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HOW-TO-BRIEF

The “How to” series of briefs is for the use of Pillar 1 project managers (and future managers of R&l
projects), to guide them with tips on possible ways forward for upgrading their five core capacities to manage for impacts.

WHAT IS A THEORY OF CHANGE?
(C1. CAPACITY FOR REAL-TIME MEL)

About this brief

A theory of change (ToC) is a visual and narrative depiction of how a project team expects
change to happen in a real-world situation. Its advantage over other tools is the emphasis on
assumptions on the causal relations between changes and the conditions under which change
happens. Assumptions acknowledge the many factors and circumstances needed for each
change along a trajectory to be confirmed. ToCs exist in multiple visual formats and are often
a complement to logical frameworks or logframe. A ToC is also a good reference document for
the design of a monitoring, evaluation, and learning (MEL) plan.

Carol Weiss (1995), one of the earliest proponents, described a Theory of Change as “a theory
of how and why an initiative works.” A major contribution of ToC is visualization: “Diagrams are
capable of succinctly summarily representing multiple parallel and intersecting causal pathways in
ways that a textual narrative cannot.” (Davies, 2018: 2)

We don't all see the world through the same lens: farmers and government officials may use
the same language but with different mindsets. When one is working among different
stakeholders, the expression of assumptions can reveal unexpected differences in
interpretation that may otherwise not be revealed.

Keywords: theory of change, evaluation, monitoring, learning, decision-making, collaborative
evaluation
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TOC PURPOSES

ToCs can be developed for different purposes:

e To improve the intervention strategy by making the expected changes and interactions
explicit so that implementers understand what they are working towards and how, and to
identify knowledge gaps.

e To communicate the story and the logic behind an intervention; to encourage dialogue
among stakeholders interested in the project.

e To help primary MEL users to formulate and update the logic framework (logframe) and
define their MEL plan.

ToCs may have different times of use:
e A ToC can help to design a project during the formulation
e A ToC can help with adjusting the project strategy (adaptive management) during the
implementation
e AToC can help summarize the achievements and strategies of a completed project

There is consensus that the basic elements of a ToC include the following (Vogel, 2012):

e The context for the project or initiative: summary of social, political, and environmental
conditions

e Long-term change: the ultimate goals that the initiative seeks to achieve

e Process/ sequence of change: the trajectory of activities, outputs, and outcomes

e Assumptions about how the changes will happen

¢ lllustration/diagram complemented by a narrative summary that shows the trajectory of
change

BASICS OF TOCS

“To be applied well, theory of change demands an institutional willingness to be realistic and flexible
in programming responses, both at the design stage and, more importantly, in implementation and
performance management.” (Vogel, 2012: 5)

How is a ToC different from a logframe?

e A ToC is a visual representation of the logic behind a project, while the logframe is in a
matrix format. A ToC can use a linear format similar to a logframe, or a more dynamic layout
to illustrate interrelationships and feedback loops

e A ToC is often developed together with project partners; it is not only a representation (a
product), but it is also a process of developing an underpinning logic of a project together
with different people

e A ToC introduces assumptions between each link in a causal trajectory, while most
logframes give less emphasis to assumptions, and oftentimes only focus on results

e AToC can shed light on the complex processes and systemic changes that a logframe cannot
capture

e A ToC can focus on a specific component of a project, on the interconnections among the
components, and/or on the global project (a ToC can be ‘nested’ into a larger scale ToC)

e ToCs can support various learning uses relative to a logframe that tends to focus on
monitoring and reporting on accountability
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IMPORTANCE OF ASSUMPTIONS

Assumptions are expressions of how we expect change to unfold in reality. They are a form of
acknowledgment about existing risks, and factors needed for change to happen, and how the
project expects to unfold.

“The central idea in theory of change thinking is making assumptions explicit. Assumptions
act as ‘rules of thumb’ that influence our choices, as individuals and organisations.
Assumptions reflect deeply held values, norms and ideological perspectives. These inform
the design and implementation of programmes. Making assumptions explicit, especially
seemingly obvious ones, allows them to be checked, debated and enriched to strengthen
programmes.” (Vogel, 2012: 4)

Expressing assumption is akin to policy insurance where one states the factors or conditions that
need to be in place for the intended outcomes to become a reality.

