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Introduction

A better way to learn, improve,
and scale what works

Scaling impact means
strengthening systems to improve
people’s lives while learning and
adapting in real time.

At Imago Global Grassroots, we
use Adaptive Evaluation (AE) to
accompany organizations on this
journey. AE Is a learning-centered
methodology that helps teams
understand how change happens
INn complex systems, test ideas in
real contexts, and adapt strategies
as evidence emerges.

Rather than assuming linear
progress, AE recognizes that
change unfolds through
relationships, incentives, behaviors,
and power dynamics, and that
learning must happen alongside
action. AE has been road-tested

- we have applied it in 20+
organizations in gender, health,
education, and livelihoods in India,
Africa, and Latin America.

Adaptive evaluation’s
primary purpose is to
support innovation
and scaling in
complex systems
where learning

and adaptation

are essential.

This companion piece offers a
friendly introduction to Imago’s
approach to Adaptive Evaluation.
For those seeking full guidance,
tools, and exercises, our
Adaptive Evaluation Technical
Toolkit provides detailed
Instruction on applying the

methodology directly here.
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Definition

What Is
Adaptive Evaluation?




-
O
fp—

-
{ -

O,
)

What Is Adaptive Evaluation?

Adaptive Evaluation is a process
and methodology designed to
help teams understand, test, and
iImprove solutions as they scale
within complex systemes.

At Imago, we think of

Adaptive Evaluation in three
interconnected stages

(see cycle diagram on the right).

Each stage builds onto the next
and has associated approaches
and techniques. Understanding
the system helps embrace the
complexity of real development
work. Understanding the
solution helps outline the
processes and mechanisms that
will help move the needle in the
system, including which parts of
the process are working (or not).
Finally, learning and iteration
help learn and adjust in specific
areas of improvement.

The approaches mentioned (System Actor and
Dynamic Mapping, Process Tracing, and Agile for

Grassroots) can be explored further in our Adaptive

Evaluation Technical Toolkit, a comprehensive AE
resource for evaluators.

Understanding the system,
including understanding how the
system works, and diagnosing what
IS causing the system to remain
resistant to change.

- How does the
system function?

- What s
reproducing the
problem?

- Do we need to
change the system
or work within the
existing system?

Associated
approaches and
techniques:
System Actor and
Dynamic Mapping

Learning and iterating to

improve the solution, including
co-creating ideas for improvement
INn areas identified, testing them as
prototypes, and using learnings to
redefine the problem.

- How can the
intervention design be
made more responsive
and improve over time
as the system and
context shifts?

Understanding the

solution, including
understanding how it aims

to change the system, what
works in the process, and for
whom, and where key areas for
Improvement lie.

- What is the Theory of
Change?

- How does it work?

- Which parts work and
through what mechanisms?

. For whom does it work?

Associated
approaches and
techniques:
Process Tracing

Associated
approaches and
techniques:

Agile for Grassroots
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Why We Need a New Way to Learn

Change in social and economic Adaptive Evaluation

The Five Core Principles o

development is complex and helps teams to: of Adaptive Evaluation

rarely linear. While traditional Pl
evaluation methods are valuable Make sense of what's 1 Corytinuous jpurr)ey | |

for assessing established SBpeninglatthe AE is an ongoing, iterative learning process.
interventions, they often fall

system, organization,

short when solutions are still
and people levels.

evolving or being scaled across
diverse contexts.
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Multiple tools
2 It draws from systems-based, theory-based, and

Adaptive Evaluation
complements these

approaches by

supporting learning

alongside action,
helping teams
understand how
change happens,
adapt in real time,
and strengthen
interventions as
they grow.

r

Notice what's emerging,
beyond preset indicators.

Examine and document
what's working (or not),
how, and for whom, while
change is still unfolding.

Engage teams and
partners in reflection and
learning from experiments.

Inform decisions across the
scaling journey and guide
the use of the right tools.

iterative approaches, using both qualitative and
guantitative methods.

Focus on mechanisms
AE examines not only what works, but how and
why it works.

Participatory by design
It actively involves those closest to the intervention.

Learning over testing
AE embraces multiple emerging hypotheses within
complex systems.
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Process

What does Adaptive
Evaluation look like?
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The Adaptive Evaluation Learning Process

At Imago, the methodology takes shape through three connected stages.
These stages repeat throughout scaling as teams refine strategy and
Improve delivery.

