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Key Terms 
Adapted from Annie E. Casey Foundation. (2022) Developing a Theory of Change: Practical Guidance. 

Co-Construction: “The joint creation of a form, interpretation, stance, action, activity, 
identity, institution, skill, ideology, emotion, or other... meaningful reality” (Jacoby & Ochs, 
1995). 

Theory of change: A conceptual model for how change will happen. A product that 
documents such a model. Also known as theory of action, theory of influence, pathway of 
change, strategy, blueprint for change, engine of change, road map, and logic model. 

Activity: Specific interventions of the program to be implemented. 

Strategy: Clusters or strands of activities that together address a key goal of the program 
to be implemented. 

Outcome: Change that follows as a result or consequence of activities and strategies to 
be implemented (i.e., if a given strategy is implemented, then a hypothesized outcome 
will occur as a result). 

Indicator: Quantifiable or qualitative measurements used to evaluate a program's 
progress and determine if the program is achieving its goals. 

Changes: Goals, results, outcomes, and indicators that come about due to the program. 

Community voice: Strategic guidance and input on decisions in program and study 
design and delivery from participating community members. 

Community-driven development: Project design and delivery which transfers decision-
making power, and often financial and technical resources, directly to the communities or 
groups of end users. 

Social Norms: Learned and shared behaviors and beliefs (Miller, 2005). 

Reflexivity: “Constant awareness, assessment, and reassessment by the researcher of the 
researcher’s own contribution to and influence on intersubjective research and its 
findings” (Salzman, 2002). 

Preconditions: Preconditions are a set of conditions or requirements that must be met 
before an evaluation can be effectively or meaningfully carried out.  
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Ways of Being and Doing 

Be focused on the community. Evaluation and program design should be based 
on the principle that people are the experts in their own lives. Community 
members have in-depth and complex understandings of how their community 
works: actors involved, why a problem exists, and assets that could be applied to 
achieve positive change. External actors lack familiarity with these structures and 
dynamics, which are essential for achieving the project’s full potential. 

Be humble. Your experience and expertise are valuable assets to partners and 
communities. Remember that your experience and expertise should be applied in 
service of community needs. Approach communities with humility and eagerness 
to learn. 

Be flexible. When communities articulate their own needs and strategies, you may 
find that the suggested approaches differ from your expectations. Be open to 
changing your mind.   

Be present. Listen closely and confirm your interpretations with community 
members. Minimize distractions to engage authentically in community 
conversations.  

Be knowable. Recognize how your role as an “external Facilitator” or “expert” is 
distancing from the community. Consider how you will introduce and comport 
yourself to allow for a trusting, reciprocal relationship in which the Facilitator is not 
perceived as above or apart from community members. 

Do provide structure. Your role is to help translate community voice into a well-
defined casual chain for achieving the intended change. Structure community 
conversations to arrive at a mutually understood and agreed upon theory of 
change. 

Do maintain consistent communication. Strive for clarity and transparency in 
communication. Articulate your role. Be clear about why and how you will carry out 
evaluation activities. Do so with consistency over time and with different 
community actors.   
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Theory of Change Template 
USAID Bureau for Humanitarian Assistance (2024) Theory of Change Guidance for Resilience 
Food Security Activities V2.0. 

A theory of change graphic can take many forms. The example below serves as a generic 
template containing the key components of any theory of change. 
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Co-Constructing Theories of Change Step-by-Step 
Cross-referencing the appropriate sections of Annie E. Casey Foundation’s Developing a theory 
of change: Practical guidance: Step-by-step guidance and examples, follow the steps in this 
tool to co-construct a theory of change with partners and community members. 

Step 1: Understand and Engage the Community 
Community Role Implementing Partner 

Role 
Facilitator Role 

• Introduce community 
members 

• Make clear community 
norms, needs, and assets 

• Introduce program team 
• Listen to gain an 

understanding of 
community member roles, 
key relationships and 
norms 

• Participate in 
conversation, letting 
community lead 

• Listen authentically to 
understand community 
context 

• Introduce yourself and 
your role 

• Make clear the purpose 
and processes of theory 
of change development 

• Make clear that your role 
is not to lead, but to 
facilitate the process of 
co-constructing the 
theory of change 

 

Cross-Reference 
Annie E. Casey Foundation. (2022). Developing a theory of change: Practical guidance: Step-
by-step guidance and examples, pp. 5-11. 

