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Introduction 

Should all organizations use data to provide evidence of their impact? We believe firmly in the use of evidence of 
impact. Yet, should every organization be required to provide evidence that they are impactful? What should the 
quality of the evidence be? Should we have different expectations of organizations of different sizes?

The conversation of expectations is an important and nuanced one. It is important that we hold organizations to 
certain expectations, but those expectations need to be realistic and achievable. In this section we invited Brad 
Dudding, Beverly Parsons, and Janice Noga to respond with their reflections to the question, “Should all organizations 
use data to provide evidence of their impact?”

Janice Noga
Owner
Pathfinder Evaluation & Consulting

Brad Dudding
Chief Impact Officer
Center for Employment Opportunities

Beverly Parsons 
Executive Director
InSites
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Insights from Brad Dudding 

Brad Dudding
Chief Impact Officer, Center for Employment Opportunities

The fundamental challenge of the social sector is linking mission to ongoing performance so that the people or 
audiences being served are actually benefiting. The focus on the gap between intention and results for nonprofits has 
sharpened in the last two decades as external stakeholders such as government and philanthropy have demanded 
more accountability for outcomes. Nonprofits themselves are growing more adept at collecting performance 
information by leveraging the tools of the data revolution. More recently, the sector has become fixated on the 
buzzword of “impact” and how to take credit for doing good. Typically, impact is defined as intended outcomes 
that occur over and above what would have happened anyway, preferability validated by a randomized control trial 
performed by outside evaluators. An emergent perspective endorses this definition but puts nonprofits in the driver’s 
seat for determining a learning agenda and how their impact objective is achieved. In this paradigm, organizations 
seek to generate internal evidence for program fidelity and impact, make data informed adaptations to improve 
results, and pursue external evaluations if and when appropriate to verify impact. This perspective also asserts that 
impacts are not inevitably positive and that good intentions can also lead to unintended negative consequences for 
people.

During my tenure at the Center for Employment Opportunities (CEO), a consistent focus of my work has been on 
how to translate CEO’s mission into tangible results. In other words, how employees efficiently collect program data 
(i.e., performance measurement) and use it to make better decisions, manage to positive outcomes, and improve 
services (i.e. performance management) to help more formerly incarcerated people reach their vocational goals and 
gain economic mobility. In addition to using data for monitoring purposes, CEO has tested its theory of change by 
participating in two randomized control trials and several other external quasi-experiments. This pursuit of evidence 
has provided CEO with the credibility to scale its operations into eight states and 21 jurisdictions over a ten year 
period.

Based on my experiences at CEO and the observation of sector-wide trends, let’s make sense of how nonprofits go 
about measuring mission effectiveness and poses the question, “Should all organizations use data as evidence to 
verify their impact on the people they serve?”  

To begin to answer this question, we must be precise about how benefits are delivered in the social sector. Social 
value is the positive changes that contribute to making people’s lives more fulfilling, more productive, healthier, 
or safer. Organizations have two pathways to creating this value – they can produce high-quality outputs or they 
can promote sustainable outcomes.  Nonprofits that offer services such as delivering meals or providing shelter or 
experiences such as concerts and exhibits do provide intrinsic value to people, but do not, in themselves, change 
lives. Of course, these outputs are critical for providing a safety net for people and raising consciousness of the 
human condition, which can collectively lead to positive societal impact; however, this generalized impact is difficult 
to verify and cannot be attributed to one organization.  

Organizations that are seeking meaningful changes in people’s lives – changes in knowledge, such as how to be a 
good father; skills, such as how to succeed in a job; or status, such as graduating from high school – must produce 
high quality outputs and manage participants’ progress towards outcomes defined by their theory of change. Once 
a nonprofit has performance data that indicates it is implementing services as planned and is reliably achieving 
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intended short- and intermediate-term outcomes, it can then appropriately test for attribution using experimental 
and non-experimental designs.

Building an array of evidence is arduous and requires an enormous amount of patience and discipline. It helps 
to focus more on the journey - what are we learning? - and not the destination – when can we check the box for 
achieving impact? In CEO's case, our journey on how to consistently collect and use data by frontline staff to improve 
services and outcomes has been a long one and not without missteps, but it has given rise to a set of principles that 
have sustained us through our proverbial walk through the woods. 

First, the ability to consistently align mission with performance starts with engaged senior leadership. Organizational 
leaders must be committed to providing resources and creating an environment that encourages staff to effectively 
use and learn from data in pursuit of team and organizational goals. This means providing the right tools, training, 
and time for staff to integrate program data into their daily workflow. It also means that leaders walk the talk of using 
and responding to data that promotes reflection, debate, and taking action.

