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How to build Theories of Change for 
transdisciplinary research: Guidance and 
considerations
A Theory of Change (ToC) is a set of testable hypotheses that model how an intervention will contribute to a change process.  
ToC development and use can help in the design of transdisciplinary research to build trust and accountability in the research process.  
We present an online process for ToC facilitation and offer guidance to collaboratively build a ToC for transdisciplinary research.
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Transdisciplinary research (TDR) emerged in response to the 
limitations of disciplinary knowledge to address dynamic, 

multi-dimensional, and global challenges (Max-Neef 2005). TDR 
approaches cross disciplinary and institutional boundaries to in-
clude stakeholders in the research process to foster more socially 
robust knowledge and devise solutions to problems in complex 
systems (Nowotny et al. 2003, Pohl et al. 2021, Rigolot 2020). The 
problem-specific nature and importance placed on societal rel-
evance and engagement are widely accepted as defining charac-
teristics of TDR (Carew and Wickson 2010, Lang et al. 2012, Pohl 
et al. 2021). As a result of TDR’s orientation toward transforma-
tion, questions about how projects can achieve societal impact 
and how the societal impact resulting from research contribu-
tions can be measured have been central to scholarly debate (Schä-
fer et al. 2020). The development and use of a Theory of Change 
(ToC) offer a structured way to plan for impact in TDR, by mak-
ing the underlying causal logic of an intervention explicit and 
testable. ToCs are widely used in philanthropy (James 2011), in-
ternational development (Stein and Valters 2012), government, 
and the private sector. ToCs have been applied successfully to 
TDR. ToCs can be used as analytical frameworks to help hone 
research strategies and provide convincing accounts of TDR’s 
societal value to secure future funding (Deutsch et al. 2021), en-
hance reflexive capacity (Oberlack et al. 2019), improve outcomes 
(Schneider et al. 2019), and evaluate the impact of TDR (Belch-
er et al. 2020, Temple et al. 2018). Yet, there is limited document-
ed experience of how to develop and apply ToCs for TDR plan-
ning and adaptive management (Armitage et al. 2019, Deutsch 
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Abstract 

Transdisciplinary research (TDR) aims to solve problems in complex 
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et al. 2021). Thus, practical guidance is required to support the 
use of ToCs for TDR.

We draw on our experience facilitating ToC development for 
application to research evaluations (over ten case studies). In most 
cases, we documented the ToC ex-post rather than at inception, 
which misses opportunities for reflective processes to be built in 
to stimulate learning during the research process. We also draw 
on observations from facilitating ToC training in over 20 doctor-
al student projects. We tested the ToC development method us-
ing the fishbowl facilitation style (Sutherland et al. 2012) in four 
workshops to date.

For those seeking to design, evaluate, and fund TDR, the guid-
ance presented herein can help develop tailored ToC processes 
to query the causal logic of research interventions for their con-
tributions and possible returns on investment. We begin by dis-
cussing and defining the attributes of ToCs that complement 
TDR. We then describe the steps of a ToC process, as illustrated 
by an early design-stage TDR project about transforming cancer 
care for young adults in British Columbia (BC), Canada. We de-
veloped an initial ToC for this project in real time in an online 
workshop held at the 2021 International Transdisciplinarity Con-
ference (ITD21). We offer a theoretical understanding and prac-
tical application of ToC processes, as well as suggest resources 
for effective ToC use to support TDR.

Challenges, needs, and opportunities for Theories 
of Change in a transdisciplinary research context

TDR is arguably better suited than disciplinary research to ad-
dress complex social problems, as it responds to the needs and 
priorities of those who affect and are affected by a given problem 
(Lang et al. 2012, Max-Neef 2005, Westberg and Polk 2016). In-
tegration of diverse expertise and values is assumed to cogener-
ate a more representative (i. e., relevant, credible, legitimate) un-
der standing of systemic problems which leads to solutions (Cash 
et al. 2002, Pohl et al. 2021, Westberg and Polk 2016). TDR re-
searchers are experimenting with novel approaches, providing 
the opportunity to learn about what works to achieve results. The 
empirical basis for TDR’s potential for transformation would be 
strengthened with explicit tests of whether and how TDR ad-
dresses complex problems (Pärli et al. 2022). ToCs provide a 
structured framework and process to do so.

