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Introduction

One of the main challenges facing the adoption of impact data is the standardization of impact data. To become 
a sector that is focused on impact and outcomes, we must develop shared understandings of how impact data is 
packaged and utilized. This kind of interoperability is the necessary foundation for not just using impact data one by 
one but transforming the sector.

In this section, we invited Deborah L. Rugg, Nina R. Sabarre, Sara Peters, Kevin Rafter, and Jeremy Nicholls to discuss 
their perspectives and experiences helping develop standards, frameworks, and taxonomies.

Nina R. Sabarre 
Founder & Principal
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Claremont Evaluation Center-NY
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Insights from Deborah L. Rugg and Nina R. Sabarre 

Deborah L. Rugg 
Lead Faculty, Claremont Evaluation Center-NY

Nina R. Sabarre 
Founder & Principal, Intention 2 Impact

What are the SDGs?

From climate change to extreme poverty and systemic inequalities, we face an unprecedented rate of change given 
the interconnected stressors on our world and the cross-sector efforts to alleviate them. Through an equitable 
and consensus-driven process, the United Nations (UN) has developed global guidance to provide a blueprint for 
nations, agencies, and partners to collectively lead universal systems change towards a better future at every level of 
society. In September 2015, leaders from the UN’s 193 member states agreed on the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development, which includes 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) to achieve a more equitable and sustainable 
world. The SDGs include eliminating poverty, achieving gender equality, ensuring quality education for all children, 
guaranteeing clean water and sanitation, improving access to affordable and clean energy, supporting decent work 
and economic growth, among other calls to action to protect the planet and secure peace and prosperity for all. 
These goals have been operationalized by 169 measurable targets to track progress from 2015 to 2030. 

The SDGs evolved from the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) that were launched in 2000 and came to an end 
in 2015. Building upon the MDGs, the SDGs are transformative and fundamentally different in four ways. First, the 
SDGs adopt the principle of universality, while the MDGs were intended to only monitor progress in the developing 
world. The SDGs recognize that global issues such as ending poverty, fighting inequality, and stopping climate change 
are relevant to both developing and developed countries alike. Second, the ten MDGs resulted in ten vertical silos 
of efforts and monitoring activities, whereas the SDGs are based on the principle of integration. Achieving one goal 
often involves tackling issues associated with another. As such, the activities supporting the 17 goals are planned in 
coordination and tracked by linking and cross-referencing the 231 indicators across 169 targets and 17 goals. For 
example, attaining the 2030 targets for the education, health, poverty, and gender-equity goals will benefit from 
being conducted in a coordinated and synergistic manner and the indicators analyzed in a triangulated manner. The 
third difference is the renewed emphasis on establishing robust partnerships. This is not an initiative than can solely 
be achieved by the UN or by national governments alone. Public–private partnerships for implementing and tracking 
the SDGs are essential. Fourth, the SDGs have significantly increased the expectation of better data quality, effective 
monitoring of indicators, conduct of quality evaluations, and Voluntary National Program Reviews (VNPR) of SDGs 
progress to enhance both learning and public accountability to the people of all nations. Monitoring and evaluation 
(M&E) was largely absent, except for basic indicator reporting, during the MDGs era.

Why are the SDGs important for the philanthropic, non-profit, and business sectors?

Universal norms and standard- setting initiatives like the SDGs are important because they set out an overarching 
strategy on how to approach global issues that affect us all, either directly or indirectly, either now or in the future, 
guiding the member nations and the UN agencies and their partners to collectively solve the problems of the world. 
Since it is based on an international consensus process, it carries the weight of global endorsement by all heads of 
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state and national governments. This is a very powerful platform and empowers local actors in new ways to carry the 
banner in their specific sector on topics that most concern them. Despite criticisms that the 2030 Agenda is a highly 
ambitious undertaking, the question remains: what is the alternative? At least with unanimity on the priorities for the 
world’s collective attention, there is an increased chance that collective and concerted actions will make a difference. 
A shared agenda and standards provide a framework and the “glue” that can hold disparate factions together in 
transformative and new ways.

This does not preclude philanthropies, non-profits, or businesses from working in a more focused manner within 
their topic area, sector, or country. It simply provides a basis for synergy and enhanced potential to leverage resources 
and scale innovation. For instance, collaboration around the SDGs allows cross-sector actors to benefit from the 
strengths of each sector by sharing knowledge and expertise. While the philanthropic sector has the financial and 
social capital to invest in development initiatives, national governments have the legitimacy and responsibility to 
enable environments for mutually beneficial partnerships. By engaging in policy dialogue, consolidating strategies, 
and sharing actionable data, SDGs partnerships can reduce duplication of efforts across various sectors and increase 
the efficiency, effectiveness, and quality of programs and services. Furthermore, paving pathways to work together 
will help identify, scale, and replicate proven solutions or terminate those that are ineffective.

