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Introduction

The Transition Design (TD) framework identifies “theories of change” as one of four key 
areas of TD research and practice alongside vision, mindset, posture, and new ways of 
designing (Irwin et al., 2013). Further, it calls for surfacing and integrating theories of 
change when designing for systems-level transitions “because we need a variety of theories 
and methodologies that explain the dynamics of change within complex systems” (Transi-
tion Design Seminar, 2021b). Meanwhile, a theory of change is an idea or narrative about 
the relationship between actions taken and outcomes yielded in the process of initiating 
change (Connolly & Seymour, 2015). Inherent to the practice of TD is a process by which 
designers engage deeply with the ontology of design; Tonkinwise (2015) stated that TD is 
“always about […] designing designing”. In that sense, it is inherent to the TD practice to 
be ongoingly conscious and evaluative of our design process and its impact. Moreover, the 
work of making theories of change explicit offers the opportunity to reveal assumptions, 
confront biases, and build trust in a group (Center for Theory of Change, 2021; Mindell, 
1995). It also creates a shared premise to return to when the work proves difficult and 
opens the door to new collaborators who may hold the same or complementary theories.
As TD grows to include more theorists and practitioners, we must build the capacity to 
understand and articulate the theories of change that underpin our projects. To support 
this, we have identified and categorized some recurrent theories of change in the emergent 
field of TD theory and practice. Based on this analysis, we offer the three themes of situate, 
reframe and intervene, through which how we believe change happens in TD work can be 
understood. We conclude with prompts to encourage active engagement with the dimen-
sion of the TD framework and process. By examining the theories of change at work in 
TD, this paper aims to inspire reflection and rigor in the practice of explicating our the-
ories of change in TD work, while offering supporting questions to scaffold the process.
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Background

TD is a framework and a community of research and practice within the broader field 
of design for transitions. The emerging framework of TD is a force for change in the de-
sign world to provoke designers to understand their roles as interveners in systems-level 
change. As an article describing the work of TD co-creator Terry Irwin explained further, 
“[TD] created a new educational framework that encourages designers to apply their skills 
to better address wicked problems and cut design’s ties to the economic culture that has 
catalyzed those problems” (Kazior, 2021). Further, Irwin (2015) noted that “Transition 
Design is based upon longer-term visioning and recognition of the need for solutions 
rooted in new, more sustainable socioeconomic and political paradigms”. Cameron Tonk-
inwise (2015), also a creator of TD, described it as an approach that “acknowledges the 
extent of our social crises by advancing the practices of social and sustainable designing 
through the incorporation of multi-stage practice-oriented transformation”. An emerging 
community of designers and researchers have responded to these provocations and taken 
up this approach.
The community of TD research and practice has grown significantly since the founding 
of TD within the School of Design at Carnegie Mellon University in 2015. The growing 
body of research includes the doctoral dissertations of Butoliya (2018), Mages (2018), On-
afuwa (2018), Ansari (2019), Katrini (2019), Scott (2019), Carter (2020), and Mata-Marin 
(2020) as well as the work of scholars and practitioners around the world including Wal-
lace (2019), Escobar (2018), Boehnert (2019) among many others. In this paper, we re-
viewed TD and “designing for transitions” literature from 2015 to the present. Work that 
mentions TD or some form of design for transition was included, with particular empha-
sis given to the contents of the 2019 special edition (Nº 73) on TD from the Cuadernos del 
Centro de Estudios en Diseño y Comunicación publication.
Our perspective as authors is informed by our research and practice of developing theo-
ries of change in TD and other professional, social change contexts. We, the authors, are 
three doctoral candidates (Madeline Sides, Hillary Carey, and Erica Dorn) in CMU’s PhD 
program and an anthropology professor (Noah Theriault), who advises CMU doctoral 
candidates in TD. We believe that the ability to identify and articulate theories of change 
could be a powerful core competency for transition designers. This paper is an offering to 
fellow TD researchers, designers who seed transitions, changemakers engaged in thought-
ful design of social and ecological change processes, and anyone who wishes to better 
articulate their change making processes.

Defining Theories of Change

There are many definitions, methods, and frameworks for understanding theories of 
change. Early literature defining TD offers a few starting points from other disciplines for 
new such theories to inspire TD, including the living systems theory, post normal science, 
paradigm shift, alternative economics, and sociotechnical regime theory (Irwin, 2015). 
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Broadly defined in education research, “a theory of change is a predictive assumption 
about the relationship between desired changes and the actions that may produce those 
changes” (Kezar et al., 2015). One of the most ubiquitous methods was developed by the 
Center for Theory of Change over decades of collaborative work with nonprofits, gov-
ernment agencies, philanthropies and community organizations across the globe (Center 
for Theory of Change, 2021). This method is often utilized by organizations engaged in 
nonprofit and social change work that requires the documenting of specific outcomes and 
being accountable to funders and communities.
In this paper, we are not concerned with whether particular theories of change are more 
effective than others nor are we advocating that TD hold fast to specific, premeditated the-
ories. Instead, we ask the following anthropological questions: How do transition design-
ers believe change happens? What implicit and explicit theories do we bring to our work?
Meanwhile, Tonkinwise (2014) defined a theory of change as follows:

… a model of the system in which design interventions are taking place. It 
identifies key components and the relations between those components, as 
well as other systems that may lie alongside the focus system, or systems with-
in which the focus system resides. […] A Theory of Change is never fixed or 
complete, but always being modified by what is learned about the system be-
ing modeled by error-friendly, more-or-less-reversible interventions into that 
system.

