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Abstract: The concept of Theory of Change (ToC) is well established in the evalu
ation literature, underpinning substantial research and practice efforts. However,
its ability to facilitate learning has been increasingly debated. The objective of this
paper is to identify, characterize, and evaluate concerns over the use of ToCs based
on a review of relevant studies. Seven concerns are found: distinguishing ToCs from
other evaluation approaches, conceptual vagueness, under-developed ToCs, undercontribution to theoretical knowledge, uncertainty in stakeholder engagement, ne
glecting context, and overlooking complexity. Priority areas for improvement include
integrating context and complexity throughout the ToC process, contributing theo
retical knowledge, and engaging stakeholders as appropriate.
Keywords: impact pathway, logic model, program theory, research on evaluation,
theory-driven evaluation, theory of change
Résumé : La théorie du changement (TdC) est bien connue dans le domaine de
l’évaluation et soutient la recherche et la pratique. Cependant, sa capacité à faciliter
l’apprentissage fait de plus en plus l’objet de débats. L’objectif du présent article est
de noter, de décrire et d’évaluer les préoccupations liées à l’utilisation d’une TdC, à
la lumière d’un examen de projets de recherche pertinents. Sept préoccupations se
sont dégagées de l’étude : différencier la TdC d’autres approches d’évaluation, le flou
conceptuel, le manque de développement de certaines TdC, le manque de contribu
tion aux connaissances théoriques, l’incertitude quant au degré d’engagement des
parties prenantes, l’oubli du contexte et une sous-estimation de la complexité des
tâches. Les améliorations prioritaires devraient porter sur l’intégration du contexte
et de la complexité tout au long du processus de la TdC, l’apport de connaissances
théoriques et l’engagement des parties prenantes, le cas échéant.
Mots clés : Cheminement d’impact, modèle de logique, théorie des programmes,
recherche en évaluation, évaluation fondée sur la théorie, théorie du changement
Theories of Change (ToCs) are becoming a mainstream approach to evaluation
(Maru et al., 2018; Stein & Valters, 2012; Valters, 2015; Vogel, 2012). Originally
developed by Carol Weiss (1995), a ToC describes and shows how and why an
initiative works. In the early 2010s, the latter part of this definition was expanded
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to include in what context an initiative works (James, 2011). The ToC process can
begin by identifying the long-term goal of an initiative; then, working backward,
the causal linkages between the goal and outcomes are established (Figure 1).
Afterward, the assumptions underlying these linkages and the contextual factors
in which an initiative is situated are determined. Done collaboratively, a ToC helps
stakeholders predict, test, and explain change, thus serving as a useful framework
for monitoring and evaluation.
ToC research and practice remain prominent in health, sociology, and inter
national development fields. However, ToCs have come under increasing scrutiny
in recent years, with some questioning the ability of ToC to facilitate learning,
consider context, and capture complexity (Ghate, 2018; Maini, Mounier-Jack, &
Borghi, 2018; Moore & Evans, 2017). And, since the publication of several no
table reviews on the ToC approach (Breuer, Lee, De Silva, & Lund, 2016; James,
2011; Stein & Valters, 2012; Vogel, 2012), few have examined the conceptual,
epistemological, and methodological concerns facing ToC research and practice.
Understanding and addressing these concerns are important for establishing the
potential of the ToC approach.
The objective of this article is to identify, characterize, and evaluate concerns
over the use of ToC in evaluation, based on a review of studies that report on, cri
tique, or comment on ToCs. Seven concerns are identified and evaluated in light
of the evaluation literature. I use this review to examine some of the ToC concerns,
suggesting solutions and key directions for future work in moving ToC research
and practice forward. I hope this discussion stimulates further conversation on

Figure 1. Generic Theory of Change map
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Table 1. Assessment tool for evaluating evidence supporting or countering
the concerns
Strength of evidence Description
Limited

Partially supported

Supported

Fewer studies explicitly or implicitly reporting on the concern
than studies with evidence countering the concern
Studies provide no or limited justifications for the concern
Similar number of studies reporting on the concern
compared to studies with evidence countering the concern
Adequate justifications both supporting and countering the
concern are presented in the studies
More studies explicitly or implicitly reporting on the concern
than studies with evidence countering the concern
Studies provide adequate justifications for the concern

how ToCs, or alternative approaches to evaluation, can support the learning of
stakeholders about pathways toward change.

