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Theory of Change: A Practical Tool for Action, Results and Learning

EXERCISE: CREATING A THEORY OF CHANGE WITH
THE COMMUNITY

Use the blank chart provided on the next page to assist you in developing an
outcome map.

ITIP: Itis helpful to create this map on a large wall using half

: sheets of paper that you can arrange to match the template of
: the outcome map on the following page. Simply tape these
: half sheets of paper on the wall and move them around as the :
: map is developed and refined. :
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Step 1: Clarify Goals. First, ideniify the ultimate impact you want to achieve in
your community. The impact will generally be an ambitious visionary statement
that stands for a healthy, thriving community — not specific program clients or the
results of a specific strategy. Your impact statement will involve the contributions
of many strategies and partners. Examples of ultimate impacts follow:

» Children have equal opportunities to succeed in school.
Children are healthy and safe.
Families are strong and united.

Neighborhoods are strong and cohesive.

vy v vy

All families and individuals have a roof overhead and focd to eat.

» All families and individuals are self-sufficient.

List the ultimate impact in the goal rectangle at the bottom of the chart. it is
important to deveiop a group consensus about this goal. Typically the statements
are broad enough to make everyone feel comfortable, included and inspired. The
distinction among impact statements is the level of focus (i.e., children, families,
neighborhoods or communities).

Step 2: Identify Powerful Strategies. Consider specific strategies or programs
(that are currently in place as part of your partnership) which address your
ultimate impact. These strategies may include program strategies, campaigns,
initiatives, collaborations, public awareness efforts, capacity-building efforts,
community mobilization efforts and so on. Here are some examples:

Case management services
Media campaign

Alliance for education

Block organizing
Leadership development
Technical assistance
Counseling services
Courses and workshops

Advocacy

¥ v ¥ vV ¥y v v vy v %

Resource development and distribution
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List your strategies in the ovals at the top of the chart.

Step 3: Create "So That” Chains. Take the first strategy listed and create a "so
that” chain based on the following question:

"We do X strategy so that (blank) results for individuals, families, organizations
or communities?” The answer should be the direct outcome or result of the
strategy. Repeat this question until you have linked each strategy to your

goal.

For example:

We provide technical agsistance (to child care providers) [Strategy]
So That

Child care providers increase their knowledge about
preventing communicable diseases [Outcome]

So That

Child care providers implement sanitary practices in their
chiid care centers or homes [Outcome]

So That

Children in child care centers and homes have fewer
communicable diseases [Outcome]

So That
Children are healthy and safe [Goal]

Notice that this chain of statements moved from knowledge of child care providers
to behavior of child care providers and from health status of children in programs
to health status of children in the community. Each link is a logical sequence of
events showing how community change can occur through a specific strategy.

Rarely is one strategy alone sufficient to achieve community change. Some
parallel strategies could be to launch a public awareness campaign to focus on
the importance of child care quality in the selection of care or to advocate for
increasing the health and safety standards for licensing requirements.
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Here’s another example:

We provide Vocational ESL (English as a second language)
training [Strategy]

So That

Immigrants and refugees increase their vocational English-
speaking skills [Outcome)]

So That

Immigrants and refugees improve their employment
situation [Outcome]

So That

Immigrants and refugees increase their household income
and job-related benefits [Outcome]

So That
All families and individuals are self-sufficient {Goal]

In addition to this strategy, other strategies may include employer education about
cultural competency in the workplace, advocacy for improved public transportation
and family support programs to connect families with support networks. Again,
each strategy is linked to the uitimate goal, and some strategies may link to a
common intermediate outcome on the way to the goal.

Step 4: Link Strategies with Outcomes and Goals. Place the outcomes that
form the “so that" chain in rectangles between the strategy and the goal. Draw
arrows between these strategies and the connected outcomes and goal. Repeat
this for each strategy.