In early TD literature, Irwin (2015) offered another description of theory of change as 
“a hypothesis [...] formulated about what type of change is needed and an assumption 
[...] about the correct approach for intervention, based upon a predicted outcome.” The 
current TD Seminar website widens the definition’s scope to be: “how and why societal 
systems change or remain inert, and how such change manifests and can be catalyzed and 
directed towards desirable and sustainable futures” (Transition Design Seminar, 2021c). 
In order to develop these theories and clarify how we understand how change can happen 
in a system, transition designers are encouraged to be engaged in continuous, evolving 
learning processes (Transition Design Seminar, 2021c). In this paper, we review and cate-
gorize some of the explicit theories of change at play in TD projects, including the implicit 
assumptions and principles underlying them.
Moreover, we have come to recognize that TD is, in itself, a theory of change. The TD 
framework describes how the work and approach of designing can engage with and 
scaffold the process of change through establishing a vision for change, new theories of 
change, new posture and mindset, and new ways of designing (Transition Design Seminar, 
2021b). It is also an approach that invites additional theories of change to catalyze and 
support specific contexts and movements.
In authoring this paper, we aim to advance conversations within TD about how theories 
of change are identified, made explicit, and engaged with. This work is a foundation for 
further reflection and discussion in the field that ultimately seeks to increase the capacity 
of TD projects to support enduring, positive social and ecological change. As with any 
developing model, the one presented here is inevitably incomplete. Thus, we offer it in the 
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spirit of collaboration. To this end, we invite discussion that might advance our collective 
understanding of TD and the theories of change that support deep commitments to mak-
ing wise and ethical change in the world.

Explicating Theories of Change 

Design practices inevitably involve theories of change. Consciously or unconsciously, de-
signers carry out someone’s theories of change in their work. Researchers in education dis-
tinguish between “implicit” and “explicit” theories of change (Connolly & Seymour, 2015). 
The former are our unconscious or tacit beliefs about how change occurs (Kezar et al., 
2015). Enmeshed with our most deeply ingrained assumptions about reality, personhood, 
ethics, and agency, implicit theories of change shape our efforts to understand, respond 
to, and enact change even as they remain largely subconscious and unexamined (Tuck, 
2009a). Meanwhile, the latter “has been reflected on and integrates research on change” 
(Kezar et al., 2015) in order to account for, prescribe, or challenge change processes. 
In both the implicit and explicit forms, theories of change are omnipresent in the thoughts 
and actions of all social agents. They take on heightened significance amid conscious ef-
forts to make change, whether through government, activism, research, design, art, or 
education. In this context, Kezar et al. (2015) made the observation that “much of the 
literature on theories of change does not note whether authors are referring to explicit 
or implicit theories, but they are distinctly two different phenomena”. Meanwhile, critical 
race and indigenous studies scholar, Eve Tuck (2009b) highlighted what is at stake when 
our theories remain implicit:

[A] theory of change will have implications for the way in which a project 
unfolds, what we see as the start or end of a project, who is our audience, who 
is our “us,” how we think things are known, and how others can or need to be 
convinced. A theory of change helps to operationalize the ethical stance of the 
project, what are considered data, what constitutes evidence, how a finding is 
identified, and what is made public and kept private or sacred. 

In the TD context, Irwin et al. (2015) advocated for disrupting outdated, invisible, and 
harmful theories of change, such as unquestioned economic growth. As Tonkinwise 
(2015) stated, “Transition Design is a deliberate attempt to update the theoretical frame-
works informing designing”. Those updates are needed because, as Tonkinwise (2015) ar-
gued, designers’ limited examination of the theories of change at play in their work has 
effectively entrenched the outmoded, unjust systems and mindsets we must contend with 
today. Consequently, it is then necessary for transition designers to be equipped with an 
understanding of the scope and scale of various theories of change and to be prepared to 
make choices when it comes time to do the work. Thus, the call to examine and explicate 
our theories of change in design is not just a matter of advancing design theory, it is also a 
way to increase a project’s chances of success (Tuck, 2009a).
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Emerging Themes: Situate, Reframe, Intervene

We have found that when articulating how systems-level design can bring about more 
equitable and sustainable futures, authors in the TD field tend to emphasize three types of 
action that we categorize as situate, reframe, and intervene. These themes, as illustrated in 
Figure 1, elaborate on the theories of change node within the foundational TD framework. 

Figure 1. Situate, Reframe, and Intervene as Themes within Theories of Change Extending the TD 
Framework (Note. Adapted from Irwin et al. 2013).

Situate: Orienting Ourselves within a System

Geographic Situating
TD’s founding literature strongly suggested that its projects must be geographically 
bounded (Irwin, 2015; Bosch Gomez & Qazi, 2019; Hamilton, 2019). In support of TD, 
Escobar (2018) stated that “the emphasis on place-making and collaborative practice, as 
well as the unambiguous grounding of TD in an ecological vision, is an important ele-
ment of the political ontology of design”. This localized context serves multiple functions: 
increasing the likelihood that all key stakeholders can be involved; easing trust-building 
between TD catalysts and those who are most physically proximate to the problem; and 
maintaining a sense of urgency and alignment in decision-making. Localization also pro-
motes new thinking about possible solutions, such as those put forth by cosmopolitan 
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localism and Transition Town theories and practices (Irwin, 2015; Manzini, 2015; Bosch 
Gomez & Qazi, 2019; Hamilton, 2019). 
Whether the designer is indigenous, a longtime local, a newly rooted transplant, or an out-
side facilitator, TD literature makes it clear that the people who live within the challenge 
must carry out the decision-making and work of change. In this context, Wallace used the 
phrase, “designers embedded within communities” (2019). Further, TD doctoral research-
ers Bosch Gomez and Qazi (2019) described it in the following manner: “Many transition 
movements argue that change must begin at the local level, with groups of like-mind-
ed individuals banding together to forge experimental communities rooted in transition 
principles such as sustainability, local cosmopolitanism, and collaboration”. Thus, how 
we define and prioritize proximity in mitigating a wicked problem in TD significantly 
influences the change process. Further, geographic situating is one of the most clearly 
articulated and fundamental theories of change in TD.

