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Measuring the Impact of Voluntary and Community Activity: some reflections

Introduction

In a recent small survey of the community organisations, carried out by the Community Foundation NI, the questionnaire asked about how they assessed the value of their activities. There were two overwhelming responses: value for money, and; acting preventively to save the public sector money in the long term. These answers are unsurprising and echo important research on the subject, including Kendall and Knapp
 and the Treasury
. Interestingly, they focus on impact (reducing the need for mainstream intervention and doing so cost effectively) rather than activities.

In a period of dramatic public spending restraint (estimated to reduce Northern Ireland employment by 5.2 per cent and regional gross value added (output) by almost 10 percent
), voluntary and community organisations are unlikely to be exempted - NICVA sees a threat to the ‘capacity and capability’ of a substantial element
. It is thus vital that the sector’s ‘comparative advantages’  and the impacts it achieves be robustly demonstrated. 

The purpose of this short paper is not to comment on the total benefits accrued from voluntary and community effort, but to discuss how they might be measured. In particular, it sets out the thinking about a methodology that has been developing within CENI and the Community Foundation for a number of years and assesses its strengths and weaknesses.

Challenges in Evaluating Voluntary and Community Activity 
The seminal work on evaluating voluntary and community activity was undertaken by two LSE economists in 1999 (Kendall & Knapp). They identified characteristics of such organisations that reduce the utility of conventional evaluation approaches:

· Competition cannot be used as a ‘yardstick’ because there is no functioning market – many such organisations operate in conditions of market failure;

· The real costs of voluntary sector provision are unlikely to be reflected in expenditure accounts, if only because the opportunity costs of volunteering are ignored. Volunteers are treated as a ‘free good’ although, in fact, they could be doing other things with equal social benefit;

· In certain situations, key voluntary organisations may act as monopolies – others act as gatekeepers attempting to control access to communities;

· The impacts are widely distributed (sometimes over long periods of time) and thus may be difficult to measure. Impacts are both tangible and intangible, intended and unintended and may only be recognisable after a project or contract has finished;

· The impacts occur at different levels – how does one convert the measurement of service delivery, empowerment or advocacy into a common metric?

· The individuals in receipt of services may not be best placed to judge their quality as the result of unequal knowledge between producer and consumer ;

· Multi-stakeholding organisations are subject to different interpretation of the same impacts by the various stakeholders – building a consensus about what has been achieved is often difficult.

In responding to these challenges, Kendall and Knapp still employed an 
inputs  

outputs  
outcomes  evaluation model, 

but proposed additional elements in terms of ‘non-resource inputs’ (individual expectations and predispositions), intermediate outputs and final outcomes. They argued that this framework permitted both ‘value for money’ or ‘best value’ investigations and assessment from the standpoints of a variety of stakeholders.  Central to this approach was an unambiguous focus on outcomes rather than just delivery activities.

The framework was then transformed into eight domains, each of which was populated by specific indicators:

· Three were drawn from conventional evaluation frameworks (Economy, Efficiency, Effectiveness), 

· Three were distinctive to the sector (Social Capital/Participation, Choice/Pluralism and Advocacy) – concerning the nature of relationships developed within communities of space or interest and the ability to employ these externally for community benefit;

· One was about the principles of fairness embedded (or not) in service delivery (Equity), and;

· One focused on the need for change (Innovation).

They were thus designed to be comprehensive, gathering conventional evaluation data together with a range of other variables designed to capture the broader (and more intangible) benefits for which such organisations claim to be responsible. This piece of work remains pivotal to thinking about evaluation in the voluntary and community sector.

Nevertheless, the ‘user friendliness’ of the model is questionable. It generated 22 indicators on which they conclude – ‘Most are comparatively easy to construct and collect: others are certainly not. Most are clearly and closely linked to theoretical perspectives; others less so’ (p.61). 
In a project designed to explore the practicality of the model, Price, Waterhouse Coopers (PWC) tested the indicators with a number of community-based organisations.
  These raised issues about: the complexity of the terminology; the bias towards economic theory; their practicality; difficulties in measurement; and, ambiguities in the status of volunteers. There are thus issues about the ‘intelligibility’ and ‘ease of use’ of the Kendall and Knapp indicator set.
These are important limitations, but an element that is infrequently considered is the cost of generating data for complex indicator sets. If robust evaluation requires disproportionate investment in resources, the opportunity cost (using funds to measure that could be devoted to acting) becomes very high. Complexity and cost in data gathering have become central elements in the evaluation of contemporary community programmes. For example, the evaluation of New Deal for Communities undertook four surveys in each of the 39 programme areas (with additional comparator area surveys), designed to garner information on 94 indicators that were then summarised into three ‘placed-based’ and three ‘people-based’ outcome targets.
 The rationale is obvious – it is vital to know if area-based programmes do have their intended impact and, for every large programmes (like NDC), the costs of doing so are proportionate. Replicating this approach across all voluntary and community projects would be prohibitively costly.

Another Way?

For almost a decade, CENI, working with the Community Foundation, has been examining the possibility of developing a method for measuring impact that was simultaneously low cost. It was based on four simple ideas:

· It noted from the projects it undertook that capturing the final bits of data for any project tended to be the most expensive and formulated an ‘80% Rule’ – collect data only to the point where the marginal cost of doing so becomes prohibitive;
· Utilise the wealth of secondary data now available, for example, on the Northern Ireland Neighbourhood Information service, as creatively as possible;
· Tap into the knowledge and experience of people living and working in particular areas or engaged in particular projects;
· Focus on impact or the changes created by the activities concerned – there are already good guidelines on capturing project narratives and analysing financial probity.
Further, it drew on two of the most prominent evaluation methodologies. First, empowerment evaluation
 is the use of evaluation techniques to assess project performance, foster self-determination, encourage learning and improve project operation. Participants conduct their own evaluations; an outside evaluator often serves as a coach or additional facilitator (critical friend) depending on internal programme capabilities An evaluator does not, and cannot, empower anyone; people empower themselves. The process is fundamentally democratic in the sense that it invites (if not demands) participation, openly examining issues of concern to the entire group.

