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Abstract: Theories of change (ToCs) are models of how an intervention is expected
to bring about changes in results of interest—the benefits. Robust ToCs spell out
the conditions under which the intervention should “work,” that is, bring about or
contribute to the desired benefits. But rarely does the ToC address issues of the future
sustainability of the benefits from the intervention. The article discusses how ToCs
can adopt a sustainability lens and, along with the intervention, become sustaina
bility-aware, by undertaking a sustainability analysis, exploring the sustainability
of the various key ToC elements, and seeking to identify and support sustainability
mechanisms.
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Résumé : Les théories du changement décrivent la chaîne des résultats d’une inter
vention. Pour ce faire, elles devraient décrire les conditions nécessaires à la produc
tion des résultats souhaités. Cependant, les théories du changement se penchent
rarement sur la question de la durabilité des résultats de l’intervention. L’article
porte sur la façon dont les théories du changement peuvent adopter une vision de
durabilité en explorant les diverses facettes de la durabilité.
Mots clés : analyse de durabilité, théorie du changement
Theories of change (ToCs) are now widely used in evaluation and intervention
planning for a variety of purposes. They can help design interventions, serve as
a basis for theory-based evaluations, help manage interventions and be a frame
work for reporting on performance (De Silva et al., 2014; Mayne & Johnson, 2015;
Stein & Valters, 2012). A key expectation of many interventions is that the benefits
realized continue once the intervention itself ends. However, as Sridharan and Na
kaima (2019) point out, planning for sustainability in interventions is rarely done,
and in developing ToCs for interventions, identifying sustainability concerns is
rarely undertaken. More often, toward the end of an intervention, questions may
be asked about sustainability, perhaps to be addressed in an evaluation. In the
field of health care, Lennox, Maher, and Reed (2018, p. 14) likewise argue that
“sustainability of initiatives requires thoughtful planning and attention” and note
the challenge of doing so given the diverse literature on available approaches.
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Given the value of thinking through and developing ToCs when planning an
intervention, this article takes a sustainability lens to help in explicitly planning
and evaluating for the sustainability of interventions. In their article, Sridharan
and Nakaima (2019, p. 376) argue “for the inclusion of sustainability considera
tions in theories of change (ToCs), both for program planning and for evalua
tive purposes in assessing programs.” In this article, I look at using robust and
sustainability-aware ToCs to help design sustainability-aware interventions.
I first set out the kind of sustainability being addressed and argue the need
for robust and evidence-based ToCs to explore sustainability. More specifically, I
discuss using ToCs for analyzing the sustainability of benefits from an interven
tion, identifying the kinds of actions needed to achieve benefits sustainability,
and the kinds of sustainability mechanisms that can help ensure sustainability. I
then introduce a more detailed behaviour-change ToC model to further discuss
sustainability issues. Finally, I apply the sustainability analysis to an example in
tervention, identifying the findings of the sustainability analysis and linking them
to the ToC model, and pointing out what supporting actions would probably be
needed to ensure the sustainability of the benefits.

WHAT KIND OF SUSTAINABILITY?
Different types of sustainability can be identified in the literature. As described
by Sridharan and Nakaima (2019, p. 376), “[s]ustainability can be thought of in
three ways: sustaining components of the intervention, sustaining impacts after
the program ends, and mainstreaming or incorporating active ingredients of the
intervention into other programs.” As they do, I want to focus on sustainability
for sustained benefits, or the continued realization of the positive benefits derived
from an intervention, namely the desired outcomes and impacts. The UNDP
(2009, p. 170) has a similar focus, as do the recently revised OECD DAC criteria
for evaluation: “Sustainability: Will the benefits last? The extent to which the net
benefits of the intervention continue, or are likely to continue” (OECD/DAC
Network on Development Evaluation, 2019, p. 12)
How such sustainability is brought about, such as through continued outputs
or behaviour changes, or by some sustainability mechanism, is part of the issue to
be explored, as is the question about how to plan for sustainability. Therefore, the
sustainability issues addressed are as follows:
•
•

What does it take to bring about sustainable benefits of an intervention?
What actions are needed? What context is needed?
What planning around the intervention can be done to enhance the
likelihood of benefits sustainability?