METHODS
The keyword “Theory of Change” was used to search the citation database Web of
Science™ CORE Collection. This search was complemented by a search in Google
Scholar using the same keyword. Only the first 200 hits of Google Scholar were
screened for inclusion. To be included, studies had to be published in a journal
or report, describe the use of a ToC, and report on a concern related to ToC.
Information extracted from the study included the year of publication, type of
study, and sector focus. After an in-depth reading of each study, studies were
coded for reported challenges associated with ToCs. Challenges had to address
conceptual, epistemological, or methodological considerations specific to ToC
to be classified as a concern; challenges such as limited time, resources, and data
were noted in many studies but reflect broader challenges not specific to ToC and
were thus excluded. Furthermore, concerns had to be present in at least three
studies to be included. All studies were then re-read and assessed to determine
whether evidence supporting and countering the concern was reported. Evidence
was evaluated along a three-point scale: limited, partly supported, and supported
(Table 1). Seven concerns were repeatedly noted across studies, and these form
the corpus of concerns addressed here. Of note, this review is not exhaustive
but rather is intended to be broadly representative of the major concerns in the
literature on ToC use.

RESULTS
A total of 45 studies meeting the inclusion criteria were reviewed. Most (73%,
n = 33) were published within the past five years (2015 -2019). The review included
© 2020 CJPE 35.2, 188–203
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several different types of studies, including case studies (53%, n = 24), reviews
(22%, n = 10), and opinion pieces (25%, n = 11). Social change was the main sector
of focus (25%, n = 11), followed by food, agriculture, and nutrition (18%, n = 8),
public health (11%, n = 5), health care (11%, n = 5), community development
(n = 11%, n = 5), education (2%, n = 1), and climate change adaptation (2%, n = 1).
Seven concerns were identified from the review of the literature, which speaks to
the challenges and limitations of using ToC in evaluation (Table 2).

Concern 1: Distinguishing ToCs from other evaluation approaches
One common concern across the reviewed papers was what precisely a ToC is and
how it differs from other evaluation approaches, particularly logic models and
logical frameworks (DuBow & Litzler, 2019; Freer & Lemire, 2019; Maini et al.,
2018; Maru et al., 2018; Nkwake, 2013).
Limited evidence
Many studies articulated the relationship, similarities, and differences between
ToC and other approaches (De Silva et al., 2014; Omore et al., 2019; Prinsen &
Nijhof, 2015). For example, De Silva et al. (2014) suggested that logic models
and frameworks present a simplified model of action in a rigid linear way that
articulates inputs, activities, and outcomes but that does not make explicit how or
why they are linked; while these approaches are suitable for program monitoring
and evaluation, they are less useful for understanding the mechanisms of change
underlying the program. Conversely, ToCs focus on pathways linking activities
to outcomes and how these relate to one another causally. In doing so, ToCs out
line the mechanisms of change as well as the assumptions that support or hinder
the change pathway. Essentially, a ToC is one of many evaluation tools that can
be used as an alternative, in parallel to, or in integration with other approaches
(DuBow & Litzler, 2019; Freer & Lemire, 2019; Maini et al., 2018).

Concern 2: Conceptual vagueness
The use of the word “theory” in a ToC can be misleading, as theory implies “a
set of concepts and/or statements with specification of how phenomena relate to
each other,” providing “an organizing description of a system that accounts for
what is known, and explains and predicts phenomena” (Davis, Campbell, Hildon,
Hobbs, & Michie 2015, p. 327). Yet such theory is not applied in a ToC but rather
is produced by an initiative and its stakeholders.
Partially supported evidence
Conceptual vagueness has led to misunderstandings about the distinction be
tween ToCs and social science theories derived from research in a particular field
(DuBow & Litzler, 2019; Stein & Valters, 2012). De Silva et al. (2014, p. 2) sug
gest that “ToC is not a sociological or psychological theory such as Complexity
Theory or the Theory of Planned Behaviour, but a pragmatic framework which
describes how the intervention affects change.” While not a theory itself, a ToC
can be strengthened by drawing on social science theories at key points to explain
doi: 10.3138/cjpe.69535
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ToC presentations are typically vague,
generic, and simplistic, particularly at
the onset.
ToCs often under-contribute to
the accumulation of theoretical
knowledge.
While it is typically recommended that a
wide range of stakeholders are invited
to participate in ToC development, it is
often unclear how, to what extent, and
which stakeholders might be engaged.
Many ToCs are problematic in that they
specify mechanisms linking activities
to outcomes but pay little attention
to how these mechanisms function
across time and space.
Despite its emphasis on complexity,
the presentation of ToCs tends to
oversimplify real-world challenges.