Systems Situating
Understanding systems as interconnected and interdependent is an essential approach in 
designing for transitions (Capra & Luisi, 2014). Situatedness includes an understanding of 
oneself in relationship to the systems in which one is nested (Haraway, 1988). According 
to Tonkinwise (2015), “Transition Design also works from the assumption that all these 
social stresses are interlinked; no one instance of these crises can be solved in isolation 
from the others.” Thus, situating a particular challenge within the levels of niche, regime 
and landscape is a core foundation of TD practice (Kossoff, 2019). Here, identifying that 
all elements of the challenge are linked –in terms of being dependent on and influential 
toward external systems– enables a more holistic understanding of the challenge and the 
opportunities for change.

Social and Political Situating
Social and political situating represents a growing edge for TD. In the last year, the core 
website for learning this practice, Transition Design Seminar (www.transitiondesignsem-
inarcmu.net) has expanded attention to social relations. These areas include the follow-
ing: stakeholder relations; pluriversality and decoloniality; mindset and posture; power 
dynamics; polarization and bridging divides and systems of oppression. Beyond the ge-
ographic and systems contexts, oppression and access should inform project structures. 
In this context, Boehnert (2019) highlighted the interdependence of social and ecological 
change: “Those pushing forward ecological transitions need analytical skills to approach 
economic, political, and cultural issues critically to understand how they intersect with en-
vironmental harms and injustices”. Systems thinking may address some of these attributes, 
but social and political positionality must also be acknowledged and evaluated (White, 
2018; Boehnert et al., 2018; Wallace, 2019). As the decolonizing design movement has not-
ed, design has histories of upholding symbolic violence and cultural oppressions (Boeh-
nert & Onafuwa, 2016; Schultz et al., 2018). Thus, the histories of design, as well as that of 
the localized problem, must be understood through the lenses of structural oppression.



Cuaderno 157  |  Centro de Estudios en Diseño y Comunicación (2022/2023).  pp 141-158  ISSN 1668-0227148

M. Sides, H. Carey, E. Dorn and N. Theriault Engaging with Theories of Change (...)

Complex social change requires us to articulate, discuss, and reflect on the ways that we, 
personally, are oriented in the world and to a particular challenge space. Design practi-
tioner and educator Jennifer Rittner (2017) described this work as “the practice of interro-
gating systems –institutional, economic, social, political, interpersonal– in order to define 
opportunities for change that give voice to those who have been disenfranchised or mar-
ginalized by design”. In this context, Cultural Studies professor and intersectional feminist, 
Eugenia Zuroski (2020), asks her students to begin their learning journeys by reflecting on 
the question, “Where do I know from? What are the strengths and weaknesses of my per-
spective on this challenge?” This type of situating prepares us to identify our own implicit 
theories of change, which is the first step towards making them explicit.

Reframe: Creating New Perspectives

Reframing is the active and collaborative work of developing a new perspective on a prob-
lem and the potential beyond it. This often takes place through a series of research and 
visualizing activities. Moreover, TD is founded on the belief that the kinds of thinking that 
created most modern problems cannot be used to effectively address them (Irwin, 2015). 
Thus, the work of building new perspectives is one of the key ways that design contributes 
to change making in TD. Through re-examining a challenge in the past, present, and fu-
ture, the once-rigid structures that constrain problems can begin to appear mutable. The 
reframe theory of change in TD is made up of many distinct but complementary ways 
to challenge existing perspectives and seek new insights. We offer a summary of these 
reframing approaches as articulated in the literature in this section.

Transdisciplinary Perspectives
Transition designers work in a transdisciplinary manner to draw connections across dis-
tinct areas of knowledge and expertise. As Irwin (2019) described, “it is imperative that 
old frames and cognitive models are set aside in order to reframe the problem using group 
intelligence”. However, these complex challenges cannot be addressed through a single 
disciplinary perspective. In this context, the Social, Technical, Economic, Environmental, 
and Political (STEEP) framework is often used to ensure that teams are thinking across 
many different aspects of a challenge. Further, designers’ ability to gather ideas from mul-
tiple sources, visualize relevant relationships, and propose new lenses through which to 
view a problem context can help summon the new energy needed to untangle entrenched 
challenges (Hamilton, 2019).

Societal Scale
An essential notion of scale exists within TD’s orientation toward complex challenges is. 
To reframe the challenge using broader perspectives of scale, TD draws on two specific 
tools developed in other areas of practice: the multi-layer perspective (MLP) and causal 
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layered analysis frameworks are powerful mapping tools that help to clarify root causes 
and opportunities for intervention (Geels, 2002; Inayatullah, 1998). To cite two examples, 
a transition designer may use these frameworks to map the history of air pollution in 
Pittsburgh or to identify the myths that hold racist ideology in place. Moreover, these vis-
ualizations help to broaden perspectives and draw connections while identifying areas to 
make change. More specifically, mapping the everyday habits, interpersonal experiences, 
policies, structures and ideologies of a wicked problem help communities see that inter-
ventions are needed in multiple realms at different scales.

