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Theory of Change
Critiquing Incomplete Theories of Change
Special Note
This skill building activity builds upon the definitions of theory of change and the necessary elements presented in this module. It can be used to apply the concepts and principles to real world situations.
Introduction
This exercise allows learners to critique two incomplete or “weak” samples of theory of change – one for a community-based afterschool program and/or a University-based Student Service program. Critiquing a “weak” sample allows learners to better identify what’s needed/missing in each element so they can more easily critique and upgrade their own program’s theory of change, as needed.
Key Points

A theory of change defines a cause-and-effect relationship between a specific intervention, or service activity, and an intended outcome.

Community problem is the specific need in the community you have chosen to address through your program/project.

Data documenting the need are statistics that document the extent and severity of the community problem or need your program/project will address. The best data come from reputable primary sources, (such as government agencies, institutes, foundations, and universities that have conducted their own research), are as current (up to date) as possible, and are as locally relevant, as possible. News reports are NOT primary sources. Data from multiple (reputable) sources increase reliability.
An Intervention is a set of activities that you have chosen as a means to address the need, based on evidence that a similar approach has worked in the past or elsewhere.
Evidence is information from performance measurement results or evaluation/research findings that inform your understanding of why the intervention you have selected will result in the change identified as the outcome.
Outcome is the change in attitude, knowledge, behavior, or condition that the intervention generates.

Sticking Points and Common Issues

The following are a few of the common issues that learners may encounter as they work with developing and/or critiquing theories of change.

Community Problem/Need Issues and common pitfalls:

· Explains the intervention activities instead of presenting data demonstrating the specific problem/issue in the community the intervention will address.

· This makes it difficult to know if there is truly a need for the proposed intervention and whether the intended outcome identified makes sense. One cannot fully know if there is a need in the areas where the intervention will be provided.
· Uses state or national data instead of local data describing the need in the specific communities where the service will occur.

· This makes it difficult to know if program resources are being utilized effectively to address critical local needs and if it is even a community need.

· Turns into a “data dump” with too many indirect or unrelated statistics provided.

· This makes it difficult to identify the specific need that the intervention will address as there is irrelevant information to sift through.
· The community need and intended outcome are not closely related.

· This makes it difficult to know if an appropriate intervention has been selected and if the activities will address the identified need. It is also unclear which is inaccurate - the need statement or the identified outcome. The need and outcome should be very closely related.
Intervention Issues:

· Description of the design and service dosage (frequency, intensity, and duration) is incomplete.

· This makes it difficult to know if the intervention can produce the intended outcome.

· It also is difficult to assess whether the target (expected degree of change) is likely to be achieved based on the design and dosage.

Outcome Issues:
· Isn’t likely to occur based on the specific intervention.

· May need to rethink choice of intervention or choose another outcome to measure.
· Doesn’t directly relate to the community need.

· This makes it difficult to know where the issue is – is it just a poorly chosen outcome or is it that the intervention doesn’t directly addresses the community need?
Exercise

The following exercise allows learners to use the Theory of Change Checklist to critique “weak” samples of theory of change.  Critiquing “weak” samples gives learners a sense of what to look for to insure a well-developed theory of change before they write and review their own theory of change in Exercise 3.

Provide learners a copy of both the checklist and the samples.

Theory of Change Critique
	Problem
	Intervention
	Outcome(s)

	Specific need in the community we have chosen to address
	If we do this…
	…then this will happen.

	Describe the negative condition that exists in the community.
	Describe your intervention—the specific activities designed to address the problem. 
	Describe the change in beneficiary attitude, knowledge, behavior or condition that will occur as a result of the intervention.

	Sample 1: Community-based Afterschool Program

	Lack of afterschool programming in Rose County.
Documentation:
· The parents of more than 28 million school-age children work outside the home. As many as 15 million "latchkey children" go to an empty house on any given afternoon. (Source: U.S. Department of Labor; U.S. Census Bureau, Urban Institute estimate, 2000)
· Teens who do not participate in after school programs are nearly three times more likely to skip classes or use marijuana or other drugs; they are also more likely to drink alcohol, smoke cigarettes and engage in sexual activity. (YMCA of the USA, March 2001)
	Tutoring, structured physical activities, field trips etc. 3-4 hours daily, throughout the school year.
Evidence:

· There is growing evidence that quality out of school opportunities matter- that they complement environments created by schools and families and provide important nutrients that deter failure and promote success - and that they matter in ways that are observable and measurable.
	Better school performance, physical fitness, build self- confidence, make new friends, be introduced to new cultures and activities, Learning will continue out of school.

