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Abstract: Everyone can imagine a situation in which they have put in countless
hours of work on a new measurement and evaluation framework and, when it is
time to get feedback or present their ideas, they have been met with 1,000-yard
stares. Conventional approaches can sometimes struggle to engage stakeholders and
convey complex concepts. To address this, authors of this article propose a unique,
visually based approach that integrates metaphors and symbols into measurement
and evaluation frameworks with goals of getting buy-in, portraying complexity,
and making evaluation fun for everyone. Termed theory-of-change visualizations,
this methodology emphasizes effective communication and facilitation—two key
skills authors argue every evaluator should have. The authors advocate for the use
of metaphors and symbols that resonate with stakeholders’ experiences and contexts
to anchor frameworks in relatable imagery (such as nature-based symbols or cultu-
rally significant metaphors). Illustrated through diverse case studies and practical
examples, the approach’s usefulness is demonstrated across various contexts,
including in both small and large programs with varied outcomes and dynamics.
Insights into selecting appropriate metaphors are provided, considering factors such
as program characteristics, local context, and audience preferences. Additionally,
potential limitations and challenges, including the requisite time, resources, and
stakeholder buy-in, are acknowledged and addressed. Integrating visuals portraying
metaphors or symbols into frameworks offers a promising avenue for enhancing
engagement, understanding, and buy-in for evaluation. By embracing creativity
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and inclusivity in evaluation practices, this approach can help navigate the com-
plexities of program evaluation for those not in the field while, at the same time,
fostering meaningful dialogue and decision-making.

Keywords: facilitation, frameworks, metaphors, symbols, visuals

Résumé : Tout le monde peut imaginer une situation ot ils ont dii passer d’in-
nombrables heures a établir un nouveau cadre d’évaluation et de mesure, et, au
moment dobtenir des commentaires ou de présenter leurs idées, ont été confrontés
a lindifférence générale. Avec des approches conventionnelles, il peut étre difficile
de mobiliser les intervenants et de communiquer des concepts complexes. A cette
fin, les auteurs de Particle proposent une approche unique et visuelle qui intégre
des métaphores et des symboles aux cadres de mesure et d’évaluation, dans l'objec-
tif de mobiliser les personnes concernées, de rendre la complexité de situations et
de rendre Iévaluation amusante pour tout le monde. Appelée « visualisations de
théorie du changement », cette méthodologie met 'accent sur une facilitation et
une communication efficaces — deux compétences clés de chaque évaluateur/éva-
luatrice, selon les auteurs. Les auteurs préconisent l'utilisation de métaphores et de
symboles pertinents pour les expériences et les contextes des intervenants, pour
ancrer les cadres dans des images familiéres (comme des symboles fondés sur la
nature ou des métaphores culturellement significatives). Illustrée par diverses
études de cas et des exemples pratiques, utilité de lapproche est démontrée dans
divers contextes, y compris pour des programmes de petite et de grande taille, avec
des résultats et des dynamiques variés. Il est question du choix de métaphores
appropriées, en tenant compte de facteurs comme les caractéristiques du pro-
gramme, le contexte local et les préférences du public ciblé. De plus, on note des
défis et des limites possibles, comme le temps requis, les ressources et la participa-
tion des intervenants. L’intégration d’éléments visuels représentant des métaphores
ou de symboles dans des cadres est prometteuse pour 'amélioration de la partici-
pation, de la compréhension et de la mobilisation a des fins d’évaluation. En
embrassant la créativité et linclusivité dans les pratiques d’évaluation, cette
approche peut aider a naviguer les complexités de 'évaluation de programme pour
ceux et celles qui ne sont pas des professionnel.le.s du domaine tout en encoura-
geant un dialogue productif et la prise de décision.

Mots clés : cadres, facilitation, métaphores, symboles, visuels

Everyone reading this can imagine a situation in which they have put in count-
less hours of work on a new measurement and evaluation framework and, when
it is time to get feedback or present their ideas, they have been met with glazed
eyes or 1,000-yard stares. The authors of this article have certainly experienced
this, and especially early on in a career, it is easy to attribute this to a distinct
lack of interest in the minute details of measurement and evaluation (especially
when organizations are “forced” to do an evaluation as a funding requirement).
This we understand: Evaluation is not exciting for everyone like it is for us
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evaluators. Considering the (sometimes) monotonous and “dry” nature of out-
puts, indicators, and evaluation theories to those outside the field, it is certainly
understandable that there is not a universal love for evaluation out there. It can
also be easy to push through that disinterest, chalk it up to the sentiment that
“evaluation isn’t for everyone,” and continue to utilize tried-and-true processes
to complete projects. After all, perfect is often the enemy of done!

But hold on—as evaluators and as a community of practice, are we not
trained to believe that evaluation should be for everyone? That it is in the best
interest of organizations to use evaluation in decision-making? That accessibility
to our methods, theories, and approaches is the key to their buy-in? By these
standards,! does that not mean that the disinterest we sometimes feel from
clients and organizations are us as evaluators? Are our tried-and-true methods
of creating measurement and evaluation frameworks sometimes at odds with
accessibility and their use?

It is not an overstatement to say that it is the evaluator’s core job to effectively
communicate theories, approaches, frameworks, and tools in meaningful, tailored
ways. This implies that it is not the audience’s job to bend over backward to under-
stand and use them. Rather, it is up to the evaluator to meet the audience where
they are at and take them on an engaging journey that they see as worthwhile
(engaging being the key word for a process that can, at times, be hard to access).

To us, a sign of an exceptional evaluator is one who is technically competent
but who is also an equally skillful facilitator. An evaluator could be gifted with
technical proficiency, but if they cannot meaningfully communicate, gather
feedback, and tailor their ideas to the organization, they (and their work) will
not be as effective. We are confident in that statement and believe that we are
not the only ones to think this way, as one of the authors once attended a work-
shop by the data visualization expert Stephanie Evergreen, and on this topic, she
said that if the audience feels dumb by your ideas or presentations then it is on
you—not on them. Using this as a basis, we as authors hold the core philosophy
that evaluation and facilitation are synonyms and that strong facilitation leads to
effective measurement. This sentiment has been supported by researchers in
other fields, who have found that using graphics and pictures can tap into better
learning outcomes and bring about rich conversation (Comi & Eppler, 2011;
Eppler et al., 2013; Espiner & Hartnett, 2016; Hautopp & @rngreen, 2024; Mar-
gulies & Sibbet, 2009)

This spark from Stephanie Evergreen has led us to adopt a philosophy that
has fundamentally shaped the approach we have taken when creating measure-
ment frameworks and evaluating programmes. During the online work environ-
ment necessitated by the COVID-19 pandemic, where we found ourselves with a
sudden influx of requests to make new measurement and evaluation frame-
works, we found it vital to find new and innovative ways to communicate with
an audience facing numerous demands on its attention. Through this explora-
tion of new ideas over the last couple of years, we have taken well-established
measurement and evaluation framework tools and processes (e.g., using logic
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models to talk about outcomes) and adapted them to be more responsive to our
audiences by using metaphors and “theory-of-change visualizations” to get them
excited and engaged about their framework. In doing so, we have found success
working toward what our audiences really wanted to do—evaluate in complex-
ity. This was especially relevant when we worked with many organizations with
overlapping, yet varied, goals on the same program. The audiences we worked
with intimately understood that social programming, or any programming for
that matter, does not happen in a vacuum. It is subject to political change, poli-
cies, public sentiment, disasters, and—perhaps the most pertinent factor—time.
Using this approach helped reassure audiences that you can have an effective
and responsive structure to evaluate within the inevitable complex circum-
stances they are or will be dealing with.