3. Under-developed
ToC
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7. Overlooking
complexity

6. Neglecting context

4. Under-contributing
theoretical
knowledge
5. Uncertainty in
stakeholder
engagement

Supported. ToCs applying systems
thinking and complexity-aware
approaches remain rare.

Partially supported. Context has
been neglected in ToCs, but
attempts have been made at
integration.

Partially supported. The precise
meaning of ToC is contested, but
attempts have been made to
define concepts and approaches.
Partially supported. ToCs are
dynamic and open to revisions
as new knowledge is acquired.
Supported. ToCs advancing theory
beyond the program remains
rare.
Supported. Explanations of and
reflections on stakeholder
engagement processes remain
rare.

Limited. There is extensive
literature clarifying the
difference between ToCs and
other evaluation approaches.

It is unclear precisely what a ToC is and
how it differs from other evaluation
approaches, such as logic models,
logical frameworks, and impact
pathways.
That a ToC is not a theory as is commonly
understood in the social sciences
creates confusion.

1. Distinguishing
ToCs from other
evaluation
approaches

2. Conceptual
vagueness

Strength of evidence

Definition of concern

Concern

Table 2. Concerns of Theory of Change use in evaluation

(Douthwaite et al., 2017;
Douthwaite & Hoffecker,
2017)

(Mason & Barnes, 2007; Maye,
Enticott, & Naylor, 2019)

(Douthwaite, Mayne, McDougall,
& Paz-Ybarnegaray, 2017;
Mayne & Johnson, 2015)
(Apgar et al., 2017; De Silva
et al., 2014)

(Mayne, 2015; Paina et al., 2017)

(De Silva et al., 2014; Funnell &
Rogers, 2011; Weiss, 1997)

(De Silva et al., 2014; Omore
et al., 2019; Prinsen & Nijhof,
2015).
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why particular links happen (De Silva et al., 2014; Stein & Valters, 2012; Weiss,
1997). By focusing attention on the theoretical underpinnings of program design
(Amundsen & D’Amico, 2019), ToCs might be considered middle-range theories;
they are influenced by more abstract theory but they aim to explain limited sets
of phenomena about a program (Nilsen, 2015).
Several authors also distinguish between ToCs and theories of action (or
implementation theory according to Weiss, 1997). In this context, ToCs refer to
how endogenous change happens in the social, political, and economic system; in
other words, change happens with or without programs. Theories of action are the
ways in which programs are constructed that help activate these ToCs (Funnell &
Rogers, 2011; Green, 2017; Hivos, 2015). Together they form the program theory.
From this distinction, it is possible that many ToCs have conflated the two and,
in turn, overestimated their importance. As such, a ToC should articulate both
theories of how systems change occurs and theories of how programming will
trigger these changes (Hivos, 2015).
While there is little consensus about its precise meaning, there is an agree
ment that ToC denotes an exploration of why, how, and in what context an initia
tive works. Some view that conceptual vagueness hampers learning, comparative
analyses, and syntheses, calling for practitioners to adopt specific definitions (e.g.
De Silva et al., 2014). However, the diversity of ToC understandings might be con
sidered an indicator of its strength, opening up space for exploration, innovation,
and adaptation. In this view, rather than striving for a unified definition of ToC,
practitioners should be aware of the diverse meanings, purposes, and outcomes
that exist and be explicit about the conceptualizations that they use.1

