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Foreword
I’m delighted that HouseMark is co-publishing this report
with Midland Heart. It is intended to demystify the objective
of measuring social impact and to complement the
excellent methodological work currently being carried out
by HACT. The report may be read in conjunction with the
HouseMark/NHF publication Social Hearts, Business Heads,
which argues the importance of measuring social value in
demonstrating value for money  in the sector.

Having looked at various approaches to measuring social
impact, I came to the conclusion that credible impact
analysis needed an approach that was easy to understand,
practical and robust. If only someone with practitioner
experience and up-to-date knowledge could demystify 
the topic.

Then I heard a talk at a HouseMark event by Steve Russell,
Midland Heart’s highly-regarded research manager. Here, at
last, was someone without an axe to grind or a commercial
interest who was capable of explaining complex
methodological issues in plain language. Steve also
demonstrated a track record that only an experienced
practitioner can offer. Thankfully, both Steve and his

employer Midland Heart were as enthusiastic about the
idea of a publication as I was. HouseMark provided the
critical challenge but all of the knowledge in this report
stems from Steve and Midland Heart. 

It’s a tricky balance, capturing complex ideas and
presenting them in plain language. Too complex and people
switch off, too simple and you neglect critical issues. So
Steve and I agreed to tackle the complex issues and to
adopt a personal ‘blog’ style to maximise the accessibility
of the text. There may be parts of this report that need to
be read twice and the reader may wish to follow Steve’s
links to further information. However, I believe that this is
the best introductory guide to the subject currently
designed for the social housing sector.  

Essentially, the report provides a knowledge baseline for any
organisation new to measuring social impact and others
who may wish to review their current approach. 

Ross Fraser
Chief executive
HouseMark
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Journey to Impact A practitioner perspective on measuring social impact 

Executive summary
The following are the key areas covered in the paper, which is
split into three parts, and gives you an idea of what to expect.

Section 1: Introduction and background

• The need for a wider debate that goes beyond simply
discussing the importance of social impact or promoting 
one particular approach over others

• Social impact needs to cover interventions across the whole
organisation and should not be restricted to community
investment activity

• There are a number of internal and external drivers that
explain why the issue is now more important than ever

• Social impact measurement is currently going through a
period of inflated expectations with many looking for a
standardised approach (I do not share this view).

Section 2: Overarching principles 

Section 2 covers the overarching principles of undertaking and
embedding social impact measurement across an
organisation.

• Do not set ourselves up to fail by expecting too much too
soon. We may never meet some of the expectations in this
area but progress is possible if we test and share approaches 

• Make sure you ask yourself: who is the audience and what is
the purpose of your study? This will guide your approach to
measuring social impact 

• Central government uses the language and approaches of
economists rather than social scientists 

• Social impact measurement should concern itself with
evaluating what works and why. It is not just an exercise in
PR and creating impressive cost-benefit ratios (if that is what
you are looking for then this paper is not for you) 

• The emphasis on producing financial figures for outcomes
that are traditionally difficult to measure is only worthwhile
if we are able to demonstrate that these outcomes are
actually the result of the intervention

• IT software systems can help to measure impact but
effective social impact measurement involves human
judgements 

• Social impact analysis should be for all and not an obscure
activity for a small number of specialist staff. We should
think about providing a wider group of staff with the
relevant skills. 

Section 3: Main approaches and methods 

Section 3 provides more detailed information about the main
approaches and methods on offer, particularly those that I
think are often neglected or poorly understood. 

• There appear to be many approaches available but there
are fewer differences between them than is often thought 

• The two most common approaches are cost-benefit 
analysis and social return on investment; these are similar 
on many levels 

• It is important to think about creating appropriate control
groups in order to judge whether a particular intervention
caused a change in a particular outcome 

• There are a number of ways to create an effective control
group; these each have their own pros and cons 

• It is important that the question of audience and purpose is
at the forefront of decisions about which technique to use.
There may be times when it is appropriate to use
sophisticated statistical techniques and others when a
qualitative assessment is sufficient 

• Because different individuals can place different values on
the same outcomes, it makes producing monetary values
very difficult 

• I propose using a classification system that separates the
type of value being created into cashable, opportunity cost
and social value (wellbeing) 

• There are a number of techniques to provide monetary
figures for social value but the subjective wellbeing 
valuation approach is becoming the most popular and
robust method used

• Process evaluation techniques that tell us something about
how well an intervention is working are also important

• A key tool is developing a ‘theory of change’ model that
helps explain how an intervention is expected to bring about
a change. Other tools include the generally well understood
techniques of focus groups, case studies and surveys 

• It is important to be comfortable with uncertainty and
understand the limitations associated with all approaches. 
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For me, the term social impact is
concerned with ensuring that we can
identify and value all of the benefits
that might accrue from our activities. 
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Journey to Impact A practitioner perspective on measuring social impact 

Section 1: Introduction and background

1.1 How do we measure the value and
impact of what we do?

I cannot emphasis enough the importance of measuring
the value and impact of the work of organisations that
provide affordable housing, where success is not judged
simply through financial accounts, but from the
improvements we make to the lives of our customers and
the neighbourhoods they live in. 

The question of how to measure our impact was asked of
me a couple of years ago and was the catalyst for me to dig
much deeper into what social impact means, why it matters
and whether we can measure it. 

1.2 What is the purpose of this paper?

Having spent the past few years reading widely on the topic
before undertaking my own impact assessment study, I am
much more optimistic that we can develop a meaningful
approach to measuring social impact. 

This paper is intended to share my experience and also to
provide practical steps for others to follow. It is very much
written from the point of a view of a practitioner who is
still learning about this fascinating and increasingly
important area.

I am aware that social impact measurement can become
quite technical and complex. I hope I have avoided this and
the paper appeals to a broad readership. 

While there is already a growing mountain of information
available on measuring social impact, much of this seems
continually to emphasise the importance and associated
challenges without necessarily providing a way forward for
organisations. 

Where solutions are proposed they are often focused on
promoting a particular method or approach. There is less
discussion on the alternatives available to organisations or
open acknowledgement of the uncertainty and limitations
associated with any method. 

I hope that this paper goes someway to address this
perceived gap by covering a broader range of approaches
and issues that closely reflects the questions currently being
asked at different levels within housing organisations. 

Specifically, I hope that this paper supports organisations in
the following areas:

• Embedding social impact across a broad group of staff,
so it is not seen as the obscure activity of a few

• Positioning social impact within a broad approach to
evaluation and not just as a tool for communication

• Enabling organisations to undertake more of the 
process in house

• Assisting those who need to commission external
consultants to do so on a more informed basis 

• Explaining the main approaches available and the
associated strengths and limitations.

1.3 What is social impact? 

For me, the term social impact is concerned with ensuring
that we can identify and value all of the benefits that might
accrue from our activities. 

While I am comfortable with this definition, I acknowledge
that there are a number of varying definitions and terms
quoted elsewhere that have slightly different emphasises
and interpretations (Box 1). 

Social impact covers any outcome that may bring value to an
organisation, our customers and potentially other stakeholders
– for example, the NHS, in the case of a programme that is
expected to help improve our customers’ health. 

Much of the discussion and effort focuses on the process 
of attaching a financial figure to outcomes. Although this is
an important feature of a number of approaches, we also
need to acknowledge that monetising outcomes is not
always necessary. There is a detailed discussion of the
approaches and issues of monetising outcomes in Section
3.2 and 3.3. 

Traditionally, social impact measurement within housing
organisations has focused on our community investment
activity, although it is important to recognise that it needs
to cover the activities of the whole organisation. 1

Although this paper deliberately focuses on measuring the
social impact of particular interventions, I want to
emphasise that the principles outlined here apply to all
types of intervention. What I describe is not, and indeed
should not be, restricted to community investment activity.
It can include any intervention, from a programme to
retrofit properties, to a service providing accommodation
for former offenders, or a staff initiative to improve
wellbeing by offering more flexible working arrangements. 

While every organisation will have different priorities, the
basic reasons for wanting to know the social impact of an
intervention will be to find out what works, how it works and
what difference it makes. 

1 Research published by HACT discusses the value of our core activity of
building good quality homes as well as non-housing interventions
(Fujiwara, 2012). This provides a high-level strategic decision making
framework for organisations to think about the value provided by the
whole organisation’s activity. 
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1.4 Why does it matter so much now? 

Housing associations have always been about more 
than just delivering strong financial performance, so 
why does social impact measurement seem much more
important now? 

There are numerous reasons for the increased emphasis,
with the impact of austerity and a scarcity of resources the
most commonly cited. While austerity could be considered 
a retrospective justification for a trend that was already
underway within traditional charitable organisations
(Robinson, 2012), it has probably been the primary driver
for housing organisations. 

Boards and directors are now much more interested in the
return on investment of activity and face difficult decisions
about where to allocate money and focus their efforts.
Social impact measurement is seen as important to 
support this process. 

Externally, there has been increasing discussion about
where housing organisations should focus their efforts.
Indeed, “the future of housing associations is one of the 
hot topics within social housing.” (Morris, 2013). 

For those organisations that have a strong presence in care
and support markets, commissioners now want evidence
that the money they spend delivers an appropriate return.
This has led to new commissioning models that explicitly
require this sort of information, such as payment by results
and social impact bonds. 

The sector can no longer take for granted its place in the
world and there is a growing consensus that we need to 
tell a much more compelling story about the difference 
we make to society if we want to expand our services in 
the future. 

If this was not a big enough reason in itself, we also now
have a regulatory environment that places social value
firmly at the heart of the value for money agenda, as
highlighted previously. 

1.5 What does the sector want?

If the factors above can be considered as the key strategic
drivers, then these can be translated into a number of key
requirements that are often cited as essential for measuring
social impact – the wish list! 

I have read a number of times that it is important  the
sector develops a standardised approach, both in terms 
of a common methodology and a common language. 
The rationale appears to be that this should give the sector
an approach that: 

• Is transparent and easy to understand 
• Can put financial figures against outcomes
• Will resonate with our stakeholders, internal or external
• Is inexpensive 
• Will have a computer system to do this for us (well that

would really help!) 
• Helps us to understand what works well and why, and

what does not work so well. 2

Box 1: Torture of terminology 
In addition to social impact, the term social value is often
used. I am guilty of using them interchangeably, although I
now try to use social value to refer to those benefits we believe
are important to people (see Section 3.3). Social impact is
then more associated with the method and approach we use
to assess social value and other benefits (eg financial savings). 

I have also seen ‘impact’ used in reference to the evaluation
of specific time-limited interventions or projects, and ‘value’ 
as something broader that looks at the whole activity of an
organisation. There is nothing necessarily wrong with this –
personally, when I read about work to measure the impact or
the value of something I infer that the two terms are referring
essentially to the same process, irrespective of whether this is
a specific project or the whole organisation. 