1

Understanding
the System

The core question at this stage Is: Tools such as actor mapping and
what is shaping the problem system dynamics mapping help
we want to solve? This stage teams visualize how challenges
helps teams see the full ecosystem persist and where interventions can
around the problem and the have the strongest influence.

solutions, including the

: Here we share one example from
following elements:

our work that shows what Adaptive
a. Key actors and relationships Evaluation looks like in practice.

b. Incentives and barriers to
change

c. Patterns that reinforce
the problem

d. Levers for change
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Actor Mapping

Judiciary

Multiple interventions across
justice, health, social services,
and women’s rights organizations
exist to address intimate partner
violence (IPV), but they operate
largely in silos, without a shared
understanding of the system.

Police desensitized to
women and women feel
unsafe in police operations

IPV cases are put aside
expecting to withdraw
with family pressure

Q) 2

Actors Mapping helped place Social C T 3 =~ Support
. o _ o - . - . Women Refuge i
women experiencing - oratrisk nstitutions (Tl ool e G Functions
of - IPV at the center. Mapping & Activists Services
all actors who interact with these
women provided a holistic view K
of the ecosystem and surfaced 5 fey
structural patterns that were eneticiary
0 previously invisible. ol 1o V
8 Close )@\ 0 Women Victim 0 W
O : icti
O Actors Mapping revealed: Relations Family of Violence .o:( Spouse
s PDevvar @virerees ar@ Families put womoef']g\t, RIS Women are
y , , pressure to dependent on
dependencies (e.g., economic preserve marrige spousal income
dependence on the perpetrator).
. Social and family pressures Legend
that discourage reporting. Key Social
‘ Beneficiary Institutions

- Institutional gaps, such as

desensitized police response
and judicial delays.

. Critical moments where
the system fails or
revictimizes women.

Additionally, Actors Mapping
also helped show why isolated
Interventions were not enough
to shift systemic drivers of IPV,
identified key leverage points for
system change - such as cross-

ministerial coordination - and
created a shared, multisectoral
understanding that became the
foundation for redesigning a more
Integrated, user-centered national
IPV strateqy.

Close
Relations

Support
Functions

Public
Institutions

This is an adaptation of Imago’s work with a
multilateral organization on intimate partner

violence in Africa.
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System Dynamic

Mapping

Despite numerous interventions

IN justice, health, security, and
economic empowerment, the root
causes of intimate partner violence
INn the country where our example
took place continue to reinforce
existing patterns. To understand
why, Imago conducted a Systems
Dynamics Mapping exercise. This
tool made it possible to visualize
the structural bottlenecks and
behavioral patterns that prevent
women from pursuing legal cases
and accessing protection.

Systems Dynamics Mapping
helped the team answer four
essential questions:

- Why do IPV root causes persist?

- What deeper dynamics drive the
problem?

- How do existing interventions
attempt to shift these dynamics?

- How do interventions interact
when viewed as part of a larger
system?

The Dynamics Mapping exercise
was central to this example,
helping explain why the system
remains resistant to change
despite many programs
addressing IPV. It showcased

the interacting forces that limit
reporting and conviction, pointed
to key areas for change, such as
Income generation and the legal
system, and offered a broader
view of how efforts work together,
or fail to do so, to influence
system behavior.

We explain the system dynamics
using feedback loops, in which

an adverse outcome (e.g. low
likelihood of legal cases on IPV
being pursued) influences various
other variables (e.g. awareness of
legal rights), eventually making
the initial adverse outcome

even worse.

Our analysis uncovered several
feedback loops that explain the
persistence of IPV.




A

Likelihood
of a IPV Legal
Case Being
Pursued and
Persisted With

We highlight two here: LOW \ﬁﬁ\

=®
Income Loop Woren's
. . Ability to Pay
Implication: for Legal Fees
Dependence on partners LOW
reinforces women'’s lack
of agency. Q
N\
= ®
" Number of IPV
) . . Convictions 1, Women's
8 Low Income Increases LOW > g Income
O women’s dependence @ ? LOW
5 : : /ca/
on spouses, forcing many \09\ T Ry —
to endure violence for Empowerment i
economic stability and LOW
discouraging legal action, - g
which further erodes their // =
agency and independence. & &
: O ”ﬁ%";i%ﬁﬂ -7 g
Legend
Primary Institutional Societal Individual Variables move Variables move Variable Variable
Outomes Factors Factors Factors in the same in the opposite LOW Level: HIGH Level:
direction direction LOW HIGH
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Admin/Legal
Staff Commitment é cb_—- Likelihood
- to Prevent Delay of a IPV Legal
= LOW Case Being
Pursued and

. . Length and Persisted With
I“St'tut|ona| Cumbersomeness
of Legal Processes LOW
Factors
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Institutional
Support

Overlaying ongoing interventions . Exposed the interacting forces
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legal action

LOW

b3
Personal
Support

(family, friends, spouse)
to pursue
legal action

Legal Loop

Implication:

Institutional behaviors
influenced by patriarchal
structures actively
perpetuate justice gaps.

