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Background: Traditional evaluation methods suffer from some reductionism in dealing with
complex interventions. To cope with this issue, researchers advocate for a more participatory
approach to better understand how an intervention interacts with other factors within a
broader system.

Objectives: Given the limited research incorporating Participatory Systems Mapping (PSM)
into the evaluation process, this systematic review offers insights into how the PSM method
can be applied to assess complex interventions.

Method: We conducted a systematic review of the PSM method’s application in the evaluation
field. This review examined scientific publications in peer-reviewed journals dealing with the
PSM and its use in evaluation.

Results: The research demonstrated that PSM has been a helpful tool for generating a
comprehensive and profound understanding of how interventions function in complex
settings. The findings indicate that PSM primarily utilises network analysis, integrated with
stakeholders’ insights. However, several challenges have been identified: (1) PSM may fail to
incorporate all stakeholders, resulting in an incomplete comprehension, (2) Addressing
diverse stakeholder perceptions presents a significant hurdle and (3) Combining PSM with
other methods is necessary to foster a more comprehensive approach.

Conclusion: This article provides insights into the application of PSM for evaluation purposes.
It achieves this by summarising and analysing previous works, shedding light on the potential
and limitations of its meaningful usage.

Contribution: This article addresses the lack of research employing PSM within the evaluation
field, providing evaluators with valuable insights to leverage the use of this method in
evaluating complex interventions.

Keywords: complexity; participatory systems mapping; systematic review; complexity;
system thinking.

Introduction

The use of complexity methods in evaluation is still not widespread in practice (Barbrook-Johnson
et al. 2021) and there are limitations to appropriate approaches to evaluate complex interventions
(Picciotto 2016). Working with complexity remains difficult for evaluators who are more
comfortable with depicting a linear progression of activities, outputs, outcomes, and impact
(Junge, Cullen & Iacopini 2020). Indeed, there is a growing awareness in the evaluation community
that traditional evaluation methods may not capture the complexity of interventions fully,
possibly impeding the effectiveness of evaluations in achieving their objectives (Bamberger,
Vaessen & Raimondo 2016).

The concept of complexity has been broadly discussed in the evaluation field over the past two decades
(Barbrook-Johnson et al. 2021). In evaluation, complexity expresses the emergent, unpredictable, and
non-linear nature of associations between actions and outcomes (Glouberman & Zimmerman 2004).
From a systems perspective, complex interventions emphasise identifying uncertainties and the role
of the environment in modelling the dynamic relationships between implementation, mechanisms,
and context (Moore et al. 2019). Interventions functioning in complex social systems are shaped by
interactions among various changing actors and factors (Keshavarz et al. 2010).

To address the challenges of evaluating complex interventions and the inherently social nature of
policy development, Barbrook-Johnson et al. (2021) emphasise many strategies. They stress the
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importance of utilising frontier research. Also, they advocate
for fostering early and open dialogue between commissioners
and evaluators. Lastly, they recommend establishing a
flexible evaluation contract to enable an evolving and
adaptive research design (Barbrook-Johnson et al. 2021).
Integrating stakeholders’ perspectives leads to a more
comprehensive and nuanced understanding of the
intervention’s effects and contributions (Patton 2012). The
hypothetical causal relationships in an intervention can be
well-founded and validated by the insights of the stakeholders
who are directly engaged (Koleros & Mayne 2019). Therefore,
the endorsement of a participatory approach is even more
essential in the evaluation of complex interventions (Oliver,
Lorenc & Tinkler 2020).

Despite the increasing incorporation of the participatory
systems mapping (PSM) into evaluations and its integration
in certain evaluation guidelines, particularly for those
operating within complex contexts (Taylor et al. 2019), there
is often a dearth of detailed guidance on its effective
implementation or integration into the evaluation process
(Wilkinson et al. 2021). This article seeks to provide insights
and guidance on how the PSM method has been used to
foster a shared understanding within the complex
intervention evaluation. Through this systematic review, we
contribute to the relatively limited body of case studies that
employ PSM to evaluate complex programmes (Suno Wu,
Barbrook-Johnson & Font 2021). The aim is to assess the
potential of PSM in enhancing the understanding of
mechanisms and factors underlying the achievement of
results for evaluation purposes, while also shedding light on
challenges and limitations associated with its application.