Concern 3: Under-developed ToC
ToCs were critiqued for being vague, generic, and simplistic, particularly at the
onset (Belcher, Suryadarma, & Halimanjaya, 2017; James, 2011; Vogel, 2012).
Such critiques were also noted more than 20 years ago: “Evaluators are currently
making do with the assumptions that they are able to elicit from program plan
ners and practitioners or which the logical reasoning that they bring to the table.
Many of these theories are elementary, simplistic, partial, or even outright wrong”
(Weiss, 1997, p. 51). And without an emphasis on process and learning, ToCs risk
becoming a tool that fails to foster learning and reflection (Valters, 2015).
Partially supported evidence
There is no prescribed process for conducting a ToC (Connell & Kubisch, 1998;
Mason & Barnes, 2007; Vogel, 2012). Rather, many authors viewed that ToC
processes are best kept flexible (Vogel, 2012; Omore et al., 2019). Yet perhaps
given their flexible nature, ToCs tend to be under-developed. For instance, it is
not uncommon for ToCs to miss key steps such as outlining the assumptions,
considering the context, or describing the nature of causal connections (Davies,
2018). And in some recently published cases, assumptions appeared to be left out
entirely (Makowiecka et al., 2019; Sarma et al., 2019; Thompson & Moret, 2019).
doi: 10.3138/cjpe.69535
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Assumptions are statements of how and why change happens; they can be made
about the events or conditions necessary for a particular link to be realized (i.e.,
causal link assumption) or about why a precondition is necessary to move from
outcome to outcome (i.e., rationale assumption) (Archibald, Sharrock, Buckley, &
Cook, 2016; Mayne, 2017). Considering that assumptions are based on ideas,
hypotheses, values, and worldviews of stakeholders, articulating them becomes
challenging. ToCs might also be based on weak and selected evidence bases, cre
ating a misleading sense of security about the level of critical analysis a program
has been subjected to (Valters, 2015). Nevertheless, ToCs may be developed over
time as implementation enables the linkages between action and outcomes to be
better understood. Indeed, one study exploring ToCs in a health systems context
reflected, “the first ToCs could not initially account for all the systems complexi
ties and the project team could not anticipate all of the contextual changes” (Paina
et al., 2017, p. 34). The authors added that ToC revision processes helped facilitate
learning from implementation.

Concern 4. Under-contribution to theoretical knowledge
ToCs often under-contribute to the cumulation of theoretical knowledge (Moore &
Evans, 2017; Rolfe, 2019; Weiss, 1997).
Supported evidence
That “theories” are made explicit and therefore testable in ToCs enables ToCs
to contribute to the development of theory; doing so will inform strategies for
implementing programs in different contexts (Douthwaite et al., 2017). ToCs
can support individual-level theorizing; for example, while each program as a
whole is unique, activities such as knowledge translation, policy advocacy, and
research can trigger mechanisms of change that might be shared across different
programs. Developing such shared mechanisms of change is especially important
given the limited evidence base on the effectiveness of intervention components
(Rolfe, 2019). ToCs can also contribute to knowledge disconfirming or confirming
middle-range theories; according to Pawson (2013), all evaluations operate within
a common set of ToCs, each inquiry capable of adding to and refining a recyclable
conceptual framework. And at the other end of the spectrum, ToCs can support
a broader conceptualization of theory; moving beyond middle-range theorizing
is important if a theory is “to enhance, rather than constrain, the contribution
of intervention research” (Moore & Evans, 2017, p. 134). Grand theories can be
developed through testing overarching theoretical assumptions or mechanisms
of change.

