Sailing the 7 C's of Social Change: 

A Framework for Evaluating Social Change and Systems Change Initiatives
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Introduction

Recently a change has begun to move across the funding landscape. Whereas direct service programs were once the driving paradigm in efforts to alleviate social problems that plague our communities, funders now increasingly recognize the importance of fostering change in the formal and informal environments of the community infrastructure. This recognition has necessitated a move into the complex arena of “systems change.” To invest in efforts that promise long-term sustainability, funders are implementing “systems change initiatives” that are multi-level, multi-faceted, and inter-disciplinary. Systems change efforts span a continuum of size and complexity. On one end of the continuum, the initiative can be circumscribed, for example, an effort to implement new educational methods within a single school or school district. “Social change movements” sit on the other end of this continuum — initiatives intended to address large-scale systemic issues such as poverty, racism, hunger, and epidemic disease. 

As these initiatives unfold, funders, evaluators, and program staff alike face challenges that span this spectrum. These challenges include: 

· Funders and program implementers are often well versed in direct service programming, but do not have a way to conceptualize social change within a systems change framework, therefore creating barriers to implementing evaluation as a useful, meaning-making inquiry. 

· Logic Models and Theories of Change provide a static picture of the intended initiative; however, social change initiatives are dynamic and require a framework that reflects this. In fact, the more successful a social change initiative is, the more dynamic its theory of change needs to be.

· Success metrics for systems change are rarely grounded in a robust theoretical framework. 

· Many social change initiatives are multi-site efforts. The challenge is to define a common framework for systems change while fostering unique needs, resources, and histories of individual communities. 

· Innovation is key to success in social change initiatives. Frequently, traditional theories of change constrain innovation, while the lack of a clear theory of change leaves initiatives sailing without a compass. 

Evaluation is often looked to as a means to surmount these challenges, but the nature of the challenges limits the utility of evaluation in this capacity. In response to these challenges i2i Institute developed a framework for evaluating social change movements—the Seven Cs Social Change Framework. This was developed utilizing systems theory, positive youth development literature, organizational development literature, innovation diffusion literature, and community readiness literature. The i2i Institute has utilized  the 7 Cs framework in a number of large-scale change initiatives, including a women’s economic empowerment initiative in Africa, a juvenile drug court initiative in northern New Mexico, and an early intervention initiative in the Russian Far East. 
The 7 C’s Social Change Framework provides a structure and process that can bring funders, program staff, and evaluators together in a shared understanding of the elements of social change/systems change. Together these partners tailor the Framework to their unique situation, and then use the Framework in an Adaptive Action process to assess progress and inform on-going planning. At a broad initiative level, the 7 Cs Framework can provide common indicators that allow for the uniqueness of individual sites.
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Systems Theory and Human Systems Dynamics

The 7 Cs Framework is grounded in systems theory, and in particular, in the work of Human Systems Dynamics (HSD) through the Human Systems Dynamics Institute. In HSD, the underlying assumption is that complex human systems are self-organizing constantly to adapt in their environments. These systems are unpredictable. While we may be able to identify patterns or trends, we cannot predict the specific path or events on a day-to-day basis. Complex human systems are uncontrollable. We cannot control the myriad forces at work in individual systems much less those that influence social change more broadly. We can, however, influence the path, speed, or direction of its movement. The very characteristics of complex human systems—adaptable, unpredictable, uncontrollable—are changing the requirements for sustainable change.

To be sustained in a complex human system, an initiative must continue to meet the needs of the system across the process of self-organization. This requires that any innovation or initiative be:

· Sensitive to its environment so that changing patterns are detected in time to adapt; 

· Flexible enough to respond to changing patterns and to continue meeting the original need; and 

·  Robust enough to withstand emergent challenges and changing patterns in the systems.