Empowerment evaluation has four steps. 

· First, establishing a mission or vision statement about the project. Participants state the results they would like to see, based on the anticipated outcomes of the implemented activity and map backwards – setting out activities and timelines required to achieve those outcomes;

· Second, ‘taking stock’ involves identifying and prioritising the most significant programme activities. Then participants rate how well the programme is doing in each of those activities, typically on a 0 (low) to 10 (high) scale, and discuss the ratings. This helps to determine where the programme stands, including strengths and weaknesses;

· Third charting a course for the future. The group states goals and strategies to achieve their vision. Goals help participants determine where they want to go in the future with an explicit emphasis on programme improvement. Strategies help them accomplish programme goals; 

· Fourth, efforts are monitored using credible documentation. Empowerment evaluators help participants identify the type of evidence required to document progress toward their goals. Evaluation becomes a part of normal planning and management, which is a means of institutionalising and internalising evaluation. Central to this is the idea of continual reflection and improvement.

It might be suggested that this might result in a purely ‘subjective’ account.  Yet, the experience has been that projects are remarkably more self critical than when reporting to an external evaluator. Participants find the process empowering, by focusing on self-directed continuous improvement and reflection they find ‘voice’ and participate in pluralist project governance. Value assessments and project plans are subject to an ongoing process of reflection and self-evaluation. Participants learn to continually assess their progress toward self-determined goals, and to reshape their plans and strategies according to this assessment.

The second was Theories of Change
. This was developed to capture the activities of ‘complex community initiatives’ described by Judge and Baud as:

· having multiple, broad goals;

· are highly complex learning enterprises with multiple strands of activity operating at different levels;

· objectives are defined and strategies chosen to achieve goals that often change over time;

· many activities and intended outcomes are hard to measure;

· units of action are complex, open systems in which it is virtually impossible to control all the variables that may influence the conduct and outcome of the evaluation.

An input/output/outcome approach to evaluation assumes linear operations with a measurable chain of causality – outputs can be related to inputs while outcomes can be associated with outputs. In an environment of change and with an organisation that’s evolving, it’s not hard to see that a linear approach will capture some, but not all, of the myriad effects of community-based action.

A Theories of Change approach to evaluation provides clarity around a central theory of change involved in any intervention. Linking the original theorisation of the problem to the planned actions to deal with it, together with short, and longer, term anticipated outcomes is central to this approach. The understanding of the problem should define the nature of the intervention together with clearly defined activities and target outcomes. More, the anticipated outcomes should be stated in advance of the intervention (offering a rationale for claiming the outcomes as resulting from project interventions rather than more general changes in the environment) and a logical pathway towards the anticipated outcomes should link the targets.

Drawing on these ideas resulted in four central propositions about evaluating community and voluntary organisations:

· First, that project participants should be the primary drivers of the evaluation process. This simultaneously generates better data, empowers those involved and created an inbuilt mechanism for project improvement;

· Second that evaluation must capture the total range of project effects on processes, relationships, benefits and engendered change;

· Third, that despite the conceptual and technical difficulties, the bottom line of the evaluation exercise is about assessing outcomes and the degree of change effected by project operation;

· Fourth, that evaluation itself must be cost effective – if it costs almost as much to evaluate an intervention as to deliver it, evaluation has ‘crowded out’ impact.

The data gathering method is based on Nominal Group Technique (NGT). NGT (Davies,
 Patton,
 Popay and Williams,
) is a qualitative method that can be used to illustrate more detailed interactions, factors and circumstances to supplement quantitative measurements of gross or net impact. NGT is designed to draw on participant knowledge rather than opinions (the subject matter of focus groups). It first elicits individual responses about outcomes and the means to achieve them and then through collective discussion focuses down on those areas which are deemed to have highest priority amongst the group. It is then about facilitating a discussion about what changes have occurred as a result of project activities, the benefits or costs involved and the means to achieve greater positive impact. It thus allows for understanding of policy impact and social phenomena from the perspective of individuals and groups who experience it in specific social contexts and is recommended by HM Treasury as an appropriate tool in policy evaluation.

Guided by these propositions, evaluators present themselves as ‘critical friends’ who wish to assist project participants to construct a rigorous evaluation framework for their own activities. The primary beneficiary is the project which benefits from the learning and empowerment processes involved. The gain for funders is mainly about understanding how projects contribute to programme goals. Evaluation ceases to be a ‘test’ of project performance; it is rather a tool for improvement. Rigour comes from ‘questioning’ by the critical friend and by testing propositions about a project’s own effects amongst participants and by those outside. It thus seeks to implement a ‘triangulation’ process to give a 360 degree view of project performance. Finally, claims about change are tested, wherever possible, by reference to secondary data sets – are the change claims overblown? – what would one expect to show up in independent data sets?

This method was first developed by CENI for the Communities in Transition programme operated by the Community Foundation, Northern Ireland. It has since been applied elsewhere, most recently with the Areas at Risk programme. At the risk of repetition, its benefits are:

· It focuses on project self-evaluation as a means of empowerment and improvement;
· It captures all the elements projects are trying to change;
· It enables participants to focus on outcomes and the means/time lines by which they are to be achieved;
· It generates useful data for policy analysis and decision making;

It is relatively low cost in a world where resources for community activity will be increasingly tight
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