The concept of social return is a term that is introduced in the
regulatory regime for providers in the value for money (VFM)
standard. The standard requires organisations to take account
of the performance of resources and assets in terms of
financial, social and environmental returns. 

It does not actually define what it means by social return or
how to measure it, but it seems to be generally interpreted as

referring to the wider benefits for customers and communities
from our activity – close to the above definition of social value.
The emphasis of the standard appears to be on acknowledging
the need to consider more than just financial return rather
than an attempt to define what social return actually is. 

A further definition appears in the Public Services (Social
Value) Act. Here social value is “a concept which seeks to
maximise the additional benefit that can be created by
procuring or commissioning goods and services, above 
and beyond the benefit of merely the goods and services
themselves”. 

This definition focuses on procurement and is not necessarily
useful outside the procurement process. 

It is easy to get caught up in semantics and it is probably
enough to know that several terms and definitions exist that
broadly refer to a similar concept. For those who wish to delve
a little deeper, see The Pioneers Post Quick Guide to Social
Value, which is available via the SROI Network at
http://www.thesroinetwork.org/publications/doc_details/362-
the-pioneers-post-quick-guide-to-social-value

2This aspect is often missed or neglected in our reasons for measuring impact. This is discussed further in Section 2.4.
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Journey to Impact A practitioner perspective on measuring social impact 

1.6 What have we got? State of the market 

Set against the wish list outlined above, it would not 
be uncommon to find that many view social impact
measurement in fairly negative terms. I have heard the
following points made many times: 

• There are too many approaches and methods
• The question is too difficult to answer – you cannot put

a price on these sorts of things 
• Stakeholders are not interested in hearing about this

and do not have faith in the results
• It is expensive and time consuming
• There is no system that can tell us what we want! 
• It is really all about PR.

While this is a damning and pessimistic view of social
impact measurement, I have to confess it would not be 
far off in describing how I used to feel.

Having explored this field in more detail and recently
completed my own attempt to measure the impact of an
intervention, I am much more optimistic that we can
develop a meaningful approach that meets many of our
requirements.

I came across a diagram that I think neatly encapsulates
the delays and difficulties in achieving a coherent approach
to the measurement of social impact. 

Figure 1 is adapted from a diagram produced by Garnter
(2010) 3 to show the stages and time lag associated with
new methods and technologies before mainstream
adoption takes place. 

I believe social impact analysis is currently going through a
period of inflated expectations reflected in the demanding
wish list outlined above. There is likely to be a period of
disillusionment for some people as they begin to appreciate
the difficulties. 

I am confident, however, that the work of other practitioners
in this area will mean that social impact measurement does
not become obsolete and will indeed be considered a
mainstream activity for organisations in the future. 

There are a number of challenges to be faced if this is to
happen. Some approaches have a narrow focus and do not
acknowledge the uncertainty and difficulties within this
area. My worry is that the desire to provide ‘solutions’ to
the sector is driven as much by market opportunity for some
external consultants as opposed to genuine expertise or
interest. 

If organisations choose to seek outside help it is important
to be able to identify those organisations that can add
genuine value. This will inevitably differ between
organisations, but one simple rule I would recommend is to
ensure you work with people who are comfortable with and
acknowledge the uncertainty and limitations. This perhaps
goes against traditional thinking, whereby we often seek
outside help to provide us with an answer and certainty. In
the case of social impact analysis, beware of those
purporting to provide an easy answer! 

The rest of this paper is divided into two parts. Section 2
covers the overarching principles of undertaking and
embedding social impact measurement across an
organisation. Section 3 provides more detailed information
about the main approaches and methods on offer, including
cost-benefit analysis and social return on investment.

3 http://www.gartner.com/newsroom/id/1447613 

Source: Adapted from Garnter (2010) http://www.gartner.com/newsroom/id/1447613
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Figure 1: The hype curve for emerging technologies
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An important first step is to not set ourselves up
to fail; we need to recognise that we may never
meet some of the expectations in this field. But
that does not mean we should do nothing. 
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Journey to Impact A practitioner perspective on measuring social impact 

Section 2: Overarching principles 

2.1 In the land of the blind the one eyed
man is king

“The idea that any drug could come to
market or be tried in hospitals without
exhaustive proof is difficult to imagine.
Social programmes will never be measured
with the same level of objectivity – there
are simply too many variables – but a
future where humanitarian work is
rigorously evaluated will unquestionably
be a better one.” Barker (2013)

An important first step is to not set ourselves up to fail; we
need to recognise that we may never meet some of the
expectations in this field. But that does not mean we should
do nothing. 

I prefer to view social impact measurement along a
continuum and I am comfortable that being part way 
along this is better than the alternative (see below). 

If we turn our back on our attempts to measure social
impact, we will be left to make decisions based only on
traditional financial measures or our gut feeling that this is
the ‘right’ thing to do. It is only through testing new
approaches and sharing our findings that progress along
the continuum will be made.  

The drive to have a standardised approach now (our
measurement nirvana) is understandable given the
immediacy of the challenges outlined in Section 1.4 but we
do need to ensure expectations are managed. 

Social impact measurement will always be an area of
subjective judgement rather than absolute objectivity. Let’s
not forget that the world of financial accounting (the area
from which many comparisons are drawn) still relies on a
degree of judgment, and that a set of accounts is merely a
‘view’ on financial performance. 

As Winston Churchill said in reference to democracy: “No
one pretends that democracy is perfect or all-wise. Indeed, it
has been said that democracy is the worst form of
government, except all those other forms that have been
tried from time to time.” 

It may serve us well to consider social impact measurement
in similar terms.

2.2 Lost in translation 

Before taking any decisions on which approach to follow,
there are two important questions to consider: 

• Who is the audience (eg board, funder, government
department)?

• What is the purpose (ie what questions are we actually
looking to answer)? 

Clearly, I cannot answer this question for other
organisations. I am simply urging organisations continually
to ask themselves these questions as they will help guide
the approach you follow. The audience for your social
impact analysis and the purpose for doing it will inevitably
differ between organisations, and indeed within
organisations across different interventions. 

At one end of the scale might be measuring the impact of a
large intervention where you are looking to influence a
government department and bring about a change in
policy. At the other could be a very small-scale project where
you are looking to communicate outcomes to your senior
management team before a decision is made about
potentially scaling up (or indeed stopping) the intervention.

Obviously, the methods and resources involved would differ
greatly between the two examples. Ultimately any
approach needs to link back to your organisational values
and mission. Every organisation will have different questions
and priorities and you cannot separate these from your
approach to social impact measurement. 

Do nothing Measurement nirvana
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Box 2: Back on Track
Back on Track is a new high-profile apprentice initiative that is
fully funded through Midland Heart. Internal stakeholders
were therefore very interested to understand the impact of the
programme and how it benefited different groups. For
example, what was the impact on staff, apprentices,
exchequer and wider society? 

There was also a potential external audience as Midland Heart
was looking to communicate benefits to other stakeholders,
such as the police, and to widen the scheme if it proved
successful. 

A robust evaluation was required to look at how the
programme had been implemented (process evaluation) and

the resulting changes and outcomes (impact evaluation). 

This can be broken down into two distinct parts: 

1) A process evaluation to understand what worked well and
why, and to identify any lessons learned that could be fed
back into the model.

2) A bespoke social cost-benefit model to assess the potential
impact of the programme in terms of generating benefits and
savings for government and wider society (Figure 3 has further
details).

Source: Innovation and Research, Midland Heart, 2012

Although there will continue to be many instances where
organisations will be looking to undertake their own social
impact studies, there will be other times when organisations
will benefit from joining with others to develop a shared
approach.

Developing a strategic approach and presenting a unified
voice across the sector is one area where coming together as a
collective is going to be better than organisations working
separately in silos. 

Deciding when to work in partnership or to go it alone is
another judgement call, but answering the question of
audience and purpose will help ensure your approach is
appropriate and not lost in translation when you present the
results. 

2.3 London calling: What is the view of
government? 

As mentioned in Section 1.4, there is increasing interest,
particularly within central government, in new commissioning
models, such as payment by results, where contracts and
payments are linked much more closely to the level of
performance. While it is still early days, it is clear that both
central and local government are very positive about
delivering public services through this method where possible.

“This is where another part of the
government's open agenda comes in – the
policy of payment by results. The principle is
that, where vulnerable users can't exercise
choice for themselves, the government
should specify the result it is seeking, and
then pay the providers of the service if, but
only if, they achieve that result”
Leftwin (2012)

At the heart of this approach to commissioning is the
requirement to effectively measure the outcomes achieved as
a result of a particular intervention. It will be interesting to see
how this affects the field of impact measurement and
whether it leads to further developments.
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Journey to Impact A practitioner perspective on measuring social impact 

If housing organisations are entering into these types of
contracts, it is clear they will need to have a good
understanding of impact measurement. 

An interesting recent development is the government’s launch
of four new independent specialist ‘what works’ centres
covering local economic growth, ageing, early intervention
and crime reduction. While housing is not included as one of
the centres, it does further reinforce the emphasis the
government claims to place on high quality evidence when
making policy decisions.4 For an alternative view on the
government’s approach to evidence based policy see Box 3. 

The closest there is to government guidance on how to
measure social impact are the Green and Magenta Books.
These are produced by HM Treasury and set out a framework
for the appraisal and evaluation of all policies, programmes
and projects. The two sets of guidance are complementary:
the Green Book emphasises the economic principles that
should be applied to both appraisal and evaluation, and the
Magenta Book provides in-depth guidance on how evaluation
should be designed and undertaken. It is often seen as setting
out the ‘gold standard’ for evaluation. 

Although these books are aimed at central government policy
makers and analysts, I recommend them as a good reference
point for organisations. The guidance can get quite technical,
so may be best suited for staff that are more comfortable with
evaluation and analysis. Section 3 of this paper covers a
number of the areas mentioned in these books. 

It is interesting that if you do an internet search using the
term ‘social impact measurement’ you are unlikely to come
across this guidance, either directly or indirectly. This is despite
the fact that HM Treasury itself states that the guidance
“describes how the economic, financial, social and
environmental assessments of a proposal should be
combined” (my emphasis).

Consider the fact that both the value for money standard and
the Public Services (Social Value) Act talk about understanding
and taking account of financial, social and environmental
returns and it is even more surprising the guidance is not
commonly cited in discussions around social impact. 

I suspect that part of the reason for this is that both the Green
and Magenta Books use the language of accountants and
economists rather than social scientists. They talk of cost-
benefit analysis and valuing non-market goods rather than
social return on investment, something that is further explored
in Section 3.

It is worth adding that the Cabinet Office for the Third Sector
has produced a guide for social return on investment and this
is much more widely associated with the measurement of
social impact.5 Again this is a very good starting point for
those interested in the approach and principles of social return
on investment. 

