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From the Authors

This piece was written based on our experiences 
implementing process tracing when our 
experience showed that existing materials on the 
method had a lot more conceptual than practical 
information. We’ve approached this as people 
with some successful (and some unsuccessful) 
experience with the method itself, alongside 
deep experience in evaluating initiatives and 
strategies in complex and dynamic settings. 

We focus not on the Bayesian side of process 
tracing but rather on how this can be 
implemented in a way that’s more participatory 
and lifts up the experiences and wisdom of those 
closest to the work and the problems being 
tackled. We hope this contributes to and helps 
make more approachable the important work of 
political scientists and methodologists upon 
which this work sits.
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Introduction

Introduction

Evaluators work in the social innovation space, where inspiration 
is limitless and resources are limited. Those seeking the support 
needed to test or scale their efforts are often asked to provide 
evidence of their contribution to effect equitable positive change. 
Evidence of such a contribution, however, is hard to come by—
particularly for systems-change efforts within complex, dynamic 
contexts. Beyond evidence of contribution, social innovators in 
complex spaces also want to understand how and when change 
happens to support adaptation and future success.



How to Do Process Tracing   |    1

Introduction

Process tracing is an evaluative methodology that 
helps people understand how a particular large-
scale change actually happened within a complex, 
dynamic context. Relevant large-scale changes 
include policy changes, systems changes, and 
cultural shifts, which may have been either planned 
or unexpected. Importantly, the story of how the 
change happened includes both steps taken 
intentionally to achieve the change (e.g., a 
program) and other contributing events, forces, or 
factors in the larger context. By focusing on stories 
of change and the interrogation thereof, the 
process tracing method provides a structure for 
understanding contributions that are inclusive, 
rigorous, and open to emergence. 

We, the authors of this brief, believe that greater 
use of this methodology by evaluators could help 
nonprofits, funders, and other social change agents 
achieve greater impact by better understanding 
how, under what conditions, and in what contexts 
positive changes have been achieved.

Understanding causal pathways that actually led to 
changes will lead to better assumptions in the 
future, stronger TOCs, and more meaningful ways 
to share lessons learned with others. Because of 
these benefits, we hope to make this methodology 
more accessible to more evaluators who work in a 
variety of settings and topic areas, and set 
evaluators up to center meaningful stakeholder 
engagement and equity within their implementation. 

This brief explains a series of six practical steps for 
using the process tracing method in the context of 
complex systems-change efforts using participatory 
approaches, providing illustrative examples from 
our work and lifting up key considerations and 
potential pitfalls throughout. These steps are 
organized into three phases (Figure 1).

(continued)

 1  Anguko, A. (2019). Process tracing as a methodology for evaluating small sample 
size interventions. eVALUation Matters, (2), 18–27.

 

“Process tracing therefore works 
through affirming explanations that 

are consistent with the facts and 
rejecting those that are not. This is 
much like a detective who pursues 

possible suspects and clues.”
  ANDREW ANGUKO

1 

What is Process Tracing?                                                   
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In the end, the steps described below  |  need to result in a few key things:

>>   There should be a clear set of hypotheses 
about how change happened.

>>   Data from stakeholders that are refined and 
tested in partnership with stakeholders, should 
be used to test the hypotheses about how 
change happened.

>>   Information should be collected about what 
else could have led to the change, or 
alternate explanations, beyond the expected 
or hoped-for implementation of the initiative, 
program, or set of activities.

We strongly encourage reading about |  process tracing before applying these steps 

This brief will be most useful to those who have 
done some background reading on the process 
tracing methodology and who are seeking guidance 
on how to operationalize the idea for evaluating 
complex change efforts.

We organized the brief around the steps for process 
tracing within a single case, such as a policy 
change or a population-level outcome within one 
community. Pullout boxes throughout the brief will 
share real-world examples from a multisite process 
tracing study led by the authors that investigated the 
population-level changes in collective impact sites.

THE PHASES AND STEPS INVOLVED IN PROCESS TRACING fig 1

Laying a Strong 
Foundation

Includes recruiting advisors to the 
study, developing a clear statement 
about the causal relationship you are 
testing, and developing a model of the 
change pathway.

Understanding 
Your Case

Includes planning and deploying your 
iterative data collection and identifying 
your informants.

Developing Your 
Theory of Change

Includes writing up the process by which 
change happened and using that change 
memo to draft a theory of change.

Refining Your 
Theory of Change

Includes engaging stakeholders and de-
veloping a detailed protocol and visual 
presentation of the theory of change

Getting Ready 
for Analysis

Includes reviewing your testable hypoth-
eses and assembling relevant data to 
apply the process tracing analysis.

Analysis, Synthesis,  
and Promoting Use

Includes understanding the different 
process tracing tests, assessing hypoth-
eses, synthesizing findings and fostering 
learning and use. 

Begin Clarify Test

What is Process Tracing?
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Introduction

Navigation Menu

The left margin allows you 
to instantly navigate to any 
of the 6 Steps involved in 
Process Tracing. Once there, 
the title will apear in color as 
a reminder of which section 
you are in.

Getting Around this Guide

Color Indicators

Each of the 3 Phases has 
been assigned its own color 
for quick identification, and 
the segments that make 
up this verticle bar change 
color as you switch from 
one Phase to the next.

Progress Bar

As you learn about the 6 
Steps of Process Tracing, 
a progress bar running the 
width of each spread (as 
demonstrated here in blue) is 
another feature revealing your 
position within each Phase.
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Callout Box: 
Multiple Cases

Because multi-case efforts require many of the 
same steps as a single case, in Appendix A we 
share, for those looking to apply process tracing 
within and across multiple sites, considerations and 
steps that are unique to multi-case studies. Just 
look for, and click on, the icon below (arrow + dot) 
to be taken directly to Appendix A and the 
additional steps.  

 2  https://www.equitableeval.org/framework 
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Process Tracing 
and Racial Equity

As with all methods, process tracing is|  only as good as how it is implemented 

We believe that evaluation must be inclusive and 
used to fight against systemic racism to be a tool 
for good. We therefore tried to avoid reinforcing 
white supremacist ways of thinking and acting by 
reflecting on ways the method could unintentionally 
do this and infusing all steps with practices that 
advance equity, such as the principles from the 
Equitable Evaluation Framework.™ 2
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Collective Impact (CI) Callout: 
Introducing the CI Study Case Example

Introduction

Throughout this brief, we provide real-world examples of process tracing 
in action, using the study described below. 

In 2011, John Kania and Mark Kramer published 
an article in the Stanford Social Innovation Review, 
laying out “collective impact” as an approach for 
solving entrenched social problems at scale.3 For 
some, the introduction of a defined framework for 
cross-sector collaboration provided a useful way 
to focus new and existing partnerships toward 
a common goal and, hopefully, greater impact. 
Based on its promise, many resources were 
directed toward use of the approach for creating 
population-level change in a variety of areas before 
it had been rigorously assessed. 

In early 2017, the Collective Impact Forum (Forum), 
an initiative of FSG and the Aspen Institute Forum 
for Community Solutions (Aspen Institute), hired 
ORS Impact (ORS) and Spark Policy Institute 
(Spark) to conduct a field-wide study that could 
help answer a fundamental question: 

To what extent and under what conditions does 
the collective impact approach contribute to 
systems and population changes?

The study used process tracing to determine the 
degree to which collective impact contributed 
to significant and meaningful progress—at the 
population level—in solving the problems initiatives 
set out to address. Foci of the sites, based in 
the US and Canada, ranged from river health to 
childhood obesity to reducing opioid deaths. 

Findings from the Collective Impact Study (CI 
Study) can be found in this executive summary 
or the full report.  Readers of this brief may be 
particularly interested in Appendix A of the full 
report,4 where we detail the methodological 
approaches, and in the “New Directions for 
Evaluation” chapter, where we wrote about the 
methods and lessons learned. 

 3  Kania, J., & Kramer, M. (2011). Collective impact. Stanford Social Innovation 
Review, 9(1), 36–41.

 4  Lynn, J., Stachowiak, S., Akey, T., & Gase, L. (2018). When collective impact 
has impact: A cross-site study of 25 collective impact initiatives. ORS Impact. 
http://orsimpact.com/DirectoryAttachments/10262018_111513_477_CI_Study_
Report_10-26-2018.pdf 
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Refining
Your TOC

Analysis, 
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Promoting Use

Getting Ready 
for Analysis

2. CLARIFY

3. TEST

6   |    How to Do Process Tracing

Laying a 
Strong 
Foundation

Understanding 
Your Case

Begin
Phase 1: Begin
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Laying a Strong Foundation

Purpose. The process tracing methodology depends on specific 
data that are collected and organized to permit the analysis of 
a specific case. Rather than considering process tracing as a 
method you implement once you reach a project’s data collection 
phase, process tracing steps should be built in earlier, as part of 
what might typically be considered design and discovery phases. 
This is particularly important when you implement the method 
while applying the Equitable Evaluation Framework.TM The initial 
work to define roles for your stakeholders and develop a clear 
causal statement and model of change will fundamentally guide 
and direct the data collection plan and methods. 

Laying a Strong Foundation
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Laying a Strong Foundation

CAUSAL RELATIONSHIP STATEMENT TEMPLATE fig 2

 5  Crawford, C. E., Demack, S., Gillborn, D., & Warmington, P. (2018). Quants and crits: 
Using numbers for social justice (or, how not to be lied to with statistics). In J. DeCuir-
Gunby, T. Chapman, & P. Schutz (Eds.), Understanding critical race research methods 
and methodologies (pp. 125-137). Routledge.

Identify and recruit your  |  advisors to the process 

In a traditional research process, the researcher 
has the authority to define the data to collect and 
determine which sources are credible, useful, and 
accurate. However, that authority can result in 
research that is disconnected from the reality of 
what happened on the ground. As a researcher, 
you can choose to not “speak for” the people 
involved in driving change, but rather “speak with” 
them. Making this choice will have implications 
throughout the research process, including how 
you collect your data, develop the theory of change 
(TOC), test it, and share results.5

From the beginning of your study design, consider 
how you will engage partners on the ground who 
were part of the process being traced as co-
decision-makers. Do you want to stage review 
discussions at each stage of the work, starting 
from the very beginning? Do you want to have a 
co-lead from the community who works side by 
side with you? How can you increase the agency 
(and, thus, the sense of ownership, buy-in, and 
power) of the individuals who were part of the 
change process, and in turn release some of your 
control and power over the study?

