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How does change 

happen?
A workshop to spark questions and further thoughts



Format for today’s workshop

› Introduction to: theory of change, systems thinking, complexity, and Duncan 

Green’s How Change Happens

› Iain Hines to brief us about the Peter McKenzie Project

› Marianne Elliot on the role of story in systems change

› Questions, Comments, Reflections, Your thoughts welcomed throughout



Theory of  Change

What do we mean by ‘theory of change’?

› The phrase ‘theory of change’ is bandied around throughout the world 

of social action and the not-for-profit sector a fair bit. 

› Theory of Change can mean anything from a ‘general story line’ to a 

‘detailed map’.

› Generally it works backward from the long-term impact a grant-

maker is seeking to achieve, through specific goals, strategies and 

milestones.



Theory of  Change



Critique and a different 

approach 

› If we do X, then we will achieve Y’ 

› But: important to ‘look at the arrows’.

› Concepts that can help us think about change:

 Complexity 

 Systems

 Power



Complexity Theory

Simple

or

Complicated

or…



Complexity Theory 

Complex systems

Our initial strategic focus areas fall here 



What is a system? What is Systems Thinking?

› ‘A system is a configuration of interaction, interdependent parts that are 

connected through a web of relationships, forming a whole that is greater 

than the sum of its parts.’



‘Power lies at the heart of  change’ – Duncan Green

People shy away from 

the term ‘power’

Focus on ‘visible power’

‘Hidden power’

‘Hidden power is why 

amassing research and 

evidence is rarely 

sufficient to achieve 

change’



A power and systems approach: a theory of  change

› Duncan Green suggests we view ‘theory of change’ not as a static 

document, but an approach.

› Expands range of approaches rather than narrows them down.

› How we think/feel/work: four steps 

Curiosity – study the history; study the dynamics and players

Humility – embrace uncertainty and ambiguity

Reflexivity – be conscious of your own role, prejudices and 

power

Include multiple perspectives – unusual suspects; be open to 

different ways of seeing the world.



A power and systems approach: a theory of  change

› Suggests questions we should ask:

 What kind of change are we talking about?

 Power analysis: who are the stakeholders and what 
kind of power is involved?

 What kind of approaches might make sense for this 
change?



What kind of  changes are we talking about?

Rao and Kelleher, ‘Gender at 

Work Analytical Framework’ 

cited in Green, D. ‘How Change 

Happens’



What kind of  approach might make sense in this context?



Implications for funders

› Money is power – be conscious 

of this.

› Think of ourselves as ‘ecosystem 

gardeners’ – sow seeds of 

diversity, encourage innovation 

› Essential lesson of a Power and 

Systems Approach: 

We have to make it up as we 

go along