Box 3: Work Programme and Future Jobs Fund
The importance of measuring impact, and the difficulties in
doing this, is reflected in current government schemes to
address unemployment. 

The Work Programme is the flagship scheme to get people off
benefits and into employment. It is also one of the largest
schemes to be rolled out on a payment-by-results basis. 

The first set of results was released in November 2012,
generating significant debate as to how successful the scheme
had been, even though everyone was looking at the same
figures. The official press release reported that “the Work
Programme is getting people working” (DWP, 2012)6 , while
some reports suggested, in the words of one headline, “Work
Programme worse than doing nothing”.7

Prior to the Work Programme, there was a similar scheme in
operation known as the Future Jobs Fund (FJF). This has now
been stopped, although a subsequent evaluation by the
Department for Work and Pensions, released at the same time
as the first results emerged from the Work Programme,
indicated that the FJF had a significantly positive impact.8

The report included a robust cost-benefit analysis suggesting
high returns to society. 

Clearly, for impact evaluations to be useful they need to be
timely but there is often a tension between timeliness and
having a robust evaluation methodology. This is particularly
acute for social programmes where important outcomes 
often do not emerge quickly.

4 For further information see the Cabinet Office paper ‘What Works: evidence centres for social policy’.
5 A copy o f the report is available from the New Economics Foundation website at

http://www.neweconomics.org/publications/guide-social-return-investment
6 http://www.dwp.gov.uk/newsroom/press-releases/2012/nov-2012/dwp128-12.shtml
7 http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/politics/9706074/Iain-Duncan-Smiths-Work-Programme-worse-than-doing-nothing.html
8 http://statistics.dwp.gov.uk/asd/asd1/adhoc_analysis/2012/impacts_costs_benefits_fjf.pdf
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2.4 Think about the swimming duck 

“If you measure impact to impress people
outside of your organisation, all you end up
with is some nice marketing.” 
(Lumley, 2013) 

One of the aims of this report is to consider the broader role of
social impact measurement in terms of evaluation. It is worth
exploring this in more detail as it is an important area that is
often neglected. 

The challenge to communicate the work of housing
associations is understandably a key priority for social impact
measurement. My fear is that we risk social impact
measurement being seen more as a tool for communication
than to understand the impact of our work. I recognise it is
important that we use the language that ensures key
stakeholders listen and there are occasions when the focus will
be on evidencing outcomes (eg payment by results). 

However, we must remember that this is not just an exercise in
PR and creating impressive cost-benefit ratios. 

If we are not careful, the question being asked of social
impact measurement becomes closer to ‘can you prove the

value of intervention X?’ rather than ‘what is the value of
intervention X?’.

The former assumes that we already know that our
intervention adds value and we simply want a method to
validate this. We are potentially closing out questions on how
the intervention produces value, or perhaps the most difficult
question of all: whether the intervention is actually worth
doing. 

It is important, therefore, that social impact measurement is
rooted within a broad evaluation framework and concerns
itself with answering the key question: does the intervention
make a difference? 

The emphasis on producing financial figures for outcomes
that are traditionally difficult to measure is only worthwhile if
we are able to demonstrate that these outcomes are actually
the result of the intervention. Further information on the
approaches to allow us to do this are contained in Section 3. 

A good evaluation can also tell us something about why an
intervention has worked. Did it work for everyone? What can
we do better? How might we need to change it? 

Of course, these may not always be questions we need to
answer, but it is important to consider them when thinking
about the audience and purpose for a particular intervention. 
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Journey to Impact A practitioner perspective on measuring social impact 

2.5 Build it and they will (not) come 

Whenever organisations look for new ways to do things or
make improvements, software packages are normally
suggested as the solution. The term innovation is synonymous
with technology and I have seen (and indeed delivered)
numerous presentations in which Steve Jobs, Google or
Amazon are referenced in a housing context. 

There is a desire for a system to ‘do’ social impact measurement
for us and there is a sense that technological advances surely
mean it can’t be beyond us to resolve this long-standing issue!

I have first-hand experience of working on developing a
computer system with the aim of assisting organisations to
understand their impact. This paper emerged from that
project and the learning it provided. 

Ultimately, effective impact measurement involves human
judgement, since the concept of ‘value’ is inherently
subjective. While there are emerging techniques to attach
monetary figures to intangible outcomes, such as
improvements in health, there is still the issue of what matters
most to different organisations and funders. Can we really
expect a software package to account for this? 

As Kirkland (2012) neatly describes the challenges of shared
measurement ie standardisation:

“Value is inherently subjective, so it’s no
surprise that project leads, partners and
funders all fight over particular measures.
Really they’re all just fighting over
measuring what they think matters 
the most. 

Some people suggest shared measurement
is a way around this. But I think this
approach is doomed to failure. It’s like
making everyone talk an alien language
that doesn’t resonate with what they value.”

On this basis, the fact that the market for impact
measurement tools is fragmented, with numerous external
tools and a host of internally developed solutions, is perhaps
inevitable.

9 
I think this will continue to be the case in the future

and we should not get overly obsessed about building a
universal system. I appreciate the desire to compare data, but
this is not straightforward and shoe horning an approach that
we all follow is not the way to work towards it. 

IT can support the process, particularly packages used for
recording responses to our interventions or websites that allow
users to share outcomes and measures. Further developments,
such as linking social value measures within geographical
information systems, are welcome and I expect those working
in the field of impact measurement to continue to provide
valuable solutions rooted in technology. 

However, we need to be careful about seeing technology as
the panacea for measuring impact at the expense of one of
the most important tools at your disposal – your staff! 

Box 4: Swimming duck 
There are a number of analogies and models to explain the
process of evaluation. One simple approach is to consider
the swimming duck (Kirkland 2013).

What we see above the surface is the duck moving across
the water. We can think of this as analogous to the changes
we observe in outcomes from an intervention (eg
improvements in customers’ health). 

In both cases we can observe the distance travelled, be it
the duck across the water or the change in the health of
customers. In seeking to evaluate anything we have to show
some evidence of movement or distance travelled. Without
measuring movement we cannot hope to judge the success
of our intervention. 

But that’s only half the story. If you want to know why and
how that change occurred you need to know what is going
on beneath the surface. To see how the duck is moving we
look below the water. 

In the case of the health intervention we would use
evaluation techniques to find out how any improvement
was achieved. Was staff training a key issue? Was it the level
of funding? Did marketing the intervention make a
difference? There are many questions that will help explain
how a change was accomplished and these are as
important as the change itself.

Through this process we can develop an understanding of
what works well and why, and identify any lessons learned,
which can be fed back into the intervention or subsequent
projects. 

Kirkland (2013) describes the two elements as looking at
changes above and below the line. 

Source: http://www.nominettrust.org.uk/knowledge-
centre/blogs/iceberg-has-melted-long-live-evaluation-duck

9 For a fuller analysis of the measurement tools being used by housing organisations to measure the social impact of community investment activities, see Wilkes
and Mullins (2012) Community investment for social housing organisations: measuring the impact.
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2.6 Show staff how to catch the fish 

“Give a man a fish, and you feed him for a
day; show him how to catch fish, and you
feed him for a lifetime.” 

If you agree that impact measurement is rooted within a
broad evaluation framework, then you need the buy-in and
support of a wider group of staff. 

To illustrate the point, you can compare impact
measurement with traditional financial accounting. 

I have often read that social impact measurement should
aspire to be like financial accounting with its standardised
approach and common language. 

Even though there are rules about the way we account for
financial performance and sophisticated computer systems
to assist us, housing organisations still employ a team of
highly trained accountants to support this process. In
contrast very few staff within housing organisations will
have had any form of training or experience in techniques
related to evaluation and impact measurement.

If organisations are committed to developing and
embedding impact analysis, then we may need to re-think
the skills we give our staff, particularly those involved in
delivering interventions we are expecting to show an
‘impact’. 

This is not about advocating the creation of an army of
researchers and evaluators but there is real value in
providing a broader group of staff across an organisation
with the relevant knowledge. Everyone should have an
interest in this. 

This should help support more effective evaluations as
project officers on the ground will have a greater
understanding in areas such as data collection and
measurement tools. 

Most important of all, in my experience front line staff that
are responsible for delivering interventions are keen to
develop these skills for themselves. They recognise that the
work they do can be enhanced through effectively
measuring and communicating impact and will embrace
approaches that help them achieve this. 
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Journey to Impact A practitioner perspective on measuring social impact 

A lot of detail lies behind the main approaches and
methods and where appropriate I have suggested further
reading as I wanted to avoid getting too technical. 

3.1 The irresistible force and the 
immovable object 

“Methodologies are like iphones, always a
newer greater version that is a must-have,
but fundamentally all the same.” 
(Kevin Robbie @Social_Ventures via
Twitter)

In Section 2.3, I introduced the terms cost-benefit analysis
(CBA) and social return on investment (SROI). These are
probably the two most commonly cited approaches to
measuring social impact, particularly for housing. 

I have summarised two other approaches you might come
across at the end of this section. These are cost-
effectiveness analysis and social accounting. 

If you look at the market for social impact methodologies,
you will find there are a number of organisations promoting
approaches with small degrees of difference. They may
have different names but they are likely to follow the basic
principles of CBA and SROI. 

This can be misleading, leaving users with the impression
that they have to choose between these two options.
Although there are some small differences I believe these
are more about how the approaches have traditionally been
used and a different emphasis in certain areas, rather than
any inherent practical differences.10

In simple terms, at a high level both CBA and SROI are
concerned with answering two key questions:

1. Has my intervention caused a change in an outcome?
2. What is the value of that change? 

These two questions are particularly relevant to the one
posed at the start of this paper – how do we measure the
value and impact of what we do? – and explain why CBA
and SROI are commonly used for measuring social impact. 

A key feature of both approaches is that they require all
outcomes to be converted into money.11  The main output in
each case is the ratio of benefits to cost (see Box 6). 

The rationale for monetising outcomes is to allow a
comparison of the benefits and costs using a common
currency ie money. This approach allows decision makers to
assess whether benefits outweigh costs for a particular
intervention and to compare interventions that may deliver
different outcomes. 

Critics of this approach cite the difficulty in attributing a
monetary value to many outcomes. This is a valid
argument, although there are techniques emerging that
provide a more robust method for placing a monetary value
on outcomes (see Section 3.3). It is worth emphasising that
while monetising outcomes is a key feature of CBA and
SROI, it is not a prerequisite for all social impact studies (see
Box 8 for an example). Again it will depend on the audience
and purpose of your study. 

10 For a fuller discussion on the similarities and differences between SROI and CBA, read Arvidson et al (2010) The Ambitions and Challenges of SROI. 
11This is discussed further in Section 3.3.

