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ABSTRACT
Tourism interventions, as tools for social change and preservation of 
natural and cultural assets are inherently complex. This study presents 
an improved method for the evaluation of complex tourism interventions. 
We argue that participatory methods can promote a culture of evaluation 
that supports partners throughout evidencing project impacts, eliminat-
ing negative attitudes to evaluation resulting from fear of being judged 
on performance. We demonstrate that Theory of Change (ToC) is an 
effective tool that allows organisations to actively co-create and own an 
evaluation strategy to ensure the delivery of project outcomes. We show 
how ToC can be applied as a useful process and impact evaluation tool. 
This paper represents a novel methodological application of ToC based 
on participatory approaches to evaluation to disseminate knowledge 
and to improve decision-making in the field of tourism interventions 
and tourism policy making.

Introduction

An intervention refers to a combination of activities or strategies designed to assess, improve, 
or promote benefits among individuals or a portion of the population (Clarke et  al., 2019). 
Evaluating impacts of interventions is often a compulsory task, yet evaluation research focusing 
specifically on impacts of tourism interventions is underdeveloped (OECD, 2012; Twining-Ward 
et  al., 2021). Demonstrating that public funds used for interventions have brought about positive 
change is crucial. However, evaluations of tourism interventions have often proven unsuccessful 
in accounting for impacts, partly due to the ineffective evaluation methods utilised (Dyson & 
Todd, 2010; Phi et  al., 2018). Belonging to the category of social interventions, large tourism 
interventions with multi-level socio-economic and environmental outcomes cannot be evaluated 
holistically through simplistic cause and effect relationships (Vanclay, 2015).
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Participatory evaluation is a term for evaluation approaches that involve project participants 
in decision-making and other activities related to the planning and implementation of the 
evaluation strategy (Mathison, 2005). Whilst in the field of development studies there is plenty 
of literature applying qualitative and participatory methods for impact evaluation, there is little 
in the field of tourism policy making on concepts such as lesson learning and policy transfer 
which can be drawn from evaluations (Dredge & Jenkins, 2011). Being part of a wider strategy 
to deliver social change or conservation, tourism interventions require effective methods of 
evaluation to account for the variety of impacts they produce. The formative evaluation expe-
rience of co-designing encourages real-time learning, instead of being assessed on final per-
formance, creating the precedent for lasting project legacies. Theory of Change (ToC) is a 
participative evaluation tool which allows to map-out long-term desired outcomes of an inter-
vention and identify the investments and activities which will lead to the achievement of those 
outcomes (Taplin et  al., 2013; Weiss, 1998). It is particularly useful to make explicit causal 
relationships between activities and their outcomes.

Interventions that include multiple independent and interactive components are defined as 
complex (Rogers & Funnell, 2011). Quantitative impact evaluations traditionally used in tourism 
tend to report visitor numbers, length of stay and visitor expenditure, without the how and 
why of wider impacts achieved. Moreover, ex-post summative approaches to evaluation do not 
provide project partners with the tools nor the knowledge to deal with unintended outcomes 
and respond to the ever-changing external context in which interventions are implemented 
(Hachmann, 2011; Haarich et  al., 2019; Warnholtz et  al., 2022). We argue that traditional sum-
mative impact evaluation is often reduced to a tick-box accountability exercise and leaves no 
space for co-learning and creating a long-lasting project legacy (Højlund, 2015; Vanclay, 2015). 
A key factor in determining the success of a project lies in its flexibility in adapting and 
responding to unexpected challenges along the way (Vanclay, 2015). To improve the design of 
tourism interventions for better policy making, evaluation approaches need to allow for this 
flexibility.

The aim of this article is to address the dearth of knowledge on evaluation of complex 
tourism interventions alongside the methodological issues described above. With only a handful 
of qualitative evaluation studies published in tourism (Gregory-Smith et  al., 2017; Phi et  al., 
2018; Eckardt et  al., 2020; Warnholtz et  al., 2022), this paper explores how participatory, forma-
tive evaluations are powerful co-learning tools that allow to evaluate an intervention more 
holistically, if implemented from the early stages of a project. We focus specifically on how 
participative methods of evaluation improve co-design and learning for project partners. We 
highlight how this approach to evaluation helped to establish a sense of trust with project 
partners who no longer perceived the team of researchers as an external body judging them 
on their performance, alleviating the fear of evaluation.

Literature review

Evaluation is generally considered a tedious and dreaded task that organisations must endure 
to secure public funding. Large-scale project evaluations are mostly conducted ex-post, focusing 
on quantitatively measuring results with little attention paid to the contextual conditions of 
project partners and the environment in which the project is implemented (Knippschild & Vock, 
2017). Evaluations are rarely seen as useful learning exercises, placing little emphasis on why 
or how a project did (or did not) achieve change (Hachmann, 2011). Most summative evaluations 
are result-oriented, produced ex-post and often externally, to demonstrate that the funders’ 
money was well-spent (Morra and Rist, 2009; Hachmann, 2011, Højlund, 2015).

We embrace the idea that evaluation should be a meaningful learning experience, and chal-
lenge the notion that objectivity and credibility of evaluations only derive from evaluations 
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conducted externally (Fitzpatrick et  al., 2011) through a set of generic quantitative indicators. 
Participative evaluation methods are different and yet may be applied in both internal and 
external evaluations (Morra & Rist, 2009). To judge which approach to evaluation holds the 
most value, the definition provided by Cronbach et  al. resonates significantly with our stance: 
“… excellence ought to be judged against how evaluation could serve a society… An evaluation pays 
off to the extent that it offers ideas pertinent to pending actions and people think more clearly as 
a result” (1981, p. 65). By being clear on why and for whom we are evaluating, we can identify 
different types of impact evaluations, based on differing evaluation paradigms and values.

Although criticisms may arise around a lack of objectivity and credibility of evaluations 
conducted internally against those conducted externally (Fitzpatrick et  al., 2011; Morra & Rist, 
2009), participatory evaluation methods conducted internally encourage evaluators to act as 
facilitators and trusted advisors, supporting partners in making the assessment and learning 
throughout this process (Northcote et  al., 2008). Evaluation is beginning to be considered as a 
participatory tool to empower project partners and increase capacity within institutions and 
organisations (Vanclay, 2015). Increasing the application of robust, participatory, qualitative 
methods of evaluation provides the opportunity to better unpack causality and address unex-
pected outcomes throughout the project implementation process.

