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Some Sad Truths about the Social Sector

Nonprofit organizations are the heart of our civic society. Where commercial and
governmental initiatives are lacking, nonprofits step in to fill the void — be it in promoting the
arts, stewarding our cultural heritage, providing health services, protecting the environment, or,
most fundamentally, providing a safety net for our country’s most challenged, marginalized, and
structurally disadvantaged individuals and families. It is therefore incredibly important that
nonprofits succeed in their work. And, sadly, often they do not.

But we must understand the context that produces weak and under-performing nonprofit
organizations. Nonprofits typically are under-resourced, their staff and leaders underpaid,
their directors spending much of their time desperately chasing new grant dollars to pay off
old expenses. And, it must be said, nonprofits are encouraged to make exaggerated claims to
gratify corporate patrons, foundations, and well intended donors...and then are blamed when
they “fail to produce.”

What does this mean for those of you who run social service organizations? Your organization
has a mission to create positive change —to help make people’s lives more fulfilling and
productive, our neighborhoods safer, medical care more accessible, our populace healthier, our
schools more effective, poverty less hard to escape from, literacy universal, families stronger,
drug use and crime diminish, child abuse and neglect lessen, teenage pregnancy continue to
ebb, foster care children succeed once they “age out” of the system, public policies work as
intended...and more. But how well are you doing? Is your organization realizing the vision and
strategy that motivate it? Or to put it another way: how robust is its Theory of Change?



What is a Theory of Change?

Much has been written about Theories of Change. Mostly the focus is on the level of individual
programs. The Hunter approach to theory of change is concerned with organizations as wholes:

a Theory of Change is the systematic linkages that align an organization’s daily operations (the
thingsfront-l i ne st aff do) wi arthingsthatkegyor gani zati on
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For many reasons, including the arbitrary and unaccountable ways that funders support them,
almost all nonprofit organizations lack a coherent, usable or even well articulated Theory of
Change. The resulting disconnect — or “gap” — between strategy and operations (illustrated in
the figure below) can create organizations that work hard but not well, operate efficiently but
not effectively (or the reverse, or both), are productive but don’t come close to getting the
results they expect, and fail to learn from their efforts (thereby missing an opportunity to
strengthen the fields within which they work). A Theory of Change ties together an

0 r g an i metivating thdughts with the actual, hard facts of its performance —and
provides a blueprint for getting performance to match intentions.
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To be useful a Theory of Change must be:

0 Meaningful - It describes the whole organization accurately in ways the Board of
Directors, executive leaders, managers, and staff acknowledge is accurate and
persuasive. And further, it is designed to accomplish something of value,
recognizable as such by all interested parties (“stakeholders” both internal and
external).

0 Plausible- If the efforts it describes can be implemented, they are likely to achieve
intended goals, objectives and outcomes.

o0 Doable- It is realistic, taking into account the organization’s capacities in relation to
its resources context or environment. In other words, it describes something that
really can be achieved with in existing constraints.

0 Measurable—It is made real by measuring key areas of performance, including
outcomes and other indicators of success.

0 Monitorable —The theory of change provides a useful framework for an
organization to monitor and managing organizational performance and to improve
and maintain the quality and effectiveness of its programming in an ongoing and
sustainable manner.

Hunter Consulting LLC works with organizations to produce robust theories of change
that meet all these requirements.

What is a Theory of Change Workshop?

The Hunter approach to conducting Theory of Change Workshops requires a great deal of
organizational commitment of time and resources. It takes four full days, generally consisting
of two sets of two days each separated by one or two weeks. To benefit fully an organization
will need to assemble a vertically integrated workgroup — that is, a team consisting of
representatives of the board of directors, the full executive leadership group, all mid-level
managers, and a number of front line staff (representing all programs and staff categories) —
whose members make a commitment to participate for the entire four days. Generally this
means there will be 15 to 20 participants.

begins by helping you to clarify your organization’s Strategy (as expressed in its mission, goals
and objectives), next focuses intensely on the Theory of Change (expressed as objectives,
outcomes and indicators) that is the framework guiding all your efforts, and then helps you
improve your organization’s Performance Management System (expressed through indicators,
measures and data). In this way the Theory of Change brings an organization’s daily activities
into alignment with its overarching Strategy.



