Clear Outcomes Research Theory Of Change Template

INTRODUCTION

Thanks for downloading our template. We’ve included a brief introduction to Theory of Change on page 2 of this document. There’s a guide to using the template on pages 3 and 4. On pages 5 and 6 there’s specific guidance on each element of the template. You’ll find the template itself on page 7, and a (fictional) completed example on page 8.

FURTHER HELP AND FEEDBACK

We hope this document has been helpful to you. If it has been, feel free to share it with others and add a link to it on your website. We’d also welcome your feedback.
At Clear Outcomes Research, our mission is to help UK charities define and demonstrate convincingly the outcomes and impact they achieve. We can help with every step from developing a Theory of Change to impact measurement and reporting.
To find out more about us and the services we offer, please visit: www.clearoutcome.co.uk or contact us at research@clearoutcome.co.uk.


TERMS AND CONDITIONS

Our liability for information contained in this document is limited in accordance with our commercial agreements with you, and the terms and conditions on our website, which can be found at https://clearoutcome.co.uk/terms-and-conditions.

INTRODUCTION TO THEORY OF CHANGE

A Theory of Change is a description - usually in the form of a diagram - that shows how a charity intends to achieve the impact that it has committed to. It can cover the charity’s work as a whole, or a particular strand or programme.

Why have a Theory of Change?
Firstly the diagram itself is helpful both as a guide to action and as a communication tool – to use with potential funders and partners, to help staff, volunteers and partners understand where they fit in, and to engage with beneficiaries and other stakeholders. It’s also an excellent guide to measurement – both ongoing monitoring and periodic evaluation.
Secondly the process of producing a Theory of Change is a powerful strategic exercise in itself. It asks hard questions about how impact is going to be achieved – what needs to happen; what needs to be done differently; what isn’t contributing, and so can be dropped.

How to get started?
There are two ways to make a start:
· From scratch – set the vision and mission then work backwards from that. What outcomes are needed to achieve the mission? What activities will generate those outcomes? What inputs are needed to deliver the activities to the required scale and quality? This is the more strategic approach, but requires a bigger investment in time. Then compare your Theory to what you do now – how much needs to change? For a new charity or a new programme, or as part of developing a new strategy, this is how to make a start.
· By describing what happens now – add in current activities and the outcomes they achieve (or are meant to – remember this is a Theory) and the inputs they draw on. Some people find this is an easier, more concrete way to get started. Although a less strategic approach, it still the basis for asking key questions – for example if it’s not clear how an activity is contributing to the mission, why continue to do it? Are there any key outcomes you’re not addressing?

How much time and effort is needed?
A Theory of Change can be put together in a few hours. But we absolutely don’t recommend it. it should be done as a team effort, with several iterations and plenty of time for reflection and constructive challenge. We also recommend involving the people your charity supports – this is respectful and will help achieve a robust and credible Theory.



USING THE TEMPLATE 

We created the template in Word as it’s software that most charities already have and editing is easy. It’s intended as a working template for developing the Theory. Another package, and the skills of a graphic designer, might be needed once it’s been completed.
The layout flows ‘left to right’ rather than ‘bottom to top’ as we’ve often received feedback that this is easier to read and gives a clearer sense of progress.

What should go in each section?
Below the template we’ve included brief guidance on what to put in each element, and which ones we feel are essential.

How do I edit the template?
Overwrite ‘Text here’ and other place markers with the elements of your Theory. Delete any boxes you don’t need – there is no ‘correct’ number for each element. To add others, copy one that is already there or use the shapes on Word’s Insert ribbon.
You’re free to remove our footer and logo once you’ve completed the template.

Why is there no place for outputs?
Outputs are what’s been delivered, such as the number of workshops run, or web pages published. They used to be a common element in a Theory of Change but now less so, and we don’t recommend including them. They add little, often simply expressing activities in another way, and can lead to lengthy discussions about the difference between outputs and outcomes. Getting the distinction between activities and outcomes right is much more important.

How detailed should the Theory of Change be?
Charity work is often complex and involves many steps to impact. We recommend including as much detail as you can, or the power of a Theory of Change exercise – for example spotting and addressing flaws in the Theory - is weakened. But for practical reasons, such as ease of reading, it’s helpful if your final Theory of Change fits on one page. This puts a limit on detail.
There are two ways we can suggest for dealing with this:



· Break down your work into several strands and have a separate Theory for each – for example one for direct support and one for campaigning.
· Have a very detailed version for internal planning and monitoring (perhaps on a larger template) and a simplified high level version for use in external communications.

Should arrows be used?
Arrows can be a very effective and visually appealing way of showing how a Theory of Change is meant to work. Inserting them in Word is easy (from the Insert tab, Shapes). But they can clutter up the diagram and in fact make it less easy to understand. 
We don’t feel there is one right answer to this. It depends on the level of detail needed and the complexity of the Theory – and this will vary depending on the use being made of the diagram. So trying it and seeing if it helps is our advice.
One alternative way of capturing the detail shown by arrows is a matrix or grid accompanying the main diagram. For example to show which activities drive which outcomes, the grid would have the rows labelled with activities, the columns with outcomes, and ticks or some other symbol to denote in the grid where one leads to the other.