Develop a clear statement about |  the causal relationship you are testing 

Be very clear about the causal relationship to test. 
Try filling in the blanks in the sentence below. Is the 
final sentence clear, concise, and likely to resonate 
with the stakeholders and client?

Some interventions will aim for an ultimate impact 
that has multiple indicators, such as river health 
being measured based on declining pollution in 
the water along with improvements in the diversity 
of plants and fish. That’s OK! Within your causal 
statement, be clear about the ultimate impact 
and feel free to reference one or two measures or 
types that collectively describe that impact.

Although you can initially draft a causal 
relationship statement as the researcher, the final 
one should be developed in partnership with your 
client and the stakeholders whose pathway you’re 
testing. It’s worth your time to make sure everyone 
agrees on the causal relationship statement or 
core idea being tested.

The deployment of __________________________________ , which was

implemented from _____________________ in ____________________________ , 

has directly contributed to ________________________ .

( major approach or strategies )

( time frame ) ( geographic location )

( ultimate impact )

Actions.               (continued)
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Collective Impact Callout: 
Causal Relationship Statements

The deployment of ____________________________________________________ , which was implemented 

from _____________________________ in ____________________________________ , has directly contributed 

to ______________________________________________________________ .

a collective impact approach

2005 to 2010 San Diego County

decreased childhood obesity rates

The deployment of ____________________________________________________ , which was implemented 

from _____________________________ in ____________________________________________________________________________________ ,

has directly contributed to ________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________________ .

a collective impact approach

2011 to 2016 the communities surrounding the Elizabeth River

improved river health, including measurable

decreases in polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons in the water

Laying a Strong Foundation
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Laying a Strong Foundation

Develop a model of |  the change pathway 

Hypothesize the types of interim outcomes and 
external drivers that might be relevant to the change 
pathway, working with the stakeholders and looking 
at literature on change processes related to (1) 
your intended ultimate impact and (2) the strategies 
you’re testing. 

For example, if the ultimate impact in your causal 
statement is a policy win or depends on a policy 
win (e.g., a population-level public health outcome 
that is influenced by policy changes), you might 
want to look at advocacy evaluation frameworks to 
identify relevant types of interim outcomes.6  If some 
of the strategies being used include movement 
building, you may want to look at movement building 
frameworks to understand the types of interim 
outcomes particularly relevant in those settings.7

Note on language: We use “strategy” broadly to 
refer to the activities, interventions, outputs, or other 
focused efforts designed to support change. 

 6  Example frameworks: Annie E. Casey Foundation and Organizational Research 
Services. (2007, December 5). A guide to measuring advocacy and policy. http://www.
aecf.org/resources/a-guide-to-measuring-advocacy-and-policy/; Coffman, J., & Beer, 
T. (2015). A tool for articulating an advocacy theory of change. Center for Evaluation 
Innovation. https://www.evaluationinnovation.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/03/
Adocacy-Strategy-Framework.pdf; Coe, J., & Schlangen, R. (2019). No royal road: 
Finding and following the natural pathways in advocacy evaluation. Center for 
Evaluation Innovation. https://www.evaluationinnovation.org/publication/no-royal-road-
finding-and-following-the-natural-pathways-in-advocacy-evaluation/ 

 7  Example frameworks: Annex 3: Change Matrix for Movement Building and Social 
Justice Work. https://actionevaluation.org/wp-content/uploads/change-matrix.pdf; 
Building Movement Project. (2018). Framework of cross-movement approaches. 
https://buildingmovement.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/Framework.pdf; 
Christiansen, J. (2009). Four stages of social movements. EBSCO. https://www.
ebscohost.com/uploads/imported/thisTopic-dbTopic-1248.pdf

Actions.            (continued)

In addition to hypothesizing interim outcomes, begin 
brainstorming types of external drivers that may 
help to explain why change happened. Think about 
both drivers that occur only within the geography or 
setting of the case and those that are the result of 
larger societal or political dynamics.
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For the Collective Impact Study, we developed a simple, generic model of 
how change is meant to happen, using literature about the collective impact 
approach. This very high-level model helped us to group diverse data and 
TOCs into five common categories.

Collective Impact 
Conditions

Five conditions of 
collective impact (a 
common agenda, 
shared measurement 
systems, mutually 
reinforcing activities, 
continuous 
communication, and 
backbone support 
organizations) and 
the principles of 
collective impact, 
including the capacity 
to implement an 
equity approach.

Activities & 
Strategies

Strategies, actions, 
and conditioning 
(resulting from the 
CI work or in the 
environment more 
broadly) including 
evidence of 
strategies designed 
to advance equity.

Early 
Changes

Preconditions such 
as strengthened 
partnerships and 
networks, new 
collaboration 
activities, new grant 
funding srengthened 
field, etc. Explicitly 
not shifts in how 
institutions behave, 
but rather how 
individuals are 
working together and 
informally building 
shared capacity.

Systems 
Changes

Different types of 
systems changes, 
including formal 
changes to 
institutions, formal 
changes across 
multiple institutions, 
and informal 
experiements that 
shift (but do not 
sustain shifts) in 
institutional practice, 
includes looking for 
evidence of systems 
changes intended to 
increase equity.

Population-Level 
Change

Population-level 
change specific 
to the goals of the 
initiative, including 
whether the change 
increased equity.

Laying a Strong Foundation
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Laying a Strong Foundation

The brainstorming at this stage is to help you think 
about the types of questions you may want to ask 
stakeholders and what to look for when reviewing 
documents (e.g., Did [interim outcome] lead to 
[ultimate impact]? How?) You can also use it to 
create an initial list of codes for your qualitative data 
coding process (e.g., possible indicators or types of 
an interim outcome). Keep in mind, though: There 
are very likely some interim outcomes and external 
drivers that are well outside your initial thinking. This 
work is not meant to define what is relevant but 
to prepare you to pay attention to many different 
things that may be relevant. 

In the next section, we’ll go more in depth about 
what types of interview questions you might 
construct based on this early brainstorming.

For multi-case work, check out the specific 
additional steps in Appendix A.

Actions.              

Considerations for exploring different types of 
relevant external drivers:

>>  Place-Specific Drivers 
If your causal statement relates to a single city, 
consider external drivers such as local political 
leadership changes, new local ordinances or 
policies, or local economic shifts (e.g., the exit of 
a key employer). 

>>  National/Broader Context Drivers 
At the same time, consider whether federal and 
state policies, larger economic context, narrative 
shifts occurring nationally, or other drivers 
from outside the city could have influenced the 
intervention context. 

>>  Issue-specific Drivers 
For example, if the ultimate impact you are testing 
is increased voter registration and turnout among 
youth, consider local drivers such as an increased 
number of polling stations and highly contentious, 
highly visible local races or ballot initiatives; state-
level drivers such as state policy changes that 
make it easier to register or statewide campaigns 
to increase turnout; and national drivers such as 
increased turnout across demographics due to 
the context of national elections.
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Laying a Strong Foundation

Additional Considerations 
and Potential Pitfalls. 

Take time

The biggest pitfall at this phase is rushing the time 
it takes to lay a strong foundation. Process tracing 
studies differ significantly from many other types 
of case research in their dependency on highly 
specific data—data that tells plausible stories 
about how change happened. If you complete your 
document review and later interviews and have 
a good sense of many different outcomes and 
strategies, but you cannot establish links between 
them—such as how a strategy, set of activities, or 
other interventions contributed to an outcome—it 
will be difficult to move into the later phases.



14   |    How to Do Process Tracing

Understanding Your Case

Understanding Your Case

Purpose. Now that you have a conceptual framework for the 
types of things that may have influenced change, it’s time to 
plan for and collect data that will help you build a case-specific 
TOC documenting how the change actually occurred. The 
decisions you make about what data, how much data, and whose 
stories to incorporate will influence the change process you 
document in the TOC. Throughout this data collection phase, 
actively solicit plausible explanations for how change happened 
apart from the initiative, efforts, or activities included in the 
hypothesis being tested. Ultimately, this will help you identify 
and collect data on key elements comprising two types of 
change processes:      Hypotheses about how change happened 
as a result of strategies/activities, outcomes, and/or external 
drivers that ultimately led to the policy or population-level 
change being investigated, and      Alternate explanations for 
how changes might have occurred.

1. BEGIN
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Your TOC

Refining
Your TOC

Analysis, 
Synthesis, and 
Promoting Use

Getting Ready 
for Analysis

2. CLARIFY
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Understanding Your Case

Identify your data |  sources and methods 

Plan on collecting data in multiple ways. At a 
minimum, plan to collect some data directly from 
stakeholders and other data from documents 
generated as part of the work. Consider using 
interviews, focus groups, and small group 
discussions when working with stakeholders. 
Also seek out formal reports, meeting minutes, 
testimony, and internal documentation such as 
emails between key partners and campaign plans.

As you develop interview protocols, document 
review protocols, preliminary coding frameworks, 
and other data collection tools, keep in mind 
that you’ll be engaging in a mix of deductive 
and inductive work. That is, you’re looking for 
evidence of the ultimate impact, along with interim 
outcomes and external drivers you predicted may 
be important, while actively listening and looking 
for what else emerges from the stakeholders’ 
full stories and documentation. Perhaps most 
importantly, remember that you’re not looking for 
a laundry list of strategies and outcomes. You’re 
looking for the links or relationships between 
strategies and outcomes and between shorter-
term and longer-term outcomes. 

For example, instead of asking about the 
strategies that were used first, and then asking 
about the interim changes observed, and moving 
on to the ultimate impact, you might ask the 
informant to tell you the story of how that impact 
was achieved. As they tell the story, occasionally 
stop them to clarify a strategy they talked about 
by asking what resulted from it directly and 
indirectly. Check in about an interim outcome they 
mentioned as critical along the way and ask how 
that outcome was achieved. Check to see if a 
particular type of strategy or interim outcome you 
identified as important in your early brainstorming 
work was relevant to their work (thus prompting 
them to potentially think about something that 
wasn’t front of mind during the storytelling). This 
storytelling approach is more likely to help you 
learn the relationships between strategies and a 
chain of outcomes than treating each part of your 
TOC as a separate element.

Actions.               (continued)



In the CI Study, we reviewed documents prior to the first stakeholder interviews. 
This allowed us to both ask the story about what happened and prompt for 
specific details that we saw in the documents, using questions like:

Were there changes... 
in how partner organizations behaved, 
either internally or with other organizations 
or sectors?

These questions about collaborations and partnerships also came from our 
early investigation of the types of outcomes predicted to be important when 
deploying collective impact models and often identified as relevant to achieving 
the types of major policy wins and/or systems changes that are precursors to 
population-level change.