What is ToC?

A ToC is an evaluative framework to address why and how a project works by identifying causal 
links between activities and outcomes (Taplin et  al., 2013; Weiss, 1998). It is usually presented 
in a diagram or map (see example in Figure 1 below) depicting how the activities of an inter-
vention lead to outputs, outcomes and impacts. Used as a participatory evaluation method, it 
encourages project partners to reflect on how and why change is to be achieved (Getz, 2019, 
Vogel, 2012). The iterative process of development of a ToC is as important as the product that 
results from it (Getz, 2019; Wigboldus & Brouwers, 2011).

An analysis of both the context where the change is taking place and the role of the inter-
vening parties is crucial to understand why an intervention achieves a set of outcomes in a 
particular context (Vogel, 2012). Co-designing a ToC from the outset is a thinking process that 
can steer a project towards the desired goals and help get the most value out of an evaluation. 
Whilst it is easier to look at projects retrospectively and create a convenient discourse around 
what results it did or did not achieve, and more importantly why, ToC requires ex-ante theorising 
with project partners, creating a greater sense of accountability and responsibility (Eguren, 
2011). Much more than designing a linear diagram, ToC must be intended as a continuously 
evolving tool articulated, tested and improved over time with those involved in its design 
(Dillon, 2019, Vogel, 2012).

Originally, Weiss (1998) described ToC as being comprised of two equally important compo-
nents: programme theory and implementation theory. Programme theory is concerned with 

Figure 1. E xample ToC diagram, author’s own, (2022).



4 L. J. MONTANO ET AL.

uncovering causal links between the mechanisms triggered by the activities of a project and 
their possible outcomes. Implementation theory refers to the operational side of a project. It 
underpins the physical resources and activities that are required to translate objectives into 
practice, the so called “nuts and bolts” of project operations (Weiss, 1998).

Why implement ToC to evaluate tourism interventions

Despite tourism interventions being a prime example of social interventions in complex settings, 
there is a lack of appropriate evaluation methods implemented to evidence wider tourism 
impacts (Maini et  al., 2018) and still, this remains at a primarily theoretical/methodological level 
(e.g. Bertella et  al., 2021). The aim of social interventions is to improve the welfare of a particular 
area or target group through specifically designed strategies (Warnholtz et  al., 2022). Social 
interventions may trigger multiple visible and invisible, mechanisms leading to various expected 
and unexpected outcomes. Yet, little research has been conducted to these mechanisms and 
processes when implementing tourism interventions and deal with the uncertainty and 
non-linearity of outcomes (Park & Yoon, 2011; Phi et  al., 2018; Warnholtz et  al., 2022).

Tourism academics and consultants tend to evaluate interventions without considering the 
socio-cultural context of the destination, nor the wider social and environmental impacts the 
intervention generates (Twining-Ward et  al., 2021). Reducing success to quantifiable outcomes, 
figures such as visitor numbers, length of stay and visitor expenditure (e.g. Baral & Rijal, 2022; 
Gasparini & Mariotti, 2021; Kitamura et  al., 2020) does not allow the understanding of the 
process that led to those outcomes, understanding necessary to transfer interventions elsewhere 
(Gregory et  al., 2017). For an evaluation to be (1) context-sensitive, (2) explain how and why 
certain impacts were achieved (Peeters et  al., 2018; Stoffellen, 2018), and (3) offer learning 
opportunities to initiate social change (Bertella et  al., 2021), complementary quantitative and 
qualitative evaluation is needed (Vanclay, 2015; Waas et  al., 2014).

To evaluate tourism interventions holistically, it is necessary to revise our approach to eval-
uation and our understanding of “impact.” As discussed in Northcote et  al. (2008), involving 
stakeholders in the design of an evaluation strategy is pivotal as this allows to and co-learn 
with those implementing tourism interventions. Whilst ToC is widely implemented in develop-
ment studies (e.g. Maini et  al., 2018; Mayne & Johnson, 2015; Vogel, 2012), it is surprisingly 
absent from the tourism literature (Twining-Ward et  al., 2021). To the best of the authors’ 
knowledge, the study conducted by Phi et  al. (2018) evaluating a tourism intervention to alle-
viate poverty in Vietnam, along with the study conducted by Warnholtz et  al. (2022) investigating 
how tourism projects can act as catalysts for social change, represent the only practical examples 
of the application of ToC to evaluate complex tourism interventions. Both were applied outside 
the context of EU-funded regional development programmes, where many studies have high-
lighted the difficulties faced by stakeholders to appraise a true value of the programme (e.g. 
Ioannides et  al., 2006; Liberato et  al., 2018; Shepherd & Ioannides, 2020; Stoffellen & 
Vanneste, 2017).

Despite the call for widening impact evaluation towards more qualitative aspects of tourism 
impacts, this has yet to be achieved in practice. Phi et  al. (2018) argue that ToC contributes to 
opening the “black-box” of why and how tourism interventions succeed or fail. This is because 
ToC workshops offer a space to question the rationale of project activities towards achieving 
desired outcomes (Bertella et  al., 2021). This paper responds to this gap by adopting more 
holistic approaches to evaluate tourism interventions, and more specifically around the imple-
mentation of ToC to evaluate complex tourism interventions. As a participative approach to 
evaluation which empowers project implementers, ToC can contribute towards the achievement 
of positive, lasting social change (Bertella et  al., 2021; Getz, 2019; Sullivan & Stewart, 2006; 
Warnoltz et  al., 2022).
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Challenges when adopting ToC as an evaluation tool

The term ToC and its graphs have often been misused and reduced to a simple, linear logic 
map that does not account for the level of complexity and causal relationships present in an 
intervention (Allen et  al., 2019). When researchers and stakeholders co-construct a relevant 
theory for the proposed intervention this entails making a series of assumptions explicit, around 
how and why they expect certain activities to bring around desired change (Mayne, 2015). This 
process can get extremely messy and poses a set of challenges. First, getting partners to buy-in 
on this approach is not always straightforward. It is crucial to dedicate sufficient time and effort 
to develop a good level of trust between the researcher and the stakeholders prior the co-design 
of a ToC. This allows participants to reflect and share their thoughts with honesty (Vogel, 2012). 
Where this does not happen, it can be tempting for the researcher to take a more active role, 
significantly undermining the stakeholders’ ownership of the ToC, and loosing much of the 
initial purpose and the opportunity to create a meaningful co-learning experience (Maini et  al., 
2018; Sullivan & Stewart, 2006).