WHAT ARE THEORY-OF-CHANGE VISUALS?

When we say “theory-of-change visual” what we are really describing is a dia-
gram, picture, or visualization of a program, how multiple programs work
together and push for change, or even how an organization wants to operate
daily (hence, the theory of change wording). In the past, we regularly relied on
tools like logic models in our facilitations because we found that they are a good
way to display multiple parts of a program or organization’s path to implement-
ing it. While we do not believe that evaluators should abandon logic models, eva-
luation matrices, or other theories to do this job in favour of theory-of-change
visualizations, we do believe that theory-of-change visualizations are better at
helping the audience better grasp and talk about complex social change. On
more than a couple of occasions, we have seen that tools like logic models are
not great at raising the heart rate of those sitting in the audience and getting con-
versations flowing. Without that excitement and engagement, facilitation
becomes much harder and, without that, the level of buy-in and amount of qual-
ity feedback you get starts to suffer. The result can be a difficult-to-implement
measurement framework or evaluation.

However, what did grab people’s attention and got them genuinely enthu-
siastic to talk about evaluation was grounding our frameworks and approaches
in a metaphor or symbol(s) that had deep meaning to them (e.g., “this program
can be thought of as a . ..”). Often, this metaphor/symbol was workshopped via
a document review and multiple targeted conversations (i.e., ones with a specific
lens on looking for that metaphor or symbol). This was then visualized by us so
we could more easily talk about what we were hearing and seeing, portray com-
plex ideas in an accessible way, and appeal to multiple learning styles (e.g., using
written descriptions, visuals, and conversations). This process is certainly easier
said than done, but our hope is that this article will outline how we have success-
fully done it.

There are no hard-and-fast rules for what the metaphor or symbol can or
needs to be. It could range from something nature-based (trees, animals) to
human-based (a beating heart) to something completely abstract (e.g., circles,
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squares, arrows together creating something novel). It could be culturally signifi-
cant (assuming you have permission to use that symbol) or even reflective of
the place, space, and land you are working on (e.g., the prairies or mountains).
The important thing underlying your choice is that it must be meaningful and
engaging to those you are working with. Without that, it is not going to garner
any more buy-in than logic models or other processes would. This means that
the metaphor or symbol ideally should be chosen by the people you are working
with (although, in our experience, it might help to come prepared with some
ideas or examples, especially if the group of people you are working with have
not thought about their organization that way before).

For example, many of the authors listed on this paper are employed at Te
Tira Whakamataki (TTW)—a Maori environmental not-for-profit. To help get
those we work with and our wider staff on board with the way we evaluate, we
decided to create a theory-of-change visual. We recognized the need to choose
the right symbol, as communicating what our values and our evaluation strategy
was as important as the measurement itself. We looked at our values, what we
wanted to embody (our identity as an organization) and decided that the ruru
(or New Zealand morepork) was an accurate symbol to represent us. The ruru is
an expert in the forest and a guardian, protector, and advisor who is legendary
in Maori lore” as a bringer of news (bad and good) through its connection with
the spiritual world. This is symbolic of our name (which roughly translates into
“the watchful ones”), the type of work we do where we bring together Indigen-
ous experts to protect biodiversity and communicate vital environmental news
to Maori and allies across Aotearoa. To us, the ruru was the perfect symbol for
communicating our values and our subsequent evaluation efforts (see how we
did that in Figure 1). It has since helped us talk about what we stand for, why we
do the work we do, and how we do it. We have found that it is much easier to
show the diagram in Figure 1 and explain the different and unique aspects of
the ruru and to explain what TTW is all about. It has allowed us to talk about
our work, and our evaluation of that work, in a meaningful, accessible way that
many in our circles would understand at a glance.

At the very least, the metaphor or symbol chosen should be deeply rooted in
how people are talking about the program or organization. We have done this
by starting out with a conversation about how everyone “sees” the program,
initiative, or organization and by listening intently for any mentions of phrases
such as “we are like a ...” or “T've always seen us as a .. .-,” or even “I've always
imagined us as a ...” These are clues to a potential metaphor. At this stage, it is
important to note that this process takes time to get right but that it also forms
the foundation of the rest of your work (e.g., trust, relationships that lead to
meaningful and engaging evaluation processes). We have found that it usually
takes several conversations and drafts of the visual to get right. The bonus to
doing this, however, is that it gets people talking, thinking, and excited about
evaluation. It does bring us back to our original point, however, that facilitation
skills are key to unlocking the potential for this approach.

>
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V2 (July 20, 2023)

The Ruru has uniquely short, broad wings that it uses fo skilfully move throughout dense forest. It uses these wings o defermine ifs own path in its environment. To us, his is symbolised through

Rangatiratanga and Wairuatanga, two guiding values that we use to navigate a complex and evolving biodiversity environment. We lean on Maori rights, sovereignty, and law (rangatiratanga) as

well as self-devermination (wairuaianga) fo implement our policy, research, operations, communications, relafionships, and educational work. Within these, we create spaces and places where Maori
can froely exercise their authoriy over their lives and faonga fuku tho (bio heritage]. These values are also reflected in our structure through the TIW Kahui.

The ruru has excellent night vision, heightened hearing, a penetrating
call, and inrinsic environmental experiise that makes if one of the fop
natural predators and guardians of the forest in Aotearoa. This expertise
is encapsulated by placing Tohungatanga on he ruru's head because,
1o us, it flawlessly represents the Mari expers, kaumatua, kaifaiki,
matauranga, and lore we work closely that help us make decisions and
intimately inform our work. Using our ofher values, we lean on this
expertise as a valuable source of knowledge and use it fo empower,
promote, protect, and elevate Maori voices so they can lead the way in
restoring Aotearoa’s biodiversity and in responses o climate change.