16   |    How to Do Process Tracing

Were there changes... 
among individuals within organizations or the 
community that supported changes in 
[ area of focus ]?

Collective Impact Callout: 
Sequencing Data Collection

Understanding Your Case
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Identify your |  informants 

Be bold about who you engage in interviews and 
small group discussions. Think about including 
people with culturally distinct perspectives—those 
with very different positions and levels of power, 
both antagonists and protagonists—and make sure 
that at least some of your informants don’t have a 
stake in proving a particular pathway or story true. 
Interview protocols that encourage informants to 
tell you the story of how change happened should 
be relevant even for those who weren’t part of 
implementing the specific strategies named in the 
causal relationship statement. Getting insights from 
those who don’t have a stake in proving those 
strategies successful can help in both learning the 
full story and generating credible findings.

Actions.               

Collect and |  code data

As you collect data from your informants, steadily 
code the data, making sure that, along with any 
other useful codes, your coding helps you pull out 
specifics about the strategies, interim outcomes, 
external drivers, and ultimate impacts.

For multi-case work, check out the specific 
additional steps in Appendix A.

Understanding Your Case
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Plan for data 
of varying quality

Often in complex systemic change strategies, 
there will be multiple, conflicting, or incomplete 
sources of insight to consider. So, don’t treat 
all data as equal. Creating a “quality” rubric for 
specific types of data can be helpful. For example, 
if your rubric signals that the data are weak for a 
given finding, it can trigger the decision to collect 
corroborating data, triangulate more thoroughly, 
and/or explore whether disconfirming evidence 
may suggest there is a different way to understand 
how change happened. Consider planning these 
rubrics early on (e.g., after developing the causal 
statement), but also recognize that until you know 
your sources of data, you may not be able to 
finalize your rubrics. 

Think through sequencing of and iterating 
between different types of data collection

You’re likely to engage in a mix of document 
review and new data collection. Document review 
can help you prepare for new data collection, 
helping you probe more deeply on issues raised 
but not covered sufficiently in the documents. 
On the other hand, document review risks 
grounding your thinking in existing or already 
written narratives of how change happened, and 
you may fail to capture nuances about the untold 
stories of what really happened. Beginning with 
new data collection could help with this, but it 
may be necessary to circle back around to one 
or more informants after document reviews are 
completed to clarify anything not fully explained in 
the documents.

Additional Considerations and Potential Pitfalls.                 

  

Probe to understand the story, but 
also leave room for the unexpected

When you create protocols for interviews or 
discussion groups, balance how much time you 
expect participants to spend answering specific, 
detailed questions with the time you give them to 
simply share the story of how change happened. 
It can be easy to want to use the limited time 
available to dig into the details, but the real 
challenge of process tracing is capturing each 
interviewee’s credible, plausible causal story 
of change. When you parse the outcomes and 
impacts too much in how you ask the questions, 
you lose that storyline, and it can be harder 
to discern differences and similarities in how 
stakeholders understand the story. Similarly, 
leave some budget and time to conduct a few 
unplanned interviews or dig deeper into secondary 
data. During your data collection, you may hear 
about people or sources who weren’t identified 
during earlier phases and who have unique 
perspectives and are critical for understanding the 
story of change.

Understanding Your Case
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Data Quality Rubric Example
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In the CI Study, population- or ecosystem-level impact metrics were a critical 
part of the analysis. The rubric below was designed to help make judgments on 
how accurate and relevant these metrics were for the processes being traced. 

RUBRIC Indicator

Quality of Data >>  The initiative has documentation associated with data to show source, quality, 
and reasonable analyses for how to assess change for all groups of focus.

>>  There is baseline or comparison and follow-up data tracked.
>>  The initiative documents population-level targets with defined goals of what 

changes, by how much, and by when.

Meaningfulness >>  The initiative has a comparison point and can describe why their change 
is meaningful and if they consider it to be on track.

Link to Collective 
Impact Initiative

>>  The initiative can make clear links between their collective impact efforts 
and relevant population changes.

Equity Focus >>  The initiative has evidence of relevant equity-focused population-level 
changes associated with a given focus area.

>>  The initiative has a comparison point and can describe why their change 
is meaningful and if they consider it to be on track.

Understanding Your Case
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Developing Your Theory of Change

Purpose. With data collected (and coded) from stakeholders 
and documents, you’re ready to document a theory of how 
change happened and refine it with stakeholders. The TOC you 
develop should include not only the strategies or interventions 
you originally named in your causal relationship statement, but 
also interim outcomes and external drivers. 

Developing Your TOC



22   |    How to Do Process Tracing

Developing Your Theory of Change  

Actions. 

 8  Anguko, A. (2019). Process tracing as a methodology for evaluating small 
 sample size interventions. eVALUation Matters, (2), 18–27. 

or important external factors. You’ll need to be 
prepared to make some judgment calls about how 
to handle divergence and what the divergence 
ultimately means, including developing your plan 
for how to handle this before it happens. Ideally, 
these judgment calls are made in partnership 
with the stakeholders you engaged to help with 
the process tracing study. Additionally, when 
considering outcome achievement, it’s important 
to reflect on who benefited, who was harmed, and 
the degree to which root causes have a bearing 
on understanding the relative strength or quality 
of outcome achievement. It’s too easy in any 
evaluative effort to look only for positive change.

Your change memo should lay out the ways 
in which external drivers are thought to have 
impacted the change and start to lay out the 
alternate explanations for how change could 
have happened without the contribution of the 
hypothesized strategies or outcomes.

Based on your change|  memo, draft a TOC visual 

The TOC visual is a powerful way to document the 
process articulated in the change memo. It’s a tool 
for having conversations with stakeholders (detailed 
in the next step) and making apparent each causal 
relationship. It shows, for example, how one 
strategy logically leads to an interim outcome, 
which then combines with another interim outcome 
and a new strategy to drive a new outcome. 

Write up the process by |  which change happened 

Use your data to construct a change memo 
that describes, to the best of your knowledge, 
how change occurred based on evidence (for 
and against). Ideally, your data will be coded in 
a way that helps you systematically unpack and 
understand your evidence. There likely isn’t one 
coherent, complete story, but rather multiple stories 
that align in some ways and diverge in others. 
Remember that process tracing is not about testing 
one explanation for change, but rather exploring 
the evidence supporting multiple, competing 
explanations for how change happened.8  

Capture the divergence in the stories people tell 
about how change happened, particularly when 
there is divergence between credible sources on 
that specific part of the process. Some evidence 
that is divergent may not weigh as heavily as 
other evidence. For example, someone who is a 
leader in the work today may not have firsthand 
experience of what happened five years ago. Their 
knowledge of previous strategies and outcomes 
may not be as credible as the knowledge of other 
stakeholders who were present during those 
times. Some divergent perspectives may also 
be useful in identifying alternate explanations 
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Developing Your Theory of Change

Ultimate
Impact

—–  Strategies     —–  Interim Outcomes     —–  External Drivers 

EXAMPLE OF THE STRUCTURE OF A TOC FOR A PROCESS TRACING ANALYSIS fig 3

It should be messy and full, with multiple lines 
indicating relationships. Like the change memo, it 
should include external drivers, not just the internal 
or targeted work of the initiative. 

If you have multiple, divergent stories, you may 
want to visually include multiple possible pathways 
within one TOC (if the divergence is small) or 
construct multiple TOCs that clearly highlight where 
they diverge from each other (e.g., put in black-and-
white all the common elements across the TOCs 
and put in color the elements that differ).

The TOC visual below shows the causal 
relationships evidenced in the data; for example, 
how strategies and external drivers led to—and 
possibly combined with—interim outcomes and led 
to the ultimate impact. It is an important tool for 
having conversations with stakeholders, which will 
help you refine the TOC prior to analysis.

For multi-case work, check out the specific 
additional steps in Appendix A.
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Developing Your Theory of Change

Additional Considerations and Potential Pitfalls. 

Make sure it’s a
theory of causality

The events on that TOC are only half of the story. 
The relationships between a strategy and an 
outcome or between one outcome and another—
as depicted by arrows on the visual TOC—are the 
real focus here. It’s critical to have data to support 
each relationship, not just evidence that a strategy 
was implemented or an outcome occurred. You 
may find that you need to do some follow-up 
data collection if you have outcomes without 
clear evidence of how they were achieved or a 
strategy that many people talked about but which 
wasn’t explicitly linked to a change. If so, do this 
before moving on to Step 4. Use your literature 
as well. Are stakeholders assuming a strategy led 
to an outcome, but there’s ample evidence in the 
literature to suggest the relationship is unrealistic? 
You might need to investigate further to see if an 
external driver influenced the outcome.

Develop a theory of how change did 
happen based on evidence, not a theory 
of how change could have happened

Although most evaluative work uses TOCs to 
predict how the future may unfold, in process 
tracing your TOC is how the past did unfold. This 
means, among other things, that everything on 
that TOC needs evidence to support it. It also 
means you want to avoid presuming anything 
about how change usually happens, but rather 
document the story you have been told.
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Purpose. Before you begin the process tracing analysis, review 
the TOC you developed with stakeholders, including having 
them assign weights that correspond to the strength of the 
contributions from different activities, outcomes, and external 
drivers or other elements of the TOC to the ultimate impact. 
This step is critical not only for centering the voices and 
experiences of those who were part of the change, but also for 
gathering evidence of what mattered the most in the context 
of the larger story about the change and further exploring 
alternate explanations.

Refining Your TOC
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Refining Your Theory of Change
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Refining Your Theory of Change

Actions. 

Engage stakeholders in |  reviewing and refining the TOC 

Review and refine the TOC with stakeholders 
who have different perspectives and experiences 
with the change process. These may include 
some of your original interviewees, but ideally 
includes new voices as well. If at all possible, 
refine the TOC in a group setting, not via 
individual meetings. Having the group work 
through different memories and ways of 
understanding how change happened is much 
better than relying on the analyst to reconcile 
such differences. 

Group processes support transparency and 
put power in the hands of the participants to 
challenge the researcher’s understanding of how 
change happened. When we dialogue in a group, 
there’s a shared experience about what the 
findings should look like and mean, which helps 
hold the researcher accountable for the results.

Develop a detailed  |  TOC review protocol 

A sample TOC review protocol is included in 
Appendix B. Key elements of this protocol (and 
recommendations for implementing it) include the 
following steps:

>>  Review the purpose of the meeting to ground 
participants in a focus on refining and weighing 
the elements in the TOC.