The 7 Cs Social Change Framework

The Seven Cs Social Change Framework is based on the theory that large-scale systems change usually happens through the work of broad social movements and that social movements are supported or catalyzed by change agents. Effectiveness and sustainability at all these levels is based on development across seven domains: Connections, Commitment, Communication, Continuous Assessment, Coherence, Constructs, and Capacity Building. These domains are all necessary elements of sustainable change. 
For the purposes of the Seven Cs Social Change Framework, “social movements” are defined as loosely organized, collective systems change efforts by people or organizations with a common purpose and solidarity in sustained interactions with the systems they are focused on changing. 
The 7 Cs Framework:

· Provides a conceptual framework for how systems change happens and how it is sustained.
· Is a structure that is both uniform and adaptable, thus providing a method that can be applied across diverse fields and areas of change. 
· Guides iterative planning and action at multiple levels by identifying the patterns that inform sustainable change and highlighting the strengths and challenges as an initiative moves forward.
· Aligns process measures (“change agent”) with outcome measures (“systems change”).
· Addresses the issue of “attribution” in large scale change initiatives by providing a frame for the “change agent” as catalyst in a broader social movement rather than the direct agent of social change.
A short description of the steps involved in using the Framework is presented below followed by a description of the seven elements of change, at each change level (change agent, social movement, and systems change).
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Using the Seven Cs Social Change Framework

The Seven Cs Framework is not meant to be a summative tool, providing data after the fact about a change effort. It is a framework for a developmental evaluation approach, guiding the on-going development of a change process. The steps below serve to facilitate that process.

1. Involve Stakeholders

The Seven Cs Framework is designed to be a participatory process. It works best when a broad stakeholder group is involved in all phases of implementation. At the beginning of the process, you should identify who the key stakeholder groups are. Stakeholders might include funders, initiative staff and administrators, ultimate “beneficiaries” of the initiative, community leaders, collaborating agencies, and others with a direct, or even indirect, interest in initiative effectiveness.

Although this step may be time-consuming and carries the potential for conflict, it is important, and will set the foundation for greater success down the road. Involving many stakeholders will help ensure that the evaluation process goes more smoothly: more people are invested and willing to work hard to get the necessary information; initiative staff concerns about evaluation are reduced; the information gathered is more reliable and comes from different perspectives, thus forcing the team to think through the meaning of contradictory information; and the recommendations are likely to be accepted by a broader constituency and implemented more fully and with less resistance.

2. Develop a broad statement of success for each level

Working with stakeholders, identify what the levels mean for the initiative you are focusing on. Broadly speaking, what are the systems that are relevant? Who are the change agents, and why are they designated as such? Who are they accountable to? Does this initiative have a social movement component—a level of broad-based support, education, and/or advocacy that is key to the success of the initiative. 

Once these levels are identified, create a “statement of success”. This statement should answer the question, if the initiative were to be successful, what would you expect to see at each level? There are various methods that can be used to accomplish this step. An Appreciative Inquiry process is very effective for this. 

While this step is important to begin the process, it should be understood that these statements of success might change over time, as new information informs the process, the context within which the initiative is functioning changes, and/or the initiative realizes certain aspects of success, and begins to focus on others. Therefore, these statements should be revisited on a periodic basis, and adapted as necessary.

3. Identify which level or levels are important for your evaluation effort

Deciding which levels to focus the Seven Cs process on will depend on the focus of the project or initiative, the purpose of the evaluation and the resources available to it, whether other evaluation processes or structures are already in place, and the commitment of stakeholders to the Seven Cs process. 

4. Identify indicators of success for each “C” within the level(s) you are working

This step is similar to step two, above, but provides a detailed description of what success would look like for each of the Seven Cs within the Framework. The broad statement of success at each level should guide this process: given this broad vision of success, what needs to be in place for each of the change elements? Because the elements are interconnected, there might be overlap on some of the factors. For example, at the systems change level, specific policies might be identified as a target within the “constructs” element. Adoption of these policies might then be identified as an indicator of success related to “commitment”. 