Section 3: Main approaches and methods 

Box 5: The Roots of SROI and CBA
One of the main reasons quoted to explain differences
between SROI and CBA is to look at their development.
While it is beyond this paper (and my own knowledge) to
delve too deeply, I can summarise:

CBA is a technique rooted in social science and was
traditionally used by government and policy makers to

decide between alternative polices or projects. It
emphasises scientific method to determine ‘truth’.

While SROI applies a similar logic, it has its roots in
sustainability accounting. This relies on principles,
judgement and audit for its form of truth 
(SROI Network, 2012). 
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Where SROI and CBA often differ is in their approach to
determining whether an intervention caused a change in a
particular outcome.12 In the example above this would
relate to how you demonstrate that insulating properties
has caused an improvement in the health of customers.
Essentially CBA uses scientific methods and statistical
techniques to answer this question, whereas SROI
emphasises involving stakeholders and making judgements. 

An accusation sometimes levelled at SROI is that the
approach of using ‘judgements’ or qualitative evidence
from stakeholders is not robust. There is evidence that
people cannot accurately conceptualise what would have
happened without an intervention – a key requirement in
both SROI and CBA. Also, it is difficult to know how
objective stakeholders can be when they may have a vested
interest in the success of a particular intervention. 

Although I think these are valid criticisms, it is also fair to
say that it is not always possible to evaluate and measure
the impact of interventions using CBA statistical tests.
Further discussion is outlined in Section 3.2. 

Within the sector, the language of SROI is currently much
more prominent. This is not surprising as the emphasis on
judgements and stakeholder involvement is perhaps better
suited to the operations of charities and third sector
organisations. While CBA is long established, it is more
associated with government and economists and I suspect
its emphasis on statistical techniques is off-putting for
many. 

It is important, however, to be aware of the statistical
techniques normally associated with CBA. They are
sometimes rejected simply because they are difficult and
obscure. But specialist support is available and they can
increase the credibility of claims about the impact and
value of interventions. 

Box 6: Simple example 
This is a very simple example of a hypothetical intervention that illustrates the basics of a SROI and CBA. 

Intervention: A housing association is looking to fit 100 homes with innovative technological solutions to help 
insulate the property. 

Costs Benefits
Additional staff costs £30k Reduction in responsive repair costs £75k
Building materials £60k Reduction in void loss £20k

Reduction in fuel costs £10k
Improved health of customers £40k

Total costs = £90k Total benefits = £145k
Net benefits = £55k Benefits to cost ratio = 1.6:1

Clearly there is a lot more to both SROI and CBA but I thought it worthwhile at least describing a simple example for those
who may not be at all familiar with these approaches. 

12  This is discussed further in Section 3.3.
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Journey to Impact A practitioner perspective on measuring social impact 

Figure 2 details the main principles behind CBA and SROI.
These principles are a good place to start in effectively
measuring social impact and as a checklist. Even if you
prefer to use different words, it is difficult to disagree with
these as a core set of principles.

However, it is not enough simply to learn and accept these
principles. There are a number of short courses, particularly
in SROI, that teach the basic steps, but it is important to get
a deeper understanding of the techniques required to apply
the principles and not assume that a two-day course makes
an expert.

It will be interesting to see how these approaches develop
in response to the expectations and challenges of users.
There are suggestions that SROI will embrace and promote
some CBA techniques. This would be a significant and
welcome shift, although it would potentially blur the line
between the two even further. 

While the roots of SROI and CBA may be different, this
increasingly feels like a branding distinction and, rather than
choosing between SROI and CBA, I would recommend
going back to the question of audience and purpose. There
may be times when it is appropriate to use sophisticated
statistical techniques and others when a qualitative
assessment is sufficient. 

When we developed a model at Midland Heart to assess the
impact of our Back on Track apprentice programme, we did
not explicitly intend to follow a CBA or SROI approach. As
figure 2 shows, I think our method could easily fit within the
principles of both but in the end the study was probably
closer to a traditional CBA because it utilised some
statistical techniques to identify outcomes.

Box 7: Compare and contrast
Because the output of both SROI and CBA normally
includes a ratio of costs to benefits, in theory you can
compare ratios between studies. In reality, though, two
studies rarely use the same underlying techniques and
assumptions required for a valid comparison. 

This difficulty provides one of the arguments for a
standardised approach to measuring social impact, 

although it begs the inevitable question of which approach
and set of assumptions to use. 

In the near future I would prefer that efforts concentrate on
ensuring practitioners are skilled in understanding the
limitations associated with each approach, so that they
choose the most appropriate method. Additionally, all social
impact studies should be transparent and outline in a clear
format their methods, assumptions and limitations.

The principles of CBA
(normally referred to as the steps)
1. List alternative projects/programmes
2. List stakeholders
3. Select measurement(s) and measure all cost/benefit elements
4. Predict outcome of cost and benefits over relevant time period
5. Convert all costs and benefits into a common currency
6. Apply discount rate
7. Calculate net present value of project options
8. Perform sensitivity analysis
9. Adopt recommended choice.
Source: Wikipedia (2013)

The principles of SROI
(normally referred to as the steps)
1. Involve stakeholders
2. Understand what changes
3. Value the things that matter
4. Only include what is material
5. Do not over claim
6. Be transparent
7. Verify the result.
Source: Cabinet Office of the Third Sector (2009)

Back on Track impact evaluation
1. Identified stakeholders (eg police, youth offending team, families of apprentices) 
2. Calculated cost of Back on Track (eg £18k per individual) 
3. Identified outcomes (eg crime, employment, health)
4. Identified changes in outcomes from Back on Track compared with the alternative of no Back on Track (eg reduction

in crime, move from unemployment to employment)
5. Placed a monetary value on changes in outcomes (eg the annual value of averting an individual from committing

crime was around £90k) 
6. Agreed a time period for valuing costs and benefits (eg Back on Track calculated benefits and costs over two years)
7. Calculated total net benefits (eg Back on Track predicted to generate £1.7m in benefits to society. A benefit-to-cost

ratio of 5.6)
8. Apply sensitivity analysis (eg Back on Track calculated a break-even point where benefits equal costs)
9. Peer reviewed (eg The model was peer reviewed by a leading expert in the field) 
10. All assumptions published (eg A detailed technical report was produced and published publicly). 

Figure 2: CBA and SROI principles compared with Back on Track approach

Social Impact Brochure_Social Impact publication V1  11/06/2013  07:34  Page 19



20

The point about audience and purpose applies to another
main criticism of both CBA and SROI: that they are costly
and time consuming. Again, it depends on what you are
looking to achieve. If you are evaluating the impact of a
very small, one-off intervention, then a full-on CBA or SROI
may well appear costly and unnecessary. But for larger
interventions, or for those that might be trying to influence
policy, then it might be appropriate. 

It is worth asking what would be the cost or other
implications of not doing an appropriate evaluation. 

I appreciate that this might be easier for larger organisations
that can draw on additional resources, but unfortunately this
is not unique to evaluation and applies in other areas. 

As I will outline later, there are other options that are
cheaper and less time consuming. The trade-off is that they
may not be as robust in assessing the value and impact of
your intervention.

Box 8: Cost-effectiveness analysis (CEA)
CEA is different in SROI and CBA in one distinct way - it does not monetise outcomes but simply compares them to the
costs of delivering the intervention. Beyond that there is very little difference to SROI or CBA. 

CEA is useful for comparing interventions where the outcome is the same. For example, we may be looking at comparing
three interventions that are all concerned with job creation 

Inputs/costs Number of jobs created  CEA (cost per job)
Intervention A 100k 50 2k
Intervention B 150k 100 1.5k
Intervention C 50k 10 5k

In this case CEA tells us that intervention B is the most cost-effective. 

CEA is not useful for comparing interventions where the outcome is not the same, such as  one that creates jobs compared
with one that improves people’s health. Nor can it tell you whether the benefits of a particular intervention are greater than
the costs of delivering that intervention. In these cases you will need to do a CBA or SROI. 

Box 9: Social accounting 
Social accounting (sometimes referred to as social audits) is a broad framework for communicating the social value of
organisations. Although it appears to follow a series of similar steps to SROI and CBA, it is not necessarily a methodology
that you can apply to a particular intervention.

The eight principles are:
• Clarify purpose
• Define scope
• Engage stakeholders
• Determine materiality
• Make comparisons (benchmarking)
• Be transparent
• Verify accounts
• Embed the process.

The output is generally a set of social accounts that you can get quality assured. Organisations using this approach may
well undertake SROI or CBA studies on particular interventions. 

The reports generated from this approach appear to have a lot in common with the annual customer reports housing
associations already produce. 

If you want more information, the Social Audit Network has much more detail 
http://www.socialauditnetwork.org.uk
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Journey to Impact A practitioner perspective on measuring social impact 

3.2 Maintain control at all times

I have already mentioned the importance of understanding
the techniques that sit behind the principles. The first area I
want to focus on is how you answer the question ‘Has the
intervention caused a change in a particular outcome?’ 

The technical term for this process is causal inference and it
is often referred to as establishing causality. Put more
simply, it refers to the relationship between an event (the
cause) and a second event (the effect), where the second
event is understood as a consequence of the first.

In housing terms the cause is your intervention or project,
such as a job club or energy efficiency improvements to
homes, and the effect is the outcomes that the intervention
brings about (eg jobs created, reduction in fuel costs). 

The fundamental challenge in proving causality for an
intervention is that it relies on an understanding of what
would have occurred in the absence of the intervention. 
This is known as the counterfactual.

Box 10: Why the ‘counterfactual’ is so important  
The idea of the counterfactual, ie what would have
happened anyway if we had not undertaken the
intervention, is a fundamental concept in impact
assessments.

This can be best illustrated by an example:

An organisation has developed an innovative programme to
get 18-21 year-olds into employment and wants to
evaluate its impact. It works with a group of 100 individuals
who are unemployed and after six months it finds that 50
have jobs, suggesting the scheme has been a great success. 

But the question is: why did the employment rate improve
for this group? Was it because of the programme or was it
the result of improvements in the economy generally? Did a
large new employer open up in the area creating new jobs?
Was it simply that the group got older and were therefore
more motivated to get a job? How many of them would
have got jobs during the period anyway?

We could go on finding other potential reasons for the jump
in employment that are not the result of the intervention.
This is not to say that the intervention did not make a
difference – the problem is we just don’t know! 

The only way we could know for sure would be to find out
what would have happened to each individual without the
intervention (the counterfactual). If they would have got a
job anyway we cannot say the programme made the
difference. But if they would not have done so in the
counterfactual situation then we can be sure that they got
one because of the intervention and count that as an
outcome. We may find that 30 would have got a job
anyway without the intervention, so the true effect is
actually 20 new jobs created, not 50. 