Temporal Scale
In addition to scales of action or activity, orienting toward longer time horizons is essen-
tial in TD for approaching change in complex systems. In this regard, Irwin (2018) de-
scribed the need for “radically large spatio-temporal contexts” when reframing a problem. 
This type of change unfurls over time at a slower pace than smaller-scale interventions. 
Rittner (2017) agreed, stating that “success in this arena is not marked by the production 
of an object or the completion of a project, but through extensive observation, feedback 
and assessment over the long term”. In TD, considering long timeframes is helpful in grap-
pling with and reframing such challenges.
Locating visions in the far future is useful in aligning goals among people who might be 
at odds in the present. Bosch Gomez and Qazi (2019) noted that through orientations 
toward imagination, “designers have the means and possibility of creating new, abstract, 
speculative and hypothetical possibilities” and, through skills of making things tangible, 
can suggest “the pathways by which those possibilities could then be materialized”. Thus, 
vision-generating tools serve both to gather ideas and values from a range of community 
members as well as to bring new ideas into the discussion, “ensuring a diverse range of 
images of the future, [which] we surmise, may well be a critical part of a healthy and tran-
sition-capable society” (Lockton & Candy, 2018). TD theories of change within the theme 
of reframe encourage us to engage in more dynamic, longer term, and often nonlinear 
notions of temporality to find new inroads towards positive systemic change.

Intervene: Making Change through Careful Disruption

TD uses the term “intervention” to describe activities that purposefully seek to alter the 
trajectory of a system of concern (Transition Design Seminar, 2021a). Because of the long-
term nature of designing for societal transitions, intervening in such complex problem 
spaces is seen more as careful experimentation than as crafting a conclusive solution. In 
this context, a key theory of change in TD is that interventions provide us with feedback 
loops with which to improve iterative approaches to designing for transitions (Transi-
tion Design Seminar, 2021d). More specifically, rather than expecting an intervention to 
immediately shift the trajectory of something as enormous as climate change or public 
health, the literature calls on transition designers to find “the tenacity to change a system 
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through multiple, iterative interventions over time” (Irwin et al., 2015). This approach 
requires transition designers to cultivate new methods, skills, and mindsets in order to 
work in long-term projects that seek to unravel complexity over time (Transition Design 
Seminar, 2021d).

Wicked Problem Framing
TD considers it essential to understand systems-level problems through the framing of 
wicked problems (Transition Design Seminar, 2021a) This concept and problem framing 
predates TD, but design as a field has long engaged the terminology (Buchanan, 1992). 
Moreover, wicked problems have been described as “social system problems which are 
ill-formulated, where the information is confusing, where there are many clients and de-
cision makers with conflicting values, and where the ramifications in the whole system are 
thoroughly confusing” (Churchman, 1967). Further, the writing on TD emphasizes the 
“multi-scalar, multi-causal, and interdependent” nature of wicked problems (Transition 
Design Seminar, 2021e).
TD was developed with the intention to better equip designers to contribute to the un-
tangling of these seemingly intractable long-term challenges. In this context, Tonkinwise 
(2015) wrote, “Transition Design explicitly locates itself within the domain of ‘wicked 
problems’ because it involves a kind of designing that ‘stays with’ a problem”. Here, the TD 
approach heeds the observation made by Rittel and Webber (1973) that the complexity 
of these dilemmas is unknowable until we begin to dive in –only by attempting to disrupt 
them can we gain understanding on how they work.

Intervene and observe
In TD, creating careful disruptions is emphasized as an important way to further un-
derstand a wicked problem. Change in living systems is unpredictable, and we can only 
intervene and then observe what happens (Mitchell, 2002, pp. 19-53). As Tonkinwise 
(2015) noted, “a Transition Designer designs something not to be an end-unto-itself, a 
final solution to a problem, but to open up subsequent opportunities”. In this context, 
Rittner (2017) stated that “it is in the long-term that we hope change will be visible, not 
in the moment that the design team completes the implementation of an idea”. Further, 
redirecting the outputs of design toward systems interventions is a disruptive act –one 
that unfolds over time and therefore requires observation.
The practice of TD first reframes issues to uncover new perspectives, then determines cor-
responding actions to disrupt the problem’s trajectory, and finally, identifies what works 
and what requires further attention. In transition theory, these are referred to as “niche 
experiments” (Coenen et al., 2010). These niches are semi-protected domains in which 
new devices, skills, and meanings can co-evolve. When robust, these new social practices 
can then be reproduced or translated more widely (Tonkinwise, 2015). This careful dis-
ruption, particularly when coupled with the MLP framework, opens up opportunities to 
intervene at multiple levels and to learn through experimentation about possibilities for 
change.
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An Ecosystem of Interventions
Change in complex systems should be simultaneously approached at multiple scales, and 
those used in TD to reframe the problem –particularly the mapping of levels of society in 
the MLP– have secondary uses in helping to identify a coordinated set or ecosystem of in-
terventions. Irwin et al. (2015) made use of the MLP framework to frame “socio-technical 
regimes, patterns of artifacts, institutions, rules and norms, and the role of ‘niches’ within 
such systems as important loci for intervention”. For example, a combination of services 
could be proposed that support new behaviors at the household level alongside policy 
changes that make it more feasible and communication strategies that help people see 
the opportunity differently. In this context, design critic Damian White (2018) referenced 
design philosopher Tony Fry in asserting that “these redirective practices must function 
and be deployed by design professionals and design-literate publics at multiple scales and 
spheres of operation if we are to have any hope of unraveling coloniality, resisting capital 
and surviving climate destabilization”. Thus, a theory of change in complex systems is that 
one lone intervention is unlikely to prevail against the status-quo pressures that keep a 
system on its current trajectory.
A key opportunity for design to contribute to changemaking is by taking up the work of 
translating imperatives from larger change initiatives into material that might shift daily 
habits toward more resilient practices. In describing TD, Kossoff (2015) put forward the 
hypothesis that designing offers a specific and useful skill for shaping behavior at the level 
of the everyday. Bosch Gomez and Qazi (2019) captured the strength that designing brings 
to this endeavor, stating that “design is the conceptual and physical connector providing 
tools for what Scarry would refer to as ‘making-up’ –the ability to creatively imagine al-
ternatives to present realities– and ‘making-real’ –materializing those alternatives (Scarry, 
1987)”. A guiding rationale for this approach in TD is that “socio-cultural practices are the 
basic unit for design, and transitions, and transition management, are the basic points of 
design intervention” (Mazé et al., 2011, p. 1). With this in mind, transition designers are 
encouraged to consider that “... any new value –ecological or social sustainability as a new 
‘meaning’ for instance– will not ‘take’ unless it can be materialized into devices that signif-
icant groups of people have the capacity to use habitually” (Tonkinwise, 2015).
The value and importance of amplifying, rather than recreating good work that is already 
happening, is a theory of change with a meaningful presence in the TD literature. Design-
ers are known for having a proclivity toward creating anew. Yet, in social transformation, 
we must also meaningfully rely on, learn from, and celebrate with people who have been 
embedded in the context and have the knowledge to design from it. This is the work of a 
just TD intervention. A foundational TD provocation written by Irwin et al. (2015) stated 
that “Transition Designers…amplify and connect grassroots efforts undertaken by local 
communities and organisations.” This approach provokes and supports large-scale change 
by providing support and attention to useful work that is already in and of place.
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Working with Theories of Change

