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Background

In many countries, the agricultural sector stands at a cross-
roads: on the one hand we have intensive, industrial meth-
ods based on chemical inputs, while on the other we find 
innovative agroecological systems employing a vast array 
of  more environmentally and socially virtuous practices: 
agroforestry, integrated agriculture and livestock farming, 
conservation agriculture etc. such practices help to regen-
erate soils and biodiversity, and to avoid water shortages; 
they also facilitate adaptation to climate change and the 
attenuation of its impact. the asset project (agroecol-
ogy and safe food system transitions in southeast asia) 
aims to capitalise on the potential of agroecology to trans-
form food and agricultural systems in a manner which is 
compatible with the sustainability goals. the project as a 
whole is informed by the participatory theory of change, 
which involves forging a shared vision of the agroecological 
transition, identifying impact pathways to be explored col-
lectively, and defining the respective contribution of each 
actor to these transformative processes.
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what is theory of change?

Theory of change (ToC) is an approach used 
to develop an explicit model for how an action 
(e.g. a project or policy) will contribute to a 
chain of results or events, laying bare the pro-
cess of change we expect to see, the actions 
put in place to trigger that change, and the 
underlying hypotheses. Such models may be 
used at different moments: early in the proj-
ect design phase (ex ante), as a projection of 
the future impact pathway which will guide 
the intervention; during implementation, to 
monitor progress and steer adaptative man-
agement and reflexive learning (in itinere); or 
once the intervention is complete, in order to 
assess the change it has helped bring about 
(ex post). In the case of the ASSET project, we 
produced specific ToC models ex ante for the 
participating countries and territories, in order 
to facilitate the coordination of a complex raft 
of actions led by a heterogeneous collective of 
actors comprising representatives of civil soci-
ety (including farmers and producers’ organi-
sations), government agencies, development 
specialists and national and international 
research centres. The fundamental questions 
we asked in order to construct these ex ante 
ToC models in a participatory fashion were: 
what is our shared, desired vision of the future? 
What sort of impact do we hope to have? What 
changes need to occur to make this impact 
possible? When are these changes (results) and 
their consequences (impacts) likely to happen? 
What are the obstacles and opportunities asso-
ciated with these changes? What can we do to 
ensure that these changes are realised with 
and for territorial actors?

co-constructing impact pathways

The process of co-construction which defined 
the ToC dimension of the ASSET project 
yielded a narrative vision of the agroecologi-
cal transition at the territorial  and national 
levels (see illustration): mapping desired 
changes; explaining the underlying hypoth-
eses on how these changes will come about; 
identifying opportunities and obstacles to 
change, taking different perspectives into 
consideration as well as the roles played by 
different actors. The project protocol and plan 
of action were then constructed with a view 
to supporting changes in practices, behav-
iours, interactions, capacities, knowledge, 
motivation and opportunities for the actors 
involved, as well as clarifying the manner in 
which these actors – and the context within 
which they operate – are liable to change. 
These changes are what we would call results. 
In this case, concerned with sustainable agro-
ecology and food system tradition across the 
Mekong region (Cambodia, Laos, Vietnam), 
we proposed a participatory, multi-level ToC 
combining shared visions of the objectives 
to be attained with action plans to be col-
lectively deployed at the different scales on 
which the project operates: from territorial 
interventions (within specific districts or prov-
inces) up to the national and regional levels. 
Specific ToC were developed collectively by 
the actors involved at each level. Participatory 
ToC incorporates the existing knowledge and 
experience of partners, as well as the perspec-
tives of the actors who will be tasked with  
putting the changes into practice, and who 
will experience their consequences.
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Participatory workshops  
to catalyse collective intelligence 

In order to build a participatory ex ante ToC, we 
need to begin by analysing the recent history of 
the territory in question and how it has defined 
the current state of food and agricultural sys-
tems, mapping the principal actors and activi-
ties which define the present situation. There 
follows a process of co-construction to establish 
a set of project specifications: working back-
wards from a shared vision of the future to the 
changes required to make this vision a reality, 

thence to the obstacles and opportunities per-
taining to these changes, the risks involved, and 
the individual and collective actions required to 
make the changes happen. Last but not least, 
it is important to ascertain whether or not the 
actors involved have the motivation, capaci-
ties and opportunities needed to change their 
behaviour, their practices and their interactions. 
In other words, ToC invites a group of actors 
to discuss the values which underpin their 
vision of the future and the changes they wish 
to see. This process results in a shared vision, 
which may not necessarily correspond to the 

Elements of the theory of change for the agroecological transition in Laos (national level).

Present Transition Vision

2022 2025 2030 2035 2040

Agricultural practices 
are tending to use 
fewer chemicals 
thanks to increased 
awareness among 
farmers and consumer 
demand for safer 
food products.

Policies to support 
agroecology and control 
systems for product 
quality certi�cation 
are also important 
aspects of the vision 
for the future 
of agroecology (AE) 
and sustainable food 
systems (SFSs).