In a specific case, the sustainability issues to be addressed need to be carefully ar
ticulated, as there can be a number of different perspectives. In a complex interven
tion, there may be more interest in the sustainability of some benefits than others.
doi: 10.3138/cjpe.70004
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It should be noted that there is a much broader interpretation of “sustainabil
ity” that addresses the issues of balance between social, economic, and environ
mental impacts, sometimes referred to as sustainability science using sustainability
assessments (Lennox et al., 2018; Rowe, 2019; Sala, Ciuffo, & Nijkamp, 2015). This
is obviously an important issue, but one that is not addressed in this article.

THE NEED FOR ROBUST AND EVIDENCE-BASED THEORIES
OF CHANGE
While it is now a ubiquitous concept in evaluation, there is no common agreement
on just what comprises a theory of change (ToC) (James, 2011; Stein & Valters,
2012; Valters, 2014; Vogel, 2012) much less a “good” ToC. Hunter (2006) argues
the need for strong ToCs when promoting the building of organizational capacity
and program sustainability and sets out four criteria: meaningful, plausible, do
able, and testable. It seems evident that a weak ToC can only provide a weak basis
for exploring sustainability.
In their discussion on sustainability and ToCs, Sridharan and Nakaima (2019,
p. 389) set out elements of what they see as a good ToC and, further, what they
consider essential aspects of useful ToCs :
We suggest that a useful theory of change should:

•
•
•
•

be grounded in the realism of the heterogeneous impact journey of cli
ents;
highlight the barriers, challenges, and heterogeneous landscape of the
impact journeys;
help programs plan for sustainable supports to help clients make the
journeys, . . . [and]
help understand the sequencing between the different activities and
build a better understanding of the resources needed to make the impact
journey. (p. 391)

In Mayne (2017), I present and discuss criteria for robust ToCs—ToCs that are
structurally sound and plausible:
A robust ToC supports a solid and plausible intervention design: with this design, it
is reasonable to expect that the intervention, if implemented as designed, will be able
to contribute to the intended results. (p. 159)

The criteria for a ToC Analysis include a criterion on whether the causal link as
sumptions were sustainable, but there is only minimal discussion:
Sustainable: An assumption may be realized during the period of the intervention,
but one normally would hope that the assumption is sustainable after the interven
tion is over. If not, then the assumption is at future risk, as would be the causal link,
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the result in question and indeed, the intervention. Where sustainability is an issue,
the intervention might want to undertake some form of corrective action. (p. 162)

There is similar limited discussion on the OECD/DAC Network on Developmen
tal Evaluation (2019, p. 12) sustainability criterion:
[This] Includes an examination of the financial, economic, social, environmental,
and institutional capacities of the systems needed to sustain net benefits over
time. Involves analyses of resilience, risks and potential trade-offs. Depending
on the timing of the evaluation, this may involve analysing the actual flow of net
benefits or estimating the likelihood of net benefits continuing over the medium
and long-term.

Here I explore the benefits sustainability issue in more detail.
One implication of using “good” or robust ToCs is that they are based as
much as possible on solid evidence, that is, prior research, concrete experience,
and logic. Some argue that ToCs and the assumptions behind the models should
be based on the beliefs of stakeholders (van Es, Guijt, & Vogel, 2015; Vogel, 2012).
Others argue the need to base the assumptions of a ToC more on evidence (Breuer,
Lee, De Silva, & Lund, 2016; De Silva et al., 2014; Maini, Mounier-Jack, & Borghi,
2018). If ToCs are going to be actually used for analysis of some sort, I support
the need for evidence-based ToCs. To the extent that the beliefs of stakeholders
are used in building a ToC through participation—which is good practice—those
beliefs should be justified and supported by evidence.
Figure 1 presents a very generic, evidence-based ToC, highlighting the sus
tainability of the benefits, that is, the intervention outcomes and impact.
Key theory of change elements in the model are the following:
•

