
Theory of Change Guide 
No. 1 : The Situation 



Introduction 

This guide forms part of the inFocus Impact Measurement and Management (IMM) 
eLearning course (https://impactinfocus.com/e-learning/).  This is one of a series of five 

guides that each look at how to develop each section of a theory of change.
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When to 
develop 

‘The 
Situation’

Outcomes are the changes needed from the 
organisation and in the wider system for the impact 

to take place. These are often 
called preconditions, as they relate to the conditions 

required for the outcomes or impact to occur.

The specific activities that are directed towards 
bringing about outcomes and impact through a 

service or product.  This could also include 
activities of partner organisations. These are 
mapped against the outcomes or outcomes 

pathway to identify any missing outcomes and 
the extent to which organisations are contributing 

to impact.

The social or environmental 
problem or challenge that 

the organisation is seeking to 
address

3. Outcomes pathway 2. Impact1. Situation

5. Assumptions4. Activities and Inputs 
The target audience that 

will be directly supported by 
the organisation’s services 

or products

The stakeholders that can 
influence the problem 
positively, or negatively

Problem

Target Audience

Stakeholders
Assumptions  

explore existing 
beliefs about how 

the theory of change 
works.   

Impact refers to the 
longest-term social or 
environmental change 
that your service or 

product contributes to in 
your local and wider 

social context. 

It is usually best to start with the development of the Situation first within your theory of change.  This helps to 
‘set the scene’ for the rest of the theory of change, and can also help in particular in determining outcomes and 

impact (by thinking through what you need to do to change the situation). 



What is 
‘The 

Situation’ 

`The problem or issue that the programme is to 
address sits within a setting or situation – a complex 

of socio-political, environmental and economy 
conditions. If you incorrectly understand the situation 
and misdiagnose the problem, everything that follows 

is likely to be wrong`

(Wisconsin Logic Model Tutorial)

Social 

SITUATION 

Environmental Cultural

PoliticalEconomic

The social or environmental 
problem/challenge that the 

organisation is seeking to address

The target audience that will be 
directly supported by your services 

or products

The stakeholders that could 
influence the problem (and your 

overall theory of change) positively, 
or negatively

The situation is the wider social, cultural, political, 
economic and environmental setting  in which you 
run your service or product.  At inFocus, we break 

this down into three areas:

Target Audience 

Stakeholders 

The Problem 

1

2

3

What is ‘The Situation’



What is 
‘The 

Situation’ 

. 

“Social Messes are those 
problems about which different 

people have very different 
perceptions and values 

concerning their nature, their 
causes, their boundaries, and 

their solutions”
https://web.stanford.edu/~r
horn/a/kmap/mess/tocMess

Maps.html

“A Wicked Problem is a social or culture 
problem that is difficult or impossible to solve 

for as many as four reasons: incomplete or 
contradictory knowledge, the number of 
people and opinions involved, the large 

economic burden, and the interconnected 
nature of these problems with other 

problems.”
https://www.wickedproblems.com/1_wi

cked_problems.php

According to Kelly Levin and co-authors, super 
wicked problems are a new class of global 

environmental problem with four key features:
time is running out those who cause the problem 

also seek to provide a solution the central 
authority needed to address them is weak or non-
existent irrational discounting occurs that pushes 

responses into the future.
https://medium.com/@chrisjriedy/climate-change-

is-a-super-wicked-problem-b2e2b77d947d

Defining the situation can be a complicated process 
due to the inherent complexity and intricacy of social 
problems, as you can see in the diagram on the right 

that helps to understand the complex systematic 
structure of obseity.  While you won’t get to this level 

of complexity in your theory of change, and it is 
important to get a balance between reflecting 

complexity and people understanding your theory of 
change, digging deeper into the situation can help to 
understand and appreciate the complexity present in 

communities and society as a whole.