How can Theory of Change be made accessible?
Use plain language, and if needed, add a glossary of technical terms. Add a key if you’ve used colours, shapes or symbols.
Follow accessibility guidelines for fonts, font sizes, colour contrasts and capitalisation. An HTML version is more accessible than PDF.
Consider the need for alternative formats or languages.

What next?
Produce a written description of the Theory of Change to go alongside the graphic version. This helps with accessibility and comprehension, and can also act as a script when communicating the Theory.
Professional design and branding can help to make it clear and compelling. An interactive Theory of Change is even more engaging - for example, an animated storyline that builds the Theory step by step, or clickable elements revealing explanatory text.
Place it prominently on your website and in your strategy, annual report and impact report.
Schedule regular reviews. A Theory of Change should be a living document.

GUIDE TO EACH ELEMENT

	Case for change 
	The problem you’ve set out to address, and why it’s important to do so. Who or what is affected? Where? What’s the scale of the problem? What are its main causes? If there’s room, provide a link to more detailed evidence or references to research on the issue.

	Vision
	The better world (or part of it) that you want. Make it outward looking, about the future, and inspiring.
Some of the best visions have just three elements: the issue, who or what it affects, and what will have changed. For example ‘a world without Alzheimer’s’. The issue is Alzheimer’s, it affects the whole world, and the change is it will no longer exist.

	Mission
	How you’re helping to bring about the vision – in the present. A good mission statement is stretching but achievable in the medium term. Try to avoid buzzwords that people outside the charity world don’t use. Above all, make it emotionally engaging.

	Inputs

	The ‘raw materials’ you need – usually things like staff and volunteers’ time, IT systems, premises and so on. Don’t forget less tangible but important inputs such as expertise, lived experience, and partnerships.
Not all Theories of Change show inputs. We recommend including those that are vital to your mission or that you use in a unique or innovative way, or that you’re especially keen to get funded. This keeps the focus on them and helps to communicate how they fit in.
Some inputs lead directly to impact – for example self-esteem from volunteering, or reduced CO2 from using recycled materials. If that’s a big part of your mission – not just a nice by-product – include it.

	Assumptions
	What are the external factors that you expect to be in place? Or the trends that you’re expecting to continue. This might include political, regulatory or financial factors, or things specific to your charity or part of the sector. Include these for transparency and to show you’ve thought about the context. Be prepared to defend them.

	Activities
	These are the things you do to achieve the mission. They are usually one of two kinds and it’s useful to group them together in a Theory of Change:
· direct support or action (for example a helpline or programme);
· and working with intermediaries (for example training professionals or supporting family members, campaigning or raising public awareness).
We also find that separating out ‘enabling’ activities (for example training your own staff) helps bring clarity to a Theory of Change. As with inputs, only include those that are really worth highlighting.
A key activity that’s often missing is how you reach the people or organisations you work with. How will they find out about you? Will they apply, or be referred? Without this, the Theory falls at the first hurdle.

	Mechanisms
	These are the links between activities and outcomes. Usually they’re changes in behaviours or thought processes, without which outcomes aren’t going to happen. For example: professionals attending a training course digest and retain what they have learned; or trust is established with vulnerable individuals being supported.
Mechanisms often aren’t included (or mis-labelled as outcomes) but we feel that they are crucial to a Theory of Change that’s plausible and likely to become a reality. Asking the question, ‘what did (or could) go wrong?’ often leads to the identification of mechanisms.

	Outcomes
	The specific, positive differences that result from your activities. This includes any benefits felt directly by the charity’s beneficiaries, such as improved health or wellbeing. It can also include changes achieved among intermediaries, such as improved professional knowledge, changes in practice or legislation, or greater public understanding.
One way to think about outcomes is the things that need to be in place, or that need to be removed, before the Theory becomes a reality.

	Impact
	The sustained, broader difference that you’re aiming for. It should be closely related to both the vision and mission.
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	Newtown Community Trust’s Theory of Change

	The case for change
Newtown has higher than average levels of social isolation and only a minority of residents feel a strong sense of community[footnoteRef:1]. [1:  Newtown Community Trust online residents’ survey, 2024; ONS Opinions and Lifestyle Survey, 2025.] 

	Our vision
A thriving Newtown community where no one need feel lonely or isolated.
	Our mission
We bring Newton residents together to tackle loneliness and help them connect with each other and the local area.



	Inputs
	Enabling activities
	External activities
	Mechanisms
	Outcomes
	Impact

	
Knowledge about what works in tackling loneliness & community building

Venues provided by other charities & local businesses

Community volunteers

	Publicising our activities online & offline

Making activities accessible to all members of the community

Wellbeing and safeguarding support for our volunteers

	One-to-one befriending

Local environment & history walks & talks

Emotional & social skills coaching

Working with others
Sport, art and dance groups facilitated by local clubs

Inter-faith friendship groups

	People grow to trust our volunteers

People engage with us for an extended period
People develop skills & connections & have the confidence to make use of them

	Development of friendships

Appreciation of our shared heritage & environment
Connection through shared interests & leisure time
Recognition of shared beliefs & values

	Reduced loneliness


A stronger sense of community




	Our assumptions
Loneliness and social isolation are especially common among older people and people in minoritised groups but can affect all of us.
Empowering people to help themselves and make choices about how they go about it is the best way to tackle loneliness and social isolation.
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