Second, we may face the risk of assuming linearity when attributing causality between certain 
activities and outcomes. However, it is important to ensure that the end product is not an 
overly simplified diagram misrepresenting the true complexity of interventions (Davies, 2018). 
Nested ToCs can partly tackle such over-linearity, by allowing the researcher to gain more insight 
into how programme theory unfolds at more granular levels, helping avoid overly complicated, 
confusing diagrams that fail to communicate programme logic (Douthwaite & Hoffecker, 2017; 
Mayne, 2015). We have addressed both these challenges within our methodology.

A complexity-aware ToC

Debates around the application of complexity social science to evaluation have been increasing 
(e.g. Byrne, 2013; Twining-Ward et  al., 2021) due to the belief that complex policy interventions 
seeking to achieve change across multiple levels (individuals, communities, and societies) cannot 
be evaluated appropriately by using exclusively experimental methods (Maini et  al., 2018; Walton, 
2014). The integration of theory-driven, complexity-sensitive approaches produce a better man-
agement of the change trajectory and challenge the current policy cycle status quo (Allen et  al., 
2019). We respond to this call by harnessing ToC as a tool to better understand the unpredict-
able dynamics throughout the implementation of a project leading to increased uncertainty 
about outcomes. Complexity-aware approaches offer positive responses to uncertainty and 
support the evaluation through a more effective tracking of change (Vogel, 2012). A 
complexity-aware ToC is not simply a logic model showing the steps of change, but a tool to 
identify points with uncertain outcomes to subsequently monitor change in an agile and adap-
tive way.

Methodology

Our stance of participative approaches being an epistemological necessity to conduct useful 
evaluations directly informed our choice of qualitative methods of data collection. We applied 
ToC to develop a joint understanding of how change is expected to occur and what needs to 
happen to achieve it. Although elsewhere interviews have been conducted to gradually piece 
together the ToC graph (e.g. Phi et  al., 2018), we adapted the stepwise approach that appears 
in various ToC guidelines to co-design these graphs via workshops (Maini et al., 2018; Twining-Ward 
et  al., 2021; Vogel, 2012). Building the ToCs collaboratively allowed partners to discuss and 
reconcile their perspectives simultaneously. This study was carried out following ethics approval 
from the lead author’s institution (reference number: 640816-640807-73226368). All project 
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partners were aware of the lead authors’ researcher role and informed consent was obtained 
prior to the workshops.

The setting for the evaluation is a cross-border EU Interreg programme called “Experience” 
that ran across six regions from September 2019 until March 2023 within the French-English 
Channel and involved fourteen partners (six regional councils, four Destination Management 
Organisations (DMOs), one charity, one university and two private organisations). Local business 
networks, local accessibility groups and residents were also engaged. “Experience” was co-financed 
by the European Regional Development Fund for €24.5 million. “Experience” trained businesses 
to develop sustainable experiential tourism activities in the winter season, with the aim of 
decreasing seasonality. By adapting infrastructure, delivering training and promoting new expe-
riential and accessible itineraries, the project aimed to become a leading international example 
of year-round innovative experiential tourism. It represents one of the largest tourism projects 
funded by the EU so far.

ToC was initially introduced during a project-wide steering group meeting where the research 
team presented partners with the overarching project ToC (see Figure 2). This was previously 
teased out by the research team when analysing the project proposal document and served 
as a building block in the co-design of nested, regional ToCs. The researchers were aware of 
the sensitive, governmental roles of the partners involved, who were assured of their anonymity. 
Hence, whilst we can share the overarching ToC extrapolated from the proposal document, we 
are unable to publish the individual partners’ nested ToCs. Instead, we will utilise the overarching 
ToC as a sample of what the final graphs looked like and explain the process adopted to 
design it.

We facilitated individual workshops for each project partner who requested them. We 
developed six ToCs involving members of each project partner with different hierarchies who 
worked on different work-packages, to increase the likelihood of correctly mapping progress 

Figure 2.  Steps to articulate the nested ToCs, authors’ own (2022).
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and challenges. We co-designed the nested ToCs at different points in time, and with different 
Covid restrictions in place. Consequently, some workshops took place online, and some occurred 
face-to-face. We co-designed the initial six regional ToCs between August 2021 and December 
2021. A second round of ToC workshops to re-visit and discuss progress made against the 
previous ToCs was run between August and November 2022, at an interim stage of the project. 
A final ToC workshop was facilitated by the lead author in February 2023, at a face-to-face 
final project-wide steering group meeting held during the project closure period. The work-
shops were facilitated by the lead author and lasted between 90-120 min. During the online 
workshops, the researcher shared a link to an empty ToC template on the online platform 
MURAL, that all participants could populate simultaneously whilst discussing and agreeing 
upon the various elements of the ToC. During the face-to-face workshops, participants wrote 
outcomes, outputs activities and assumptions on post-it notes, and these were then attached 
to the ToC template printed on a poster. Minutes of the discussion were also taken by a 
minute-taker appointed by the lead partner, as requested by our funder, and these were also 
shared with the researcher.

At the end of each workshop both face-to-face and online the first author went through her 
notes, tidied up the graph (or created a digitised version when the workshop took place in 
person) and sent it for review. Once partners had added their own inputs, the ToC was shared, 
and updated and adapted on a 6-9 monthly basis. The research team maintained regular contact 
with project partners throughout the project implementation, and the nested ToCs were used 
to guide and reflect upon the progress taking place and to structure each partners’ final eval-
uation report. The following sections illustrate the steps we followed to build the nested ToCs. 
Steps 1-4 contributed towards building a programme theory, whilst steps 5-6 constitute the 
implementation theory (Weiss, 1998). The final ToC workshop held during project closure was 
particularly useful to discuss the extent the programme theory and implementation theory held 
true against initial assumptions and expectations.

