
An introduction to 
Theory of Change

Explaining how you
make a difference



Sported
Empowering Communities

Sported is the UK’s largest network of community groups 
promoting fairness and equity for young people through grassroot 
sport and physical activity. 
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2675 youth/sports  
groups in the UK.

34% located in
the 20% most  
deprived areas

We empower the local heroes running these groups by providing much needed 
professional expertise, resources and operational support, free of charge, to help 
their group survive and thrive.

Northern Ireland



Key
definitions

Your Impact = the difference 
you make
Broad and/or long-term effects of a 
project’s or organisation’s activities, 
outputs and outcomes.

Outcomes: the difference achieved.

Outputs: the work done.

Activities: the actions and work a 
project carries out to create its 
outputs + outcomes, and achieve its 
aims.

‘Impact Practice’
all the activities related to your 
impact.



What do you 
see?



What do you 
see?



It’s all about
Shared vision

Your activities make a 
difference… 
But how can you articulate this 
to stakeholders?

At it’s core, a Theory of Change is a 
method of sharing and explaining your 
vision, in a logical pathway that ‘makes 
sense’ to those outside your organisation.  



Theory
of change

Think of TOC like a roadmap. 

A way of describing how your 
activities will lead to the changes 
you want to make – how you get 
from A to B!

A causal framework of how and 
why a change process will happen 
in a particular context. 



Causal
links

Underlying a Theory of Change framework is a series 
of “if… then…” relationships:

If….                           then...    If…                       then…    If…                      then.

A B C D



Example

If….                           then...        If…                                then…

Hungry
(situation)

Get Food 
(activity)

Eat Food 
(output)

Feel Better 
(outcome)

Evidence / experience of eating food to stop hunger



Theory of Change also makes it clear why you are assuming that 
the causal links between these exist, explaining your evidence or 
assumptions. 

Enabling factors: 
things that have to exist for the theory of 
change to happen

Activities: the 
actions carried 
out to deliver 
your service

Societal issue: 
the problem 
you want to 
help address

Outcomes: the 
changes that 
you want to 
happen

Evidence or assumptions: 
why you think one outcome will lead to 
another & cases where it will not

Ultimate goal: 
the overall 
impact you are 
trying to 
achieve

Theory
of change



Example



Theory of Change

Sported’s



Why is it 
important?

• Check that your activities make sense, given your goals.

• Challenge if there are things you currently do that do 
not help you achieve your goals.

• Explore which activities and outcomes you can achieve 
alone, and those you cannot. 

• Develop how you will measure your impact.

NPC’s ‘Theory of Change: the beginning of making a difference’

Become more effective; get more out of your 

resources; help more young people. 



Developing
your TOC

TOP TIPS:

• Have a conversation! 
Shared vision.

• Post-it notes. 

It’s all about your vision.

Describe how you will achieve 
this.



Think about the people you want to benefit and the 
need you want to address. 

Think about:

• What problem / need are you trying to address?
• What is the ultimate change you want to see?
• Who are targeting/ working with? 

Example: Improved educational attainment for 11-18 year olds from 
disadvantaged backgrounds who are identified by schools as at risk of exclusion 
or dropping out of education.

1. Needs &
Ultimate Goal



Think logically about the intermediate changes (“preconditions”) 
that need to happen in order to reach your final goal.

11-18 year olds
from 
disadv’tged
backgrounds 
are at risk of 
exclusion or 
dropping out of 
education.

Improved 
attitudes to 
learning & 
attendance at 
school; 

Improved 
motivation; 

Improved self-
efficacy.

Improved 
educational 
attainment for 
11-18 year olds
from 
disadv’tged
backgrounds at 
risk of exclusion 
/ drop out of 
education.

2. Intermediate
outcomes



3. Activities

• What activities do you have in place to achieve the outcomes?
• What are ‘core’ and what are ‘flexible’? Are you doing too much?
• What is it about these activities that will bring the desired change? 

What is the best method to achieve the desired outcome? 

Define the activities that will make these changes happen. 

It’s not just the sporting activity alone that causes positive outcomes, but the processes that
underpin your work that enable the desired outcomes to be achieved. Enablers can be
categorised as INTERNAL or EXTERNAL.

The nature & type of activities // Social relationships // The social climate

Think about ENABLERS



4. Evidence &
assumptions

Is your Theory
of Change PLAUSIBLE?

Have you created a 
compelling story about the 

pathway of change that 
would lead to a long-term 
change in young people’s 

lives?

Is your Theory of Change 
FEASIBLE?

Do you have the capacity + 
resource to implement the 

activities that would be 
required to produce the 

outcomes in the pathway of 
change?

Is your Theory of Change 
TESTABLE?

Have you specified how 
success will be measured 

clearly enough that you can 
demonstrate progress toward 

your goal? 



Enabling factors: 
things that have to exist for the theory of 
change to happen

Activities: the 
actions carried 
out to deliver 
your service

Societal issue: 
the problem 
you want to 
help address

Outcomes: the 
changes that 
you want to 
happen

Evidence or assumptions: 
why you think one outcome will lead to 
another & cases where it will not

Ultimate goal: 
the overall 
impact you are 
trying to 
achieve

Bringing it
all together



Developing your
Planning & Evaluations

Applying your Theory of Change 
framework



Applying
your TOC

Marketing & Comms 

• Explain ‘why’ and ‘how’ your organisation 
/ group makes a difference. 

• How do your activities lead to your 
intended outcomes? 

Business Planning & Strategy

• What are your ‘core’ services?

• Are there any surplus activities?

• Where do you need to work with partners? 



• How will you know you have achieved 
what you set out to do?

• What will change look like?

• What are the signs that things are 
changing? 

Indicators help you to know whether a change has taken place, and to help gauge 
success of your programmes. 

Identify your
Indicators



Enabling factors: 
things that have to exist for the theory of 
change to happen

Activities: the 
actions carried 
out to deliver 
your service

Societal issue: 
the problem 
you want to 
help address

Outcomes: the 
changes that 
you want to 
happen

Evidence or assumptions: 
why you think one outcome will lead to 
another & cases where it will not

Ultimate goal: 
the overall 
impact you are 
trying to 
achieve

Measurement plan Your measurement plan should be based on your 
Theory of Change framework. 



Measurement plan

(Activities)

Proportionate & Appropriate for your resources.



How TOC has
helped

…supported us to 

question ourselves 

about our goals and 

outcomes and how we 

go about assessing our 

impact on our members.  

It has opened a world 

we knew was there but 

didn't know how to 

access. 
- Enigma Gymnastics

We’ve focused and fine-
tuned our processes as a 
result of gaining clarity 
around our mission and 
goals. 

- Crags Community Centre

It’s given our committee a better 
understanding on how to 
measure the impact of any 
initiative we are involved in… 

It helps decide whether or not to 
continue or progress/push on 
with certain growth initiatives –
is there a "so what?" at the end. 
Are we actually hitting or 
missing our aims or objectives?

- Jidel Judo 93



Thank
you!

Judith Rankin, National Manager
j.rankin@sported.org.uk www.sported.org.uk