Concern 5. Uncertainty in stakeholder engagement
It is typically recommended that a wide range of stakeholders be invited to par
ticipate in ToC development. However, it is often unclear how, to what extent,
and which stakeholders might be engaged (Forsyth, 2018; Stein & Valters, 2012;
Valters, 2015), and the implications of these on ToCs processes and outcomes.
© 2020 CJPE 35.2, 188–203
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Two approaches are often suggested: either bring stakeholders together and build
the ToC from the beginning, or have a small group build a draft ToC and then
engage a wider group in reviewing, critiquing, and revising the draft (Mayne,
2015). Yet, applying ToC in an agricultural systems context, Apgar et al. (2017,
p. 28) reported difficulties in “bringing new and unexpected partners together
and building new ways of working collectively,” requiring “significant investment
in the quality of participation with a capacity development lens.” De Silva et al.
(2014) faced challenges of operationalizing true ownership during the ToC map
development process of a complex healthcare intervention, stating that “although
stakeholders provided the context, the map itself was created and ‘owned’ by the
researchers throughout the process” (p. 7).
Supported evidence
Not unique to ToCs, full participation is not feasible in all cases (Breuer et al.,
2016). The type of participant (e.g., staff, partners, community members), the
extent of participation (e.g., consultative, participatory, locally led), and method of
engagement (e.g., informal meetings, workshops, interviews) will depend on the
purposes of the ToC. Furthermore, as developed pathways might not be universal
ly beneficial (and, conversely, socially exclusionary), evaluators need to consider
what experiences are left unexplored, and the implications of this (Forsyth, 2018).
Working together to theorize the program, develop data-collection systems, and
test theories will also be challenging (Weiss, 1995); several authors, for example,
reported difficulties in clarifying linkages and causal assumptions behind them
during the participatory ToC process (e.g., Archibald et al., 2016; Belcher et al.,
2017; Omore et al., 2019). While evaluators can foster quality participation (Ap
gar et al., 2017), successful ToCs will require a level of preparedness and critical
thinking on the parts of users to engage in a process of reflective learning with
evaluators (Mason & Barnes, 2007; Vogel, 2012). It will also require funders to
not only be looking at evaluators to simply present them with evidence of what
works, but be open to learning about the circumstances in which programs work,
why, and how.

Concern 6. Neglecting context
Many ToCs are problematic in that they specify mechanisms linking activities to
outcomes but pay little attention to how these mechanisms function across time
and space (Blamey & Mackenzie, 2007; Green, 2017; Moore & Evans, 2017).
Partly supported evidence
While practitioners should demonstrate a clear understanding of how the prob
lem under consideration is created and sustained in context, ToCs to date have
been slow in response. A systematic review found that few papers using ToCs
for developing public health interventions explicitly explored the influence of
context on the intervention (Breuer et al., 2016). Yet it is increasingly recognized
that interventions cannot be separated from existing systems in which they are
doi: 10.3138/cjpe.69535
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introduced. Indeed, substantial efforts are being made to integrate context into
ToCs. In James (2011), the definition of ToC has been expanded to be “an ongo
ing process of reflection to explore change and how it happens—and what that
means for the part we play in a particular context, sector and/or group of people”
(James, 2011, p. 27; emphasis added). A good example of a context-informed ToC
is provided in Mason and Barnes (2007), where the ToC development process of a
preventative services program involved “an emphasis on understanding the con
text within which the initiative operates, recognizing that context may change and
may impact upon activities and hence outcomes” (p. 156). One study adopted a
ToC approach and found that a focus on context, mechanisms, and outcome rela
tionships provided a useful way for evaluators to track and monitor the resources
offered to make a program work (Maye et al., 2019).

Concern 7. Overlooking complexity
Despite its emphasis on complexity, the presentation of ToCs tends to oversimplify
real-world challenges (Armitage et al., 2019; Dhillon & Vaca, 2018; Ghate, 2018)
or inadequately consider systems in which an initiative is introduced (Maini et al.,
2018). Furthermore, while many ToCs aim to examine the causal relationships
among activities, outputs, and outcomes, they often proceed in a linear fashion,
leading to some practitioners coming to view ToC as a “glorified logframe” (James,
2011, p. 10). The limited feedback loops also imply a process of change that has a
linear trajectory (Davies, 2018). This linearity makes it difficult for ToCs to capture
complexity and unexpected outcomes (Leeuw & Donaldson, 2015).
Supported evidence
Linearity is perhaps influenced by early conceptualizations of theory-driven eval
uation that tended to use linear models (Weiss, 1997). Theory-driven evaluation
is an umbrella term covering ToCs and other approaches to evaluation based on
constructing program theories. While the process of developing a ToC may be
seen as overly linear, linearity has the advantage of relative simplicity. And com
pared to other evaluation approaches, ToCs encourage practitioners to think more
systematically by emphasizing the unpacking and testing of core assumptions
(Armitage et al., 2019). Nevertheless, authors argue ToCs evaluating complex in
terventions could do more in “understanding how the intervention relates to and
interacts with components of the system to produce an effect” (Maini et al., 2018,
p. 1). Indeed, complexity can be defined as “a property of the intervention and
the context/system into which an intervention is placed” (Hawe, 2015, p. 317). A
complex intervention is composed of multiple interacting components, whereas
a complex system is one that is adaptive to changes in its local environment, is
composed of other complex systems, and behaves in a non-linear fashion (Shiell,
Hawe, & Gold, 2008). Several studies provided insights into addressing complex
ity (Douthwaite et al., 2017; Douthwaite & Hoffecker, 2017; Maye et al., 2019); in
the context of interventions in complex settings, Douthwaite et al. (2017, p. 206)
encouraged “staff to be much more engaged in measuring and analyzing that
© 2020 CJPE 35.2, 188–203
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might otherwise be the case. There is also the need to be flexible, adapting and
responding to conditions and events as they unfold over time and greater under
standing is gained.” Ghate (2018, p. 5) recommended that ToCs accommodate
the concept of emergence, defined as “the unpredictable results of human beings
interacting with one another and with the structures and systems that surround
them.” These suggestions also resonate with outcome harvesting, whereby out
comes are determined a posteriori, thus allowing unpredictable and emerging
outcomes to be captured systematically.