Various categorisations of particularly complex social
problems have been developed. Three of these are 

defined below: ‘Social Messes’, ‘Wicked Problems’ and 
‘Super Wicked Problems’.  You can find out more via the 
links below/in the reading list of the eLearning course. https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data

/file/296290/obesity-map-full-hi-res.pdf

Reflecting Complexity 

https://web.stanford.edu/~rhorn/a/kmap/mess/tocMessMaps.html
https://www.wickedproblems.com/1_wicked_problems.php
https://medium.com/@chrisjriedy/climate-change-is-a-super-wicked-problem-b2e2b77d947d
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/296290/obesity-map-full-hi-res.pdf


Why 
develop 

‘The 
Situation’

Expand and deepen the understanding of the social, cultural, political, economic and environmental situation in which 
you work

Cultivate a shared understanding of the situation, internally and externally

Lead to a better quality theory of change, for example, through reflecting on the situation when developing 
outcomes and impact

It is important to understand the effects which the situation will have on your services or products, and the target 
audience that will benefit.  As such, identifying the situation will form the foundation for the rest of your theory of 
change process. Working with staff, volunteers and stakeholders, and bringing together their various perspectives to 
identify the situation, can help to: 

The benefits of exploring the situation 



How to 
develop 

‘The 
Situation’ 

Problem Tree Analysis Problem Statement

Effect

Focal Problem

Cause 

Organisations focused on generating social or environmental impact exist to respond to a perceived need, or to address certain 
social issues, within a particular local context or in the wider society or environment.  In our theory of change approach at
inFocus this is known as the Problem or Challenge, the social issue that the organisation is set up to address.

The first step we take at inFocus is to define the problem which will constitute the focus of the theory of change.  On these
pages we have outlined two different methods that we use at inFocus to define and document the problem. 

Teachers can lack experience of teaching 

in an inclusive setting , including  

developing inclusive lesson plans and 

creating a more inclusive classroom  

environment.  This can lead to disparity in 

the quality of education for students

The problem statement is simply a 
paragraph, or number of paragraphs, 

detailing the problem being addressed, as in 
the example below from our example 

organisation inclusivEd. 

Problem trees are a form of situational analysis that 
goes deeper than the problem statement by using 
this as the focal problem and exploring the causes 

and effects of this.  It can also be a useful technique 
for defining the problem statement. 

1 2

Defining the Problem 



The Problem Tree method is a technique which can 
help depict and explore complex social problems as it 
captures the interconnected nature of different 
problems and contributing factors (although  

Problem trees help to:

Articulate – identify and define the problem

Disentangle – break complex problems into 
segments or parts 

Prioritise – identify which aspects of the 
problem your organisation is seeking to target

Gain consensus – incorporate varying 
perspectives to agree on the priorities problem 
(s)

How to 
develop 

‘The 
Situation’ 

Effect

Focal Problem

Cause 

The Problem Tree



Below we have included an example of a problem tree for our fictional organisation inclusiveEd.

How to 
develop 

‘The 
Situation’ 

Effect

Focal Problem

Cause 

Example of a problem tree

Lack of school funding for 
teacher training and resources 

for inclusive education Inclusive education is not 
embedded with education 

policiesLack of awareness of inclusive 
education at regional and 

policy level

Limited resources for inclusive 
education

Sutdents S

Teachers can lack experience of teaching in an inclusive setting , 
including developing inclusive lesson plans and creating a more 

inclusive classroom environment. This can lead to disparity in the 
quality of education for students 

Some students are excluded 
from lessons

Excluded students fall 
behind in their school 

work

Excluded students have a 
negative experience of learning 

and education

Excluded students grades are 
lower and do poorly in the final 

exams

Excluded students drop 
out of school or don’t 
continue to higher or 

further education

Excluded students struggle to 
find employment



How to 
develop 

‘The 
Situation’ 

Developing a Problem Tree

If you are working on a theory of change as a 
group, to the right we have laid out the steps to 
creating a problem tree. First , Think about 
the problem as a group and get the group to 
write brief problem phrases individually. Then, 
organize problem phrases into 
topic/subject clusters- which involves 
looking as a group for common topics/areas and 
grouping the phrases accordingly.  Thirdly,
organise each topic/subject cluster into 
the ‘tree’ format by allocating the statements 
into either the cause (the roots), the focal 
problem (the trunk) or the effect (the 
branches).

