Measuring impact and outcomes: Lessons from RNIB

January  2014

Since 2010 RNIB has been running a project to measure the impact it has on blind and partially sighted people, those at risk of sight loss and wider society. This report describes the lessons learned as we have put theory into practice.

Whilst of interest to any professional in the field of impact measurement, it will be of particular interest to other organisations seeking to implement impact measurement.
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Executive summary

‘Impact’ is a term best summarised as the difference made by an organisation or activity. Focussing on impact can be set in contrast to focussing on how many services are run or how many people an activity engages with.

Impact measurement has a number of key principles that ought to be adhered to. These are important because it is only through high quality research that the benefits of impact measurement in decision making, persuasion, accountability and communication can be secured.

The first stage of impact is not measurement but planning. Mapping out how a project moves from input to activity to output and finally impact in a credible rationale ensures that it has the best chance of succeeding from the very beginning.

Measuring impact begins with an identification of who the audience for the evidence will be. This will help identify which aspects of impact need to be captured, and therefore begin to indicate what type of resource and methodology will be required to do so.

The methods and tools for measuring impact are wide-ranging and there are both off-the-shelf and bespoke options. Just as important is how a method or tool will be implemented. Measurement imposed without communication and pragmatism will be less likely to gather a good quality of evidence.

Sometimes the impact of an activity is hard to measure through complexity or impracticality. However there is a number of alternative approaches in these situations.

The sector is full of useful papers and reports explaining these concepts in more detail, giving examples where useful. Some of these are included in the appendices.

1. Impact and outcomes

Definitions

In its simplest definition, impact is the difference made by an organisation or activity. For organisations that exist to make a difference to the lives of individuals or bring about some form of societal change demonstrating impact is the best way to communicate success.

Terminology and specific definitions about impact are notoriously hard to pin down, and vary depending on the context (see appendix two). However the impact is best contextualised as part of the flow from initial resource to the difference made. The process can be broken down as follows:

1. Input – an input is the resource allocated to a project or service: time, money, raw materials, office space for example.

2. Activity – an activity is how the input is used. For example running a service, meeting beneficiaries, or arranging a conference.

3. Output – an output is the tangible result of the activity. It might be called a 'deliverable' or a ‘product’. This may be the number of beneficiaries met, a conference organised, or a report published.

4. Outcome/Impact – impact is the change intended from an output. The term outcome is often used to describe the nature of that impact. For example the outcomes of improved well-being and improved social relationships for an individual might constitute the impact of a peer-support course.

Appendix two gives a more detailed overview of how terms are used differently, but in this report ‘impact’ will be used to refer to  the sum total of an activity’s ‘outcomes’.

Principles

Being a diverse and multi-method area, various sets of principles have been developed to which impact measurement should adhere. Five common principles are:

· Beneficiary led – beneficiaries or customers should be a key source for evidence of change;

· Evidence generating – evidence should be of good quality gathered through reliable and valid methodologies;

· Objective – evidence gathering and reporting should not be biased or limited to only good results;

· Systematic – evidence should follow clear and transparent methods, and assess all activity;

· Applied and communicated – once evidence has been gathered and assessed, it needs to be applied and communicated for maximum positive impact of its own!

2. Why impact measurement is valuable 

We see four key reasons to focus on impact:

2.1 Impact as a decision tool

A focus on impact enables organisations to improve their strategic and operational decisions in line with organisational strategy and project objectives. Decisions about which services to maintain, change, expand or reduce should strongly consider evidence of which activities are creating changes in the lives of beneficiaries.  

2.2 Impact as a persuasion tool

Impact can demonstrate a track record of producing real change in the lives of people, and the continual improvement of services over time. Providing clear evidence of impact can attract new funds.

2.3 Impact as an accountability tool

Evidence of impact helps maintain strong relations with internal and external stakeholders by providing them with assurance that their money and support is being used well.

2.4 Impact as a communication tool

Describing key sector-specific issues such as accessible information and independent travel for blind and partially sighted people, in terms of non-specific outcomes such as quality of life and social inclusion, can enable understanding for all audiences.

3. Alternatives to impact

This section describes and contrasts some alternative but common approaches to organisational strategy. In isolation, they are unlikely to deliver the same benefits as an impact perspective.