•

Causal link assumptions: the salient events and conditions that are neces
sary (or likely to be necessary) for the specific causal link to work—for
the prior cause to lead to the subsequent effect. The causal link assump
tions in part address the context of the intervention. Often some of these
assumptions are at-risk assumptions that are unlikely to be realized un
less something is done to bring them about. As defined here, causal link
assumptions reinforce the need for solid evidence behind a robust ToC.
They would be based on prior research and evaluation findings, past
concrete experience and solid logic.
Feedback assumptions: the causal assumptions behind feedback loops
(such as F1 and F2) that introduce non-linearity into a ToC model.
Feedback loops can indicate a likely self-reinforcing mechanism at
work and imply that it can often take time for some results to be real
ized. In Figure 1, the feedback assumption for F1 would be that as the
benefits from intermediate outcomes are realized, there is a need for or
interest in more immediate outcomes. Similarly, for F2, the assumption
would be that as the usefulness of the immediate outcomes become
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Figure 1. A generic theory for benefits sustainability
recognized, there is demand for more outputs. Of course, not all ToCs
involve feedback loops.

ANALYZING BENEFITS SUSTAINABILITY
Assessing the current situation
Clearly a good starting point for examining sustainability is that the intervention
in question has indeed contributed to the expected and observed benefits. If the
expected benefits have not been realized, then their sustainability is a moot point.
Understanding about the benefits realized to date provides an obvious basis for
considering the longer term.
However, there is another starting point in some situations. This is where
early benefits have been confirmed but longer-term benefits are still some years
off. In this case, the challenge is twofold: first to assess the likelihood that the
longer-term benefits will be realized, and then to asses if it is likely that the shortand long-term benefits will be sustainable. Or, put another way, assuming that the
expected benefits will be realized, is it likely they will be sustainable?
© 2020 CJPE 35.2, 204–221
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Assessing the outputs and causal link assumptions
From a sustainability perspective, next there is a need for an assessment of the
outputs and causal link assumptions of the ToC. The issues are as follows:
•
•
•

To what the extent are the outputs and causal link assumptions needed
to ensure sustainability?
Will the causal link assumptions continue to be realized when the inter
vention ends?
What additional supporting actions might be necessary to bring about
sustainable benefits?

The outputs from an intervention (and sometimes other such triggers) are what
often start the ensuing chain of events leading to the desired benefits. In many cas
es, the outputs will cease once the intervention has ended. One exception would
be when the outputs are infrastructure, such as a school or a road. Maintenance
then becomes a sustainability issue. In other cases, the ending of the interven
tion outputs might call for some alternative source for replacement outputs. The
example discussed later provides an example of this.
The causal link assumptions are the events and conditions needed to bring
about the chain of results leading to the benefits. They comprise, for the most
part, the context for the intervention to work—the enabling environment. The
sustainability question then is, of course, whether the assumptions and hence the
enabling environment will be sustained in the future. This assessment may suggest
the need for other supporting activities or actions in order to sustain the causal
link assumptions. These additional efforts required to sustain the benefits can be
thought of as sustainability assumptions.
Typically, some causal link assumptions are identified as at-risk; they are
unlikely to be realized without some additional supporting actions being taken.
Often this involves other actors such as governments, NGOs, or other donors.
These at-risk assumptions are likely also to put sustainability at risk and therefore
require special attention. In the case where an intervention has been successful in
bringing about the desired benefits, one can assume that the at-risk assumptions
have been addressed in some manner. The sustainability question then would be
if the supporting actions—these additional sustainability assumptions—taken
regarding the at-risk assumptions are sustainable.
Another clue to a sustainability issue is whether a causal link assumption
took considerable effort to bring about, perhaps because there were countervailing
pressures at work, such as social norms. If this has been the case, then maintaining
the assumption could also be a challenge.