At CEO, our leadership team has invested in the time and resources to get full adoption of our Salesforce database 
for program management. We run staff meetings with database screenshots projected on the wall to ensure our 
results are transparent to staff.  In these meetings, we transform data into understanding through staff dialogue and 
analysis. The goal is to create a collaborative learning environment to reflect on what is working (and what is not), 
what might work better, and what we can take action on in the future.

The first principle begets a second one which is managers are responsible for encouraging a data-informed and 
learning mindset in staff. Leaders clarify the mission and goals of the organization, and managers nurture a culture 
of high expectations and performance. They do this by cultivating both accountability and cooperation with their 
teams. When CEO was converting to Salesforce.com for program management over a decade ago, we initially 
struggled to achieve staff buy-in. Staff were not clear on “what’s in it for me” and were slow to adopt new data 
gathering practices. It was not until early adopters of the system were promoted to frontline management positions 
that we gained a snowball effect of people embracing new measurement practices. These managers successfully 
walked the line between holding staff accountable for using data and creating a smart and safe space for team and 
individual learning to flourish.

Leaders and managers ensure a third principle is actualized by defining and clarifying the organization’s purpose 
with a theory of change. A theory of change is the organization’s blueprint for success. It provides the framework that 
connects the mission and organizational strategy to daily operations and documents the assumptions for how change 
happens. It is also instrumental in defining what indicators staff must track (and not track) to ensure the organization 
is achieving its mission. In its most basic formulation, a theory of change includes the characteristics of the target 
population or audience, a codified program model, and the outputs and/or outcomes, with accompanying indicators, 
the organization desires to achieve given available resources. The theory of change workshop I participated in at CEO 
was among the most insightful experiences of my professional career. It crystallized CEO’s internal accountability 
for effectiveness and our impact bottom line. We were lucky enough to work under the tutelage of Dave Hunter, a 
master facilitator at unlocking why an organization exists and how it delivers social value. Two valuable insights arose 
from those sessions. First, we thought we were clear on our target population. We were not. Second, for the first time 
in our organization’s history, we clarified the long-term employment outcome we were accountable for - one year 
unsubsidized employment. Once the blueprint was complete, we updated the indicators to measure our mission 
and designed a data system that automated the collection and reporting process.
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The last principle I will highlight is balancing the use of data about people with data collected from people. This 
principle raises the question - results for whom? - and is premised on the observation that people are the experts in 
their own lives, yet they are not always treated that way. Thus, if we want to know what is working and why we have 
to listen, respond to, and collaborate with program users. The lionshare of data collected by nonprofits is derived 
from monitoring client engagement in program activities. Although observational data about people is essential 
for monitoring program quality and tracking progress to outcomes, it lacks the perceptions and insights of people 
receiving the service. By systematically listening and responding to constituent feedback, an organization can ensure 
its measurement and learning practices are human centered.

Like many organizations, CEO’s data monitoring system was largely devoid of real-time feedback data.  We were 
resistant to using paper surveys and generally unaware of the power of harvesting insights from people closest to 
the problems we were trying to solve. This changed when met David Bonbright, CEO at Keystone Accountability, 
who coined the term “constituent voice” and inspired us to add feedback to our measurement system. Bonbright 
convinced us that closing feedback loops could be simplified through micro surveys and forums to dialogue with 
and report back to participants on what we were hearing. CEO now has established four channels for collecting and 
responding to data from participants. This system, which complements our monitoring data, has resulted in several 
program modifications to improve the customer experience of CEO’s model.

These principles create a framework for nonprofits to convert good intentions to real benefits for their constituents 
over a sustained period of time. Of course, there are multiple strategic domains nonprofits must focus on in to reach 
high performance, but by demonstrating walk-the-talk leadership, data-informed management, clarity of purpose, 
and balanced measurement practices, organizations can effectively collect and use data for program management. 
Once an organization becomes more data-informed, it can then pursue evaluation and learning practices and seek 
more rigorous evidence to verify program impact, the knowledge that outcomes would not have occurred otherwise. 
As a final thought, it is important to reiterate that there is no one path for getting closer to the truth of why something 
works. The social problems most nonprofits seek to address are causally dense, and organizations need to embrace 
diverse methods for understanding the variables and contexts that influence mission effectiveness. What’s crucial 
is that employees consistently challenge their good intentions by asking themselves, “Are we enriching the lives of 
people we are trying to help?” Building a culture of inquiry and internal accountability is a constant and demanding 
endeavor, but knowing that the road to impact has no static destination will help people savor the journey.  