A research ToC is a set of hypotheses about the causal rela-
tionships between an intervention’s activities, outputs, and re-
sulting outcomes and impacts. It models the change process to 
which the research aims to contribute, represented by a diagram 
and/or narrative explanation that can be used as an analytical 
framework for research design, evaluation, and learning (Belch-
er et al. 2020). Thus, a ToC must consider the characteristics of 
the system the research aims to influence, the societal challeng-
es, the progress made to date, and the opportunities for and bar-
riers to the desired change. While research proposals provide 
some of this information, uncovering the causal logic of a re-

search intervention using a participatory process makes the ToC 
explicit, testable, and actionable. It provides an otherwise absent 
basis on which to advance knowledge on the supposed and ac-
tual impacts of TDR, which can then be measured and reflect-
ed upon throughout the project.

Collaborative development and use of a ToC aim to stimulate 
joint reflection and adaptive management at each project stage 
to encourage high-quality TDR co-production that is context-
based, pluralistic, and goal-oriented (Norström et al. 2020, Ober-
lack et al. 2019). When developed collaboratively, ToC processes 
co-identify: 1. the social problem that the research aims to ad-
dress, which helps define the research purpose and inform the 
strategic design of 2. the activities and outputs that will contrib-
ute to 3. the outcomes. This facilitates engagement with the prob-
lem context, as well as critical reflection on the role of research 
in the intended change process. The problem context includes 
the aspects of location, scale, socio-ecological conditions (e. g., 
culture, environment), and status or maturity (Carew and Wick-
son 2010). Using a ToC process to define the research problem 
and design the research approach collaboratively helps ensure 
relevance, broadens the knowledge base for strategic and context-
responsive research design, and facilitates shared ownership of 
the project and its goals (Douthwaite and Hoffecker 2017, Van 
Drooge and Spaapen, 2017, Oberlack et al. 2019).

The integration of diverse knowledge across disciplines and 
professions is a strength of TDR, but it can also be a source of 
conflict for transdisciplinary teams when ideas misalign. Thus, 
TDR processes require integration expertise (Hoffmann et al. 
2022). Mental models of change processes often differ according 
to individual worldviews and experiences (Deutsch et al. 2021). 
The process of developing a ToC provides a structure for all stake-
holders to examine their own and others’ ideas and assumptions 
about how change is expected to manifest, to build a shared vision. 

However, inclusive ToC development can pose practical chal-
lenges; the logistics to assemble teams and stakeholders in one 
physical space is a key example. Online workspaces provide an 
alternative, but the online environment has its limitations. Vir-
tual meeting fatigue has decreased engagement and communi-
cation within and between teams, hindering effective collabora-
tion (Waizenegger et al. 2020). Moreover, online spaces may not 
be sufficiently engaging or appropriate for some TDR stakehold-
ers. Online and in-person gatherings alike are subject to the ef-
fects of power dynamics, limiting equitable inclusion and allow-
ing certain personalities to dominate the conversation (Fritz and 
Meinherz 2020). Well-facilitated ToC processes should account 
for these factors.

Facilitating a Theory of Change process online 
for transdisciplinary research

All authors of this article have experience with in-person ToC 
development processes, but COVID-19 required online adapta-
tion. The virtual ITD21 offered an opportunity to showcase an 
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online ToC process in a workshop1 setting, the purpose of which 
was to demonstrate the approach using a new research project as 
an example. ITD21 workshop participants had various TDR ex-
pertise (e. g., evaluation, sustainability science, transformation, 
energy citizenship, funding support). They observed and helped 
document the project ToC in real time, building literacy in key 
concepts and gaining hands-on experience with conceptualiz-
ing and developing a TDR ToC.

A three-year participatory action research project was present-
ed in the ITD21 workshop. The project focuses on improving 
cancer care for young adults in BC through direct engagement 
with patients and a network of cancer care allies (e. g., oncolo-
gists, healthcare leaders, community organizations, families), 
and it was conceptualized with representatives of these stake-
holder groups. It seeks to share the lived experiences of young 
adults with cancer, identify their care needs and priorities, devel-
op and pilot actions to improve BC’s young adult cancer care, 
build capacity for patient-oriented research and practice, and 
inform change in young adult cancer care research, policy, and 
practice. The ITD21 workshop offered the researcher an oppor-
tunity to develop a first draft ToC for the project (still in its pro-
posal phase) to align research activities with intended changes 
for patients and the cancer care system.

The approach is replicable with larger and more diverse 
groups. In a typical process, the first draft of the ToC would be 
co-developed with stakeholders, but that was not done in this 
demonstration. The researcher intends to develop the ToC fur-
ther with project partners. Each phase of the ToC process (prep-
aration, workshop, follow-up) is explained below using the ex-
ample project, and researcher reflections are provided.

