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What is a Driver Diagram? 

A driver diagram is a powerful tool that helps you to translate a high level improvement goal 

into a logical set of underpinning goals and projects. It is your ‘theory of change’ around 

how the system you are working in and wanting to improve actually works. 

 

When to use it? 

When you are dealing with complex change, it is often difficult to differentiate between 

cause and effect and it is rare to be able to connect a particular outcome to one particular 

change you have made.  

Driver diagrams can be used to show your theory of cause and effect in your system – in 

other words, your theory about what changes will likely cause the desired effects and 

achieve your aim.  

It is helpful to create a driver diagram during the initial planning stages of your 

improvement, but they should also be used throughout. Regular review of your driver 

diagrams will allow you to update them as you refine your theory of change in your system 

and learn more about the cause and effect relationships that are in play. 

 

How to use? 

The ultimate aim of a driver diagram is to define the range of actions or interventions that 

you may want to undertake. These can appear anywhere in the hierarchy of the driver 

diagram, but are usually shown on the right hand side.  

To create a driver diagram: 

1. Start with a clearly defined aim 

2. Brainstorm potential drivers with your team - the areas where change will impact on your 

aim. Concentrate on generating ideas for drivers at this stage, don’t try to allocate into 

primary or secondary straight away  

3. Once you’ve completed the brainstorm, cluster the ideas to create an agreed set of 

‘drivers’ and that each driver is clearly defined (and potentially measurable)  

4. Now you can identify the links between the drivers – creating primary, secondary (and if 

required tertiary drivers), then set these out in the diagram format 

 5. Add actions or interventions for each driver 
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6. Finally, develop your measures, both for the overarching aim and the interventions and 

add those to the diagram. 

 

The layout  

The layout of a driver diagram is most easily explained via a simple example. 

Imagine your personal goal was to reduce the amount you spend on fuel (i.e. ‘decrease fuel 

costs’).  

 

 

The Aim  

This is on the left of your diagram and is also your outcome measure. It should be clearly 

defined and measurable goal (preferably, it should have defined numeric target, but it is not 

necessary to have one for the diagram to work).  

 

Primary drivers  

A great way to think of primary drivers are to considerwhat do you need to do, to ensure 

the aim happens? 

In this instance we assume that: 

Fuel costs will go down if you find cheaper fuel 

Reduce the number of miles you drive  

Increase your fuel efficiency. 
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This first set of underpinning goals are referred to as primary drivers because they ‘drive’ 

the achievement of your main goal. These drivers may act independently or in concert to 

achieve the overall goal.  

 

Secondary drivers 

A great way to think of primary drivers are to consider what is required for the primary 

driver to happen? 

The process of breaking down a goal can continue to lower levels to create secondary or 

tertiary drivers. In this instance to increase MPG, we would improve the car efficiency or 

improve our driving patterns. 

 

Changes/interventions 

So what ideas do you have to ensure the secondary drivers can happen? 

In this instance, it would be possible to change the car, stick to a set speed limit and 

accelerate more slowly. 

In this instance we have not completed all the links from each outcome measure, to primary 

and secondary drivers. Overall you want all these links to be completed. 

 

 

What next?  

Create your driver diagram with your change project’s stakeholders. This provides an 

opportunity to represent your change strategy at that point in time. It shows that strategy 
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on a single page in a simple, visual way. A driver diagram therefore help to break down an 

overall improvement goal into underpinning goals (i.e. ‘drivers’) to the point where you can 

easily define the actions that you need to make, thus ensuring that everyone understands 

the goal and how they can contribute to achieving it as well as helping you to co-ordinate 

those efforts.  
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