Next, look at the clusters of statements 
between the cause and the effect and see if you 
can move them into a logical order going from 
cause to effect (problem areas are often 
interconnected and can be joined together to 
form one statement) and create new 
problem phrases where required.  Finally, 
work as a group to agree upon the priority 
problem area(s) that your organisation is 
working to address. 

Think about the problem as a group and 
get the group to write brief problem 

phases individually

1

Organize problem phrases into 
topic/subject clusters

2

3

Organise each topic/subject cluster into 
the ‘tree’ format

Place clusters of statements into a logical 
order going from cause to effect

4

5
As a group to agree upon the priority problem 

area(s) that your organisation is working to 
address.



How to 
develop 

‘The 
Situation’

Stakeholders are the individuals, organisations or 
groups that influence, or are influenced by, your 
service or product. They can have a significant 

influence on your theory of change. 

The target audience that will be directly 
supported by the organisation’s services 

or products

Target Audience Stakeholders 

Stakeholders for inclusivEd could include 
parents, school management, leadership 

within schools and local government. 

For our fictional organisation, inclusivEd, the 
target audience would be the teachers that go 
through training and the pupils that will benefit 

from more inclusive schools.  

After looking at the problem, we then look at the individuals or groups that are effected by the problem, we break these 
down into the Target Audience and Stakeholders below.  Technically, the target audience themselves would also be 
stakeholders but at inFocus we like to break them out into a separate category to go into more depth into the 
characteristics of the target audience. 

The Target Audience and Stakeholders



How to 
develop 

‘The 
Situation’

As part of the theory of change process, it can be useful to go into more detail on both the target audience and 
stakeholders.  We have included questions below that you could utilise:

Target Audience Stakeholders

I. What are the main characteristics of your 
target audience? E.g. age or gender

II. What are the main needs of your target 
audience in using your product or service and 
to what extent can you support their needs?

III. Do your target audience need to fit a 
particular criteria to use your product or 
service?

I. Which stakeholders? (we tend to use 
categories such as schools, universities, 
NGOs rather than named organisations 
or groups)

II. Do the stakeholders relate to each 
other/interrelate?

III. In what way do your stakeholders 
influence your target audience, and the 
running of your services or products?

Defining the Target Audience and Stakeholders

inFocus have also developed a short guide on reaching your target 
audience for the UK-based funder Spirit of 2012: Helping Grantees to 
Reach Their Target Audiences: A Guide For Grant Managers
and this can be found in the course resources. 



How to 
develop 

‘The 
Situation’

Stakeholder How they influence the Target 
Audience

School Management Control how the school and therefore teachers 
work i.e. what resources teachers have and 
how their time is structured

School Board Influence the budget and resources teachers 
have access to. Also influence the values and 
vision for how teachers should teach.

Local Government Hold schools accountable over schools policies 
or the quality of teaching

Parents Have increasing interest and expectations of 
the quality of teaching and how teachers 
deliver lessons.

Students All though it is largely recognised that teachers 
influence their students. This also applies the 
other way around. Teachers are influenced by 
student behaviour and relationships they form 
with students in the classroom. 

National 
Government

Influence funding available to schools and 
teachers. Also influence national curriculum 
which teachers utilise

Local Child Services Communicate with teachers on safeguarding 
and can make teachers aware of issues 
students may be experiencing

Target Audience 
Characteristics - Teachers

• Patient 
• Excellent communicators
• Passionate about education
• Have increased pressure on their time 
• Often overworked and underpaid
• Can feel undervalued
• Invested in their students 
• Able to adapt quickly to situations that occur 

in school environment
• Are creative and routinely work with few 

resources or cost constraints
• Are not given all training they require
• Can lack a supportive framework needed for 

their role

On the left we look at characteristics for Teachers in relation to our example organisation, inclusiveEd, while on 
the right we have an example of how wider stakeholders can influence the target audience. 


