.

The following table shows one way to organize the different 

types of stakeholders using  the example of the Collaborative 

Pro Bono project. An experimental initiative associated with 

the British Columbia Family Justice Innovation Lab, the project 

provides people going through separation and divorce with free 

services from professionals who use a collaborative practice 

model of support.*

Principle 1: Focus on Stakeholder Feedback

While social innovators and evaluators might be 

able to get away with not systematically considering 

prospective users in the creation of the initial pro-

totype, they must engage them in the evaluation of 

the prototypes. Without their direct feedback, it is 

impossible to make an assessment about the worth 

of an innovative idea and prospects for future devel-

opment.

The engagement of users in prototyping testing can 

be done all at once or in stages. The innovators driv-

ing the Collaborative Pro Bono project may choose 

to first test out the model with families and service 

providers then, if they offer good feedback, engage 

lawyers, courts and support organizations. 

* For more on the Collaborative Pro Bono project, see: http://www.bcfamilyinnovationlab.ca/initiatives/collaborative-law-probono/

UserUser DescriptionDescription Collaborative Pro Bono ExampleCollaborative Pro Bono Example

Affected The individuals, groups or organizations who 
will be (in)directly affected by an innovation.

Adults and children (if any) working through 
separation or divorce.

Innovators and 
Adopters

The individuals, groups or organizations who 
will design, implement and manage the inno-
vation and/or are expected to adopt it if and 
when it’s proven useful. 

Lawyers, Academy of Collaborative Profes-
sionals, Court Officials

Supporters The individuals, groups or organizations who 
provide support to delivery groups.

Legal Aid, Funding Organizations
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PROBLEM

Top 3 problems

SOLUTION

Top 3 features

UNIQUE VALUE 
PROPOSITION

Single, clear, 
compelling message 
that states why you 
are different and 
worth buying

UNFAIR 
ADVANTAGE

Can’t be easily 
copied or bought

CUSTOMER 
SEGMENTS

Target customers

KEY METRICS

Key activities you 
measure

CHANNELS

Path to customers

COST STRUCTURE

Customer Acquisition Costs

Distributing Costs

Hosting

People, etc.

REVENUE STREAMS

Revenue Model

Lifetime Value

Revenue

Gross Margin

Lean Canvas Worksheet
The Lean Canvas worksheet encourages innovators to identify “customer 

segments” as the second step in the innovation planning process.

1
3

4

8 5

9 2

7 6
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Social innovators and evaluators should use a mix of 

methods to test their prototypes. This includes qual-

itative methods (such as interviews, focus groups, 

one-on-one conversations, surveys) to get rich feedback 

from would-be stakeholders, and quantitative methods 

(including statistics, scales and prototype-specific per-

formance measures) to measure different aspects of the 

prototype.

Because of the need for real time feedback and perspective 

of users, qualitative methods are always central in testing 

prototypes. It is the opinions, questions and experiences of 

Principle #2: Employ Mixed Methods

user that can help answer questions such as: Is this likely 

to work? Can we do it? Are we going to get resistance 

from some part of the system in which we operate?

Quantitative methods typically play a larger role in field 

prototypes when social innovators are testing more 

fulsome versions of their idea in the field. Take, for ex-

ample, the case of Mobile Legal Aid, a rapid prototype to 

emerge out of the Edmonton Shift Lab, to assist tenants 

kicked out of their racially motivated reasons with legal 

information, advice and referral through a mobile van 

that would arrive to their location once called.*

UserUser DescriptionDescription Example of Mobile Legal AidExample of Mobile Legal Aid

Evaluation Reach Counting the number and variety of people 
engaged in developing and providing feedback 
on a prototype. 

The number and variety of users involved in 
testing the prototype.

Performance Quantifying the possible performance of a new 
model, policy, process or product in the real 
world.

An estimate of the number of cases a Mobile 
Legal Aid van team might receive, investigate, 
take on and complete in a year.

Value Asking people to rate a prototype’s strength or 
value in relation to a key criteria or question.

The extent to which people feel lawyers may 
want to offer pro bono services to immigrants 
who have used the van.

* For more on Mobile Legal Aid, see:  http://www.edmontonshiftlab.ca/shift-lab-prototype-mobile-legal-aid/
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The people making the decisions about the future 

of the idea being prototyped have to find the test-

ing methods credible.  

Research indicates that the likelihood of decision-makers 

actually using data depends on certain factors. Deci-

sion-makers have to feel assured that the data sources and 

the process used to gather, analyze and interpret the data 

are trustworthy and robust.  

In practice, the credibility of a methodology is most critical 

in the pilot and demonstration phase of experimentation 

where decision-makers must decide whether to sustain, 

wind down or scale a model. This is a high-stakes decision. 

The methods used to inform it must be considered legiti-

mate.

