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Data Collection Questions to Understand Self-Organizing Dynamics

	Topics
	Data Collection Questions to Identify Patterns within Self-Organizing Dynamics

	Boundaries


	•
What boundaries are changing between the system/program and its context?

	
	•
What is defining the boundaries of the organized, self-organizing, and unorganized dynamics of the work? How have the boundaries shifted over time?

	
	•
What boundary shifts would bring new creative or stabilizing energy into the initiative?

	Relationships
	•
What relationships are producing meaningful results or conditions?

	
	•
What relationships are languishing? Are these relationships needed or should they be left to languish?

	
	•
What new relationships are needed and to what end?

	
	•
What feedback loops are built into the system? 

	
	•
How does the evaluation complement other feedback loops? 

	
	•
What roles are feedback loops playing?  How are feedback patterns changing over time? 

	Diversity/

Differences/Energy
	•
Is there sufficient diversity in the self-organizing units to stimulate creative ways of addressing challenging issues?

	
	•
What are the important power dynamics in the situation or between the situation and the context?

	
	•
What new definitions of diversity may help provide the basis for stimulating movement in the desired direction through self-organizing means?

	
	•
Where is energy being created? Where is it stagnating?

	
	•
Where could scattered energy be consolidated and directed toward the desired end? 

	Perspectives
	•
Are new perspectives (worldviews) arising within the situation being evaluated?

	
	•
Are changes occurring in whose expertise is valued?

	
	•
What shifts are occurring in the acceptance and spread of the philosophies of the system/initiative/organization?

	
	•
Are stakeholders not considering an important perspective?

	Unanticipated Consequences and Concerns
	•
What, if any, unanticipated consequences are beginning to accumulate that need to be addressed? Are they desired consequences? Who is being harmed/victimized by unanticipated consequences?

	
	•
What didn’t happen that you expected to happen?  What did happen that you did not expect to happen?

	
	•
What is concerning key stakeholders? Are key stakeholders getting tired? What are they complaining about? What is the volume of concerns? How varied are they? Are all voices given space to raise their concerns?

	
	•
What new conditions are created as a result of both the anticipated and unanticipated consequences? How do the new conditions affect an increase/decrease of the predictable, self-organizing, and/or unorganized aspects of the system?

	Focus and Outcomes
	•
Have the criteria for success changed?

	
	•
What new desired outcomes or directions have been identified?

	
	•
What are the few important things to focus on for the next phase of the evaluation?

	
	•
How stable is the funding for the work to continue toward the goal or in a desired manner?

	
	•
What shifts are occurring in the resources needed to continue to move toward the goal?
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Evaluative Questions Addressed and Features Within Each Type of Evaluation Design

	Evaluation Phases
	Unorganized Dynamic (Exploratory)
	Organized Dynamic (Predictive)
	Self-Organizing
	Combined System Dynamics (Renewal)

	Designing the Evaluation

Clarify theory of change or its status; identify meaningful units within initiative for evaluation; match characteristics of initiative units and evaluation orientations. 
	· Identify aspects of the initiative for which a theory of change does not yet exist, places where predictable relationships might be hidden, and/or where little/no agreement exists about how to move in a desired direction. 

· Conduct evaluation from either insider or outsider perspective.
	· Identify specific desired outcomes of selected activities of initiative.

· Identify intended, predictable links between selected activities and outcomes. 

· Clarify key features of activity serving as intervention.

· Determine sites where predictable relationship is meaningfully investigated.

· Conduct evaluation from outsider perspective. 
	· 
Identify aspects of the initiative where self-organizing patterns are likely to be a major force in shaping initiative.

· 
Identify units of self-organizing by considering boundaries, diversity, perspectives, and relationships.

· 
Conduct evaluation from insider perspective.
	· Consider the whole initiative, its parts, and its context.

· Identify multiple perspectives that can provide insights on dynamics within and around the initiative that seem related to revitalizing the initiative.

· Move back and forth between insider and outsider perspective in conducting evaluation.

	Planning and Engaging in Data Collection

Gather data with attention to aligning data collection and analysis methods.


	· Obtain data from site participants, specialists, cutting edge thinkers, activists, and researchers.

· Use mostly, but not exclusively, qualitative measures/methods and existing data bases.

· Often use very open-ended data collection tools.

· Consider focusing on distinct perspectives to understand and contrast them.


	· Identify/develop measures of intended outcomes (usually consistent measures across locations).

· Collect data regarding initial conditions, interventions, and outcomes in a standardized manner.

· Primarily use data sources from within participating sites.

· Use mostly, but not exclusively, quantitative measures.


	· 
Use participants engaged in self-organizing processes as data sources.

· 
Primarily use qualitative measures/methods (e.g., individual and group interviews, group engagement processes, questionnaires).
	· Obtain data from multiple perspectives and aspects of the initiative (e.g., composite of evaluation data from other designs).

· Draw on multiple research and theory bases. 
· Attend to boundaries, relationships, diversity, values, and perspectives.

· Conduct meta-analysis of data from large-scale databases about initiatives to generate new data. 
· Use group engagement processes to collect and synthesize data.

	Making Meaning and Shaping Practice

Data analysis, synthesis, interpretation, and use of results to enhance the initiative.

	· Use theories from multiple fields.

· Engage multiple stakeholders, theorists in interpreting the data.

· Present results as tentative ideas to test out.

· Disseminate results primarily to those immediately involved in initiative.

· Often involve extensive interaction between evaluator and user.

· Use results to shape further conversations and/or to shape pilot studies that employ either a Predictive or Self-Organizing design.
	· Often use quantitative statistical analyses. 

· Choose analysis methods that correspond to assumptions about linear and/or nonlinear relationships.

· May make interpretations about generalizations and size of effect.

· Write report as stand alone document.

· Often involve limited in-person interactions between evaluator and user.

· Use report as basis for policy action, adoption of practices, studies by others, and accountability for results. 
	· 
Use qualitative analysis and synthesis methods largely with emphasis on finding/following patterns over time or space.

· 
Involve participants in interpretation, (i.e., use interactive methods of meaning making).

· 
Blend interpretation and meaning making with use and sharing.

· 
Determine findings that are appropriate for shaping initiative’s general practices, although most findings are for local use of participants.
	· Often use group processes for analysis and meaning making.

· Pay attention to change over time and space.

· Contrast findings to relevant theories about stages and/or patterns of change.

· Emphasize implications for initiative’s activities, theory of change, and adjustments in evaluation designs.

· Focus on broad shifts across whole terrain of the initiative and/or its link to context as well as entangled parts and systems within initiative. 
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