>>  Present the TOC (or multiple TOCs), based on the 
data, in the form of an easily manipulated visual.
•  If meeting in person, document the TOC on 

many large sticky notes that can be placed on 
a wall, can be moved and removed, and allow 
for new elements to be added. 

•  If meeting virtually, use sticky notes on a 
whiteboard app.

•  Either way, set up the visual before the meeting.
>>  Ask participants to add and remove elements 

as needed to refine the TOC, and ask them 
about relationships between items.

>>  Ask participants to vote individually on which 
strategies and external drivers contributed the 
most to getting to the ultimate impact. This is 
when you begin to weigh the strength of different 
drivers of the ultimate impact and the interim 
outcomes along the way.
•  Discuss why they voted as they did to 

understand how they came to their conclusions. 
•  Try to reach a consensus—or, at minimum, 

have good evidence from the discussion about 
competing points of view.

>>  Push on what else could explain the change, 
not just what may have helped accelerate or 
facilitate it (e.g. asking, “If all of these changes 
happened, but none of these efforts caused them, 
then what else could have led to the changes?” is 
one way to push for true alternate explanations, 
which are required in the analysis to come).

If you have one TOC to review, the meeting will 
likely take about two hours to implement, assuming 
all the work of assembling the visuals was done 
in advance. If you have multiple conflicting TOCs, 
plan to have all of them ready to be explored and 
expect to use considerably more time.

For multi-case work, check out the specific 
additional steps in Appendix A.
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Additional Considerations and Potential Pitfalls. 

Culturally responsive 
engagement is critical

A TOC review meeting may work well with some 
groups, particularly those used to submitting 
logic models or TOCs to funders. It may work 
poorly in other settings, including settings where 
time isn’t experienced as linear, oral storytelling is 
deeply embedded in the culture, or participants 
have multiple primary languages. Facilitated 
approaches should be adapted to match the 
participants’ culture to meaningfully, respectfully, 
and fully engage them in the process.

Capture good notes 
and identify gaps

The discussion during the TOC review meeting, 
including people’s reasons for changing the 
visual, is critical data. Record or take notes 
during the meeting. Additionally, note where you 
may need to augment the data you’ve collected 
so far, especially to understand external drivers, 
alternate explanations, or causal relationships 
between specific outcomes that will help you 
surface new hypotheses.

Facilitation skills 
are critical

Effective group processes to do in-depth work like 
process tracing requires strong facilitation skills. In 
the CI Study, the lead researcher on a site was not 
necessarily the lead facilitator for the group process. 
Rather, team members who were experienced 
facilitators and had the skills to navigate conflict 
and make complexity accessible were chosen to 
lead the TOC review meetings. Strong facilitation 
is critical to lift up all voices, explore areas of 
divergence, notice and address power dynamics, 
and allow for emergence of new ideas.

Recognize the burden 
and provide value 

You’re asking a lot of your participants in a 
process tracing TOC review process, including 
typically engaging for two hours or more and 
spending time with people who have very 
different—potentially uncomfortably different—
points of view. Take time to work with your 
advisory group or others in the community to make 
sure there is value for participants. In the CI Study, 
we made sure each site received an individual site 
writeup they could share with funders and other 
partners to talk about their work, and we provided 
stipends for individual participation.
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Getting Ready for Analysis
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Getting Ready for Analysis

Purpose. A crucial part of what brings quality and rigor to 
process tracing is the analytic process: systematically applying 
the process tracing tests to determine the certainty and 
uniqueness, or inferential strength, of the TOC toward achieved 
outcomes. With participatory processes, multiple data sources, 
and complex change scenarios, evaluators can struggle with 
organizing the data to efficiently and meaningfully do the 
analysis. These steps break down the process of organizing the 
data in ways that set you up for a successful analysis.
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Getting Ready for Analysis

Generate your |  testable hypotheses 

At this point, you have a TOC that was generated 
based on your original change model, the evidence 
you collected and compiled, and the TOC review 
with stakeholders. Within this TOC lies a clear set 
of site-specific hypotheses that can be tested. 
These hypotheses may describe how activities and 
approaches led to outcomes, how earlier changes 
led to later changes, and how external drivers may 
also have contributed to the ultimate impact of 
focus. These hypotheses are at the heart of what 
you’re testing with the data you collected. 

When developing hypotheses, be clear, specific, 
and focused around a particular causal link, such 
as from activities to outcome or across outcomes 
over time. It will be hard to assemble and analyze 
data for hypotheses that are too general; similarly, 
hypotheses that are too broad may need to be 
split apart so you can test the different linkages.

GETTING TO STRONGER HYPOTHESES table 1

Sample Hypothesis*  Issue/Resolution  Stronger Hypothesis/Hypotheses

More funding led to greater 
capacity

Too general/Make 
it more specific

Because the program received additional funding in 2016–
2020, they hired a trainer, had subs to cover their shifts, 
and built new skills to develop diverse youth leaders.

A trusting collaborative table, 
with funding and a diverse set of 
partners, collaborated to provide 
access to more pregnancy 
prevention programs.
 

Too many 
strategies 
grouped together 
with interim 
outcomes 
mixed in/Split 
up into multiple 
hypotheses

Funding helped diverse partners convene because they 
could provide stipends and childcare and could create 
a more consistent rhythm of meetings where they built 
greater trust.

Partners around the table collaborated more deeply to 
provide more programming to the community because 
of the regular convenings.

The set of aligned activities of 
the school and early childhood 
organizations were effective in 
changing wellness practices and 
policies in schools and daycares, 
capitalizing on local investments.

Strong—
inclusion of local 
investment as 
external driver 
helps to further 
explain change

N/A

 *Hypotheses can include any combination of strategies or external drivers to explain the relationship with specific interim outcomes or the ultimate 
impact within a causal chain. 
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Type of Hypotheses Based 
on Generic Change Model  

Example Site-Specific 
Hypothesis

COLLECTIVE IMPACT 
CONDITIONS TO EARLY 
CHANGES

Common agenda, mutually reinforcing activities (action plan and work 
groups) and backbone have (1) increased trust among partners, (2) created 
culture change among agencies (toward collaborative work), (3) facilitated 
development of local work, and (4) maintained high levels of political will.

EARLY CHANGES TO 
SYSTEMS CHANGE

The early changes (legislative champions/political will, allies, deepened 
relationships/trust, and public engagement) together led to the 
adoption and implementation of legislation and legislatively mandated 
implementation/oversight bodies.

SYSTEMS CHANGES TO 
POPULATIONS CHANGES

More aligned policies and practices within partner agencies/
organizations have produced more targeted and higher quality services 
to homeless clients and increased housing placements for homeless 
veterans and the chronically homeless.

OVERALL THEORY OF 
CHANGE HYPOTHESIS

The extent of river cleanup and the changed relationship of the 
community to the water would not have occurred without the initiative.
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Collective Impact Callout: 
Example Hypotheses

In the CI Study, we worked with stakeholders to generate six to eight site-
specific hypotheses based on the refined TOC and aligned with the generic 
CI change model. This process helped identify the most critical hypotheses 
behind the population-level change seen.

Getting Ready for Analysis
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Getting Ready for Analysis

Understand the different |  process tracing tests 

To end up with a strong data set for analysis, take 
time to really understand what the process tracing 
analysis requires. Process tracing methodology 
depends on the systematic assessment of each 
hypothesis—and all of the data you have collected 
related to it—against four “tests.” We will explore 
the tests in depth in the table and discussion below. 

Before entering into this discussion, note that the 
language in process tracing can be pretty difficult 
to wrap your head around. If you’d like to better 
understand the original framing of the four process 
tracing tests, we recommend Collier’s seminal piece, 
Understanding Process Tracing (2011). In that 
article, the author uses the example of a Sherlock 
Holmes murder mystery to explain the tests. 

To help operationalize these tests and their 
corresponding levels of inferential strength, 
the table below describes the meaning of the 
tests relative to the change hypothesis under 
consideration (which includes the relationship 
between strategies/activities, other outcomes, and/
or external drivers), and only alludes to the alternate 
explanation. We explain how to use the alternate 
explanation when testing the strength of the 
change hypotheses in the step that follows. 

As a change hypothesis “passes” each test, 
it is stronger in its ability to fully explain the 
hypothesized relationship (i.e., has more inferential 
strength). In other words, a hypothesis cannot 
reach the “smoking gun” level of strength if it 
cannot also say that it met the standards of straw 
in the wind and hoop.
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THE PROCESS TRACING TESTS AND THEIR ASSOCIATED LEVELS OF INFERENTIAL STRENGTH table 2

Test 
(process tracing term)

Level of Inferential Strength 
(explanatory language)

Re-stated level of inferential strength* 
(aka “the hypothesis passes this test and none of 
the tests below it if …”)

Straw in 
the Wind
 

The hypothesis is plausible but 
is neither certain nor unique.

The best we can say is if THIS happened, then, 
plausibly, THAT would be the result. But we don’t 
know if THIS or THAT really happened (e.g., face 
validity).

Hoop The hypothesis is unique but 
not certain.

The best we can say is THIS happened and THAT 
happened, and we can’t exclude the possibility that 
THIS drove THAT (e.g., correlation-level strength).

Smoking 
Gun

The hypothesis is certain but 
not unique.

The best we can say is THIS happened and we’re 
fairly certain THAT resulted, but we can’t exclude 
the possibility that something else may also have 
helped or led to THAT (e.g., strong contribution).

Double 
Decisive

The hypothesis is deemed 
to be certain and unique to 
explain the change. 

The best we can say is THIS happened and THAT 
resulted from THIS specifically and only THAT 
(e.g., attribution). 

 *THIS = hypothesis set of drivers (some combination of intended strategies, external drivers, and prior outcomes) 
THAT = the outcome in the hypothesis
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Assemble relevant data |  to test hypotheses 

For each hypothesis, you will need five data 
points or elements (see Figure 4):

a   Data on the activities that are hypothesized 
to have led to an outcome (e.g., quality, 
reach, amount, etc.). 

b   Data on whether the outcome was achieved 
(e.g., achievement data, for whom, to what 
extent/quality of achievement).

c   Data on the linkage between the activities and 
outcomes (e.g., contribution, could include 
role of external drivers, including weights 
provided from the TOC review process and 
other related inputs). 

d   Identification of the alternate explanation(s) 
for why/how the outcome occurred. 

e   Data about the likelihood that the alternate 
explanation can explain how the outcome 
occurred (e.g., strength, prevalence, quality, 
reach, likelihood). 