Preparation
Participation and time requirements vary according to project 
complexity (e. g., budget, personnel, timeline). ToC workshops 
are typically run over two or more days, requiring eight to 15 
hours total. An hour is normally spent reviewing concepts and 
at least an hour is spent per element (i. e., purpose, activities, 
outputs, outcomes, impacts) to document a first draft ToC. De-
fining outcomes often requires more time to distinguish inter-
mediate, end-of-project, and high-level outcomes. Once a first 
draft is developed, impact pathways and assumptions can be 
identified, as intended changes (e. g., policy, organization prac-
tice) can be grouped and the causal logic can be questioned.

We designed our ITD21 workshop to meet the following ob-
jectives: 1. provide a conceptual orientation, 2. mobilize concepts 
with participants, and 3. develop a first draft ToC. For the three-
hour conference session, we compressed the conceptual and 
technical overview into 30 minutes and adjusted time allocations 
to work through each ToC element equally quickly. This was pos-
sible as the researcher was the sole representative of the project, 
and discussion could be expedited using the fishbowl format. 
The customized online whiteboard (figure 1) used spheres of 
control, influence, and interest (Montague 2000) as a structure 
to document the ToC.

Definition and delegation of roles will vary depending on 
group composition. In this case, the facilitators were not project 
team members but rather guides of the process to gather the 
opinions and ideas of participants (Axner no date). Roles (fig-
ure 2, p. 190) were decided amongst the facilitation team ac-
cording to preference and experience.

We met with the researcher (one of the co-authors of this 
paper) in advance to discuss the process, manage expectations, 
and request documentation. Reviewing the proposal and other 
documents helps facilitators build familiarity with the project 
context, shape ideas about what ToC elements might emerge, 
identify gaps in causal logic, and inform lines of questioning 
suitable to the project context.

The preparation helped to get a sense of the workshop flow and 
expectations of my role in the ToC process. Conversations with 
the facilitation team helped me to more clearly and concisely 
convey the study’s aims, objectives, and expected outcomes.  
As I was the only member of the research team present for the 
ITD workshop, it was important to understand that this was a 
first step, and additional ToC processes involving stakeholders 
would be beneficial to pursue. 

researcher

Workshop
The ITD21 workshop began by introducing participants to the 
objectives, agenda, process, and an explanation of roles (figure 2). 
We then provided a conceptual overview with precise definitions 
of each ToC element to ensure a common understanding (Belch-
er and Halliwell 2021). Participants working to develop a ToC 
must use common language; in practice, key terms in logic mod-
els, ToCs, and discussions of research impact are often used am-
biguously and with considerable overlap (Belcher and Halliwell 
2021). This causes unnecessary confusion and undermines ef-
forts to generate a shared vision. Introducing precise definitions 
of key terms2 can serve to facilitate a common understanding, 
after which facilitators must remain alert to other definitions 
used by participants. Even the term “ToC” itself can cause con-
fusion, as it may suggest that a ToC is a single theory (Deutsch 
et al. 2021). Rather, a ToC represents a set of multiple testable 
hypotheses that model how an intervention will contribute to a 
change process (Belcher and Claus 2020). Nested spheres of con-
trol, influence, and interest were presented to illustrate where 
ToC elements reside and help ground ToC concepts within the 
research and wider change processes (Montague 2000). We also 
provided a tutorial on the online whiteboard software (MURAL™) 
for participants to practice using the workspace and its functions.

The ITD21 workshop used a fishbowl facilitation style, but 
many formats are possible. Fishbowl approaches promote active 

1 A workshop brings stakeholders “together to seek their opinions, extract 
their knowledge and […] solve problems in a collaborative and creative  
environment” (Jisc 2012, para. 1).

2 Activity, output, outcome, realized benefits (Belcher and Halliwell 2021), social
 problem, research problem, purpose, assumptions (Belcher et al. 2016, 2020).
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learning, and they are structured according to a working group 
(the interviewer and researcher) and an observer group (work-
shop participants) (Sutherland et al. 2012). The interviewer posed 
a series of questions to the researcher to stimulate thinking and 
elicit information about the project (see the ToC section of ta-
ble 1, p. 194). Participants were instructed to listen to the conver-
sation and record key ideas that fit each ToC element within its 
corresponding sphere (figure 3).

A review of project documentation helped prepare the facil-
itators, but it was important for the interviewer to listen active-
ly to probe into the responses, reveal implicit or new ideas, and 
guide the researcher to focus on each ToC element.

