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Abstract

Critically analysing assumptions is a much needstkavour in international development
policy and practice: existing management toolslyaeacourage critical thinking and there
are considerable political, organisational and auceatic constraints to the promotion of
learning throughout the sector. The Theory of Claagproach — an increasingly popular
management tool and discourse in development —shépechange some of that. This
approach explicitly aims to challenge and changglioin assumptions in world views and
programme interventions in the lives of others,ligéé¢ is known about the extent to which it
really does so. This paper provides a much needelysas of how Theories of Change are
used in the day-to-day practice of an internatiod@Vvelopment organisation, The Asia
Foundation. They use the approach in three waysomomunicate, to learn and to be held
accountable, which each exist in some tension eaith other. Creating Theories of Change
was often found to be a helpful process by progranstaff, since it provided a greater
freedom to explain and analyse programme intergastiHowever, the introduction of the
approach also had some troubling effects, for exempy creating top-down accounts of
change which spoke more to donor interests thainetground realities of people affected by
these interventions. Ultimately, this paper arghes while a Theory of Change approach can
create space for critical reflection, this requiaemuch broader commitment to learning from
individuals, organisations, and the developmentosetself.
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1. Introduction

1.1 The problem

Many of our assumptions about how the world works laased on implicit theories of
change, based on our worldview, developed througheducation and upbringing. Eyben et
al. argue thatthey mayhave become so embedded that we no longer questiether they
are the most useful for opurpose, or if we are using them as well as wecttfuh the
international development industry, which (ostelysit least) aims to improve the well-
being of people often in very different places asiliations, critical reflection on these
assumptions is essential; in one more limited ssosthat intervention&glo no harm and
more optimistically to ensure they genuinely impgrdke lives of those at the receiving end.
This is not only about critically analysing ovetairgy world views, but deconstructing the
basic assumptions which underpin programme intéimesi to determine whether they make
sense in changing the lives of others.

Problematically, the dominant models and tools &wmalysing and evaluating change
processes in international development tend totcainsrather than promote such critical
reflection. So, for example, it is fairly commorr fdonors and aid organisations to support
the training of historically violent police forcaa conflict-affected countries. This is a
complex and morally perilous undertaking; and saighintervention may rest upon multiple
(and sometimes competing or contradictory) theoosocial change, linked to differing
understandings of how individual behaviour and ernspecific cultures of practice can be
shaped. What we need to know is what assumptiodsrpim that intervention? Do those
assumptions hold true over the life of the progra®frio readers outside the development
industry, it might be taken as rather obvious thase questions need answering. But to those
within, they will recognise some familiar problearsd debates.

Management tools used within the aid industrynost obviously the logical framework
(logframe) approachk rarely allow the flexibility to analyse the messycial processes that
these interventions are dealing with. Measuresiofess through such approaches tend to be
pared down to, for example, counting police offceained, which while an important thing
to know, tells us little about whether the trainimgs been effective or not. Ultimately, there
are many ways of learning about and assessing dgaahchange, but the ones that the aid
industry is most strictly expected to use are eatly fit for purpose.

Critically analysing our assumptions is not simiityited by choice of management tool but
also by the power relations embedded in the aidistigl. For example, implementing
organisations are rarely incentivised to preseet ¢bmplexity of their interventions to
donors, since admitting the unpredictability of mpa through an intervention do&snspire
confidence that the programme will de¢sults - and in turn get them funding however
realistic and honest that assessment is. Donorsnaplémenters alike have to negotiate the
political context in which they work, which may alsonstrain the honesty of their analysis
of their own and othergolicy and practice. This is the context in whitte Theory of
Changéapproach has rapidly emerged as a new manageoutir the aid industry.

! Eyben, R., Kidder, T., Rowlands, J., & Bronstein(2008). ‘Thinking about change for development
practice: a case study from Oxfam UKevelopment in Practicel8(2), p. 201.
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1.2 Aims and methods

This paper seeks to address a critical gap in gtateting the actual effects of using a
Theory of Change approach and considers how theagip may be better understood, if its
aim is to improve development policy and practittedoes so through an analysis of the
emerging findings of a collaboration between thstide and Security Research Prograrhme
(JSRP) and The Asia Foundatiqthe Foundation), which began in April 2012, witle aim

of exploring Theory of Change approaches in intéonal development practice.

This paper will first further explain what a Thea{yChange approach is, where it has come
from and how the Asia Foundation have approacheddbl. Second, it explores the three
key ways The Asia Foundation use a Theory of Chapgeoach (to communicate, to learn
and to be held accountable) and highlights the Ipm® and possibilities with these
interrelated approaches. Third, it will demonstridte effects of the dominant development
discourses of results and evidence on the Theor@hainge approach. Fourth, this paper
rethinks the Theory of Change approach itself, gmesg six key findings which explore its
possible effects and future in development polieg practice. Ultimately, this paper argues
that a Theory of Change approach represents a gjpace for those in the aid industry to
critically reflect on (and then change) their pplend practice; however, this space can be
heavily constrained if the correct incentives asein place for that to happen.

This paper draws on a wide range of sources. ldbuwipon a literature review on Theory of
Change approaches and uses emerging research daptb2 It synthesises the research
findings of multiple JSRP authors on Theories oa@ie with The Asia Foundation across
Timor-Leste, Nepal, the Philippines and Sri LankKarthermore, the author conducted
additional interviews with the country staff in &adocation in order to allow them to reflect
on Theories of Change and the research collabaratiter initial primary research was
complete. Further interviews were also conducteth WK Department for International
Development (DfID) staff. This paper also drawstloa reflections of the author based upon
his participation in multiple workshops and meesirgpncerning the project as well as his
own research fellowship with the Asia FoundatiosmLanka for six months.

2 The JSRP is a research consortium led by the Brapat of International Development (ID) at the Lond
School of Economics and Political Science (LSEyeligped in partnership with academic and media
organisations from the global North and South, witd funding from the UK Department for Internatain
Development (DfID).

% The Asia Foundation is a non-profit internatiodalelopment organisation, headquartered in Sarcisem
with a network of offices in 18 Asian countries dndVashington, DG.They have been working directly in
many countries across Asia for decades, with progras bridging governance and law, economic
development, women's empowerment, environmentyegidnal cooperation.

* One set of research and outputs of the collalmraims to critically interrogate specific intertiens by the
Foundation within the framework of their Theoridsathange, while another set, of which this papead,
explore how Theory of Change itself has been amved and the lessons we can draw from this fowitler
academic and practitioner communities. For a fsldf publications, see
http://blogs.Ise.ac.uk/jsrp/publications/

® Stein, D. and Valters, C. (2012). ‘Understandifigory of Change’ in International Development: Aview
of Existing Knowledge’JSRP Paper 1,ondon Justice and Security Research Programme and Tlae Asi
Foundation.




2. The Theory of Change approach

2.1 Where did it come from and what should it do?

The current evolution of Theory of Change drawswao streams of developmeand social
programme practice: evaluation and informed sogigdctice.® From the evaluation
perspective, Theory of Change is part of broadegq@mme analysis or programme theory.
In the development field, it also grew out of the ifiad of logic planning models such te
logical framework approach developed from the 1930wards. The notion ofleveloping
informed social practice has a long history; ptamiers have often sougf@nd used) tools to
attempt to consciously reflect on the underlyingaities fordevelopment practicén its early
conceptualisation in 1995, Weiss described it‘agheory of how anahy an initiative
works” 8 At this stage of its evolution, articulating thefigeories commonly involves
exploring a set of beliefs or assumptions about bbange will occur, often taking the form
of a document and/or diagram explaining how and g organisation believes their
intervention will lead to a chande.