Workshops: co-designing the ToCs with project partners

Step 1: Identifying and approaching the right partners. We offered all partners the opportunity 
to reach out to us to co-develop their nested ToC, approaching first those partners with whom 
we had developed closer ties, hoping that this would inspire others to follow suit. Once the 
first nested ToC was uploaded to the projects’ shared project management platform, other 
partners came forward and requested to co-design a ToC for their own. This process enhanced 
the theoretical relevance of our sample since the partners who took part in the co-design of 
the nested ToCs did so because they actively chose to engage.

Step 2: Identifying the aim and the context of the project in each destination. We started the 
workshops by defining key terms, ensuring that partners were clear and comfortable with the 
vocabulary being used. Next, partners were shown an empty template of a ToC, the starting 
point of which was to fill in the boxes regarding the aim and the context/need for project 
activities (see Figure 2 below). The researcher gradually guided the partners towards articulating 
how they expected change to happen, bringing it to the surface through a visual representa-
tion. Identifying an overall aim was crucial to move onto discussing the context in which the 
project was being implemented, reflecting on what contextual need the project was 
responding to.

Step 3: Identifying destination-specific long-term, medium-term outcomes. Partners were prompted 
to discuss and reflect upon what short-medium term and long-term outcomes were the aim 
of the project. This may be the most important element of a ToC Twining-Ward et  al., 2021).
When designing the nested ToCs partners were encouraged to identify outcomes that were 
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possible and attributable to the project at least in part. This ensured partners agreed on being 
held accountable for working towards those outcomes.

Step 4: Stating assumptions explicitly. The outcome mapping process helped partners to visu-
alise the change they wished to achieve and prioritise their goals, as well as identify what 
outcomes they agreed to be held accountable for. Explicitly discussing assumptions encouraged 
partners to be realistic and to identify the conditions required for their ToC to develop according 
to plan (Mayne & Johnson, 2015). Hence, for each long-term goal, the researcher ensured 
assumptions were also identified and incorporated within the diagram. This gave the opportunity 
to question the rationale behind the outcomes identified in the previous step, and forced par-
ticipants to be more explicit on why they believed the project could work.

Step 5: Thinking backwards to map out project inputs, activities, and outputs. The researcher 
guided participants through the backward-mapping process of identifying the project’s 
outputs and activities leading to the intermediate and long-term outcomes. For inputs, we 
identified the physical resources invested through the project to fund activities such as 
training, marketing, and promotion, implemented to help achieve the intermediate and 
long-term outcomes. This also included the identification of key outputs and activities that 
had already taken place, encouraging partners to compare the initial overarching ToC (see 
Figure 3) with their own timeline, and to identify what change had occurred according to 
plan, as well as to acknowledge those activities that had proven successful in bringing 
about some change as medium-term outcomes. Mapping the ToC also helped participants 
identify areas in which more activities were required to stay on track and achieve desired 
outcomes.

Step 6: Linking project activities to intermediate and long-term outcomes. Participants were 
prompted to discuss the links connecting the outputs, activities, and short/medium-term out-
comes to the long-term outcomes, to build the pathways to change. The researcher challenged 
participants to discuss why those activities were expected to lead to desired goals. This stage 
is often thought of as the “messiest” one (Twining-Ward et  al., 2021) because of the many 
moving parts within the project, hence designing a final diagram that all participants were 
happy with required a lot of revising. Once a final version was drafted, the researcher tidied-up 
the diagram and sent it to participants for to review.

Figure 3.  Project-Wide Overarching ToC, authors’ own (2022).
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ToC data analysis

Data collection and data analysis occurred simultaneously through collaborative workshops (e.g. 
Mayne, 2015, Breuer et  al., 2016).Positioning herself as an expert facilitator who, by no means 
attempted to speak for project partners, the researcher encouraged the latter towards activating 
their own narrative. With multiple participants’ perspectives being collected and reconciled, the 
final ToC graph was the product of multiple iterations and discussions and did not require 
further analysis. That being said, ToC is said to be more articulate when integrated with an 
in-depth narrative evaluation report (Phi et  al., 2018), providing a more detailed account of the 
different assumptions, rationale, and mechanisms at play. Hence, it was agreed with partners 
that the nested ToCs would also be used to articulate the change narrative in their final eval-
uation reports for the project funders to review. At the time of writing this article, project 
partners have finalised their regional project evaluation reports, supported by the updated 
versions of the nested ToCs reviewed in November 2022.

Findings

As the paper aims to showcase the method, we provide the official, project-wide ToC (Figure 
3), used to develop the nested ToCs without compromising confidentiality. For reasons of ano-
nymity, we are unable to disclose partners’ graphs that emerged from the regional ToC workshops.

Uncovering partners’ change narratives through nested ToCs (programme theory)

Providing a legend at the top of each diagram was instrumental as during the workshops, a 
clear colour code for each element in the ToC helped keep participants focused on the different 
components we were discussing. The yellow boxes represent the context and the aim of the 
project identified in Step 2 (see Figure 1). Whilst in the graph above, the yellow boxes refer to 
the context and need of the project overall across all six destinations, in the nested ToCs these 
were destination-specific. For example, one partner identified the context for the project in 
their destination as “an unsustainable tourism offer, overly reliant on peak season and damaging 
for the social fabric of our community”. Their aim was: “To take the ‘peak’ out of the peak season 
and develop an integrated and coherent marketing strategy with our local destination management 
organisation to attract the right type of visitors, distributed more equally throughout the year, reducing 
the pressure on our locals.” Both context and aim of this project partner reveal an issue of 
over-tourism in peak season, causing their main concern to be the damaging effect over-tourism 
was having on their locals. Through the project they identified an opportunity to reconnect 
with their locals:

…you know, we just aren’t so comfortable with data…but I think we have made progress in the sense 
that, knowing how our residents feel and collecting regular data has become really important to us since 
working on this project with you guys… we are getting a chance to reconnect with our residents and 
show them we care. There is no easy fix really and a lot is out of our control, but we are moving in the 
right direction…these issues are really important to us in PLACENAME, some of the issues have hit col-
leagues working alongside us as well which brings the issue even closer to home.

Partners had different priorities. One, for example, focused more on inclusivity and accessi-
bility, revealing in their aim a desire to make their cultural offer more accessible to visitors and 
locals by “Improving inclusive access to PLACENAME’S natural and cultural assets to put PLACENAME 
on the map for sustainable experiential tourism.”