With cases rarely pursued,
legal staff often expect

onto the dynamics map allow us
to see where programs were
effectively influencing system
variables, and where they failed
to break the reinforcing loops.
For example, income-generation
programs help reverse both income
loops by improving autonomy,
agency, and women'’s capacity to
pursue legal cases.

The Dynamics Mapping exercise

- economic, institutional, and
social - that suppress reporting
and conviction rates

. Clarified leverage points

such as income generation,
legal system reform, and
awareness-raising

. Enabled a coordinated,

portfolio-level perspective,
showing how interventions

Heh withdrawals, and deprioritize . . combine (or fail to combine) to
: : was crucial because it: : :
them, slowing proceedings, and shift system behavior.
testing patience and support of . Explained why the system is
- i ; ; ; ; H ; You can learn more about
Individual families gnd institutions, Wh.ICh resistant to change despite icomnltiear byl
Factors further discourage legal action. many programs our Adaptive Evaluation
Technical Toolkit.
Legend
Primary Institutional Societal Individual Variables move Variables move Variable Variable
Outomes Factors Factors Factors in the same in the opposite LOW Level: HIGH Level:
direction direction LOW HIGH
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The Whole
System

Institutional

Factors
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Institutional
Support

(e.g., social or health services,
refuge centers) to pursue
legal action
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to pursue
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Individual

Factors

Legend

Primary
Outomes

Admin/Legal

A

&

Staff Commitment < <>— Likelihood
= to Prevent Delay of a IPV Legal \éo\ Women trust
= . or reassurance
= LOW Case Beln . X
— Pursued angd il [£21ES
Length and Persisted With LOW
Cumbersomeness
of Legal Processes LOW
HIGH
—1
g, =®
Women's
Awareness/ Ability to Pay
Information for Legal Fees
about Legal LOW
Processes
LOW
O Women's
“ — <$¢ Tolerance for
Violence
Number of IPV
Convictions Wy, Women's HIGH
s ’ Income
LOW ’ M
LOW Women's
: /GY Dependence
\09\ Women Agency/ on Spousal
Empowerment Income
LOW HIGH
° Cultural or
SOCletaI Religious Beliefs
about Resolving
Factors Marital Problems
Internally
HIGH
Institutional Societal Individual Variables move Variables move Variable Variable
Factors Factors Factors in the same in the opposite LOW Level: HIGH Level:
direction direction LOW HIGH

This is an adaptation of Imago’s work with a multilateral organization on intimate partner violence in Africa. . Source: Scaling Up Development Impact, Guerrero, et al., 2023
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Understanding
the Solution

The core question at this stage is:
how do our actions create
progress toward change?

Here, teams clarify the pathways
through which the intervention(s)
are intended to work through the
following questions:

a. What steps must take place for
Impact to happen?

b. Which actions matter the most?

c. Where are assumptions holding
or failing?

To answer these questions, we use
theory-based approaches built
around a Theory of Change (ToC).

A ToC explains how a solution is
expected to lead to better people
outcomes, unpacking the “black
box” or series of steps between a
solution and its intended result.

Our core method is process
tracing, which involves testing
each step of the theory of change
using qualitative and quantitative
evidence as it emerges. This
approach supports adaptive
learning: as new evidence appears,
assumptions can be confirmed,
revised, or rejected, and the theory
of change can be updated over
time. Process Tracing also helps
clarify which parts of a solution are
essential before scaling.
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Adaptive Evaluation of
SEWA'’'s Women’s Enterprise
Support System (WESS)

Theory of Change &
Process Tracing

SEWA is a 2.9-million-member
union of informal women workers
iNn India. To strengthen women's
livelihoods, it has supported the
creation of over 150 Women's
Collective Enterprises (WCES),
though many struggle with
branding, marketing, human
resources, compliance, and access
to capital. To address these gaps,

SEWA created the Women's
Enterprise Support System (WESS),
an institutional body offering
tailored business modules, and
ongoing mentorship - similar to an
accelerator or incubator.

Imago’s Adaptive Evaluation sought
to understand whether WESS
strengthens the business capacities
of WCEs and how it contributes to
financial sustainability, income, and
women's agency.