Theories of Change are increasingly mandatory figplementing agencies to submit to
donors in the aid industry. This appears to havgubewith the UKs Department for
International Development (DfID), but has since hmeemed so that most donors now
require Theories of Change as a standard compafigmmbgramme design. What is clear is
that in part, whatever the donor or context, thprepch seeks to address the problems
inherent in existing models of analysing changethwis core aim of uncovering and
critically interrogating assumptions about how ammappen®’ In this respect, it is useful
to draw a distinction between a Theory of Changea &rmal document and as a broader
approach to thinking about development work. Ashhgipted in Stein and Valters (2012),
for some Theory of Change is a precise plannind, towstlikely an extension of the
‘assumptiorisbox in a logframe; for others it may bdeas formal, often implicitway of
thinking about how a project is expectedwork; or beyond this, an approach aiming to
encourage a politically informed, reflexive and qoex approach to developméitThese
different choices will reflect different ideas albouhat a Theory of Change approach is
trying to achieve, as well as the underlying paditand ideology of those developing it.

® Stein, D. and Valters, C. (2012).

" Natsios, A. (2010). The Clash of the Counter-buceacy and Development. Centre for Global Develagme
8 Weiss, C.H. (1995). Nothing as Practical as GobeodFy: Exploring Theory-Based Evaluation for
Comprehensive Community Initiatives for Childrerddramilies. In J. Connell, A. Kubisch, L. Schorda®.
Weiss (Eds.) New Approaches to Evaluating Communitiatives: Concepts, Methods and Contexts. New
York: Aspen Institute.

° As in GrantCraft. (n.d.). Mapping Change: Using heory of Change to Guide Planning and Evaluation.
Rogers, P. J. (2012). Introduction to impact eatdun. Impact Evaluations Notes, March(1); OECD
Development Assistance Committee. (2008). GuidamcEvaluation Conflict Prevention and Peacebuilding
Activities. Paris; Bill and Melinda Gates Foundati¢2011). The Strategy Lifecycle: A Guide. Availat
http://www.gatesfoundation.org/about/Documents/TB8Sirategy%20Lifecycle.pdf

19 Stein and Valters. (2012). Gready, Paul (2013)@isational Theories of Change in the Era of
Organisational Cosmopolitanism: lessons from Adtidirs human rights-based approach, Third World
Quarterly, 34:8, p. 1339; Eyben et al. (2008)2pg—203.

™ Green, Duncan. (2013). ‘What is a Theory of Chaanye: how do we use it?’, From Poverty to Power Blog
13 August 2013. Available at http://oxfamblogs.fpgp/what-is-a-theory-of-change-and-does-it-actuhlp/
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2.2 Existing debates

Theory of Change has drawn plenty of praise arnitism from those in development and
academia. Tom Parks, The Asia Foundasidarmer Regional Director for Governance and
Conflict, has argued th&Theories of Change help the Asia Foundation thimkencritically
about how power shapes aid and maintains the sjani8® Research by CARE into a range
of peacebuilding Theories of Change has highlightew theycan clarify project logic and
tackle inadequate assumptions, identify the gapwedmn local and national level changes
and emphasise the need for conflict analysis ahdrere conflict sensitivity’® For many, as
Vogel highlighted in her review, Theories of Chargevide a more flexible alternative to
working with logframes for complex programmes andtexts™*

One potential problem is that Theories of Change lsa based on weak and selective
evidence bases and build in all kinds of assumgtabout the world that are not sufficiently
problematised. In this respect they can reinforwt rmask the problem they purport to solve,
creating a misleading sense of security aboutetiel lof critical analysis a programme has
been subjected to. Another concern is that theyatsm encourage linear, mechanistic and
teleological thinking, based on the idea we canueately predict the outcomes of our
interventions, an assumption that rarely plays iouteality; in the complex and often
conflict-affected regions of the world where the @adustry increasingly works, change is
rarely predictable.

One practical concern is that many practitionees tieey have seen this kind of thing before,
its underpinning idea full of promise, but quickliscarded if it challenges power too much
or is no longer a buzzword in the industry. Intéioraal development has a penchant for idea
fads which“extends to results and evidence artefaesemplified by the rise and fall of the
similarly well-intentioned but distinct artefacté structural analysis and drivers of change.
Equally, a recent review of the state of politiemlonomy analysis argued that despite its
original transformative goals, it today has becaamtol, or product;sold to donors and
‘doné externally, and it is no longer fit for purpoSeThere are lessons to be learnt here for
the Theories of Change approach. Constantly chgrgproaches to analysing change can
create weariness in practitioners, who may appreacéw tool cynically, knowing that next
year they may well have to adapt again to the ek

However, this highlights the way in which many bé tdifficulties with Theories of Change
are not unique to the tool itself but are appaterdughout development policy and practice,
often linked to the tensions brought on by the laaming power relations between donors,
governments, NGOs and citizens. What remains druoiaunderstand is how this new
artefact functions within that system of power tielas and what room there is to challenge
the more pernicious effects of that system. Whilme interesting studies are emergihg,
there is very little research on how organisati@mgroach Theories of Change and the effects
on development processes, policies and practicenigidighted by theBig Push Forward

12 Comment made during public conference hosted RPJ&nhd The Asia Foundation entitled ‘Evidence and
Power in Development Policy and Practice’, 02/0I8vailable on Storify via:
http://storify.com/JSRP/knowledge-matters-thinkedgput-change.

13 CARE International UK. (2012pefining Theories of Changkeondon.

Vogel, I. (2012 Review of the use of “Theory of Change” in imi@ional developmenDFID, (April),

15 5cott, Z. (2007)’ The changing face of ‘Drivers@iange’ Public Admin. Dey 27: 85-90

'8 Fisher, J. and Marquette, H. (2014)," Donors Ddujjtical Economy Analysis - From Process to Pridu
(and Back Again)’Developmental Research Programme. Research Paper 28

Y For example, see CARE (2012).



"understanding the dynamics of their use in a paldr organisational context may allow us
to re frame artefacts, or guide (more) intelligadoption of the results/evidence agentfa".

2.3 The Asia Foundation’s approach

The Asia Foundation’s approach to Theories of Chdmas been a ‘learning through doing’
process? Bureaucratic tools come and go in internationaiettswment, but there has been a
clear desire within the Asia Foundation to grasps tbpportunity to deepen their
understanding of the contexts in which they workl éime effects their interventions may
have. The nature and extent of engagement withapfpeoach has been heavily driven by
considerable personal commitment from key membérstaff. Their desire to use this
opportunity is partly evidenced by engaging in ¢b#aboration with the Justice and Security
Research Programme; however, it is also demongtkateheir introduction of a Theory of
Change approach into a major partnership with tbhstralian Government’s Department of
Foreign Affairs and Trade (DfAT, formerly AusAiddt TAF has across several countffes.
Both their approach to Theory of Change and tlinsgoties themselves have been evolving as
they work — but also as part of the research pswedsch the JSRP-TAF collaboration has
instigated.

The JSRP’s primary research looked at the Founuatiose of Theories of Change for
community mediation programmes in Nepal and Sriklarior conflict management in the
Philippines and for sub-national governance androanity policing in Timor-Lesté' The
Theories of Change that the Foundation wrote innsilances were programmatic, arguing
how and why a specific programme they undertooklevaontribute to processes of change
in each country context. At their most basic, thesek an initial linear form similar to
common ‘if...then’ causal statements associated Withories of Change. For example, in
the Philippines, one of two main theories was kEatitCommunity-led Efforts to Improve
Local Security” which argued:

“By supporting community-led efforts to improve te&as with security forces,
violent incidents will be less common and less smvémproved relations
between conflict-affected communities and securityces (and within
communities themselves) will reduce the risk oftens and incidents that result
from poor communicatioh.