Sut aTheory of Change Workshdmas three objectives

1. To help an organization develop a top-to-bottom consensus on what each department,
program, and person contributes to the value of what the organization produces,

2. To create a blueprint for the (re)degin ofan organization and its progran(s) to make it
robust and sustainable, and its work measurably effective. And

3. To design the performance management sgsn that you will use to keep your
organization’s work at the highest levels of quality and efficiency.

A successful workshop will result in immediate, core improvementso an organization, as well
as a plan for progress

The format of a Theory of Change Workshop is roughly as follows. (However, additional days
may be necessary for organizations that are very large and/or have many programs.)

Day One

0 Review, question, and clarify basic strategic decisions that an organization has made (e.g., to
emphasize program development or scaling up), and improveits strategicfocus wherethis
isindicated

0 Clarify Mission, Goal( and Objective(s).

0 Define and codify the organization’s target population—that is, the people it works to help
achieve measurable outcomes and holds itself accountable to (defined in terms of
demographic and baseline features). This population is distinguished from the
organization’s service population—that is, the wider range of people to whom it offers
limited supports and opportunities (such as access to computers and the internet,
information, free meeting space, food or entertainment).

Day Two

0 Select, define and codify the organization’s outcomes(the measurable social value
of its work).

0 Select, define and codify indicators(the kinds ofevidencethe organization will use to know
whether these outcomes have been achieved).

Day Three

0 Review program models/design®r evidence that they are likely to be effective.
Propose modifications as indicated.



0 Design and codify program elementsdevelop indicators that will be used to monitor and
manage program quality.

0 Clarify organizational capacitiesecessary to implement and sustain program(s) as
designed.

Day Four
0 Identify (or where necessary design) key implementationand performance metrics

0 Design and codify a performance managemensystemfor the organization asa wholeand
for each program serviceand/or local site(clearly articulate what data to track, how to
interpret and use them, and how staff will be held accountable for driving up the value of
their work).

Homework during and after the workshop

As part of the workshop, participants will find that some issues can’t be resolved in the
immediate discussion. (For example, the terms “low income”, “at-risk”, or “youth” might be
used in describing a program’s target population; in order for such terms to be useful and
meaningful, the organization will have to decide how to define them. If it turns out that people
within the organization define these terms differently, it may be necessary for the organization
to do some research before settling on the definitions it will use to manage its work.) In such
cases, the Executive Director might want to appoint a group to investigate the matter and bring
back pertinent information or recommendations to the entire workgroup for resolution at the
next meeting. Or, this may require more time and work than can be contained within the
workshop schedule, in which case the Executive Director will assign the task to a group with a
timeline for completing it; the results of this work will then be folded into the theory of change
blueprint produced during the workshop.

Also, after the second day of the workshop participants will be asked to analyze their core
programs using a Worksheet Template that Hunter Consulting LLC has designed specifically for
this purpose. This will clarify program design and staffing, as well as the outcomes they are
intended to produce, and will inform the work on days three and beyond, where program
designs are assessed for their likely effectiveness and the framework for a performance
management system is designed.

Theory of Change Blueprint

At the conclusion of the workshop, David Hunter will create a final Report — a “blueprint”
outlining, in great detail, the steps that the workshop participants decided the organization will
take in order to become stronger, more aligned, better managed, more effective, and more
sustainable. It will focus specifically on one or more of the following changes:

1. Improvingstrategic focus-thereby increasing the likelihood that the organization will
succeed in its work.



2. Improvingprogram design- using evidence-based models and practices (as applicable
to the organization and its context) to increase the likelihood that programs and
services will be effective in achieving their intended outcomes.

3. Building andor strengtheningorganizational capacities- developing what the
organization will need to run its programs reliably, sustainably, and efficiently.

4. Designng and implementingmore practical and resultslriven performance
management- building a system that can monitor key data that inform what it takes to
manage the organization successfully.

