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Developed by the Natural Resources Institute (NRI), this document forms part of a set of learning 

products for use by Multi-Stakeholder Platforms (MSPs), which emerged from a ‘Learning Cycle 

on Engaging the Private Sector’ commissioned by the LandCollaborative and facilitated by NRI. 

The LandCollaborative is a global community of practice that supports the role of national land 

coalitions, and other forms of multi-stakeholder platforms (MSPs) and alliances to help deliver 

system change for people-centred land governance by stimulating innovation, building 

capacities, providing tools and connecting practitioners and change makers with one another. 
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TOOL: Using Theory of Change for strategic planning, learning and 

evaluation. 
Professor Valerie Nelson, Livelihoods and Institutions Department, Natural Resources Institute  

This document provides guidance for Multi-Stakeholder Platforms (MSPs) working on land 
governance on how to use Theory of Change. This tool has broader relevance for MSP strategy 
development, and emerged from the ‘Learning Cycle on Engaging the Private Sector’.  

 

1. What is Theory of Change and why is it relevant to Multi-Stakeholder Platforms?  

 

Theory of Change (ToC) sets out how an intervention is anticipated to lead to desired changes. It 

is often presented as a diagram with an accompanying narrative1. A causal pathway – how one 

thing leads to another – is described or shown, and the assumptions involved are also set out, 

ideally for each causal step. ToC was developed partly to move beyond very rigid structures of 

planning projects using logical frameworks, to show different pathways to impact and the inter-

relationships between them, and to show multiple steps along the way – not only inputs, outputs, 

outcomes, and impacts. Feedback loops are also often shown – i.e. the relationships are not 

necessarily linear, and there may be amplifying or dampening effects. 

ToC can be used throughout project cycles – e.g. at the project design stage, for monitoring and 

learning, and for evaluation. They are useful for building a shared vision of how an organisation 

– such as an MSP – anticipates that its diverse activities will lead to certain outputs and how these 

outputs can subsequently lead to other outcomes and impacts earlier or later in the project cycle; 

for instance, when outputs such as building shared understanding and joint solutions leads to a 

positive change in the behaviour of key actors. Often, ToCs distinguish between the sphere of 

control of the project or initiative (e.g. activities and outputs), their sphere of influence (e.g. 

outcomes) and sphere of interest (e.g. impacts). This is to recognise that, as you move along the 

ToC, there is increasing influence of contextual factors2 and that no project, programme or MSP 

necessarily anticipates achieving the end goals on its own, but it can make a contribution, if other 

contributing factors are in place (these form the assumptions). 

As a monitoring and learning tool, a ToC can be used to support joint reflection amongst key 

partners or MSP members on whether interventions are leading to intended changes, and if not, 

why not. The ToC can be used to prioritise monitoring and evaluation data collection and analysis 

– a key question is if the assumptions are holding true or not. If not, when monitoring and 

evaluation data is compared to the ToC, then course corrections may be needed (this is known as 

adaptive management).  

2. Constructing a theory of change  

 

a. Set out the desired goals / end state 

What is the MSP initiative trying to achieve collectively? Try to articulate this in a clear statement 

focusing on setting out the end desired state. While there are differing levels of ambition, this goal 

can be quite high level – ToC recognises that, as the MSP you may be contributing to change, but 

                                                           
1 Weiss, C. (1997). ‘Theory-based evaluation: Past, present, and future. Evaluation, 1997(76), 41–55. 
2 Roche, C. add 
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not achieving all aspects of the desired state, as there are factors beyond the MSP’s control and 

there may be limits on available resources and capabilities. There may be different dimensions to 

the desired end state that you wish to distinguish, as well as how they are interconnected.   

b. Conduct a contextual analysis of the current situation and understand how change 

happens  

Good understanding of context is essential for design processes. Identify stakeholders and 

conduct studies to identify existing challenges/gaps and opportunities to be addressed; deepen 

your understanding about how change happens and the range of potential strategies which may 

be employed or are already being used by others.  

Box 1: Context and Societal Change Processes 

 

A strong ToC is based on a good understanding of the context in which change is sought. Use 

of this diagnostic tool <HOTLINK> can support building this understanding. Conducting such an 

analysis, including mapping of key stakeholders and issues, is important for identifying any 

gaps. 