Sustainability mechanisms
It is clear that in order to realize sustainable benefits, the causal link assumptions
in a ToC model would have to be ongoing in some sense, as would the early
outcomes brought about. If the intervention has ended, then usually there are no
doi: 10.3138/cjpe.70004
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more “outputs” being delivered by the intervention; the triggering mechanism of
the intervention has ceased. What is needed is some sort of sustainability mecha
nism, in particular to help sustain the intervention outcomes, what Douthwaite
and Hoffecker (2017) call a “self-reinforcing loop.” The feedback loop F2 in Figure
1 indicates that the intermediate outcomes derived from the earlier outcomes
can reinforce the continued need for the immediate outcomes. If these outcomes
are not being realized, then it may be that the intermediate outcomes will cease.
And this F2 intermediate outcome sustainability mechanism would be further
reinforced through the realization of other follow-on benefits and the resulting
improved impact. In some cases, there will be an F1 immediate benefit sustainability mechanism whereby the early benefits realized will trigger a demand for
further outputs, but outputs produced by something other than the intervention,
such as locally produced outputs. Of course, in some interventions, there may be
no such feedback loops, in which case sustainability may be more of a challenge,
and the focus of the sustainability analysis will have to be on the outputs and
causal link assumptions.

SUSTAINABILITY ANALYSIS WITH THE COM-B TOC MODEL
To provide a more concrete example of using ToCs for assessing sustainability of
benefits, consider the generic behaviour-change ToC model shown in Figure 2.
Most interventions involve changing the behaviour of one or more actor
groups. This COM-B ToC model is modified from Mayne (2019)—where it is dis
cussed in detail—to highlight the sustainability issue.1 The model is a synthesis of
social science research on behaviour change by Michie, Atkins, and West (2014),
which argues that behaviour (B) is changed through the interaction of three nec
essary elements: capabilities (C), opportunities (O), and motivation (M), which
comprise the capacity to change behaviour. Hence the name: the COM-B model.
The model is especially helpful in explaining how behaviour changes were brought
about, since it is a model of the mechanisms at work in bringing about behaviour
change and thus provides the basis for inferring causality about behaviour change.
It is clear that to realize sustainable benefits in the COM-B model, the causal
link assumptions in the model would have to be ongoing in some sense, as would
the behaviour changes—the new practices—brought about. Kwasnicka, Dom
browski, White, and Sniehotta (2016) discuss research findings on maintaining
behaviour changes. The COM-B model argues that behaviour change is brought
about by three necessary elements: capabilities, opportunities, and motivation,
and it is evident that for the behaviour change to continue, people would need the
right combination of these three factors.
Key risks for sustainability are likely to be that
•
•

the opportunities (the outside factors that make the behaviour possible
or prompt it) would need to continue to be available; and
the motivation that brought about the change would also need to remain.

© 2020 CJPE 35.2, 204–221
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Figure 2. The COM-B-based theory of change for benefits sustainability
On the other hand, one might be able to assume that the capabilities learned,
typically through the intervention, would be retained and hence would not put
the sustainability of the behaviour change at risk.
What is needed is some sort of sustainability mechanism, in particular to
help sustain the behaviour or practice changes. The obvious one is the feedback
doi: 10.3138/cjpe.70004
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loop F1, whereby the direct and immediate benefits derived from the behaviour
changes reinforce the continued use of the new practices. If the practices are
gradually adopted, and if direct benefits have to some extent been realized, there
would likely be interest in building further capacity for adopting the changes (F2).
If these benefits are not being realized, then it is likely that use of the new practices
will cease. And this F1 direct benefit sustainability mechanism would be further
reinforced through the realization of other follow-on benefits and the resulting
improved well-being.
In other cases, there could be an additional sustainability mechanism at
work. If others outside the initial target group see the benefits derived from the
new practices, they are likely to try to adopt the practices and gain the benefits.
And this scaling out can be an intended result of the intervention, as is the case
of farmer-to-farmer adoption of new farming methods. But this can also result
in a social norm sustainability mechanism whereby the new practices become the
norm in the community or region, directly addressing an often-needed causal
link assumption that the practices are socially acceptable, creating peer pressure
that they be used.