https://ssir.org/articles/entry/time_for_a_three_legged_measurement_stool
https://leapambassadors.org/resources/performance-imperative/
https://leapambassadors.org/resources/performance-imperative/
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Insights from Beverly Parsons and Janice Noga
Beverly Parsons 
Executive Director, InSites

Janice Noga
Owner, Pathfinder Evaluation & Consulting

Should all organizations use data to provide evidence of their impact? The immediate reaction would be “of course.” 
Yet, after consideration of the question and its emphasis on using data to provide evidence of an organization’s 
impact, we realize we are not in unqualified agreement. Our concerns center around notions of organization, impact, 
and the assumptions that underlie the phrasing of this question.

Organization

An organization is a “social unit of people…structured and managed to meet a need or to pursue collective goals… 
Organizations are open systems - they affect and are affected by their environment” (Business Dictionary, 2018a). 
This is a good start but not good enough. Two additional qualities must be taken into consideration.

First, human organizations are not just open systems. They are complex, adaptive systems - each of them dynamic, 
sensitive to context, and driven by nonlinear patterns of causality (Eoyang & Berkas, 1998). In today’s turbulent social 
and ecological environment, organizations, whether large or small, exist in a state of adaptation and flux in which 
behavior, such as progress and change, fails to follow predictable, linear patterns. As open systems, they respond 
to both internal and external disruption. Organizational structure may influence some patterns, but they are also 
shaped by informal connections and relationships, both internal and external, that vary over time in ways that can 
have an important influence on the data used to define organizational impact.

Second, the term “organization” typically implies a single entity. Yet, individual organizations often work within a 
larger contextual framework of service that includes partnerships, networks, and collaborations. For purposes of our 
discussion, we include such overarching structures as organizations.

Impact

Impact is generally defined as a “measure of the tangible and intangible effects (consequences) of [an] entity’s 
action or influence upon another” (Business Dictionary, 2018b). Impact may be positive or negative, intended or 
unintended. A major challenge in determining impact is setting boundaries on what types or range of impacts can 
reasonably be expected.

For human-serving organizations, impact is often defined in terms of the solution of a social problem, typically an 
enduring and overarching problem such as literacy, food security, health and wellness, or income equity, that is not 
easily defined or solved. Such problems are known as “wicked problems” (Buchanan, 1992). They involve many 
overlapping stakeholders with different perspectives of the problem and potential solutions. They are marked by 
social and systemic complexity that makes problem-solving difficult to manage and makes impact difficult to predict 
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and measure. Benefits in one area often entail costs or loss in another. In fact, rather than seeking to solve these 
problems, a better goal may be to seek a “flexible range of equilibrium” acceptable to those involved.

Keeping these points about organization and impact in mind, let’s revisit our question. We suggest rephrasing the 
question to read: Should all organizations use data to contribute to a valued long-term impact? This maintains 
the emphasis on all organizations and use of data while shifting the focus from any one organization promoting or 
defending its past work to focusing on an organization’s current and future role in promoting social impact. Now we 
can respond “yes” without qualm.

Let’s examine each part of the rephrased question:

All organizations: Now we comfortably include all organizations, not just formalized private, public, and governmental 
organizations but also other entities such as networks, partnerships, and informal community groups. Size or structure 
doesn’t matter.

Data: By data we mean “factual information that can be used as a basis for reasoning, discussion, or calculation” 
(Merriam Webster, 2018). All organizations need to use data for making decisions about their actions and ways 
of being in the world. This definition of data and our rephrasing of the question move us beyond the purpose of 
providing evidence about what an organization has done in the past to using data to shape how the organization acts 
within its arena of influence now and in the future.

Both qualitative and quantitative data, used with rigor, are of value. Different criteria and designs are used depending 
on the type of data being gathered. Rigor includes the credibility of data sources, by whom and how data are gathered, 
and the technical quality of data collection instruments. Do not assume that one methodology, such as randomized 
control trials (RCT), is automatically superior to another. No one method can be considered the “gold standard.” 
Rather, the standard of quality must be fit for purpose -– the appropriateness of the method for the situation and 
the purpose for gathering data.