Objectives 
1. Build trusting relationships with community members.  
2. Foster authentic understanding of community needs and assets. 
3. Establish shared understanding of theory of change processes and communication 

norms. 
 

Guiding Questions 
1. How can you find and engage with partners who are deeply embedded in, and 

knowledgeable about, their local community? 
2. How will you introduce yourself to the community? How will you understand 

community norms around establishing relationships? 
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3. How will you ensure that community members feel valued? How will you work to 
center their voice in planning conversations? 

4. Who are key decision makers in the community and how will you reach them? 
5. Who is left out of decision making in the community? How will you reach them and 

maintain respect from community leaders? 
 

Complete the worksheet below to document your plans for community engagement. 

 Notes 

Introducing Yourself and 
the Process 

 

 

 

 

Key Decision Makers and 
Informants   

 

 

 

 

 

Sources and Venues for 
Community Voice 
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Step 2: Define the Problem & Assess the Context 
Community Role Implementing Partner 

Role 
Facilitator Role 

• Consider the key 
problem(s) to be 
addressed by this 
change effort 

• Make clear why the 
problem exists, key 
actors, and assets that 
can be applied to 
address the problem(s)  

• Share knowledge from 
prior experience, 
confirming with 
community members 
applicability to the 
current context 

• Share knowledge from 
literature, confirming 
with community 
members applicability to 
the current context 
 

• Document key contextual 
factors 

• Structure community 
and partner inputs into a 
“problem tree” 

• Facilitate to ensure 
intentionality and 
inclusivity 

• Confirm shared 
understandings 

 

Cross-Reference 
Annie E. Casey Foundation. (2022). Developing a theory of change: Practical guidance: Step-
by-step guidance and examples, pp. 13-15. 

Objectives 
1. Understand the problem(s) to be addressed with the change effort. 
2. Understand contributing factors, actors, structures, and assets that influence the 

problem. 
3. Understand external context and conditions in which the work will take place. 

 

Guiding Questions 
1. What do community members identify as “the problem?” How does their 

conceptualization of the problem align with and differ from funder, implementing 
partner, and Facilitator assumptions? 

2. How might contextual factors influence the change process? How will the theory of 
change account for these contextual factors? 
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Complete the worksheet below to document the problem(s) to be addressed and contributing 
contextual factors. 

 Notes 

Problem(s) to be 
Addressed 

 

 

 

 

Key Drivers of the Problem 
(Why does this problem 
exist?)  

 

 

 

 

 

Key Actors and Structures  

 

 

 

Key Community Assets  
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Step 3: Identify Community Responsive Goals, Strategies, and 
Activities 
Community Role Implementing Partner 

Role 
Facilitator Role 

• Make clear what 
community members 
hope to achieve with this 
change effort 

• Reflect on what is 
feasible given contextual 
factors 

• Make suggestions about 
activities and strategies 
that are likely to be 
successful with potential 
participants 

• Share knowledge about 
successful strategies 
from prior experience 
and literature, 
confirming with 
community members 
applicability to the 
current context 

• Share resources and 
reflect on what is 
feasible given resource 
constraints 

• Flip the “problem tree” 
to define a feasible set of 
key goals for the change 
effort 

• Structure community 
and partner inputs into a 
defined set of activities 
and strategies 

• Facilitate to ensure 
intentionality and 
inclusivity 

• Confirm shared 
understandings 

 

Cross-Reference 
Annie E. Casey Foundation. (2022). Developing a theory of change: Practical guidance: Step-
by-step guidance and examples, pp. 16-18. 

Objectives 
1. Understand community members’ aspirations for the change efforts and define 

key goals. 
2. Define key activities and strategies that are meaningful, feasible, responsive, and 

likely to be successful with potential participants.   
 