In Nepal and Sri Lanka respectively,‘lacal conflict transformation thedryand ‘state-
community collaboration theoryhypothesised the relationship between local mexiati
services and improved access to justice, sociahbiay and state-society relations. In Timor-
Leste, adimproved governance interface theoargued that by increasing the influence and

18 The Big Push Forward is a network of practitioridentifying and sharing strategies for encouradimglers
to adopt additional, useful approaches to impastssment and reporting of international aid prognasand
projects. See Big Push Forward. (201I3)e Politics of Evidence Conference RepAgril 23-24, 2013, at the
Institute of Development Studies, UK.

19 Email correspondence with Matthew Arnold, Assis@itector, Program Strategy, Innovation and Leagni
The Asia Foundation.

2 Here analysed via the Philippines office.

2L |n the four main countries of study, the prograrameder analysis were funded as part of a fleXdbjear
Programme Partnership agreement with the UK’s Oepant for International Development (DfID). For raor
information on PPA agreements, visit https://www.g/programme-partnership-arrangements-ppas
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capacity of local'Suku Councils and by strengthening the relationship between these
councils and different levels of government, themld be improvements in perceptions of
the informal/formal interface by rural populationsjproved government-led programmes
and services, and that decentralisation would begtkect rural communitiésnterests. These
theories were always multi-level causal chainskisgeto explore the connections between
programmatic activities, immediate outcomes antidrigorocesses of social charfge.

3. An organisational view

The following section looks at how The Asia Foumalatuses Theories of Change as a tool
for three tasks: communication, learning and actahility. Each of these uses reflects the
broader internal needs of aid organisations inrtday-to-day work, as well as external

pressures to communicate their ideas in differegdioms, to learn, and to be accountable (or
demonstrate results in order to receive fundindgfle Theory of Change guidance literature
tends to encourage all three taskand more’® However, the three-pronged approach in this
paper is drawn specifically from how the Foundatises the approach.

Before analysing these approaches, it is worthngoome practical constraints on how
Theories of Change operate. First, the approaclticange based on when it is introduced in
the programme cycle. Many suggest Theories of Ghamg best introduced before a
programme has begunto fulfil a planning function- and to raise critical questions about the
role and need for an organisat®imterventiorf* If a programme has been running for many
years before a Theory of Change approach has Imeaduced, there may also be more
difficulty in shifting deeply embedded assumptioaBout the role and impact of that

programme. Equally, how Theory of Change is apgredcwill depend upon the type of

programme or project to which it is applied. Somegpammes are (or should be) built
around adaption, ongoing reflection and constatitar engagement that is likely then to be
reflected in the use and content of a Theory ofn@ka This also relates to the funding
structure of the programme: a programme that & tieea rigid funding structure and short

term outputs is unlikely to incentivise staff teeate a flexible and regularly updated Theory
of Change.

3.1 Communication

Inside The Asia Foundation, Theories of Change appge have two communication
purposes. First, to communicate the assumptionggaat$ of an intervention to staff within
the organisation; and second, to communicate eadtgrrwith donors, partners and
governments.Stein shows how in Nepafthe Foundation now uses explicit Theories of
Change primarily to describe community mediaSogoals to staff, partners and dondfs...
In Sri Lanka, the approach was largely used to rdescahe effects of the community
mediation programme to donors, although its breaeéllclaims were also discussed with the

22 A typology is provided in Jones, H. (2011). ‘A daito monitoring and evaluating policy influend®DI
Briefing Note London: Overseas Development Institute.

% In our literature review in 2012 we demonstrateat the purpose of Theory of Change falls into fonrad
categories: strategic planning, monitoring and @stiddn, description and learning. Stein and Valt¢2812), p.
6.

%4 Green, Duncan. (2013a).

% Stein, D. (2013). ‘Community Mediation and Sodigrmony in Nepal’ JSRP Paper 3,ondon: Justice and
Security Research Programme and The Asia Foundation
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Sri Lankan Ministry of Justice, which is the primdsody responsible for the programffie.
In the Philippines, staff viewed Theories of Chaagdeneficial because they wéaewvay of
getting to some agreement on strategies can see’g useful for a tool of communication
and collaboratiotf’

In each of the countries, a Theory of Change becakey way of presenting the programme
to a range of stakeholders. This is positive infagoas it allows organisations to describe
coherently and concisely the work they are doirtgedries of Change have the advantage
perhaps compared to a logframeof being readable narratives of how change happens.
Creating a Theory of Chandstory gives NGOs a way of presenting their work that is
comprehensible and accessible to different kindsuodfences.

However there are some potential pitfalls in usiiggories of Change in these ways. For
example, if a Theory of Change prioritises a topadanderstanding of change, this can have
negative effects when communicated to donors amerostakeholders. The Theory of
Change development process at The Asia Foundadiomonly involved only a few people
in the organisatior often a core of country staff and there was limited engagement with
the governments, partners and end-users involvéteimtervention, although evidence cited
in the Theories of Change did include some of thmsspectives. There is no reason why
Theories of Change have to be done in this walgpatih the incentives to engage with end-
users may be limited, since Theories of Changeeaeired by donors, with no requirement
that they reflect local understandings of chandes s a problem many staff members were
well aware of. As one senior technical advisor lag Asia Foundation stated:

How are Theories of Change actually developed@dsetenough consultation with the
people who are supposed to benefit? If there igpgranvolvement, not token
invgslvement, then these problems [of misleadingoFies of Change] wouldncome
up.

This is a long-standing problem that is not uniqaethe Theories of Change approach;
upwards rather than downwards accountability isroom, since funding comes from donors
in foreign countries. Yet a failure to ensure gesuiparticipation of end-users in the
development of Theories of Change may increase dap between local actor
understandings of change processes and those dhdfigees and abroad. As Eyben et al.
note, we need tGappreciate that those in whose interests we claitet acting magave
very different ways of understanding how changesdwedoes not happé#?

A top-down Theory of Change approach can have ragtrange effects: in Nepal, Stein
recognised how claims that did not hdstrong evidence to support them found their way
into the discourse of country office programme fsia$ well as the local mediators
themselves * The creation of quite a powerful top-down narmativs particularly
problematic when it embodies popular categories wagls of thinking- such as social
harmony or state-society relationsrather than being the result of an honest learaingj

% valters, C. (2013). ‘Community Mediation and Soéiarmony in Sri Lanka: A Theories in Practice Pape
JSRP Paper §May), London: Justice and Security Research Riragre and The Asia Foundation.

" Focus group with Programme Staff, The Asia Founda®hilippines, 07/11/2013.

% |Interview with Ramani Jayasundere, Senior Techridaisor, The Asia Foundation Sri Lanka, 07/11/013
2 Eyben, R. et al. (2008), pp. 201 — 212

%0 Email discussion on 20/11/2013 with Danielle Steinthor of Stein, D. (2013).
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reflection process on assumptions, values ancegitathoices! Another issue here is that if
a Theory of Change has been developed in a pdijtieapedient way, and then is used to
establish the goals of the programme to all sitffan have a simplifying and depoliticising
effect on those implementing the programme (algcssetion 3.3).

However, according to Rowland and Smith, a lesseolvement and understanding of the
theory- even among programme staffis not automatically problematic. Regarding The
Asia Foundation programmes in Timor Leste, theyiadgthat:

Among more junior staff, we observed some gapsnmwkedge of the specific Theory

of Change behind the local governance programmethimiwas a detail rather than a
substantive...[since] the local programme teamdadbstantive understanding of the
objectives of the Theory of Change behind theigpamme®?

Rowland and Smith make clear that the rest of &zent still managed to understand the
theory due to the ability of the managerial teanedommunicate the goals of the programme
clearly. As highlighted above, however, if the aygmh is to be used to communicate the
goals of the programme to staff, it may be impdrtaot to oversimplify or depoliticise the
Theory of Change.