The problem is that it is impossible to observe the
counterfactual for a particular person. This is why we need
techniques to help us to estimate it. 
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13 In the literature on causality and control groups you may come across the terms ‘treated’ and ‘non-treated’. Treatment refers to individuals that receive the
intervention (the treated group) and non-treatment refers to individuals that do not receive the intervention (non-treated or control group). 
14 There are statistical tests to ensure the results are statistically significant (eg T-test) but this is beyond the scope of this paper.
15 This version of the Maryland scale has been modified by Dolan, Fujiwara and Metcalfe (2012) to take into account evidence on field experiments.

In order to re-create the counterfactual you need to identify
a control group made up of individuals that do not receive
the intervention.13

A key requirement of the control group is that the members
are as similar as possible to the people receiving the
intervention (the treatment group). As long as the only
difference between the two groups is the fact that one
group received the intervention and the other did not, then
we can be confident that any difference in outcomes is the
result of the intervention. 

If we take the example in Box 10, the control group would
comprise another group of individuals with the same
characteristics as the 100 individuals receiving help to
obtain employment. 

It is important that the control group and the treated group
are not different in terms of characteristics that have the
potential to influence the outcome you are measuring; in
this case, getting a job. 

For example, characteristics such as age, ethnicity and
education are likely to influence whether an individual gets
a job. A 45 year-old with a degree is likely to have a greater
chance of getting a job than an unqualified 18 year-old. In
our example we would therefore want to ensure both
groups are similar in ages. 

As long as we create an effective control group other
external factors that could bring about a change in
employment should no longer be an issue. If, for example,
the economy improves, this should affect both groups in
exactly the same way and we can still be confident in our
estimates of causality.

The final step is to measure and observe the outcome
across the two groups. In our example, if 50% of the
unemployed individuals get a job as a result of the
intervention but only 20% of the control group, we can be
confident that the intervention causes a 30% increase in
employment rates.14

The identification of an appropriate control group is an area
that is often neglected in impact assessments. It is very
easy to focus solely on the individuals receiving an
intervention, but in the context of assessing impact the
control group is just as important. 

The main methods used to estimate the impact of an
intervention and compare a treated group to a control
group are described below. I have tried to explain them
using non-technical language but a number of these
techniques use relatively complex statistical procedures, so I
recommend further reading for those interested in finding
out more.

Many public sector organisations are considering using the
modified Maryland evaluation scale (Table 1).15  This ranks
how well the counterfactual has been measured in impact
evaluation studies. 

Table 1: Modified Maryland evaluation scale

Level Design
5* Natural field experiments
5 Randomised control trials
4 Quasi-experiments
3 Matching techniques; regression analysis
2 Simple comparisons
1 Pre and post analysis

Source: Dolan, Fujiwara and Metcalfe (2012), Review and Update
of Research into Adult Learning, BIS Research Paper No 90. 

As studies move down from a five-star rating, less and less
confidence can be placed in any reported impacts of an
intervention. For example, a study that achieves a level 5
design and reports on an intervention that resulted in a
20% increase in employment will be considered to be more
reliable and robust than a study that reports the same
increase in employment but uses a level 2 design. 

Government departments and other public sector
organisations are increasingly referring to this scale and
only using studies of level 3 or above. Studies below this risk
being rejected irrespective of the results.

The technique most commonly used in housing is a pre and
post analysis, typically referred to as before and after studies. 

It is rare to find the other techniques described here used
because they can be considered complicated, expensive and
sometimes inappropriate. They are generally confined to
large public policy initiatives and associated with
government departments rather than housing
organisations. However, I have included them here for the
following reasons: 

1. If you are looking to influence public policy and your
audience is public sector organisations, it is important to
be aware of the level of rigour they increasingly expect
from impact evaluations. 

2. Although not always appropriate, these techniques can
potentially be used more commonly than is currently the
case. 

3. For those techniques that require statistical knowledge,
external support might be required, depending on the
level of knowledge in organisations.

4. Having an awareness of these techniques will help ensure
you are commissioning on an informed basis.

I do not think they should be dismissed simply on the basis
that they might be more difficult and expensive than
current approaches. There is a wealth of literature that
these techniques are the best way to demonstrate that an
intervention caused a change.
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Journey to Impact A practitioner perspective on measuring social impact 

Box 11: Randomised control trials
This is considered the ‘gold’ standard in evaluation design.
A group of people are randomly assigned to receive the
intervention (the treatment group) or not (control group).
Data on outcomes is collected for both groups before and
after the intervention.

The sample size required in the treatment and control
groups depends on something termed the ‘effect size’. This
is essentially the magnitude of the change in the outcomes
we are measuring. In trials where we are expecting to see a
large effect (ie a significant change in the outcome), we will
need a smaller sample (the minimum sample is often
quoted as 15 people in each group for trials with very large
effects). There is a statistical method to calculate effect size. 

Advantages
• As long as the assignment is random and there is a large

enough sample, you do not need to worry about the
characteristics in the two groups being different. In theory,
that makes them relatively easy to perform as you don’t
need a lot of statistical knowledge.

• They are therefore considered the most robust form of
evaluation. 

Disadvantages
• Potential ethical issues as you are randomly restricting an

individual’s access to an intervention that has the aim of
helping them. As a result, very few social programmes are
delivered in this way. 

• Potential difficulties in tracking data for the control group
if they lack incentives to participate in the research
because they are not receiving the intervention. 

Further reading
Haynes et al (2012), Test, Learn and Adapt: Developing
Public Policy with Randomised Control Trials, Cabinet office.

HM Treasury (2011), The Magenta Book: Guidance for
Evaluation, HM Treasury

Box 12: Quasi-experiments 
Quasi-experimental research designs share many similarities
with the randomised control trials, but they specifically lack
the element of random assignment to treatment or control. 

This refers to a group of techniques that try to ‘create’ a
situation in which the assignment of people to the treated
group and the control group is as good as random. These
can be quite complicated techniques and are likely to
require external support, so I will simply introduce the terms
here as they may be something that you come across and
they may become more prevalent in the future. The most
common techniques are regression discontinuity design,
instrumental variables and difference in difference. 

Advantages 
• Close to as good as randomised control trials (RCTs) but

overcomes the ethical issues associated with RCTs as you
do not need to randomly restrict access to the
intervention

• Situations can be created to allow these techniques to be
used if the evaluation is considered before the
intervention is implemented.

Disadvantages
• They can be quite complicated and require technical

knowledge 
• This is a relatively new area, so there is a limited amount

of information available on applying these techniques on
social programmes. 

Further reading
HM Treasury (2011), The Magenta Book: Guidance for
Evaluation, HM Treasury
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Box 13: Matching techniques
Refers to statistical techniques (eg multiple regression) that
are used to create a control group that is ‘matched’ or
similar to the treated group. Sometimes these are classified
as quasi-experimental but it is worth treating them
separately as they are likely to be the most commonly used
technique. 

The key requirement is to identify all the characteristics that
might affect whether an outcome is achieved. For example,
in an intervention that is looking to increase employment,
you would want to ensure your control group matches your
treatment group in terms of their level of education, in
addition to controlling for other relevant characteristics. 

Regression techniques allow you to ‘control’ characteristics
that differ between the treatment group and the control
group. This is important as it means your control group can
actually look different and does not have to match the
treatment group (eg the two groups have a different age
profile). As long as you are able to observe and measure
these differences then regression can account for this. 

Advantages
• Do not have to worry about creating a situation in which

individuals randomly receive the intervention
• More opportunities to find a control group as it does not

initially need to look exactly like the treated group
because the techniques allow you to adjust for differences

• Well-understood technique that is commonly applied in
social programmes

• No ethical issues. 

Disadvantages
• They require technical knowledge 
• They are not considered as robust as randomised control

trials or other quasi-experimental techniques
• Their success relies on being able to collect data on the

observed characteristics that are different between the
control and treated groups

• As a result of this they are data intensive
• They cannot deal with characteristics that might differ

between groups that cannot be observed (eg ability).

Further reading
HM Treasury (2011), The Magenta Book: Guidance for
Evaluation, HM Treasury

Box 14: Simple comparisons
This refers to studies where there is a treatment group and
a control group but these have not been randomly assigned
and no attempt has been made to match them in terms of
characteristics that could impact on the outcome being
measured. 

Using the example of the young unemployed group that
received one-to-one tutorial support, you may select a
control group of another group of unemployed people that
are not going to receive this support and observe how many
people get a job across both groups.

If no attempts are made to ensure that both groups look
similar, beyond the fact that both groups are made up of
unemployed individuals, this would be called a simple
comparison.  

Advantages 
• Very easy to do as it does not require statistical knowledge
• Inexpensive
• No ethical issues 
• Reasonable when it is not expected there will be any other

external factors that affect the outcome you are
measuring. 

Disadvantages
• They are considered a fairly weak evaluation design 
• Relies on a significant assumption that the only factor

that could affect the outcome is the intervention itself.
This is rarely the case in social programmes. 
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Box 15: Pre and post analysis
Commonly referred to as ‘before and after studies’, this is a
simple process of a before-and-after comparison of the
same group of individuals. In effect, the control group is the
same group of people, but you just measure the outcome
before and after the intervention. 

For example, we observe the employment rate of a group of
people before they receive 1-1 support (sometimes called
the baseline) and do the same at some point in the future
after support has been provided. 

Because of its simplicity this is one of the most common
methods used. 

Advantages 
• Very easy to do as does not require statistical knowledge
• Inexpensive

• No ethical issues 
• Reasonable when it is not expected there will be any other

external factors that affect the outcome you are
measuring 

• May be the only feasible option when there is no
information available for a control group of different
people. 

Disadvantages
• This is considered the weakest evaluation design
• There is no information on what would have happened

without the intervention 
• Relies on a significant assumption that the only factor

that could affect the outcome is the intervention itself.
This is rarely the case in social programmes. 

Historically, SROI studies have rarely (if at all) addressed the
question of demonstrating causality by using the
techniques described here, preferring to use a qualitative
approach based on the judgements of stakeholders.
However, there appears to be an increasing acceptance that
there is a place for alternative approaches, and in the future
I expect to see these increasingly used within studies
branded as SROI. 

While randomised control trials are considered the ‘gold
standard’ in demonstrating causality, there are potential
ethical issues from randomly withholding an intervention
from certain individuals. While these issues should not be
ignored there is the also the ethical question of not doing a
robust evaluation.

It is true that we should never withhold an intervention from
an individual where we already know that this will be
beneficial. However, there are many interventions where a
robust evidence base is not available. In these instances,
can we be comfortable in rolling out interventions where we
are not certain of their impact or effectiveness?

Ultimately the chosen approach to addressing causality
should be linked to audience and purpose. For example, if
the audience are public sector bodies, then you may have
no choice but to utilise an approach that achieves a level 3
or above on the modified Maryland scale. 

But we should not impose complicated evaluations in every
aspect of our work and create a new industry. In fact, in
many instances, using qualitative techniques or a ‘light-
touch’ approach will still be appropriate to measure impact. 
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3.3 What’s this burger worth?

