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About me

• Transition economist          
development economist

• Academic          practitioner/ 
analyst/researcher
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• FHI 360 is an international NGO that conducts 
grant- and contract-funded research and 
implements human development programs in 
low- and middle-income countries and the United 
States.

• My focus now is research and evidence-based 
programming.

anbrowndc



Bring Back Theory to 
Theory of Change



What is a “theory of change”?

• “A theory of change explains how activities are 
understood to produce a series of results that 
contribute to achieving the final intended impacts.” 
(Rogers 2014)

• “Theory of Change is essentially a comprehensive 
description and illustration of how and why a desired 
change is expected to happen in a particular 
context.” (Center for Theory of Change)
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What is “theory of change”?

Center for Theory of Change explains:

“TOC maps out your initiative through 6 stages:

• Identifying long-term goals

• Backwards mapping and connecting the preconditions or 
requirements necessary to achieve that goal and explaining 
why these preconditions are necessary and sufficient.

• Identifying your basic assumptions about the context.

• Identifying the interventions that your initiative will perform 
to create your desired change.

• Developing indicators to measure your outcomes to assess 
the performance of your initiative.

• Writing a narrative to explain the logic of your initiative.”
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https://www.theoryofchange.org/what-is-theory-of-change/how-

does-theory-of-change-work/

https://www.theoryofchange.org/what-is-theory-of-change/how-does-theory-of-change-work/


An example of a comprehensive illustration…
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https://www.switchback.org.uk/what-we-do/theory-of-change/

https://www.switchback.org.uk/what-we-do/theory-of-change/


What happens when theories are 
not made explicit?



Theory 1: Good things cause good things to happen.
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Theory 2: If you build it, they will come. 

Field of Dreams: Universal Pictures Home Entertainment



Theory 3: If you tell them what to do, 
they will do it.
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We need better theories



What is theory?

The term "theory" refers to "a well-substantiated explanation of 
some aspect of the world, based on a body of facts that have 
been repeatedly confirmed through observation and 
experiment."[14][15] The strength of a theory is related to the 
diversity of phenomena it can explain, which is measured by its 
ability to make falsifiable predictions with respect to those 
phenomena. Theories are improved (or replaced by better 
theories) as more evidence is gathered, so that accuracy in 
prediction improves over time; this increased accuracy 
corresponds to an increase in knowledge.

Adapted from Wikipedia “Theory” 10/20/2014
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http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Theory#cite_note-14
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Theory#cite_note-AAAS_Evolution_Resources-15


Example
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What theories? What assumptions?
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What about assumptions?

15

The “if” of a theory prediction, not the if-then! 
You shouldn’t assume the prediction or assume 
the mechanism.

Description of a state of being or a situation, 
ideally that can be observed or validated.



My thesis in context
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Treatise vs. theory vs. mechanism: Not treatises 
but more than mechanisms

Middle-level? The level that makes the relevant 
prediction for program design and evaluation

Use existing theories and evidence and 
contribute new evidence to those theories



How should we use theory?



The scientific process
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The program design and evaluation process
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Analyze 
problem; 

review 
evidenceApply new 

evidence to  
understanding 

of theory

Identify 
theory(ies); 

assess 
assumptions 

Design 
activities

Design 
evaluation; 

select metrics

Implement, 
collect data, 

evaluate

Make a 
prediction



What does theory give us?

• For program design

– A prediction for how to achieve the desired outcome

– The assumptions, or conditions, of the prediction

– A map for finding relevant existing evidence

• For evaluation design

– A causal chain

– A framework for selecting or designing outcome 
measures

– A way to contribute new evidence to improve theory 
and application of theory
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Commonly used unattributed image.



Without theory

• Ineffective program design

• Multiple outcome measurement

• Post hoc explanations
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“Without an overarching theoretical 
framework, empirical programs spawn 
and grow from personal intuitions and 
culturally-biased folk theories.”