To help designers explicate our theories of change, we offer a set of prompts stemming 
from the themes of situate, reframe, and intervene. TD practice urges us “to become life-
long learners who look outside the disciplines of design for new knowledge” (Transition 
Design Seminar, 2021c) As such, the following prompts are offered as a reflective tool to 
examine how different theories of change might operate in our work.

Examining How we Situate
Considering these questions can help us, as designers, to recognize that our situatedness 
may not always authorize us to intervene. This is the power of explicating our theories 
of change. Further, we must confront how our situatedness might help us improve the 
systems we wish to change but might also further entrench long-held power dynamics. 
The entangled factors of structural inequality (race, class, gender, ability, etc.), geography, 
partial knowledge, and uneven power can influence these possible outcomes. The follow-
ing questions may be used for reflection as an individual and/or as a collective, depending 
on the context of the work under consideration. How does my experience/situatedness 
authorize me to intervene? What experiences have shaped my perspective on the world, 
on relationships, and on this challenge?

 • How will I account for my privilege in this space? How will my oppression show up in 
this space?
 • What is my relationship to this place? Do we know enough about the local context? 

How will I overcome any geographic and social distance?
 • Will we work in ways that define a geographic boundary? How do we do that while em-

bracing the complexity of distance-enablization and complex global interconnectedness?
 • Who is considered a designer in this work? What types of expertise will be sought and 

valued? How will we prioritize the experiences of people who are most proximate?
 • How will those most affected share leadership in this changemaking process?
 • How can we ethically embed ourselves in new communities? How can we take on new 

lifestyles or worldviews? How much are we willing to change as we engage? How long will 
we stay? What is the impact of our presence?
 • How do we behave in ways that respect the network of connections that surround us 

and the problem space?
 • How can we be open to new ideas and other ways of knowing?

Examining How we Reframe
A strength of bringing a design perspective to this work is to draw new connections that 
reveal additional viewpoints. Designers may facilitate activities that gather, rearrange, and 
share wisdom from multiple experiences. However, there is only a limited scope of knowl-
edge that a single person can hold. As such, it is essential that transition designers work 
in relationship with others who are proximate to the system, which will eventually be the 
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site of a designed intervention. To reframe, we understand that transition designers must 
work in relationship with people of many lived experiences and transdisciplinary per-
spectives, and that the process must be collaborative, explore multiple levels of scale, and 
engage longer time horizons. Here, collaborators in a change making effort may want to 
consider the following questions:

 • From where do I know? What do I know I know? What do I know that I do not know?
 • Whose experiences are we valuing? Who is considered an “expert”?
 • How do we understand the history around this context and the forces that have kept 

it in place? How will we factor in and design with awareness of historical contexts that 
entrench and perpetuate harmful dynamics?
 • How do we allow for multiple lived experiences and various personal and cultural per-

spectives to show up in the work?
 • How will this project investigate the past, present, and future? How might we reorient 

to a more dynamic timescale? How will those who come seven generations from now ex-
perience the world we are designing for? What does it mean to be a good ancestor?
 • How will we broaden our sense of time? Do we agree on how to conceptualize tempo-

rality?
 • How will we develop visions of the future? How can these visions motivate and direct 

spaces for intervention?