The ruru has legendary, piercing yellow eyes and is renown
Closer to the body of the ruru are the in Maori lore fo be he bringer of good and bad news. I
secondary wing feathers - the ones that
allow for sustained movement and ‘fY.
This is embodied by fhree key areas of
i - policy, education, and
research. Each are simulfaneousl
informed by our values while being the
ways in which we action them. Bein
maih areas of work, ey ore what 1
‘our organization. They are propelled
whanaungatanga and
manaakitanga, are under the structure
of rangatiratanga, wairuatanga, ant
tohungatanga, while also infimately
guided by our hearts and responsibility
o kaifiaki.

environment (Kaitiakitanga). Using fohungatanga fo enact
this (the ruru's eyes, voice, and infelligence), we this close
o our hearts because it gives us meaning and explains
why we do our work. Therefor, kaliokitanga is ploced ot
#he runs hear - s our organizational heartbeat and
mofivation lies in taking care of the environment that
sustains us. We enact this by promofing and profecting
matauranga Maori, and associated kaitiaki, af every sep
in our research, education, engagement, and mobilisation
processes fo ensure if leads Aofearod's decision making
and on-the-ground worl

The ruru uses ifs tailfeathers for balance, stability, and control just
5 we use our operational systems, communications feam, and
koy rolationships fo gudo our movement. Both are key aspects
of our organisation that provides key points of infrastructure fo
elp us move forward effectively.

The rury's ightweight feathers provide an ability fo move silently through the trees fo stalk and capture prey. This is a quality that allows the ruru to have  unique relationship with its environment not
known to other species. The outward (primary) feathers on each wings are essential o help propel the ruru forward and allow it 1o fly. To us, the primary feathers seamissly represer
5 i

or our create tions, foster and uphold ho mana of ovenything and overyono with kindness, ganerosi,respect
decolonization, and equify. Not only do the relationships we build propel us forward, but hey also allow us fo act when necessary. We execute These values by widely sharing information, doing good
research, and advocating for systems change (including being a strong voice for anti-oppression and for the meaningful inclusion of and tohunga spaces).

Figure 1. Te Tira Whakamataki’s values-based measurement diagram
featuring the ruru

Source: Te Tira Whakamataki.

WHAT DO YOU NEED TO FORM THE FIRST VERSION OF THE
THEORY-OF-CHANGE VISUAL?

While we acknowledge that we are still experimenting with this approach,’ we
have also discovered some common factors that make a big difference for this
approach. As we have said, evaluators are as much facilitators as they are collec-
tors of data. It is also not surprising that it can be hard for some to directly talk
about programs or organizations in a more abstract, metaphorical way. How-
ever, your job in this, as a facilitator of this approach, is to ensure everyone can
be included in it, regardless of the resistance you may face when starting the pro-
cess. To do this, you should have a great deal of time built into the process and,
along with that, patience to help bring everyone along and wait for the metaphor
or symbol to reveal itself. There is also a likelihood that those you are working
with have not seen evaluation and measurement done this way, meaning that
you may need to convince them that this is a valid and worthwhile approach
(either through a response for proposal [RFP], internal conversations, or by
demonstrating it). In our experience, some in the room will be immediately
excited and “onboard” with this approach, whereas others will need to see the
process and be convinced of its usefulness and, ultimately, contribute to it. Either
way, it takes time, patience, and—perhaps most importantly—a willingness to
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be creative. After all, you are trying to create a visual that shows how a metaphor
or symbol meaningfully represents the program or organization, all the while
trying to demonstrate the complexity of it. Therefore, the necessary creativeness
should come from both the evaluator and clients and the easiest way to do this
is through a collaborative group process. Think of yourself as a vehicle for the
ideas of those you are working with. You can certainly suggest ways theory-of-
change visuals can be displayed, but your goal is to portray their ideas in ways
that can be measured and widely understood.

The diagram in Figure 2 is one example of this process. It comes from an
organization based on the Treaty Territories of Saskatchewan. They commis-
sioned us to help revise their evaluation strategy, and we proposed that we use
their values and a metaphor meaningful to them and the land they were on as a
backbone for that revised strategy. Importantly to this process, this organization
also had a strong desire to decolonize its programs and organization. After read-
ing through many years’ worth of materials and thinking about where they
wanted to head as a group, we concluded that all the elements they needed for a
good evaluation experience were already there. They had solid interconnected
values that the organization and those they worked with liked; they had good sys-
tems in place for data collection and previous evidence to show what outcomes
they had been able to facilitate. What they were missing, however, was a way to
connect those pieces and communicate that work (internally and to the public).

Evaluation Values

Emphasizing
strength in
culture and
encouraging
Gl E = G N i ith
- bled by our other values. connections w
L Cluet Y others and
In everything we do, 5 . ourselves, we can
we are ln'onﬁonﬁlly ' positively
responsive 1o the revitalize and
Becr arlar e Transform e G
Saskatchewan. We and positively
intentionally uhf;cf our

Just as the Bison, the keystone species of the
prairies, transforms the environment around them,
“we aim fo do the same fhrough advocacy,

is

- emphasize our environment and
e lloc fivalsiranaiis profect our efforts,
just as the Bison's
R fur and bodyd
o s & protects it an
WfQIlze & S shapes its
Ustqip environment
Relational
(Engage, express,

land,
commonality)

I Responsibility ‘
- ! i, [ - Y y. workis
o\ AUl i Equitable ;a ‘{M ‘V'&‘ relationality. We
Our work moves forward by \ / adlll| /(D 3 |\ engage, encourage ||
| (bein rzlpen;ib}l‘ato our rie) o5, J/ A' A \‘N&‘ M‘\ \‘Mﬂ) ‘w'* { i exp;s:l:g;s:"pgom
as a funder and change-maker), d . ALY Ny i \
If showing rospect (forpgiciple ord o (Al W\l 5 aary I °3"§5§£T;3'23?’@
lace), being accessible, an: A 0 . . a { ) p
PoquliablmgFollowing these Cate, Gdqu, re d"\ work is done.
valtes help us fo transform. e s AN 7 ; VA

Figure 2. A Canadian example of a values-based system for measurement

Source: Micheal Heimlick, Two Bridges Consulting.
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This is where the theory-of-change visual made a difference in the process.
To reflect how their values worked together as one and to show their commit-
ment to decolonization, we proposed using an image of the bison on its natural
territory—the prairies (Figure 2). This was partly inspired by Wanuskewin’s
reintroduction of bison to the prairies, which, to many, was and continues to be
an act and symbol of decolonization in a colonial place (see also Gardiner,
2023). It was also chosen because of the bison’s importance to the environment
around it. Bison are a keystone species in the prairies and introducing them has
obvious and subtle positive effects on its wider environment (see Byington,
2023). It is a symbol of the complex ecosystem-style impact and accurately
reflected this organization’s aims, intentions, and purposes on the land they
worked on. Importantly for the evaluation process, having the diagram in Figure
2 helped spell out assumptions people had about their organization’s values and
identify what they wanted to measure (i.e., revitalizing and sustaining their
environment through connections and emphasizing cultural strength). It also
shows the ways in which they could do that (i.e., revitalizing and sustaining
through responsibilities as a funder, respect for people and place, accessibility,
and equity of programming). Finally, it gave them a way to systematically under-
stand their intended impacts and how they influence one another.

