
MOTION 
HANDBOOK
DEVELOPING A 
TRANSFORMATIVE THEORY OF 
CHANGE

(EDITED EXTRACT, PP. 53-54)

A step-by-step guide on how to 
develop a Transformative Theory 
of Change, for innovation projects, 
programmes and organisations 
working on systems transformation.

CREATED BY
Transformative Innovation Policy Consortium (TIPC)
Utrecht University Centre for Global Challenges

WITH SUPPORT FROM
EIT Climate-KIC / Ingenio-UPV / Austrian Institute 
of Technology



Section 
One

Contents Section 
Two

Section 
Three

Section 
Four

Intro

53
SECTION 03
Formative evaluation as an opportunity and method for learning in a Theory of Change process

Formative evaluation as an 
opportunity and method for 
learning in a Theory of Change 
process
Systemic transformations are complex and long-term processes in which 
many elements and actors interact. Any initiative that works towards system 
change becomes part of the system it strives to transform as it naturally 
connects with many other intended actions and non-intended changes 
that, in the long run, can lead to radical changes. How can we gain a better 
understanding of these processes, and take advantage of them to maximise 
the impact of our intervention? 

Formative evaluation is a tool that can be used to understand the system and its evolution. 
Many of us will connect the word evaluation with ”results”, something that is done at the end 
of a project to check whether the desired objectives and goals were achieved. This is the 
established way in which evaluation works in many organisations, and plays an important role 
in accountability. However, evaluation is ultimately a way of capturing and sharing knowledge 
and learnings that can transcend a project or a programme. Evaluation as a means to 
improve implementation towards transformation, allowing us to maximise learning within our 
organisation or initiative, promoting reflection within projects and with project partners and 
stakeholders.

Through evaluation, we learn to acknowledge how our 
intervention changes the interconnection within the system and 
by doing so, promotes changes at the system level, which always 
enforces certain pathways of change and discourages others 
(what we call directionality). Actors within the system, even 
if not directly involved in our initiative, have the opportunity 
to learn and change their beliefs, behaviours and habits, and 
further create changes. In order to achieve better outcomes that 
can address the complex nature of transformation, initiatives 
should strive to be inclusive and participatory. This combination 
of elements, that is participatory, inclusive, systemic, promotes 
learning and reflects on directionality, is what we call Formative 
Evaluation.

Formative Evaluation aims to improve the definition and implementation of interventions. 
This requires a real-time process which is both reflexive and transformative towards long-term 
systemic goals. This type of evaluation requires more time and resources than a traditional 
summative evaluation. And yet, the results are very different as stakeholders monitor and 
reassess results as they happen to improve interventions.
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Formative Evaluation has been incorporated in MOTION through 
the ToC approach, which has been used as a focal point to 
incentivise learning and reflection among project partners. 
For example, in the case of SATURN, a set of two selected 
Transformative Outcomes, drawn from the ToC, were used in 
a self-evaluation session to discuss among project partners 
how the project was being implemented and what could be 
improved. Using the self-assessment tool, the participants 
discussed to what extent the Transformative Outcomes of 
circulation and upscaling were being achieved in the different 
hubs and at the project level, and how the activities of the 
project could be modified in order to improve the outcomes of 
the project. In doing so, the participants reflected on their own 
assumptions and learned about the views and assumptions 
of project partners, being able to develop a deeper 
understanding of the ToC and their own project .

When using Formative Evaluation as part of a Theory of Change process, we want to 
incentivise two types of learning that can help improve the project or programme outcomes. 
The first type of learning responds to the question: how can we do this better? It relates to 
problem-solving, and the improvement of a process to make it more efficient. The second type 
of learning is deeper and seeks to answer the question: why are we doing this? It triggers 
a deeper reflection on the beliefs, assumptions, points and view and behaviour that shape 
individual, project and programme choices. This type of learning helps us unveil biases and 
lock-in points within our organisations and systems that are required to be changed in the 
process of transformation. This type of learning makes a difference for transitions as it allows 
the possibility of reconsidering the entire system where actors and initiatives interact. It is 
important because it goes beyond problem-solving and into reframing and reconsidering how 
systems work.

https://miro.com/app/board/o9J_ltOk9Pk=/?moveToWidget=3074457364955566148&cot=14