5. Creatingaf oundati on f or ev aleffativenessgndtmpaet—or gani zat i
making sure that essential data showing the organization’s creation and delivery of
social value are collected and monitored in an ongoing manner.

Ongoing Support to Clients

After creating the Theory of Change blueprint, David Hunter will remain available to your
organization. There is no charge for occasional, informal email and telephone conversations.
Formal, more intensive and site-based consultations will entail an additional fee.

Ongoing support includes consultation and assistance in a variety of areas including:

Selecting and implementing your performance management data system
Refining your metrics

Tracking outcomes

Preparing for formal evaluations

Preparing presentations to your Board of Directors

Preparing public presentations of your work

O OO0 O0Oo

Who has benefited from these Workshops?

The organizations that will benefit most from participating in a Theory of Change Workshop are
open to the process of challenging their current assumptions and methods. As a prospective
client it is important for you to understand that this is a difficult process, but one that can
materially strengthen your organization. Ultimately, David Hunter seeks to ensure that the
efforts of all your programs will be of the highest quality and are designed, implemented and
coordinated to serve participants effectively.

Here are a few examples of organizations and initiatives that have achieved tangible results
from working with him:

0 Rocais a youth development organization in Chelsea, Revere, and East Boston,
Massachusetts. It uses an intensive, relationship-based approach to work with very high-
risk young people ages 14 — 24 who are: street/gang/court involved; about to drop out or
who have dropped out of school; young parents; and/or immigrants. These young people
are involved in Roca for anywhere from 2 — 4 years. Roca’s focuses relentlessly on building



relationships with these young people — and also works with the major institutions in their
lives (criminal justice, child welfare, education, health, etc.) — in order to support their
personal transformative efforts to live out of harm’s way, and enter a path of economic
independence.

In its theory of change workshops, Roca developed a highly focused and tightly aligned
organizational structure and robust program model, a staff competency framework, and an
evaluation system to track and evaluate its capacity to (re-)engage disconnected young
adults in transformational relationships and move them, through incremental changes, to
the desired outcomes. Its performance management and evaluation system is designed to
drive and to link these outcomes directly relate to staff’s work with young people. Roca
uses five strategic methods: 1) persistent and insistent street work and outreach; 2)
transformational relationships with highly trained staff (including addressing court, mental
health, health, housing, immigration, and a range of other issues); 3) opportunities for
developing life skills, education (literacy to GED, ESOL, financial literacy and a range of pre-
vocational programs and training opportunities), and employment (basic transitional
employment, advanced transitional employment, and job placement and retention support;
4) peacemaking circles (for accountability, alternative sentencing, and gang intervention);
and, 5) engaging the institutions that are a part of young people’s lives.

Family Services of Montgomery County, headquartered in Eagleville, PA has a long and
distinguished history of providing human services to individuals and families — including
innovative services to people with HIV/AIDS — in over twenty programs. During the course
of its Theory of Change workshop, the organization recognized that its programs in part
were created by funding opportunities rather than built strategically to provide a
coordinated continuum of services. The organization set about (a) to redesign its structure
to support the implementation of such a continuum, and (b) to building processes to assure
that each participant receives the services appropriate for his/her needs. Its ultimate goal
is (c) to bring its operations and organizational structure into full alignment with its mission,
thus (d) making it possible to implement a state-of-the-art performance management data
system across all programs.

Project Hope, headquartered in its Community Center in Roxbury Massachusetts), was
launched some 25 years ago when the Little Sisters of Assumption opened their convent
doors to homeless women with children. Today Project Hope is a key institution in the
greater Dorchester-Roxbury area. In the course of its Theory of Change workshop the
organization (a) solidified and codified its bedrock principles; (b) tightened the definition of
its target population; (c) identified which of its programs are intended to produce outcomes
and (d) defined them measurably so it can be held accountable for producing them; (e)
clarified the ways in which it simply opens its doors to provide desired, relatively low cost
services to the local neighborhood (such as computer access) without expecting to produce
measurable outcomes; (f) began the redesign of its performance management system; (g)
designed its advocacy work with measurable outcomes for which it will hold itself
accountable; and (h) identified the capacities it would have to build in order to be able

to succeed in all these endeavors.