Above all, this approach requires that the evaluator adopt a certain lens. You,
as the main facilitator of this process, will oversee the identification of potential
metaphors, symbols, or even values that are usually taken for granted among the
circles you are entering. In our experiences, it is not uncommon for projects or
organizations to have an established, but implicit or underlying, understanding of
what they are trying to achieve (often tied into their organizational culture). We
have found that it is natural for individuals to have varied perspectives on how
they view a program, initiative, or their organization. However, it is also likely
that they have similar long-term goals or impacts they want to achieve (e.g., sys-
temic change; environmental sustainability), despite (possibly) different ways of
getting there or approaching the issue. When this is the case, it will mean that
those long-term aspirations are taken for granted and spoken about casually or
even cryptically. All of this means that it is your job as the facilitator to adopt a
detective-like lens and search for clues about what symbols, words, values, or even
metaphors people are using to talk about the program or organization. We have
found that people will often use them in everyday conversations and not realize
that they are. Initially, we were surprised about how often metaphors, similes, and
the same words or language are used to talk about a given program or organiza-
tion. It is your job to gather those words, thoughts, and comparisons because they
will be vital to ensure buy-in for your theory-of-change visual. If you are able to
identify and use these portrayals it will go a long way in helping you forge the first
version visual that you can use in the rest of the process.

Concretely, you will also need several tools to help you communicate ideas
and form the theory-of-change visual. The first thing you will need is a platform
that you can use to draw and test your ideas. There are many available, but we
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recommend beginners to the process use a platform like Canva. At this stage, we
would like to point that we have yet to mention “artistic skill” as a requirement
for this process. This is largely because the authors of this article are distinctly
lacking this skill and, because of that, rely on online platforms to help them draw
something that looks good. Canva is recommended because it is relatively afford-
able and has pre-built assets that can be modified to suit your purposes. We have
used it to create nearly every theory-of-change visual we have created to date.
One final piece that is useful in this process is accessing existing data or
gathering novel data meant for this specific purpose. Data is defined broadly
here but, using the lens we spoke about earlier, it essentially means having some-
thing to read or inform you of how people are talking or thinking about the
program/organization. Having this will go a long way in helping you create the
first draft of the theory-of-change visual because it will be reflective of those
around the table. In the past, we have relied on document reviews (anything that
speaks about an organization’s aims, values, or goals here is particularly useful),
semi-structured interviews, and surveys to gather this type of information. Speak-
ing to an earlier point, we find it is difficult for some respondents to answer direct
questions about a program’s or organization’s values (because they are often
taken for granted) but have had success in asking tangential questions like these:

o What motivates individuals to work on the program or in the space
you are helping design the visual for (e.g., environmental, business)

o When you hear the title of the program or when you think of how it is
supposed to work, what imagery or symbols immediately come to mind?

o What should guide the implementation of the program or organization?

o What impacts (or outcomes) should the program or organization have,
and for who?

The underlying point of this is that it is important to engage often and get your
hands dirty in the human side of the program or organization. The more conver-
sations, active listening, and questions you ask, the easier it will be to pick up on
the clues you are looking for and “solve” the visualization. Not only that, but
doing this will also help build the relationships necessary to help the creativity
and establish trust in the process (including in you as a facilitator). Once you
can answer some of these questions, you can use word analyses, thematic analy-
sis, or even quantitative means to uncover which way is best to visually represent
the program or organization. As another bonus, having this information can
help provide you with the confidence that your first draft will be relevant and, as
aresult, ideally mean refining subsequent versions will be smoother.

A WORD ON VALUES-BASED MEASUREMENT*

To help assist you in the detective work we are advocating for, we wanted to share
our experiences in exploring values as a starting point for forming the “parts” for
your theory-of-change visuals. During data-gathering stages and when having
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conversations about what this visual could look like, we have often found our-
selves lost and overwhelmed with possibility. While this is exciting to some
(including us), we recognize that it might be off-putting for others. Therefore, we
suggest narrowing that detective lens and looking specifically for the values that
are being used to talk about, implement, and report on the program or organiza-
tion (note that this has some theoretical backing in principles-focused evaluation;
Patton, 2018). We find that, by focusing on exploring and naming values, the
facilitator can better frame and ground the metaphor or symbol. Another advan-
tage of using values to form the visual is that they can crafted to be specific enough
to serve a purpose in the evaluation, but broad to allow for everyone to see how
they fit with it. This helps to increase buy-in for the evaluation.

It is important to note that we are defining values and principles differently
for the purpose of creating theory of change visuals. The two are complimentary
and often inform each other, but when we refer to ‘values’ we mean the qualities
or standards that govern behaviour and are hard to change. They are often one
word in length and can reflect the reasons for the things we end up doing daily
(e.g., honesty). Principles are formed from values but interpret them as rules or
beliefs that also govern behaviour and can be changed over time (e.g., I'll never
lie, even if it is to prevent harm). Values inform principles and are often the
‘why’ to the ‘how’ that are principles. We recommend seeking the ‘why’ by seek-
ing relevant values and using that as the starting basis for creating the working
parts of the theory of change visual.

HOW TO CHOOSE THE RIGHT METAPHOR OR SYMBOL TO
VISUALISE

Now that you have the right state of mind and tools and have gathered all the
necessary data, the real fun starts. It is time to choose what you are going to visua-
lize. Unfortunately, there is no step-by-step guide on how this works. Fortunately,
however, this affords you as the facilitator complete freedom to use your creativ-
ity to make something meaningful. That said, we do have some guidelines that
could help you identify the best possible metaphor or symbol to visualize.

Overall, the metaphor or symbol should reflect the characteristics or qualities
of the program or group. This may seem obvious, but understanding this at the
start can help narrow down the possible choices. Ask yourself what the program
is designed to do and how it is being implemented and use that as a starting
point. For example, if the characteristics of a program are that it is adaptable, flex-
ible, and able to quickly change directions then perhaps something small and
light might be a good choice, such as a hummingbird (i.e., an animal that can not
only hover in place but also change direction in an instant if needed). If the pro-
gram or organization is offers long-term sustainable funding to participants then
a well-established (large) tree might be a good choice (i.e., a tree that supports the
forest ecosystem around it with its canopy and own ecosystem—something that
should be around for a long time). Using these crude examples, you can see how
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choosing a metaphor or symbol that reflects the characteristics of what you are
working with means that you can begin to tell a story (e.g., our program is like a
hummingbird because it is adaptable and able to change direction at a moment’s
notice—just as the hummingbird can fly to a new flower in an instant, we can
also change what we are offering to meet the needs of participants).