This article is structured into four sections. Firstly, it provides
an overview of PSM. Secondly, it details the methodology
used to conduct the systematic review. Thirdly, the article
presents the study’s results, with a particular focus on the
methods employed by the identified research, their findings,
and limitations. Lastly, the conclusion emphasises whether
PSM can be utilised in evaluating complex interventions, and
discusses the potential and limitations of its use for evaluation
purposes.

An overview of participatory
systems mapping

Participatory approaches are helpful in evaluating complex
interventions. Within this category, PSM was recently
introduced in the evaluation field as a method to
understanding how interventions interact with their context
to achieve desired outcomes. Before presenting the practical
implementation of PSM, its theoretical underpinnings will be
described. This involves presenting the foundational
concepts of participatory research and systems thinking.
According to Kirdly et al. (2015), PSM is grounded at the
intersection of participation and systems thinking.

The epistemological principle for participatory research
was influenced by Skolimowski’s (1994) concept of the
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participatory mind, which emphasises active involvement
and collaboration between researchers and participants
(Heron 1996, as cited in Breu & Peppard 2003). This approach
considers the outer world as objectively given but subjectively
represented in the human mind (Reason 1998). A participatory
approach overcomes epistemological limitations encountered
in interpretivism and constructivist paradigms by integrating
subjective experiences with objective inquiry (Denzin 1992;
Hammersley 1989, as cited in Breu & Peppard 2003). The
ultimate goals of participatory action research are
empowerment and the generation of knowledge and action
that directly benefit the participants involved, leading to the
production of useful knowledge (Worren, Moore & Elliott
2002). Grounded in post-normal science, participation in
research is a method for data gathering to gain a deeper
understanding and more realistic descriptions of the system
being studied (Setianto, Cameron & Gaughan 2014; Stave
2002). Post-normal science incorporates a plurality of
perspectives, acknowledges the role of subjective values, and
shifts from a logical positivist approach to a more pragmatic,
pluralist methodology (Costanza 2001; Frame & Brown 2008).
In addition, the theoretical assumptions of participatory
research propose that participation seeks to enhance
intersubjective knowledge, acknowledging that no single
actor can fully comprehend the entire system (Meadows
2008). Similarly, Mccall et al. (2021) assert that PSM is based
on the recognition that the knowledge of local people is both
valid and valuable.

Furthermore, systems thinking, developed from cybernetics
and engineering theory, offers a comprehensive framework
for addressing complex societal issues by emphasising a
holistic understanding of the interrelationships between
system components (Senge 1990). It focuses on perceiving
systems as wholes rather than isolated parts, allowing for a
deeper comprehension of the dynamic behaviour of the
system (Cabrera, Colosi & Lobdell 2008). The systems
thinking approach acknowledges the purposive nature of
systems. It transcends traditional subject and/or object
boundaries by linking individuals, social systems, and the
natural environment through pathways and feedback loops
(Bateson 1972, as cited in Sedlako et al., 2014). A fundamental
principle is that the interconnections between a system’s
elements shape its behaviour and reveal its function or
purpose over time (Meadows 2008; Sedlacko et al. 2014).
Evaluation methods are shifting from a mechanistic, theory-
based approach to a more systemic perspective (Martinuzzi
& Kopp 2010). Consequently, systems-thinking approaches
are viewed as more effective alternatives for evaluation, as
traditional methods such as logic models have been criticised
for their simplicity and linearity (Renger et al., 2019).

Participatory systems mapping is an explorative method that
enhances group understanding through the visualisation of
causal relationships and feedback loops and provides a
neutral communication tool facilitating dialogue between
parties with different types of knowledge (Kirély et al. 2015).
It stands out as a flexible and participatory method for
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comprehending system dynamics for evaluation purposes
(Barbrook-Johnson & Penn 2021). This method aids in
transforming  overwhelming complexity into more
manageable and comprehensible systems (Suno Wu et al.
2021; Tourais & Videira 2021). Primarily reliant on involving
key intervention stakeholders in the evaluation process
(Suno Wu et al. 2021), PSM aims to generate alternative
scenarios that offer insights into the multifaceted aspects of
interconnected system elements, build or inform a theory of
change, identify new exploratory questions, and highlight
unforeseen programme aspects (Barbrook-Johnson &
Penn 2021; Tourais & Videira 2021). Based primarily on
focus group discussions, the PSM method produces a
map (see Figure 1 for illustration) that describes how the
intervention interacts with its environment (Barbrook-
Johnson & Penn 2021).