3.1 Vision perspective
An organisation or service may have a clear overall vision, rooted in the change the organisation wants to see. However this change is likely to be based on an ideal and long-term view, which often makes it difficult to measure. Without a clear articulation of how that vision is achieved through smaller changes, the chances of the vision coming to fruition are reduced.

3.2 Process perspective
An organisation may set up its services based on processes such as internal policy, external compliance or good management processes. Whilst these are vital, if process becomes the focus for the service delivery then success may be defined as sustained activity rather than the impact intended.

3.3 Activity perspective
An organisation may be strong at initiating services and projects quickly, defining who will deliver the work and when it will be complete. This approach facilitates resource allocation but may fail to define intended impact and therefore how best it can be achieved. The result is a success measure of level of activity but not change created.
Having an impact perspective first and foremost delivers the most benefit to an organisation, whilst still recognising the importance of other perspectives later down the line.
4. Stages of impact

The first step of impact is not measuring but planning. Planning for impact involves three key steps. 

4.1 The impact map

The impact map is developed by working through the four stages (inputs, activities, outputs, outcomes/impact) for projects and services. It is the most useful impact tool because it ensures that all planning and decision making is done with intended change in mind.

If a project already exists and the inputs, activities and outputs are known, then desired impact, with associated specific outcomes, needs to be defined. If the project is new, the impact should be defined first, and then planners consider the outputs, activities and inputs required to achieve the outcomes and overall impact. Appendix three shows an example of a blank impact map, and appendices four and five show examples of simple completed impact maps.

4.2 A theory of change

The impact map is closely associated with the development of a ‘theory of change’. This is a rationale or strategy of how your activity and outputs will create the impact you aim for. Being clear about your theory of change – which may include professional judgement, historical impact evidence, and external research evidence – can be a very effective way to separate projects that are likely to make effective use of resources from those that aren’t.

4.3 Impact risk assessment

A key stage in planning for impact is questioning what the barriers are that could prevent your activity and output create the impact you intend; in other words, risk-assess your impact.

For example, imagine RNIB began a new programme to increase the travel confidence of blind and partially sighted people. A classroom-based half day training session is proposed. 

An impact risk assessment should ask: what might be ineffective about classroom-based training? Would training need to be repeated more than once to help build confidence? Is a follow up activity needed to help people to apply new learning and sustain confidence in the long-term?

Articulating any risks identified can prompt changes to the activity plan, and additional resource required can be identified, before resource is spent.

Often external research and reading can be done to understand the most effective ways of achieving impacts, especially on psychological outcomes such as confidence.

5. Choosing which impact to measure

This section describes three helpful models to use when defining and selecting which impact, and specific outcomes, to measure.

5.1 Type of stakeholder

In this instance, a stakeholder is anyone who is affected by, or interested in, your project or service. These stakeholders will be involved in the measuring and communication of your impact. One model of stakeholders is:

· Internal operational – these stakeholders are within your organisation and want to know about how the project or service is being run. They may want to know what you did, how it can be improved, and which factors cause the most impact;

· Internal strategic – these stakeholders want to know the outputs, outcomes and impact, but not necessarily the process and/or activities;

· External operational – relevant when working in close collaboration with partner organisations. These stakeholders may be bought into the project, and therefore want to know about the process and the impact it has generated;

· External strategic – a common target for impact measurement, including the government and major funders. These stakeholders seek overall output and impact evidence and may want it on pre-defined frameworks or impact measures.

The goal of this model is to consider who the audience of your impact evidence is going to be, and therefore if you need to adapt your measurement plan accordingly. 
Adding a few questions when conducting impact research can extend your influence to a wider group of stakeholders.

5.2 Type of Impact

Once you have established which stakeholders you want to influence you can think about which impacts you want to measure.

