Developing an organisational Theory of Change: Concemn
Universal’s experience

As management guru Peter Drucker once
stated, the challenge of strategic level
change is to combine ‘doing things well’
(greater efficiency) with ‘doing the right
things’ (increased effectiveness).
Developing a Theory of Change has been
one part of our wider ongoing journey to
better understand what we do and why
we do it.

There were three basic drivers behind
Concern Universal developing a Theory
of Change. Firstly, some of our country
programmes were already developing
country level theories and there was an
internal push to have an organisational
level Theory of Change. Secondly, our
main funding partners had begun asking
us to explain our Theory of Change.
Finally, we saw developing a Theory of
Change as a useful tool for a mid-term
review of our organisational strategy.

Developing our Theory of Change

It took us seven months to develop our
Theory of Change. Making the most of a
strategy review meeting attended by staff
from across Concern Universal, we set
time aside for an introductory Theory of

Change workshop. The workshop sought
buy-in and understanding for the process
and allowed us to explore what a Theory
of Change is and how it can be used.

During the workshop we formed a working
group to lead the process, comprising UK
and in-country staff. Their first task was to
develop a paper on poverty and
vulnerability, helping us to think through
the processes of social change.

The paper explored the underlying causes
of poverty and vulnerability; how does
(social) change happen, how does our
work promote change, and how can we
incorporate change into programme
planning? The poverty paper and
organisational strategy formed the basis
of our discussions throughout the process
of developing our Theory of Change.

The Theory of Change went through
several iterations as drafts were
commented on by colleagues across the
organisation. It was based on the
principles of our organisational strategy,
starting with the main challenges facing
people living in poverty and finishing
with our vision — a world where justice,

dignity and respect prevails for all. But
where the Theory of Change differs from
our strategy is that it focuses on how
our vision can be attained; in other
words the pathway to change.

Once we had a Theory of Change it took
much longer than expected to decide on
its graphical representation. The design
process brought up a number of
fundamental issues and we almost ended
up going back to the drawing board.
While putting the final design in place we
wrote up brief explanatory notes.

We had originally envisaged that the
background paper on poverty would be
enough of a guide to the paper but
actually the explanatory notes have
proved the more useful tool and now
form an integral part of the Theory of
Change.

Challenges

The greatest challenge that we faced
as we developed the Theory of Change
was securing the commitment of
colleagues to the process. This was
partly because colleagues were busy
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with country level priorities, and
because not everyone within the
organisation was convinced that a
Theory of Change would add anything
that wasn’t already outlined in our
organisational strategy. Some
questioned the value of the Theory of
Change as a strategic planning tool.

Now that we have the Theory of Change
everyone can see how it relates to their
work. However, we also recognise that the
full benefits of the approach — as a
planning tool and leading to improvements
in project design — will only be fully
achieved when we develop country and
project level Theories of Change.

Benefits

We believe we will be able to use the
Theory of Change in many ways: as a
means to explain to donors what we do
and how we learn; as a reference point
by in-country teams to develop country
programme (or project) Theories of
Change; as an aide memoire in project
planning; and in setting more specific
terms of reference for impact
assessments.

Since developing the organisational
Theory of Change two country
programmes have already developed
country level Theories of Change and
have begun to use the Theory of Change
tool in project planning.
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Concern Universal is an international
development organisation tackling
poverty from the grassroots.

We create opportunities for people
around the world to improve their lives
and shape their own futures. By building
skills and connecting people at all levels
in society, we help communities deliver
practical solutions with long-term
impact.

www.concern-universal.org/theory