Another tip to use when choosing a metaphor or symbol is to try and root it
in a local context and, just as importantly, understand what implications it has
(i.e., the same symbol can mean different things across the world). In our experi-
ence, the metaphor/symbol chosen for the theory-of-change visual needs to be
tailored or tied to the environment in which the program or organization oper-
ates. For example, using the same metaphor in Saskatchewan, Canada, and New
Zealand might have vastly different implications and degrees of relatability.’
Therefore, we have found the most success when we can root the metaphor or
symbol in local environments relatable to the people living there. Not only does
this help reflect the complexity of the program in its natural environment (i.e.,
the program does not exist in a vacuum), but it also ideally helps the viewer
instantly situate the visual in something they are familiar with.

The last key factor to consider is the field in which the program or organiza-
tion is based. If you are working with an environmental organization, it might
make sense to choose a nature-based metaphor or symbol (e.g., a plant or an
animal). If you were working with a program that focuses on building and pro-
viding affordable housing, then perhaps a house metaphor might make sense.
These are obvious, but our point is that the more you can establish a place and a
space for the metaphor, the more relatable it will be to those who are going to be
using it. This also means that it will be easier to facilitate the rest of the process.
Your goal is to portray complexity in an instant with something recognizable
and meaningful. This is a challenge, but it is achievable with the right lens, con-
text, and relationships.

To better demonstrate these key considerations, let us turn to a theory-of-
change visual we recently created in Aotearoa New Zealand. This was created
for a group of community and government organizations within the Predator
Free 2050 movement.® The movement itself is environmentally based and aims
to preserve biodiversity across the country by eradicating introduced species
(the three main targets are rats, stoats, and possums as they are the main killers
of native endemic birds, like the kiwi). Termed collaborative groups, these were
brought together by the Department of Conservation (DOC) under a collective
impact model. They all have unique and varied expertise (e.g., scientific exper-
tise, sociologists, experts in Indigenous knowledge, communicators, connectors,
etc.) and often are the ones on the frontlines implementing programming and
are the knowledge holders needed to carry out the vision of Predator Free 2050.

Though conversations, a documents review, and a short survey with colla-
borative group members, we found that the group prides themselves on being
community-based, agile, and able to adapt to changing circumstances (a common
theme in environmental programming). They also saw themselves as having a

©2024 CJPE 39.2,288-312 doi:10.3138/cjpe-2024-0028


https://www.utpjournals.press/loi/cjpe
https://doi.org/10.3138/cjpe-2024-0028

https://utppublishing.com/doi/pdf/10.3138/cjpe-2024-0028 - Monday, March 24, 2025 3:41:11 PM - Auckland University of Technology |P Address:156.62.3.24

Theory-of-Change Visuals 299

‘birds eye view’ of the conservation system as well as an ability to act when they
saw necessary. We asked what imagery, symbols, or metaphors came to mind
when they heard the words “Predator Free 2050,” and the word cloud shown in
Figure 3 emerged.

Using that same methodology, we also asked what values should lead the
collaborative group work, and Figure 4 includes those mentioned.

Using these methods (in conjunction with our own experiences in the colla-
borative groups and a document review), we had the information we needed to
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Dead \(/1)\31[ . He l‘thy Klll

People

TherIng Fauna
Flourishing ree
PI;()]J{,)?\Ct Offshore : Tt " ome M ™ : PGS‘[S

Place SRS Tree sent A\| |
Native N t bundantre
Habitat ure( reate

Noise

Figure 3. Survey data for the question “When you hear the words, “Predator
Free” what imagery, metaphors, and/or symbols immediately come to mind?”

Source: Te Tira Whakamataki.
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Figure 4. Survey data for the question “In your opinion, what values should
guide the work of the PF2050 Collaborative Groups?”

Source: Te Tira Whakamataki.
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choose the right metaphor. It is not hard to see in the first word cloud (Figure 3),
but it was clear that the metaphor needed to be a bird. It could not be just any
bird, however, but the right bird. It needed to have characteristics such as agility,
speed, intelligence, and be native to Aotearoa New Zealand. Assessing our
options, the clear choice was the karearea, or the New Zealand falcon. This bird
is one of Aotearoa’s top natural predators, is endemic, and is one of the fastest
birds known to this land (reaching speeds up to 220 km/hr), but it is also extre-
mely agile, adaptable, and maneuverable. It is known to take high flight, scan its
surroundings, and make decisions on which prey to pursue. In other words, it
gets the definitive “birds-eye view” and uses that information to act. Finally, it
hunts stoats. These factors made it a near-perfect metaphor to describe the
values and work of the collaborative groups. It represents what the groups stand
for, how they do their work, and—most importantly—why they do the work.
Working with collaborative group members, we mapped the values they chose
to different parts of the karearea (using a picture of it we created on Canva), and
it was used to have effective conversations about what the groups wanted to
achieve as well as how and why they wanted to. Figure 5 shows the visualization
of the metaphor, and the concepts in it were used to create a full evaluation fra-
mework, complete with outcomes, indicators, and outputs.

Located at the Karearea's heart is thrive. Just as
the heart gives the Karearea life, purpose, and
motivation, it represents what is in our hearts - to
restore and protect our natural environment to
enable a thriving, abundant, and healthy
environment. This is the reason we do the work we
do and all other values work together as a unit to

move this motivation forward.

Located at the feathers that help give the Karearea lift is
connection. This is about using our collective activities to
closely connect ourselves and others to the environment

that sustains us, including building relationships with others
and understanding our colonial history that enabled the

destruction of the environment. Facilitating this connection
creates cultural and social wellbeing and while fulfilling our

The Karearea is extremely.
intelligent and has acute
awareness of its environment -
just as the collaborative groups
are field experts. The knowledge
(including matauranga Maori) we
hold helps us navigate complex
challenges, complete research,
innovate, shift colonial systems,
and communicate. Together, it
helps us address declining

biodiversity.

The Karearea's wings are shorter

compared to other Falcons. This
helps it move effectively in its

environment and is represented
by the collaborative groups'

collective sense of responsibility

to the environment, future

generations, taonga, systems that

represent and benefit us all, and

Te Tiriti. It is these responsibilities.

that motivate us and propels us
forward.

responsibility to guard all life around us.

Having a longer tail than other
Falcons (and using it's unique
wings), the Karearea is able to
skilfully chase prey by being
highly manoeuvrable. This is
represented by the
collaborative groups' desire
for collaboration. It is seen as
the key to success, as no one
agency or group can do it
alone and is moved foward by
our responsibilities. This

ion

,-'c°”qborai

includes equity, honesty,
transparency, integrity, and
support across groups and
allows us to be flexible and

adaptive to changing contexts.