Examining How we Intervene
There are many ways to introduce change into a system. The TD approach is to work 
slowly and iteratively in a community to make change over long time horizons. For exam-
ple, we might choose to intervene in ways that might amplify rather than recreate. In this 
context, to develop an explicit theory of change in our TD work, we should consider some 
of the following prompts:

 • In what ways can we identify, value, and amplify the good work that is already happen-
ing without appropriating it?
 • What types of interventions do we see as compelling, useful, and possible? What level 

of scale will we consider (from everyday, household behavior to societal scale)?
 • How might those who we include in the process shape what types of interventions are 

considered? 
 • Will we seek to shape change at different levels of the experience simultaneously? If so, 

how? Do we believe that more than one level of intervention is needed to achieve a para-
digm shift? Is our project scoped accordingly?
 • What does it mean to see design work and interventions as unfolding over time? 
 • How much time can we spend to intervene, observe, and iterate? Who will stay with the 

challenge for the long term?
 • How broadly will we look for interventions? 
 • To what levels of scale will we focus?
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 • If our challenge is connected to every other challenge, how will we define the bounda-
ries of our interventions?

Conclusion

Whether made explicit or not, theories of change inevitably shape the work of designers. 
We believe that designers who work to bring about systems level change must develop a 
muscle for turning implicit theories about change into explicit stances. This paper has 
asked how we might explicate the theories of change that operate in TD work. In this con-
text, we discerned three types of action present in many of these theories: situate, reframe, 
and intervene. By breaking down our work in this manner, we have sought to identify 
possibilities for the continued development of theories of change in TD work. Moreover, 
beyond the questions we offered above, we should also, for example, engage in a deeper 
analysis of the theories of change that are being developed through doctoral research and 
in TD-aligned interventions. Additionally, we encourage more community dialogue to 
develop an agreed upon understanding of the definition of theories of change in TD. 
Since TD work is inherently collaborative and in community, we must develop a practice 
and process for articulating our theories of change, including our assumptions and blind 
spots, in pursuing change processes.
Meanwhile, another way to strengthen our theories of change is through continued di-
alogue across disciplines and social movements. White (2015) and Escobar (2018) both 
remind us that design is only one of the many tools needed for transitioning: “We need 
transition design, but we also need complimentary [sic] transition moments to now occur 
in sociology and anthropology, political economy, transitional political ecology, and in 
many other places to move us forward”. Further, we are encouraged by writing on TD 
suggests that “Theories of Change within the Transition Design framework are proposed 
as a continually co-evolving body of knowledge that challenges designers to become life-
long learners who look outside the disciplines of design for new knowledge” (Transition 
Design Seminar, 2021c). Moreover, outside of design, particularly in social movements, 
local nonprofit organizations, and community-organizing spaces, there is a deep legacy of 
meaningful community engagement in change work. We must learn from and with these 
efforts.
Both deeper self-reflection within TD and continued engagement beyond the field will 
help us make the most of our existing capacities to situate, reframe, and intervene. For 
anyone traveling along or intersecting with the TD pathway, we hope that pausing to think 
critically about one’s theories of change will help to make change processes more inclu-
sive, just, and effective.



Cuaderno 157  |  Centro de Estudios en Diseño y Comunicación (2022/2023).  pp 141-158  ISSN 1668-0227 155

M. Sides, H. Carey, E. Dorn and N. Theriault Engaging with Theories of Change (...)

References 

Ansari, A. (2019). Decolonising design studies [Doctoral dissertation, Carnegie Mellon 
University]. ProQuest Dissertations Publishing.

Boehnert, J., & Onafuwa, D. (2016, November 14-15). Design as symbolic violence: Repro-
ducing the ‘ isms ’ + a framework for allies [Symposium paper]. Intersectional Perspectives 
on Design, Politics and Power School of Arts and Communication, Malmö University, 
Sweden.

Boehnert, J.; Lockton, D., and Mulder, I. (2018) Editorial: Designing for Transitions, in 
Storni, C., Leahy, K., McMahon, M., Lloyd, P. and Bohemia, E. (eds.), Design as a catalyst 
for change - DRS International Conference 2018, 25-28 June, Limerick, Ireland. https://
doi.org/10.21606/drs.2018.008

Boehnert, J. (2019). Transition design and ecological thought. Cuadernos Del Centro de 
Estudios de Diseño y Comunicación, 73, 133-148. https://doi.org/10.18682/cdc.vi73.1042

Bosch Gomez, S. & Qazi, H. (2019). The disconnect between design practice and political 
interests. Conference Proceedings of the Academy for Design Innovation Management, 2(1). 
https://doi.org/10.33114/adim.2019.01.185

Buchanan, R. (1992). Wicked problems in design thinking. Design Issues, 8(2), 5-21.
Butoliya, D. (2018). Critical jugaad: A postnormal design framework for designerly marginal 

practices [Doctoral dissertation, Carnegie Mellon University]. ProQuest Dissertations 
Publishing.

Capra, F., & Luisi, L. P. (2014). The systems view of life: A unifying vision. Cambridge Uni-
versity Press.

Carter, F. (2020). Equity from within: Bridging the health gap through place-based redirective 
design practice (Publication No. 27993894) [Doctoral dissertation, Carnegie Mellon 
University]. ProQuest Dissertations Publishing.

Center for Theory of Change. (2021). What is Theory of Change? Retrieved October 25, 
2021, from https://www.theoryofchange.org/what-is-theory-of-change/ 

Churchman, W. C. (1967). Wicked problems. Management Science, 4(14), B-141–142. https://
doi.org/10.1287/mnsc.14.4.B141

Coenen, L., Raven, R., & Verbong, G. (2010). Local niche experimentation in energy transi-
tions: A theoretical and empirical exploration of proximity advantages and disadvantages. 
Technology in Society, 32(4), 295-302. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.techsoc.2010.10.006

Connolly, M., & Seymour, E. (2015). Why theories of change matter (ED577054). ERIC. 
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED577054.pdf

Escobar, A. (2018). Designs for the pluriverse: Radical interdependence, autonomy, and the 
making of worlds. Duke University Press. 

