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What is theory of Change?
….And WHY do we use it? 



What is theory of 
change? 
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A way of mapping your
 ‘change journey’ 

Systematically connect your challenge to 
intended impacts via activities, outputs 
and impacts. 



What is theory of change? 
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Why use theory of change?
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Theory of change helps you see the bigger 
picture of what you’re doing. 
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Constructing a theory of 
change 



Basic theory of change 
structure
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STEP 7: What are the assumptions that link each step?STEP 7: What are the assumptions that link each step?

The things you doThe things you do The changes you wish to 
see

The changes you wish to 
see

Step 
1

Step 
2

Steps 4-5 Step 
3

STEP 6: IF we invest these resources and deliver these activities, THEN these 
outputs will be produced, which will trigger these outcomes and THEN lead to 
our impact. 

STEP 6: IF we invest these resources and deliver these activities, THEN these 
outputs will be produced, which will trigger these outcomes and THEN lead to 
our impact. 



Presenting problem/Theory of what causes 
problem
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For example: 

• Too many older people are not taking 
advantages of the opportunities of the 
digital economy and society.

 
• Welfare services are not geared up to help 

older people use digital tools

• Older people are fearful of anything digital 
and they feel ashamed of their lack of skills

• Service workers are poorly trained in using 
digital tools in support services

The issues 
that your 
project aims 
to solve



Inputs

EC grant, co-funding

Staff, staff time, partner 
organisations, 

stakeholders, end-user 
groups

Technology, material

The 
resources
that are
invested

For example: 



Stakeholder and end-user 
involvement activities 

Software development      
     activities 

Training activities 

Sustainability activities 

Activities 

The activities 
you 
implement 

For example: 



Action Research Plan

Technical platform

Training programme

Sustainability Toolkit

Outputs 

The things 
produced by 
the activities 
you 
implement 

For example: 



Outcomes
The changes in values, attitudes, knowledge, 
skills and behaviours that result from your 
project. 
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of benefits of 
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te
rm

e
d

ia
te

 o
u

tc
o
m

e
s
 

In
te

rm
e
d

ia
te

 o
u

tc
o
m

e
s
 

Increased use / 
take up of the 
service
Local service 
provision more 
efficient and 
better 
targeted

For example: 



Impact(s)

Young people have better access to 
digital services
Young people have better access to 
digital services

Increased social equalityIncreased social equality

Improved EU services  Improved EU services  

The ultimate ambition for a change

This can be 
a big 

change

This can be 
a big 

change

Others will 
also be 

contributin
g

Others will 
also be 

contributin
g

For example: 



Assumptions 

Context assumptions 

The political, environmental, 
economic conditions are conducive 
to change

Causal link assumptions

The resources we invest are 
sufficient to carry out the planned 
activities 
Participants are engaged in the 
project activities, because they 
have been designed to their needs 
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Assumptions are beliefs about how a project will work, the people 
involved, and the external context. 

For example: 



Indicators 

Output 
indicators 

Output 
indicators 

# of stakeholder 
mapping 

workshops

# of stakeholder 
mapping 

workshops

Number / type of 
end users involved 
Number / type of 

end users involved 

Outcome 
indicators 
Outcome 

indicators 

Increase in young 
peoples awareness 

of digital tools

Increase in young 
peoples awareness 

of digital tools

% increase in 
digital 

competences of 
support workers

% increase in 
digital 

competences of 
support workers

Impact 
indicators 

Impact 
indicators 

X euro of social 
care saved

X euro of social 
care saved

# of young people 
using digital tools
# of young people 
using digital tools
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For 
example: 

Use theory of change to develop SMART indicators to 
assess project  progress and results.
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A case study



A case study

• A youth organisation in South London has 
observed that vulnerable young people are 
increasingly marginalised locally, and that 
the approaches taken by local services to 
broaden their opportunities don’t work. 

• Youth workers in this organisation believe 
that involving young people in designing 
their own futures using digital tools would 
be more promising. 

• They use theory of change to work out how 
a project should look like and how they will 
measure results.   20
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innovation 
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young people
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training 
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Evaluation

We are able to 
engage 
disaffected 
young people

Stakeholders 
are prepared 
to change 
their ways of 
working

The community 
lab design 
achieves a 
holding 
environment

Lab design

 and 
implementation 

plan

worksh
os run
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Hints and Tips for using 
theory of change



Characteristics of a good 
Theory of Change 

• Collaborative
• Meaningful and plausible
• Feasible and testable
• Iterative



Terminology
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Presentin
g 
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Outcome
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Running a theory of 
change workshop

• Invite key people (think systemically) 
• Budget three hours (at least!)
• Design for inclusivity 
• Use post its and colours
• Prepare prompts (if you think it will help)
• Focus on the ‘why’ and ‘how’ (not just the ‘what’)
• Expect different views on outcomes (and use this for your 

work!)
• Consider timescales

25
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Theory of change 
template 1 

Presenting 
problem
What problem 
and underlying 
causes will you 
address?

Inputs 
What will you 
invest?

Activities
What will you 
do?

Outputs 
What concrete 
‘things’ will you 
produce?