 

An understanding of how societal change occurs (e.g. changes in policymaker decisions or in 

smallholder behaviour, leading to broader shifts) is also helpful for identifying strategies and 

thinking through the anticipated story of change – which is underpinned by different theories. 

The widely used COM-B model focuses on three components of behaviour – capability, 

opportunity, and motivation. For someone to display a certain behaviour, they need the 

capability, opportunity, and motivation. A general example of a ToC is provided by John Mayne 

(2011), which draws on the COM-B model of behaviour change. This shows a simple causal 

pathway from inputs and activities, through reach and response, capacity, practice, benefits, 

and impacts. Figure 1 is an adapted version of this, which shows how context increasingly 

influences change, moving from bottom to top (i.e. the planned initiative can have control over 

its own inputs and activities and immediate outputs, but only has influence over outcomes and 

interest in ultimate goals (for which there are many contributing factors). Moving beyond Mayne 

(2011), we also show the importance of emotions, mindsets, worldviews, and values in shaping 

the response of targeted participants and their use of agency in development processes. We 

also show how the change process might involve shifts in rules, institutions, norms and power 

relations, and any possible feedback loops. We provide example assumptions for each step of 

the ToC.  
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Figure 1: Planned Societal Change Processes (adapted from J. Mayne, 2011) 
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c. Work backwards to map the causal pathway(s) of the ToC 

Work backwards from the desired end state to set out the steps between activities/inputs, outputs, 

early and later outcomes and impacts. If there are clearly different areas of activity focused on 

different groups of actors or on specific rules, then you can also set out pathways to impact, which 

make up the overall ToC.  

A causal pathway is the route to impact for different groups of actors and institutions/rules, when 

thinking about change processes, e.g. changes in emotions/mindsets/values, as well as individual 

and collective capacity, practice, benefits and impacts, plus rules changes and how these would 

shape behaviour. Working back from the desired goal or end state, identify the groups of relevant 

actors whose mindsets, emotions, values, capacities and practices would need to change and who 

would need to accrue benefits and realise enhanced wellbeing (smallholders, local communities) 

or make different decisions (e.g. policymakers) for the overall goal to be achieved. For example, if 

there is a focus on smallholder farmers, what needs to change in their attitudes or capacities, to 

lead to practice change? Also, consider what rules and institutions might need to change for social 

norms or economic incentives to shift and influence individual or collective behaviour. Next, 

consider the approaches which might lead to changes amongst farmers, e.g. is it training or 

experience-based learning such as Farmer Field Schools which would have the most desired 

effect? As well as the most appropriate approach, what else might need to change for farmers to 

shift their practices? Do they need access to finance, for example, and therefore what national 

policies and regulations or finance provider capacity has to change? Map the impact pathway for 

the different stakeholder group, taking into account what would drive their decision making and 

practice? For land governance MSPs, the ToC would map different actors and rules in the land 

governance system in question, and identify the changes needed in attitudes, capacity and 

practices, as well as rules shifts. Ideally, different groups will be represented in the MSP as 

participants, and can join in the creation and analysis of ToCs. 

d. Identify the key assumptions for each causal step 

As well as mapping the causal pathways along the entire ToC – and the impact pathways within it 

– you can then identify assumptions. No development programme or project can control all 

aspects of change processes. However, to work systemically, it is helpful if you map the bigger 

picture and identify where your own entry points lie and where you have adequate capacity and 

added value. But all actions mapped out in a ToC will be accompanied by assumptions about the 

broader context and the actions of others (e.g. government policy processes, market dynamics, 

etc). These other conditions need to hold true for the initiative to be successful. Try to establish 

what these assumptions are at each stage. For example, consider how interventions might target 

these groups and what are the ‘reach and reaction’ assumptions – i.e. is the targeting effective and 

are the intended participants willing and with sufficient capacity to participate? At design stage, 

the project or MSP makes the assumption that intended targets, e.g. company chief executives, 

will have capacity and be willing to participate. Other assumptions exist in terms of 

implementation (e.g. Is the implementation of good quality? Is the approach relevant to changing 