When the issue of causation has been resolved the next
significant challenge in impact assessments is how to place
a value on the outcomes that have been observed. 

As described in Section  3.1, both SROI and CBA rely on
monetising outcomes from an intervention so that they are
expressed in pounds sterling. For example, if we have an
intervention that causes a 20% reduction in re-offending,
then this stage of the process is concerned with placing a
monetary value on that level of change. 

There are those who criticise the idea of converting
outcomes into money, particularly where the outcome could
be considered intangible, such as a reduction in fear of
crime or improvements in personal confidence. 

The reason for monetising outcomes is simply to create a
common language so that interventions can be compared
with other interventions (relative appraisal) or to assess the
merits of a single intervention (absolute appraisal). 

In theory, this process enables decision makers to make
judgements across interventions where the outcomes are
different. For example, it is possible to compare an
intervention that reduced re-offending by 20% with
another intervention that reduced hospital admissions by
25% if both are expressed in money terms. 

It also means that the outcomes of a single intervention
can be compared with its costs. For example, if the value of
a 20% reduction in reoffending for a group of 100
offenders is £1 million, this can considered against the cost

of achieving it. Any conclusion about the effectiveness of
the intervention will be different if the costs are £2 million
compared with £250,000. The comparison of benefits to
costs is often expressed as a ratio. 

This aspect of impact assessments seems to be of most
interest to organisations and is where a lot of effort is
currently being spent. This is understandable, as our ability
to express outcomes that are considered important but
intangible in money terms is an alluring prospect. Despite
our social purpose, the language of finance still dominates.
Being able to translate impact into money provides an
important tool for organisations when discussing impact.  

However, I would reiterate the point I made in Section 2.4
that social impact measurement should not simply be a
communication tool, and that it relies on being able to
demonstrate that an intervention was responsible for a
particular outcome in the first place.

What is value? 
Although the term ‘social value’ was discussed in Box 1, 
it is worth re-visiting in a little more detail. 

The ‘value’ of something, whether it is a service or a
physical good, is inherently subjective (see Box 16). It is
different for each individual and therefore we can expect
different groups to have differing views on what is of ‘value’
for them from the outcomes we achieve.

Box 16: What is the value of a burger? 
To help illustrate the subjective nature of ‘value’ let’s look at
the simple example of a burger. 

This burger may cost £2.50 to purchase and this would
constitute the market price. This figure has been set partly
based on a view of how much the burger is viewed  to be
worth – its monetary value – but also reflects factors such as
the cost of making it, the profit margin etc. 

If we took a random group of people and asked them to
‘value’ the burger in monetary terms we would potentially
get lots of different answers. For example:

• If there was a vegetarian in the group the value they may
place on the burger would in all likelihood be £0

• There may be someone in the group who at that moment
is particularly hungry and really likes burgers. They may
place a value on the burger that is higher than the market
price, say £5.

There are many other factors, such as income, that could
influence the value different individuals place on the burger.
This means that the cost or price of the burger may bear no
relation to the concept of value. 

If somebody does buy a burger at £2.50, all that we can say
for sure is that they value the burger to be worth at least
that amount. They may be willing to pay more, but we do
not know if this is the case and how much more they are
willing to pay. 

The point at which an individual may be ‘indifferent’ to
buying a burger or keeping their money is what economists
working in this field are interesting in finding, as this
potentially gives us the best estimate of how much
someone values a particular good or service. This is
sometimes referred to the as the ‘point of indifference’ or
its more technical name, the marginal rate of substitution. 
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The idea that different individuals place a different value on
the same good makes producing monetary values for
outcomes very challenging. 

Before I go into some of the techniques that are available
to overcome this difficulty, it is worth looking at a
classification structure that might help when describing the
value an intervention might create. 

Box 17 proposes a structure that I have found to be helpful
when thinking about this issue. It is not necessarily perfect,
but it tries to account for two important points:

1. The need to explain the type of value that is being created
2. The need to assign this value to the group of individuals

that is expected to benefit from the change.
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Box 17: Classifying value
Where impact studies produce a single figure for the ‘value’
of an intervention, there is a risk that the audience cannot
be sure what type of ‘value’ is included in this figure and
which stakeholders stand to benefit from it.

Part A: Types of value (benefit) 

1. Cashable savings
These are often referred to as exchequer savings and refer
to genuine savings that an organisation can make within its
budgets as a result of the change in outcomes from an
intervention. These are often sought after but are actually
very difficult to achieve.

An example of a cashable saving could be an employment
intervention whereby moving unemployed individuals into
work makes a saving for government in terms of no longer
having to pay welfare benefits and also receiving tax and
National Insurance payments. For each individual that
achieves this outcome the government will see this change
directly in the budget. 

2. Opportunity cost savings 
These could also be described as resource reallocation 
and refer to the fact that some outcomes might mean
certain resources could be used elsewhere. This classification
is commonly used and is sometimes mistaken for a 
cashable saving. 

An example is the benefits or savings associated with a
reduction in crime. Studies often quote figures provided by
the Home Office on the cost of crime, which take into
account the cost of prison, police time and court costs. If an
intervention results in less crime then it is true that the
various stakeholders will not have to devote resources to
dealing with the expected crimes that did not occur.
However, these will not necessarily be cashable savings as
those resources will most likely be deployed elsewhere,
usually in dealing with other crimes. 

This type of saving (or benefit) to the police, prison service
or courts only becomes cashable if they make savings in the
budget by, for example, having fewer police officers or
closing a prison. This is only likely to happen when an

intervention is carried out on a large scale and the outcome
is very significant. Many interventions are unlikely to deliver
a change of sufficient magnitude to result in a cashable
budget saving. 

3. Social value (wellbeing) 
One common way to think about social value is the impact
that an intervention may have on the ‘wellbeing’ of
individuals. This is sometimes called ‘utility’ or ‘welfare’ and
is linked to happiness. It comes from a field of economics
known as welfare economics.

In the context of impact assessments, we are seeking to
value how an intervention impacts on the wellbeing of
individuals in society. 

It is perhaps easier to think of this as encapsulating those
intangible aspects of a change in outcomes that we believe
are important to people. For example, while crime has an
impact on the police in terms of resources, it also has an
impact on the wellbeing of the victims and those who live in
fear of crime.

This will pick up the value of intangible outcomes such as
improved confidence, improved self-esteem and the
benefits of living in a safe area if they impact on an
individual’s sense of wellbeing.  

Part B: Who benefits?

This refers to the need to explain which group of individuals
is expected to benefit from the types of value described
above. 

In terms of cashable and opportunity cost savings this is
likely to refer to a particular organisation or department (eg
the police, prison service, NHS, central government). 

By using a definition of social value linked to wellbeing, we
are likely to be concerned with the individuals that receive
the intervention. This is not always the case, as the crime
example above shows. The intervention could be targeted
at offenders but you would probably want to also reflect the
expected wellbeing impact on the victims of crime.
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Government guidance in the Green Book uses a broadly
similar classification. This refers to valuing benefits where
there is a market price (close to cashable and opportunity
cost savings) and valuing non-market benefits (close to
social /wellbeing impacts).

The reason for including this classification is partly to reflect
practical concerns about impact measurement. I have read
several studies in which the authors have mixed up the three
types of value I describe in Box 17. Even if there is a final
figure that sums all three, I think it is very useful to separate
these out in reports to avoid confusion and aid
transparency.

Furthermore, in terms of new commissioning models such
as Payment by Results and Social Impact Bonds, funders
may only be interested in cashable savings (and possibly
opportunity cost savings). While they may also want to
consider the ‘social impact’ of an intervention on the
wellbeing of individuals, in my experience they are very
much focussed on where budgetary savings can be made.  

For example, there is evidence that moving from
unemployment to employment has an impact on wellbeing
over and above the wage an individual receives (through
increasing self esteem, confidence etc). While this is useful
to know, I suspect any judgements on the effectiveness of

the government’s Work Programme will be couched in
terms of the net savings made in welfare benefits and
increased tax receipts.

Techniques to measure value
There are a number of methods to measure the value of
different outcomes, including various ways to obtain
monetary values without creating them yourself. 

One approach is to look for other studies that have already
attempted to put a value on an outcome you are interested
in. This is perfectly valid, although it is important to consider
how appropriate the figure is in the context of your
intervention. This includes practical considerations, such as
whether the figure has come from a study in another
country, as well as looking at the approach or technique
used to produce the figure. 

A second potentially useful approach is to look at WikiVois,
which can be accessed at
http://www.wikivois.org/index.php?title=The_WikiVOIS_Dat
abase (Box 18)

Valuing cashable and opportunity cost savings
The method used to value cashable savings and opportunity
cost savings should in theory be relatively straightforward
and refer to the real or estimated market prices. 

For example, valuations for reductions in welfare benefits
should use the most up to date figures, which are available
on the Department for Work and Pensions website at
https://www.gov.uk/browse/benefits.

In order to value increased tax receipts, there are a number of
free calculators on the internet that will do this automatically
as long as you have an appropriate salary figure. 

In terms of opportunity cost savings, the market price is
generally represented by the cost or price of providing a
particular good or service – for example, the cost of an
admission to A&E or the cost of each prison placement. 

These are likely to be quoted in existing studies but you
should always try to use the most up-to-date figures and
calculate these in current prices to reflect inflation. There is
a good chance that the institution that bears the cost (eg
the NHS, police or relevant government department) will
publish these figures and this should be your starting point. 

There may be a number of figures available from different
sources. Ultimately it is a matter of judgement which figure
you feel is most appropriate but it is important to ensure
that you provide the source of any figures used and explain
the reasons for your choice. 

Box 19 gives an example for Midland Heart’s Back on Track
apprentice scheme, where there were several potential
sources of information available regarding the cost of crimes. 

Box 18: The WikiVOIS database
This helps users share outcomes and measurements.
Although it is still relatively new and the bank of figures is
not yet comprehensive, over time it should become a very
useful tool. 

Importantly, in addition to providing a monetary proxy for
some outcomes, it states the source and other supporting
information, which helps the reader to decide whether to
use particular data. 

Social Impact Brochure_Social Impact publication V1  11/06/2013  07:34  Page 29

http://www.wikivois.org/index.php?title=The_WikiVOIS_Database


30

Box 19: Cost of crime 
(extract from Back on Track report)
There is a significant body of work that looks at the issue 
of monetising crime and several sources were considered. 
A number of these studies calculate a unit cost (ie per
crime), while others estimate the total cost from offenders
over differing lengths of time. 

The Prince’s Trust estimates the cost of crime specifically for
young people (£4,056 per crime in 2008 prices). This figure
was selected for the estimated unit cost of crime for
offences that don’t lead to prison. It relates specifically to
youth crime and provides a more conservative estimate 
than other sources. 