Outcomes 
What 
immediate and 
intermediate 
changes will 
you affect?

Impact 
What is the 
long-term aim 
for your 
project?

Assumptions Assumptions Assumptions Assumptions Assumptions Assumptions 



Theory of change 
template 2
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Presenting 
problem
What problem 
and underlying 
causes will you 
address?

Input and 
Activities
What will you 
invest and do?

Outputs 
What concrete ‘things’ 
will you produce?

Outcomes 
What immediate and 
intermediate changes will 
you affect?

Impact 
What is the long-term 
aim for your project?

Assumptions Assumptions Assumptions Assumptions Assumptions 

Output 
Indicators

Outcom
e 

Indicato
rs

Impact 
Indicato

rs



Drawing up a theory of change map 

Impacts

Improved 
participation of 
marginalised 
young people 
in society  

Improved 
employment 
readiness of 
young people  

Increased 
relevance and 
quality of youth 
services

Impacts

Improved 
participation of 
marginalised 
young people 
in society  

Improved 
employment 
readiness of 
young people  

Increased 
relevance and 
quality of youth 
services

Intermediat
e outcomes 

Young 
people 
apply their 
creativity 
and talents 
to solve real 
community 
problems

Stakeholder
s implement 
more user-
focused and 
effective 
services

Intermediat
e outcomes 

Young 
people 
apply their 
creativity 
and talents 
to solve real 
community 
problems

Stakeholder
s implement 
more user-
focused and 
effective 
services

# of young people supported (and drop out 
rates)

# of sessions delivered
# of stakeholder involved 

# of ideas/products developed from the lab 

How do we measure progress? Immediate: 
Changes in target groups’ confidence, skills, 
knowledge as a result of project activities

Intermediate:
# of ideas/products implemented and taken 
forward 
# of organisations that work more frequently in 
partnership  (e.g. increase in # of plans that 
reflect the diverse needs expressed by users / 
of partnership working protocols)
Change in # of new collaborative projects / 
services developed  

Sustained 
involvement in 
community 
activities

Change in young 
people who feel 
able to influence, 
and engage in the 
design of, their 
local public realm  

Immediate 
outcomes

Young people 
improve their 
digital 
competences, 
communication 
and teamwork 
skills

Stakeholders 
increase 
awareness/comp
etence in design 
thinking and 
social 
innovation; and  
their skills for 
joint working

Immediate 
outcomes
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improve their 
digital 
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and teamwork 
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Stakeholders 
increase 
awareness/comp
etence in design 
thinking and 
social 
innovation; and  
their skills for 
joint working

Outputs
Lab design and 
implementatio
n

‘Fixing what’s 
broken’ 
development 
programme 
(three 
workshops to 
design, 
prototype and 
trial XXX)

15- 20 young 
people 
supported to 
implement 
social 
innovation 

Outputs
Lab design and 
implementatio
n

‘Fixing what’s 
broken’ 
development 
programme 
(three 
workshops to 
design, 
prototype and 
trial XXX)

15- 20 young 
people 
supported to 
implement 
social 
innovation 

Inputs and 
activities

Designscapes 
funding

Team of qualified 
core staff

Development of 
a community lab 
to develop 
solutions to 
urban problems  

Engagement 
with wider 
network of local 
stakeholders

 

Inputs and 
activities

Designscapes 
funding

Team of qualified 
core staff

Development of 
a community lab 
to develop 
solutions to 
urban problems  

Engagement 
with wider 
network of local 
stakeholders

 

Issues being 
addressed

Increasing 
numbers of young 
NEETs

Increased youth 
disengagement 
from innovation 
processes
 
Funding cuts have 
reduced 
availability of 
effective 
programmes for 
these young 
people

Issues being 
addressed

Increasing 
numbers of young 
NEETs

Increased youth 
disengagement 
from innovation 
processes
 
Funding cuts have 
reduced 
availability of 
effective 
programmes for 
these young 
people



Drawing up a theory of change map 

Impacts

Improved 
participation of 
marginalised 
young people 
in society  

Improved 
employment 
readiness of 
young people  

Increased 
effectiveness, 
relevance and 
quality of youth 
services

Impacts

Improved 
participation of 
marginalised 
young people 
in society  

Improved 
employment 
readiness of 
young people  

Increased 
effectiveness, 
relevance and 
quality of youth 
services

Intermediat
e outcomes 

Young 
people 
apply their 
creativity 
and talents 
to solve real 
community 
problems

Stakeholder
s implement 
more user-
focused and 
effective 
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Intermediat
e outcomes 

Young 
people 
apply their 
creativity 
and talents 
to solve real 
community 
problems

Stakeholder
s implement 
more user-
focused and 
effective 
services

We are able to reach/recruit marginalised young 
people
 
The Community Lab is engaging enough  

Stakeholders have the resources (and 
willingness) to engage / are prepared to change 
their ways of working

What are the assumptions that link each step?