Looking back at Figure 3, and moving onto the green boxes, we now compare long-term 
outcomes. These were identified during the workshops in Step 3 (see Figure 2). Whilst in the 
ToC graph in Figure 2 these are long-term outcomes all partners signed-up to achieve through 
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the project overall, in the nested ToCs long-term outcomes were translated into aspirations each 
partner had for their destination respectively. A long-term outcome in the ToC shown in Figure 
3 indicates “improving accessibility of activities and itineraries.” This long-term outcome that 
appears in the overarching ToC revealed some interesting findings and allows us to show how 
ToC was a useful tool during the interim stage of project implementation.

The nested ToCs revealed a variety of interpretations and different degrees of importance 
were given to this outcome in each pilot region. One partner identified “local residents and 
visitors with disabilities feel more empowered,” as a key long-term outcome they wished to con-
tribute towards through the project. However, others completely ignored the “improving acces-
sibility” long-term outcome, focusing more on increasing economic revenue for locals and 
creating year-round job prospects through experiential tourism products.

Moving backwards towards activities and outputs, a main challenge was to identify the 
links between physical resources, activities and outputs to explain why these would lead to 
desired long-term outcomes. Those wishing to empower locals and visitors with disabilities 
amongst their long-term outcomes identified activities such as “accessibility testing,” “widening 
paths,” “increasing rest points,” “introducing wheelchair picnic benches,” “inclusion and diversity 
photography brief,” “one-to-one meetings with local access groups and disability groups.” These 
activities were aimed at making itineraries more accessible, as an output. When it came to 
stating assumptions explicitly (Step 4), this outcome was underpinned by the assumption that 
“connecting with local access groups, residents and visitors with disabilities to understand what 
we can do to enhance their experience will help them feel empowered and included in our tour-
ism offer.”

Identifying causal relationships and addressing emergent outcomes (implementation 
theory)

The findings show that bringing together the project team within a partner organisation to 
discuss and identify causal links between project resources, activities and outcomes allowed for 
a deeper understanding of how the project was unfolding in each pilot region according to 
the different agendas. What emerged clearly from the first round of workshops was that none 
of the partners highlighted how change was maximised through cross-border collaboration, a 
requirement of the funder. When asked about a key project output that should have occurred 
early in the project through cross-border collaboration, as evidenced in Figure 3 “developing a 
learning platform,” partners responded with silence and a degree of embarrassment, acknowl-
edging that so far that had been a project failure, possibly due to a lack of cooperation amongst 
the entire partnership.

The way different partners prioritised outcomes and the subsequent actions from the lead 
partner provide examples of the usefulness of a ToC approach as an interim evaluation tool, 
responsive to emergent outcomes. Based on what emerged in terms of lack of collaboration 
on the learning platform, the lead partner swiftly took responsibility for its development to 
avoid failure. Moreover, by comparing the over-arching ToC with the nested ones at an interim 
stage of project implementation, we noticed that whilst increasing accessibility by 33% was a 
project-wide output to be achieved, some partners had planned very little budget for activities 
related to accessibility, or completely ignored this in their planned activities at a regional level. 
Based on this evidence, the lead partner took action to remind partners that although the 
increase in accessibility of the tourism offer was to be intended as a project-wide increase, all 
partners were required to contribute individually towards this output by allocating specific 
funds, planned activities or infrastructure adjustments in place. In response to this, all project 
partners adjusted budgets and activities accordingly, to evidence how they would be contrib-
uting to that outcome in their own pilot region.
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Developing positive attitudes to evaluation and building trust with project partners

Partner buy-in for the development of a ToC did not occur automatically, but once the 
most proactive partners designed theirs, the rest naturally followed suit. Only during the 
ToC workshops participants truly understood its value. During the backwards mapping 
process, participants were asked to use their knowledge of the context and project imple-
mentation to explain why they expected the project resources and activities to leverage 
the desired change. They all responded positively to such enquiries. The tones were ami-
cable, the environment cooperative and friendly. This was made clear with comments 
such as:

‘this is such a useful exercise, I will hang both [ToCs] up by my desk’, ‘having this is so helpful to keep 
on track of what we’re doing and what still needs to be done’, ‘it’s a good reminder of where we are all 
supposed to be going with the project’, ‘it has really helped us reflect on how our activities are creating 
impact and what we need to do more of’, ‘this graph has been so helpful for me joining the project at a 
much later stage, it has given me a full overview of what each work package is trying to achieve and 
how it all comes together towards one goal.

These comments show that participants not only responded well but were genuinely enthu-
siastic co-developing the evaluation. Several participants, during and after the workshops, 
commented on how useful it had been in reflecting on what their organisation had pleaded 
to achieve through the project. In some instances, it was particularly useful for members of 
staff joining at later stages of the project. It also allowed partners to acknowledge how much 
had already been achieved. As one participant put it:

it’s really useful to look at this and see how far we have come with the project, considering…well, we 
didn’t have very high expectations other than refurbish a ***! Seeing where we are halfway through 
project… this is really useful, thank you…we can show this in our next meeting with *county council 
senior staff member* and we look forward to reviewing it.

The citation above shows how reviewing the ToC was experienced as something to look 
forward to and not a dreaded check on performance. This feeling was echoed by other 
partners, who kept in regular contact to update and review their ToC. Partners displayed a 
significant level of ownership of their ToCs, unlike when evaluation is in the hands of an 
external evaluator. The lead author was invited by one of the partners to co-present the 
project’s progress and impacts to external bodies, demonstrating a highly collaborative 
relationship.

Participants approached the workshops and generally any communication with the research 
team with an honest attitude. The level of honesty was surprising and directly proportionate 
to the level of trust placed with the research team leading the evaluation. A clear example 
of this is that of a partner who admitted: “Well… the truth is… we entered this project because 
we needed funding for X infrastructure.” The sentence itself is not surprising, but the very fact 
that a partner opened-up to the evaluator, certainly is. This trust provides further evidence 
that the research team were not perceived as evaluators to be judged by, but rather as 
trusted advisors. This exemplifies the kind of co-learning through evaluation this study 
advocates for.

