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WHAT: ToC BASICS1

(from Harriet 
Matsaert on 
EvalForward)



WHAT: ToC BASICS
Belcher B, Claus R 2020. Theory of Change. td-net toolbox profile (5). 
Swiss Academies of Arts and Sciences: td-net toolbox for co-producing 
knowledge. www.transdisciplinarity.ch/toolbox. 
doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.3717451 1
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(from Silva Ferretti 
on EvalForward)



WHAT: ToC BASICS

 ToC > logic model, log frame, etc.
 Varieties of graphical and/or narrative 

representation
 Levels of complexity and detail
 … not the focus of this discussion
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WHY REVIEW :  BEYOND CONJECTURE

 A CoC (Conjecture of Change), wishful 
thinking, rather than ToC (see Eric Graig)
 Re: assumptions, evidence, social theory 

(Stein & Valters, 2012)
 Was created by a limited, isolated few
 Was created and then forgotten
 Is imagined to be static, not in flux (see 

Nelson Godfried Agyemang on EvalForward)
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https://www.slideshare.net/EricGraig/the-theory-of-change-approach


WHY REVIEW :  BEYOND CONJECTURE

 To identify and question assumptions
 To identify evidence gaps
 To establish grounded validity
 To enhance voice, participation, and 

collaboration (both instrumental and ethical)
 To center praxis (the unity of theory and 

practice)
 To achieve better results
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HOW TO REVIEW

 Get buy-in and participation from multiple 
levels of the system

 Get time and space to meet in person
 Get into small enough groups per 

area/focus
 Get to the ‘sticky wall’
 Get practicing and applying evaluative 

thinking as reflective practice

3



 “Evaluative thinking is a way of doing 
business.” (Patton)

 “…being results oriented, reflective, 
questioning, and using evidence to test 
assumptions.”  (Wind & Carden)

 “Reflective practice”(Baker & Bruner)

 “questioning, reflecting, learning, and 
modifying … It is a constant state-of-mind 
within an organization’s culture and all its 
systems.” (Bennett & Jessani)



 Evaluative thinking is critical thinking applied 
in the context of evaluation [and program 
management], motivated by an attitude of 
inquisitiveness and a belief in the value of 
evidence, that involves:
 identifying assumptions, 
 posing thoughtful questions, 
 pursuing deeper understanding through reflection 

and multiple perspective taking, and
 making informed decisions in preparation for 

action.

(Buckley, Archibald, Hargraves, & Trochim, 2015)



HOW TO REVIEW3



HOW TO REVIEW3



01
A  L I T T L E  
B L U R B  O F  I N F O  
C A N S I T  I N  T H I S  
S PA C E .

 Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, consectetuer adipiscing elit, sed
diam nonummy nibh euismod tincidunt ut laoreet

 Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, consectetuer adipiscing elit, sed
diam nonummy nibh euismod tincidunt ut laoreet

 Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, consectetuer adipiscing elit, sed
diam nonummy nibh euismod tincidunt ut laoreetWORKING 

WITH 
ASSUMPTIONS



HOW TO REVIEW

1. Look for good ideas and note/highlight them. These might include particularly 
good or novel outcomes, good links, whatever deserves recognition.
2. If you see big leaps in logic, add a brief note with a suggestion if possible.
3. If you see something that makes you wonder about a how the project is defined 
issue, add a brief note with a suggestion if possible.
4. If you see something that is likely to be confusing to an outsider, or that could be 
worded more clearly, mark it and add a brief note with a suggestion if possible.
5. From your own perspective and what you know of the key stakeholders’ 
perspectives, think about whether the model captures a full view of the project. If 
necessary, propose an additional outcome or activity.
6. Look for themes or common threads among outcomes and make a note of them.
7. If you think there is a key assumption being made that may have been missed, 
make a note
8. If you think there is a key contextual factor that should be mentioned, make a note
9. Step back and think about the model overall. Prepare some comments and 
observations to share as appropriate.

3



Types of Assumptions

 Causal: about how different  parts of the world 
work and about the conditions under which 
these can be changed. e.g., If we do X, then Y will 
result.
 Prescriptive: about what we think ought to or 
should be happening in a particular situation. 
e.g., All projects must have a gender component.
 Paradigmatic: deeply held foundational beliefs 
about the world, like a world view. e.g., Scientific 
knowledge is fundamentally better than 
indigenous knowledge.

Brookfield (2012)



Work

Activities Outcomes Foundational
Assumptions

Causal 
Assumptions

Prescriptive 
Assumptions
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CHALLENGES & RESULTS4



WHAT: ToC BASICS

Deutsch L., Belcher B., Claus R., Hoffmann S.
2021: Leading inter- and transdisciplinary
research: Lessons from applying theories of
change to a strategic research program.
Environmental Science & Policy, 120: 29-41
(Open Access)



CHALLENGES & RESULTS

(from Hayat Askar via USAID Monitoring and Evaluation and 
Learning Activity in Jordan, on EvalForward)
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-> Model and/or program change!



CHALLENGES & RESULTS4
 Reflections
 Links to USAID’s CLA, #AdaptDev
 Links to new areas in contribution tracing, 

causal mapping (Powell on Causal 
Mapping; QUIP; OH; Mayne, Lemire, etc.)

 The first evaluation job I ever did
 The most exciting and intriguing work I’ve 

done (voice & participation)



EVALUATIVE THINKING AS PRAXIS 
TO DEMYSTIFY THEORY & 
REMYSTIFY PRACTICE

(Lederach, Neufeldt, & Culbertson, 2007)



THANK YOU
http://bit.ly/EvaluativeThinking

THOMAS ARCHIBALD // tgarch@vt.edu // @tgarchibald
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