The workshops are facilitated in a way that supports increase in 
knowledge and skills

The gains in skills, knowledge and capacity are sufficient to help 
change practices and behaviours, and lead to impacts 

Participants have access to any additional expertise/support  

Interaction/connections between participants are sustained  

Immediate 
outcomes

Young people 
improve their 
digital 
competences, 
communication 
and teamwork 
skills

Stakeholders 
increase 
awareness/compe
tence in design 
thinking and 
social innovation; 
and  increase 
their capacity 
/skills for joint 
working and 
action planning
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tence in design 
thinking and 
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and  increase 
their capacity 
/skills for joint 
working and 
action planning

Outputs

 

Outputs
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activities
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of a 
community 
Lab  

Engagement 
with wider 
network of 
local 
stakeholders: 

Inputs and 
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Engagement 
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network of 
local 
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Issues being 
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Increasing 
numbers of 
young NEETs

Increased youth 
disengagement 
from innovation 
processes
 
Funding cuts 
have reduced 
availability of 
effective 
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Increasing 
numbers of 
young NEETs

Increased youth 
disengagement 
from innovation 
processes
 
Funding cuts 
have reduced 
availability of 
effective 
programmes for 
these young 
people



30

Resources



Resources

Selected publications on theory of change 
• The Aspen Institute (2004) THEORY OF CHANGE AS A TOOL FOR 

STRATEGIC PLANNING, 
https://www.wallacefoundation.org/knowledge-center/Documents/Theory-of-C
hange-Tool-for-Strategic-Planning-Report-on-Early-Experiences.pdf
 

• SIMEONE Luca; DRABBLE David, IACOPINI Giorgia, VAN DAM Kirsten, 
MORELLI Nicola, DE GOTZEN, Amalia, CULLEN Joe (2019) “Articulating a 
strategic approach to face complexity in design projects: The role of 
Theory of Change” Academy for Design Innovation Management 2019, 
https://www.forskningsdatabasen.dk/en/catalog/2446266187  

• Designscapes toolbox, Chapter 13 Theory of Change and Chapter 14 KPIs,  
http://designscapes.eu/wp-content/uploads/2018/09/FINAL-DESIGNSCAPES
-TOOLBOX-Letterhead-KvD-NM-FM-review-3-9-2018.pdf
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https://www.wallacefoundation.org/knowledge-center/Documents/Theory-of-Change-Tool-for-Strategic-Planning-Report-on-Early-Experiences.pdf
https://www.wallacefoundation.org/knowledge-center/Documents/Theory-of-Change-Tool-for-Strategic-Planning-Report-on-Early-Experiences.pdf
https://www.forskningsdatabasen.dk/en/catalog/2446266187
http://designscapes.eu/wp-content/uploads/2018/09/FINAL-DESIGNSCAPES-TOOLBOX-Letterhead-KvD-NM-FM-review-3-9-2018.pdf
http://designscapes.eu/wp-content/uploads/2018/09/FINAL-DESIGNSCAPES-TOOLBOX-Letterhead-KvD-NM-FM-review-3-9-2018.pdf


Resources (continued)

Videos – how to do a theory of change
• Theory of change: it’s easier than you think: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wUiKdwgJpD8 
• DIY toolkit: theory of change 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6zRre_gB6A4 
• DIY Learn: Theory of Change module intro 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1a_rS2QgqnE 
• UNICEF Webinar 3 - Theory of Change. Using Theory of change for 

impact evaluation https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KRptX_DNL2Q 
• Theory of change – getting the most out of it. A practitioner’s insight. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4TkeCjlUqJc 
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wUiKdwgJpD8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6zRre_gB6A4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1a_rS2QgqnE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KRptX_DNL2Q
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4TkeCjlUqJc
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Guides on how to do a theory of change 
• Guidance for developing a Theory of Change for your programme, 

NESTA and TSIP, 
https://media.nesta.org.uk/documents/theory_of_change_guidance_for
_applicants_.pdf
 

• Logic mapping: hints and tips, Tavistock Institute of Human Relations, 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/
uploads/attachment_data/file/3817/logicmapping.pdf
 

• https://www.theoryofchange.org/ - A website set up to support people 
using theory of change which has a number of useful resources 
including papers on its development and use in various contexts. 

https://media.nesta.org.uk/documents/theory_of_change_guidance_for_applicants_.pdf
https://media.nesta.org.uk/documents/theory_of_change_guidance_for_applicants_.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/3817/logicmapping.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/3817/logicmapping.pdf
https://www.theoryofchange.org/


Resources (continued)

Online courses
• Open University Theory of change course (free): 

https://www.open.edu/openlearncreate/course/view.php
?id=2214
 

• Open University course on monitoring and evaluation 
(free): 
https://www.open.edu/openlearncreate/mod/page/view
.php?id=139067
 

• Evaluating social programs, Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology via edX 
https://www.classcentral.com/course/edx-evaluating-so
cial-programs-1783
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https://www.open.edu/openlearncreate/course/view.php?id=2214
https://www.open.edu/openlearncreate/course/view.php?id=2214
https://www.open.edu/openlearncreate/mod/page/view.php?id=139067
https://www.open.edu/openlearncreate/mod/page/view.php?id=139067
https://www.classcentral.com/course/edx-evaluating-social-programs-1783
https://www.classcentral.com/course/edx-evaluating-social-programs-1783
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