Represented at the wing feathers giving the Karearea lift is
nurture. To the collaborative groups, this means using our
positions, resources, and skills to enable activities that
respect, protect, and guard native species and ecosystems
(kaitiakitanga) while empowering the people living on the
land. This is part of our responsibilities as people living on
this land and will lead to better biodiversity outcomes.
Together as a collective, we stand a better chance at fulfilling
our obligations to protect our environment.

Figure 5. The karearea diagram stemming from the analysis of the
Collaborative Group Process

Source: Te Tira Whakamataki.
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A REACTION TO THEORY-OF-CHANGE VISUALS—EXPERIENCE OF
AN END USER

We thought it was important to have an end-user’s perspective on this approach.
One of the authors of this article experienced this approach from start to finish
while it was still being developed. Here are his experiences with it:

As the former executive director of the Network Environments for Indigenous
Health Research (NEIHR) National Coordinating Centre (NCC), I was involved in
the co-design and implementation an Indigenous approach to frame the perfor-
mance and evaluation components of the programme. This involved considerable
online meetings that were a necessary response to the COVID-19 pandemic but also
the only way that researchers, administrators and federal officials could discuss the
framework across several time zones.

Working in a cross-cultural, cross-continental space of Indigenous health
research, I quickly saw the benefits of chunking down our approach to first identify
appropriate metaphors and then align these metaphors with images, terms, and
short narratives to help us communicate the key aims and then the progress of our
networks. While the images may appear to be simple, even simplistic, it is important
to understand the selection of an image, and why one is preferred over another for
reasons of relevance and provenance. While bears and eagles are keystone species in
important ecosystems in which Indigenous communities continue to exist, they are
also ancestors and relatives, and this familial aspect of many Indigenous metaphors
elevates them in terms of culture, identity and responsibility.

The process of selecting an image for Indigenous groups draws out interesting,
indeed I would argue unique, conversations based on traditional teachings and mod-
ern aspirations. However, I'm reminded of a warning: “the price of metaphor is eter-
nal vigilance” [Rosenblueth and Wiener, cited in Lewontin, 2001, p. 1263]. We had
the foundational support of hard data, arrayed in spreadsheets, but this enabled us
to easily track and refer to discrete scores of various qualitative and quantitative indi-
cators and also to groupings of indicators, and for each individual NEITHR network.
And in my role as executive director, having to speak regularly to the framework
and its messages to federal, research, and wider network supporters and participants,
I had clear and arresting visuals to support any presentation, particularly when com-
municating our partners’ contributions to understanding the progress of multiple
research projects taking place “coast-to-coast-to-coast” across Canada.

HOW TO CREATE AND FACILITATE USING THEORY-OF-CHANGE
VISUALIZATIONS WITH ORGANIZATIONS

Now that the rationale and benefits of using this approach have been detailed, it
is appropriate to show a guide on how you may create and use the theory-of-
change visuals. The process of creating and using these visuals will be heavily
dependent on the context you are working in (including who you are working
with). Therefore, we recommend you take the steps we outline next and make
them yours. Treat these as a set of principles that can help you get started on key
parts of the process. The details and nuance will rely on your creativity, patience,
effort, and ability to be a facilitator.
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Step 1. Gather the necessary information to understand your context

We covered this step earlier, but it is important to reiterate as it forms the foun-
dation of your visual. Take the time to gather the information you need to confi-
dently create your visual (including novel data collection). Use any research
skills you have and apply a “detective lens” to your interpretation of how people
are thinking about, talking about, and implementing a program.

Step 2. Pick the right metaphor or symbol and create it

Once you have the information you need, it is time to select the right metaphor/
symbol. Notable to this process is understanding the local context and picking
something that will resonate with your audience.

To help with this process, lean on the data that you have already collected
and start drawing out ways that it all works together to tell a story. We have also
done the opposite, where we start with a metaphor/symbol that is commonly
mentioned and map our data or parts onto that metaphor (as was the case with
the karearea example). This is akin to creating a logic model—some people pre-
fer to work from left to right, and others prefer to work in the opposite direction.
Do what makes sense to you but ensure that your metaphor/symbol is in the
place and space it needs to be.

Pick a platform like Canva (or anything equivalent) and create your visual.
We recommend adding some minimal text to the diagram to help readers
understand why certain parts are mapped onto the picture where they are. These
placements should be purposeful and there for a concrete reason. As with a
logic model, the reader should have all the necessary details to get the big picture
on a single page. Tips and tricks for this stage include the following:

o Pick something common to the area or field you work in for quick
relatability (e.g., an animal, a plant). Draw your own if you have artistic
skill, pay an artist, or use a premade asset on Canva.

o Use the parts of what you chose to tell a story of how the individual
parts/data you found combine to tell a bigger story. The whole of the
metaphor is more valuable than the sum of its parts. Emphasize that
each part work with the others and push in a positive direction. Below
is an example of a metaphor using a wharenui,” which was specifically
chosen because it is composed of different parts. Each part plays a sig-
nificant cultural and physical part of the entire building, meaning that
it was a perfect way to demonstrate the five different values that encom-
pass good research with Maori communities.

« Do not be afraid to add backgrounds to your visuals. This helps add
another layer of depth to the theory-of-change visualization and allows
you to communicate how the program or organization interacts with
its environment. Figure 6 is an example of using a background to add
to the visual, as was the visual with the bison earlier in the article.
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The tekoteko is located at the top of the Whare Utu
and represents the guiding ancestor and the
profector of the knowledge the pBwhiri process (Reciprocity)
brings. It is the head of the whare.

Below the tekoteko are the kaumatua (elder) and
the tohunga (expert). In the research process,
they are key individuals that must be included
because they ultimately help guide impact and
ensure it will benefit the communiy Identifying

l

lihe s o D e and authentically interacting with them is a

representation of the impact the project will
ring for the community. It is of great
importance and should provide relevance,
meaningfulness, and guide the work.

necessary step to take in the pOwhiri. Meaningful
connection with the kaumatua and tohunga begin
with work that is done before presenting your
project (process, lore, place, people)

On either side of the ~ The roof protects the
whare are amo (legs) that 9 ’ whare and can be
help support the entire ({ . thought of as two maihi
structure. W 3 i (arms).

In the research process ) {7 In the research process,
(pQtaico), think of these as 2 ) think of these protective
capacity building and x E arms as project
knowledge transfer ? . overnance
(matauranga). Both of (sovereignty) and
these values support the equity/intellectual
entire project and should roperty. Adhere fo
be an inherent part of these values to ensure
each project. It's about the community is
being reciprocal with the protected from harmful
community. or exploitative research

Knowledge
transfer

Once the beginning parts of the pdwhiri process has been followed, the group is invited to enter the whare and the dialogue begins and permission is
given.