One way to complete this step is to first articulate the “evaluation questions” relevant to each C, at each level. For example, under systems change “communication”, questions might be, “is transparent communication about [the issue addressed by the initiative] happening amongst all stakeholders? Is communication of information accessible and timely? Who controls the flow of communication? Does the information that is communicated reflect the core values or intentions that the initiative supports? Then, using these questions, identify what success would like in relationship to these questions. 

As with step two, above, there are different methods for completing this step. Again, An Appreciative Inquiry process works very well. Other methods include review of historical documentation, stakeholder surveys, focus groups, key informant interviews, literature review, etc.  It can be helpful to look at any data collection that are already in place, and determine how they might point to indicators of success within the Framework.

5. Scale the indicators work 

Not all Seven Cs processes will require a scaled version of the indicators. However sometimes it is helpful to track change in the initiative using a numerical representation for each of the elements at a certain point in time. In order to do this, you will need to develop a rubric that defines anchors for your indicators. To do this, take the indicators of success identified in step four, above. These indictors of success should provide a statement about the far end of the scale (point “7” in the scale, below). You might need to expand on these indicators to portray a broad picture of what would be in place once the initiative has succeeded in institutionalizing the effort. 

From here, identify what the other end of the spectrum would be. This does not necessarily represent where the situation is currently, because it is likely that some work has been done, and some things are in place. Indeed, the fact that there is an initiative almost certainly points a rating somewhere beyond a “1”. However, it is important to anchor this end at the point of “no awareness”, because there may be some aspects that have not yet been addressed in any way. 

Finally, create a mid-point anchor—the “4”. This represents a “halfway” mark that identifies progress along the continuum.

6. Plan for data collection and analysis

This step is comparable to other evaluation planning efforts. It involves identifying measures for the indicators identified above, and then completing a plan for data collection and analysis. Identifying measures and data collection strategies involves three components:

· Identify existing data collection efforts, and determine if they inform any of your indicators of success. 

· Identify existing data (secondary data) that you might use to inform any of your success indicators.

· Identify where new data is needed, and develop a plan to collect this data.

From here, you will develop a data analysis plan. Whether this is completed by the evaluator or evaluation team in isolation or is competed in a more participatory process, involving multiple stakeholders will vary from project to project. Most often, the evaluator or evaluation team takes the lead on this step, with input from stakeholders.

7. Identify a clear feedback loop as a part of an adaptive action cycle

This step is very important to the process. The Seven Cs Framework will be most useful if it is part of an iterative, adaptive cycle, providing on-going feedback to the project or initiative. This is most often done through periodic stakeholder meetings (quarterly or biannually), and periodic written reports. If the evaluator is integrated into the initiative planning team, more informal feedback complements these meetings and reports.  Alternately, if the initiative adopts the Seven Cs as a guiding framework, the evaluator or evaluation team can take a much less active role, providing data and information for the initiative to use in their internal planning and development process. 

While it can take many forms, what is most important is that a process is identified and maintained. As a developmental evaluation approach, this feedback loop is at the core of the process. Adaptive action involves asking three questions: What? So what? Now what? 

What: What has happened? What is in place? What have we done? What barriers have we encountered? What has been unexpected? Etc.

So what: So what does it mean? So what has changed? So what are the implications of our work and the changes? Etc.

Now what: Based on what we have learned, what do we need to do? What should stay the same? What needs to be different? This will involve not only looking at planning forward based on results, but also revisiting the first 6 steps on a regular basis: are all the necessary stakeholders involved? Are we looking at the right things? Are our indicators and measures still appropriate? 

The Seven Cs Social Change Framework

	7 C’s: 

Elements of Sustainable Change
	Unit of Measurement

	
	Change Agent
	
	Social Change 
Movement
	
	Systems Change

	Communications
	Communications are the paths, venues, and methods used by the change agent to share and gather information about and for the initiative. At this level, communications need to support effective and efficient work of the change agent. Information related to the planning, implementation, and assessment of the initiative needs to be easily and widely accessible. 
	