0 WINGS for kids, Inc. in Charleston, SC is a nationally recognized, not-for-profit organization
dedicated to helping kids behave responsibly, form positive relationships, understand
themselves, and gain problem solving skills essential to a joyful, successful life. It does so by
promoting social and emotional learning (SEL) in after-school programs. In its theory of
Change workshop the organization decided (a) to focus exclusively on programs it runs
itself, rather than manage other organizations’ programs; (b) adopted measurable outcomes
for which it holds itself accountable; (c) revised job descriptions and performance
expectations; (d) reigned in its plans for growth to allow it to solidify the quality and
effectiveness of its program over the next three years before beginning to replicate its work
at significant scale; (e) designed and implemented the performance management system it
will use to improve its effectiveness at all levels of the organization; and (f) created a
blueprint for building and improving the organizational capacities it needs to succeed in
these efforts.

0 First Place for Youth (First Place) provides intensive services to the San Francisco Bay Area’s
most at-risk young people (and is expanding to Los Angeles). The agency focuses on youths
transitioning out of foster care and wanting to achieve self-sufficient adulthood. First Place
offers a sound program model organized around transitional housing, and works with the
people it serves to help advance their education, prepare them to enter the work force, and
support their efforts to achieve permanent housing. First Place is in a growth process and
engaged in a four day Theory of Change workshop to tighten its strategy and develop a
blueprint that codifies its program and brings both its program elements and organizational
capacities into better alignment for success. In its theory of change workshop First Place
tightened the definition of its target population, clarified the purposes of its services,
selected a few outcomes that are essential for these young people, redesigned its
programming to yield those outcomes reliably, designed and implemented a sophisticated
performance management data system, and built processes to monitor and manage
organizational performance at all levels. The organization is about to undertake a formative
evaluation as a precursor to a full summative evaluation of its impacts.

What is Hunter Consulting LLC?

David E.K. Hunter, Ph.D. founded HUNTER CONSULTING, LLC in September 2006. Since then he
has been working both in the United States and internationally, consulting to the Social (not-for-
profit) and Public Sectors with a focus on developing strategies and theories of change,
organizational capacity building, performance management, and the creation, delivery, and
assessment of social value. His practice builds on some three decades of experience, in both
the Public and the Social Sectors, using performance management systems to improve the
quality and effectiveness of social services.

As Superintendent (CEO) of a State Psychiatric Hospital in Connecticut, his efforts led to superior
services (as documented by Accreditaton with Commendatiorby the Joint Commission for the
Accreditation of Healthcare Organizations in 1995), improved hospital safety, lower patient
lengths of stay — while attaining measurably improved treatment outcomes.

Subsequently, in his role as Director of Evaluation and Knowledge Development at a major
national foundation, David developed a new approach to consulting to organizations using



“theory of change workshops” that result in tightly structured, highly aligned nonprofit and
public sector social service and advocacy organizations with clear frameworks for the design,
implementation and use of performance management systems to deliver, monitor, learn from,
and evaluate high quality, effective, and efficient social services.

David Hunter consults across the US and internationally. He is a founding member of the
Alliance for Effective Social Investing, the author of numerous articles and presenter of a broad
range of papers about using theory of change workshops to drive strategic performance
management, and how to create, invest in, and sustain social services that deliver high value to
their intended beneficiaries. He consults to nonprofit organizations, funders, and the public
sector, and is a leader in developing metrics to assess the level of risk a funder is taking when
making an investment in a given social service agency.

Please visit David’s website at www.dekhconsulting.com for more information.

What does it Cost to engage Hunter Consulting LLC?

David Hunter’s time is billed at $2,500.00 per day plus travel costs. This is discounted to
$2,000.00 per day for projects requiring ten days or more, and for organizations with
annual budgets below $1 million. Beyond on-site time, all projects require two full days
for the production of a highly pragmatic, detailed, action-oriented final Report (a
blueprint for success.) Hence a typical theory of change workshop engagement will cost
an organization $15,000.00 plus travel expenses.


http://www.dekhconsulting.com/