One further issue is that if Theories of Change @ed to communicate ideas to key
stakeholders, practitioners should be careful thatmessage they communicate is in line
with or constructively challenges their perspectorethe programme. For example, in Sri
Lanka, the claim was made that supporting mediatmuid lead to improvements in access
to justice, social harmony and state-society reheti The latter two were supported by little
evidence- and the ideas were, in any case, developed indep#gpdof the Sri Lankan
government, which is the primary actor supportingdration. This can possibly lead to a
process of mutual engagement and learning, but @spuzzlement as to where these
narratives have come from.

These issues present some clear challenges foryfb&@€hange approaches: in one respect
Theories of Change need to be honest accounts afgeh when they are widely
communicated, yet they may also need to align witier actorsunderstanding of change,
particularly in politically difficult contexts. Thki perhaps points to the need to have layers of
Theories of Change for different audiences, bub &dsthe general difficulty of developing
Theories of Change that respond to these diffexetars and their needs. What we see, then,
is that Theories of Change can be useful methodwimunication, but those developing
them may need to negotiate multiple actors andests.

3.2 Learning

Given that Theories of Change are mainly concermath uncovering and critically
appraising assumptions, learning, presumably, keyagoal of the process. According to
Vogel, “assumptions represent the values, beliefs, normisdmological perspectives, both
personal and professional, that inform the integtiens that teams and stakeholders bring to

3L For critiques of Theories of Change see http://whivos.net/Hivos-Knowledge-Programme/Themes/Theory-
of-Change/Resources/7.-What-is-the-critique-on-ToC.

32 Rowland, Nicholas and Smith, Claire Q. (2014). ‘Ri&ting State-Society Relations in Post-War States:
Assessing a Theory of Change Approach to Local Gwaree Reform in Timor LestelSRP Paper 15

London: the Justice and Security Research Prograamth¢he Asia Foundation, pp. 15-16.
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bear on a programnié® It seems that the Theory of Change approach iingiwat ‘double-
loop' rather tharisingle-loop learning: with single loop learning, critical regtions operate
within the current governing variables of an orgation. With double loop learning, goals,
values plans and rules are questioned, thus ratemgossibility of a change in the ways
strategies and consequences are framed. Problathatithe latter is notoriously hard to
achieve and often is guided by existing practiddsarning and adaptive thinkir.

The opportunity to make explicit previously imptianderstandings of change processes was
largely welcomed by The Asia Foundation staff. TBarks has argued thdEor years we
worked with implicit Theories of ChangaVe felt we knew what worked on the ground but
didn't write it dowri.** For him the“Theory of Change process is a great way of distnedi
bad theories; we've seen it happ&Often the effect of the approach appeared to lite qu
informal: one staff member highlighted how "issugeep into everyday languagat a
philosophical level, the Theory of Change is [dregitlearning across programnie

For some, Theory of Change introduced a relatinely way of thinking and learning. Silas

Everett, former TAF country representative of Tirheste, argued that Theory of Change
encouraged asking“avhole new set of questioh® In relation to his current position as the
country representative of Cambodia, he recounted da@roup of youths had come to The
Asia Foundation seeking to fund social networkinlyacacy on illegal logging. He noted

that: “It’s not to say before Theory of Changeduldn'thave had concerns, but after using it
| asked deeper questidts®

What is clear is that Theories of Change rarelleh&s predicted; they have to be adapted
and reworked as new information emerdfeshis was backed up by a Programme Director in
the Philippines:“l maybe have three versions [of Theories of Changehe same day,
literally; we are trying to constantly clarify amthallenge ourselves to sag that what we
understand is going ofi% This office also highlighted the importance of imava‘challenge
functiori, where the Theory of Change could be regularltically appraised by both the
team members and outside voiées.

Problematically, other offices revisited their Thies of Change, but largely just to review it
under the requirements of submitting it to DfID.iFwas in part linked to scepticism about
whether insights gained in the process could ted@shto ongoing learning. As one staff
member arguedas far as the donors are concerned, they usesdedf it [the programme] is

3 Vogel, I. (2012), p.26

% See Argyris, C., & Schén, D. (1978yganizational learning: A theory of action persfiee, Reading, Mass:
Addison Wesley and an online discussion availablgtp://infed.org/mobi/chris-argyris-theories-aft@n-
double-loop-learning-and-organizational-learning/

% Comment made by Zaira Drammis during a public emrice hosted by JSRP and The Asia Foundation
entitled ‘Evidence and Power in Development Potiog Practice’, 02/07/2013.

3% Comment made during public conference hosted BPJ&hd The Asia Foundation entitled ‘Evidence and
Power in Development Policy and Practice’, 02/0I20

3" Rowland and Smith. (2014), p. 19

3 |nterview with Silas Everett, Country Representitf The Asia Foundation Cambodia, 05/11/2013.

% Interview with Silas Everett, Country Representitf The Asia Foundation Cambodia, 05/11/2013.

40 Comment made during public conference hosted BPJ&hd The Asia Foundation entitled ‘Evidence and
Power in Development Policy and Practice’, 02/0I20

*! Interview with Jaime Faustino, Programme DirecErpnomic Reform and Development Entrepreneurship,
The Asia Foundation Philippines, 31/10/2013.

“2 Interview with Steven Rood, Country Director fdnelAsia Foundation Philippines, 06/11/2013
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justifiable...and as far as | know there is no particular togddack and look at whether it is
right or not’“*® However, this also relates to the ongoing appresicto learning and
accountability within specific country offices dyn&s, as well as to the individual
approaches of key staff members.

Research under the JSRP and Asia Foundation codfdyo also provided a form of
‘challenge functionto the Theories of Change. Researchers were ggneraiountry for
three months, with significant time spent in dissas with the country staff, and with
primary research discussed regularly. While theseqnences of this research collaboration
are emerging, initial reactions indicate that swaclthallenge function comes up against
significant barriers to encourage change; soméd ataf attached to their own institutional
ideas about how change happens and to some ert@antitted to them through funding and
documentation. Staff may create bureaucratic (assiply monetary) waves with donors by
modifying their Theories of Change. Hesitancy abmadifying Theories of Change may
also be because ultimately a Theory of Change appres marginal to the organisati®n
everyday practice, amongst an array of other tantsdemands on their time. This highlights
how donors and the organisations themselves neete&te broader incentive structures to
encourage learning, of which a Theory of Changeaggt could be part.

However it should also be noted that researchenmigklves will often approach their work
with pre-conceived ideas of how change happens; fonteng emerging from multiple
workshops between the JSRP and the Foundatiome®ga for researchers to be modest and
to seek to learn from the lived experience of ptiacers. The idea of aoutsidet coming in

to review a programme was consistently seen asabbdlby Asia Foundation staff, but this
needs to go hand-in-hand with the appropriate imty expertise and modesty in approach,
if there is to be mutual learning.

Moving beyond single-loop learning to double-lodmsid be a key element of Theories of

Change. Double loop learning will not take placenftierlying assumptions and theories are
not revisited regularly and critically. While onetbe biggest benefits Theory of Change may
bring is of greater organisational learning, theguires commitment to a broader model of
adaptive and reflective practice. However it shduddemphasised that this model of practice
is not simple, both for practical reasons linked dycles of programme design and

implementation and due to the broader dominantIdpugent discourses that do not always
incentivise learning (also see section 4).