not just skills and knowledge, but values and emotions? What are the current mindsets and 

attitudes of specific actors? Is the project design seeking to change this in some way? What is the 

scope for individual agency (e.g. leadership, challenging norms), and where might other changes 

be needed within broader social norms and structures which influence decision making to lead to 

changes amongst individuals? Following along the ToC, similar questions should be asked in order 

to establish key assumptions, relating to capacity, practices, rules/institution changes, benefits, 

impacts etc.  
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e. Use the ToC to guide monitoring, evaluation and learning – and adaptive 

management 

Once developed, the ToC can be used not only in project design processes, but as a living 

document that is reflected upon periodically, to assess if evidence shows whether the project is 

achieving desired outputs, outcomes, and impacts (e.g. delivery of capacity-strengthening 

initiatives and rules changes initiatives, leading to changes in mindsets/values, capacity and 

practice changes and benefits and impacts)? You can monitor and evaluate the key assumptions 

that are ‘at risk’, i.e. the assumptions where you judge that it is feasible or quite possible that an 

assumption may not hold true, especially given changing contexts. If the assumptions are found 

not to be holding true, then it is possible to make strategic changes or more minor course 

corrections depending upon what the evidence shows. Lessons can also be generated from ToC 

analysis based on where assumptions hold true or not, for example, to identify success factors 

and barriers when comparing between cases. Remember that you can also create ‘nested’ ToCs – 

e.g. those with higher levels or simpler ones and then unpack different aspects of them (e.g. a 

particular impact pathway or a country-focused ToC). 

Contribution Analysis (Mayne, 2011), is an approach to assembling data on different aspects and 

stages of the ToC to test the ToC, and to practice using it with the different groups of actors for 

monitoring, evaluation and learning This approach is also useful for assessing relative contribution 

– i.e. how much did this MSP contribute to change, compared with other interventions or drivers. 

It is also possible to collect data to eliminate alternative explanations of change (e.g. that another 

project led to the observed changes rather than the MSP). A scale can be developed to make such 

judgements more transparent (e.g. the MSP made a highly significant, quite significant, limited 

significant, no or negligible contribution – with description of each level). It is also possible to 

involve stakeholders in such judgements or experts for a more participatory review process 

(Collaborative Outcomes approach).  

f. Use the ToC for communication 

It is also possible to use the ToC to communicate progress and performance/impact – both 

internally, again building a shared internal narrative, but also publicly, to inform donors and wider 

communities of practice and especially local stakeholders (downward accountability). This can be 

done by showing what the evidence indicates about progress made at each stage, in relation to 

the anticipated progress. 

 

3. An example of constructing a ToC: engaging the private sector for Responsible 
Agricultural Investment 

 

During the Learning Cycle, a ToC was co-generated on engaging the private sector for Responsible 

Agricultural Investment (RAI). This ToC draws on a conceptual framework (see Guidance and Figure 

2.) Fig. 2 shows the types of actors, institutions and rules involved in agricultural investment and 

related land governance processes. The Learning Cycle goal is to engage the private sector on RAI 

– but this in turn is to contribute to the goal of the LandCollaborative on people-centred land 

governance. A conceptual framework which presents a schematic of all the actors in land 

governance and investment systems, across different scales, and the decision-making processes 

are highlighted and the rules/institutions that are relevant, in order to show the broader picture 

within which MSP are engaging to achieve change. 
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Figure 1: Conceptual Framework
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A full situation analysis method to support identification of entry points is described in the next 

section. Figure 2 is a conceptual framework setting out the types of actors, institutions and 

rules involved in agricultural investment and related land governance processes. Applied to 

specific countries and investment cases, it is useful to navigate the complexity involved and help 

to identify potential entry points for engaging the private sector and other stakeholders in 

promoting RAI. 

