
Theory of Change
A cornerstone of defining your organisation’s impact
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History of Theory of Change 

Morphed from the work 
of Donald Kirkpatrick 
(1950s) and Daniel 
Stufflebeam (1960s) 
who tried to 
demonstrate or show 
how to locate and 
evaluate impact.

Kirkpatrick focused on 
evaluating training-by 
using a four-level model 
(Reaction, Learning, 
Behaviour Change, 
Organisational 
Performance)

Stufflebeam focused on 
the decision-making of 
programme 
management (CIPP-
Context, Input, Process, 
Product)

The logic model has 
been used primarily 
(along with other 
programme theory) 
until 1995.

1995 Carol Weiss (and 
Patton, Chen, Rossi & 
Clark) argued that there 
needs to be better way 
of thinking and 
articulating the 
complexity surrounding 
how programme impact 
occurs. She named this 
approach: Theory of 
Change

Which leads us to today…where the world is complex, moves fast and 
is more connected



What is a theory of change?

• ‘’…a rigorous yet participatory process whereby groups 
and stakeholders in a planning process articulate their 
long-term goals and identify the conditions they believe 
have to unfold for those goals to be met ( Taplin & 
Clark, 2012, p.1).’’

• A way of showing how the impact you achieve occurs 
through interventions you run (and the social problem 
you’re trying to address)



Magic ingredients: curiosity, creativity, problem-
solving, communication and an understanding of 
basic research

Things to get you through the pain of jargon 



Why is it important? Has this happened to 
you?...

Strategy 
development

Improved planning 
and programme 

management  

Core component 
of M&E 

Research and 
programme design 

Risk management

Communicating 
impact

Evaluating impact 
Improve 

organisational 
culture 

Community buy-in 

Struggling with explaining the 
impact you are creating?

Struggling with getting people to 
buy into an approach that will 
serve their needs?

Not sure what to measure and when to measure it? Is it 
relevant? Waiting for an evaluation to tell you impact has 
occurred? Being questioned about budget?

Not sure whether programmes will lead to impact?  Not sure 
of what is a critical success factor in your programme? Not 
sure if the programme is relevant?

Are you experiencing challenges with 
documenting your learning?



Theory of change-important reference tool 
for planning

Results-based monitoring approach Lean cycle Agile cycle



How does it work?

• Define your problem statement: What is the social 
problem you are trying to solve?

• Articulate the impact you are trying to make-usually a 
goal

• Show what you are doing to create the impact 
(interventions)

• Document the level of change that occurs (immediate, 
short-term, medium term and long-term)

• Test the logic-do these steps really lead to the impact I 
am trying to make? Does it really address the problem I 
am trying to solve? 



Most SA NPO and Funder theories of 
change take these two key documents 

into consideration. Sometimes they take 
municipal development plans or regional 
development plans into account as well. 



Key components

Problem statement Rationales/Strategy Pre-conditions Assumptions Pathways

Results chain Narrative Risks Constraints



Problem 
statement

Impact (or your future state and the difference you would you like 
to make)

Strategies

Interventions

Inputs (what you invest)

Outcomes (what is achieved as a result of the actions you taken)

Outputs (quantifying the actions you have taken)

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Theory of Change: the start of the journey



Problem 
statement

Impact (or your future state and the difference you would you like 
to make)

Strategies

Interventions

Inputs (what you invest)

Outcomes (what is achieved as a result of the actions you taken)

Outputs (quantifying the actions you have taken)

2

6

5

4

3

1

Theory of Change: retracing your steps



Problem 
statement

Impact (or your future state and the difference you would you like 
to make)

Strategies

Interventions

Inputs (what you invest)

Outcomes (what is achieved as a result of the actions you taken)

Outputs (quantifying the actions you have taken)

2

6

5

4

3
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Theory of Change-how it relates to M&E

Impact 
Management

Evaluation Monitoring



Theory of 
Change of a 

Youth-At-Risk 
Programme

Theory of change for a Youth-At-Risk programme

5. Problem 
statement 

1. Impact (Goal)

2. Results chain (indicators)

4. Interventions and 
Strategies

3. Pathways

Excluded but noted in 
the narrative:
• Rationales
• Risks
• Constraints
• Assumptions
• Pre-conditions



Some examples
Some from online sources and some from previous work



Some of our 
assumptions are 
true (Theory of 

Planned 
Behaviour)

Entrepreneurial 
journey is 

different for 
different people

Assess where the 
intervention is 

placed within the 
broader ED space





An American social enterprise









Exercise
Creating your own theory of change 



What’s your Theory of Change?

(1) In a group discuss the following question:
• What is your final destination you aim to reach (impact) in your organisation/project?

(2) Choose one final destination in the group to create a ToC Roadmap. Imagine 
that getting to your final destination (impact) requires a roadmap. On one end of 
the map is the destination, at the bottom is the start of many roads/routes, and in 
the middle are various pitstops along the war.

Discuss the following questions and use them to draw your roadmap to your 
destination. This is the beginning of drafting your ToC.

• What are the different pit-stops you should reach on your way there (outcomes)? Which ones 
must be reached first?

• What are the various roads/modes of transport you will take? 
• What road signs and bumps do you expect along the way (assumptions/context)?





Summary/Questions/Answers

PROVIDED AN OVERVIEW 
OF THE WHERE THEORY OF 

CHANGE COMES FROM

DISCUSSED WHAT IT IS: A 
VISUAL WAY OF 

ARTICULATING HOW YOU 
WILL ACHIEVE IMPACT 
(PARTICIPATORY AND 

FACILITATED PROCESS)

EXPLAINED THE KEY 
COMPONENTS

PROVIDED EXAMPLES PROVIDED REFERENCES TO 
GOOD SUMMARIES OF 

THEORY OF CHANGE

QUESTIONS/ANSWERS



Thank you for listening
Looking forward to meeting you all again in the future
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