The fishbowl began by defining high-level changes to which 
the research aims to contribute, all of which are outside the proj-
ect’s direct influence in the sphere of interest (Montague 2000). 
The discussion was framed to consider the social problem, knowl-
edge-practice gaps, and the research problem to derive the over-
arching purpose of the project. The interviewer posed questions 
about numerous aspects of the societal issue and the role of the 
research in addressing it. This approach is used to prompt re-
searchers to fully explore and discuss their motivations, research 
entry points, perspectives of the change process, and how the 
research will support expected changes (Thexton et al. 2019). The 
purpose of the example project was “cancer care systems deliver 
optimal quality care to young adults in BC and beyond”.

The interviewer and researcher next discussed elements with-
in the sphere of control, including the operational environment 
over which the project has direct control (i. e., activities, outputs) 
(Montague 2000). This process used backcasting (i. e., worked 
backwards from the purpose specified in the sphere of interest 
to identify supporting elements in the sphere of control) to de-

termine what the project needs to do and what knowledge it 
will produce. ToC processes are iterative and use a combination 
of forecasting and backcasting (Thexton et al. 2019). The discus-
sion identified key system actors (potential allies, gatekeepers, 
boundary partners) and considered their needs and the opportu-
nities to inform, support, and influence them (figure 4, p. 192). 
Eliciting precise output statements in early planning phases can 
be difficult, as the research findings are yet unknown. For exam-
ple, one output identified in the ToC was “co-identified solutions 
for young adult cancer care”. At this stage of the research, solu-
tions are not yet developed, but planning and documenting these 
ideas ensures that activities (e. g., “facilitate multi-stakeholder 
dialogue with young adults and cancer care providers”) are de-
signed to generate the intended outputs.

The final fishbowl discussion focused on the sphere of influ-
ence to understand who is expected to do what differently as a 
result of the research and why (Montague 2000). The preceding 
step to identify main stakeholders helped frame who (i. e., key 
system actors) might be involved in and influenced by the proj-
ect, which provided the basis to discuss their specific actions and 
how the research could influence them. For example, oncolo-
gists were identified as a key target audience to be influenced by 
the project. It was hypothesized that oncologists’ involvement 
in the project will help them obtain a better understanding of 
patients’ challenges and co-developed solutions, and they will 
tailor treatment and care to accommodate young adults’ needs.

We next ran an exercise to identify a graduated set of perfor-
mance indicators to aid in the assessment of the extent of out-
come realization. For each outcome, sets of specific, observable, 
measurable, and useful indicators should be developed to facil-
itate reflection on progress.

FIGURE 2: Facilitator and participant roles in our Theory of Change (ToC) workshop session at the 2021 International Transdisciplinarity Conference (ITD21).



191Rachel Claus et al.

GAIA 32/1 (2023): 186 – 196

FOCUS: CREATING SPACES AND CULTIVATING MINDSETS FOR TD  |  RESEARCH

After completing the three fish-
bowl conversations to define the com-
ponents within each sphere, the har-
vester (see figure 2 for a description of 
the role) presented a synthesis of the 
draft ToC developed during the ses-
sion (figure 5, p. 193), including an 
explanation of the preliminary caus-
al logic inferred from the discussion. 
The synthesis aimed to ensure ideas 
were accurately captured, and the sub-
sequent discussion enabled scrutiny 
and validation with the researcher and 
participants. Conceptual orientation 
and active listening for key ToC ele-
ments in the discussion are critical to 
correctly frame the activity, output, 
outcome, and impact statements.

Assumptions in a ToC provide the-
oretical explanation for why it is rea-
sonable to expect certain activities or 
outputs to cause or contribute to an 
actor taking a specific action. Despite 
the range of theories available to ex-
plain social change processes and sys-
tem transformations (e. g., Stachowi-
ak 2013, Kemp and Loorbach 2006), 
the theoretical grounding of ToCs’ 
causal logic tends to be weak. Few 
ToCs draw explicitly on existing social 
theory to explain why changes (e. g., 
in behavior and policy) can be expect-
ed. Querying the causal logic for each 
outcome specified in a ToC provides 
an opportunity to engage with social 
theory (e. g., behavior change, applied 
policy theory) to provide more robust 
explanations of expected changes. This 
process enables participants to ques-
tion assumptions that are usually im-
plicit in project design to advance their 
understanding of the system in which 
the research intervenes. TDR projects 
might consider adding team members 
with social science expertise to help ar-
ticulate applicable social change theory.