Geels, F. W. (2002). Technological transitions as evolutionary reconfiguration processes: 
A multi-level perspective and a case study. Research Policy, 31(8/9), 1257-1273. https://
doi.org/10.1016/S0048-7333(02)00062-8

Hamilton, S. (2019). Words into action: Making and doing transition design in Ojai, Cal-
ifornia. A case study. Cuadernos Del Centro de Estudios de Diseño y Comunicación, 73, 
199-212. https://doi.org/10.18682/cdc.vi73.1045



Cuaderno 157  |  Centro de Estudios en Diseño y Comunicación (2022/2023).  pp 141-158  ISSN 1668-0227156

M. Sides, H. Carey, E. Dorn and N. Theriault Engaging with Theories of Change (...)

Haraway, D. (1988). Situated knowledges: The science question in feminism and the privilege 
of partial perspective. Feminist Studies, 14(3), 575–599. https://doi.org/10.2307/3178066

Inayatullah, S. (1998). Causal layered analysis: Poststructuralism as method. Futures, 30(8), 
815-829. https://doi.org/10.1016/S0016-3287(98)00086-X

Irwin, T. (2015). Transition design: A proposal for a new area of design practice, study, 
and research. Design and Culture, 7(2), 229-246. https://doi.org/10.1080/17547075.20
15.1051829

Irwin, T. (2018) The Emerging Transition Design Approach, in Storni, C., Leahy, K., 
McMahon, M., Lloyd, P. and Bohemia, E. (eds.), Design as a catalyst for change - DRS 
International Conference 2018, 25-28 June, Limerick, Ireland. https://doi.org/10.21606/
drs.2018.210

Irwin, T. (2019). The emerging transition design approach. Cuaderno |Del Centro de Estudios 
en Diseño y Comunicación, 73,149-181. https://doi.org/10.18682/cdc.vi73.1043

Irwin, T., Tonkinwise, C., & Kossoff, G. (2013, October 12). Transition design: Re-concep-
tualizing whole lifestyles [Conference presentation]. Head, Heart, Hand: AIGA Design 
Conference, Minneapolis, MN. https://www.aiga.org/inspiration/talks/terry-irwin-gide 
on-kossoff-cameron-tonkinwise-transition-design-re

Irwin, T., Kossoff, G., & Tonkinwise, C. (2015). Transition design provocation. Design 
Philosophy Papers, 13(1), 3-11.

Irwin, T., Kossoff, G., Tonkinwise, C., & Scupelli, P. (2015). Transition design 2015 [Mon-
ograph]. Carnegie Mellon School of Design. https://design.cmu.edu/sites/default/files/
Transition_Design_Monograph_final.pdf 

Katrini, E. (2019). Creating the Everyday Commons: Spatial Patterns of Sharing Culture 
(Version 1). Carnegie Mellon University. https://doi.org/10.1184/R1/9897821.v1

Kazior, J. (2021, August 16). 2021 AIGA medalist: Terry Irwin. AIGA. Retrieved October 
25, 2021, from https://www.aiga.org/membership-community/aiga-awards/aiga- 
medal/2021-aiga-medalist-terry-irwin

Kezar, A., Gehrke, S., & Elrod, S. (2015). Implicit theories of change as a barrier to change 
on college campuses: An examination of STEM reform. The Review of Higher Education, 
38(4), 479-506.

Kossoff, G. (2015). Holism and the reconstitution of everyday life: A framework for tran-
sition to a sustainable society. Design Philosophy Papers, 13(1), 25-38. https://doi.org/1
0.1080/14487136.2015.1085698

Kossoff, G. (2019). Transition Design: The challenge of contextualizing interventions into 
socio-technical systems [Unpublished manuscript]. Retrieved October 25, 2021 from 
https://www.academia.edu/43857826/Transition_Design_The_challenge_of_contextu 
alizing_interventions_into_socio_technical_systems

Lockton, D., & Candy, S. (2018). A Vocabulary for Visions in Designing for Transitions. 
Buenos Aires: Universidad de Palermo. Diseño en Perspectiva-Diseño para la Transición: 
Primera sección en Cuaderno, (73).

Mages, M. A. (2018). Designing civic conversations: Things and facilitation in high-stakes and 
difficult conversations (1) [Doctoral dissertation, Carnegie Mellon University]. ProQuest 
Dissertations Publishing.

Manzini, E. (2015). Design, when everybody designs. The MIT Press.



Cuaderno 157  |  Centro de Estudios en Diseño y Comunicación (2022/2023).  pp 141-158  ISSN 1668-0227 157

M. Sides, H. Carey, E. Dorn and N. Theriault Engaging with Theories of Change (...)

Mata-Marin, S. (2020). Bordering designs | contestation designs: An exploration of undoc-
umented Nicaraguan women’s everyday life in Costa Rica (Publication No. 27995400) 
[Doctoral dissertation, Carnegie Mellon University]. ProQuest Dissertations Publishing. 

Mazé, R., Gregory, J., & Redstrom, J. (2011). Social sustainability: A design research approach 
to sustainable development. In N.F.M. Roozenburg, L.L. Chen, & P.J. Stappers (Eds.), 
Proceedings of IASDR 2011 (pp. 1-13). Delft. http://www.ramiamaze.com/04_PDFs/2011_
social-sustainability.pdf

Mindell, A. (1995). Sitting in the fire: Large group transformation using conflict and diversity. 
Deep Democracy Exchange.

Mitchell, T. (2002). Rule of experts: Egypt, techno-politics, modernity (pp. 19-53). University 
of California Press.