	  NOTES ON ISSUES AND POSSIBLE IMPROVEMENTS:


	Sample 2:  University-based Student Service Program

	Petunia county is the poorest county in the state of Euphoria. Therefore, our community faces many challenges regarding social services for folks who are facing financial hardships. 
	We have a member currently placed at the local Soup Kitchen in order to best support their efforts to provide necessary food, shelter and living necessities for folks in the community.
Frequency:   8 members serve 15-20 hours per week

Intensity:  Members serve in different capacities which are by means of direct and indirect service, therefore the intensity of the service varies.

Duration: Members are often students; therefore they serve during the academic year, September-May.
	Based upon this intervention, the Soup Kitchen can better serve members of the local community who are in dire straits and in need of their services. Ways in which they can better serve are having more time to meet with their customers and collect data regarding what their needs are and how the Soup Kitchen and similar entities can better serve members of the community. 

	NOTES ON ISSUES AND POSSIBLE IMPROVEMENTS:



Theory of Change Checklist

Use the following checklist to help you determine if the theory of change for your program/project has all needed components and is in alignment.

	Element
	Criteria
	Status
	Ideas for improvement

	Community Need
	1.  Makes clear statement of the problem or issue the program will focus on 
	( Yes

( No
	

	
	2.  Provides statistics to document the problem:
	( Yes

( No
	

	
	From a reputable source 
	( Yes

( No
	

	
	Current (if not within past few years provides explanation) 
	( Yes

( No
	

	
	Local (Relevant to the proposed service locations)
	( Yes

( No
	

	Intervention
	3.  Provides a clear description of the activities volunteers / members will provide (design)
	( Yes

( No
	

	
	4.  Clearly describes the dosage:
           Frequency
	( Yes

( No
	

	
	Intensity
	( Yes

( No
	

	
	Duration
	( Yes

( No
	

	
	5.  Intervention directly addresses the identified need
	( Yes

( No
	

	Evidence
	6.  Demonstrates high likelihood intervention will achieve intended outcome
	( Yes

( No
	

	
	7.  Provides directly relevant performance measurement, evaluation and/or research results
	( Yes

( No
	

	
	8.  Data used appears to be high quality and collected using rigorous methodology.
	( Yes

( No
	

	
	9.  From a program with similar design
	( Yes

( No
	

	
	10. From a program with similar dosage
	( Yes

( No
	

	Outcome
	11. Change likely to occur based on proposed intervention
	( Yes

( No
	

	
	12. Relates to community need
	( Yes

( No
	

	
	13. Is achievable within one year
	( Yes

( No
	

	Overall
	14. All elements are in alignment.
	( Yes

( No
	

	
	15.Clearly shows cause and effect relationships
	( Yes

( No
	


Answer Key and Points to Consider
Community-based Afterschool Program
Theory of Change Checklist
Use the following checklist to help you determine if the theory of change for your program/project has all needed components and is in alignment.

	Element
	Criteria
	Status
	Ideas for improvement

	Community Need
	1.  Makes clear statement of the problem or issue the program will focus on 
	 MACROBUTTON HTMLDirect [image: image1.png]



Yes

 MACROBUTTON HTMLDirect [image: image2.png]



No
	Should talk about:

Why the lack of afterschool programming is an issue and the negative consequences that the community is experiencing because of the issue.

	
	2.  Provides statistics to document the problem:
	 MACROBUTTON HTMLDirect [image: image3.png]



Yes

 MACROBUTTON HTMLDirect [image: image4.png]



No
	One statistic is not connected to consequences, such as unsupervised children being more likely to get into trouble?

Doesn’t clearly relate latchkey kids to this community’s need.
The other provides research results - teens who don’t participate in afterschool programs are 3x more likely to engage in specific negative behaviors.
The link between afterschool program participation and skipping classes relates to school performance (which relates to the outcome), but the use of drugs, tobacco, and alcohol and sexual activity is irrelevant to what this program will be doing.

	
	From a reputable source 
	 MACROBUTTON HTMLDirect [image: image5.png]



Yes

 MACROBUTTON HTMLDirect [image: image6.png]



No
	US Dept Labor, the Urban Institute, and the YMCA of the USA are all reputable sources.
But the data need to be more relevant and document the problem where this program operates.
Maybe these figures can be used in support of the need, but alone they are not enough.

	
	Current (if not within past few years provides explanation) 
	 MACROBUTTON HTMLDirect [image: image7.png]



Yes

 MACROBUTTON HTMLDirect [image: image8.png]



No
	2000 and 2001 are not current. More current data are probably available.