In addition to the summarized data, it can be 
helpful to have the analyst capture in a synthesis 
note their confidence in the data associated with 
each hypothesis. 

Assemble similar data points for hypotheses 
representing later parts of the theory: short-term to 
medium-term outcomes, medium-term to long-
term, long-term to ultimate impact, and any other 
relationships that are hypothesized (e.g., short-
term to short-term outcomes; long-term outcomes 
that reinforce short-term outcomes). Additionally, 
beyond assessing the hypotheses for each linkage 
in the chain, it’s helpful to assess the strength of the 
overall theory for the case.

With at least five data elements for each hypothesis, 
you’ll be assembling a plethora of data points to 
test all your hypotheses. Creating a spreadsheet 
with the hypotheses as rows and the five elements 
as columns can provide a useful format for working 
through the process tracing tests. See Appendix C 
for a sample data assembly spreadsheet.

It’s not unusual to find gaps while assembling 
the data points for each hypothesis—gaps in 
data about outcomes, linkages, or alternate 
explanations. Take the time to fill gaps through 
additional data collection or document review, and 
build this into your timeline and process. You may 
also need to verify data points through secondary 
data sources or follow up with informants ahead 
of the process tracing analysis. The hypothesis 
chains should reflect the reality of change on the 
ground and just illustrate the hypothesized model 
of change being tested.

For multi-case work, check out the specific 
additional steps in Appendix A.
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Getting Ready for Analysis

PREPARING FOR PROCESS TRACING ANALYSIS fig 4

Activities Outcomes

Data on quality, 
reach, amount, etc. 

of activities

Data on the link 
between activities 

and outcomes

Data on quality 
of outcome(s) 
achieved, etc.

Data on likelihood, 
quality, etc. of

alternate explanation

Alternate explanation 
for why/how the 

outcome occurred
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Additional Considerations and Potential Pitfalls. 

Who had power and 
who lacked power? 

When thinking through your hypotheses and 
analysis, consider how the process has unfolded 
and what your blind spots might be. Look 
critically at the data and think about whose 
story it tells and whose stories and experiences 
might be left out or hidden within the data if 
you’re considering only a set of dominant culture 
frames. Earlier work to engage stakeholders 
should help mitigate this, but as you consider the 
data in its totality, it’s important to reflect again 
on what is being lifted up and what is being left 
out of the analysis. This reflection is yet another 
point at which you may discover the need to 
pause and collect additional data or discuss your 
preliminary work with your advisors.

Be true 
to the story 

While our causal chains might suggest a world in 
which change is predictable and linear, the real 
world doesn’t function that way. The rigor of the 
process won’t matter if the story you capture 
and assess doesn’t reflect the messiness of real-
world change. You may hear and see stories of 
virtuous cycles, where later outcomes strengthen 
earlier outcomes that beget later outcomes. You 
may hear stories where change is not linear or 
is buoyed by a favorable change in the external 
environment. The value for learning from these 
projects is strengthened by embracing the 
uniqueness and messiness that might be at 
play, rather than flattening it out for the sake of 
simplifying analysis.

Take care with 
alternate explanations 

One of the greatest strengths—and gnarliest 
parts—of the process tracing data collection and 
analysis lies in the use of alternate explanations. 
They’re crucial for providing a point (or points) 
against which to determine the strength, certainty, 
and uniqueness of the proposed hypotheses of how 
change happened. In getting stories of change, 
it’s easy to collect an array of different factors that 
may or may not have influenced change: contextual 
factors that explain why change was accelerated 
or more feasible; other factors that needed to be 
present but do not provide a sufficient alternate 
explanation; or external factors that contribute to 
the strength or scale of the change seen. These 
pieces of information may be incorporated into 
your change hypotheses or alternate explanations, 
but on their own they’re insufficient answers to 
the crucial question: What else could explain 
how this observed change occurred, if not for the 
expected explanation (represented in the change 
hypotheses)? To answer that important question, 
you must have information about alternate 
explanations—causes of change other than the 
expected one. As shown in Table 3, an external 
driver with a big explanatory role could sometimes 
be an alternate explanation. Sometimes there will 
be alternate explanations that are outside of the 
expected or hoped-for TOC that supplant the 
starting hypothesis.
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SAMPLE CHANGE HYPOTHESES AND ALTERNATE EXPLANATIONS table 3

Change Hypothesis*  Alternate Explanations

A strategy focused on hearts and minds (public will and 
science) led to a willingness of local jurisdictions to go 
above and beyond requirements in their cleanup efforts.

External driver explains change: 
Some practices improved due to regulation alone.

Explanation that might supplant hypothesis: 
Practices improved due to shifts in elected and 
appointed leadership unrelated to the local activities 
and efforts.

The initiative worked through mutually reinforcing 
activities to advance strategies that led to systems 
changes (programming in afterschool; curriculum 
in school; increased availability, accessibility, and 
acceptability of contraction); federal funding allowed 
for new strategies that otherwise would not have been 
part of the mutually reinforcing activities

External driver explains change: 
Federal funding allowing for new strategies solely 
explains the systems changes seen. 

Explanation that might supplant the hypothesis: 
Media that was not a part of the initiative but was 
disseminated on a similar timeline had a significant 
impact on teens’ decisions (i.e., documentary was 
released and widely viewed during this period).

*May include external drivers.
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Analysis, Synthesis, and Promoting Use

Analysis, Synthesis,
and Promoting Use

Purpose. Now you’re ready to engage in a core part of the 
process tracing approach: systematically applying the process 
tracing tests to determine the certainty and uniqueness, or 
inferential strength, of the change pathways toward achieved 
outcomes. After that, you’ll be ready for synthesis, within and 
across hypotheses and the TOC overall, and then promoting 
use of these results.

9  Punton, M., & Welle, K. (2015). Applying process tracing in five steps. Center for 
Development Impact.
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Assess each change hypothesis against |  the tests and document results 

Now that you’re comfortable with the process 
tracing test concepts, begin applying them to your 
change hypotheses. 

>>  For assessing certainty, consider: How strong 
are the data tying the change hypothesis 
together? How well could you say that the 
relationship was certain?

>>  For assessing uniqueness, look at the alternate 
explanation and its strength. How well does 
the alternate explanation explain the result or 
relationship? Compared to external drivers, how 
well does the hypothesized connection to the 

focused efforts to groups explain the result? 
If there was no strong alternate explanations 
or strong external drivers also contributing to 
change, the hypothesis would be deemed unique. 
When developing hypotheses, be clear, specific, 
and focused around a particular causal link, such 
as from activities to outcome or across outcomes 
over time. It will be hard to assemble and analyze 
data for hypotheses that are too general; similarly, 
hypotheses that are too broad may need to be 
split apart so you can test the different linkages.

MATRIX FOR ASSESSING THE CERTAINTY AND UNIQUENESS OF EVIDENCE fig 5
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Actions.               (continued)



Practically, it can be helpful to use the four-
square matrix on page 39 to physically map each 
hypothesis relative to certainty and uniqueness 
without getting caught up in the idea of passing 
“tests.” Where do the data suggest the hypothesis 
falls? Some hypotheses will achieve the same level 
of inferential strength even though your assessment 
of their uniqueness or sufficiency differs somewhat. 

For example, two hypotheses may ultimately be 
characterized as having “low” uniqueness, even if 
you assessed one as being lower in uniqueness 
than the other. Table 4 on the right shows example 
evidence relative to each test or level of inferential 
strength for one change hypothesis.

For each hypothesis, note in your data assembly 
spreadsheet what “test” or level of inferential 
strength each hypothesis achieved (e.g., hoop, 
smoking gun).
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In addition, it’s important to assess the strength 
of the individual parts of the TOC, but also to 
step back and assess the TOC as a whole. To 
do this, you’re engaging in similar analysis, but 
your hypothesis is that the overall theory, in 
whole, explains the result, versus the individual 
parts. While the individual linkages are useful 
and important to understand, looking only at the 
individual pieces can obscure a consequential 
understanding of the overall, cumulative work. 

Actions.               (continued)

 10  Note that this level of evidence (and thus the ability to conclude that a hypothesis 
meets this test) is virtually impossible in complex settings, particularly related to large-
scale changes like policy, systems, or population changes.
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APPLYING THE FOUR TESTS TO A SPECIFIC HYPOTHESIS table 4

Test Example of evidence that would 
support the hypothesis

What this evidence does and 
does not indicate vis a vis 
certainty and uniqueness

Data sources

Straw in 
the Wind 

Policymaker comments after the 
media campaign ran included key 
phrases and framing often used in 
the campaign

This information is helpful 
but does not prove the 
media campaign was the 
reason policymakers used 
the language, nor that the 
campaign contributed to the 
policy change.

Secondary analysis of 
policymaker speeches/
press releases; 
analysis of secondary 
data about campaign 
activities

Hoop Policymakers were aware of the 
campaign, and their own framing 
of the issue used elements of the 
campaign.

The campaign cannot be 
excluded as a potential 
way change was achieved; 
however, there is not sufficient 
evidence to link the media 
campaign to the outcome.

Bellwether 
interview data

Smoking
Gun

Policymakers identified the media 
campaign as a critical turning point 
in their understanding and support 
for the issue, though they also noted 
the national conversation around 
health care and the governor’s race 
as other factors.

The evidence is sufficient 
to confirm the hypothesis 
that the media campaign 
contributed but does not rule 
out alternate explanations to 
explain the outcome

Bellwether interview 
data, secondary 
data (e.g., timing of 
campaign and changes 
in statements), data 
about prevalence/ 
visibility of alternate 
explanations

Doubly
Decisive 10

Policymakers identified the media 
campaign as a critical turning point in 
their understanding and support for 
the issue, leading to their vote for the 
policy, noting that there was a lack 
of other discussion, visibility of the 
issue, or opportunities to learn about 
it, and without the media campaign, 
there would have been no action.

The evidence is sufficient 
to confirm the hypothesis 
that the media campaign 
contributed and rules out 
alternate explanations to 
explain the outcome.

Bellwether 
interview data

Analysis, Synthesis, and Promoting Use



Thus, while the final part of the chain was “doubly 
decisive” (i.e., it was clear that the adopted 
curriculum was contributing to better academic 
results), the overall inferential strength for the 
connection to collective impact passed the “hoop” 
test (i.e., the initiative was a player in how the 
curriculum was adopted and implemented, but many 
other factors also contributed). 