This figure was not deemed appropriate for crimes that
would lead to prison because of the high costs of
incarceration. The Social Exclusion Unit (2002) has
estimated that the average cost of a prison sentence
imposed at court is £30,500.

The cost of keeping individuals in prison was based on the
average cost of short-term custodial sentences cited in
Matrix Evidence (2012). This suggests an average figure 
of £13,900. 

Each crime expected to lead to prison, therefore, would cost
an average of £51,781 in 2012 prices. 

The above costs only refer to criminal justice costs. The
Social Exclusion Unit (2002) also estimates the non-criminal
justice costs per re-offender, such as hospital treatment of
victims and repairing damage to property. The unit
estimated these to be £31,000 per year per re-offender.

Source: Back on Track Interim Evaluation: Cost-Benefit
Analysis Technical Report, Innovation and Research,
Midland Heart (2012)

Valuing social value
The techniques and methods used to provide valuations for
social value are a little more complicated. I focus on one
particular method, the subjective wellbeing valuation
approach, as this is becoming increasingly popular and likely
to become the main method used by housing organisations.

The subjective wellbeing valuation approach looks directly at
how people’s self-reported levels of wellbeing are affected
by various factors and attaches a monetary value to this
impact. 

This section is based on the work of Daniel Fujiwara,16 who
co-authored supplementary guidance for HM Treasury’s
Green Book on valuing non-market goods (Fujiwara and
Campbell, 2011). I would recommend reading this guidance
to anyone who wants a comprehensive explanation of the
main valuation techniques for measuring social impact. 

In line with the definition of social value in Box 17, we are
looking for techniques that identify whether the outcome of
an intervention, such as finding a job or living in a safe area,
has altered wellbeing.17

These techniques are also designed to identify and estimate
the monetary value of the effort required to keep wellbeing
constant (this is the same as the indifference point
introduced in Box 16). 

This is captured by identifying an individual’s willingness to
pay (WTP) or forego in order to obtain a service or good, or
the amount of money someone is willing to accept (WTA) to

put up with a negative outcome. 

This can be illustrated using the example of employment.
Willingness to pay refers to the amount of money an
individual would pay to receive the good or service, in this
case getting a job. Willingness to accept is the amount of
money you would need to compensate an individual so that
they give up the guarantee of a job. 

This is the indifference point because in theory these
amounts refer to the level at which an individual would be
indifferent to receiving either the benefit (ie the job) or that
amount of money. Hence we can deduce that this is the
monetary value or social value of getting a job. 

These techniques are both simple and effective because you
do not have to be concerned with identifying and valuing
the different outcomes that might increase wellbeing. If
employment does indeed improve wellbeing, then they will
encapsulate outcomes such as increasing self esteem and
social networks or providing a sense of purpose, as long as
these impact on an individual’s wellbeing. 

Within impact assessments there are two main approaches
to valuing wellbeing in this way. These are: 

• Preference satisfaction techniques
• Subjective wellbeing (sometimes known as the life

satisfaction approach). 

Preference satisfaction is based on the theory that people
are better off when they can satisfy their preferences and

16 Daniel Fujiwara is an economist at the London School of Economics and Political Science. He was previously head of cost-benefit analysis at the Department
for Work and Pensions and senior economist in the Government Economic Service. 
17 As mentioned in Box 17, economists often prefer to use the term ‘utility’ and you may come across this in the literature. “Utility is a broad concept that refers
to a person’s welfare, wellbeing or happiness. The monetary value of something can be estimated as the monetary equivalent of the impact on utility.” (Fujiwara
and Campbell, 2011, p9)
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The subjective wellbeing approach (SWB), commonly
referred to as the life satisfaction approach, is relatively new
and is gaining in popularity.18

It uses self-reported measures of wellbeing in surveys to
value non-market goods such as a reduction in crime or
improved health. 

The approach uses data from large national surveys that are
normally publicly available free of charge, such as the British
Household Panel Survey (BHPS), which asks a range of
questions, including satisfaction with life. 

This approach is then able to use statistical techniques to
estimate the impact of different outcomes on life
satisfaction and also the impact that income has on life
satisfaction. 

You can use this information to calculate the indifference
point, and thus estimate the monetary value individuals
place on certain outcomes (see Box 21 for worked
examples).

desires. It is thus concluded that it is possible to measure
people's wellbeing by measuring how well they satisfy their
preferences and what they are willing to pay to do so. 

The two main preference satisfaction measurement
techniques are summarised in Box 20. Even if you are
unlikely to use them yourself, you may find such
measurements cited in other studies and it is important to
understand how they are derived. 

18 This is the approach used in the paper The Social Impact of Housing Providers produced by HACT. This report includes a range of values related to different
elements of housing quality. 

Box 20: Preference satisfaction measurement
techniques 
Revealed preference method
Value is assessed by looking at people’s choices and
behaviour in actual markets. Some of these markets can
show the value that people place on related non-market
goods.

An example can be found in the use of housing market
data. This works on the basis of looking for price
differentials in identical houses that have different
exposures to a non-market good. For instance, we may find
that identical houses in different school catchment areas
have different prices. This potentially tells us about the
value people place on access to supposedly ‘better’ schools. 

Stated preference method
This approach uses specially constructed surveys to capture
preferences directly by asking people what they are willing
to pay or willing to accept for a particular outcome. For
example, a survey might ask people what they are willing to
pay for a reduction in crime.

The two main types of survey are contingent valuation and
choice modelling. 

The stated preference method is known to suffer from a
number of issues that might affect the quality of the
information provided in terms of accurately reflecting how
individuals value a particular outcome. 

For example, there is evidence that people may object to
the idea of paying for an outcome and state £0 even when
it has a value to them. There is also evidence that where a
figure is initially suggested as a guide, respondents become
‘anchored’ to that figure, affecting  the amount they state
they are willing to pay or accept. 

Box 21: Life satisfaction approach
Example 1: Reduction in crime

This is a hypothetical example.
Analysis of survey data shows that a 20% reduction in local
crime increases the life satisfaction of an individual by one
index point. Further analysis shows that an individual would
need to receive £5,000 in additional household income to
increase their life satisfaction by the same amount (one
index point). 

It can therefore be concluded that the value of a 20%
reduction in crime is £5,000 per year per individual. 

Example 2: Part time courses for work

This is a real example taken from Dolan and Fujiwara
(2012).
Analysis of survey data shows that attending a part time
course for work increases the life satisfaction of an individual
by 0.045 index point. Further analysis shows that an individual
would need to receive £1,584 in additional household income
to increase their life satisfaction by the same amount. 

It can therefore be concluded that the value of undertaking
a part-time course for work over a year is £1,584. 
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This approach is potentially very powerful in producing a range
of monetary values for outcomes that previously had been
very difficult to measure. 

It is popular as it has a number of advantages. It does not
suffer from the biases associated with stated preference
techniques and it is based on real or actual experiences, rather
than hypothetical situations. 

There is a potential limitation in using the BHPS for this
purpose, in that organisations need to ensure that the
outcomes they are measuring from interventions match the
questions asked in the BHPS.

This does not stop organisations carrying out their own surveys
using this approach in order to assess the impact of
interventions on life satisfaction.19

A further technique is also worth introducing: the use of
distributional weights (Box 22). This is likely to be important to
housing associations as it provides a method to take account
of the fact that “an extra pound will give more benefit to a
person who is deprived than to someone who is well off.” (HM
Treasury, 2003, p79). 

These techniques have been introduced to provide a flavour
of the main ways to value outcomes that have traditionally
been difficult, if not impossible, for organisations in the past. 

I recognise that they are quite complicated and rely on some
fairly advanced statistical methods. As the life satisfaction
approach is still relatively new, I expect further studies to
produce figures using this method that organisations can use
in their own studies.

However, even if you never apply these techniques yourself,
you may commission studies in which bespoke valuations are
required and it will be useful to do this armed with some
knowledge of what is involved. Valuation is such an important
part of the impact assessment process that it is worth
spending some time understanding the theory, even if the
detail may not be required. 

3.4 Joining up the dots 

A central theme of this paper is the importance of evaluating
how an intervention is bringing about value (Section 2.4). This
is sometimes referred to a process evaluation. Process
evaluations assess whether an intervention is being
implemented as intended and what, in practice, is felt to be
working more or less well, and why (HM Treasury, 2011). 

There are a number of tools and approaches that can help
with this. Process evaluations will often include the collection
of qualitative and quantitative data from different
stakeholders, using techniques such as focus groups, one-to-
one interviews, case studies and surveys. 

There is clearly a significant amount of detail involved in each
of these techniques, which are generally well understood and
commonly used by housing associations. 

I have therefore focused on one technique that I have found
particularly useful – a ‘theory of change’. 

‘Theory of change’ model
A theory of change model (TOC) is essentially a diagram that
represents how an intervention is expected to bring about the
outcomes you are expecting (sometimes referred to as a logic
model). There is no standard way to do this and you need to
decide what works for you, but it should show the links
between activities and the outcomes. 

Ideally this should be produced before you start delivering the
intervention as it will help you to understand how you might
approach the evaluation and even cause you to refine the
activities. It is helpful to involve stakeholders in discussions
and to treat the TOC model as a live tool that you can update
as necessary. 

Figure 3 is an example of the TOC model that was developed
for the Back on Track programme. This was extremely useful in
helping us to understand how the programme was expected
to bring about the outcome of meaningful long-term
employment for apprentices. 

You do not need a degree to build your own TOC and there
are a number of examples to help, such as at
www.theoryofchange.org and in the New Philanthropy Capital
report titled Theory of Change: The beginning of making a
difference. 

Box 22: Distributional weights
It is fairly intuitive that the value that individuals place on
each additional pound they receive or lose is higher for
people with low incomes than those  with higher incomes.
For example, if an intervention increases the income of two
individuals by £10k per year, this is going to be valued
differently by someone currently earning £12k per year
compared with someone earning £75k. 

“It is possible to account for this phenomenon through the
use of welfare weights, in which the monetary outcomes
that accrue to lower income groups are weighted higher
than those that accrue to higher income groups”. 
(Fujiwara, 2010, p1) 

A welfare weight was calculated for the individuals in the
Back on Track study (Innovation and Research, Midland
Heart, 2012). This calculation used information on expected
income from employment compared with average taxpayer
incomes. The result was a welfare weight of 2.3. This figure
equals the value of each £1 increase in income of the Back
on Track apprentices compared with the average taxpayer
(ie each £1 increase is multiplied by 2.3). 

Further technical detail on this method is contained in
Fujiwara (2010) and HM Treasury (2003).