In the research process, this is a critical step that can only happen once all previous steps have been followed. Without doin? your due diligence,

stating your intent & understanding community context (place), processes, lore, and interacting with the right people (relationship), meaningful research
with the community won't happen. Once inside the whare, you must present the value you are bringing to the community (impact, capacity building,
knowledge fransfer). This is not a fransactional relationship, but a reciprocal one.

Figure 6. An example of a values-based diagram that shows how different
parts of a metaphor can be mapped on to individual values

Source: The Marae Framework from Te Tira Whakamataki.

o It helps to think abstractly. This is not only where creativity is necessary
but also where the beauty of the method occurs. The first challenge is to
see how the parts you identified map onto a symbol or metaphor. The
second challenge is to demonstrate how these can be used to show how
the parts perform different, yet contributing, roles and form an overall
narrative back to the roles, intentions, and purposes of a program or
organization (e.g., the protective fur on a bear can be used to demon-
strate survivability and sustainability of an initiative).

o Itis helpful to create the visual with those you are working with. While
you do not have to sit down for hours with them, bouncing ideas of
potential metaphors to gauge their reaction can save you a lot of time
down the road. This is where relationships are important and help facil-
itate the work.

Step 3. Use the right method to present your visual

At the start of this article, we argued that being an evaluator is as much about
facilitation as it is about measurement. With the previous two steps completed,
you should have the theory-of-change visual ready. Now, however, is the time to
show off your facilitation skills and present your visual.
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Picking the right method of presenting the visual is crucial. This will look
and feel different each time, but we have found success in using both YouTube
and PowerPoint (noting here that Canva also has a competent presentation sys-
tem). Regardless of the platform you choose, it is important to present your
visual one “part” at a time.® You will notice in the previous karearea example all
the parts are displayed (i.e., values such as responsibility and accompanying
text). In our experience, we have found that sometimes presenting everything at
once can inhibit effective storytelling. Rather, having each part of the visual pop
up one by one and using that to present helps you bring your audience on a jour-
ney (e.g., one part of the metaphor per slide). It also gives you an opportunity to
talk about each part individually to emphasize its importance while placing it
within an overall narrative.

If you are presenting to many people, consider creating a YouTube video of
your presentation that people can view on their own time. The goal here is to get
people excited about the evaluation and buying in to the process. The second
goal is to obtain as much feedback as possible so you can ensure that you picked
the most effective metaphor/symbol. Ensure that you have built in ample time
and space, and emphasize accessibility so you can get quality feedback.

Step 4. Refine your visual and metaphor

After you present your visual, it is likely that you will have to refine things based
on the feedback you receive. This is an expected and positive part of the process,
as the more feedback you receive, the more engaged your audience may be. The
more engaged they are, the more likely they will care about the evaluation yet to
happen. Be open to changes and remember that this visual needs to represent
their words, thoughts, and actions first and foremost.

Step 5. Use the visual as a basis for the rest of your evaluation

Once consensus is reached on the theory-of-change visual, you can proceed with
the rest of the evaluation and use it as a strong foundation. The theory-of-change
visual should do exactly as it is named and provide an overview of the theory of
change. It can help give you guidance on what methods, outputs, indicators, and
outcomes you can include in an overall measurement and evaluation framework
(especially if you use values as your “parts”). It is also likely that, during your dis-
cussions on the various drafts of the visual, you will have had in-depth conversa-
tions about what outcomes the group want to achieve and how you could
possibly measure that to fit the philosophy in the visual.

Most importantly, however, this process should have garnered excitement
and buy-in for the rest of the (sometimes tedious) evaluation. Instead of present-
ing a logic model, evaluation matrix, or 14-page document you will have given
the group something that is more engaging and bite-sized to introduce the rest
of the process. In our experience, this is a major factor in a successful evaluation,
and it is worth spending time to get right. It is even possible that you did not get
the same “eyes glazed over” look you would if you may have gotten in the past.

©2024 CJPE 39.2,288-312 doi:10.3138/cjpe-2024-0028


https://www.utpjournals.press/loi/cjpe
https://doi.org/10.3138/cjpe-2024-0028

https://utppublishing.com/doi/pdf/10.3138/cjpe-2024-0028 - Monday, March 24, 2025 3:41:11 PM - Auckland University of Technology |P Address:156.62.3.24

Theory-of-Change Visuals 305
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matauranga Maori based solution to manage
pests (over fime)

Figure 7. An example of how values can translate into full measurement
frameworks (outcomes, outputs, indicators)

Source: Te Tira Whakamataki.

Concretely, you can also use the “parts” of your visual to build out a
full measurement framework. As you identify and talk about the parts of your
theory-of-change visual, you start to define what they mean for that specific con-
text. This definition leads to the creation of long-term and short-term outcomes,
as well as outputs and indicators. An example of this is shown in Figure 7, where
we used a value (whakakotahi, or inclusivity) as a singular “part” of our diagram.
Heading down the left side of the figure, whakakotahi is defined and specified by
the long-term outcomes, short-term outcomes, outputs, and indicators. In this
case, the value of whakakotahi also represents what the organization ultimately
wants to achieve (i.e., its intended impact), meaning it is the piece that you will
end up measuring (in a lot of different ways). Therefore, as the diagram below
indicates, as you head down into the details on the left-hand side, the value gets
more and more defined. As you head back up toward the value on the right-
hand side, it shows how you will know whether progress is being made toward
the intended impacts. This is one way in which you can connect your visual to
more conventional evaluation thinking and approaches.

WHEN TO USE THEORY-OF-CHANGE VISUALS AND WHEN NOT TO

Up to this point, this article has been written as if theory-of-change visuals are a
silver bullet and will help solve any engagement problems you may have had in
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the past. While we believe in the power of this approach, we also know that there
are certain circumstances in which it should be avoided. We expect these factors to
evolve as we continue to take this approach in our projects, but we believe that you
should consider using theory-of-change visualizations in the following situations:

1. You are evaluating complicated and complex situations (see Patton,
2010)

a. We would argue that this is most often the case in socially rooted
programs and initiatives.

2. You have many stakeholders, organizations, or partners involved in
designing and implementing the evaluation.

o  This approach is useful if those at the table use different approaches
or activities to achieve the same long-term goal (e.g., environmental
sustainability). It lends itself well to developmental evaluation,
principles-focused evaluation, and collective impact approaches.

3. You have adequate built-in time to complete the process (including
the ability to build relationships and trust) and can transfer it into a
measurement framework.

« In our experience it takes 2-3 months of creative effort to make
the theory-of-change visual.

