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Scope of presentation 
Â What the presentation attempts to do:  
 

Á Provides a personal view on evaluating complex health 
interventions  

 

 

Á An organizing framework to structure the above summary.  

 

Â What it does not attempt to do:  
 

Á Not an exhaustive review  

Á Not a list of new methods  

 
 



A brief 
example 

Approaches to 
evaluating 
complexity  

 

 Purpose of 
evaluation  

 

Evaluation, 
learning 

framework 
and pathways 
of influence 

Ideas for steps 
forward  



An Example: Primary Prevention 
Have a Heart Paisley 



Features of complex interventions 

¸ Multiple components , sometimes interacting with each 
other  

 

¸ Dynamic : Intervention components can change over 
time  

  

¸ Heterogeneous , responds to multiple types of contexts  

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 
 





Defining a complex intervention  
    (MRC, 2000) 

¸ òThe greater the difficulty in defining precisely what 

exactly are the ôactive ingredientsõ of an 

intervention and how they relate to each other, the 

greater the likelihood that you are dealing with a 

complex intervention.ó 



The MRC Updated Approach (2008)  

  

 

¸ Number of interacting components within the 

experimental and control interventions  

¸ Number and difficulty of behaviors that need to be 

modified  

¸ Number of groups or organizational levels targeted by 

the  intervention  

¸ Number and variability of outcomes  

¸ Degree of flexibility or tailoring of the intervention  

permitted  



So what is new in the MRC (2008) approach? 
¸ A clearer focus on theory  

¸ A stronger focus on process and implementation  

¸ Greater recognition of the need for mixed methods  

¸ A better understanding of the realities of practice : òIn 

practice, evaluation takes place in a wide range of 

settings that constrain researchersõ choice of 

interventions to evaluate and their choice of evaluation 

methods.ó  

¸ A recognition of problems of fidelity and context  

 

 

 





System Dynamic Approaches (Sterman, 2006) 

Å Constantly changing;  

Å Governed by feedback;  

Å Non -linear, History -dependent;  

Å Adaptive and evolving;  

Å Characterized by trade -offs; 

Å Policy resistance: òThe result is policy resistance , the 

tendency for interventions to be defeated by the 

systemõs response to the intervention itself.ó 
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Policy resistance is the tendency for interventions to be delayed, diluted, or defeated by the 
response of the system to the intervention itself. 

-- Meadows, Richardson, Bruckman 