This process may reveal that the strategies lead to a common outcome at some
point in the map. This is not only acceptable but also very likely to happen
because it typically takes more than one strategy to achieve a particular outcome.
It is uncommon, but possible, for an outcome map to consist of multiple
independent "so that” chains that do not connect to each other. Rather, most
change strategies include a high level of interdependency among strategies and
outcomes since it usually takes more than one strategy to influence particular
outcomes.

Take the example of the outcomes related to the goal: “Children are healthy and
safe.” Along with technical assistance to child care providers, a program may use
a public awareness campaign.
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We promote public awareness about communicable
diseases to parents and community members [Strategy]

So That

Parents increase their knowledge about prevention of
communicable diseases [Outcome]

So That

Parents choose child care providers that impiement
sanitary practices in their child care centers or homes
[Outcome]

So That

Children in child care centers and homes have fewer
communicable diseases [Ouicome]

So That
Children are healthy and safe [Goal]

As shown in the “so that” chain, separate but interdependent strategies iead to a
common outcome (i.e., Children in child care centers and homes have fewer
communicable diseases).

Step 5: Test the Logic and Relevance. Review your completed map and share
it with other stakeholders. Test whether logical linkages occur between the
strategies, outcomes and impacts; whether the most relevant outcomes are
included and whether you have included all of the relevant strategies. Based on
these tests, revise, test and revise some more. It is typical for a theory of change
outcome map to be revised several times before it provides a complete and clear
picture of your community change effort.

Step 6: Articulate Assumptions. While the outcome map offers a visual sketch
of the pathways to achieving outcomes, this work is embedded in a context. Itis
helpful to complete the story by articulating the assumptions that influenced the
map’s design.

There are no hard and fast rules about what to list in the assumptions. 1t is useful
to provide narrative information about the principies and belief system that
underlie the outcome map. Often these statements will be part of the discussion
while you are constructing the map. It helps to record the assumptions in an
ongoing process while you are creating your map and to compite them once the
map is complete.
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POWERFUL
STRATEGIES

Exercise: OQutcome Map

SHORT-TERM
OUTCOMES

(Complete Chain from
Short-term Outcomes to
Community Goal}

LONG-TERM
COMMUNITY
GOAL
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Healthy Child Care Washington
Theory of Change (2/13/03)

Child care providers offer age
appropriate developmentai
activities offered by child care

Regulatery agencies establish
criteria for safe and healthy child
care and encoyrage compliance

Child care ;
providers offer ‘
healthy and safe |
child care
environments

Child care providers
{centers/homaes) see
themselves as
resource for child's
sogcial, emational,
cognitive and physical
health

skilis to implement
infants and toddlers’
sccial, emotional,
cognitive and physical
health

Parenfs value
guality child care
and know how to
access it

Parents have better

Infants and
Toddlers Grow

Child care staﬁ.that Up Healthy and
promote the child’s
Safe

social, emotional,

heaith

|
| i, K
] cognitive and physical

A

Policymakers
understand child care
as an important public

good

Health and child care
systems collaborate
with each other

1
Community i
understands child care
as an important public
good

Institutionalized systems and
resources are available to train,
provide technical assistance and

information and referrals to providers
of child care services

School readiness efforts understand
the impertance of social , emotional
and physical kealth and safety in
child care settings

Child care centers and homes
dedicate rescurces that are
needed foc support child’s
social, emoticnal, cognitive and :

physical health :
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White Center Community School Coalition
Possible Outcome Map (Draft)

WCCSC Theory of Change (4-14-04)