AN EXAMPLE OF SUSTAINABILITY ANALYSIS
As a more specific example of carrying out analysis for sustainable benefits using
the COM-B model, consider an intervention aimed at improving the nutritional
diets of young pre-school children in a particular region by providing knowledge
and training to mothers. I have used this example earlier in Mayne (2015) and
Mayne (2017). Here the analysis is extended to look at the sustainability of the
intervention. While these types of interventions have been implemented in several
countries (White, 2009), here the intervention is an example used to illustrate
issues around sustainability. The theory of change narrative for the nutrition ex
ample would be something like this:
By educating and informing mothers about the importance of a nutritious diet for
their children, mothers will change their past behaviour and seek to improve the diets
of their children.

The underlying causal or rationale assumption here is that “better information
will change behaviour.”
Figure 3 sets out a robust ToC model for the intervention highlighting
sustainability.2 Added to the version used here is a direct benefit that improve
ment in the children’s health is apparent to parents, with the related assumption
that some improvement in health will be evident to parents, such as children
with more energy, better complexions, less susceptibility to colds, and so on.
Otherwise, if there are no apparent improvements, it is unlikely that mothers
would want to continue the new feeding practices, which might be more timeconsuming and costly. Figure 3 also highlights the feedback loops and their
© 2020 CJPE 35.2, 204–221
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Figure 3. A robust and sustainability-aware nutrition intervention theory of change
assumptions, as well as the findings from the sustainability analysis of the inter
vention discussed below.
A key at-risk assumption is that mothers make the decisions about what
food to give their children. If this were a significant issue, such as if husbands
doi: 10.3138/cjpe.70004
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or mothers-in-law normally made these decisions, then some serious support
ing actions would be needed to change these social norms. This might, for
example, involve engaging with an NGO to provide information sessions with
husbands, mothers-in-law, and community leaders, to bring about change,
so that those who prepare the meals have a significant say in the diet of their
children.
As noted earlier, there is a need to clearly define the sustainability issue(s). In
this case, there could be at least two perspectives:
•
•

Do the mothers in the intervention continue to provide the improved
feeding practices to their children after the end of the intervention?
In addition to the existing mothers who participated, do other mothers
in the region adopt the new practice?

The second issue identified is at first glance a scaling-out issue that may or may
not have been a desired result of the intervention. But, as noted earlier and as we
will see below, scaling out can have an influence on sustainability.
We can now undertake the sustainability analysis, looking at the intervention
outputs and the causal link assumptions, assessing if there are viable sustainabil
ity mechanisms and determining what supporting actions are needed to deliver
sustainable benefits.

Sustainability analysis of the ToC elements
Table 1 shows the analysis of the ToC elements.
Table 1. Sustainability analysis
Sustainability factor

Sustainability assessment

Output
Training and informing on nutrition
benefits and feeding practices

Rating: If practices are relatively straight
forward, sustainability should be OK.

Discussion: This is a capability-related
issue, and the mothers may in addition
have received some nutrition material
for reference. The new practices should
have been learned and reinforced
through daily use. If the new practi
ces are complex, documents on the
nutritional practices should be made
available, and there might be a need
for a contact in local public health
services.

Supporting actions to plan for sustainability: If the new practices are not
reasonably straightforward, there is
likely a need for access to follow-up
information or advice.

(Continued)
© 2020 CJPE 35.2, 204–221
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Table 1. (Continued)
Sustainability factor

Sustainability assessment

Reach assumptions
1. Targeted mothers are well identified
2. Targeted mothers can be communicated with

Not relevant. This would be a one-time
reach.

3. Approach and material seem appropriate
Capacity change assumptions
1. Capabilities: Nutrition benefits and
feeding practices understood and
relevant
2. Opportunities: Nutritious food dis
cussed are known about, available and
affordable
3. Motivation: Mothers want to improve
the health of their children
Discussion: The sustainability at-risk
assumptions here are already identi
fied as at-risk assumptions. Both would
need to continue into the future.
Capabilities and motivation should not
be a problem.