	
	Local (Relevant to the proposed service locations)
	 MACROBUTTON HTMLDirect [image: image9.png]



Yes

[image: image10.png]


 MACROBUTTON HTMLDirect 
No
	No data provided about Rose County.

	Intervention
	3.  Provides a clear description of the activities volunteers / members will provide (design)
	 MACROBUTTON HTMLDirect [image: image11.png]



Yes

 MACROBUTTON HTMLDirect [image: image12.png]



No
	Not enough information. Can’t really tell what is going on.
This is an afterschool program but that is not mentioned in the description.
We don’t know who is providing these activities, with whom, or where.
We also don’t know what the primary activities are in which youth are engaged.  Is it tutoring?  Field trips?  Or…?

	
	4.  Clearly describes the dosage:
           Frequency
	 MACROBUTTON HTMLDirect [image: image13.png]



Yes

 MACROBUTTON HTMLDirect [image: image14.png]



No
	Daily

	
	Intensity
	 MACROBUTTON HTMLDirect [image: image15.png]



Yes

 MACROBUTTON HTMLDirect [image: image16.png]



No
	3-4 hours a day total.
But not clear how that is split between the various activities.
Dosage sounds impressive (3-4 hours daily) but is hard to assess for any given student, especially if this is a drop-in program.

	
	Duration
	 MACROBUTTON HTMLDirect [image: image17.png]



Yes

 MACROBUTTON HTMLDirect [image: image18.png]



No
	Throughout the school year

	
	5.  Intervention directly addresses the identified need
	 MACROBUTTON HTMLDirect [image: image19.png]



Yes

 MACROBUTTON HTMLDirect [image: image20.png]



No
	Not known because need is unclear.

	Evidence
	6.  Demonstrates high likelihood intervention will achieve intended outcome
	 MACROBUTTON HTMLDirect [image: image21.png]



Yes

 MACROBUTTON HTMLDirect [image: image22.png]



No
	No supporting data from performance measurement, evaluation or research studies.

	
	7.  Provides directly relevant performance measurement, evaluation and/or research results
	 MACROBUTTON HTMLDirect [image: image23.png]



Yes

 MACROBUTTON HTMLDirect [image: image24.png]



No
	None provided.

	
	8.  Data used appears to be high quality and collected using rigorous methodology.
	 MACROBUTTON HTMLDirect [image: image25.png]



Yes

 MACROBUTTON HTMLDirect [image: image26.png]



No
	Don’t know – no evidence provided.

	
	9.  From a program with similar design
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Yes

 MACROBUTTON HTMLDirect [image: image28.png]



No
	Don’t know – no evidence provided.

	
	10. From a program with similar dosage
	 MACROBUTTON HTMLDirect [image: image29.png]



Yes

 MACROBUTTON HTMLDirect [image: image30.png]



No
	Don’t know – no evidence provided.

	Outcome
	11. Change likely to occur based on proposed intervention
	 MACROBUTTON HTMLDirect [image: image31.png]



Yes

 MACROBUTTON HTMLDirect [image: image32.png]



No
	Because the activities vary and we don’t have a clear picture of what they are, it makes it even more difficult to know which, if any, of the 5 things listed as outcomes are likely to happen.
The 5 items listed are diverse and are not components of one outcome.
“Make new friends” and “be introduced to new cultures and activities” are not written as outcomes, What is the change resulting from having more friends?  What is the desired result of being introduced to new cultures?  Greater tolerance of diversity?  Or?
While all these things may be benefits to participants, the program should pick one as the outcome.

	
	12. Relates to community need
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Yes

 MACROBUTTON HTMLDirect [image: image34.png]



No
	The way the need is written, the effects of not having afterschool programming are skipping classes, use of drugs, tobacco, and alcohol, etc.
The 5 outcomes listed are not related to any of those identified needs.

	
	13. Is achievable within one year
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Yes

 MACROBUTTON HTMLDirect [image: image36.png]



No
	Hard to know given the lack of detail about the activities and specificity of the desired outcome.

	Overall
	14. All elements are in alignment.
	 MACROBUTTON HTMLDirect [image: image37.png]



Yes

 MACROBUTTON HTMLDirect [image: image38.png]



No
	Need and outcome(s) are not aligned.  Intervention and outcome(s) are not aligned.

	
	15.Clearly shows cause and effect relationships
	 MACROBUTTON HTMLDirect [image: image39.png]



Yes

 MACROBUTTON HTMLDirect [image: image40.png]



No
	Hard to know given the lack of specificity about the activities and desired outcome.