* GRANT SUPPORT: Stuatt, AECF, Boeing, |

Qama OU.—.QQ&.M(Q&J - Discurren, NWCF

Afv ' ACTIMITIES : :
GRANT SUPPORT: SVF, AEGF i 1. Onsite activities for WCH parents i
ACTIVITIES: 2. Parert Leaming/iteracy referrals & asst.
1. Explore expansion issues in 7/04 . 3. Outreach between parents & school |
’ i 4. Parent learning resources & technologies |
Expansion Parent learning ,
pansi & engagement
" GRANT SUPPORT: Stuart, SVP 3-Year Strategic Goals
ACTIVITIES: 1 E 48 enh
1. Establish by-laws . £Xpand & enhance programs GRANT SUPPORT: Stuart,
2. Develon 3-yr shategic plan far children, <Dr;j & families (Mannix-Canby renewal?)
3. Roles/responsibilities for players ; : ACTIVITIES:
4. 50103 status & stucture Strong, 2. Create a sustainable ) 1. Teacher reading training
5. Fund development processes sustainable independent crganization Curriculum & . 7 Parents & teachers talk
6. Data collection & mgmt. systems organization 3. Develop effective collaborations & Instruction 3. Teacher prof. development
7. Financial & accounting systems t talvst f . 4. Advisory Gouncil participation
8. Communication/community relations : act as a catalyst jor cormmtnity
9. Staff with diversity & familiarity parinerships
| GRANT SUPPORT: Stuart, SVP,
; , KCGCFC, United Way, Boeing,
GRANT SUPPORT: Stuart Access to _,_, Cut-ofschool W n%ﬁ:::__mm‘.zéam
ACTIVITIES: } social services time activities I 1. Offer out-of-school time activities
1. Infa & referrals ta fareily support ’ i 2. Offer program referrals & assistance
2 Logal partnership development ’ 3 Enm‘ﬂmﬂm:ma:ﬁ development
3 Hosthaciltate servicing network o ) | 4. Provide resources § leshnologies

LONG-TERM QOUTCOMES
improved student academic performance
Increased parent engagement in school
Systematic change in school environment
White Center Community Schocl is a strong, sustainable organization

MISSION STATEMENT
“To support the wellbeing and academic success of WCBP students through family, school & community coltaberation”
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USING A THEORY OF CHANGE
AS A COMPANION TO ACTION

Your theory of change should be your companion to action. It should serve your
community, not bog it down. 1t should help your community breathe life into its
initiatives. It should help leaders lead and communities bond together with a
common purpose. It should help break down silos, point out connectivity and
attract collaborators working toward the same positive results in communities. It
should communicate to broad audiences what you are trying to achieve, how you
are going about it, your successes along the way and obstacles to overcome. Be
sure to test your theory of change, learn from it and adjust your actions
accordingly.

Here are some practical ways your community can use its theory of change.

Planning tool

» Define the scope and scale of your Making Connections work.

» Focus attention on key outcomes and powerful strategies for achieving
these outcomes.

» Provide a framework for sequencing and prioritizing the part of the “work’
your community selects for its contribution to neighborhood transformation.

Improve and assure accountability

» Provide a framework for gauging whether your Making Connections
strategies are achieving tangible goals.

» Identify the prioritized outcomes and strategies your initiative intends to
document and/or measure to gauge your progress.

» Provide a tangible foundation for “holding yourself accountable” to making
a difference.

Resource allocation decisions

» Provide a framework for investing resources in straiegies that are linked to
your initiative’s prioritized outcomes.

» Guide decision making about how to spend limited resources.

» Provide a basis for discontinuing and refocusing funding to the most
effective areas.
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Communicate and market your roadmap to community change

4

>

>

Communicate your Making Connections community change roadmap to
partners, stakeholders, investors and the community.

Provide transparency to your work by clearly identifying your prioritized
strategies and expected accomplishments.

Tell a consistent “story” about Making Connections.

Direct link to action

>

Establish focus areas and direction for shaping programs, activities,
policies, parinerships and other efforts that support neighborhood
transformation.

» Act with a clear purpose in the context of Making Connections activities.

>

Provide a reference point for measuring whether specific actions are
effecting positive changes in the lives of children, families and
neighborhoods.

Maintain the “big picture” that guides your specific actions.

Most importantly, after you create your theory of change, be sure to use it. Review
and apply it frequently, using the suggestions outlined above. Finally, keep in
mind there is nothing as practical as good theory.

NOTES:
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