
 Evaluating Media Literacy 
with a Theory of Change

 A guide to using a theory of change 
to design and evaluate media literacy 

projects and activities.
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This theory of change for media literacy is 
produced by CEMP, the Centre for Excellence 
in Media Practice, a research centre specialising 
in media literacy and media education at 
Bournemouth University. It has been produced for 
the DCMS Media Literacy Programme. The Media 
and Information Literacy Alliance (MILA) acted 
as critical friends to CEMP for this project, and we 
also worked with Ofcom and the Media Education 
Association as key partners.  

This theory of change is primarily designed for 
the evaluation of media literacy research, projects, 
interventions and educational activities.  It can also 
be used alongside Ofcom’s Making Sense of Media 
Evaluation toolkit to design more impactful media 
literacy research, projects and educational activities. 
The Ofcom resources help with planning a media 
literacy intervention and they provide a theory of 
change template at project level, to help plan the 
logistics, identify the needs of the people involved, 
the media literacy activities a project will deliver 

and the intended outcomes of the project. The 
CEMP resource helps to locate a project within 
a broader theory of change for media literacy in 
society, to evaluate the change a media literacy 
intervention has made in four related areas – 
access, awareness, capability and consequences 
– and / or to plan a project with regard to these
broader change objectives. It is also aligned with
MILA’s five lifelong media literacy aspirations, for
media literate people to be informed; empowered;
healthy; socially conscious and connected.

Using this theory of change helps us to move 
beyond seeing media literacy as a solution in itself, 
so we can evaluate (and design) media literacy 
interventions with a better focus on specific, 
positive change for people, families, communities, 
societies and improving the health of media 
ecosytems.  

This approach to media literacy understands that 
people have different levels of media literacy 

within media ecosystems. These ecosystems can be 
unhealthy, because of negative activity within them, 
but they can also be made healthier, just as we can 
impact positively on the natural environment by taking 
different actions. As people become more media 
literate, they develop capabilities to use their media 
literacy in way which can have positive consequences. 
These positive changes benefit individuals, families, 
communities and societies but they also impact 
positively on media ecosystems. 

Thinking about media literacy in this way enables us 
to design projects, evaluate their impacts and report 
on outcomes in a more precise way and to focus on 
the full range of media literacy interventions, from 
those where online safety is the key objective to those 
aiming to enable media activism for social change. 
This theory of change is aligned with the work of 
DCMS, Ofcom and MILA in the UK, but also media 
literacy frameworks and approaches mobilised by 
UNESCO, NATO and the European Commission. 
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https://www.ofcom.org.uk/research-and-data/media-literacy-research/approach/evaluate/toolkit?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Evaluation%20Guidance%20Lunchtime%20Brief&utm_content=Evaluation%20Guidance%20Lunchtime%20Brief+CID_f641f80f052db92510be51b043c3ad9a&utm_source=media%20literacy%20bulletin&utm_term=Evaluation%20Toolkit%20is%20now%20live%20on%20the%20Ofcom%20website
https://www.unesco.org/en/media-information-literacy#:~:text=UNESCO%20is%20the%20leading%20organization,and%20use%20of%20digital%20tools.
https://www.medialit.org/sites/default/files/Building%20Resiliency-Media%20Literacy%20as%20a%20Strategic%20Defense%20Strategy%20for%20the%20Transatlantic%20%28Final%29%20copy.pdf
https://digital-strategy.ec.europa.eu/en/policies/media-literacy


The theory of change can be used to evaluate 
any media literacy project, activity or educational 
programme. It can also be used to aid the design of 
media literacy activities. Wherever media literacy is 
being developed, applied, used to solve a problem, 
help people, to improve a situation or to make 
things better in society, this framework can help to 

https://www.ofcom.org.uk/research-and-data/media-literacy-research/approach/evaluate/toolkit?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Evaluation%20Guidance%20Lunchtime%20Brief&utm_content=Evaluation%20Guidance%20Lunchtime%20Brief+CID_f641f80f052db92510be51b043c3ad9a&utm_source=media%20literacy%20bulletin&utm_term=Evaluation%20Toolkit%20is%20now%20live%20on%20the%20Ofcom%20website
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Theory of Change for Media Literacy
Theory of Change: 4 inter-related elements These categories of change 
can be used to evaluate more specifically how media literacy changes 
things in people’s lives and also to help to design projects, alongside the 
Ofcom toolkit, with more specific change objectives in mind.

https://www.ofcom.org.uk/research-and-data/media-literacy-research/approach/evaluate/toolkit?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Evaluation%20Guidance%20Lunchtime%20Brief&utm_content=Evaluation%20Guidance%20Lunchtime%20Brief+CID_f641f80f052db92510be51b043c3ad9a&utm_source=media%20literacy%20bulletin&utm_term=Evaluation%20Toolkit%20is%20now%20live%20on%20the%20Ofcom%20website


To apply the inter-related change elements to media 
literacy projects, interventions and activities, we need 
to identify the difference media literacy makes to 
people’s knowledge about media and information; 
the media literacy skills and competences people 
develop or increase; how being media literate enables 
people to be involved in dialogue about media, 
information and the online environment; how media 
literacy impacts on people’s attitudes and societal 
norms and then, ultimately, how media literacy leads 
to changes in people’s behaviour





Change Objectives for Media Literacy 



Change Objectives for Media Literacy 

Capability

Use these descriptions as

criteria for change brought

about by media literacy 

projects, interventions or

activities. 

People use their media literacy to improve their lives.