Barbrook-Johnson and Penn (2021) provided the first detailed
insights into how PSM is conducted for evaluation purposes.
Previous work grounded in systems thinking has also utilised
participatory mapping methods to generate representative
community insights, subsequently informing policy
recommendations and evaluations. A notable example is
System Constellation, an approach that elucidates
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relationships within a system through spatial arrangement,
effectively incorporating actors’ perspectives into theory-
based evaluation (Martinuzzi & Kopp 2010).

Practically, the PSM method begins with preliminary
meetings with stakeholders to identify and delineate the
scope of the system under evaluation, establishing its
boundaries (Suno Wu et al. 2021; Barbrook-Johnson & Penn
2021). Following this, relevant stakeholders are invited to
participate in a focus group discussion. In this session,
participants start by selecting key factors that represent the
outcomes of the intervention.

Subsequently, participants brainstorm and list the factors
that either influence or are influenced by these focal factors.
They then collaboratively build and categorise the
connections between these factors, establishing causal
relationships and dependencies among them. After
elucidating the interrelationships connecting the factors, the
evaluator proceeds to gather additional information from
participants to weigh the connections between factors,
investigate how external or influential factors affect
programme outcomes and determine whether they are
strong or weak based on their significance in the system.

Ecological
sustainability

Land availability

International
Uability

Community
acceptance

Existing industries

- \Weak

Medium » Strong

Fossil fuel price

Competitiveness

Technology

Knowledge

Source: Developed by Penn, A.S., Knight, C.J.K., Lloyd, D. J. B., Avitabile, D., Kok, K., Schiller, F. et al., 2013, ‘Participatory development and analysis of a fuzzy cognitive map of the
establishment of a bio-based economy in the Humber region’, PLoS ONE 8(11). https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0078319; Barbrook-Johnson, P. & Penn, A., 2021, ‘Participatory
systems mapping for complex energy policy evaluation’, Evaluation 27(1), 57-79. https://doi.org/10.1177/1356389020976153

FIGURE 1: An example of participatory systems maps.
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Following the focus group discussion, the evaluator reviews
the map comprehensively to verify its accuracy, clarity, and
completeness. The map is then shared with focus group
participants to solicit their feedback. Thereafter, utilising
network analysis, the evaluator identifies patterns, key
nodes, and mediating factors, extracting insights to better
understand the system’s dynamics. The network analysis
and insights from stakeholders are afterwards integrated to
foster a shared understanding of how the intervention
operates (Barbrook-Johnson & Penn 2021).

Research methods and design

The study employed a systematic literature review, utilising
databases such as Scopus, EBSCO, and Google Scholar.
Specialised journals, including the American Journal of
Evaluation, Canadian Journal of Program Evaluation, Evaluation,
Evaluation —and  Program  Planning, and Journal of
Multidisciplinary Evaluation were thoroughly examined.
Keywords such as complexity, participatory systems
mapping, and evaluation were employed, and Boolean
operators were used to refine the search, resulting in an
inventory of 53 articles. The main search equation was
‘participatory systems mapping” AND ‘evaluation’. These
articles underwent review for eligibility based on
predetermined criteria, including being published in peer-
reviewed journals from 2002 to 2023 and focusing on PSM
and its utilisation in evaluation practice or research.

A strategic skimming approach was utilised, involving the
initial reading of titles and abstracts. The findings and
limitations sections of articles were further reviewed only if
the content appeared relevant. Articles were excluded for the
following reasons: not addressing the use of PSM in
evaluation, not providing sufficient detail on methods or
data analysis, and not being primary studies applying PSM
in evaluation. Consequently, 11 articles focusing on the use
of PSM in the evaluation were identified. Figure 2 presents
the PRISMA flow diagram through the different stages of the
review process, including identification, screening, eligibility,
and inclusion of studies.

