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Theory of Change Guiding Document 

Introduction and Overview 

Groundwork USA (GWUSA) worked in partnership with Harder+Company Community Research, Groundwork Trusts 
(Trusts) and GWUSA’s Advisory Board to develop a Theory of Change (ToC) for GWUSA’s Open Space Actions.  This 
document provides an overview of the ToC and its components, and definitions of identified outcomes.  

The ToC is designed to show GWUSA’s approach and activities in working with underserved communities to activate 
and transform open spaces, and can be read from both top to bottom and left to right. Starting from the top to 
bottom, the reader can see the overarching Vision and all the constituent components that allow GWUSA to fulfill 
the Vision that ‘all people live in healthy and equitable communities’. Under the Vision are GWUSA’s three mutually 
reinforcing strategies that comprise their Approach to community-driven transformation: Changing Places, 
Changing Systems, and Changing Lives. These strategies inform the Activities Trusts undertake in partnership with 
communities across the country, which are intended to influence key identified Outcomes. Reading the bottom half 
of the ToC, the reader can see the conceptual linkages between the Activities and Outcomes which are informed by 
the Approach and which ultimately lead to the GWUSA Vision.  

The GWUSA Open Space Actions ToC includes the following components: 

n Vision: GWUSA’s success in achieving their identified outcomes will lead toward our ultimate vision that all 
people live in healthy and equitable communities. ‘Healthy communities’ and ‘equitable communities’ are 
defined as follows: 

o Healthy communities: Places where all people have equitable access to adequate housing, 
transportation, quality health care, and safe places to exercise and play; and which promote 
economic security through access to employment and income opportunities.(1) 

o Equity: Just and fair inclusion into a society in which all can participate, prosper, and reach their 
full potential through identification and ownership of the root causes of societal disparities. 

n Approach: The projects and programs of Trusts support community-driven transformation via three 
mutually reinforcing strategies: Changing Places, Changing Systems, and Changing Lives.  

n Activities: These three strategies, Changing Places, Changing Systems, and Changing Lives, inform and 
guide the implementation of our activities. Trusts transform, activate and use high-potential land for 
community benefit across the US through activities such as: 

• Promoting active, healthy lifestyles • Restoring and enhancing urban waterways 

• Developing environmental youth leaders 
• Activating and stewarding public spaces, 

building communities 
• Training youth and adults for green jobs and 

careers 
• Building partnerships, driving advocacy 

• Delivering educational programs that 
promote wellbeing 

• Mobilizing community stakeholders and 
resources 

• Transforming and reclaiming vacant and 
contaminated land  

• Leading community assessment and visioning 

 
n Outcomes: Working together on these activities, Trusts and communities aim to achieve the outcomes 



defined in Exhibit 1. 

GWUSA Open Space Actions ToC Outcomes Definitions  

Exhibit 1 below outlines the outcome definitions included in Groundwork’s Open Space Actions Theory of Change. For 
specific indicators, please refer to the evaluation plan.  

Exhibit 1. Outcome Definitions 

  

Changing 
Lives 

Strong social capital1,2  
Perceptions of the interpersonal trust, sharing, and reciprocity within and between social networks. 
Civic engagement is a shared value among stakeholders in the community. 
More equitable access to job/career pipelines 
All community members have access to jobs, job and skills training, career opportunities, networks, 
and supportive community resources designed to facilitate these opportunities.  
A new generation of environmental and civic leaders 
Youth are sensitized to environmental, economic and social issues, and are provided opportunities for 
learning, hands-on stewardship, advocacy, and the value of civic engagement. 
Increase in practice of healthy habits among community members 
Individuals and communities are equitably exposed to a built environment that offers safe ways to 
practice healthy living, whether consuming fresh food, choosing non-motorized transit options, or the 
like. The environments in which they reside support and facilitate these choices. 

Changing 
Places 

More equitable access to quality green spaces3,4,5  
All community members have access, within 10-15 minutes (approximately ¼ mile), to and feel safe 
using natural and/or built environment covered by vegetation, which may include: 

• Green spaces that serve various social, recreational, nutritional, educational and transit 
functions (e.g., parks, playgrounds, soccer fields, community gardens, greenways, trails, 
urban farms) 

• Corridors for active transportation, physical activity, ecological habitat restoration, storm 
water management, etc. 

• Inclusive features such as benches, lighting, way-finding signage. 
• Smaller green space features (e.g., street trees and roadside vegetation) 
• Green spaces not available for public access or recreational use (e.g., green 

infrastructure for storm water management) 

More equitable access to healthy foods and safe growing spaces6,7  
All community members have access to healthy food options and the opportunity to learn about and 
participate in food growing activities. There are low rates of food insecurity among community 
members, and there are programs and services targeted to mitigate food insecurity (e.g., food 
pantries). 
Safer, more stable neighborhoods8,9,10  
Community members feel safe in their neighborhoods at different times of day, as well as when 
engaged in different activities. Community members can stay in their neighborhoods by choice in 
stable housing. 
Greater climate resilience11 
Individuals and communities feel they collectively own and have the capacity to adapt to changing 
climate and environmental condition both through individual and community-level behavior change. 
The community actively plans and manages reduction of risk to human health, safety and wellbeing 
as climates change. 
Cleaner air, land, and water 
Community members live in neighborhoods with clean air, land, and water, safe from toxins and 
pollutants. 