Contribute: Now, we are not restricting data use to segmenting out one organization’s specific impact. Such an 
assumption implies that social change works like a mechanical apparatus, as gears fitting together in a machine with 
each piece distinct and having a unique and stable role. As discussed earlier, social systems don’t work that way. They 
are more like a living body with its dynamic ways of working, its redundancies and interplays among its subsystems 
compensating for one another at some points while also recognizing each one’s quite distinct roles. They all “care” 
about one another and adjust to help the other when the system is subjected to disruption. For example, when the 
kidneys are stressed by excess sodium in the blood, hormones are released triggering cells to adjust their use of 
sodium and potassium in order to lower sodium in the blood. In this way, the body adjusts to changing situations at 
any given point in time.

The process is similar when measuring an organization’s contribution to a desired impact. The focus shifts to flexibility 
and adaptation in responding to what is happening with the situation as a whole and to how other organizations are 
functioning. The emphasis is on contribution to progress towards desired impact rather than individual attainment of 
impact. The organization contributes by being part of a larger system. Data are collected to inform what is happening, 
what each member of the system is doing, and the necessary proactive and reactive actions suitable to that time and 
place. At times, it may be necessary to measure specific impact, but,  overall, emphasis shifts from highly specific 
contribution to overall support of the system working to achieve desired impact.
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Valued: Organizations need to be transparent about what they value and be aware of the degree of conflict in values 
that may exist within a single organization as well as across multiple organizations. They must also take care that the 
use of data doesn’t exclude important roles and functions. For example, environmental protection for species may 
be highly valued by one organization but may conflict with a need for profit valued by another. The best role for one 
member of an impact effort may therefore be to focus on facilitating a delicate process of trust building, informing 
various parties of the consequences of their actions, and being willing to go unrecognized in order to build common 
ground for all member organizations.

Long-term: The path to a long-term goal in today’s complex world has its ups and downs, its entwined pathways 
and patterns. It is important to remember that long-term changes are seldom linear, cause-and-effect relationships. 
Although data may be collected to measure short-term changes, appropriate data collected at the appropriate time 
also helps identify how organizations move toward the long-term, flexible equilibrium that is impact. Data can thus 
be used to identify an organization’s role in achieving long-term desired change rather than as a means to tout or 
“prove” individual accomplishments.

Impact: Long-term change in a formal or informal system requires that the work of change come from within (Capra 
& Luisi, 2016). If your organization is external to the system being changed, the most you can do is disturb the system 
you want to see changed. For change to be enduring, those within the system must adopt and own the identified 
pathways to change and the desired impact. For example, a national foundation may want to support change in 
a community. As an entity external to the community, it can encourage and support change through information, 
influence, and support to increase residents’ capacity to enact change. For such change to actually occur, residents 
must be empowered to take ownership, to define the type and nature of change, and to make it happen. The 
foundation must therefore recognize and respect the power of those within the community, be humble about what 
it can accomplish, and use data to figure out how best to work in close partnership, friendship, and compassion with 
those in the community. The foundation’s contribution toward the desired impact becomes initiation and continued 
support as a partner, rather than the owner, for change.

Conclusion

Working toward impact should never be viewed as working toward perfection,; nor should an impact goal be 
viewed as a fixed state of achievement. We prefer to think of it as a process of organizations working toward flexible 
equilibrium within a community of practice. In this manner, each member of the community gathers and shares data 
to better understand what is occurring, to collectively determine whether they are moving in the desired direction, 
and to continually assess how each is contributing to change in a manner that emphasizes ongoing learning across 
the entire community.

Resources

Here are three resources you may find helpful when addressing this reframed question:

• The PCI Reflective Evaluation Framework, available from The Foundation Review as an open access document 
(https://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/tfr/vol10/iss1/7/), is a practical framework for determining what to measure and 
pay attention to when seeking to bring about change in social systems. The framework focuses attention on three 
interactive domains: (1) the five “P’s” -– people, power, programs, practices, and policies -– that are critical components 
of social systems; (2) the three “C’s” -– content, connectivity, and context -– that designate the dimensions in the 
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larger system or situation that encompasses the five P’s; and (3) the four “I’s” -– improve, inform, influence, and 
impact -– that set forth actions that organizations can take, and evaluate, to address social systems change.

• The American Evaluation Association (www.eval.org) has many resources, including guiding principles for evaluative 
inquiry and ethical use of data.

• The InSites website (www.insites.org) has many resources for investigating long-term sustainability and equity. The 
resources come from several organizations. If you go to the websites of the authors of those resources, you’ll find 
additional helpful materials.
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