Muthukrishna, M. and Henrich, J. (2019) A problem in 

theory. Nature Human Behaviour, Vol. 3, March, pp. 

221-229



Psychology: social 
norms theory



Social norms theory

Social norms influence individual behavior. In particular, 
people will change their behavior to be more consistent 
with perceived social norms.

• Social norms are “perceptions of what is typical or 
desirable in a group or in a situation” 

• People learn norms from reference groups or social 
referents
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Tankard, M.E. and Paluck, E.L. (2016) Norm perception as a vehicle for social 

change. Social Issues and Policy Review, Vol. 10, No. 1, pp. 181-211.



Social norms vs. other theories

• “Adherence to a perceived norm…is a more complex 
psychological phenomenon that simple observational 
learning (Bandura, 1971) or behavioral mimicry 
(Chartrand & Bargh, 1999).” p. 183

• “Distinguishing attitude change from norm change is 
critical, because they involve different strategies and 
have different results. … “…individuals’ normative 
perceptions can be more malleable than their 
attitudes.” p. 183
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Tankard, M.E. and Paluck, E.L. (2016) Norm perception as a vehicle for social 

change. Social Issues and Policy Review, Vol. 10, No. 1, pp. 181-211.



Assumptions

• Attention to message

• Relevance to self

• Consistency with personal experience

• Ability to produce the behavior
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Electricity use example
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Photo by Jos Verhoogen (CC BY-NC-ND 2.0)

Paluck, E.L. (2009). Reducing intergroup prejudice and conflict using the media: A field 
experiment in Rwanda. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 96, 574-587.

Radio drama example

• Reconciliation radio in Rwanda: 
New Dawn

• Soap opera
• Designed to influence beliefs 

and to influence perceptions of 
social norms and thus influence 
behavior

• Portrayed characters and 
situations common to Rwanda

• Demonstrate cooperation and 
reconciliation behaviors
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Economics: market 
theory



Market theory

Perfectly competitive markets produce allocative 
efficiency.

Allocative efficiency means productive resources go to 
their highest valued uses.
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Assumptions required for perfect competition

• Many buyers and sellers

• Free entry and exit

• Prices move easily up and down

• Homogeneous products

• Perfect information

• Perfectly mobile factors of production

• Rational behavior

• (No transactions costs)
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Photo by Spixey (CC BY 2.0)



Market failures

• Non-excludability

• Externalities

• Market power

• Asymmetric information Instead of asking the 
question, how can we 
make this happen, ask the 
question, why isn’t the 
market making this 
happen?
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Active labor market policies example

• Vocational training

• Wage subsidies

• Search and matching assistance
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“How effective are active labor market policies in developing countries? A critical 
review of recent evidence” David McKenzie, World Bank Policy Research Working 
Paper No. 8011, March 2017.
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McKenzie’s conclusion
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One reason for this lack of 
effectiveness is a positive one: 

labor markets (at least in 
urban areas) in developing 

countries actually appear to 
work a lot better than is 

sometimes thought.



Price information example

• Agricultural price information through mobile 
phones

– Information push to small farmers about current 
prices for several agricultural products

• Price information given to some farmers and not 
others

38



Effects of price information
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Roessler, et al. (2020) An experimental analysis of mobile phone ownership on poverty 
reduction. Under review. http://danielnielson.com/wp-
content/uploads/2020/02/Roessler-et-al.2020.Experimental-Analysis-of-Mobile-
Phones-on-Poverty.Ms_.pdf

http://danielnielson.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/Roessler-et-al.2020.Experimental-Analysis-of-Mobile-Phones-on-Poverty.Ms_.pdf


Why don’t more 
program designers 

use theory?



AREWA 24 example
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How to bring back 
theory?



Resources for theory

• 101 textbooks

• Review papers

• Experimental studies

• Researchers

• Multidisciplinary teams
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Resources for assumptions

• Country studies

• Country data

• Formative research
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Bring back theory: 
it’s not just for 

academics
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