Ethical considerations

This article followed all ethical standards for research
without direct contact with human or animal subjects.

Results

Participatory systems mapping is a stand-alone method
used across various fields. This article delves into its
integration within the evaluation field, scrutinising its
application across 11 evaluations within the sample. The
research results are organised into three pivotal domains:
methodologies (detailing the utilisation of PSM across the 11
studies), findings (highlighting insights gleaned from
employing PSM for evaluation purposes in each study), and
identified limitations observed during these evaluations.
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FIGURE 2: Flowchart of the literature review.

The results underscore the diverse applications and benefits
of PSM, while also highlighting various limitations and areas
for improvement. These results are summarised in Table 1,
which provides detailed information on the article title,
authors, subject area, method, findings, and limitations for
each reviewed study. To ensure consistency and facilitate
comparison across studies, a standardised data extraction
form was utilised.

Methods utilised

The analysis of the 11 studies revealed four primary
methodological approaches used by evaluations employing
PSM: network analysis, the construction of causal loop
diagrams, mixed methods combining PSM with other
approaches, and the knowledge brokerage approach.
Notably, some studies are included in multiple categories.

Most reviewed evaluations (n = 6, 55%) employed network
analysis and stakeholders’ insights to develop shared system
views. Network analysis was used to examine connections
between individual nodes or factors in a system, along with
emergent patterns and structures. Stakeholder input helped
to understand how influence flows within an intervention
system.

Additionally, the development of causal loop diagrams
(n = 4), drawing upon information from various participants
in the PSM focus group, provided a holistic view of an
intervention system by capturing the interconnectedness of its
components. This facilitated comprehension of the underlying
factors influencing the intervention’s dynamics as a whole.

Furthermore, PSM was combined with other methods and
tools (n = 5). It was integrated into a randomised evaluation
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TABLE 1: An overview of the use of participatory systems mapping in the evaluations.
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Article title Authors Subject Method Findings Limitations
Participatory complexity in Suno Wu Tourism Policy Network analysis was employed in The PSM facilitated a more PSM should be complemented
tourism policy: Understanding et al. (2021) conjunction with information comprehensive understanding of by existing data collection
sustainability programmes gathered from stakeholders. the contexts and interactions of methods and analysis.
with participatory systems Furthermore, PSM was integrated intervention components,
mapping with in-depth interviews. addressing complexity in a
practical and accessible manner.
Participatory systems mapping  Barbrook- Energy policy The PSM was not used to build a The PSM offered stories and new  Not specified

for complex energy policy
evaluation

Johnson and
Penn (2021)

definitive model of the system but to
apply a process of learning and
collaborative construction of the
system map.

complexity of the context and build

perspective of their intervention by

Building a system-based Wilkinson Fuel poverty The PSM was used to map the
Theory of Change using etal. (2021)

Participatory Systems Mapping a Theory of Change.

A participatory system Tourais and Tourism sector  The participants collaboratively
mapping approach for Videira developed a collective systems
sustainability (2021)

transitions: Insights from an creating causal loop diagrams.
experience in the tourism

sector in Portugal

An Evaluation of Public Brown and Public

Participation Information
for land use decisions: public
comment, surveys,

and participatory mapping

Eckold (2019)

participation

For evaluation purposes, evaluators
analysed and compared information
generated from three different
sources of public participation: (1)
formal public comment, (2)
responses to community survey
questions, and (3) land use
preferences generated from
participatory mapping.

Evaluating social learning in Garcia-Nieto Social learning  The research assessed whether the

participatory mapping of etal. (2019) composition of stakeholder groups

ecosystem services influenced the outputs of
participatory mapping by comparing
two PSM workshops.

Mixed methods participatory Brown et al. Marine and The research evaluated the extent to

GIS: An evaluation of the (2017) coastal which mixed methods in PSM

validity of qualitative and produce valid results when applied

quantitative mapping methods to the same research setting and
research questions.

Modelling feedback processes  Lopes and Ecosystem The PSM was used as a tool to

underpinning the management  Videira services articulate different value dimensions

of ecosystem services: The role  (2017) of ecosystem services.

of participatory systems

mapping

Participatory systems mapping  Sedlacko Sustainable The PSM was utilised in conjunction

for sustainable consumption: etal. (2014) consumption with causal loop diagrams to

Discussion of a method generate diverse insights into issues

promoting systemic insights related to sustainable consumption.