Agriculture is becoming 
self-su�cient in terms 
of inputs with the aim 
of reducing its 
dependence on imports 
and reduce 
the production costs 
of agroecological 
products, 
making them more 
competitive 
than conventional 
agricultural products.

Government and other agroecological
transition stakeholders improve 
existing agroecology promotion 

centres and transfer
AE techniques to public-sector bodies:

training programmes to increase expertise,
demonstration �elds and farms.

Develop a smartphone application 
dedicated to AE and SFSs.

Producers bring further added value
to products (through attractive, 

high-visibility packaging, preprocessed, 
ready-to-eat products) 

and promote them by providing 
information on production methods, 
nutritional value and other bene�ts 
of products, and by telling product 

stories to consumers through social media.

The government encourages the consumption
of AE products at national events, 

such as food festivals, World Food Day, 
organises the Mr and Mrs Health 
competition at provincial level, 

and raises awareness of the bene�ts 
of AE products across the country.

Government, farmers’ organisations,
NGOs and civil society organise 

consultation meetings 
using existing cross-sectoral
multi-stakeholder platforms.

Research institutions, universities 
and farmers’ organisations 
present empirical work 
on science and the results 
of participatory research 
to convince decision-makers 
of the value of AE.

Creation of training programmes dedicated to agroecology 
and sustainable food systems at national universities.

Private model farms, NGOs and farmers’ organisations prepare 
study tours to give technicians and farmers the opportunity 
to share AE information and practices.

An independent body monitors the use of chemicals and food safety standards 
and issues inspection and quality certi�cates.

Improve marketing 
channels and increase 
the number 
of marketplaces 
and online stores 
for AE products.

Promotion of 
sustainable products, 
practices and 
consumption.

Promotion of AE 
to consumers through 
media, advertising 
and in�uencers.

Selection of terroirs, 
landscapes and 
products of interest 
for promoting AE 
(e.g. co�ee 
and tea agroforestry 
systems).

Political support 
for agro-ecotourism 
and regional cultures, 
for example through 
the promotion 
of on-farm 
bed-and-breakfast 
and home-stay 
accommodation.

Training in hospitality 
and tourism services 
for entrepreneurs 
and farmers.

Certi�cation of AE products by food & drug department 
with international standard laboraties.

The transport 
network is mature.

Storage facilities for AE food products, 
extended storage period.

The Ministry of Agriculture 
and Forestry's Planning 
Department develops 
an environmental education 
blueprint that is widely 
disseminated via social media 
and knowledge platforms.

The national AE action 
plan, underpinned 
by relevant regulations 
and policies, 
is regularly improved 
and adapted to re�ect 
real developments 
in AE through 
multi-stakeholder 
consultation workshops. 
Monitoring and 
evaluation of AE and SFSs 
is included in the national 
action plan.

By 2040, the agroecological policy 
is being e�ectively implemented 
by all stakeholders, who are aware 
of the bene�ts of agroecology 
and sustainable food systems.
Independent organisations 
monitor the use of chemicals 
and quality standards, 
building trust and synergies 
between stakeholders.

Private-sector investment 
is increasing thanks 
to good governance of land 
and natural resources 
(soil, water, biodiversity, seeds). 
This is leading to a boom 
in agroindustries based 
on agroecology, with 15% of young 
people working in this �eld and 
making up more than 30% 
of the farming population.

Over 50% of consumers 
have access to safe food 
(in both rural and urban areas) 
and over 50% of commercial 
agricultural products meet 
food safety standards 
and are certi�ed.

20% of small-scale farmers 
obtain 40% additional income 
from agro-ecotourism.
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key PointS

theory of change is a concrete manifestation of the principle of knowledge 
co-production, of particular interest when designing projects to support socio-
environmental transitions. It seeks to clearly establish the different visions of 
change in play, along with the obstacles and opportunities they face, and thence 
to co-construct a shared vision conducive to a unified plan of action. toc transforms 
knowledge into action, forging connections between different actors, sectors and 
levels of intervention. By breaking down silos, it can make solutions feel tangible. In 
doing so it paves the way for large-scale change, bringing political decision-makers 
on board via local, national and regional networks.

preferred scenario of all actors: it is a reflexive, 
critical exercise during which power imbalances 
may make themselves felt, impinging upon the 
group’s capacity to collectively construct path-
ways to change. Facilitation plays an essential 
role here, in order to address and make clear 
the imbalances of power liable to affect nego-
tiations. Moreover, it is necessary to manage 
participants’ expectations with regard to the 
scope of their action plans. A balanced selec-
tion of participants – along with proper training 
for a team of facilitators, including individuals 
with an understanding of the power dynamics 
between actors – can help to ensure that differ-
ent points of view are aired and discussed at the 
local and national levels.

strengths and limitations  
of the theory of change

By involving people from diverse backgrounds 
in the definition and implementation of a 

shared objective, ToC can play a crucial role in 
transformative actions. The process of collec-
tive construction is based upon the pooling of 
multiple sources of knowledge: academic lit-
erature, data from the field, expert and infor-
mal knowledge etc. ToC thus yields actionable 
knowledge of direct use to monitoring and 
impact assessment systems, and the learning 
loops they engender. Nevertheless, the recent 
wave of enthusiasm for ToC brings with it the 
risk that the approach could become largely 
normative, more of a superficial simulacrum 
than a genuine exercise in building a shared 
vision and pathway. ToC could thus become a 
commonplace of project design, meeting the 
same fate as the “logical framework” which 
it was originally intended to replace. In order 
to avoid such pitfalls, ToC must be used as a 
compass, indicating the direction of travel 
when planning actions, but evolving as actors 
engage with these actions and their under-
standing of how change happens is tested 
against reality.