3.3 Accountability

Theories of Change are used as a way to commurpcaggammes to donors and, in the
process, possibly win their funding. Wigboldus aBtbuwers note the importance of
preventing the use of Theory of Change as a taohfechanical compliance with external
requirements as this Iexactly what a Theory of Change articulation precissmeant to
overcome’** The“urge to be policy-relevahtmay deter investigation dhlternative sets of
assumption’s about the change proce$s.Such omission, Weiss argues, may create

3 Interview with Sagar Prasai, Deputy Representafihe Asia Foundation, 30/10/2013.

4 Wigboldus, S. and Brouwers, J. (2011). Rigid mlarague vision: How precise does a ToC needs?o be
Hivos EdialoguesAvailable at http://www.hivos.nl/eng/Hivos-Knowdge-Programme/Themes/Theory-of-
Change/Edialogues/E-dialogue-2

5 Wigboldus, S. and Brouwers, J. (2011).
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conditions in which Theory of Change approacheswallis “to know more but understand
lesg .

One Asia Foundation employee in Timor-Leste stéted while the demand from donors to
use a Theory of Change approach may have definedd, the approach was still beneficial,
arguing that itrequires us to revisit tHevhy of what we are doing moving beyond outputs
to impactd.*” Another programme director stated td@he main reason for using it is
because it is the flavour of the month. We'll dahat way because it makes sense for
them..but I'm a convert as I've found it uséftfi Others in the organisation implied that the
power dynamic between donors and organisationsereddTheories of Change far less
useful than they might otherwise be, statliig/ou take the donor out therista much more
solid kind of process, then you don't need to h&mmround pegs in square holés

The JSRPTheories in Practi¢eseries of papers presents mixed information oregtent to
which the Foundatida Theories of Change were responding to donor diseg’ In Sri
Lanka, The Asia Foundation has been supportingSthhd_ankan Ministry of Justice in its
development of a country-wide form of alternativepdite resolution for over twenty years.
While their early principles have remained constanbften located within ariaccess to
justicé framing - in external project documents and donor reportitihg overarching
rationales for their support have been broaderaAuperficial level, this critique applies
across the Asia FoundatisrDfID-funded PPA programmes, since all of theseswestified
on the basis of improving state-society relatieaskey DfID strategic focus.

However, when we look deeper, there is often a nooraplex interaction between donor
narratives and the claims made in Theories of Chalmgthe case of community mediation in
Nepal, Stein argued that the expansion of thesmslaas at least in part linked to reports
from project locations suggesting “that communitgdmtion was contributing to a number
of unforeseen change&®.In relation to The Asia Foundation's sub-natiogalvernance
programme in Timor-Leste, Rowland and Smith recthrdt the Theory of Change had
emerged “via a combination of empirical knowledgel @heoretical insights of the core
advisory and management staff"Yet, they also claim that their theory had beeiiter by
an academic advisor to the team to be “deliberat@hgtract’ and ‘nebulous’, looking
towards a ‘long-term and blue-sky vision’ of soalethange for Timor®* There was a
recognition among the programme staff of the tangietween “programme financing for a
limited number of years, and the reality that akege takes longer periods of tin1a.”

“6 Brodkin, Hass and Kaufam (1995), p.25, quoted &is#/(1995), p.87.

*” Rowland, Nicholas and Smith, Claire Q. (2014), /p16

“8 Interview with Jaime Faustino, Programme DirecErpnomic Reform and Development Entrepreneurship,
The Asia Foundation Philippines, 31/10/2013.

*9 Interview with Dinesha de Silva and Ramani JayaseidCountry Director and Senior Technical Advisor
respectively, The Asia Foundation Sri Lanka, 072018

*0 One conclusion, specifically from the researcN@pal and Sri Lanka, is that examining how a théary
evolved, what has shaped it and the role it playsi¢es not play), may be just as important asyaisg its
conceptual and empirical underpinnings.

®1 As one programme officer stated, “Improving stedeiety relations is an assumption; we don’t knaw h
much people associate this with the governmentériiew with Radhika Abeynaike, Programme OffiCEng
Asia Foundation. Colombo. 20/08/2012.

*2 Stein, D. (2013), p. 16.

3 Rowland, Nicholas and Smith, Claire Q. (2014)16.

>4 Rowland, Nicholas and Smith, Claire Q. (2014), 1p17.

*5 Rowland, Nicholas and Smith, Claire Q. (2014)1 .
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Clearly, there are considerable donor and goverhrpesssures to fit within particular
narratives in order to operate in a country. Brpaticy ideas, such asmproving state-
society relatiorn's are socially appropriate: as Mosse highlights, éhtesms carfsubmerge
ideological differences, allowing compromise, roéon manoeuvre or multiple criteria of
success, thus winning supporters by mediating miffeunderstandings of developniefit
The danger of accepting or using simplistic domoNGO paradigms was accepted by many
in The Asia Foundation: one programme directohim Philippines clarified that previously,
they made the mistake of thinking in terms of themesuch as sustainable developmand
womeris empowerment. For him, the real value of a Thedi@hange approach is that it can
force staff to be more critical about such argummemtd the way change actually happens.

Of course, fitting within broad policy ideas maytwadly be the only way of getting certain
more ambitious or political programmes implement€dnsider the example of reforming
the police in a post-conflict context: dressing sych a programme in soft and malleable
language may provide a way of ameliorating theadhpressures and expectations of donors,
their publics and the governments of the countnyg this may mean that the programme can
get implemented, at least in some form. This ismoom practice in the development industry
and to a certain extent understandable. Yet itmaaan that Theories of Change (as well as
other analysis of change processes) bectonobilising metaphotstelling us more about
how the relationship between aid donors and rewegiwrganisations functions than how
programmes operate and have wider impacts.

However, the existence of an ambitious Theory cdr@@j@ does not necessarily mean it is due
to external pressure. As one staff member argtegou are candid with them [donors] and
tell them what you know and dorand make them part of the process much more
engaging for theth®® A country representative said that being engagét Wheories of
Change had less to do with direct donor presshes tue to internal discussions with staff
in their Bangkok office that this was a useful lletetual exercis& For another, the Theory
of Change approach represented a chance to awitbtih hanging fruit and to try and
explore how their programming could contribute tiev scale chang®.As Tom Parks,
former Regional Director for Governance and Cohfliith TAF, has argued, Theories of
Change- as well as critical analysis of these theoriestliyy JSRP- help "situate our
programs in larger ecosystems of social chafig&he exploration of how programming can
contribute to wider scale change should be appljudéth the caveat that a Theory of
Change is an honest interpretation of an intereeistiwider effects- if the Theory of
Change is misleading then it only serves to widengap between policy, practice and local
experiences of development interventions and psases

What we learn, then, is that when Theories of Chaage used as an accountability and
funding tool this can have a corrosive effect agithonesty and usefulness, yet this does not

5 Mosse, David. (2004). ‘Is Good Policy Unimplemédnié® Reflection on the Ethnography of Aid Policgan
Practice’.Development and Chang@5(4), pp.639-671.

*" Interview with Raymundo Celestino F. Habito Jmi®e Programme Officer, Education Team, The Asia
Foundation Philippines, 13/02/2013.

8 This is highlighted in Valters, C. (2013), p. tawing on Mosse, David. (2004), p. 663.

%9 Interview with Jaime Faustino, Programme DirecEaronomic Reform and Development Entrepreneurship,
The Asia Foundation Philippines, 31/10/2013.

% Interview with Silas Everett, Country Represen&tif The Asia Foundation Cambodia, 05/11/2013.

1 Comment made by an Asia Foundation staff memban atternal workshop, July 2013.

62 Comment made during public conference hosted BPJ&nhd The Asia Foundation entitled ‘Evidence and
Power in Development Policy and Practice’, 02/0I20
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close off their benefits entirely; whether to ptaydonor narratives is a choice and it can be
done to different degrees. This puts the onus éh thonors and implementing organisations
to create better conditions for honesty and ctitielection on assumptions.