DISCUSSION
This article identifies, characterizes, and evaluates concerns over the use of ToCs
in evaluation. Based on the review, some of these concerns are found weakly
justified, but others pose valid challenges to ToC research and practice. These
challenges focus mostly on how ToC has been operationalized rather than fun
damental shortcomings of ToC per se. As such, these concerns do not dismiss
the need for ToCs. Rather, they question how far ToC processes go in supporting
reflection and learning. In the discussion, opportunities are identified to address
ToC concerns and move ToC research and practice forward.
The first two concerns (distinguishing ToCs from other evaluation approach
es and conceptual vagueness) can be addressed through clarification from the
evaluation team. It is not uncommon, for example, for ToCs to resemble logic
models, logical frameworks, and impact pathways, as ToCs were developed as an
extension of (and in response to the limitations of) these approaches (Paina et al.,
2017). Furthermore, there will likely be confusion among stakeholders, as ToC is
not, in fact, a theory as is commonly understood in the social sciences. As such,
evaluators should be prepared to explain how ToC compares to other evaluation
approaches (e.g., see Prinsen & Nijhof, 2015) and how ToC differs from social
science theories (e.g., see De Silva et al., 2014).
The third concern highlights the limited development of many ToCs. For ex
ample, exploring several policy-relevant research activities, Belcher et al. (2017, p.
11) found that “the ToCs developed in these cases are still somewhat crude in their
assumptions about the mechanisms of change and about external conditions.”
The authors explained, “This reflects the fact that our understanding and ability
to model knowledge translation, policy change, and social change generally, is
still not well developed.” Gilissen et al. (2018) expressed similar sentiments that
there is not enough information about the effectiveness of separate components.
However, the authors acknowledged that as programs unfold, ToCs are expected
to become more sophisticated and increasingly accurate in their assumptions.
Thus, ToC development should be revisited following learning from implementa
tion and contributions from the literature.
The fourth concern emphasizes the potential for ToCs to both inform and
be informed by behavioural change theories. It is likely that the multiple com
ponents of an initiative as a whole might not be generalizable, but the individual
doi: 10.3138/cjpe.69535
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mechanisms behind the behaviour change are. By testing such mechanisms of
change, ToC can contribute to our understanding of and ability to model behav
ioural change interventions (De Silva et al., 2014; Mayne, 2015, 2017). Doing so
also facilitates the development of assumptions and external conditions. As for
ToCs being informed by theory, Weiss (1997, p. 51) encouraged evaluators to
“look at the social sciences, including social psychology, economics, and organiza
tion studies, for clues to more valid formulations, as they have to become better
versed in theory development themselves.” Indeed, Archibald et al. (2016, p. 3)
questioned “whether it is even reasonable to talk about theories of change if the
theoretical bases for a model’s construction are not well founded in the context
and conditions to which it is being applied.” Drawing on existing theories supports
evaluators and participants in encouraging the articulation of ToCs (Mason &
Barnes, 2007).
The fifth concern relates to how, to what extent, and which stakeholders will
be engaged in ToC development. Overall, stakeholder engagement will depend
on the purposes of the ToC. If, for example, the primary purpose is to co-create a
shared roadmap toward addressing a collectively experienced problem, it might
be important to engage a broad range of stakeholders. And engaging in partner
ships rather than consultations might help facilitate ownership in the process
and continued interest during revision stages. However, if the main purpose
is to identify how, why, and in what context a specific program is intended to
work, perhaps working with the core program team would be sufficient. Besides
the general encouragement that diverse stakeholders should be engaged in ToC
development, there is limited practical guidance on what this process looks like
in practice; reflecting on and sharing experiences of stakeholder engagement is