More resilient and media literate publics 
makes the relationship between online 
platforms, media, users and audiences 
healthier and more balanced.

People become more resilient to online 
risk and harms, data exploitation and 
misinformation over time, through 
preventative media literacy.

People use their media literacy 
for civic engagement, in a 
functioning democracy.

Attitudes and Norms Behaviour
People think of themselves as media makers / 
information providers. 

People assess and deal with resilience to online 
risks, data exploitation and media content 
abundance. 

People see the connection between their media 
literacy, their health, democracy, educational 
and economic opportunities. 

Media literacy enables people to engage in civil 
society and / or to campaign in digital media 
contexts as a4 T9e to engage in civil 







: 

Evaluate a Completed Project – example and template

Project Example: Reaching out Online

This example uses the theory of change approach and template
to evaluate a completed project.

This is a project about the uses of social media in health 
promotion, linking media literacy to health literacy. 

The project was funded by the Cultures and Communities 
Network + .

How to use the template

Use the inter-related element descriptions to identify the kind of 
change a project has made or has the potential to make. Some 
projects might create change across all four elements, others 
might only impact on one. 

This will depend on scale, intentions, funding and scope. 
In some cases, change will be more evident in projects that focus 
more on one element with deliverable outcome than others 
which are more ambitious but may lack realisable impacts. 

Think of this as a sliding scale or continuum. 

When the relevant elements are identified, use the criteria in the 
change objectives table above to identify evidence of change or 
the potential for change for each of the four elements.

Shade out the cells which are not applicable.

Title of Project: Reaching Out Online

Evidence of ML leading to change Potential for ML leading to change
Nature of evidence of change or 

potential for change (latent or manifest)

Access

The study found evidence of online 
outreach addressing community 
access gaps (but these were not 
changed by the project itself). 
Change to media access was 
therefore observed, but not directly 
generated. The findings offer a new 
context for the existing field of online 
communities at the access level. 

Hard to reach groups were reached and trust 
was built through online culture building.

Project report with statistical evidence 
(manifest).

Awareness

 New awareness of needs were 
identified for online culture as urgent 
to address and of multi-literacy 
strategy as essential. New context for 
existing field of online communities 
also at the level of awareness.

 New knowledge was generated about 
effective methods for media / online health 
literacy outreach and also new awareness is 
provided to challenge unhelpful ‘digital quick 
fix’ ideas. 

 Project report – key issues section 
(manifest new awareness and latent 
change as a result). 

Capability

Dialogue observed by the study, not 
generated by the project, between 
outreach workers and those at risk – 
this generates new evidence of online 
culture building trust, leading to new 

https://eprints.soton.ac.uk/369814/1/Reaching-Out-Online-Final-Report.pdf
https://eprints.soton.ac.uk/369814/1/Reaching-Out-Online-Final-Report.pdf


Title of Project:

Evidence of ML leading to change Potential for ML leading to change
Nature of evidence of change or potential for change 

(latent or manifest)

Access

Awareness

Capability

Consequences

Evaluation Template
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Design a New Project – example and template

Project Example: The Third Space School 
Library, Digital Literacy & Improving Mental 
Health

This example shows how the theory of change template and 
guidance can be used in combination with the Ofcom Toolkit to 
design a project with a more precise set of intentions for creating 
change through media literacy).

Programme Outline 
*Activities combine workshops in the school library and 
independent work.

This is a media literacy intervention with 14-15 year olds in a 
school library, aiming to boost wellbeing and provide resilience to 
challenging digital experiences with regard to mental health. 

The project is funded by the e-nurture network:.

https://www.enurture.org.uk/


Project Design using Ofcom Toolkit in combination with the CEMP Theory of Change 

7KLV�VKRZV�KRZ�WKH�7KLUG�6SDFH�6FKRRO�/LEUDU\�SURMHFW�ZDV�GHVLJQHG�XVLQJ�WKH�&(03�WKHRU\�RI�FKDQJH�HOHPHQWV�WRJHWKHU�ZLWK�WKH�2IFRP�WRRONLW

Needs Inputs Outputs Outcomes Impacts

Access

14-15 year old students who have
disclosed experiencing challenges in
the digital environment impacting on
their mental health need to develop
digital literacy so they can make
different decisions about what to
access and how within their digital
lives.

‘Digital Me’ workshop and 
independent activities: 

• Digital Wellbeing Surgery
• Burst Your Information
Bubble

1 workshop delivered, 1 independent 
activity completed by 8-12  
participants. 

Learning demonstrated through 
the independent activities and the 
workshops. 

Participants use increased digital literacy to 
plan different access choices in their digital 
lives to improve their mental health. 

Measured by
• Work produced
• Reflective exercise / survey
• Focus group

14-15 year old students who have disclosed
experiencing challenges in the digital
environment impacting on their mental health
are more reflexive about their digital habits,
how the digital environment relates to their
wellbeing, why a healthy digital ecosystem is
good for everyone & what they can do to be
more resilient within it.

Awareness

14-15 year old students who have
disclosed experiencing challenges in
the digital environment impacting on
their mental health need to be more
critical in their digital lives through
digital literacy.

‘Digital Mindfulness’ workshop 
and independent activities:

• Lateral Reading
• Dig





Design Template
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Project team

Professor Julian McDougall - Professor of Media and Education (Project lead) 

Dr Karen Fowler-Watt - Associate Professor of Journalism & Global Narratives 

Dr Isabella Rega - Associate Professor in Digital Media for Social Change 

Professor Scott Wright - Deputy Dean for Research and Professional Practice 

/research/projects/evaluating-media-literacy-theory-change