Assessing the participatory Kiraly et al. Sustainability Using PSM, participants jointly

potential of systems mapping (2015) devised diagrams on a topical issue

and developed policy
recommendations.

questions that were the most
compelling ideas offered by the
method. It allowed the initiation
of cultural change among
stakeholders.

The use of PSM to construct the
Theory of Change provided a
powerful way of ‘cutting through’
the complexity.

The PSM approach provided a
collaborative platform for the
co-creation of shared visions.

The PSM generated more
accurate and representative
community information.

Social learning occurred in
groups with a mixed composition
of participants.

The effectiveness of employing
mixed methods for decision
support in a convergent parallel
design hinged on establishing
convergence in construct
meaning, spatial location, and
consistency in values across the
sampled populations.

The PSM encouraged the
exchange of insights regarding
the cause-and-effect
mechanisms and leverage points,
facilitating the identification of
interrelationships among various
ecosystem services.

The PSM provided instruments
for coping with complexity when
analysing policies for sustainable
consumption.

The PSM had many significant
features that can enrich
participatory methodologies.

The construction of the system
map may be incomplete
because it may only involved
certain stakeholders, which
resulted in the exclusion of
insights from other parties. As
a consequence, some
important factors were not
included in the map.

Additional time for a more
thorough discussion to
reassess the applied time
frame was needed.

Local government decision-
makers prioritise political
information obtained through
formal public participation
processes over the technical
and rational planning
information provided by
participatory mapping.

Stakeholders may have
different perceptions,
expectations, and priorities.

An issue with mixed methods
validity concerns the
universality of place perception
within the population of
interest.

Not specified

The PSM may reveal
ontological differences that
would otherwise remain
concealed.

The potential of PSM might be
constrained as it can be
challenging for groups with
lower levels of knowledge
capital.

PSM, participatory systems mapping.

to control for political variables (Reyes-Garcia et al. 2012).
Mixed methods
qualitative interviews and diverse mapping techniques
alongside PSM (Brown et al. 2017).

were also employed, incorporating

Lastly, one evaluation (n = 1) emphasised the facilitation of
knowledge brokerage through participatory interactions
during the PSM focus group, highlighting the practical
contributions of these methods (Sedlacko et al. 2014). The
knowledge brokerage approach aimed to facilitate the
production of the system map by ensuring the effective
sharing of insights from all participants in the PSM focus

group.

http://www.aejonline.org . Open Access

The research revealed that network analysis and stakeholder
insights are the most commonly used approaches within
PSM. In addition, causal loop diagrams and mixed methods,
where PSM is combined with other methodologies, are also
frequently employed.

Findings

The review highlighted that PSM emerged as a helpful
tool for coping with complexity (Sedlacko et al. 2014; Suno
Wu et al. 2021; Wilkinson et al. 2021), facilitating
collaboration (Kirdly et al. 2015; Lopes & Videira 2017,
Tourais & Videira 2021), fostering a more comprehensive
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understanding of the contexts and interactions of
intervention components (Barbrook-Johnson & Penn 2021;
Brown & Eckold 2019; Suno Wu et al. 2021), and initiating
cultural change (Barbrook-Johnson & Penn 2021) and
social learning (Garcia-Nieto et al. 2019) among
stakeholders.

The PSM provides a comprehensive understanding of
intervention contexts and interactions (Suno Wu et al. 2021).
It facilitates a practical exploration of complexity, integrating
well-documented and transparent processes (Barbrook-
Johnson & Penn 2021). Furthermore, it complements existing
evaluation approaches and methods, particularly when
coupled with the System-based Theory of Change diagrams,
allowing for the development of practical theories considering
feedback, broader context, and potential adverse outcomes.
For instance, PSM was successfully used during a fuel
poverty intervention evaluation by mapping the complexity
of the context and making it more familiar to build the theory
of change (Wilkinson et al. 2021).