We used quotes from participants to show how ToC as a participative evaluation tool allowed 
us to establish a trusted, collaborative relationship to co-design this evaluation. There were 
no formal interviews with project partners to collect feedback around how they felt about 
using ToC. Nevertheless, we feel that because these comments occurred naturally either during 
the workshop or during follow-up one-to-one meetings and steering group meetings across 
the partnership, the feedback we received was even more genuine as participants were not 
influenced nor forced to provide feedback but did so because they wanted to express their 
gratitude.
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ToC as a progressive evaluation tool: insights from project planning, interim evaluation 
and project closure

During the planning phase ToC helped identify partners’ capacities and establish the need for 
data collection to ensure appropriate evidencing of project impacts. When discussing the ToC, 
it became evident that partners were familiar with collecting economic data, and confident in 
reporting on tangible outputs such as infrastructure improvements, new itineraries, new expe-
riential products, etcetera. They were largely inexperienced however in measuring less-tangible 
outcomes such as increasing well-being of locals. We held several discussions to clarify what 
was intended for impact as opposed to outputs, and how to demonstrate impact associated 
with project activities. Following four indicator-development workshops and many one-to-one 
meetings with project partners, we agreed on a common residents’ survey which we collected 
across the lifespan of the project, twice a year for three years. The aim of this survey was 
twofold: 1) to understand residents’ perceptions of the tourism offer in their local area; 2) to 
identify how project activities were contributing to residents’ well-being. Having identified a 
clear need for the data collection during the ToC planning phase, the timely results from this 
survey were instrumental during the interim stages of the project.

Results from the interim evaluation helped project partners discover the value of an under-
developed and under-researched segment of the market: the so called “hyper local.” What 
emerged from comparing the first wave in 2020 to the fourth wave in 2022 was that due to 
the Covid-19 pandemic, residents replaced tourists at attractions, but most importantly, even 
with Covid-19 travel restrictions lifted, intentions to take more day trips to discover the local 
area had increased significantly to 54%. In response to this data, project partners began to 
provide tailored content, promotion and campaigns dedicated to this new type of visitor that 
had previously been overlooked. ToC supported us in planning ahead how to report on this 
outcome, measure this outcome at an interim stage, and plan further actions based on these 
results. Revisiting the ToC at an interim stage and using the data collected helped maximise 
the achievement of this outcome.

During the last face-to-face Steering Group Meeting (February 2023), the lead author revisited 
the ToC shown in Figure 3 to discuss lessons learned as a partnership. It was a convivial yet 
insightful moment to collect reflections in a period in which partners were working on the final 
project closure reports. Some of the major assumptions the ToC (Figure 3) was based upon were 
explored, i.e. that businesses would engage and be willing to tailor their activities to the low 
season, and that training businesses to design new experiential tourism products would encour-
age year-round visitors and sustainable growth. Partners shared how business collaboration 
received during the project’s lifespan had been greater than anticipated. Without the businesses’ 
engagement, it would have been impossible to develop a diverse and exciting experiential 
tourism offer for the low-season. Moreover, partners shared that many businesses had registered 
an increase in revenue streams as opposed to the same low-season period before “Experience,” 
and some businesses had opted to remain open instead of closing during low-season.

When reflecting on “what went wrong,” some important mechanisms emerged. Partners 
agreed that appointing an external tourism data consultant throughout the entire implemen-
tation period within each region would have saved a lot of time and mitigated the impact of 
knowledge lost due to frequent staff turnover. We found that those regions with at least one 
member of internal staff with data expertise and who was employed throughout the entire 
implementation period, experienced less difficulties in retrieving data sets for evaluation pur-
poses and produced more in-depth and relevant analysis for the final evaluation reports. In 
contrast, the partners that experienced frequent staff turnover and where none of the internal 
staff were skilled with data collection and analysis methods were the weaker links. This was 
evident in the regional evaluation reports, where the sections on “lessons learned” and “what 
decision did we take differently because of data” received scant attention by the latter.
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Reflecting still on what went wrong, the “learning platform” was identified as a “project fiasco”. 
In Figure 3 this is described in the last line of the ToC. It should have hosted additional training 
materials produced by all project partners and was identified as a resource to further support 
businesses in the “Experience” network in developing their low-season experiential tourism 
products and increase their confidence to invest in a low-season offer. Everything from its 
timing, usefulness and structure turned out to be a disaster. Halfway through the project the 
platform did not yet exist and at the final project steering group meeting, when training activ-
ities had ended and products were already on the market, this platform was still being popu-
lated. Looking at the causal chain linked to the learning platform in the ToC and discussing 
this element with project partners helped us gain an understanding from an internal perspective 
as to why the platform failed.

The lead partner highlighted that the learning platform had always been a vague concept 
in the application form, which explains why it was often the elephant in the room during 
previous steering group meetings. The vagueness of the concept, paired with the slowness of 
the lead partner to get the platform set-up contributed to its failure. However, what emerged 
from the discussion is that ultimately, the lack of cross-border coordination on populating it 
resulted in no partner taking responsibility for its delivery on time. Had it been better defined 
beforehand, with clear responsibilities agreed for each partner, its impact and outreach could 
have been much greater. The reluctancy to work collaboratively on this task was one of the 
biggest shortcomings within the project and the lack of collective ownership over the learning 
platform demonstrates that partners put much greater effort in achieving their own regional 
outputs as opposed to tasks requiring cross-border collaboration. Partners agreed that the 
Covid-19 pandemic which prevented most of the face-to-face meetings and chances to bond 
across the first two years of the project exacerbated the existing cross-cultural and cross-language 
challenges to cross-border collaboration.

Discussion

Participatory approaches to evaluation lie at the core of this study to explore how we can 
encourage a more formative culture of evaluation in tourism. The EU-Interreg programme in 
which “Experience” operates is an interregional cooperation programme which strives to reduce 
disparities in levels of development, growth, and quality of life across regions in Europe, by 
promoting policy learning and transfer. We argue that the very nature of the programme calls 
for more formative approaches to evaluation to facilitate such learning in a regional development 
context. Instead of the evaluation being solely an ex-post audit on performance, implementing 
a qualitative, participatory approach from the beginning supported partners in learning from 
mistakes and tackling issues as they arose along the way (Vanclay, 2015). Our study aligns with 
those supporting the integration of formative evaluations conducted qualitatively for greater 
learning opportunities (Bertella et  al., 2021; Phi et  al., 2018; Vanclay, 2015). We demonstrate how 
ToC can support evaluators in creating knowledge about the mechanisms and the process, to 
intervene before it is too late, and improve the design of future interventions. “Experience” ended 
in March 2023. Although the impacts of some of the large-scale outcomes may not be visible 
immediately, we can draw-up some conclusions from how project partners have benefitted from 
this evaluation approach and how it has served as a useful learning opportunity overall.