Here are six useful outcome categories:

· Knowledge – this is a change on an individual’s knowledge and awareness. They may know more about products, or be more aware of services available. This is not the same as that individual buying more products or using those services;
· Emotional – this is change on how an individual feels, and the psychological benefits. They may feel more socially included, or feel more independent. However an emotional change does not always lead to behaviour change;

· Behavioural – this is a change in an individual’s behaviour such as leaving the house more, accessing health information independently, or going to work again. This type of outcome is powerful because it can be used to find cost savings. However it can also be harder to evidence;

· Economic – this is a financial change. It could be financial improvement related to someone claiming new benefits they are eligible for, earning more money from employment, or reducing costs to the government through improved health;

· Opportunity – this is increase in the opportunities for an individual, for example increasing the range of health services available to a community. This outcome type is relevant in campaigns work which is often focussed on societal change rather than individual behaviour change;

· Health – this is change in someone’s health, for example reducing avoidable sight loss from an eye condition, or reducing depression.

These specific outcomes come in all types, depending on what overall impact a particular project wants to make. The range of outcomes you measure will be affected by:

· how much resource you have to measure impact;

· how specific external stakeholders are about the evidence they want to see;

· the practicality of measuring the outcomes given the context of the project.
5.3 Process evaluation

Whilst encouraging evaluation at the impact level, it is important to state the complimentary value of evaluation at the process and activity level. Whether an evaluation suggests that a project is or isn’t having the impact intended, it is important to also know why. Without this information is it impossible to either build on effective work, or learn from ineffective work.

Evaluation based solely on impact can reject potentially effective ideas that were poorly executed, and evaluation based on process can encourage projects that were well-run but had no actual impact. A combination of impact and process evaluation is the aim.

6. Measuring impact

When you have decided which specific-outcomes to measure, measurement can be done through established research methods. They are simply described here, for more information on best practice and effective use of them professional researchers or research texts need to be consulted.

6.1 Focus groups, interviews, diaries and sampling

A focus group brings together a group of people to gather opinions on a defined topic. In the case of impact measurement people can discuss how a service or project had impacted their lives.

Discussing how a service has impacted personal situations needs more confidentiality and privacy. For these situations structured or semi-structured interviews with individuals are particularly effective. 

Another method which may be appropriate for impact measurement is called a diary study. This is where a group of participants are given some form of diary to complete regularly, according to instructions. These have the potential to gather detailed information about experiences of people taking part in a project, receiving a service.

Methods can either be highly structured – set questions specifically asking about particular outcomes – or completely unstructured – allowing the individual freedom to share whatever his experience was.

Another choice when applying these methods is whether you will involve all of the beneficiaries of a project in the evaluation, or just a selection. Choosing a selection is known as sampling, and is an important research area in itself. However it is worth noting that when done effectively, sampling can prevent you having to ask all your beneficiaries about your impact, whilst also gathering reliable and valid data.

6.2 Embedding impact measurement 

Evaluation has rarely been a favourite activity of employees, and impact measurement is no different. Work to embed impact measures is more likely to fail if measurement is unexplained, doesn’t help the individual asked to facilitate it, and is burdensome. 

Therefore it is critical to take into account the working environment of the charity, team or service that you are seeking to evaluate. Try to identify existing opportunities where stakeholders are engaged, and select measurement methods that can fit into those. For example beneficiaries may already be attending an event as part of a service and you can integrate a session to discuss the impact it has had on their lives. Alternatively, you may already get in touch with beneficiaries to offer them follow up services, in which case you could ask them a few questions at that point about the service they received before.

Unless evidence gathering methods are understood and embedded as best as possible into existing service delivery activities, it is unlikely that good quality and influential impact evidence will be gathered.
6.3 Tools for measuring impacts

Once you have identified which outcomes you wish to measure, and the overall method with which to engage stakeholders, there is a number of established questionnaires and measures available, although most are not free of charge. An exhaustive list is beyond this scope of this document, however some of the more well-known include:

Social Return on Investment (free): http://www.thesroinetwork.org/
Outcomes Star (cost): http://www.outcomesstar.org.uk/
Rickter Scale (cost): http://www.rickterscale.com/
Warwick-Edinburgh Mental Well-Being Scale (free): http://www.healthscotland.com/scotlands-health/population/Measuring-positive-mental-health.aspx
New Philianthropy Capital Well-Being Measure (cost): http://www.well-beingmeasure.com/
CORE Systems (free): http://www.coreims.co.uk/
There is also good quality advice on designing your own questionnaire available on the internet from universities and other academic institutions.
7. Dealing with difficulty and complexity 

The ideal situation is that a project’s impact will be definable and 

measurable, however the reality is that this is not always possible due to resource, impracticality or complexity. In these situations there are a number of alternative approaches.

