
y o u r  e v a l u a t o r
t o l d  y o u  

a  f l o w e r y  e x a m p l e
f r o m  t h e  c e n t e r  f o r

r e s e a r c h  e v a l u a t i o n  

You need a

theory of change
What is it? Why should you care?



L e t ' s  s a y  I  b e l i e v e  
 p l a n t i n g  f l o w e r s  
 l e a d s  t o  g r e a t e r

h a p p i n e s s .
 
 
 

I  g e t  f u n d i n g  f o r  a
p r o g r a m  t h a t

d i s t r i b u t e s  z i n n i a
s e e d s  t o  m e m b e r s  o f  m y

c o m m u n i t y .
 
 
 

m y  ( s i m p l e )  t h e o r y  o f
c h a n g e  i s  a s  f o l l o w s :  

E X A M P L E



E X A M P L E :  Z I N N I A  J O Y

Plant the
zinnia
seeds

If community
members...

Water
them

regularly

Make sure
the seeds
have sun

Then I expect
that...

The seeds
will grow
& flower 

People will
spend time
outside &

relax 

Thereby
contributing to...

Higher
levels of

happiness

They will
see & enjoy
the flowers



E v a l u a t o r s  w i l l  c o l l e c t  d a t a  o n
e a c h  p a r t  o f  t h e  t h e o r y  o f  c h a n g e :

Did the seeds get
planted?

We'll collect data on... And ultimately...

How often were they
watered?

Did the seeds get
enough sun?

And...

Did the seeds grow
& flower? 

Did people spend
time outside? Did

they relax?

Did anyone see &
enjoy the flowers?

Do people report
higher levels of

happiness?

W i t h  t h e s e  d a t a ,  w e ' l l  e x p l o r e :  ( 1 )
w e r e  t h e r e  p o s i t i v e  o u t c o m e s ?  a n d  ( 2 )
d o e s  t h e  d a t a  s u p p o r t  y o u r  t h e o r y
a b o u t  t h e  p r o g r a m  d e s i g n ?    



F o r  e x a m p l e :

The seeds were
planted

If we find that... BUT...

They were watered
every second day

They got plenty of
sun

And...

The seeds flowered
beautifully

People spent more
time outside,

relaxing

People saw & enjoyed
the flowers

People were no
happier than before... 

W e ' l l  k n o w  t h e r e  w a s  a  p r o b l e m  w i t h
t h e  p r o g r a m  d e s i g n .   
Maybe the world is more complex than we think? Maybe there are other things  
that also need to change to influence overall happiness. The results tell us the
program design needs a re-think. 



o n  t h e  o t h e r  h a n d :

The seeds weren't
planted 

If we find that... And...

Or they didn't get
watered

Or they didn't get any
sun

So...

The seeds didn't
flower

No one spent time
outside 

And they didn't get to
see the flowers

People were no
happier than before... 

W e ' l l  k n o w  t h e r e  w a s  a  p r o b l e m  w i t h   
p r o g r a m  i m p l e m e n t a t i o n .   
We'll need to look at strategies for re-jigging the program roll-out. Maybe
people don't have time to plant the seeds? Maybe they need better instructions?
These results tell us the theory behind the program design might still work but
we need to improve implementation.  



A l t e r n a t i v e l y :

The seeds were
planted

If we find that... HOWEVER...

They were watered
every second day

They got plenty of
sun

But...

The seeds didn't
flower

People spent more
time outside,

relaxing

People didn't get to
see the flowers

People DID report
higher levels of

happiness

W e ' l l  n e e d  t o  r e - t h i n k  o u r  v i e w s
a b o u t  w h a t  m a k e s  p e o p l e  h a p p y .   
We got the outcome we wanted, but not for the reasons we expected. Maybe
the flowers have nothing to do with happiness...maybe it's just time spent
outside? These results tell us we might need to tweak our program design to
remove unnecessary components. 



T h e s e  a r e  j u s t  t h r e e
p o s s i b l e  o u t c o m e
c o n f i g u r a t i o n s .  

e a c h  d i f f e r e n t
c o n f i g u r a t i o n  h e l p s  u s

p i n p o i n t :  w h a t ' s  w o r k i n g ?
w h a t ' s  n o t ?  w h e r e  d o  w e

n e e d  t o  f o c u s  o u r
a t t e n t i o n ?

I t ' s  t h i s  d i a g n o s t i c
c a p a b i l i t y  t h a t  k e e p s  u s

e v a l u a t o r s  c o m i n g  b a c k  t o
t h e  p h r a s e :     

You need a theory of change.
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