Ensuring flexibility and understanding the context

ToC is a useful tool to evaluate impacts of complex and multifaceted projects. Previous studies 
have discussed how evaluating impacts by reporting on numbers alone leads to assume a linearity 
and a degree of traceable causality which simply does not reflect the complex dynamics of a 
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real-life project (Haarich et  al., 2019; Vanclay, 2015; Warnholtz et  al., 2022). Through ToC, we 
encouraged partners to critically reflect on the implicit rationale underpinning how they expected 
change to happen in their destination, creating causal links between project resources, activities, 
and outcomes. Our findings show that it is almost impossible to attribute change solely to a 
particular intervention, as these never run in isolation nor in a linear way. We identified multicausal 
pathways tracing how different activities, investments and unexpected outcomes that occurred 
throughout the project contributed towards the achievement of certain impact (Mayne, 2015; Phi 
et  al., 2018). Mapping out these causal links and then reviewing the latter through ToC was 
instrumental to reflect on mistakes made throughout the project implementation, as well as events 
out of partners’ control, to evaluate what worked well, what did not and most importantly why.

ToC helps identify gaps in available data. Ex-post summative evaluations leave no space for 
project partners to intervene when things do not go according to plan, to ensure the project 
stays on track to deliver promised outcomes (Hachmann, 2011; Haarich et  al., 2019; Warnholtz 
et al., 2022). By co-designing the nested ToCs, we became aware that partners were not collecting 
data to evaluate social impacts of the project, and that most partners were not comfortable 
with collecting and handling large amounts of data. Instead of using the evaluation to “catch 
partners out,” we had constructive conversations around why and how to fill those data gaps. 
We co-designed a residents’ survey to collect data around residents’ perceptions of tourism, and 
to understand how residents in pilot regions were impacted by the project activities. Conducting 
the evaluation ex-post would not have allowed us to witness nor acknowledge the change in 
partners attitudes towards the importance of collecting this type of data (Vanclay, 2015).

ToC helps capture evidence of how unexpected outcomes can affect an initial programme 
theory. Scarce attention has been given in the tourism literature to understand the multicausal 
process through which tourism interventions create impact (Dredge & Jamal, 2015) leaving the 
so called “black-box” of mechanisms, unopened (Phi et  al., 2018). The Covid-19 pandemic affected 
the operationalisation of many of the project’s planned activities, for example the commissioning 
of infrastructure work, availability of industry partners, delivery of business trainings and the 
ability to collect data from visitors at the destination. When first co-creating and later revisiting 
the nested ToCs, we learned about how partners’ endeavours to offer training to businesses 
online instead of in person or collect data from locals attending “Experience” events allowed 
for new, unexpected outcomes to come about. For example, some partners decided to continue 
offering online training as businesses found it easier to attend. Moreover, many regions under-
stood the pivotal role their residents could play in supporting tourism businesses when inter-
national travel stopped. ToC, being a process in continuous evolvement, rather than a finished 
product (Wigboldus & Brouwers, 2011), allowed us to identify what worked in particular cir-
cumstances and for our lead partner, it was useful to identify any corrective measures to tackle 
emerging outcomes (Mayne, 2015; Tindall, 2018).

Co-learning and creating project legacy

We framed the evaluation using a language and approach which was not discouraging for 
project partners, encouraging them to develop their capacity and reflect on how to improve 
existing assets and livelihood strategies in each pilot region. Previous studies have highlighted 
how tourism evaluations that do not involve locals have perpetuated a sense of marginalisation 
of local communities in receipt of the interventions (Burns, 2004; Dredge & Jenkins, 2011; 
Thomas, 2022.) Our findings illustrate how ToC was critical in triggering a sense of responsibility 
and ownership over the evaluation in project partners which helped them learn and reflect on 
certain shortcomings during the period of project closure when writing-up their evaluation 
reports. ToC helped us gather input and work alongside those implementing the project locally, 
to contextualise the evaluation to their needs, capacity and expectations.
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Planning the evaluation through ToC fostered a sense of empowerment for project partners. 
Previous studies have argued that ensuring ownership and empowerment when conducting 
evaluations creates the precedents for change to last beyond the scope of a project (Pawson, 
2013). On several occasions, partners expressed that the ToC process helped them feel more 
confident of how project outcomes were going to be achieved and raised awareness of the 
progress made along the way. Partners felt in charge of their evaluation which put us, as an 
evaluation team, in a role of trusted advisors, enhancing the lesson-learning process and further 
confirming how reciprocal learning benefits for both evaluators and project partners, strength-
ens the usefulness and learning outcomes of the evaluation itself (Bakırlıoğlu & McMahon, 
2021). The benefit of adopting a participatory ToC approach is that co-learning developed 
naturally during the workshops, particularly during the final ToC workshop during project 
closure, when partners felt comfortable in reflecting freely on things they would do differently. 
This created a (more) horizontal and honest interaction amongst project partners and the 
research team of evaluators.

Developing nested ToCs with project partners was pivotal to improve our knowledge of 
programme theory and implementation theory (Figure 2). Mayne (2015) has discussed how 
nested ToCs are a means to dig deeper and uncover each partners’ narrative behind change 
(Rogers & Funnell, 2011). In doing so, we were able to examine project impacts from the 
perspective of those directly involved (OECD, 2012). Whilst reconciling and mapping out all 
partners’ views during one workshop was lengthy and somewhat messy, this iterative process 
of understanding pathways to change with partners (Taplin et  al., 2013; Vogel, 2012) helped 
us unpack different interpretations of the project in each context. Our findings support the 
view that designing nested ToCs significantly strengthens the validity of the overall project 
aims and overarching ToC (Mayne & Johnson, 2015). Despite each partner following their own 
agenda, the nested ToCs offer support in evaluating the project as a whole and helped us 
conducted an evaluation which was context-sensitive and meaningful to all regions in the 
partnership.