The next step of ToC development 
refines the causal logic. This was not 
done during the ITD21 workshop due 
to time constraints, but it involves 
drawing arrows to represent hypothet-
ical causal links between ToC ele-
ments and articulating assumptions 
for why one step connects with the >FI
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next in the causal chain. In a workshop setting, we ask partici-
pants to interrogate the causal logic of each outcome and explain 
why such changes would occur. For example, the interviewer 
questioned why oncologists would be expected to tailor treatment 
to young adults’ needs. Why would they change practice based 
on pilots? One may suggest that their participation in the proj-
ect would increase co-ownership and the likelihood that oncol-
ogists are convinced of the findings. The process to elaborate 
causal logic identifies gaps or missing steps and often surfaces 
unreasonable assumptions, which helps revise and refine pro-
ject design and the ToC.

The ToC can then be organized into impact pathways, which 
are sets of activities, outputs, and outcomes that collectively con-
tribute to a particular kind of change (e. g., government policy, 
healthcare practice, patient advocacy, etc.). Figure 5 shows pre-
liminary thematic grouping according to three possible pathways 
(i. e., ally advocacy, patient empowerment, cancer care practice).

I was impressed with how easily the conversation flowed 
between the interviewer and myself. The questions posed were 
both open-ended and direct, and additional probes and 
guidance kept me on task. The process felt very supportive.  
I was equally awed by the amount of data generated during  
the session and the facilitation team’s capacity to capture  
my ramblings in clear and coherent impact pathways. 

researcher

Follow-up
Workshops yield a first draft ToC, but to be useful, mechanisms 
must be put in place to facilitate the iterative development, reflec-
tion, revision, and formative evaluation of the ToC (Oberlack et 
al. 2019). Often, the ToC development process ends at the first 
draft without further iteration and without taking advantage of 
its potential to inform strategy (Patton and Patrizi 2010). We typ-
ically work with project leads to refine the first draft ToC model 
and develop an explanation of the diagram. We then provide an 
opportunity for all participants to review the diagram and its 
narrative. Periodic re-engagement of TDR project stakeholders 
in ToC follow-up enhances transparency and co-ownership of 
outcomes, and keeps stakeholders involved in and accountable 
for planned activities to support the change process.

The ToC will evolve with the research process. Using a ToC 
involves reflecting on what process-related learning emerges. It 
enables teams to monitor progress, question whether and why 
change is happening as expected, and inform next steps. Key con-
siderations include who is responsible for leading the mobiliza-
tion of the ToC, how frequently review is needed, and who should 
be involved in the adaptive management of a TDR strategy. Del-
egation of responsibility is straightforward for an individual re-
searcher, but requires a clear definition of roles within a team or 
TDR collaboration. One possibility is to use the ToC as a structure 
for annual research planning and progress meetings through-
out the research cycle, including conversations about TDR proj-
ect team members’ roles, which will flow into iterations of the 
ToC itself.

I am excited about the possibilities the ToC offers to move the 
research forward. I am eager to share, validate, and refine the 
ToC with the project team and stakeholders, including young 
adults with cancer, health professionals, and key decision- 
makers to guide our research process. We plan to revisit, 
interrogate, and adapt the ToC and project activities annually 
to help maximize possibilities to contribute to meaningful and 
lasting change to young adult cancer care in BC and beyond. 

researcher

Conclusion

The development and use of a ToC support an impact orienta-
tion in TDR by describing intended outcomes and the means 
to achieve them. The ToC development process can help in the 
design of relevant research that shares ownership of the process 
and its results with stakeholders. Defining, measuring, and re-
flecting on progress and paths to outcomes create opportunities 
for learning. Using a ToC promotes the transparency and account-
ability necessary to build trust in the research process. Table 1 
(p. 155) summarizes key considerations derived from the authors’ 
experience and shares resources to generate quality ToCs.

There are many ways to develop and use ToCs to accommo-
date diverse TDR project scopes, scales, and contexts. The les-
sons drawn from our experience provide a starting point to run 

FIGURE 4: Target audiences: allies, gatekeepers, boundary partners, and 
suggested actors (examples from the transdisciplinary research project 
for transforming cancer care for young adults in British Columbia).
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TABLE 1: Considerations for Theory of Change (ToC) processes (the links to resources provided here are not exhaustive but aim to offer a collection of 
resources readers may find useful for each step in the process).

CONSIDERATIONS

 When in the research process is a ToC process needed?
 How well-developed are project ideas?