Alternately, other initiatives had less strong 
inferential strength as you moved through the 
TOC (i.e., hypotheses about connections between 
activities to early changes were stronger than those 
related to systems changes leading to population-
level changes). However, the strength of the impact 
of the initiative in earlier stages strengthened the 
overall inference around collective impact being a 
key part of the causal mechanism.
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In the CI Study, at one site we found that an adopted curriculum was highly likely to 
have led to improvements in academic achievement, but the earlier linkage of how 
the initiative contributed to it was less strong compared to alternate explanations.

Collective Impact Callout: 
Exploring Levels of Inferential Strength

Analysis, Synthesis, and Promoting Use
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Synthesize results |  
Within your spreadsheet, you’ll now have the 
results of the analysis for each hypothesis and 
for the overall change story. Now is the time to 
describe what contributed to the change and with 
what level of certainty. Here you can augment the 
descriptive story of change you have gathered 
to date to include where the hypotheses about 
change held up, where and in what ways external 
drivers played a role, and the degree to which 
alternate explanations played a role.

In more complex systems-change settings, the 
likely story of change includes multiple contributing 
factors, necessary preconditions, and a confluence 
of activities and outcomes that were necessary 
for change. Where the hypothesized relationship 
is less strong, it will be helpful to understand 
what else contributed. Where the hypothesized 
relationship is strong, it may be helpful to describe 
or explore important aspects of the context or 
capacities required. Overall, the goal here is to 
deepen learning about what was effective in this 
case and help those involved and interested in 
related efforts to apply the lessons in future work.

Actions.               (continued)

Analysis, Synthesis, and Promoting Use
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External factors, including the federal requirements 
to lower the Chesapeake Bay total maximum daily 
load and increased federal funding for oyster 
habitat and restoration, have also contributed 
to the improvements in river/ecosystem health 
that were realized. However, the degree to which 
the initiative’s work went beyond regulatory 
requirements and the degree of engagement from 
a range of stakeholders is evidence of the overall 
approach. The outcomes do not seem plausible in 
the absence of the collective approach adopted by 
Elizabeth River Project.

Collective Impact Callout: 
Excerpt from Elizabeth River Site Report

Strength of the Causal Pathway

Analysis, Synthesis, and Promoting Use

Overall, there was compelling evidence the 
collective impact approach had a strong connection 
to the population change, with low plausibility of 
an alternate explanation. The initiative’s strong 
backbone and leadership, combined with an 
inclusive, participatory, shared-credit leadership 
style that placed no blame but rather focused on 
joint ownership of solutions, was necessary for 
engaging diverse partners and attracting funding. 
The initiative’s strategy, which focused on changing 
hearts and minds, led to improved practices, new 
work groups and programs, improved ongoing 
measuring and monitoring practices, and a 
willingness of local jurisdictions to go above and 
beyond requirements in their cleanup efforts. Media 
and public engagement campaigns were critical for 
building commitment, ownership, and trust. Overall 
funding, combined with committed cross-sector 
partners, was critical for cleanup efforts. As the river 
has become cleaner, it has reinforced commitment 
among partners and a positive relationship and sense 
of ownership about the river.
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Foster learning about results |  among stakeholders

While the language around the process tracing 
tests can be alienating or distracting, the benefit 
of the results is deeper learning about complex 
change initiatives among those who want to learn, 
improve, scale, or tackle new related issues. 
Actively finding ways to make meaning and 
use what is learned is important. Consider the 
following: 

>>  Share preliminary results with your advisors. 
Prior to formal documentation of results, discuss 
findings with your advisors. This is an opportunity 
to explain how their contributions were used, 
correct inaccuracies, and address doubts. Like 
the evaluation itself, this discussion should be as 
inclusive as possible and create adequate space 
for reflection and active, free, and meaningful 
participation (Bamberger & Segone, 2011).11

 11  Bamberger M and Segone M (2011) How to design and manage Equity-focused 
evaluations, UNICEF Evaluation Office. Retrieved from http://mymande.org/sites/
default/files/EWP5_Equity_focused_evaluations.pdf

Actions.              

Analysis, Synthesis, and Promoting Use
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Additional Considerations and Potential Pitfalls. 

Leave good “tracks” 

Conduct analyses and syntheses that can be 
understood and replicated by others. Be sure to 
document criteria, data sources, and gaps filled 
along the way.

Consider a team approach 

In the Collective Impact Study, many people played 
different roles. In the end, we found it helpful for the 
people conducting the process tracing tests to be 
strong analysts who hadn’t been directly involved 
in the data collection and TOC review process. 
This provided some strength of triangulation across 
analysts; it also allowed the focus to be on the data 
rather than the personalities or charisma of different 
individuals within site data collection processes. 
At the same time, each case had a site lead who 
reviewed the analysis and could push back and 
add nuance as necessary. It may be helpful to think 
about how to differentiate roles and connections 
to sites if you have a multiperson team. Also think 
about how your advisors and stakeholders may be 
involved and engaged throughout these processes.

Analysis, Synthesis, and Promoting Use

1. BEGIN

Developing
Your TOC

Refining
Your TOC

Analysis, 
Synthesis, and 
Promoting Use

Getting Ready 
for Analysis

2. CLARIFY

3. TEST

Laying a 
Strong 
Foundation

Understanding 
Your Case



How to Do Process Tracing   |    47

Consider other types 
of contribution, too

Process tracing seeks to help understand how 
change happened, but there are additional 
nuanced ways to think about contribution on a 
broader spectrum. If you find that a particular 
effort, initiative, or program doesn’t seem to 
have caused the change seen, consider whether 
it may have contributed in other, less visible 
ways through this process. In No Royal Road, 
evaluators Jim Coe and Rhonda Schlangen offer 
a spectrum of types of contribution beyond “lead 
contributor” that may be useful for explaining the 
different types of roles of an effort or initiative in 
complex change efforts, like policy change or 
other community and ecosystem-level initiatives 
seeking population-level changes. 

 12  A full description of the broader typology can be found on page 30 of Coe, 
J., & Schlangen, R. (2019). No royal road: Finding and following the natural 
pathways in advocacy evaluation. Center for Evaluation Innovation. https://www.
evaluationinnovation.org/publication/no-royal-road-finding-and-following-the-
natural-pathways-in-advocacy-evaluation/

These include recognition of roles such as “seed 
sower,” an actor that initiates a campaign and 
sows the seeds that grow into something that 
gathers momentum and takes on a life of its own, 
or “over-the-line getter,” an actor that makes a 
discrete or niche contribution that’s undeniably 
vital but may not show up in a process tracing 
hypothesis.12 

Analysis, Synthesis, and Promoting Use



Introduction

Know some key limitations

>>  Process tracing isn’t fast or low budget. The 
process requires meaningful engagement with 
stakeholders, iteration over time, and multiple 
data sources. 

>>  Process tracing is robust, but fairly narrow 
in scope. It will provide a strong answer to the 
degree and ways in which expected activities 
contributed to a proven result, or not. While you 
will also learn other things related to traditional 
process and outcome evaluation questions, it’s 
important to go into it with clarity about what 
the process will generate. In the CI Study, for 
example, we could state with greater certainty 
that collective impact meaningfully contributed 
toward population-level change in eight sites 
where an ultimate impact had occurred and 
fidelity to the collective impact model was 
strong. The study did not generate findings 
generalizable to all collective impact efforts (i.e., 
collective impact will always result in population-
level change). We also did not answer every 
question that could be of interest about how 
collective impact was working. If hypothesized 
causation isn’t found, you’ll come out of it 
understanding what did lead to change in a 
case (or across a set of cases).

When should I use process tracing? 

>>  Use it when untangling how change happened 
in more complex change scenarios. 

>>  Use it when you’re certain that the ultimate 
impact you’re seeking to understand has 
occurred (e.g., policy change, population-level 
outcome).

>>  Do not use it when looking only at shorter-
term outcomes for which there is a relatively 
straightforward causal relationship.

When you’re ready to operationalize and use the process tracing methodology, 
consider these final additional overarching thoughts.
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Closing Considerations

Closing Considerations 



How to Do Process Tracing   |    49

Closing Considerations

Expect to iterate

>>  Enter into process tracing knowing that the 
work will be iterative. As you learn more, you 
may identify new informants, new relationships 
to consider, and different ways of understanding 
other contributing factors/external drivers or 
alternate explanations. 

>>  Create a workplan, timeline, and budget that 
accounts for this reality.

Have a team that can cover 
various skills and roles

>>  The method overall requires a range of skills, 
especially if you want to meaningfully engage an 
array of stakeholders. 

>>  The work is well-served by staff who are strong 
interviewers. Focused but still open-ended inquiry 
is important when initially understanding the story 
and creating the change memo and TOC. 

>>  Strong facilitation skills are needed to effectively 
use the advisory group and engage in good 
group processes for testing the TOC.
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Conclusion

Conclusion
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Conclusion

Too often, evaluations of complex, messy systems-change 
efforts do little more than describe what happened. Deeper 
inquiry to understand and interrogate how change really 
happened leads to evaluations that truly help to sharpen social 
innovators’ assumptions, deepen their learning, and enhance 
their ability to adapt and respond to future contexts and 
scenarios. We also think this methodology can be consistent 
with Equitable Evaluation Framework principles and make 
evaluation and learning a tool for advancing equity—one that 
is conducted in collaboration with and not on communities. 
Implemented well, this methodology is participatory and can 
help put more power in the hands of those closest to and 
impacted by the work, centering the stories, knowledge, 
and experience that exist outside the boundaries of funders’ 
strategies or TOCs. 
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Appendix A

Appendix A  /  Notes for Multi-Case Contexts 

We realized it would be most helpful to lay out the 
key steps of process tracing for a single case or 
result, because even in multi-case study, you’ll 
do many of these same steps for each case. 
However, we also wanted to share additional 
guidance and lessons learned for the steps when 
conducting a multi-case study.

In this table, we provide additional notes and 
considerations for each stage. The table is 
intended to be used in tandem with the main 
content for that step.  

Additional Guidance 
and Lessons Learned



Understanding 
Your Case
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Appendix A

Step 2
In studies with multiple cases, chances are you won’t 
have the resources or time for a deep investigation in 
every site. You can still successfully capture change 
stories, but you’ll need to be very careful and strategic 
about who you interview and the documents you 
collect. In the CI Study, we had two key informants in 
this first stage, alongside a wide range of documents 
(dozens of documents from some of the sites). To save 
time, we did a cursory review of each document to 
decide whether and how it would be useful and which 
parts to code. 