Rating: Sustainability at-risk
Supporting actions to plan for sustaina
bility: Perhaps need to identify a range
of nutritious foods, and food products
that are affordable. At one level, if they
all become too expensive, then inter
vention will not be sustainable.
On the other hand, if they are in demand,
the market should respond accordingly.
[As an aside, here is an example of where
the broader concerns about environ
mental issues might be raised: Does
the increased production of the nutri
tious food degrade the environment?]

Behaviour change assumptions
1. Mothers make decisions about chil
dren’s food
2. New practices supported by husbands
and mothers-in-law
3. Parents see some improvements in
children’s health
Discussion: #1 and 2 are related, and atrisk also from a sustainability perspec
tive, and indeed maybe more so. Once
the intervention team leaves, then old
habits and customs could emerge.
#3 would be essential to maintain the
nutrition feeding practices.

Rating: Sustainability at-risk
Supporting actions to plan for sustainability: As part of the intervention, one
could gauge how strong the counter
vailing social norms are and how hard
they were to change. The bigger the
challenge, the more likely sustainability
will be at risk. See the discussion in
(Mayne, 2015), where a nested ToC for
such an NGO engagement is discussed.
To help sustain these conditions, com
munities and community leaders
could commit to periodic sessions on
nutrition, and maybe have available a
local government or university expert
they could use/consult with.
During the training sessions, parents
should be made aware of the health
improvements in their children they
could expect to see.

(Continued)
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Table 1. (Continued)
Sustainability factor

Sustainability assessment

Direct Benefits Assumptions
1. Practices prove practical

Rating: Possibly at-risk

2. No reduction in other nutritious food
intake

Supporting actions to plan for sus
tainability: Would need to know the
extent to which substituting was and
could be a problem. The issue should
be addressed in the initial training
sessions. Could then be raised at the
periodic nutrition sessions after the
intervention ends.

3. More improvements in children’s
health become evident
Discussion: Again, the at-risk assump
tion is a sustainability risk. The risk is
that if the intake of other nutritious
foods already in use occurs, then there
will be no or limited nutritional gain
from the new practices.
#1 and #3 should not be a problem for
sustainability.
Well-being change assumptions
1. Children have access to health care
2. Children have access to clean water
and sanitary measures

Both these at-risk assumptions are
sustainability concerns. However, they
would seem to be way beyond the
issue of the intervention’s sustainability.
They should have been assessed before
the intervention started to see if this
was an issue and if the intervention
wanted to address it.

Analyzing sustainability mechanisms
The second part of the sustainability analysis involves examining possible sustainability mechanisms, as set out in Table 2.
Table 2. Analysis of sustainability mechanisms
Possible sustainability mechanism

Sustainability assessment

FI: Evident improvements in children’s
health encourages behaviour change

Rating: This would be a critical selfsustaining mechanism

Discussion: Seeing visible improve
ments in their children’s health
would likely encourage parents to
fully use and continue using the new
feeding practices, especially if these
had been expected.

Supporting actions to plan for
sustainability: The training and
informing provided during the inter
vention should explain the kinds of
improvements parents could expect
to see.

(Continued)
© 2020 CJPE 35.2, 204–221
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Table 2. (Continued)
Possible sustainability mechanism

Sustainability assessment

F2: Desire for more use of nutrition
practices triggers more need for
enhanced capacity

Rating: Probably not critical for sustainability per se.

Discussion: If new feeding practices
were only partially adopted, the
desire to fully use the practices
would encourage learning of all the
practices they were taught.
F3: Other mothers seeing improve
ments in children’s health want to
adopt the new practices
Discussion: It is reasonable to assume
that other mothers (including new
mothers) in the area become aware
of the healthier children in families
using the more nutritious food and
would want the same for their chil
dren. They would seek to learn how
and/or (perhaps in groups) seek out
support from other mothers, govern
ments, experts, and NGOs on learn
ing about the practices. Even if the
initial intervention has ended, there
might have been some networks set
up where other mothers could get
the relevant information. Indeed, this
should be part of the intervention
design.