Onafuwa, D. (2018). Design-enabled recommoning: Understanding the impact of platforms 
on contributing to new commons (1) [Doctoral dissertation, Carnegie Mellon University]. 
ProQuest Dissertations Publishing. 

Rittel, H. W. J., & Webber, M. M. (1973). Dilemmas in a General Theory of Planning. Policy 
Science, 4(2), 155-169. https://doi.org/10.1007/BF01405730

Rittner, J. (2017). What is design for social impact? What is design, now? School of Visual 
Arts. https://productsofdesign.sva.edu/blog/what-is-design-for-social-impact

Scarry, E. (1987). The body in pain: The making and unmaking of the world. Oxford 
University Press, USA.

Schultz, T., Abdulla, D., Ansari, A., Canlı, E., Keshavarz, M., Kiem, M., Prado de O. Martins,L., 
& Vieira de Oliveira, P. J. S. (2018). What is at stake with decolonizing design? A roundta-
ble. Design and Culture, 10(1), 81-101. https://doi.org/10.1080/17547075.2018.1434368

Scott, K. (2019). Co-creating alternative economic practices through design (1) [Doctoral 
dissertation, Carnegie Mellon University]. ProQuest Dissertations Publishing.

Tonkinwise, C. (2014, June 19). Unpublished notes on transition design. School of Design, 
Carnegie Mellon University.

Tonkinwise, C. (2015). Design for transitions ‒ From and to what? Articles, 5. https://digital 
commons.risd.edu/critical_futures_symposium_articles/5

Transition Design Seminar. (2021a). About Transition Design. Retrieved October 25, 2021, 
from https://transitiondesignseminarcmu.net/ 

Transition Design Seminar. (2021b). The Transition Design Framework. Retrieved October 
25, 2021, from https://transitiondesignseminarcmu.net/the-transition-design-framework 
/#1607385106656-a5df00e1-4923

Transition Design Seminar. (2021c). Theories of Change. Retrieved October 25, 2021, 
from https://transitiondesignseminarcmu.net/the-transition-design-framework/# 
1607385155088-0f748d79-0ad9

Transition Design Seminar. (2021d). New Ways of Designing. Retrieved October 25, 
2021, from https://transitiondesignseminarcmu.net/the-transition-design-framework 
/#1607385187283-b7ee2674-018b

Transition Design Seminar. (2021e). Wicked Problems: Anatomy & Dynamics. Retrieved Oc-
tober 25, 2021, from https://transitiondesignseminarcmu.net/classes-2/mapping-wicked 
-problems/



Cuaderno 157  |  Centro de Estudios en Diseño y Comunicación (2022/2023).  pp 141-158  ISSN 1668-0227158

M. Sides, H. Carey, E. Dorn and N. Theriault Engaging with Theories of Change (...)

Tuck, E. (2009a). Re-visioning action: Participatory action research and indigenous theories 
of change. Urban Review, 41, 47–65. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11256-008-0094-x

Tuck, E. (2009b). Suspending damage: A letter to communities. Harvard Educational Review, 
79(3), 409-428. https://doi.org/10.17763/haer.79.3.n0016675661t3n15

Wallace, N. (2019). Personal, political, professional: A practice in transition. Journal of 
Management Policy and Practice, 20(5). https://doi.org/10.33423/jmpp.v20i5.2601

White, D. (2015). Metaphors, hybridity, failure and work: A sympathetic appraisal of 
Transitional Design. Design Philosophy Papers, 13(1), 39–50. https://doi.org/10.1080/1
4487136.2015.1085694

White, D. (2018). Just transitions / design for transitions: Preliminary notes on a design 
politics for a Green New Deal. Capitalism, Nature, Socialism 32(2), 20-39. https://doi.or
g/10.1080/10455752.2019.1583762

Zuroski, E. (2020, January 27). “Where do you know from?: An exercise in placing ourselves 
together in the classroom” MAI: Feminism. https://maifeminism.com/where-do-you-
know-from-an-exercise-in-placing-ourselves-together-in-the-classroom/

Resumen: El marco del Diseño de Transición (TD) exige la integración de teorías de cam-
bio al diseñar cambios a nivel de sistemas. Mientras tanto, una teoría del cambio describe 
la relación entre las acciones realizadas y los resultados obtenidos en el proceso de iniciar 
el cambio. Este artículo recomienda desarrollar la capacidad de los diseñadores de tran-
sición para explicar las teorías de cambio que operan en nuestra investigación y práctica. 
Con este fin, los autores disciernen temas operativos (situar, reformular, intervenir) que se 
pueden encontrar en el trabajo de TD y ofrecen indicaciones para ayudar a los profesiona-
les a comprometerse con las teorías del cambio en su trabajo.

Palabras clave: Teoría del cambio - Teorías del cambio - Diseño de Transición - Cambio 
social - Cambio de sistemas

Resumo: A estrutura de Design de Transição (TD) exige a integração de teorias de mu-
dança ao projetar mudanças em nível de sistemas. Enquanto isso, uma teoria da mudança 
descreve a relação entre as ações tomadas e os resultados obtidos no processo de iniciar 
a mudança. Este artigo recomenda desenvolver a capacidade dos designers de transição 
para explicar as teorias de mudança que operam em nossa pesquisa e prática. Para tan-
to, os autores discernem temas operacionais –situar, reformular, intervir– que podem ser 
encontrados no trabalho de DT e oferecem sugestões para ajudar os profissionais a se 
envolverem com as teorias de mudança em seu trabalho.

Palavras-chave: Teoria da mudança - Teorias da mudança - Design de transição - Mudan-
ça social - Mudança de sistemas.