SuStainability 
Science

iRD Éditions

french national research Institute for sustainable development
marseille, 2023

Collective thinking coordinated

by Olivier Dangles and Marie-Lise Sabrié 
 

understand, co-construct, transform

Volume 2



Cover photo: Rock painting, Cueva de las Manos, Argentina.
© IRD/O. Dangles - F. Nowicki/Une Autre Terre

Photo p. 14: Cast net fishing: casting the net (New Caledonia).
© IRD/P. Dumas 

Photo p. 52: Farm work with a plough (Morocco). 
© IRD/G. Michon

Photo p. 86: Launch of the participatory observatory on vulnerability to erosion: 
training ecoguards (Anjouan, Comoros).
© IRD/N. Mirhani

Photo p. 112: Modelled map showing the damage caused by flooding  
and the success or failure of recommended measures (Madagascar).
© IRD/Didem/Rijasolo

Photo p. 138: Rice LMI workshop on rice improvement to cope with the constraints of climate change. 
© IRD/F. Carlet-Soulages

Photo p. 164: Graphic animation of the Franco-Brazilian network for the sustainable development 
of the North-East semi-arid region (ReFBN) (Brazil).
© IRD/M. Disdier

D2S follow-up of the articles: Claire Fréour and Magali Laigne
Editorial coordination: Marie-Laure Portal-Cabanel 
Cover: Charlotte Devanz 
Design and layout: Aline Lugand

This publication is open-access and made available to the public under the terms of the Creative Commons license 
CC BY-NC-ND 4.0, which can be viewed at https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/deed.en. Under this 
license, the original work can be freely redistributed as long as the authors and publishers are credited and a link to 
the license CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 is provided. Modifications are not authorised and the work must be published in its 
entirety. The material may not be used for commercial purposes.

© IRD, 2023

PDF version ISBN:  978-2-7099-3003-1


	CONTENTS
	Preface
	Introduction
	UNDERSTAND
	Sustainable coexistence between humans and wildlife and the challenge of zoonotic diseases
	Sustainability science put to the test of science
	Crises and sustainability science: a public policy issue?
	Zoonoses and sustainable urbanisation in the Global South: understanding the risks to prevent them more effectively
	Green spaces and concrete: can they exist side-by-side?
	Studying the evolutionary dynamics of the interaction between water and man in the past in order to plan for the future
	Towards more sustainable use of fish aggregating devices
	Food and dilemmas
	Fine particle pollution: a breadcrumb trail through SD G maze
	Food-friendly landscapes: moving beyond food sustainability
	Sustainable gathering, an example of reciprocal contribution between people and nature
	Crises and sustainability science: contingency and necessity
	Socio-ecological metabolism for thinking about the sustainability of society-environment interactions
	Soil health: a holistic and transdisciplinary approach
	Strong sustainability as a paradigm for bridging economics and sustainability science
	Space geodesy to observe changes in the Earth’s habitable conditions
	Studying territorial dynamics in the Anthropocene

	CO-CONSTRUCT
	Urban vulnerabilities to climate change: a case study from Bolivia
	Nature as an interdisciplinary object
	A shared fieldwork area: fertile ground for interdisciplinary research into cities in the Global South
	Agroecological research: “Your attitude, not your aptitude, will determine your altitude.”
	Moving towards land degradation neutrality
	Utilising the critical zone concept in interdsiciplinary research
	In defence of militant research: understanding and action insocio-hydrological territories
	Nutrition-sensitive aquaculture for more sustainable aquatic food systems
	Co-constructing scenarios for Indian Ocean deltas
	Moving beyond transdisciplinarity
	Sustainable food systems in the Global South(s)
	International joint laboratories: experiments with a sustainable, equitable partnership model

	TRANSFORM
	Sustainability sciences and education
	From urban tips to extractive territories: reformulating the waste issue
	How do we define "sustainable meat consumption"?
	Isopolis, a project of societal transformation for La Réunion
	Academia and sustainability: towards a holistic approach
	The contribution of gender studies to transdisciplinary sustainability science
	Sustainability science in Mexico: taking the plunge
	The hatchet and the seed: never mind about old positions, let's work together!
	Managing marine ecosystems: the crucial contribution of research
	Scientific diplomacy: a concept still waiting to be invented?
	Participatory theory of change and the agroecological transition
	New ways of working
	No sustainability science without open science