4. The effect of development discourses

As will have become clear, these three approach&seory of Change exist in considerable
tension. For example, the fact that Theories off@kaare used both as a communication and
accountability mechanism appears to affect the ebego which organisations use the
approach to critically reflect on their policy apdactice; in other words,accountability
trumps learning®® The following section deepens this element ofahalysis, asking how a
Theory of Change approach can be affected by thétseand evidenceagenda. This analysis

in part explainsvhy it is that Theories of Change can be skewed awnay their purported
goal of challenging the assumptions of developraeturs.

While both the results and evidence agendas haaie ritots in reasonable expectations of
how organisations can, or should, justify what tdeythese related discourses can also have
counter-productive effects on how development graners work and how Theories of
Change are approached. These effects are incrgaatngdds with an emergent development
community that understands its practice as a palijticomplex and unpredictable
undertaking®® As highlighted by the authors of ttgig Push Forwardconference report,
artefacts like Theories of Change are oftanderpinned by assumptions of what counts as
the right kind of result or evidencgyet] the norms and values underpinning what is
consideredright are rarely, if ever, explicif®®

4.1 Results

The results agenda has become a pervasive pdre afternational development discourse.
This comes under a range of monikers (although wiimetimes different implications),
including ‘value for money There are many different reasons for the agenttajustify aid

to taxpayers, to improve aid, to manage aid agentiemanage complexif{j.These are each
reasonable motives and trying to understand wlthbmganisations do and do not achieve is
an essential endeavour. However, this agenda heaxs dy@icised by Denney and Domingo
for being a‘dominant objective in itself rather than informimgproved programming on the
ground.®” Equally, managing for pre-determined results thi@e greater accountability
often privileges linear cause-and-effect thinkinmgioa more responsivgoing with theflow

8 As discussed in Whitty, B. (2013). Experienceshef Results Agenda: Draft findings for discussiamf the
crowd-sourcing survey. The Big Push Forward, p. ii.

8 Carothers, Thomas and De Gramont, Diane. (2@&)elopment Aid Confronts Politics: The Almost
Revolution Carnegie Endowment for International Peace; Jdhe@011). 'Taking responsibility for
complexity: how implementation can achieve resultthe face of complex problems', Working Paper,330
London: Overseas Development Institute; Andrewstt Maitchett, Lant and Woolcock, Michael. (2012)
Escaping Capability Traps through Problem-Drivemdtive Adaptation (PDIA). Working Paper 299.
Washington, DC: Center for Global Development; Bo@avid. (2012). Development as a collective actio
problem: Addressing the real challenges of Afrigamernance. Africa Power and Politics Programmedom:
ODI.

% Big Push Forward. (2013).

% Barder, Owen. (2012), What are the results ageBtmPPost on Owen Aborad, February"12D12
(http://www.owen.org/blog/5228).

" Denney, Lisa and Domingo, Pilar. (201Bhe politics of practice: security and justice gramming in
FCAS: Expert meeting on justice and secu@yerseas Development Institute, p. 7
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programmatic approachi.The debate here should not be about whether we tearee
‘results - most people do and that makes sensteis more about how results can be obtained
(and measured) without adverse effects, and indésd‘result is even pursueff.

For some, Theory of Change provides an opportdaityive nuance to such linear or results-
based thinking in developmefftVogel argues that,

In tension with the drive for more assurance ofultss there is a growing
recognition of the complexities, ambiguities anccenainties of development
work, involving complex political and social changedynamic country contexts.
Theory of change thinking is viewed as one approexthelp people deal
positively with the challenges of complexity.

Part of the reason for this is that Theories of rigj@aare often perceived as a way to move
away from the rigid templates associated with tbgframe approach. Several Asia
Foundation staff members commented on the inapiatepess of linear and quantitative
results modelé? For example, staff argued tHéngframes are only useful for the donor, not
for ug’,” and“logframes are too strict, too rigid as you havestiow things on very short
time horizon&.” In the Philippines, one staff member stated:

We took on the Theory of Change approach from taet. 3Ve would not explore
results based management or a logframe approachdidhi¢ think these tools
would be appropriate for this kind of project sinte@equired flexibility, and a
primarily qualitative way of measuring progress.

The deputy representative of the Nepal office adgimat“in logframes, external factors are
called assumptions as if they domatter. With Theory of Change the assumptiorraaight
into the narrative of the thearyt might appear trivial but it is a big deal whawing to
manage development programth&sA senior technical advisor in the Sri Lanka offitated
that

| can think of so many times we have developedréogés and crafted indicators
to measure results without a sound focus on resogniand highlighting actual

change. Most of the time it's the nature of thekwloguess, where development
initiatives are heavily time bound and few peopie eally interested in or have
the luxury of documenting long term chandé’

% Eyben, R. (2006) ‘Making relationships matter & bureaucracies’ in R. Eyben (ed.) Relationsfopsid,
London: Earthscan.

% Green, Duncan. (2013). So What do | take Away fiidre Great Evidence Debate? Final thoughts (for)now
From Poverty to Power Blog"#ebruary 2013. Available at http://oxfamblogs.gp/so-what-do-i-take-
away-from-the-great-evidence-debate-final-thoudbtsaow/

" Retolaza, I. (2011). Theory of Change: A thinkamgl action approach to navigate in the complexisosial
change processes. Hivos/UNDP/Democratic Dialogug, p

' Vogel, I. (2012), p. 8

2 CARE (2012).

3 Interview with Mukesh Khanal, Programme OfficeheTAsia Foundation Nepal, 11/11/2013

™ Interview with Preeti Thapa, Senior Programme @@ifj The Asia Foundation. Conducted by DaniellénSte
S Focus group with Programme Staff, The Asia Founda®hilippines, 07/11/2013

% Interview with Sagar Prasai, Deputy Representafite Asia Foundation, 30/10/2013.

" Email correspondence with Ramani JayasunderepS€athnical Adviser, The Asia Foundation, Colombo.
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These reflections indicate the hopefulness withciwhsome staff view the Theories of
Change approach. Many practitioners, inside Tha Asiundation and out, relish the chance
to explore their interventions in more depth thamstrmonitoring and evaluation approaches
offer.

There is a danger, however, that Theories of Chaagm to have a high chance of becoming
as standardised, mandatory and limiting as manyeatfat the logframe approach has
become. In a major review of these and abuseof the logframe approach by Intrac, it was
argued that one positive element of the approach that“it forces development actors to
think through the relationship between where theypto go (the impact) and what they are
going to do (the inputs and activities), and therimediate steps on the wdy This sounds
eerily familiar to what many feel is positive ab@uiTheory of Change approach. As Rick
Davies has noted, the logical framework approach eveginally a separate exercise to filling
in the logframe table, but this was reduced inttalde due to the structure and working
practices of the aid busineSsThe problem here is less that a Theory of Chamgpeoach
could be standardised in itself, and more thabuld become standardised in a way that
closes down space for critical thought, rather thpening it up. This may well happen as it
seems, for some, that the logframe and Theory @nGé approaches appear to be in part
driven by the same ideology that assumes you canrplatively clear or stable change
pathways in complex environments. In one of the éher reviews of the Theory of Change
approach by CARE, the potential problems are mddar.c"Theories of change [can]
encourage an overly linear approach, when changenflict contexts can be more organic
or systemit.®°

During a workshop between the JSRP and The Asiadaiion in June 2014, some staff
members argued that making the discussion dlagitames versus Theories of Chahgas

an unhelpful way of presenting the probl&n®rincipally, it was argued that we may well
need them both, but for different purposes. Undprogramme where change pathways are
relatively clear or stable, it was argued, a logieamay be an appropriate tool. Yet in
another, where implementers expect to adapt theictipe iteratively based on changing
context or learning, a Theory of Change approach Ioeamore useful. Logically, this makes
sense, but it raises the question: how often cgrleimenters take thifick and choose
approach? It is more likely that donors will regua logframe and that a Theory of Change
will be seen as an add-on. In that scenario, anafirestion might be: can the requirement of
a logframe skew the opportunity for truly refleeithinking through a Theory of Change
approach? Presumably, these two approaches wdl toematch in their analysis and that can
create constraints on the transformational leargways of Theories of Change.