4. You believe the audience would respond well to a visual approach
(e.g., community not-for-profit) as opposed to a written one (e.g.,
government departments).

o  This is not a hard-and-fast rule, as we have done these with gov-
ernment departments. You will have to use your judgement as a
facilitator to determine if it is a good fit.

5. You are an internal evaluator and can spend your time doing this
process (and following through with it).

«  Being an internal evaluator may also help you pick up on the cul-
ture of the program or organization quicker, although you should
be aware that you can also take things for granted being an insider.

Instances where we recommend not using this approach include the following:

1. You are evaluating in simplicity (see Patton, 2010).
2. You have limited time and a small budget.

«  When you combine this process with the need to link it to a mea-
surement and evaluation framework and then do that evaluation,
this process can be time-consuming and, therefore, cost more.
Remember that this process is about getting people excited and
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engaged in evaluation, and if you spend your budget creating the
visual and do not end up collecting any data, it might have the
opposite effect.

With these factors in mind, you can see that it is not wise to take this approach
in every single evaluation. We are encouraged as emerging evaluators to main-
tain a large toolbox of methods, approaches, and theories, and we suggest that
this be one approach that you could add to yours.

WHAT HAPPENS WHEN YOU CANNOT GET EVERYONE TO AGREE
OR THERE IS NO COMMONALITY BETWEEN GROUPS?

One complication that you may encounter using this approach is that it can be
difficult or sometimes impossible to find the right metaphor or symbol to base
the visual on. This has happened to us when working with multiple groups or
projects under an umbrella organization such as a government-funded program
with locations across the country who are meant to be communicating and
working toward common goals, despite implementing it in their own way. In
these cases, it might be difficult to find a locally rooted metaphor that you could
use (e.g., there are no pine trees in northern Canada and no turtles on the
prairies).

You can still create a theory-of-change visual in this case, but the approach
will need to be modified. Gathering data, reading documents, and uncovering
what the “parts” of the visual are will still be the start the process (e.g., values,
impacts, outcomes, processes, etc.). However, to remain relatable to different
organizations or spots across the nation you may need to either choose multiple
metaphors or symbols and, as a result, create multiple visuals. Remember, with-
out that instant recognition and relatability, the theory-of-change visual will not
be as effective. The trick is to ensure that the same basic information is being
used no matter the metaphor it is featured in. In other words, the “parts” you
identified should be present in all visuals you end up creating. The advantage of
using values or broader impacts as your “parts” is that you can more easily trans-
fer them across metaphors because they work in multiple ways. This is why we
prefer to use nature-based metaphors, as it is easier to transfer parts between
metaphors, meaning we can tell the story we need to in the places we visit while
still providing rigour to the process.

For example, the two pictures in Figure 8 represent the theory-of-change
visual for the Oranga Programme, a suite of four Kaupapa Maori-led projects
aimed at restoring forest health in Aotearoa New Zealand. While all projects are
working toward similar long-term goals (i.e., increased forest health and revitali-
zation of matauranga Maori [Maori knowledge]), each project had different
activities (they included seed banking, using soundscapes to assess forest health,
using Maori rongod (medicine) to help infected trees, among others). Therefore,
using one theory-of-change visual was not the best option, as it would relate bet-
ter to some projects than others. Therefore, the solution we came to for the
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Recognition
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expression of Lore;
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including doing; anti-
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Figure 8. An example of a values-based diagram using a) a kauri tree and b)
a tohora (whale) to portray a story

Source: Te Tira Whakamataki.
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projects was to use two visuals that had the exact same “parts” to them (e.g.,
values such as knowledge, recognition, relations). One features the kauri tree
and, the other, a tohora (whale); both symbols are instantly recognizable by the
projects and, more importantly, meaningful to their own projects. By taking this
approach, projects were able to champion whichever version resonated most
with them, and we, acting as the evaluators, could use either and still have con-
sistency in the measurement and evaluation framework. A YouTube video (Two
Bridges Consulting, 2022) was created to help explain these visuals (as per the
best practices outlined earlier) and they are still in use today as guides for how
the projects want to work and what impacts they want to make.

CONCLUSION

Guided by metaphors and symbols rooted in the values, experiences, and lan-
guage of those we work with, the theory-of-change visual approach can help cre-
ate and facilitate dialogue and reflection necessary for effective evaluations.
Platforms like Canva provide accessible tools for bringing these visuals to life,
enabling the integration of text and imagery to convey a cohesive narrative. The
presentation of theory-of-change visuals becomes an opportunity for facilitation
and to get excitement about evaluation. By telling a story by unveiling each com-
ponent of the visual one by one, evaluators foster engagement and dialogue,
encouraging stakeholders to reflect on their roles and contributions within the
larger ecosystem of change. Ultimately, theory-of-change visuals are more than
just pictures. They are powerful tools for getting on the same page, decision-
making, and, importantly for us, facilitating a meaningful and relevant evalua-
tion. After all, it is on us as evaluators if the audience feels dumb when reading
our materials or hearing us talk. Let us use every tool available to make evalua-
tion accessible, exciting, and innovative and ensure we bring people along with
us on a path toward evidence-informed decision-making.

NOTES

1 Appropriately backed by the Canadian Evaluation Society’s Evaluator Competencies
(especially the situational and interpersonal practice domains).

2 See Keana-Tuala (2015) and Wingspan Birds of Prey Trust (n.d.) for more
information.

3 At the time of writing this article, we had used this approach 22 times since 2020 (in
various forms). The authors would like to thank Reciprocal Consulting and the Net-
work Environments for Indigenous Health Research National Coordinating Center
for allowing us to progress these ideas.

4 We are also working on a short article that better describes what “values-based mea-
surement” is to us as evaluators and researchers. We intend to publish it and share it
widely to help accompany this article.

5 For example, using a tree is a perfectly acceptable symbol to portray in a visual. How-
ever, choosing the right tree based on local context matters. If you use a pine tree, it
makes sense in most of Canada. They are common, native species that are instantly
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recognizable. If you use a pine tree in Aotearoa New Zealand, an instantly different
thought comes to mind, as they are invasive species that are often blamed for killing
native forests and used for economic purposes. Instead, a kauri or pohutakawa tree
might make more sense to viewers in Aotearoa New Zealand because they are iconic
and native species (but again, that depends on which part you are from). Both are
trees, but depending on which you choose to use and where you choose to display it, it
will have significantly different social, cultural, and economic implications. The goal is
not to choose just a tree, but the right tree.

6 For more information, visit Department of Conservation (n.d.).

7 A wharenui is a Maori meeting house, or the main building of a community. It is a
representation of significant cultural and social principles and is the main gathering
place of each community. It is full of stories and is the heart of the community.

8 For an example, see Two Bridges Consulting (2022). This example is also featured
later in this article.
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