Changing 
Systems 

Strong community agency and ownership12,13  
There is a strong sense of connection and interconnectedness in community among individuals and in 
the community at large. Further, community members and stakeholders work together on a shared 
agenda to take action in pursuit of community priorities through “an intentional ongoing process 
centered in the local community, involving mutual respect, critical reflection, caring, and group 
participation, through which people lacking an equal share of valued resources gain greater access to 
and control over those resources.”  
Increased collective efficacy14  
Community members are able to come together for the good of the community to achieve common 
goals and preserve shared values.  

Supportive cross-sector alliances 
Cross-sector stakeholders work collaboratively and oriented toward community benefit. They actively 
share information and work to integrate planning and policy efforts that promote the social good. 
More equitable allocation of community resources 
Community resources are accessible and equitably allocated. The processes for allocating and 
accessing community resources are transparent and community organizations make conscientious 
efforts to ensure outreach to all community members where applicable. 
Shared leadership and decision-making 
Community stakeholders see themselves as equal partners in driving a community revitalization 
agenda. They perceive their voice as being heard, and stakeholders set an inclusive tone and cast a 
wide net to bring all stakeholders to the decision-making table. 

  



References 

                                                   
1 Porta, M. S., Greenland, S., Hernán, M., Silva, I. dos S., Last, J. M., & International Epidemiological Association 
(Eds.). (2014). A dictionary of epidemiology (Six edition). Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
2 Collins, C. R., Neal, J. W., & Neal, Z. P. (2014). Transforming Individual Civic Engagement into Community 
Collective Efficacy: The Role of Bonding Social Capital. American Journal of Community Psychology, 54(3–4), 328–
336. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10464-014-9675-x 
3 Urban Green Space Interventions and Health. A review of impacts and effectiveness. (2017). World Health 
Organization. Retrieved from https://www.cbd.int/health/who-euro-green-spaces-urbanhealth.pdf  
4 Ngom, R., Gosselin, P., & Blais, C. (2016). Reduction of disparities in access to green spaces: Their geographic 
insertion and recreational functions matter. Applied Geography, 66, 35–51. Retrieved from 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.apgeog.2015.11.008  
5 Wolch, J. R., Byrne, J., & Newell, J. P. (2014). Urban green space, public health, and environmental justice: The 
challenge of making cities ‘just green enough.’ Landscape and Urban Planning, 125, 234–244. Retrieved from 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.landurbplan.2014.01.017  
6 Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. (2011). Children’s Food Environment State Indicator Report. Retrieved 
from https://www.cdc.gov/obesity/downloads/NationalActionGuide.pdf  
7 Gordon, C., Purciel-Hill, M., Ghai, N. R., Kaufman, L., Graham, R., & Van Wye, G. (2011). Measuring food deserts 
in New York City’s low-income neighborhoods. Health & Place, 17(2), 696–700. 
8 Kneeshaw-Price, S. H., Saelens, B. E., Sallis, J. F., Frank, L. D., Grembowski, D. E., Hannon, P. A., … Chan, K. C. G. 
(2015). Neighborhood Crime-Related Safety and Its Relation to Children’s Physical Activity. Journal of Urban Health : 
Bulletin of the New York Academy of Medicine, 92(3), 472–489. Retrieved from https://doi.org/10.1007/s11524-
015-9949-0  
9 Mehdipanah, R., Schulz, A. J., Israel, B. A., Mentz, G., Eisenberg, A., Stokes, C., & Rowe, Z. (2017). Neighborhood 
Context, Homeownership and Home Value: An Ecological Analysis of Implications for Health. International Journal of 
Environmental Research and Public Health, 14(10), 1098. Retrieved from https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph14101098  
10 Cash, A. (2016). Investment without displacement: Neighborhood Stabilization. UC Berkely Urban Displacement 
Project Blog. Retreived from http://www.urbandisplacement.org/blog/investment-without-displacement-
neighborhood-stabilization  
11 Subjective factors vital to measure household climate resilience. (2015, September 15). Retrieved from 
https://ccafs.cgiar.org/blog/subjective-factors-are-vital-measuring-household-climate-resilience  
12 Brown, B., Perkins, D. D., & Brown, G. (2003). Place attachment in a revitalizing neighborhood: Individual and 
block levels of analysis. Journal of Environmental Psychology, 23(3), 259–271. Retrieved from 
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0272-4944(02)00117-2  
13 Cornell Empowerment Group, 1989 
14 Sampson, R. J., Raudenbush, S. W., & Earls, F. (1997). Neighborhoods and Violent Crime: A Multilevel Study of 
Collective Efficacy, 277(5328), 918–924. Retrieved from https://doi.org/10.1126/science.277.5328.918  