As Zaira Drammis argueskike any tool, Theory of Change can be good or hesgful or
not; it needs to be used criticdlf{? In one respect, this can be viewed as an opptytuni
there is still some freedom for individuals andamgations to define their own Theory of
Change approach, to use it as a much needed spaeglore context and complexity
something The Asia Foundation has done to somenextalifferent offices. However, the
danger is that Theories of Change change littl¢hen everyday practice of organisations,

8 Bakewell, O. and Garbutt, A. (2005). The use alndse of the logical framework approach. INTRAC.

¥ Green, Duncan. (2012). Theories of change = logfisaon steroids? A discussion with DFID, Blog Rost
From Poverty to Power, I4May 2012, Available at http://www.oxfamblogs.opgp/?p=10071

8 CARE. (2012).

8. Notes on file with author.

8 Comment made during public conference hosted RPJ&nhd The Asia Foundation entitled ‘Evidence and
Power in Development Policy and Practice’, 02/0I20
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particularly if the logframe approach still domiest For Theories of Change to be
meaningful, there seems to be a need for an acuaptaf multiple possible Theories of
Change and for these to be seen as hypothese&heatied that need to be adapted over
time according to new events and information.

4.2 Evidence

Closely related to the results agenda is the isecadrive for providingevidencé in
development programmé&3At face value it is clear why this increased drisedesirable:
who would want policy or practice not to be basadcewvidence?Good data is important for
grounding programming in an understanding of comglecio-political realities in-country,
as well as demonstrating the effects of those jprogres* The push by donors to look
closely at evidence in part defined the JSRgeneral approach to analysing Theories of
Change; we began with a tacit assumption thgioad Theory of Change would be well-
evidenced, based on diverse sources and long-temmany research.

However, the apparent common-sense-appeal to getuse the best evidence available
belies underlying complexities relating to how ende can be constructed and used in
political and ideological ways. In internationavé®pment circlesgvidencé has acquired a
particular meaning relating tavhat works - a narrow discourse in which thew of context
and process is ignoréd.It may often be the case that evidence is gergeratevalidate
certain policy narratives rather than as a foumtafor planning interventions and building
such narratives. Such issues should not implyvinat counts as good evidence is an entirely
subjective matter; but they should encourage acti¥le and critical approach to eviderite.

The guidance material on Theories of Change iseanchs to whether evidence should be
used in Theories of Change at®lIlThis lack of clarity partly comes down to the posp of
Theories of Change: are they simply uncovered agsans or are they substantial theories
developed from empirical research? For the forrier role of evidence is unclear, however
for the latter, the types of evidence used to suttistte a claim and the ways this is collected
will be central to validating a theory.

The question of what constitutes evideranad how this relates to Theories of Change is an
ongoing discussion within the JSRP and Asia Fouodatollaboration, as well as within the
development industry more broadly. During an ansh Foundation workshop, one staff
member compared evidence in programming to evidanceurt, urging consideration of the
concept of procedural rules for the use and gatbeof evidence that determines whether
something is admissible in an attempt to buildstiengest possible case. This was premised
on the idea that anything appears to count as ee&e development. However, this legal
analogy may not be the best one for research alicypo international development. First,
there are some (both formal and informal) rules for what stitntes evidence in
development. The problem is that this is often wdaat be easily counted; an issue that some
proponents see Theories of Change as addressingn&ea lawyer looks selectively for

8 Schomerus, Mareike. (2014). ‘Making the evidengerala in development more plausible’, Justice and
Security Research Programme Blog Posf 28nhuary 2014, Available at
http://blogs.Ise.ac.uk/jsrp/2014/01/23/making-thédence-agenda-in-development-more-plausible/

8 Denney, Lisa and Domingo, Pilar. (2013), p. 7.

% Eyben, R. (2013). Uncovering the Politics of Evide and Results. The Big Push Forward.

8 valters, C. (2013), p. 7. The JSRP has conductatdhaer of in-depth evidence reviews of the literaton
conflict, climate change, security and more. See h@re details: http://blogs.Ise.ac.uk/jsrp/pudtiiens/

87 Stein and Valters (2012).
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evidence to build a case, discarding evidencedbas not fit. This may be a dangerous way
to design a project or do research. A better amprosould be to review all available
evidence, then generate some more, and then comgiigh way it point$®

When writing their Theories of Change, all countffices clearly felt the need to provide
some form of evidence for the claims they maddodrighlight some amount of uncertainty
where they felt it was required. There does noeappo have been a systematic approach to
the use of evidence in the Theories of Change. baisg the case, practitioners need to be
wary of collecting, generating or presenting evideno validate certain policy narratives
rather than gathering empirical data for plannimigrventions and building such narratives.
This practice existed to different degrees acrbsdifferent offices, often linked to ongoing
practices of management and learning, to how lbegptogramme had been running, as well
as to the perceived need to make a programme mppeakng to funders through the use of
current buzzwords.

However, while researchers, policymakers and gracérs can proclaim the need for an
evidence-based Theory of Change supporting eaehventtion, often practitioners will not
have the time and money to make that happen; tnifamay be that thinking of Theories of
Change in this way may not be the most useful moléefheory of Change approach can
encourage further empirical investigation into apdthesis generated through existing
research and the lived experiesicef practitioners. Yet the underlying idea behind f
guestioning assumptions and acknowledging complexieads itself to a more iterative,
uncertain approach; an approach that, subsequém tmllaboration, the Foundation appears
to be pursuing across various programmes. A ThebGhange approach may actually work
best when it aims to iteratively capture the liwegberiences of practitionessparticularly if
they are updated on reflection of changing datgoomy research and reflections on their
practice. In this sense, a Theory of Change approan lead an organisation towards more
systematic programming and project design, evanhis not yet got th&ight theory in
place supported by strong eviderfteThis points to the importance of understanding
Theories of Change as an approach, as a way ofinggrkather than simply as a static
‘evidence documentvhich is given to various stakeholders.

Part of the problem is that Theory of Change apgrea are being pulled in multiple
directions, reflecting the general bureaucratic aisal in which aid organisations find
themselves. The demand for results and evidenea gitioritises ways of communicating,
learning and being held accountable through qusivé and linear models. Part of the
challenge for the Theory of Change approach, inctirgext of the discourse of results and
evidence, is making this more uncertain and rafleadpproach into something that is valued
in the wider development community. Its abilitydioallenge existing policies and practice is
currently hampered by the fact that it functionsaagsults and evidence artefact, pushing it
away from learning and towards accountability.

5. Rethinking the Theory of Change approach

This final section provides some key findings andgests ways in which debates on the
policy and practice of Theories of Change can bevedoforward, if it is to genuinely
encourage critical reflection on assumptions abdesrelopment interventions. Whatever

8 Thanks to David Lewis for this point.
8 Thanks to David Lewis for this point.
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Theories of Change proponents wish it to be, tloé ¢cannot be divorced from the existing
systems and contexts to which it is introduced. e\mv, this is true of any tool or artefact
introduced into development policy and practiceth@question has been to what extent can
the Theory of Change approach itself create moaeegpan usualfor critical reflection on
the assumptions underpinning interventions?