19 One of the next steps cited in the HACT report on the social impact of housing providers is to look at getting housing associations to ask life satisfaction
approach questions in their own surveys. This could generate further bespoke figures that better reflect specific issues in social housing. 
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Figure 3: ‘Theory of change’ model from Back on Track

Source: Innovation and Research, M
idland H

eart (2012)
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Although I have not gone into all of the other techniques in
detail, I do not want to downplay the importance these have
in terms of measuring and communicating social impact. In
addition to providing the key tools for a process evaluation,
they might also be sufficient to give a robust answer about
whether an intervention has caused a desired outcome,
particularly where the relationship is simple. 

It is important that proportionality is at the forefront of
decisions about techniques, and that the ‘gold standard’
type evaluation associated with RCTs and other statistical
techniques are only used when appropriate. 

Part of the challenge in choosing different approaches
across different areas at different times is to maintain a
sense of consistency across the organisation. 

This is not an easy task and you may need a matrix or
framework to guide what is the minimum standard of
evidence you require and the approaches you expect to use
to achieve it. 

For example, you may use a matrix that looks at issues such
as the level of finance involved and follow a different
approach depending on whether this is considered to be
high, medium or low. 

This sits within the key principle of considering audience and
purpose at the outset.

3.5 Be aware of the known unknowns 

I want to finish by briefly reflecting on the importance of
being comfortable with uncertainty. There are no ‘silver
bullets’ and all approaches to impact measurement
inevitably involve trade-offs.

It is important that, whichever approach you choose, you are
fully aware of the limitations. For example, Box 23 describes
potential biases in studies that use some of the statistical
techniques described in this paper. 

If you are using external organisations to support you, they
too need to have a good understanding of caveats and
limitations. It is wise to be wary of consultants who purport
to have the complete answer on how to measure impact or
those that promote a single approach that they may have
branded as unique. 

Organisations and individuals that are comfortable talking
about caveats and limitations might sound uncertain but
may actually provide the most appropriate advice and
support. 

It is important that impact assessment reports clearly
identify the underlying methodology and are transparent in
communicating the potential limitations and caveats (which
even the best study will suffer from to some degree).
Acknowledging these should not be viewed negatively but
welcomed, as transparency is vital in this area and all studies
should include this as standard.

Box 23: Potential biases 
There are two main types of issue that impact assessment
studies need to consider. These are normally associated
with studies that use statistical techniques to address
causality but could equally apply elsewhere. 

Internal validity 
Refers to whether the results are a true reflection of the
impact on the individuals being studied ie how confident
are we that the causal effect of the intervention is valid?
Dolan et al (2012) identify the main potential problems: 

• Selection bias
• Reverse causality 
• Measurement error. 

Definitions for each of these are provided in the glossary. 

External validity 
Refers to whether the impact estimated for those directly
studied can be extrapolated/generalised to others. This
depends on the sample and the methodology used.

There are a number of other biases that have been found in
studies that draw on qualitative techniques or pre-post
analysis to show causality. 
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Journey to Impact A practitioner perspective on measuring social impact 

I have written this paper from a personal perspective and
attempted to reflect my experiences of the past few years. I
hope that it addresses a gap in the discussion by going
beyond a simple description and providing some practical
answers to help organisations measure their social impact.

When I started to commit my thinking to paper it began to
take a life of its own, but the structure should allow the
reader to focus on issues of particular interest. These might
involve high level and strategic interests around embedding
an overall approach (Section 2) or be more focused on the
detail of available techniques (Section 3). 

I wanted to cover both aspects, even if they may be of
different relative importance to different individuals within
your organisation. 

In terms of the techniques described in Section 3, I have
emphasised areas that I think are neglected in the literature
and those that are not necessarily well understood. While
some are often described as the ‘gold standard’ for
measuring impact, this should not mean you choose these
over other more traditional techniques commonly used. 

I hesitate to frame these as ‘silver’ or ‘bronze’ because of
connotations that these are somehow inferior. All have a
place in measuring and communicating impact. There are a
number of reasons why different techniques will be
appropriate and it is important to have a broad knowledge
of what is available. 

For the final time, let me reiterate the importance of being
clear on audience and purpose at the outset. This should
drive the approaches you follow and there is no need to
choose one method and adopt it always, even if it
sometimes feels as though there must be a ‘right’ answer. 

I have deliberately only briefly touched on the need to
understand the value of an organisation in its entirety,
because this is already being addressed successfully
elsewhere. I fully agree that understanding how the day-to-
day activity of building and managing homes provides value
is very important for boards when making strategic
investment decisions.

The focus of this paper is therefore on what I see as the
complementary issue of embedding impact measurement
within a broad group of staff and maintaining a focus on
evaluation. 

In addition to strategic decision-making about investment,
housing associations need to understand better the impact
of particular interventions as they look to become more
innovative and expand into new markets. 

This approach should not be restricted to community
investment activities and will inevitably look different across
organisations. 

Impact measurement techniques can be applied to new
challenges, such as our response to welfare reform or care
and support activities. This will become increasingly
important when looking at new commissioning models
focused on payment for outcomes. 

We are all aware of the challenging external environment
and organisations will scrutinise financial investment in a
way they may not have done previously. 

The fact that the field of social impact measurement is
moving into mainstream thinking is a positive step. It does
not mean answering the question of how to do it is easy, but
it is definitely important, and for some of us even a little bit
exciting. 

Conclusion
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Glossary of terms 
These definitions reflect the way terms have been used
in this paper. 

Benefit-cost ratio The ratio of the benefits of a project or
proposal, expressed in monetary terms, relative to its costs,
also expressed in monetary terms.

Cashable saving These are often referred to as exchequer
savings and refer to genuine savings that an organisation
can make within its budgets as a result of the change in
outcomes from an intervention. 

Causal inference/causality Refers to the relationship
between an event (the cause) and a second event (the effect
or outcome), where the second event is understood to be a
consequence of the first. 

Cost-benefit analysis (CBA) A technique for assessing the
monetary social costs and benefits of a particular
intervention or policy over a given time period. A key output
is a benefit-cost ratio. 

Control group A group of people or conditions that is
matched as closely as possible to the group receiving an
intervention, but crucially does not receive the intervention.
The control group is used to assess the counterfactual and
may refer to a real group of people or be created using
statistical techniques. 

Cost-effectiveness analysis (CEA) Refers to a technique
that compares the relative costs and outcomes of two or
more courses of action. Cost-effectiveness analysis is distinct
from cost-benefit analysis, as it does not monetise the
outcomes. 

Counterfactual An assessment of what would have
happened in the absence of a particular intervention. 

Distribution weights Weightings applied to figures of
monetary value to reflect the fact that the value that
individuals place on each additional pound they receive or
lose is greater for people on lower incomes. 

Effect size Refers to the size of the difference between an
outcome pre and post intervention. Used in randomised
control trials to predict the sample size that is likely to be
required. 

Evaluation Analysis of a project, programme or policy to
assess how successful or otherwise it has been, and what
lessons can be learnt for the future. 

External validity Refers to how confident we can be that
the results of a study can be generalised to a wider
population.
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Impact evaluation Assesses the changes that can be
attributed to a particular intervention, such as a project,
programme or policy, both the intended ones and, ideally,
the unintended ones.

Indifference point The point at which an individual may be
‘indifferent’ to receiving a particular good, service or
outcome or a monetary amount. This potentially gives us the
best estimate of how much someone values a particular
good or service. 

Internal validity Refers to how confident we are that the
causal effects of an intervention are valid (ie a judgment on
how reliable we believe the impact quoted in a study to be).
Links to Maryland scale. 

Measurement error The difference between a measured
value of quantity and its true value. For example, this could
be an issue in self reporting of incomes as people potentially
under-report their income or miss out key aspects.  (Table 1).

Modified Maryland scale A scale that ranks how well the
counterfactual has been measured in particular studies,
based on the techniques they have used to demonstrate
causality. 

Non-market goods Refers to goods or services that are not
traded in markets. Their economic value – how much people
would be willing to pay for them – is not revealed in market
prices.

Opportunity cost saving Refers to the fact that achieving
some outcomes might mean certain resources could be used
elsewhere. This classification is commonly used and is
sometimes mistaken for a cashable saving. 

Payment by results A public policy instrument and
approach to commissioning whereby payments to providers
of a service are contingent on the achievement of certain
outcomes. 

Pre and post analysis Commonly referred to as before and
after studies, this is simply observing a particular outcome
for a group of people before and after an intervention. 

Process evaluation Assessment of whether an intervention
is being implemented as intended and what, in practice, is
felt to be working more or less well, and why.

Quasi-experiments Refers to a group of techniques that try
to recreate a situation that is as good as random using
statistical techniques. 

Randomised control trials A type of experiment in which
individuals are randomly assigned to receive the intervention
or not. Data on both groups are then collected to assess the
impact of the intervention. 

Revealed preference Techniques that infer willingness to
pay for a good or service by examining consumer behaviour
in a similar or related market. For example, house price
differences reveal aspects of the value placed on good
quality schools.

Reverse causality Refers either to a direction of cause-and-
effect contrary to a common presumption or to a two-way
causal relationship in a loop. For example, higher incomes
are associated with better health. But which causes which?
Higher incomes are expected on balance to lead to better
health but better health may enhance productivity growth
and hence lead to higher incomes.

Selection bias Refers to biases that may occur based on
how individuals are selected into an intervention. For
example, if individuals chose to join a particular intervention
they may be more motivated than a control group and thus
the results are potentially biased as a result. 

Social accounting Refers to the process of communicating
the social effects of organisations' activity to stakeholders.
Underpinned by eight key principles (Box 9). 

Social impact Concerned with ensuring that we can identify and
value all of the benefits that might accrue from our activities.

Social impact bonds Similar to payment by results, except
that there is a third-party investor who provides upfront
investment to the service provider. The investor receives a
return based on the achievement of outcomes paid by the
relevant commissioning body. 

Social return on investment (SROI) A framework for
measuring and accounting for a broad concept of value with
a significant emphasis on stakeholder involvement. It has
seven underlying principles (Figure 3). 

Social value The impact that an intervention may have on
the ‘wellbeing’ of individuals. 

Stated preference Techniques that infer willingness to pay
for a good or service by directly asking people about their
preferences for particular outcomes.

Subjective wellbeing valuation approach A technique
that looks directly at how people’s self-reported levels of
wellbeing are affected by various factors and attaches a
monetary value to this impact through the use of statistical
techniques. Sometimes referred to as the life satisfaction
approach. 

Theory of change Essentially a diagram that represents
how the intervention is expected to bring about the
outcomes you are expecting (sometimes referred to as a
logic model). It defines the building blocks required to bring
about a given long-term goal.

Treatment Refers to individuals that receive a particular
intervention (the treated group). Non-treatment refers to
individuals that do not receive the intervention but may be
used for a control group. 

Willingness to accept The amount that someone is willing
to receive or accept to give up a good or service.

Willingness to pay The amount that someone is willing to
give up or pay to acquire a good or service.
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