TYPES OF ASSUMPTIONS

There are several typologies of
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ToC preparation
e Itis desirable to develop ToCs in collaboration with various project stakeholders
e Post-it notes of different shapes, sizes and colours can be used for activities, short-term
outputs, mid-term outputs, assumptions, and impacts or results
e The movable parts allow for a regular updating of the ToC as project conditions change
e It is possible to integrate concepts or theories about how change happens into a ToC (for
example by illustrating different stages of policy change from the literature)

PRACTICAL TIPS IN TOC DESIGN

There are software packages available through theoryofchange.org for online design.

The example below shows the basic components, with assumptions shown in green along
each stage of the change trajectory (DFID, 2013).

Annex 1: UK Theory of Change for Mine Action

Inputs

UK funding
channelled
through mine
action partners

UK government
diplomacy,
advisory and
programme
staff time

Accurate and
up-to-date data

A

Activities

Outputs

Landmine and

Outcomes

Land released

ERW clearance following effecti
that targets tasking and
vulnerable groups prioritisation
Mine/ERW risk

education Affected

delivered to target communities aware

beneficiaries and

linked to

prioritisation and

clearance

Target communities feel
safer, leading to
increased well-being

of the risks of
landmines and ERW
and able to manage
them and assist
prioritisation

Formerly contaminated
land used productively
by target communities,
and increased access
to markets, leading to
improved livelihoods

Coordination

between national
authorities, mine

action
implementers,
donor communi
and developme
actors.

ity

Mine action more
closely linked with
wider development
planning and
implementation

Target communities
have increased access
to basic services
provided by national
governments or NGOs

nt

Capacity building

of national
implementation

staff and national

mine action
authorities

needs

Capable and trained
national staff and
staff in national mine
action authorities
meeting identified

Effective mine action
programmes
increasingly managed
by national authorities
with minimal outside
technical or financial
inout

Assumptions:

situation allows work to
take place

-Strong programme:
design

-Security and/or political

Notes:

Clearance = land release, including through

clearance

Measurable progress
towards Ottawa Treaty,
CCM and CCW
compliance

-

Assumptions:

-Assets not misappropriated
-Security and/or political situation
allows work to take place

-MRE successfully targets those at
risk

-National authority has sufficient will
and backing to improve

-Trained staff remain in sector
-Actors have incentives to co-
ordinate and an effective mechanism
is in place

-Mine action coordination bodies
willing and able to prioritise on the
basis of vulnerability and
development impact

Assumptions:

-Improvements in safety from mines and
ERW not outweighed by other variables
-Benefits of clearance accrue to intended

beneficiaries

-Land pricritised for clearance can be used
productively by targeted communities
-Complementary development inputs for

targeted communities are secured

-National autherity has sufficient will and

backing to improve

-Security and/or political situation remain

favourable

-Implementing organisation able to prioritise

on the basis of vulnerability and

development impact and measure change

against baselines
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Impact

Improved physical
security and
livelihoods leading to
poverty reduction and
progress against the
MDGs.

D

Assumptions:

-Benefits of clearance
accrue to intended
beneficiaries

-Security and/or political
situation remain favourable



https://www.theoryofchange.org/

i

LIFT =

DeSIRA i

TOCS FOR COMPLEX CHANGE

Many projects are grappling with capturing the complexity of their work in logframes.
Innovation and system change are hard to capture with logically linked measurable results.
There is a growing recognition of the complexities, ambiguities, and uncertainties of
development work, involving complex political and social change in dynamic country
contexts. "Theory of change thinking is viewed as one approach to help people deal positively with
the challenges of complexity" (Vogel, 2012; p. 8).

Because of the complexity of developmental work, donors are starting to work with a more
adaptive management approach. Adaptive management has gained a lot of attention over
the past decade. It requires review and reflection of the project throughout implementation.
The ToC and its assumptions are a useful tool in this review process.
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