Prioritizing credible methodologies can be important 

when evaluating prototypes as well.  For example, the 

philanthropic, public or corporate funder asked to fund 

a full-fledged pilot project for the Mobile Legal Aid pro-

totype (see page 12) may require written feedback on its 

Principle #3: Emphasize Credibility

* For more on Northern Navigator, see: http://www.bcfamilyinnovationlab.ca/initiatives/northern-navigator/

strengths and limitations from lawyers and court officials 

who are asked to deal with legal cases that emerge from 

the pilot. In such a case, social innovators and evaluators 

should design their evaluation accordingly.  

What constitutes “credible evidence”? Credibility is in the 

eye of the beholder. It may be possible to anticipate what 

decision-makers need in advance. However, it usually 

emerges from simply asking the decision-makers, or from 

practical experience.

Take, for example, the case of the case of the Northern 
Navigator initiative, a pilot project associated with the 

British Columbia Family Justice Innovation Lab. Northern 

Navigator wanted to test the effectiveness of providing 

families working through separation and divorce with ac-

cess to diverse services and mediation. As social innova-

tors behind the initiative developed and tested the early 

prototypes of the idea, they learned – through several 

iterations – not only what different stakeholders liked and 

disliked about the approach, but also what each felt con-

stituted appropriate data and methods to test it further.*
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Would you invest $9,000 evaluating a $1,000 

prototype?  Probably not: it seems like an 

excessive investment, particularly when pro-

totypes are meant to be fast experiments that offer social 

innovators real time feedback on their early ideas.

As a general rule, the level of evidence required to make 

decisions increases as social innovators move their good 

ideas from rapid prototypes to more fulsome pilots and 

demonstration projects.

Principle #4: Seek the Appropriate Level of Evidence

The diagram below provides a continuum that describes 

different levels of evidence required at each stage of the 

evolution of an idea and what constitutes good evidence at 

each phase.
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Social innovators need a way to draw conclusions about 

the value of a prototype based on their evaluation 

feedback. There are (at least) two ways to do this. 

The first is to develop and agree on some conclusive state-

ments about the prototype. Take, for instance, the case of the 

Collaborative Granting Process, where a group of government 

and philanthropic funders and community agencies in a Cana-

dian city wanted to experiment with a new way of funding proj-

ects to improve the social and economic well-being of Indige-

nous people. The “innovations” they wanted to test included 

(a) one common intake form; (b) shared community-funder 

screening of proposals according to community priorities; and 

then (c) funders meeting together to see if they could pool 

their resources to fund each successful applicant.

Principle #5: Draw Conclusions

After sketching their ideas on flipcharts, the group set 

up a simulation of the entire process (a field prototype) 

in which volunteers role-played each step, often using 

mocked-up practices (e.g., a prototype screening sheet, 

a prototype application form). After each step was 

simulated through improvisational theatre, a facilitator 

encouraged them to share their questions and feed-

back on what worked and did not, and what questions 

emerged, while an evaluator documented their feed-

back on butcher paper taped up on the walls.

After a day of simulating the ten proposed steps of the 

process, the facilitator assisted the group to discuss 

their overall learnings and land on the following conclu-

sions:

AreaArea Group ConclusionsGroup Conclusions

Effectiveness This process appears to be able to significantly reduce the amount of time that grantees and funders 
require to develop and evaluate proposals and expand the chances that multiple funders can collabo-
rate on funding individual initiatives. This is likely to do what we want it to do.

Feasibility We do not need any new special skills or resources to participate in this process. This will not be a 
problem.

Viability There are no critical policy, regulation or cultural barriers to us doing this, but it does require us all to 
align our funding windows and grant-making cycles as much as we can. This will take some real effort.

Scalability This is probably as big a funding group as we can get right now – all the funders that are likely to be 
interested are here in the room. We might be able to encourage some other government agencies to 
join the process if we can demonstrate how effective it is, but we think the prospects are not good at 
this point.

In many cases, it might be useful to push social innovators 

even further than making conclusive statements, and ask 

them to rate a prototype in different areas of value or per-

formance using a scale. For instance, “How would we rate 

the feasibility of implementing the Collaborative Granting 

Process idea on a scale of 1 to 5?” This encourages social 

innovators to quantify how strongly they feel about some 

aspects of the prototype.

Whichever way social innovators choose to draw con-

clusions about a prototype, it is important that they 

describe why they have drawn that conclusion.

This was illustrated in the case of an innovation Lab 

whose mix of social workers, funders and clients wanted 

to improve the resiliency of young people living alone in 

apartments under government supervision, specifically 
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on how they could provide alternatives to “paid” social 

workers and “estranged” nuclear families. After reviewing 

a prototype of how social workers could engage more 

family and friends to provide “natural supports” to youth-

in-care, one person rated the viability of the ideas as “very 

poor” (while 19 of her colleagues rated them “high” or 

“very high”). She explained that the idea method being 

proposed was illegal according to government legislation!

Understanding this “very low” assessment of the proto-

type’s viability – like the reasons for any conclusions about 

a prototype – laid the groundwork for the next step in the 

evaluation process: making decisions about the prototype’s 

future.