Begin
Laying a Strong
Foundation

1.  Plan your data collection.
2.  Identify your informants.

ACTIONS

1.  Identify and recruit your advisors to the study.
2.  Develop a clear statement about the causal 

relationship you are testing. 
3.  Develop a model of the change pathway. 

MULTI-CASE ADDITIONAL CONSIDERATIONS

Step 1
In studies with multiple cases, you may want to have 
individuals with deep experience in the types of 
strategies being tested, along with potential site-level 
participants. For each case, you’ll want to have at least 
one local key partner who can stay with you throughout 
data collection and analysis, both to help troubleshoot 
and to be a sounding board. This person can also 
help you think about how to build local buy-in for the 
process and use of the results.

Step 2
In studies with multiple cases, you’ll need both 
a “top-level” causal statement that explains your 
understanding of the framework or overall approach 
you’re testing and a statement for each case. In the CI 
Study, our top-level statement was:

The deployment of a collective impact approach, 
implemented in a variety of geographies over different 
time periods, has directly contributed to measurable 
improvements in population-level outcomes. 

In this type of multi-case study, you’ll want your overall 
advisors to the study to help you refine the top-level 
statement and key stakeholders from each site to help 
you refine the case-specific statements.

Step 3
The same guidance applies in developing the model 
of the change pathway. You’ll especially want 
engagement with advisors on what model is relevant 
and useful across cases, knowing you’ll dig into each 
site or case specifically.
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Clarify
Testing Your 
Theory of Change

Steps 1 and 2
In studies with multiple cases, you conduct this step no 
differently than you would with a single case. You’ll do 
the testing unique to each case. Make sure you test in 
similar ways across sites and with similar breadth and 
diversity of stakeholders. A common protocol and list 
of stakeholder types can be helpful to develop prior to 
recruiting participants into the testing process.

Developing Your 
Theory of Change

1.  Engage stakeholders in testing and refining the TOC. 
2.  Develop a detailed protocol and prepare your visual 

presentation of the TOC in advance.

MULTI-CASE ADDITIONAL CONSIDERATIONS

Steps 1 and 2
In studies with multiple cases, you’ll have a change 
memo for each case, followed by a TOC for each case. 
At this point, you don’t need to develop any cross-case 
memos or visuals, nor will you do anything differently 
while you’re testing the TOCs in the next phase. You’ll 
return to the cross-case level work during the analysis 
later in the process, during Phases 5 and 6.

ACTIONS

1.  Write up the process by which change happened 
(change memo).

2.  Using your change memo, draft a TOC. 
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Step 2
For multi-case studies, you’ll likely want to analyze the 
strength of each case AND the strength of the individual 
steps in the TOC. For example, in the CI Study, we 
made determinations about the inferential strength of 
collective impact and the population-level impact. We 
also analyzed across sites how strong the linkages were 
from the collective impact conditions to the short-
term outcomes, from short-term outcomes to systems 
change, and from systems changes to population-level 
changes. Therefore, you’ll want to organize and conduct 
the process tracing analysis by case/site and then 
reorganize the data by grouping together by the type of 
hypothesis—for example, Excel worksheets where you 
have “like” hypotheses (e.g., activities to short-term 
outcome, short-term outcome to mid-term outcome). 

Additionally, having multiple cases will let you do 
additional kinds of quantitative analysis to explore 
cross-site themes and patterns through frequencies 
and cross-tabs.13 

Step 2
In the multi-case context, you may want to share 
site-specific reports with stakeholders for each case. 
Indeed, the promise of such a report may be offered as 
an incentive for participating in the study. 

Test

1.  Assess each hypothesis against the tests and 
document the results. 

2.  Synthesize the results.
3.  Foster use among stakeholders.

ACTIONS

1.  Identify and recruit your advisors to the study.
2.  Develop a clear statement about the causal 

relationship you are testing. 
3.  Develop a model of the change pathway. 

MULTI-CASE ADDITIONAL CONSIDERATIONS

Step 1
If you’re working across multiple cases, you’ll need 
to complete this step for each case. It’s important to 
agree across team members and sites on the level 
or altitude of the hypotheses being developed at this 
stage so they are comparable throughout the TOC and 
across cases.

Step 3
Develop the same sets of data for each site so that a 
robust site-level analysis can be completed before you 
turn to cross-site analysis. Additionally, just like you 
agreed on the level of hypotheses being developed, 
it’s important to agree across team members and sites 
on the level or altitude of the data being captured. You 
don’t want determinations of certainty or uniqueness in 
the process tracing tests to be an artifact of how data 
were captured versus the virtue of the change itself. For 
example, say that one analyst captures only cursory 
data about evaluation data showing that participants 
in a program achieved outcomes, and another 
analyst provides more detailed data on the degree of 
achievement and the degree to which results were seen 
across different segments, and shares confidence in 
the evaluation. The analysis of the hypothesis could be 
seen as more “certain” in the latter case, even if the 
data were equivalent in the former case.

Analysis, Synthesis, 
and Promoting Use

Getting Ready 
for Analysis

 13  Lynn, J., Stachowiak, S., Akey, T., & Gase, L., et al. (2018). When collective impact 
has an impact: A cross-site study of 25 collective impact initiatives. ORS Impact. 
http://orsimpact.com/DirectoryAttachments/10262018_111513_477_CI_Study_
Report_10-26-2018.pdf 
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Appendix B  /  Sample Theory of Change Review Protocol 

A facilitation guide for a process tracing 
theory of change review with stakeholders

1.  Introduce all participants and research team.

2.  Introduce the purpose/frame up the meeting:
  >>   Provide some framing around being critical: 

“We want this exercise to be a pressure test 
of how changes have unfolded over the past 
[number] years. I encourage you to put on your 
skeptic/critical hat to share your thoughts on 
how the initiative might have impacted change 
as well as how other factors—outside of the 
initiative—have impacted change.” 

  >>   Provide some framing around this being a 
“safe space.” 

3.  Share informed consent language. 

4.  Define key terms, including population 
outcome, systems change, early outcome, 
strategies, collective impact (CI) conditions, 
other drivers (have handout or put on 
flipchart paper): 

  >>   POPULATION OUTCOME. Changes in what you’re 
ultimately trying to influence (health, 
educational, or social outcomes; environmental 
improvement; etc.) 

  >>   SYSTEMS CHANGE. Formal or informal changes 
within or across organizations (changes to 
policy or organizational practices, new 
programs, etc.)

  >>   EARLY CHANGE. Changes in practices or how 
people are working together 

  >>   STRATEGIES. How the initiative is being 
implemented 

  >>   EXTERNAL DRIVERS. Things happening outside 
of the initiative—for example, other initiatives, 
policies, funding—that could have contributed 
to changes in the population outcome

15 minutes
The purpose of the 
meeting, introductions, 
and definitions



How to Do Process Tracing   |    57

Appendix B

1.  Walk them at a high level through the 
storyline of the systems changes that 
contributed to population-level change.

2.  Physically put the pieces up on the wall as 
you’re talking them through it (all pre-
populated):

  >>   WHITE. Population change
  >>   YELLOW. Systems changes

3.  Provide some framing around the population 
change: what data support it, including the 
most recent year in which data were reported 
(so you have a time frame to anchor in):

  >>   Ground the dialogue in the idea that we’re 
trying to understand what the initiative has 
already done to create the outcome, as 
opposed to what might happen in the future 
to further impact the change: “So, let’s look at 
what the initiative has done to get to the change 
we’ve seen in [population outcome].”

4.  Ask people to react to all of the systems 
changes—what resonates, what really 
describes how change happened, and what 
might they state differently?

  >>   When something resonates, acknowledge it, 
point to where it is on the visual, and put a 
star in the upper corner of the sticky note 
using the marker.

  >>   When something doesn’t resonate, check in 
with the room—is there a sense of agreement 
that a change is needed? 
 •   IF YES. Make the change using the 

appropriately colored sticky notes 
(note-taker: note this shift in the causal 
relationship has happened).

•   IF NO. Unpack, try to understand if you’re 
dealing with a difference of definition/
description or a true difference in belief 
about what drove the change. If the former, 
try to clarify to get everyone on the same 
page. If the latter, get people to process 
whether this is about level of contribution 
or about whether it was a contribution at all 
(“Are we rejecting part of the causal chain, 
or are we suggesting it isn’t as significant 
because of some other driver?”).

•  Depending on the response, you may be 
adding a new systems change or reframing 
the one already up.

5.  Continue to refine until there’s a general 
calming of energy in the room and people 
are feeling good about the flow on the wall. 
Hopefully, some things have been added, 
moved, and removed.

6.  Test the Narrative. 
Ask the room, “Looking at what’s on the wall, 
are there any systems changes that could be 
removed, and we likely would have seen the 
population-level change anyway?”

  >>   Review each systems change that doesn’t 
have a star on it and check on the importance 
of each one.

  >>   If there’s strong agreement in the room, pull 
the sticky note off the wall.

  >>   If there are mixed feelings, leave it where it is 
and move on.

7.  Ask good anchoring questions (if the 
systems changes aren’t seeming to “fit,” 
based on what you know):

  >>   What was the impact of that change? How did 
it drive outcomes?” (to make sure this is a driver 
of the population change you’re talking about).

  >>   “When did it happen?” (to make sure that the 
change has been accomplished)

Explore the “story” of 
systems change leading 
to population change

25 minutes
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1.  Focusing on the systems changes that 
they identified as directly contributing to 
the population-level changes, walk them 
at a high level through the storyline of how 
strategies contributed to those systems 
changes, including the “early wins” along 
the way (interim outcomes). Let them 
know where the data came from, why it’s 
important, and that you’ll be unpacking 
and challenging it. 

2.  Physically put the pieces up on the wall as 
you’re talking them through it (all pre-
populated):

  >>   ORANGE. Early wins (interim outcomes)
  >>   GREEN. Strategies

3.  Ask people to react now to the beginning of 
the map—what resonates, what really 
describes how change happened, and what 
might they state differently?

  >>   When something resonates, acknowledge it, 
point to where it is on the visual, and put a star 
in the upper corner of the sticky note using the 
marker.

  >>   When something doesn’t resonate, check in 
with the room—is there a sense of agreement 
that a change is needed?
 •   IF YES. Make the change using the 

appropriately colored sticky notes (note-taker: 
note this shift in the causal relationship has 
happened).

•   IF NO. Unpack, trying to understand if 
you’re dealing with a difference of definition/
description or a true difference in belief about 
what drove the change. If the former, try to 
clarify to get everyone on the same page. 
If the latter, get people to process whether 
this is about level of contribution or about 
whether it was a contribution at all (“Are we 
rejecting part of the causal chain, or are we 
suggesting it isn’t as significant because of 
some other driver?”).