 Who should participate?
 Who can feasibly participate (availability, budget, logistics)?

 How familiar is each participant with ToC?
 How much orientation do participants need?
 What facilitation/soft skills are needed?
 What familiarity with the problem context do facilitators need?

 How much time is needed for the process?
 How much time can stakeholders allocate for the process?

 Do participants see the value of the process?
 How can participants’ expectations about the process be managed?
 Do participants have reservations about the process?
 What strategies or communications are needed to address concerns?

 What group composition will maximize genuine and explicit inclusion?
 What tensions or conflicts may arise? How can they be mediated?

 How can equitable participation be facilitated?
 How to capture and integrate diverse perspectives in the ToC?
 How can mutual understanding and consensus be fostered?

 At what stages of the research should the ToC be revised (e. g., validation, updates, 
strategy sessions)?

 Who is responsible for coordinating ToC use and iteration (adaptive management)?
 Who is accountable for the ToC?

 What information do funders require?
 At what stages will progress be monitored?
 What indicators will be used to monitor progress?
 What type of evaluation is needed? (e. g., formative, summative)
 At what stages will evaluation be needed (ex-ante, interim, ex-post)?
 How will evaluation data be collected, managed, and used?

 What is the overarching goal to which the research aims to contribute but for which  
it is not accountable?

 Who are allies/gatekeepers?
 Who should ideally be involved in the research and how?
 Who can feasibly be involved in the research and how (availability, budget, logistics)?
 What are the parameters of engagement/participation for each actor in the research?

 What will the project do?
 What knowledge will the project produce?
 What services/social process contributions will the project provide?

 Who will do what differently as a result of the research findings and process?
 How will intended outcomes be realized?
 Why will the research contribute to change?

a https://researcheffectiveness.ca/wp-content/uploads/sites/7/2019/08/Theory-of-Change-Toolkit.pdf
b https://researcheffectiveness.ca/wp-content/uploads/sites/7/2021/09/Real-time-Presentation_ToC-Workshop.pptx
c https://researcheffectiveness.ca/wp-content/uploads/sites/7/2021/11/ToC-Infographic.pdf
d https://researcheffectiveness.ca/wp-content/uploads/sites/7/2018/09/Evidence-table-template.doc
e https://researcheffectiveness.ca/wp-content/uploads/sites/7/2022/04/Outcome-Monitoring-and-Adaptive-Management-tool-1.docx
f https://researcheffectiveness.ca/wp-content/uploads/sites/7/2019/02/Theory-of-Change-Facilitating-Questions.pdf
g https://researcheffectiveness.ca/wp-content/uploads/sites/7/2018/10/spheres-Theory-of-Change-template.docx
h https://researcheffectiveness.ca/wp-content/uploads/sites/7/2018/10/traditional-Theory-of-Change-template.docx
i https://ars.els-cdn.com/content/image/1-s2.0-S1462901119304022-mmc1.pdf

COMPONENT

PREPARATION

project maturity

participation

capacities

WORKSHOP

time management

participant buy-in

group composition

integrating perspectives

FOLLOW-UP

iterativity

monitoring and 
evaluation strategy

THEORY OF CHANGE

defining the research 
purpose

identifying target 
audiences

articulating the research 
strategy

specifying outcomes and 
assumptions

RESOURCES

ToC conceptual overviewa 

workshop PowerPoint 
templateb 

infographic: ToC  
challenges and ways to 
overcome themc 

evidence table templated 

outcome monitoring tool 
templatee 

facilitating questionsf 

model templates:  
spheres,g  traditionalh 

sample research ToCs:
Belcher et al.  
(2019, appendix 3i) 

Belcher et al. (2022)



195Rachel Claus et al.

GAIA 32/1 (2023): 186 – 196

FOCUS: CREATING SPACES AND CULTIVATING MINDSETS FOR TD  |  RESEARCH

more effective ToC processes, which should be inclusive, fit for 
purpose, and guided by clear objectives. Grounded in these prin-
ciples, a ToC can achieve a shared conceptual understanding, 
facilitate analyses of context and collective brainstorming on how 
a TDR project contributes to change, provide opportunities for 
participant capacity-building, and inform decision-making and 
learning (Oberlack et al. 2019). A good ToC process reveals and 
helps reconcile conflicting mental models and shifts the focus 
to solutions (Deutsch et al. 2021, Pohl 2011). With the provided 
guidance, researchers can mobilize ToC processes to optimize 
the impact of TDR and broader transformation.
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