Key to Figure 1: 

The broader contextual conditions in which actors are operating. 

o The pink arrow along the base refers to the horizontal dimension, namely 

differences in existing land uses and societal change processes, e.g. landscape 

histories and agro-ecologies, brownfield (i.e. previously developed) or greenfield 

(undeveloped) sites, levels of tropical forest coverage and degradation and 

deforestation, depth of space for civil society action.  

o The pink arrow along the left-hand side refers to the vertical dimension – 

institutions which reach beyond the local or sub-regional scale, and link to national 

and international scales, such as global value chains or large-scale land 

investments made by international investors. Export sectors vary in terms of the 

type of commodity and its characteristics, the maturity of the industry, end 

markets, and value chain power relations. National and regional policies, laws and 

agreements are part of this vertical dimension. 

 Key actors.  

o At the community level, local communities, and indigenous peoples, who are 

rightsholders, manage land under different customary systems, and who will be 

differently affected by agricultural investment project, with risks of existing 

inequalities being reinforced.  

o The agricultural investment project may / may not buy from producers and 

producer organisations. These are at different stages of development (from entry 

to legacy) and may involve plantations and/or smallholder production schemes (in-

grower and outgrower) and/or other business models and landscape public-

private partnerships3.  

o The commodities produced – such as palm oil, rubber, soy, cocoa, beef – may be 

sold to intermediary traders or in some cases directly to processors, or brands.  

o Investments in value chain companies may come from domestic or international 

investors of different kinds – such as commercial banks, development finance 

institutions, hedge funds, pension funds, sovereign wealth funds, private equity 

firms and potentially also from host governments. There may be a parent company 

that has a subsidiary in country or a local branch which manages the project. 

Eventually, industrial buyers and consumers buy the products whether as 

ingredients in other processed products (e.g. soy feed for cattle or cocoa in 

chocolate bars).  

                                                           
3 5dcb5321c74abf8a8ef7fbc0_InterlakenGroup-VGGT-Guidance-Revised-2019.pdf (website-files.com) 

 

 

 

https://assets.website-files.com/5d819417269ec7897f93e67a/5dcb5321c74abf8a8ef7fbc0_InterlakenGroup-VGGT-Guidance-Revised-2019.pdf
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o National governments are involved both in ‘consumer’ countries, and where 

investors are headquartered, as well as the national governments where 

agricultural projects are implemented. Governments are duty bearers under 

international human rights law and various voluntary and mandatory rules.  

 The sets of rules which govern: 

a) customary, informal, and indigenous lands 

b) agricultural policies, laws of the state, and land administration and planning 

systems,  

c) the normative frameworks and legal standards which set expectations and 

requirements on recognition of socially legitimate land rights (VGGT, RAI), and 

sustainable production. Different sets of actors exert agency using or resisting the 

rules and power relations in which they operate. 

These decision-making processes – shown by the clusters of six coloured circles exist 

for each set of actors. Each actor will make decisions and change their practices based 

on their awareness, attitudes, and values, influenced by social norms, economic 

incentives, relative power, and capacity. Agricultural investments lead to differentiated 

local outcomes in the short term, but also cumulatively with tipping points potentially 

being an ecological issue at higher scales in terms of sustaining ecological integrity, 

and with longer-term effects, particularly in the light of the changing climate. 

 

Drawing upon the Conceptual Framework, the ToC for engaging the private sector was developed 

and is shown in Figure 3. The figure shows the two pathways, though actions along both 

pathways are likely to be required for systemic change to occur: Direct engagement with 

private-sector actors, and Indirect engagement, to promote change by influencing the enabling 

environment for responsible investment.   

 In direct engagement: the platform engages individual or groups of enterprises to 

achieve a particular outcome such as strengthened capacity or changed behaviour. For 

example, the platform could engage with corporate investments by analysing, clarifying, 

and respecting customary land rights, looking at their overall approach to transparency, 

the facilitation of high-quality FPIC processes, types of social mitigation measures which 

they undertake and with whom, the adoption of more responsible business models, 

provision of appropriate remedy and grievance mechanisms.  

