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What is a Theory of Change?

A core element of our approach is the Theory of Change. A Theory of 
Change (ToC) is a method commonly used to understand the strategy 
and approach of an intervention, be it a project, programme or any other 
type. As the name indicates, it is a “theory”, based on certain assumptions 
about how the world works which can be theoretically-based or based on 
particular experiences or worldviews. This is equivalent to the idea of a 
“framework” or “model” which is used as a basis for the ToC. The “theory” 
of a ToC describes how and why change happens in a specific context and 
as a result of certain actions. A Theory of Change can be generic (about a 
general issue,  e.g. how innovations are adopted) or specific (e.g. how a new 
transport solution can be adopted in a given local and temporal context).

For example, a ToC can be used to evaluate whether trees 
in a park are properly taken care of. In this case, activities 
include watering, fertilising the soil and trimming the trees 
which happens with certain periodicity to help the trees grow 
healthily. This ToC assumes that trees have certain needs, like 
watering, sun, nutrients, etc. and that a certain periodicity 
of activities is appropriate in an area given the climate, soil 
and other conditions. The ToC maps the tree’s system of 
provision. It can be based on scientific knowledge but also on 
experiential knowledge from gardeners and locals. We can 
test the “assumptions” of this ToC when we use it to evaluate 
a specific case, for example, to test whether the periodicity 
of watering is correct, or whether we are accounting for all 
relevant external factors.

A ToC approach focuses on the process of change and thus, the many small, intermediate 
results that are monitored and contribute to change rather than change as the one final 
outcome. It is about creating a framework to document an initiative, gathering evidence of 
the process of change and learning about how this process happens. A ToC accompanies an 
initiative throughout its development and will change with it accordingly, reflecting on the 
learnings that the project has achieved over a certain time.

Let’s dive into the specifics of the ToC as a method. In building an understanding of how 
change happens, a ToC aims to make connections between the different elements that 
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Figure 6: The different elements of a Theory of Change, visualised as a series of interconnected components 
that represents how the process of change is understood in a specific intervention. The doted lines 
represent all the possible connections between these different elements.

compose change. A ToC can have various forms, but in general it consists of five basic 
elements: (i) inputs, (ii) activities, (iii) outputs, (iv) outcomes,(v) impact and (vi) assumptions.

1. Inputs are the different elements that support and can be mobilised during an intervention,
including financial and human resources, capabilities, knowledge, networks, etc.

2. Activities are the different actions taken within an intervention that contribute to achieving
its desired outcomes. Activities can be very specific, such as organising a workshop or
launching a call, or they can be broad such as “building stakeholder networks within a
region”.

3. Outputs are the immediate, concrete and tangible results of an activity. For example, when
organising a workshop, the number of participants of the workshop is an output just as
workshop reports, videos and other deliverables related to the action. These often relate to
project KPIs.

4. Outcomes include changes in behaviour, relationships, activities, or actions of people,
groups and organisations with whom the programme works directly. These outcomes can be
logically linked to a program’s activities, although they are not necessarily caused by them.
In the previous example, outcomes of a workshop can be the network created with the
participants and learning generated among them. These results are not so easy to measure
but are key in the process of learning and transformation as understood in MOTION.

5. Impact is the long-term goal of an intervention. It  often resembles tangible outcomes such
as reducing CO2 emissions. But when aiming at systems change, we focus on transforming
the system as a whole, and the rebound effects and trade-offs this might bring, rather
than specific targets. It is obvious that one intervention by itself will most likely not be able
to achieve large scale and long-term impacts. However, impact(s) are part of a ToC as a
reminder of the bigger picture/ system in which an intervention is situated.

6. Assumptions are the beliefs, ideas, frameworks and values that underlie the interpretations
of certain phenomena and connections as illustrated in a ToC. For example, the assumption
that building better bicycle roads will lead to the increase of bicycle use in a city. As we
will discuss later, it is important to make the assumptions related to  a ToC explicit, as these
might influence activities and are subject to change in the face of new evidence, reflections
and learnings as the project evolves.

While it is often assumed that a ToC is something to be developed merely at the beginning of 
a project, this approach can be useful at many stages of the project lifecycle. It can be used 
in the design phase of an intervention to help define the different elements and stakeholders 
that need to be involved and how. It is also useful in the middle of an existing initiative as 
a way to understand and review progress and assess or re-design actions if required, and/
or identify knowledge gaps within the current approach. And it  can be applied  to evaluate 

Assumptions

the results of an intervention that is finalising, constructing a holistic evaluation approach that 
supports accountability and learning. We will learn more about the various use cases in section 
I.

Assumptions
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In the case of the MOTION project, the ToC is mainly used to gain a deeper  
understanding of how initiatives contribute to systems transformation 
through a process of continuous monitoring that leads to group reflection 
and learning among peers, increasing the potential impact of the initiative 
and its contribution to system change. In MOTION, the generic Theory of 
Change is informed by the multi-level perspective (MLP), which explains 
how change emerges in systems from “niches” (areas of novelty) to 
changing the dominant way of doing things (the “regime”). The multi-level 
perspective is useful to understand how sustainable change can happen, 
given actions that introduce novel technologies, social practises, markets, 
etc. It has been broadly used to design policies for transformation in energy 
and mobility sectors, among others, as described by OECD (2015). You can 
learn more about this theory in section I.

Specifically, the MLP is integrated in an additional element of the MOTION ToC called 
Transformative Outcomes (TOs). These TOs are leverage points in the change process 
identified from sustainability transitions theory. In the next section, we will look at the 
Transformative Outcomes in more detail.

• A Theory of Change (ToC) is a method that allows us to
understand how change can happen as a result of an
intervention, and it can be used to create a strategy, monitor
a project or programme and learn and evaluate the results.

• The basic elements of a Theory of Change are inputs (what
I have), activity (what I will do), outputs (what will be the
concrete results), outcomes (the substantial results) and the
mid- and long-term impact.

• MOTION’s Theory of Change uses the multi-level perspective
(MLP) as a framework to understand change which is reflected
in the use of Transformative Outcomes.

The Theory of Change approach as used 
in this handbook

Key learnings