ToC is a co-learning tool which creates lasting project legacies. Scholars have discussed how 
the lack of engagement with project partners and consequent lack of learning from evaluations 
is a root cause for the failure to achieve lasting project legacies (Bertella et  al., 2021; Niavis et  al., 
2022), particularly in EU regional development projects (Stoffelen, 2018; Vanclay, 2015). Our 
findings suggest that evaluation can represent a valuable opportunity for learning if we transition 
from evaluating for to evaluating with project partners (Northcote et  al., 2008; Sullivan & Stewart, 
2006). Creating buy-in was often challenging, however, once partners were able to understand 
the benefits a ToC could bring to their evaluation, engagement occurred naturally. Whilst research-
ers have previously relied on interviews to build the ToC (e.g. Phi et  al., 2018), or the Delphi 
method to gather wider stakeholder input (Northcote et  al., 2008), workshops allowed partners 
to become active co-creators of their evaluation (Getz, 2019). In doing so, we experienced how 
evaluation methodologies that encourage co-learning and partner engagement have important 
consequences on the legacy of a project (Bakırlıoğlu & McMahon, 2021; Bertella et  al., 2021; Park 
& Yoon, 2011). We found that as a participatory method of evaluation, ToC encouraged partners 
to take an active role in the development and implementation of the evaluation strategy but 
also in recognising the criticalities and things that could have been done better.

Barriers to working collaboratively in EU regional development interventions

Our findings suggest two main barriers experienced by partners when working on projects 
collaboratively. First, cultural differences play a part in how partners understand the concept 
of evaluation and their willingness to collaborate with one another. Whilst cultural variety and 
cross-border collaboration is considered crucial in EU regional development projects to maximise 
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impact (Haarich et  al., 2019), we found that working across cultures was not a real part of their 
agenda nor part of the reason for which they joined the partnership. This explains why partners 
successfully achieved individual outputs identified in their nested ToCs for which they had 
control over, but partially failed the achievement of collective outputs such as the learning 
platform, that required collective effort, without a clear regional benefit. Cross-border collabo-
rations often exist to simply “follow the pot of money” (Dredge, 2001, p. 374), rather than as 
a real effort to work together to maximise impacts in the form of policy transfer and learning 
opportunities. Nevertheless, acknowledging this was an important step which led to more 
honest conversations with project partners.

The lack of collaboration was not linked to a lack of interest in working collaboratively. An 
additional burden was the heavy and arguably redundant bureaucracy linked to justifying the 
need to work together. Often it was easier to work independently than to acquire enough 
evidence to justify that activities or meetings were useful for the partnership. Our findings 
expand on the previous study conducted by Shepherd and Ioannides (2020) on the use of 
EU-INTERREG funding in tourism interventions by suggesting that the lack of collaboration in 
large cross-border projects is linked to the excessive need to justify activities and time spent 
working collaboratively that is satisfactory to funders.

Responding to Shepherd and Ioannides (2020) call for a better management and design of 
cross-border collaboration projects, we believe that our attempt to take a step back from the 
rhetoric of producing evaluations for the sake of proving any, even false impact, on paper, 
represents a step in the right direction. We suggest that implementing ToC from the beginning, 
as a tool to co-design, co-evaluate and ultimately co-learn, can promote a more meaningful, 
bottom-up evaluation approach anchored in local context (through the nested ToCs), whilst 
also feeding into a shared vision of change developed through the overarching ToC. By encour-
aging partners in being honest about their agendas and working together to evidence and 
achieve impact which is important to them, we can foster true learning opportunities and policy 
transfer. We believe this approach can contribute to addressing some of the profound incon-
gruencies present in most large, heavily funded cross-border partnerships.

Conclusion

This study makes a methodological contribution to qualitative, formative evaluation 
approaches in the field of tourism interventions (Font et  al., 2021) We applied ToC as a 
complexity-appropriate evaluation tool using a participatory approach. Building on the need 
to better evidence the impact of tourism interventions (Getz, 2019, Dredge & Jenkins, 2011), 
we propose ToC as a method to engage project partners in the co-design of the evaluation 
strategy with valuable learning opportunities for better policy transfer and lasting project 
legacies. We applied ToC to evaluate a large, cross-border tourism project implemented 
from the very early stages of project implementation, and in doing so, we have demon-
strated its value and flexibility when dealing with complex emergent outcomes, such as 
the Covid-19 pandemic. Implementing a participative, formative approach to evaluation 
such as the one offered by ToC can strengthen the way we report on impacts of complex 
tourism interventions by fostering a co-learning evaluation environment which is able to 
capture impact more than indicators alone.

ToC is a tool that supports the evaluation in all phases of the project: planning, implemen-
tation and closure. As we showed in the results, devising an initial ToC helps identify a pro-
gramme theory and question the assumptions around how and why we expect change to occur 
through planned activities. During an interim stage, we learned how corrective measures can 
be applied to prevent failure. Moreover, we showed how timely results collected through interim 
evaluation can help steer project activities and decisions to maximise outcomes. Lastly, when 
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coming towards the end of the project, revisiting the original ToC and reflecting on deviations 
of it offered project partners a chance to reflect on what went well, what could have worked 
better and what were the lessons learned from the project to adopt in their destinations man-
agement daily practices.

We found ToC to be a highly accessible tool for non-evaluation experts. This had positive 
repercussions on partners’ understanding the benefits of collecting data to inform decisions, 
especially in those areas where this type of data had never been collected before locally. 
Approaching the evaluation with ToC was crucial to create an on-going iterative process of 
evaluation in which partners felt fully involved in from the outset, by putting them in charge 
of their evaluation and strengthening their capacity over time. Establishing an honest dialogue 
throughout project implementation, to create a realistic and shared vision of change and then 
to collect the evidence necessary to test whether initial assumptions hold true, increased the 
level of shared accountability and willingness to learn about data collection methods and make 
better use of data to inform decisions locally.

Current findings show that the method has good potential in creating engagement even 
when implemented remotely, as was often the case during Covid-19 restrictions. It is a useful 
tool to co-design an evaluation strategy and monitor progress along the way (as shown in this 
study), and also to co-design better projects from the outset. Finally, for large projects with 
multiple partners and complex interventions, we strongly recommend utilising an overarching 
ToC (as shown in Figure 3) and supporting this with the more detailed, nested ToCs. In our 
case, this proved extremely useful to evidence the diverse range of impacts happening simul-
taneously across the partnership but also to encourage partners to take full ownership of their 
ToC, resulting in a strong sense of empowerment.
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