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Abstract 
Theory of Change (ToC) models are widely used in the non-profit and development sectors 
as frameworks to clarify how activities contribute to broader systemic impact. This 
Teaching Paper explores three illustrative ToC pathways—service delivery, advocacy and 
policy reform, and cultural transformation—each of which captures distinct mechanisms of 
change. The service delivery pathway demonstrates how resources translate into direct 
outputs and measurable outcomes in health and wellbeing. Advocacy and policy reform 
emphasize the role of coalitions, research, and campaigning in shaping institutional 
frameworks. Cultural transformation highlights the importance of shifting attitudes, 
reducing stigma, and redefining social norms as foundations for sustainable change. Each 
model illustrates both opportunities and risks, underscoring that systemic impact rarely 
occurs through linear progression but rather through complex, interacting pathways. This 
paper provides academics, practitioners, and students with a comparative framework to 
analyze and apply ToC models, offering both conceptual depth and practical guidance.
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Executive Summary 
This Teaching Paper introduces three Theory of Change models as practical tools for non-
profits and researchers. The models illustrate how different pathways—service delivery, 
advocacy, and cultural change—connect inputs to processes, outputs, and outcomes, 
culminating in systemic impact. Service delivery models focus on tangible outputs such as 
health services delivered and lives saved. Advocacy models highlight coalition-building, 
lobbying, and media outreach leading to policy reforms. Cultural transformation models 
illustrate how grassroots leadership and storytelling can reshape social norms and 
citizenship. For practitioners, these models provide a roadmap for aligning activities with 
long-term change. For academics, they offer comparative frameworks for analyzing 
mechanisms of impact.

Purpose and Learning Objectives 
The purpose of this Teaching Paper is to:

• Clarify the distinct pathways through which non-profits achieve systemic impact.
• Equip practitioners with tools to design and critique Theory of Change models.
• Encourage students and researchers to critically analyze assumptions underlying 

different pathways.
• Provide case-based illustrations to support real-world application.

Background and Context 
Theory of Change has become a central planning and evaluation tool in the non-profit and 
development fields (Weiss, 1995; Connell & Kubisch, 1998). Scholars such as Bryson 
(2018) emphasize strategic clarity, while Patton (2011) underscores the need for 
developmental evaluation in complex systems. Drucker (1990) highlights the importance of 
linking organizational mission to measurable outcomes. Despite its widespread adoption, 
ToC is not a single model but a family of approaches, adaptable to service delivery, 
advocacy, and cultural transformation. This paper situates three pathways within the broader 
discourse of planning for social impact, stressing that systemic change requires a 
combination of mechanisms rather than reliance on one linear trajectory.

Practical Guide 
1. Linear Service Delivery Model

• Inputs: funding, trained staff, local partnerships
• Processes: clinics, vaccination programs, community services
• Outputs: patients treated, services delivered
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• Outcomes: improved health, reduced mortality
• Impact: stronger health systems, resilience

2. Advocacy and Policy Reform Model
• Inputs: research evidence, advocacy coalitions, media outreach
• Processes: campaigning, lobbying, agenda-setting
• Outputs: policy briefs, mobilization events
• Outcomes: legislative reform, institutional change
• Impact: accountability, civic space expansion

3. Cultural and Normative Change Model
• Inputs: community leaders, grassroots networks, digital platforms
• Processes: public education, awareness campaigns, storytelling
• Outputs: training workshops, cultural events, media coverage
• Outcomes: reduced stigma, attitude shifts
• Impact: transformation of norms, citizenship redefined

(Suggested visualization: three arrows/pathways—service delivery, advocacy, cultural 
transformation—converging toward systemic impact.)

Case Study 
A community health NGO in Kenya combined the three pathways. It began with a service 
delivery program offering maternal health clinics in rural areas. As credibility grew, the 
NGO launched an advocacy initiative lobbying for improved national maternal health 
policies, supported by media campaigns and coalition partners. At the same time, it invested 
in cultural change programs, using local women leaders and radio storytelling to reduce 
stigma surrounding maternal mortality. The integrated approach produced not only 
improved service access but also policy reforms and cultural acceptance of maternal health 
rights, demonstrating how pathways reinforce one another.

Common Challenges and Tips 
• Over-simplification: Avoid treating ToC as a linear checklist. Context matters.
• Attribution vs. contribution: Recognize that impact emerges from multiple actors, 

not one organization alone.
• Resource dependency: Advocacy and cultural change require sustained investment, 

not short campaigns.
• Cultural sensitivity: Cultural change must be rooted in local values and leadership.
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• Evaluation gaps: Include both quantitative (outputs, outcomes) and qualitative 
(attitudes, narratives) measures.

Reflection Questions 
1. Which ToC pathway best reflects your organization’s current work?
2. How might combining pathways strengthen your impact?
3. What risks or assumptions are embedded in your ToC model?
4. How can you measure outcomes beyond immediate outputs?

Limitations and Considerations 
• The models presented are simplified for illustrative purposes; real-world ToCs are 

more complex.
• External factors (political change, economic shocks, pandemics) can disrupt 

pathways.
• Cultural transformation often requires generational change, which is difficult to 

measure.
• Service delivery may achieve quick wins but rarely addresses systemic root causes on 

its own.

Academic Value 
This Teaching Paper contributes to scholarship by comparing ToC pathways in a structured 
format that bridges academic theory and practice. It highlights the multidimensionality of 
change, demonstrating that systemic impact emerges from the interplay of direct services, 
institutional reforms, and cultural shifts. For practitioners, the paper offers a toolkit for 
reflection and adaptation; for academics, it provides a comparative framework for teaching 
and research.

Conclusion and Next Steps 
Non-profits seeking systemic impact must think beyond linear models. Service delivery, 
advocacy, and cultural transformation each offer unique strengths but are most powerful 
when integrated. The next step for both researchers and practitioners is to develop hybrid 
ToCs that combine these pathways, adapting them to local contexts. Embedding reflection 
and evaluation ensures that ToCs remain living documents rather than static diagrams.
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