 Indirect engagement involves efforts to influence or change private-sector practice by 

working with government and other stakeholders to a) address policy rules and 

regulations for private investment through interventions to change the incentives 

/disincentives for companies to operate in responsible ways, or b) change broader national 

discourses on agriculture and the value of smallholder production. The aim is to changethe 

conditions which shape the mindsets and behaviour of companies and investors, which 

make them more enabling for RAI 

 These actions lie along a spectrum; combinations of actions are required to achieve 

effective change.  
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Figure 2: Theory of Change for Private-Sector Engagement and RAI
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Key assumptions exist at different stages of the ToC. Identifying these is key to successful use of 

the ToC. You could identify assumptions which closely relate to the anticipated causal change story 

of the MSP. In other words, they do not just relate to issues which are unpredictable and out of 

the control of your initiative, such as conflict or political instability, but more to issues that are 

perhaps uncertain, but strongly linked to your initiative. Ideally these would be identified for each 

causal step in the ToC. 

 Implementation: e.g. appropriate targeting of interventions, resources are wisely spent etc.  

 Attitudes, emotions, values: e.g. the approaches adopted, and their implementation are 

culturally relevant in terms of values and the individual’s needs. Targeted actors are willing to 

participate.  

 Capacity: Targeted actors have capacity to participate, and the approach employed is relevant 

to needs and priorities. 

 Practice/ behaviour: Your interventions adequately shift values and capacity and create 

motivation to act e.g. through new economic incentives or responding to cultural values of 

collaboration and reciprocity, and/or through informing policies and rules. 

 Benefits / impacts: The changes in behaviour of the actors you target lead to anticipated 

benefits and impacts – assumptions relate to whether, for example, a critical mass of actors 

make changes to achieve broader or longer-term goals shifts. Changing contextual factors and 

trends might support positive impacts, but they may also undermine them. 

Some assumptions specifically pertaining to how your MSP can engage the private sector for RAI:  

 Capacity assumption: Companies may be willing to engage in a constructive engagement 

process to assess if the investment project really offers the potential benefits it claims, but this 

is an assumption and may not hold true in practice.  

 If, through monitoring and learning, this turns out not to be the case – i.e. the companies 

targeted are not willing, despite your efforts to share with them evidence on potential benefits 

(e.g. sharing of a case study of a similar company that had captured benefits), then it is 

important for an MSP to question why this is not the case. 

 Your MSP can reflect upon whether the evidence can be: 

o strengthened (e.g. quantified, more case studies obtained and compared) 

o communicated differently (e.g. through simpler language or more user-friendly 

methods) 

o obtained differently (e.g. asking one company to share their experience directly, rather 

than through consultants extracting the experience and presenting it in written 

format).  

o alternatively, there may need to be reflection upon whether other companies could be 

more willing, or if indeed it is necessary to work on changing the broader context (e.g. 

the pressure and incentives on companies to act – which itself requires a deep analysis 

/ understanding of what drives (different kinds of) company and investor decision-

making).  

Many MSPs will be implementing combinations of actions along a spectrum of types of activities 

and using different approaches – depending on their own context, but the important point is for 

your MSP to learn, based on evidence, and to reflect in an informed way about potential strategic 

changes of direction (adaptive management) to enhance impact. In the LandCollaborative 

Learning Cycle, country teams developed strategic action plans that included set out longer-term 



14 
 

goals desired outcomes and impacts, and indicated short term activities to achieve these, using 

ToC thinking. This can be a useful exercise for encouraging MSP strategic planning. 

ToC for People-Centred Land Governance  

During the Learning Cycle on private sector investment for RAI, some of the country teams 

participating began using ToC thinking to inform strategies and action plans on private-sector 

engagement to promote RAI, and to reflect on how these relate to MSPs’ wider strategies to 

achieve better, people-centred land governance. There is potential for platforms to use ToC 

thinking to strengthen their overarching strategies, which could include alternatives to private-

sector engagement or combinations of approaches.  

Other pathways to impact which could be detailed using ToC thinking, and which go beyond 

private-sector engagement include the following (see also Figure 4):  

 Community education and capacity building to use the law to defend their land rights 

and to make local tenure rules clearer and enhanced capacity to negotiate with buyers and 

companies. 

 Shifting national narratives and discourse on the multiple benefits of smallholder 

farming in comparison with commercial agriculture e.g. through education, media 

campaigns and social learning activities.  

 Development of rural territorial development plans which emphasise community-

based enterprise and regionalised food systems over and above commercial agricultural 

investment. 
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Figure 3: Theory of Change for People Centred Land Governance as a whole 
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