Guiding Questions 
1. How might community members’ aspirations for the change effort overlap, and 

how might they differ? How will you arrive at consensus on key goals? 
2. How can you ensure intentionality and inclusivity in the planning process while 

being mindful of time and resource constraints?  
3. How will you ensure that community norms are reflected in key goals, activities, 

and strategies? 
4. How will you confirm shared understandings with partners and community 

members? 
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Complete the worksheet below to document key goals, activities, and strategies. You will document short-
term, interim, and long-term outcomes next in Step 4. 

 
  

  Strategy 1 Strategy 2 Strategy 3 Strategy 4 

St
ep

 3
 

Strategy 
Name 

 
 
 
 
 
 

   

Activities  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

   

Goals Outcome pathways may begin to 
converge on the way to the goal. 
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Step 4: Clarify the Causal Chain 
Community Role Implementing Partner 

Role 
Facilitator Role 

• Reflect on what is 
feasible given contextual 
factors 

• Make suggestions about 
how activities and 
strategies are likely to be 
successful with potential 
participants 

• Share knowledge about 
successful 
implementation and 
outcomes from prior 
experience and 
literature, confirming 
with community 
members applicability to 
the current context 

• Share resources and 
reflect on what is 
feasible given resource 
constraints 

• Structure community 
and partner inputs into a 
defined set of short-
term, interim, and long-
term outcomes 

• Clarify how strategies 
and activities are likely to 
lead to the hypothesized 
outcomes and goals 

• Clarify indicators to 
measure progress 
against outcomes and 
goals 

• Facilitate to ensure 
intentionality and 
inclusivity 

• Confirm shared 
understandings 

 

Cross-Reference 
Annie E. Casey Foundation. (2022). Developing a theory of change: Practical guidance: Step-
by-step guidance and examples, pp. 20-26. 

Objectives 
1. Visualize and organize strategies, activities, goals, and short-term, interim, and 

long-term outcomes. Include contextual factors and link all in a logical causal chain.  
2. Clarify and confirm shared understandings around how the change effort will 

result in the desired goals. 
3. Define and represent the causal chain in a diagram legible to external readers. 

 

Guiding Questions 
1. How will “preconditions from external factors” affect outcome pathways? 
2. How will you ensure that community norms are reflected throughout the theory of 

change? 
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3. How will you confirm shared understandings with partners and community 
members? 

Transfer the key goals, activities, and strategies defined in Step 3. Complete the worksheet below to 
document short-term, interim, and long-term outcomes. Consider how outputs (the direct result of each 
activity) will lead to outcomes (preconditions that in turn enable achieving the project’s purpose and 
ultimate goals). State outputs and outcomes as results, not the action itself (e.g., “10 teachers acquire 
new pedagogical practices” instead of “teacher training provided.”) Define outcome pathways that are 
based on evidence and account for contextual factors and community norms. 
 

  Strategy 1 Strategy 2 Strategy 3 Strategy 4 

St
ep

 3
 

Strategy 
Name 

 
 
 
 

   

Activities  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

   

St
ep

 4
 

Outputs 
(Short-
term 
outcomes) 

  

Interim 
Outcomes 

 
 
 
 

 

Long-Term 
Outcomes 

 
 
 
 

 

St
ep

 3
 Goals  
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Step 5: Reflect Collectively 
Community Role Implementing Partner 

Role 
Facilitator Role 

• Review the theory of 
change for its validity 

• Review assumptions 
• Review external 

factors 

• Review theory of 
change for validity 

• Review assumptions 
• Ensure program 

inputs and activities 
are accurately 
represented 

• Review theory of 
change for validity 

• Review assumptions 
• Review external factors 
• Confirm shared 

understandings 

 

Cross-Reference 
Annie E. Casey Foundation. (2022). Developing a theory of change: Practical guidance: Step-
by-step guidance and examples, pp. 28-31. 

Objectives 
1. Once the theory of change is complete, step back to review each step and the 

causal chain linking them. 
2. Together, reflect on the process. 
3. Together, reflect on the product. 

 

Guiding Questions 
1. Does the overall flow make sense according to all stakeholders? 
2. Do the outcome pathways make sense to the community? 
3. How was community voice engaged? How were power dynamics addressed in the 

planning process? 
4. Where is community voice reflected in your theory of change diagram? 
5. Where are community and social norms reflected in your theory of change 

diagram? 
 