important for supporting future ToC implementation.
The last two concerns (incorporating context and capturing complexity)
relate to ToC implementation. Understanding how initiatives relate to context is
key to understanding how they work; not taking into account such relationships is
a reason why many initiatives shown to work in one setting fail to achieve similar
outcomes elsewhere. Yet, context is often neglected in ToC maps. To address the
limited considerations of context, ToC maps should provide important insights
into the circumstances in which a program works while its corresponding nar
rative elaborates on the details. Ghate (2018) also recommended the assessment
of root causes of the specific problem to be included in a ToC that encourages
participants “to recognize the intervention in its systemic context and to see it
as one part of the wider picture of the impetus for change” (p. 4). Realist evalua
tion, another theory-driven approach to evaluation, can support this assessment
by focusing on the context under which change occurs (Douthwaite et al., 2017;
Pawson, 2013; Rolfe, 2019). Finally, ToCs often fail to represent complexity in its
visual representation, despite being espoused to support complex initiatives. ToCs
could be enhanced by being visualized as dynamic and interactive, with multiple
pathways to results and multiple feedback loops; by varying the sizes, shapes, and
colours of ToC elements to portray differences in significance among activities,
© 2020 CJPE 35.2, 188–203
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outputs, and outcomes; and by formatting the arrows to specify the nature of
connections (e.g., which are based on strong evidence compared to others that
require further testing).
Taken together, these opportunities could move ToC use from a one-off
activity exploring change pathways to facilitating ongoing learning about theo
ries, context, and complexity inherent within change pathways. In the future, it
is important to develop quality assurance in the reporting on ToCs. Based on a
systematic review of the published literature on ToCs for public health interven
tions, Breuer et al. (2016) offered a checklist for reporting ToCs that capture con
text, stakeholder engagement, and assumptions. And in Armitage et al. (2019),
standards are offered (e.g., equity, governance) to support the assessment of a
successful ToC. Based on this review, quality in ToCs also depends on its ability
to capture complexity and contribute to broader theories. Opportunities for future
research on ToCs include exploring how ToCs operate across space, scales, and
sectors; how ToCs compare from one similar program to another; and how ToCs
can contribute to the identification of shared mechanisms of change. This has al
ready begun in some cases where, for example, generic ToCs have been produced
(Mayne & Johnson, 2015). There is a need, however, for research at the regional/
national scales to complement the community-level work that has proliferated to
date, with nested ToCs proposed as one way of developing ToCs at multiple scales
(Mayne, 2015).

CONCLUSION
ToC encourages us to ask critical questions such as how, why, and in what context
a program works by directing attention to outcomes, change pathways, and as
sumptions. Doing so represents a new way of thinking for many, leading to chal
lenges in ToC operationalization and potential for learning. By critically engaging
with the literature on discontents of ToC, opportunities have been identified to
support learning from the ToC process. At the conceptual level, opportunities in
clude clarifying what exactly is a ToC and how it differs from other evaluation ap
proaches and social science theories. At the methodological level, it is important
to integrate context and complexity throughout the ToC process, contribute not
only to programming-specific knowledge but also broader theoretical knowledge,
and practice thoughtfulness into the level of stakeholder engagement required and
the implications of this. Finally, ToCs should be adapted as new information is
gained, not only from the unfolding of initiatives but also from developments in
ideas, concepts, and methods of ToC.
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NOTE
1 Helpful examples and definitions of the elements of a ToC are provided by the Center
for Theory of Change (www.theoryofchange.org), created by ActKnowledge, one of the
pioneers in the conceptual development of ToCs.
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