•   Depending on response, you may be 
adding a new driver or reframing the one 
already up.

4.  Continue to refine until there’s a general 
calming of energy in the room and people 
are feeling good about the flow on the wall. 
Hopefully, some things have been added, 
moved, and removed.

5.  Test the Narrative. 
Looking at what’s on the wall, are there any 
strategies or early changes that could be 
removed and we likely would have seen the 
relevant systems changes anyway?

  >>   Review each sticky that doesn’t have a star 
on it and check the importance of each one. (A 
potentially good probe: “Would you have gotten 
to systems changes without X?”)

  >>   If there’s strong agreement in the room, 
pull the sticky note off the wall.

  >>   If there are mixed feelings, leave it where it 
is and move on.

Explore the “story” of interim 
outcomes and strategies 
leading to systems changes 

30 minutes
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Explore the “story” 
of other drivers 

1.  Let’s imagine that even though all of this 
good work happened, none of it was the 
reason the population-level outcome 
changed. Instead, other factors were major 
drivers of the change. We know some of 
them from our pre-interviews:

  >>   Place the red sticky notes (other drivers) on the 
visual, below the strategies and early outcomes, 
and narratively describe each one.

2.  Go through each driver, one by one: “Was  
this something that directly caused the 
population- or systems-level change, 
enabled the change, or in some way 
mediated it—for example, sped it up or 
slowed it down, but didn’t cause it directly?”

  >>   When something resonates, acknowledge it, 
point to where it is on the visual, and put a star 
in the upper corner of the sticky note using the 
marker.

  >>   If something doesn’t resonate, and there’s 
strong agreement in the room, pull the sticky 
note off the wall.

  >>   If there are mixed feelings, leave it where it is 
and move on.

3.  What other drivers, outside the control of 
the initiative, were critical to achieving the 
systems- and population-level changes? (A 
potentially good probe: “What happened 
that you did not influence but were very 
glad it happened”?)

  >>   As other possible drivers are named, add them 
to the visual using red sticky notes, pausing 
to see if there’s a shared sense of each one 
being important.

20 minutes
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1.  Introduce the idea: “We have a story with 
many different drivers, and we want to 
understand the ‘weight’ of the influence of 
the key actions they took compared to other 
drivers. We’re going to engage in a process 
of weighting the early changes, systems 
changes, and alternate drivers according 
to how influential they were in driving the 
population change.”

2.  Introduce the individual weighting activity 
(to provide data for discussion):

  >>   Let people know they each have 10 “weights”  
to distribute across all of the early and systems 
changes and other drivers (but not to the 
strategies or population-level outcomes). The 
goal should be to place the greatest weight 
on the early changes, systems changes, and 
alternate drivers; those that, had they not 
happened, the population change would not 
have happened. As feasible, given different 
colors/shapes to each participant so you can 
see how aligned or widespread their voting is. 
Keep in mind not to choose stickers that may 
visually produce different weights (e.g., stickers 
that much larger or smaller than others).

  >>   Specifically let them know they can put multiple 
dots on one item if it was a strong influencer.

  >>   Let them know they have five minutes to do 
this individual reflection.

3.  Lead people in group processing of 
individual weights: 

  >>   After all the weights are placed, go through 
them with the large group, beginning with 
those where the most dots are placed. Based 
on the results, facilitate as follows:

•   Many different colors of dots are on one 
sticky note, showing that many people 
voted on this sticky note: “It looks like there 
is a lot of consensus this was a critical 
influence.” (Then move onto the next, unless 
someone responds otherwise.)

•   Many different colors of dots are on one 
sticky note, with some colors having 
multiple dots, some having only one dot: 
“It looks like a lot of people agree this was 
very influential, but there isn’t necessarily 
agreement on how critical. Can someone 
who put more than one dot share your 
thinking?” (You want to get to a general 
sense of agreement on the “weight.”) 

•   About half the colors are present on a sticky 
note and about half are missing: “It looks 
like there’s some mixed opinion in the room 
about whether this was a critical influence. 
Does anyone want to share your thoughts 
about why it’s critical? What would happen 
if X went away?” (Your goal is to get to a 
general sense of agreement on whether it 
was or was not—capture both sides.)

Establish the “weight” of 
influence of early changes, 
systems changes, etc. 

45 minutes
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4.  Group Weighting. 
After the individual ratings and discussion, 
say: “Given our individual votes, I’m hearing 
[describe the links between early changes, 
systems changes, and alternate drivers that 
remain from the group discussion].”

  >>   “In this next step, I want to verify that this  
narrative is really the right one by having 
us as a group decide which of the changes 
and drivers are most important in achieving 
population change.” 

  >>   “We know getting to population change is   
complex and multifaceted, but we’d love to 
leave with a better understanding of what you 
think the most important components are. 
I have 10 new dots worth 10% contribution 
toward the population changes” (use a color 
not previously used).

•   “If each dot is worth 10%, does anyone
want to make a case for how you’d 
proportion 100% of contribution of the 
population change?”

•   “Would anyone make an alternate case?”
  >>   Once it seems like the group is generally on   

board, do thumbs up (story is good), thumbs 
sideways (partially right, but needs some 
change), and thumbs down (not the right story) 
to assess agreement.

•   For anyone thumbs sideways or down, what 
would they change? You want to make sure 
you have general agreement that people can 
“live with” the story—no thumbs down, and 
not many sideways thumbs.

•   Only a few colors are present on the sticky: 
“Only a couple people feel strongly about 
this being an influencer. Does anyone who 
put a dot up want to make an argument to 
the room about why it was critical?” (Absent 
a lot of head nodding and murmured 
agreement, thank the person and move on 
after the pitch is made.)

•   No colors are present on a sticky: Ignore.

•   When relevant, probe for proof: “How do 
you know, or what evidence do you have, 
that [you reached a lot of people with the 
marketing campaign, doctors changed their 
practices, the backbone was a key driver of 
the work, etc.]?” 
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Divide people into two groups—one to play the 
“champions” and one to play the “skeptics.”

1.  Say: “I want [indicate group/people] to take
on the role of the initiative champion, and 
provide some concrete examples to us of 
how we’ve gotten from these strategies 
to the early and systems changes you’ve 
prioritized [name them].” 

2.  Say: “I want [indicate group/people] to
take on the role of the skeptics, who believe 
the prioritized alternate drivers [name them] 
created the population change.” 

3.  Say: “Each side needs to provide their best 
‘proof’ using concrete examples.” 

4.  Say: “I encourage you to channel folks who 
are not in the room—groups who have either 
championed or been critical of the work of 
the initiative over the years. Also, it may be 
helpful to consider what those most directly 
impacted by [type of issues] might think.”

5.  Give each group seven minutes to make 
their case.

6.  Listen and acknowledge. If you feel there’s 
an area where little attention has been paid 
(for example, data suggests an external 
driver is important), take the roles of the 
skeptic/champion and ask people for data 
for/against. When relevant, probe for proof: 

 “How do you know, and what evidence do 
you have?” 

Test the 
whole “story” 25 minutes
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Wrap-up 

1.  Ask: “One last question as we’re wrapping 
up: To what extent do you feel like the 
perspective we have around the table 
represents the full range of stakeholders 
who can speak to the initiative? Can 
everyone give a thumbs up (full range), 
sideways thumb (some key perspectives 
are missing), or thumbs down (many 
perspectives are missing)?” 

2.  Ask those who were thumbs down or 
sideways: “Who could share alternate 
perspectives that would help us gain a better 
picture of what’s happening in the initiative? 
Please provide names and contact info” (for 
additional verification if needed).

3.  Thank them for the dialogue. Let them know 
how the results will be used and what they’ll 
receive back and when.

5 minutes
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Appendix C  /  Sample Data Assembly Spreadsheet

Single-Case Spreadsheet

[Hypothesis 1]Change
Hypothesis

Change
Hypothesis Data
(data points a, b, 
and c on page 34)

[Hypothesis 2] [Last Hypothesis] [Overall TOC]

Alternate 
Explanation
(data point d)

Alternate 
Explanation Data 
(data point e)

Analyst
Confidence

Test
Passed

Multi-Case Example: In a multi-case effort, after 
conducting tests at the case level, as illustrated 
above, you’ll likely want to look at patterns across 
sites for hypotheses that are at similar parts of the 
theory of change. In the Collective Impact Study 
(CI Study), for example, we were able to look for 
patterns across sites about how collective impact

conditions led to early changes, how early changes 
led to systems changes, and how systems changes 
led to population-level impacts. On the next page 
is a sample of what the spreadsheet looked like 
when looking for patterns across similar types of 
hypotheses.
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Site

Test
Passed

Site 1 Site 2

Strength of Collective 
Impact Implementation 
(one column per condition, 
with the rating for quality of 
implementation per cond.)

Types of Early Changes 
Achieved (yes/no data with 
columns for each type of 
early change assessed)

Types of Alternate
Explanations

Analyst 
Confidence

Collective Impact Conditions to Early Changes Hypotheses

Site 3
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Glossary 

Alternate Explanations 
Alternate explanations refer to other plausible 
ways to explain how change was achieved 
outside of impact from the initiative, efforts, or 
activities included in the hypothesis being tested. 
In other process tracing literature, this is referred 
to as “rival explanations.”

Case
Case refers to a specific intended impact, such 
as a population, policy, or systems change, and 
the strategies and larger context that contributed 
to that impact. If a community or initiative 
achieved multiple but distinctly different impacts, 
you’ll need to conduct a separate process tracing 
analysis for each.

Change Memo
The change memo is a written document that 
compiles your evidence about how change 
happened from across many different data 
sources—the evidence underlying your visual 
TOC. It can include multiple, divergent stories 
about how change happened, which you’ll need 
to test in later phases of the analysis.

External Drivers
External drivers play a very important role in 
process tracing studies. They’re the other things 
occurring in the context (or from outside the 
context, but affecting it) that may be plausible 
alternate explanations or contributing factors for 
why the impact being tested occurred.

Inferential Strength
Inferential strength is testing the degree to which 
evidence can establish whether, and how, a 
potential cause or causes influenced a specified 
change or set of changes.

Rubric
Rubric, in this context, refers to a way of making 
a judgment about the quality of the data, rather 
than an analytical tool for exploring your data. 
You’ll want to assess features like the credibility 
of the source, whether the data measures the 
change or a related concept, whether the data is 
one point in time or over time, etc.
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