Moreover, research by Tourais and Videira (2021) found that
PSM functioned well as a collaborative approach for generating
a shared understanding of their intervention (Tourais &
Videira 2021). Drawing from PSM, participants in the
Portuguese tourism sector collaborated to develop a unified
perspective on the transition towards tourism sustainability,
facilitating the establishment of a comprehensive roadmap for
desired transition pathways (Tourais & Videira 2021).

Furthermore, the approach generates accurate and
representative community information (Brown & Eckold
2019) and supports social learning in groups with diverse
stakeholders (Garcia-Nieto et al. 2019). The effects attributed
to participatory mapping are not solely from mapping
activities but are intertwined with broader processes
influencing community engagement (Reyes-Garcia et al.
2012). By mapping the intervention components and their
interaction with the context, PSM also contributes to broader
processes that shape stakeholder engagement and learning.
The PSM embodies a collaborative effort in learning and
map-building (Barbrook-Johnson & Penn 2021). In doing so,
the participants” perspectives on the system become more
explicit (Moon et al. 2019).

Employing mixed methods, particularly through the
integration of PSM in a convergent parallel design, proves
beneficial for planning decision support, contingent on
demonstrating convergence in construct meaning, spatial
location, and consistency in values (Brown et al. 2017). The
collaborative creation of causal system maps with stakeholders
enhances understanding of cause-effect mechanisms and
interrelationships between system components (Lopes &
Videira 2017). The study conducted by Lopes and Videira
(2017) concluded that PSM elucidated diverse value
dimensions of ecosystem services management. By fostering a
collaborative exchange of insights, PSM supported the
identification of interrelationships among various ecosystem
services.
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In summary, the review of the 11 evaluations’ perspectives
on using PSM for evaluation purposes revealed that PSM is
a practical tool for navigating complexity. It fosters
collaboration, deepens comprehension of intervention
contexts, and stimulates interactions and learning among
stakeholders.

Limitations

The systematic review identified several challenges
associated with using PSM for evaluation purposes. Firstly,
the construction of system maps may exclude some
stakeholders, resulting in incomplete representations of
factors impacting the intended outcomes (Wilkinson et al.
2021). As PSM focuses on the system within which the
intervention will act rather than solely on the intervention
itself, integrating a wide range of stakeholders is crucial for
identifying mechanisms behind causal links, especially in
complex systems. Omitting certain stakeholders may result
in missing pathways from the intervention to the desired
outcome (Tourais & Videira 2021). Secondly, additional time
for in-depth debate is necessary for a comprehensive
understanding during the PSM focus group (Tourais &
Videira 2021). For practical purposes, Tourais and Videira
(2021) advocate conducting PSM in sub-groups and sharing
the findings with the entire group to cross-check the structure
and completeness of the system map.

Thirdly, some researchers have emphasised that the diverse
perceptions, expectations, and priorities of stakeholders
regarding  ecosystem components complicate the
interpretation of results (Garcia-Nieto et al. 2019). The PSM
may unveil ontological differences that would otherwise
remain hidden, presenting a challenge in systems thinking
debates (Sedlacko et al. 2014). Brown et al. (2017) stressed
that the perception within the population of interest
necessitates disaggregation and analysis of spatial data by
sampling group (Brown et al. 2017).

Fourthly, the composition of PSM focus groups presented
challenges regarding the influence of stakeholders and their
degree of knowledge. The applicability of PSM focus groups
is significantly different when participants are grouped
uniformly based on their level of influence on the
intervention, compared to when participants with varying
levels of influence are mixed, leading to different system
maps (Garcia-Nieto et al. 2019). These researchers conducted
two PSM focus groups in the Nacimiento Watershed, Spain,
with different group compositions. In the first focus group,
participants were grouped uniformly based on their
influence on land management, while in the second one,
mixed groups were formed with participants having varying
levels of influence. The study found that the composition of
the participants affected the outputs of participatory
mapping, leading to different resulting maps (Garcia-Nieto
et al. 2019). Fifthly, the potential utilisation of PSM may be
limited for groups with lower levels of knowledge, indicating
constraints on its applicability (Kiraly et al. 2015). Certainly,
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the authors acknowledge its potential limitations in an
experiment applying the PSM method to the issue of
sustainable consumption. They argued that the participatory
potential of systems mapping might be constrained for
groups with lower levels of knowledge, as it can be
demanding in terms of required expertise or understanding
(Kiraly et al. 2015).