5.1 Six key findings

A Theory of Change approach can create space fiticar reflection, but there is a danger
that this is an illusory process

Many have welcomed the introduction of a TheorgCbhnge approach, specifically because
it provides space for reflection on their assumpgi@nd the context in which they work,

particularly in comparison to logframes. Such afiesnto situate programmes in larger
ecosystems of social change should be applaudéd]ismissed. Yet a Theory of Change
approach can also create an illusion of seriougatsdn by being a superficial process of
critical thought, where people who engage with tteeories (donors as well as

implementers) do not actually reflect sufficiently how power dynamics change in practice
and how local people see change hapfen.

Personalities matter—they change whether a ThedryCloange is seen as a tool of
communication, learning, or a method of securingdfng, or some combination of these.

The existing organisational approach to new toals$ the individual agency (understood as
the personal views and actions) of those withirs¢herganisations will change how the
approach is used. The way in which The Asia Fouodaised Theories of Change reflects
both how their international management asked ihéie used, as well as the existing
practices of each country office. Beyond thissitlear that this occurs, in part, because of a
lack of clarity more broadly on what a Theory ofaige approach entails. As highlighted by
Whitty, how such tensions are resolved and peraegtplay out depends on how an artefact
is communicated, managed and tailored to its cofité’hat this means is that changing an
organisatiofs approach may require considerable personal aganisational investment
(and potentially risk) in convincing all staff toiteccally analyse interventions.

Power relations between donors and implementetlannternational development industry
discourage critical reflection and therefore cormsitr Theory of Change approaches

The tendency to view a Theory of Change as predamtiyn an upward accountability
mechanism considerably constrains attempts to lgam the process. While using Theory
of Change as a way to encourage critical reflectimy be the most useful and important
approach to take, as Ramalingam notéise knowledge and learning agenda is just one
among many voices pressing for change and adaptattbin development agencie¥ This
includes the demands for ‘results’ made by don®dhis needs to become a core part of a
Theory of Change approach; a recognition that teegss and product is hamstrung by the
power dynamics of the sector, and to use the appraa an opportunity to open up a space
for honesty and critical reflection. Equally, thentent of a Theory of Change approach itself

% As noted by the Big Push Forward (2013), “Uncaitiose of preferred tools can short-circuit thimkand
obscure the lack of clarity of what exactly it suyare trying to understand.”

L Whitty, B. (2013), p.iii

92 Ramalingam, Ben. (2004). Implementing KnowledgaiBgies: Lessons from international development
agencies. Working Paper 244
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also needs to be more explicitly related to the growelations and politics that the
intervention is aiming to work with, or shift, ameéeds to be based on a serious reflection of
how local people feel about the interventions d&ddhanges that might be set in motion.

A Theory of Change approach needs to focus on psocaher than product, uncertainty
rather than results, iterative development of hjpses rather than static theories, and
learning rather than accountability.

In this way Theories of Change can be part of dlemge to the more negative effects of
results-based performance management systemspbiftthey are dominated by preferred,
linear cause-and-effect models of management tigabfien inappropriate for the kind of
changes development organisations are trying toewaeh Discussions with one advisor
within DfID highlighted a strong awareness thastéiift was required; yet within DfID itself
there are various institutional and individual pextives which may clash on this issue.
Donors are also subject to government demands rnmuigtrateresults that often remains
mired in the problem of counting successes, ratiha@n exploring and explaining change.
Governments and donors therefore have a key oaghtay here in changing the terms of the
debate: if Theories of Change are to be requiredhbyn, then they need to increase the
institutional incentives for reflective criticalabght to become the norm.

Politically expedient Theories of Change may bdulsbut are unlikely to encourage critical
reflection

The political context in which the organisationojgerating may limit or open up space for
deeper critical reflection. Organisations may beduto framing their work in ways that
appear technical and unchallenging to power andotiigical status quo, and this will feed
into their approach to Theories of Change, pamidyl since they may become public
documents. As Tom Parks (Regional Director for §oance and Conflict at the time)
argued, there are drivers of change in the couninievhich the Foundation works that "we
simply can't write dowh®® Of course, politically expedient or simplistic Tnies of Change
have their uses: to please donors, to facilitateking with skeptical governments, to build
consensus among teams on varying goals. But wiegt dhe unlikely to do is encourage
serious critical reflection on the underlying asptions for an intervention, which is what
Theories of Change set out to do. When such aroapbris taken, there is also a danger that
evidence is used selectively to build a pre-defindteory of Change.In The Asia
Foundatiors Philippines office, where they did not need tdkentheir Theories of Change
public, staff were unequivocal that the internadqass was helpfulilt has been useful and
can be veg;4/ effective for clarifying and understag¢the caveat is because we never have to
publish it’.

If the aim is to encourage critical reflection atehrning, the use of Theories of Change
should be supported only so long as they remaifubsethat respect

Carlsson and Wohlgemuth identify five key issuestalzting system-wide learning in
development: political constraints; the unequalref aid relations; problems internal to
the organisation of the aid agencies; organisatans capacities on the recipient side; and

% Comment made during public conference hosted BPJ&nhd The Asia Foundation entitled ‘Evidence and
Power in Development Policy and Practice’, 02/0I20

% Interview with Jaime Faustino, Programme DirecErpnomic Reform and Development Entrepreneurship,
The Asia Foundation Philippines, 31/10/2013.

19



the sources and quality of knowledge. This study fieaffirmed many of thesaThe value

of Theory of Change is in its ability to createpace to negotiate some of these challenges,
but should that space be closed off then the appraa likely to produce analysis of a
dubious or deceptive quality. Across the many wooks associated with the JSRP and The
Asia Foundation collaboration, it became clear titabne felt particularly wedded to the use
of Theories of Changper se There was a commitment to a broader reflectiyg@arh to
development practice, rather than to any given tioal might well fade away at some point.
In this respect it may be worth anchoring TheoryGifange approaches to other useful
concepts and practices, such as that of probleveliterative adaptatidhor single and
double loop learning.

5.2 Conclusion

The Theory of Change approach is becoming a pewvgsirt of development practice: as an
artefact, as a management tool, and increasingtyasnmon discourse which implementers
use to explain and explore their interventions.sTpaper has looked at Theories of Change
through the three ways in which The Asia Foundatisa them: communication, learning,
and accountability. Though these various approaaediect the everyday needs and
pressures faced by the organisation and by prégaehs, this paper has demonstrated how
different offices balanced these issues differediypending on a range of factors: some
bureaucratic, some organisational, some politicd@le practitioners engaged with in this
study have largely welcomed the opportunity ThesoaeChange provide, often arguing that
the approach has considerable value as a spaefidot on their assumptions. However, the
Theory of Change process interacts with, and igestibo, a range of political, organisational
and bureaucratic forces which can restrain itssh@amational goals.

It is clear that the way in which Theories of Changeagproached is closely related to the
prevailing development discourses‘t@sults and‘evidencé With this comes a considerable
danger that the approach will privilege a lineanssaand effect narrative of change. There
appear to be two schools of thought on the diraabioTheories of Change: one which seeks
to use the tool to expand our understanding of ghasontexts, and another which views
them as dlogframe on steroids”’ As a DFID adviser highlighted, there appears toabe
rather profound scepticism about the former winrong given that Theories of Change have
“become another corporate stick to beat people’ withich is often nothelpful in terms of
changing behaviér® The onus is therefore on likeminded donors, imglerers and
researchers to build a case for a critical, hoaest reflective approach, which takes the
complexity of social change seriously.

% Carlsson, J. and Wohlgemuth, L. (eds). (1999) hiegrin Development Co-operation, Stockholm: Alnsivi
and Wikse Il International.

% Andrews, Matt, Pritchett, Lant and Woolcock, Miehg2012).

" Green, D. Theories of Change = Logframes on Steréirom Poverty to Power Blog. Available at
http://oxfamblogs.org/fp2p/theories-of-change-lagfies-on-steroids-a-discussion-with-dfid/

% Interview with DFID staff member, 12/12/2013.
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