The evaluation was highly complex:
It coincided with COVID-19, covered
eight business-function modules,
involved eight WCEs across five
sectors, and spanned five states

INn India. In this context, AE proved
particularly useful.

A key step in Imago’s Adaptive
Evaluation of WESS was developing
a shared Theory of Change (ToC) that
articulated how the intervention
was expected to generate impact.
The ToC clarified the causal logic
linking WESS training and service
delivery to improved business
capacities, financial performance,
and women's empowerment. This
shared framework made explicit the
assumptions underlying the model
and provided a structured basis

for inquiry.

Process Tracing then enabled Imago
to test this causal logic in practice.
Instead of relying on before-and-after
comparisons or experimental designs
which were neither feasible nor
appropriate in this complex, evolving
context, Process Tracing allowed

the team to “open the black box” of
iImplementation. Imago examined
each step of the causal pathway

to assess whether and how WESS
services contributed to intermediate
changes within Women's Collective
Enterprises, and the strength of
evidence supporting each link in

the chain.
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High-Level Theory of Change

SR8,

Inputs Activities Products
WESS forms an entity WESS undertakes assessment of WCE WESS offers specific
within SEWA with staff stage and develops well functioning service modules
and cohort of mentors modules based on business expertise relevant to WCE needs

e

Intermediate Results Final Results/Impact
Social Enterprises Social Enterprises improve their
improve their capacities financial performance and women
In a specific function iIncrease their income and agency

Source: Scaling Up Development Impact, Guerrero, et al., 2023
Applications of an Adaptive Evaluation approach to assess SEWA's Women's Enterprise Support System, Yadav et al, 2024
Based on Imago’'s work with SEWA on a Gates Foundation Grant
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Sources

&

WESS forms as
an entity within
SEWA with staff
and cohort of
mentors

Confident Working

- WESS has full-time

active staff and a
cohort of mentors

- WCEs recognize WESS

- |t remained resilient

despite COVID

- Aretrospective case

study of the WESS
during COVID

- WESS Organization

journey and diagnosis

. Interviews for WESS

and WCEs

9

WESS undertakes 9

assessment of WCE
stage and develops
well-functioning
modules based on
business expertise

Confident Working

WESS undertook
needs assessments

- Modules are at
different stages, but
most have formal
guides tailored to the
WCEs contexts

- Review of needs
assessments quality

- Review of module
guides and pedagogy

WESS offers
specific service
modules relevant
to WCE needs

Confident, @
somewhat working

- Most modules are

offered on time with
quality

- Due to travel and lost

wages, full attendance
is difficult

. Content is understood

but needs frequent
refreshers

- Detailed Process

Tracing of ToCs for
each WESS moduleas
it applies to a WCE.
This included
evidence from
Interviews,
attendance, and
surveys on
comprehension

9

Social Enterprises
improve their
capacities in a
specific function

Confident Working

- Module learnings
were largely applied

. INn mMost cases, it
helped improve the
specific function

. Detailed Journeys
of each WCE
INn the study
using interviews,
financial data, and
program data

High-Level Process Tracing results - WESS is a solid proof of concept

Social Enterprises
improve their
financial performance
and women members
increase their income
and agency

Confident, @
somewhat working

- 5 out of 8 WCEs

were sustainable

- No evidence of

increase in
women's income

- Strong qual

evidence that
WCEs changed
women's lives

- Financial analysis

of WCEs

- Quant Survey (baseline

midline, endline) of
~1000 women members

- Qual interviews of

WOMmen journeys
with WCEs
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Using Theory of Change
combined with Process Tracing,
Imago and SEWA were able to:

ldentify and validate the causal
mechanisms through which
WESS generates change

- Assess which mechanisms
were functioning as intended
and where they were weak,
Incomplete, or breaking down

- Understand why certain service
modules produced stronger
results than others

- Validate, refine, or challenge

key assumptions underlying the
WESS model

Pinpoint gaps, bottlenecks, and
opportunities for refinement

- Transform the Theory of Change

from a static planning tool into a
living learning framework

- Generate actionable insights to

refine the intervention design

Inform strategic decisions for
Improvement and scale

What Process Tracing Revealed

- WESS successfully created a
standardized, replicable set of
business support modules.

- 5 out of 8 evaluated enterprises
made meaningful progress
toward financial sustainability.

- Women reported significant

empowerment outcomes -
confidence, leadership, decision-
Mmaking power - even when
Income gains were not significant.

- The ToC was largely validated, but

the evaluation illuminated where
mechanisms were strong, weak,
or needed adaptation.
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Learning and iterating to
improve the solution

This is where AE moves from
diagnosis to action.