7.1 Always have a theory of change

Regardless of whether impact is measureable, every project should have an impact map and theory of change of how you believe you will create an impact. Without this you may have no reason at all to defend the funding of your project.

7.2 Focus on what you can control

For some projects the intended impact may be long-term or out of the control of the organisation due to other competing factors such as economic climate, political will. Therefore when thinking about measuring impact these projects should only attempt to measure the changes that project's activities have an influence over. 
For example, campaigns activity attempting to change government policy would be unwise to attempt to prove their impact on the complex nature of a final policy decision. Instead they could focus on evidencing increased knowledge of individuals in the process or the building of influential relationships. Both of these are evidence of progress and steps along the way to the overall impact.
7.3 Evidence the consequences of not doing a service

When it is difficult to evidence the positive impact of a service into the future when building a case for funding, it can be useful to evidence the negative impact of the status quo and not having the service. 

This can be done using the same methods and principles but reversing the questions to ask about costs that could be alleviated by the service being implemented or continued.

7.4 Impact networks

Sometimes an organisation works with individuals across a number of services simultaneously, and therefore it can be challenging to isolate the impact of each service. In these situations it is helpful to imagine the organisations’ services as an ‘impact network’, focussing on the collective impact the services have on key outcomes areas in an individual’s life, and reporting the impact as a whole.

8. Summary

The value of impact measurement in the charity sector is common sense but remarkably rarely common practice. Successfully creating impact requires planning and measurement, but it certainly does not need to be difficult.

Phil Sital-Singh
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Appendix 2: Defining outcomes and impact

The following table illustrates a few ways in which the terms ‘outcome’ and ‘impact’ have been and can be defined. Whilst it is not important which is chosen, it is important that an organisation is clear about what it means when using the terms.

	Model
	Definition of ‘Outcome’
	Definition of ‘Impact’

	Specificity
	A term for the specific changes created by an activity. For any one activity there could be more than one outcome.
	A collective term for all the outcomes created by an activity.

	Chronology
	A term for the changes created by an activity in the short-term.
	A term for the changes created by an activity in the long-term.

	Social Return on Investment
	A term for the changes observed through research methods.
	A term for the outcomes observed, minus ‘discount’ factors  such as attribution, counterfactual, drop-off, and displacement.

	Stakeholder
	A term for the changes created for an individual.
	A term for the changes created for society.


Appendix 3: Blank impact map
	Inputs
	Activities
	Outputs
	Outcomes/Impact

	
	
	
	


Appendix 4: Multi-stakeholder impact map for employment

	Stakeholder
	Activity
	Outputs
	Outcomes/Impact

	Blind or partially sighted staff
	Given job in an enterprising workplace
	Time spent in the job; Support from management
	Increased self-esteem;
Increased self-efficacy;
Improved lifestyle;
Sustainable employment

	Blind or partially sighted trainees
	Given placement in an enterprising workplace
	Time spent in the placement;
Support from management
	Increased self-esteem;
Increased self-efficacy;
Improved lifestyle;
Increased work experience

	Family of blind or partially sighted staff
	Family member given opportunity in work
	Time family member spends in job
	Improved family life;
Decreased / Increased stress

	Government
	Individual brought into employment
	Reduction in benefit claims
	Decreased costs in benefit claims;
Increased income in personal tax receipts;
Increased income in commercial tax receipts

	Social Firm clients
	Services provided by staff including BPSP
	Receive high quality services
	Increased awareness of sight loss in the workplace


Employment impact map

Appendix 5: Impact map for internal training

	Inputs
	Activities
	Outputs
	Outcomes/Impact

	Two full-time staff

£1,000 budget for resources


	Training needs analysis

Writing training material that is experiential and applied

Organising training day at appropriate time

Post-training support given
Support materials developed

	6 training sessions delivered to 35 people across organisation

4 follow-up one-to-one consultancy projects

 outcome and impact overview on intranet

Outcome measurement toolkit on intranet
	Increased awareness of outcome measurement

Changed behaviour in project planning

Improved organisational outcome measurement
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