Lastly, PSM should be reinforced by existing data
collection methods and analysis (Suno Wu et al. 2021). By
using PSM method in the evaluation of a sustainability
programme in Barcelona, these authors concluded that
employing a complex systems approach, facilitated by
PSM, can offer a more comprehensive understanding of
the contexts and interactions within tourism policy (Suno
Wu et al. 2021).

The research identified several challenges associated with
using PSM for evaluation purposes. These challenges include
the potential exclusion of stakeholders, the time-consuming
nature of in-depth debates during focus groups, and
complications arising from diverse stakeholder perceptions
and priorities. Furthermore, the composition and knowledge
level of focus group participants significantly impact the
outputs of PSM. Finally, to enhance the effectiveness of PSM,
it should be supplemented with existing data collection and
analysis methods.

Conclusion

The utilisation of complexity-based methods in evaluation
is not yet widely adopted, posing challenges for evaluators
accustomed to linear progressions. Addressing the
challenges of evaluating complex interventions requires a
deep exploration of system complexity, incorporating
various perspectives, and employing adaptive and flexible
designs. By recognising the importance of stakeholder
involvement, a participatory approach becomes crucial
in evaluating complex interventions that depict social
change and provide a more comprehensive and
nuanced understanding of the intervention’s effects and
contributions.

By addressing an existing gap in insights and guidance
on how PSM is applied for evaluation purposes, this
research, to the best of our knowledge, is the first
systematic review conducted on the use of PSM in the
evaluation field.

This research demonstrated that the PSM method facilitates
an in-depth exploration of complexity by significantly
enhancing the comprehension of the interaction between
interventions and the entire system, thereby fostering a
shared and deeper understanding of how the intervention
leads to desired outcomes. However, PSM does not serve as
a model illustrating the intervention’s functioning. Instead,
it captures participants’ perspectives on how intervention
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components interact with diverse factors within the broader
system. The resulting map represents just only one
perception of the intervention within a system, not the
absolute representation. While PSM helps to address the
complexity of interventions, it does not inherently surpass
other methods. Method selection for evaluating complex
interventions should be guided by appropriateness to
purpose and context (Suno Wu et al. 2021).

The findings underscore PSM as a helpful tool that employs
a system-based approach to foster engagement and learning
among stakeholders. The primary contribution of PSM to
the evaluation process, as highlighted in the reviewed articles,
is its ability to facilitate collaborative efforts, enabling
stakeholders to achieve a comprehensive understanding of
how interventions operate and interact within their
environment.

The study also found that network analysis and stakeholder
insights were the predominant approaches utilised within
the PSM method. Furthermore, causal loop diagrams and
mixed methods, which involve integrating PSM with other
methods, were notably employed within PSM.

However, the research highlights limitations in using PSM
for evaluation purposes. These limitations include the
inadvertent exclusion of certain stakeholders during the
construction of system maps, the time-consuming nature
of the method, the potential for diverse stakeholder
insights to complicate result interpretation, the necessity
to combine PSM with other methods for greater robustness,
and the challenges posed by the composition of PSM focus
groups, particularly with heterogeneous groups
characterised by varying levels of influence and knowledge
capital.

By emphasising the importance of an inclusive, stakeholder-
oriented approach in PSM, which considers timing, context,
and stakeholders’ ontological differences, we highlight the
pivotal role of the evaluator as a facilitator in addressing
challenges within systems thinking debates. This facilitation
is crucial for fully harnessing the potential of PSM.
We contend that despite its valuable insights, PSM
has limitations that underscore the need for careful
consideration of contextual appropriateness and the
composition of PSM focus groups. For instance, a series of
meetings may be conducted with different stakeholder
categories, taking into account their knowledge and
influence on the intervention.

Furthermore, we advocate for the utilisation of PSM in
evaluations where community insights are essential for
enhancing the evaluator’s understanding of how interventions
achieve desired outcomes, notably transformative social
interventions. Moreover, we suggest that future research
should explore the combination of PSM with other methods
to achieve greater complementarity and validity.
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