
Social	  Venture	  Partners	  Boston	  
Theory	  of	  Change	  

SVPI	  Conference	  
Sea8le,	  WA	  

October	  23,	  2015	  



What	  is	  a	  Theory	  of	  Change?	  

The	  Concept	  

•  Framework	  for	  linking	  the	  
applicaIon	  of	  limited	  
resources	  (money,	  skills,	  &	  
networks)	  to	  an	  end	  result	  
that	  can	  be	  accomplished	  
with	  those	  resources	  

•  If	  we	  do	  X,	  then	  Y	  will	  result	  

Why	  have	  one?	  

•  Provides	  clarity,	  focus,	  
direc;on	  

•  Points	  the	  organizaIon	  
toward	  its	  Impact	  
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Four	  Key	  QuesIons	  

1.   Who	  are	  we	  trying	  to	  create	  an	  impact	  for?	  
2.   What	  impact	  are	  we	  trying	  to	  create?	  

3.   How	  are	  we	  going	  to	  create	  that	  impact?	  

4.   How	  will	  we	  measure	  whether	  we’ve	  been	  
successful?	  
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Spurred	  several	  conversaIons	  	  
among	  SVP	  Boston	  Board	  

•  Who	  are	  we	  trying	  to	  impact:	  our	  partners?
the	  organizaIons	  we	  invest	  in?	  or	  the	  
beneficiaries	  of	  their	  programs?	  

•  What	  is	  the	  right	  dosage	  to	  deliver	  the	  impact:	  
Ime	  and	  dollars?	  

•  What	  standard	  of	  “measurable	  impact”	  will	  
we	  hold	  ourselves	  to?	  
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We	  will	  borrow	  Edna	  McConnell	  Clark’s	  lowest	  standard	  of	  evidence	  
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•  If	  we	  bring	  smart,	  paIent	  money,	  relaIonships,	  and	  
skills,	  focused	  on	  criIcal	  capacity-‐building	  areas	  

•  To	  early-‐	  to	  mid-‐stage	  Boston-‐area	  direct	  service	  non-‐
profits,	  with	  programs	  that	  advance	  educaIonal	  or	  
economic	  opportuniIes	  for	  children,	  youth	  and	  
families,	  and	  that	  have	  leaders	  who	  value	  outside	  
counsel	  and	  can	  embrace	  change	  

•  Then	  we	  help	  them	  to	  deliver	  sustainable,	  high	  
quality	  programs	  

•  That	  produce	  measurable	  outcomes	  for	  the	  
children,	  youth,	  and	  families	  they	  serve	  
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How	  we	  use	  our	  Theory	  of	  Change	  
•  Investment	  Commi8ee:	  What	  organizaIons	  fit	  
best?	  

•  CondiIons	  for	  Success:	  What	  EDs	  will	  produce	  
the	  best	  results?	  

•  Internal	  PrioriIes:	  
–  Strengthen	  Lead	  Partner	  role	  
–  Strengthen	  Investee	  on-‐boarding	  process	  
–  Focus	  on	  high-‐leverage	  areas	  

•  Measurement	  of	  our	  Impact	  –	  the	  rubric	  (see	  
next	  pages)	  

•  Internal	  and	  external	  communicaIons	  
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Our	  rubric	  captures	  progress	  by	  Investees	  along	  several	  dimensions	  



March	  2013	  	  May	  2012	   December	  2013	  	   May	  2014	   December	  2014	  

Capacity	   Early	  Stage	   Emergent	  A	   Emergent	  B	   Emergent	  C	   Growth	  

Mission	  
Value	  Proposi;on	  

Leadership	  	  

Staff	  Depth	  

Program	  
Theory	  of	  ∆	  

Governance	  

Funding	  

Systems	  
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May	  2013	   December	  2013	   May	  2014	   December	  2014	  

Capacity	   Early	  Stage	   Emergent	  A	   Emergent	  B	   Emergent	  C	   Growth	  

Mission	  
Value	  Proposi;on	  

Leadership	  	  

Staff	  Depth	  

Program	  
Theory	  of	  ∆	  

Governance	  

Funding	  

Systems	  
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We	  also	  use	  the	  ToC	  framework	  	  
for	  our	  Investees	  

•  Boston	  Debate	  League	  
– For	  example,	  who	  are	  they	  trying	  to	  deliver	  an	  
impact	  for:	  just	  the	  students	  that	  are	  on	  the	  
debate	  team,	  or	  the	  enIre	  school	  (as	  they	  claim)?	  
If	  they	  want	  to	  “change	  the	  school	  culture”	  in	  the	  
Boston	  Public	  Schools,	  make	  it	  cool	  to	  be	  smart,	  so	  
that	  all	  students	  benefit	  and	  not	  just	  the	  debate	  
team,	  then	  that	  drives	  different	  decisions	  about	  
program,	  and	  what’s	  important.	  
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Open	  QuesIons	  with	  regard	  to	  our	  
Theory	  of	  Change	  

•  Should	  we	  recruit	  partners	  with	  specific	  skills	  
to	  maximize	  our	  impact?	  

•  How	  much	  rigor	  and	  training	  is	  appropriate	  to	  
expect	  for	  a	  community	  of	  volunteers?	  

•  How	  can	  we	  sharpen	  the	  process	  of	  measuring	  
our	  impact?	  
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