A hypothetical rating of the “natural support prototype” example described on the previous page. It shows one 

person’s perceptions that while support for the prototype by stakeholders is high, and its feasibility, effectiveness are 

good, its viability is low because some of its elements are likely illegal. This not only means that the future prospects 

for this specific idea, as currently laid out, are grim, it also illustrates the power of using prototypes to provide peo-

ple with a tangible enough expression of an idea that they can provide useful feedback.
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Step 4: Test & Adapt

Implementing an evaluation design is rarely as simple as 

‘plan the work, work the plan.’ In fact, there are three 

major reasons that social innovators and evaluators 

may need to adapt the design and implementation of their 

evaluation plan: 

	� The original design is insufficient: A group realizes 

quickly that adjustments are required to provide good 

answers to the question. (“We thought we could test 

this with a focus group of municipal administrators, 

but it turns out that we need to talk to the planning 

department as well, and it’s best done with one-on-one 

interviews.”)

	� Deeper questions emerge: The very act of testing 

a prototype will result in new questions about that 

prototype. (“We realize that that there are a lot more 

regulatory barriers that we first anticipated. How are 

we going to get a handle on them all?”)

	� The prototype evolves: Social innovators are always 

upgrading their prototypes and even little adjust-

ments may open up the need for new methods 

and data. (“We had not considered the option of 

creating neighborhood-based cooperatives for this 

technology. How would that sell?”)

As a general rule, the evaluation for any prototype is a 

work-in-progress whose design co-evolves as quickly or 

as slowly as the questions and data expectations of the 

social innovators. 

My Compass
The My Compass Planning App was developed by the Skills 

Society, an organization that “supports the citizenship of 

persons with disabilities.” The application first emerged as 

a prototype in response to the following question:

How might we create a flexible, more client-centred social 

service case management and reporting process that 

works for person served and reporting to funders?

The development of the application occurred through a 

5-year process of successive prototypes and experimen-

tation. It is now a fully-functioning software, available on 

tablets, smart phones and computers. It offers a more 

humanized and engaging way for persons receiving ser-

vices and their families to be central in the planning and 

delivery of services, and  is being adopted by organiza-

tions across North America.

For more information on My Compass Planning App, see: https://www.skillssociety.ca/projects/humanized-service-planning-app/



Step 5: Make a Decision

The purpose of evaluating a prototype is to help the 

innovators make a data-informed decision about the 

future of a possible social innovation. 

There are five broad decisions the team can make after review-

ing the data and analysis of a prototype evaluation:

1. Discard: The team has decided that the prototype is not 

worth continued investment.

2. Evolve: Adapt the prototype in some new way:

	� Test the current prototype in a new setting or context.

	� Adapt the current prototype (and evaluation design) 

based on new learnings.

	� Upgrade the design brief and generate new proto-

types.

3. Graduate to Pilot: The test results are sufficiently 

positive and unambiguous, that the prototype team 

feels the prototype should be more fully tested 

through a formal pilot.

4. Go to Scale: The test results are so positive and 

unambiguous, and the risks so low or manageable, 

that the prototype team is convinced that it is 

worth scaling without any further testing.

5. Keep Testing: The results of the evaluation were 

not strong enough to make a decision at this time. 

Upgrade the evaluation design and try again. 

18
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Resources Type in ‘prototyping’ in a google search engine and it turns up over Type in ‘prototyping’ in a google search engine and it turns up over 
18,000,000 entries. These five sites are among the most useful of the bunch.18,000,000 entries. These five sites are among the most useful of the bunch...

http://www.designkit.org

The organization that popularized design 
thinking in general and created a first-rate 
kit for human-centered design.

http://www.nesta.org.uk/

The world’s premier social innovation organization, with a half-dozen tools on 
prototyping – and a special focus on public services and public policy. 

http://www.servicedesigntools.org/

An open-source website with 60 design 
tools, many of them (e.g., client journeys, 
user profiles, sketches, simulations) useful 
for developing and testing prototypes. 

http://betterevaluation.org

The most comprehensive web-based evaluation resource 
in the world with a step-by-step approach to evaluation 
design and dozens of tools.

This resource was prepared by Here to There Consulting based on contributions from two change initiatives in British Columbia 
(Canada), in partnership with the Ministry of Justice, who have received Innoweave grants to evaluate their social innovation 

efforts in the area of family service and justice: the BC Family Justice Innovation Lab and Access to Justice BC.

http://diytoolkit.org/media/Prototype- 
Testing-Plan-Size-A4.pdf

A little known group, specializing 
in international development. DIY 
produced the Prototyping Testing Plan.

http://www.leanchange.net/blog/

A webpage with a variety of resources – in-
cluding a few on evaluation – organized around 
the lean start-up methodology, developed in 
the private sector and adapted for use in social 
change initiatives.

www.accesstojusticebc.ca

www.here2there.ca

www.bcfamilyinnovationlab.ca

www.innoweave.ca