Supporting actions to plan for sus
tainability: This could be another
reason to have access to some form
of follow-on in terms of material and/
or expert advice.
Thus F3 shows other mothers getting
reached by word-of-mouth in some
fashion and wanting to learn what
to do (enhance their capabilities
and understand the opportunities
for acquiring nutritious food, and
for getting social support), thereby
starting to adopt the new
practices.
If this scaling out was happening, it
would aid the sustainability of the
intervention benefits not only for
those initially targeted but also for
others who adopted the practices.
The reasoning here is that as more
and more mothers adopted the
practices, the nutritious feeding
practices would start to become
the norm, thereby making such
practices routine and
expected.
Rating: This would be a very useful
additional sustainability mechanism.
Supporting actions to plan for sus
tainability: The intervention could
include helping to build or reinfor
cing networks of mothers in the
community.

Needed supporting actions
In summary then, the sustainability analysis suggests that to realize sustainable
benefits from the intervention, significant planning for sustainability is required.
The sustainability actions (Sx) listed below need to be taken as part of the inter
vention implementation:
doi: 10.3138/cjpe.70004
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The training and information sessions during the intervention should include
the following:
S1. • providing some material on the nutrition practices for mothers to
refer to after the sessions end;
• informing household members about the improvements in health
they should see in their children;
• connecting mothers to some source they could go to for follow-up
questions and discussions; and
• informing mothers/parents about the downsides of reducing their
use of other nutritious foods once they adopt the new practices.
In addition, the intervention efforts should include the following:
S2. Dialogue with community leaders to gain their support for the new
practices, including encouraging them to monitor feeding practices,
including substitution, and arrange help sessions on nutrition from time
to time.
S3. Plan as much as possible for future availability and affordability of nutri
tious food in the area. The training sessions would have to identify food
products available and affordable in the local market.3
S4. Linking community leaders to local public health staff or other experts
for occasional advice and consultation.
S5. Gain support in the community for wider communication about the
benefits seen from a more nutritious diet.
As discussed earlier, identified sustainability actions could also be seen as sustainability assumptions, and added as such to the ToC model.
There are two sustainability mechanisms that should greatly aid in achieving
sustainable benefits:
SM1. The built-in self-sustaining mechanisms of visible health improve
ments leading to continued use of the new practices (F1).
SM2. The scaling mechanisms that would increase the use of the new prac
tices, making them very acceptable and routine. The intervention
could support and encourage networks for spreading information
about the visible health improvements (F3).
How these various sustainability assumptions and mechanisms fit into the ToC
are noted in Figure 2.

CONCLUDING REMARKS
I am arguing here that undertaking a sustainability analysis on a reasonably robust
ToC of an intervention will identify supporting actions that need to be taken to
© 2020 CJPE 35.2, 204–221
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enhance the likelihood that the intervention will generate sustained benefits. And
this analysis is obviously best done when the intervention is being designed or at
least early on in implementation.
The sustainability analysis would examine the outputs and other triggers
of the intervention, along with the causal link assumptions, identifying what
other supporting actions (additional sustainability assumptions), if any, would be
needed to sustain the triggers and causal link assumptions. In addition, the analy
sis would identify any feedback loops that could act as sustainability mechanisms
that would help support the sustainability of the intervention’s benefits, and what
might need to be done to ensure their continued viability.
These findings would then either identify risks to the sustainability of the
benefits or—the preferred case—identify actions that need to be added to the
design and implementation of the intervention.

NOTES
1 While sustained behaviour change is often needed for realizing sustained benefits, usu
ally behaviour change itself is not seen as a benefit per se; rather, there is some derived
direct benefit such as feeling better or gaining income.
2 See Mayne (2017), where the basic model is developed.
3 However, if the intervention caused an increase in demand for the nutritious products, as
it should, then one might reasonably expect the market to adequately respond, although
this should be researched during implementation
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