	Communications are the paths, venues, and methods used within the movement to share and gather information about and for the social change movement. At this level, communication needs to support the growth and effectiveness of the movement, and will include communications both internal to and external to the movement.
	
	Communications are the paths, venues, and methods used to share and gather information within the system. At this level, effective communications systems need to reflect and support the systems changes that are the focus of the social change effort. All stakeholders should remain informed and new information should be easily accessible.

	Continuous Assessment
	For the change agent, Continuous Assessment provides the data from the earliest information about the need for an initiative until after the initiative has become institutionalized. It also provides feedback about how well the development and implementation process in the organization or initiative is working in relationship effecting systems changes and catalyzing a movement (where relevant).
	
	For the social movement, Continuous Assessment provides the data about how well the movement is developing, and how effective it is in bringing about systems change.
	
	At this level, Continuous Assessment provides the data about the systems that need to changes, the changes that occur, how “institutionalized” the changes are, and ultimately how these changes impact the population that is the focus of the systems change efforts.


	Coherence
	Coherence is the alignment with the organizational/ initiative goals, direction, policies and procedures, as well as with internal and external forces and trends.


	
	Coherence is the alignment amongst people and organizations engaged in the social change movement, as well as alignment with internal and external forces and trends. Within a change movement, the use of common models, common language, and common methods signifies a higher degree of coherence. 


	
	Coherence is the alignment across the broader system (programs, practices, policies, and resources) in support of the changes that are the focus of the systems change effort; it includes alignment with internal and external forces and trends. Changes in norms across institutional and social systems are a result of greater systems coherence. 


	Constructs
	Constructs are the organizational/initiative models, conceptual frameworks, resources, and structures that go into the initiative.
	
	Constructs are the models, conceptual frameworks, resources, and structures that that are embedded in or applied to the movement. 
	
	Constructs are the models, conceptual frameworks, resources, and structures that become institutionalized within the system. They will manifest as and within programs, practices, policies, and targeted resources.



	Connections
	Connections refers to how well the initiative is embedded in the work of the organization or organizations that are responsible for the work. It also refers to connections that are made between the initiative and related work outside of beyond the initiative.

	
	Connections refers to how well the movement connects with all stakeholders, as well as to other related efforts, and to the broader field of knowledge.
	
	Connections refers to how well the internal and external systems that impact the target population or the target outcome are connected to each other. It also refers to connections to the broader field that impacts decision-making and learning.

	Commitment
	Commitment refers to the degree to which others in the organization or initiative are committed to the success of the initiative. This is includes commitment of financial and human resources, time, and/or intellectual capital. 

	
	Commitment refers to the degree to which people or organizations engaged in the movement are committed to success. It is often demonstrated by the willingness to commit resources (human, intellectual, financial, etc.) to the movement.
	
	Commitment refers to the degree to which those who have power in the system have committed to institutionalized changes across the systems. This is demonstrated by a commitment of resources, enactment and enforcement of policies, and intentional coherence across systems. 

	Capacity Building
	Capacity Building assures that people in the organization or initiative receive the training and support they need to carry out the work of the initiative. There should be capacity building related to the six areas described above.
	
	Capacity Building assures that the movement has access to training, technical assistance, and skill building opportunities that will support a coordinated and effective effort. There should be capacity building related to the six areas described above.
	
	Capacity Building assures that the systems provide access to training and technical assistance for all stakeholders  in order to maintain effectively support the six areas described above. 


Scaling

1 = No awareness / nothing in place (conditions set for innovation)
2 = Awareness of need / isolated pockets of implementation or implementation only by small core group / initial mobilizing efforts (innovators)
3 = Focused planning by core group for dissemination / capacity development outside of core group but within immediate practice environment begins (early adopters)
4 = Broad adoption within practice environment / dissemination and capacity development outside of immediate practice environment (early majority)
5 = Adoption outside of immediate practice environment (late majority)
6 = Support for broad adoption embedded in policies and practices (laggards)
7 = Community and Institutional norms changed (innovation is institutionalized)
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