The core gquestion at this stage is:

what should we adjust to
strengthen impact?

Learning is translated into
concrete improvements through
experimentation and iteration.

Drawing from an agile for
grassroots methodology, Imago
works with teams to:

a. ldentify priority challenges
b. Design small tests or prototypes

c. Gather evidence and feedback
to define improvements

d. Iterate and repeat the cycle

This process allows teams to adapt
quickly while staying grounded in
evidence, rather than assumptions.
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Adaptive Evaluation of
SEWA'’'s Women'’s Enterprise
Support System (WESS)

Agile for Grassroots

During the Adaptive Evaluation

of SEWA's WESS, Process Tracing
uncovered a critical issue:
women's incomes did not show

a significant increase on average,
despite the intervention’s intention
to strengthen enterprises and
livelihoods.

This pointed to a weak or
iIncomplete causal pathway
between WESS support and
Improved economic outcomes.
One enterprise, Lok Swasthya
Mandali (LSM), a health cooperative

focused primarily on manufacturing

medicines, where women (“Sakhis”)
also had the opportunity to earn
commissions through medicine
sales, became the focus for
experimentation.

Although the commission model
had strong potential, women were
earning very little, and this channel
was underutilized, signaling that
the mechanism linking enterprise
support to income was not
functioning as intended.

This made LSM an ideal candidate
for Agile for Grassroots, Imago's
iterative methodology designed
to test solutions, learn quickly,

and strengthen causal pathways.
Agile for Grassroots was used to

address a central learning question:

How can we strengthen the
commission-based income
channel for women in LSM?

Through prototyping, the team
was able to diagnhose root causes,
test practical solutions, generate
evidence in real time, and adapt
interventions until mechanisms
began to work.

What the Prototyping
Process Revealed

Working with LSM and the
Sakhis, the team identified the
core drivers of low income: weak
product knowledge, unclear
Incentives, limited sales skills, and
Inconsistent communication.

This led to four focused
learning sprints:

e
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Apr

Sprint 1

Product Training

+
New Incentive

Structure

Evidence
observed

Product knowledge
improved among
Sakhis, but sales skills
remained weak.

Sales training required
deeper and more
targeted focus.

Learning

Across the four sprints, the intervention produced measurable improvements:

PR

z"zﬁﬁr
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More women hitting
sales targets

Significant increases
IN earnings

®)

\
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Jun Jul

Sprint 2

Sales

Training +

Sales skills improved,
but incentives were
poorly understood.

Incentive communication
needed to be clearer and
more motivating.

Higher average sales
per Sakhi

Greater clarity,

o Mmotivation, and
adoption of good
business practices

Aug

Sep Oct

Sprint 3

Improved Incentive

Communication
Smaller Incentive

90% of Sakhis understood the
Incentive structure; and income
Increased for 70% of them.

Women needed to understand
profits, not just incentives.

Most importantly,
Agile for Grassroots
made the Theory of
Change work, showing
the causal mechanism
in action:

Nov Dec Jan
Sprint 4
Communicating

Profit Impact

There was a 150% increase in
women earning more than INR
1,000 (~USD12); alongside
stronger motivation.

Profit awareness combined
with coaching significantly
boosts performance.

Training + incentive
design + clear
communication »
higher income for
women.
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What Adaptive Evaluation Achieves

Adaptive Evaluation helps
organizations navigate
complexity with clarity. It enables
teams to understand what drives
change within systems, adapt

as contexts evolve, improve
programs as they grow, and
scale impact without losing what
Mmakes their work effective.

At its core, Adaptive Evaluation

Is a learning methodology. It
supports organizations to learn
and improve while programs
unfold, integrating reflection

and evidence into action across
iInnovation, iImplementation, and
scaling in complex environments.

Key Takeaways

Adaptive Evaluation
focuses on
understanding how
Interventions drive
change, using a variety
of methods, qualitative
and quantitative.

Learning pathways of
change strengthens
effective and
sustainable scaling.

Participation is
central: people
closest to the
work guide for
learning and
decisions.

Learning and
adaptation are
continuous, not
reserved for endline
evaluations.

To get started, organizations

can begin by asking reflection
guestions during implementation,
mapping relationships and
assumptions, testing small
Improvements, and learning
through structured adaptation. For
full guidance, tools, and facilitation
resources, explore Imago’s Adaptive
Evaluation Technical Toolkit.

Want to learn more?

Acess the complete
Adaptive Evaluation
Technical Toolkit
directly here.
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