University-based Student Service Program

Theory of Change Checklist

Use the following checklist to help you determine if the theory of change for your program/project has all needed components and is in alignment.

	Element
	Criteria
	Status
	Ideas for improvement

	Community Need
	1.  Makes clear statement of the problem or issue the program will focus on 
	 MACROBUTTON HTMLDirect [image: image41.png]



Yes

 MACROBUTTON HTMLDirect [image: image42.png]



No
	Only gives a general description of area as being high poverty.  Doesn’t make the case for the specific need this program will focus on.

	
	2.  Provides statistics to document the problem:
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Yes

 MACROBUTTON HTMLDirect [image: image44.png]



No
	No statistics given to demonstrate that Petunia County is the poorest county in the state.

	
	From a reputable source 
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Yes

 MACROBUTTON HTMLDirect [image: image46.png]



No
	No sources given.

	
	Current (if not within past few years provides explanation) 
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Yes

 MACROBUTTON HTMLDirect [image: image48.png]



No
	No data provided.

	
	Local (Relevant to the proposed service locations)
	 MACROBUTTON HTMLDirect [image: image49.png]



Yes

[image: image50.png]


 MACROBUTTON HTMLDirect 
No
	No data provided about Petunia County.

	Intervention
	3.  Provides a clear description of the activities volunteers / members will provide (design)
	 MACROBUTTON HTMLDirect [image: image51.png]



Yes

 MACROBUTTON HTMLDirect [image: image52.png]



No
	Intervention design description focuses on the work of only one of 8 members – should cover a substantial number of the members’ service – even if a few aren’t covered by this ToC because they are doing something unique.
Unclear what the member at the Soup Kitchen actually does day-to-day.

The program should think about what IS in common about where members are placed.  If no common focus can be found, this program may need to revamp how they have traditionally placed members to make themselves more effective.

What hints exist that the program might have a CB focus?

	
	4.  Clearly describes the dosage:
           Frequency
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Yes

 MACROBUTTON HTMLDirect [image: image54.png]



No
	Unknown.  Is service provided daily? Two days a week?  Or…?

	
	Intensity
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Yes

 MACROBUTTON HTMLDirect [image: image56.png]



No
	15-20 hours/week

	
	Duration
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Yes

 MACROBUTTON HTMLDirect [image: image58.png]



No
	Academic year September to May

	
	5.  Intervention directly addresses the identified need
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Yes
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No
	Not known because need is unclear.

	Evidence
	6.  Demonstrates high likelihood intervention will achieve intended outcome
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Yes

 MACROBUTTON HTMLDirect [image: image62.png]



No
	Unclear what the program’s true purpose is and what members are doing in the community.

Outcome is unclear, so we can’t know if the activities will achieve it.

	
	7.  Provides directly relevant performance measurement, evaluation and/or research results
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Yes
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No
	None provided.

	
	8.  Data used appear to be high quality and collected using rigorous methodology.
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Yes
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No
	Don’t know – no evidence provided.

	
	9.  From a program with similar design
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Yes

 MACROBUTTON HTMLDirect [image: image68.png]



No
	Don’t know – no evidence provided.

	
	10. From a program with similar dosage
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Yes

 MACROBUTTON HTMLDirect [image: image70.png]



No
	Don’t know – no evidence provided.

	Outcome
	11. Change likely to occur based on proposed intervention
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Yes

 MACROBUTTON HTMLDirect [image: image72.png]



No
	What is the outcome they intend? Too general.
Shouldn’t be the outcome of only one member.

What does “better serve” community members mean?
Mentions having more time to meet with individual clients.
Collecting data about needs – does this mean to make referrals?  Or?

	
	12. Relates to community need
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Yes
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No
	Both need and outcome are unclear so it is hard to know.

	
	13. Is achievable within one year
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Yes
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No
	Hard to know given the lack of detail about the activities and specificity of the desired outcome.

	Overall
	14. All elements are in alignment.
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Yes

 MACROBUTTON HTMLDirect [image: image78.png]



No
	Need and outcome(s) are not in alignment.  Intervention and outcome(s) not in alignment.

	
	15.Clearly shows cause and effect relationships
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Yes

 MACROBUTTON HTMLDirect [image: image80.png]



No
	Hard to know given the lack of detail about the activities and specificity of the desired outcome.


FOLLOW-UP DISCUSSION
What insights did you have about your theory of change from doing the exercise?  What ideas do you now have for how to strengthen your theory of change?
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