Examples of how the philanthropic sector can effectively align with national governments towards achieving the 
SDGs are evident through the SDGs Philanthropy Platform (SDGPP). The Platform, launched in 2014 by the United 
Nations Development Programme (UNDP) and Rockefeller Philanthropy Advisors (RPA) and supported by the 
Conrad N. Hilton Foundation, Ford Foundation, Brach Family Charitable Foundation, and UN Foundation, provides 
an online network for partners to navigate the SDGs landscape by identifying entry points for collaboration, sharing 
knowledge through access to data and best practices, and convening relevant stakeholders to deepen impact and 
scale solutions. To date, SDGPP has increased the voice of philanthropy in national government plans to achieve 
the global goals in eight pilot countries, Brazil, Colombia, Ghana, India, Indonesia, Kenya, the United States and 
Zambia.  For example, in Brazil, SDGPP brought together philanthropic partners from 24 organizations to develop a 
systems-thinking framework to scale solutions focused on goals 4, 10, and 16 related to quality education, reduced 
inequalities, and peace, justice, and strong institutions. The organizations successfully worked together to identify 
levers for scaling solutions, shared lessons learned, and pooled resources to maximize their impact with joint 
investment.

What are the limits of the SDGs metrics?

The 231 SDGs indicators were designed by an inter-agency expert group and approved by the UN member states 
and an International Statistical Commission. They are intended to serve as the global monitoring metrics to be 
collected by national governments and reported annually to the UN Statistics Division in New York. Tracking global 
progress requires a standardized approach to allow for aggregation, as well as critical disaggregation of results by age, 
sex, race/nationality, etc. While these indicators are necessary and important, they are limited in two ways.

First, indicator metrics are only the first step and can only answer questions regarding “how much” and “by whom?”? 
They cannot answer “why” questions, such as “Why aren’t our programs having more impact? What should we do 
differently? Are we doing the right things? Are we doing it right? And, in programs that seem to be working, what are 
the effective elements, and how do we scale these up?” Indicator monitoring cannot answer these “why” and “how” 
questions. To answer such questions, evaluative-thinking and evaluation studies are needed.
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Second, since the SDGs indicators were designed to be collected by national governments for global reporting, 
there may need to be tailored and supplemental indicators developed to be more appropriate for different sectors. 
Metrics may need to be modified for certain topic areas addressed by philanthropic and nonprofit sectors.

How to use evaluation to answer the most critical impact questions

A concrete example comes from an educational program in South Africa that aimed to increase the number of girls 
pursuing education. The program’s data showed that the girls were not attending school, regardless of outreach 
efforts. By school leaders exercising evaluative thinking and identifying an evaluation consultant from the community 
who was familiar with the situation, it became evident that the girls were in danger when they walked to and from 
school due to a high incidence of sexual violence.  This deeper inquiry into what was affecting attendance led 
to a program improvement that included chaperones for the girls when they went back and forth to school, and 
as result, attendance rates of girls increased. Without examining “why” or engaging stakeholder perspectives, an 
organization would be limited in making sense of the data to improve portfolios and grantee performance and/or 
to scale effectively.

Considerations when addressing evaluative questions 

To answer “why” questions, it is first important to consider what gets in the way of asking these questions. The most 
obvious challenge is cost. The kinds of questions that emanate from evaluative thinking add cost to data collection 
and analysis.  Monitoring a finite set of indicators is less expensive, as indicators reflect more readily available and 
repeatable quantitative data. If, however, an entity is genuinely interested in impact, then multiple perspectives 
and data collection methods are needed to examine factors that contribute to success or failure. As such, more 
comprehensive evaluation efforts require up-front planning and a dedicated budget for evaluation studies.

Another challenge relates to the competencies that are necessary for designing evaluations, working with data, 
synthesizing the findings, and communicating results clearly. Local knowledge of the context(s) in which an enterprise 
is working is also important for developing relevant questions and interpreting results. This local knowledge usually 
means identifying evaluators who are from the communities where the work is happening.  Over 150 professional 
evaluation associations exist around the globe - including the global south, i.e., the African Evaluation Association 
(AfREA) and South Asia Evaluation Conclave.

A third consideration discussed is the risk of uncovering difficult realities. Often, there are reasons why a social 
problem exists, which can be sensitive and/or structural. Evaluation can expose complex systemic challenges, i.e., 
national regulations. It is always discouraging when the evaluation concludes that the program is not as effective as 
everyone had hoped. However, most quality evaluations will also include recommendations on what can be done to 
make the program performance better.

Conclusion

Despite the limitations of the SDGs metrics and the challenges of evaluating them, intentional alignment across 
sectors is worth the effort. The SDGs provide a universal and integrated strategy that encourages partnerships and 
utilizes measurement to advance the UN’s 2030 Agenda. For the philanthropic sector to maximize its impact, its 
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actors should understand the ecosystem of the global goals and consider where it can strategically leverage entry 
points, share resources and knowledge, and scale innovative solutions.
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Insights from Sara Peters and Kevin Rafter 

Sara Peters
Senior Director of Policy & Evidence, Project Evident 

Kevin Rafter 
Senior Evidence Director, Project Evident

One of the main challenges facing the adoption of impact data is the standardization of impact data. To become 
a sector that is focused on impact and outcomes, we must develop shared understandings of how impact data is 
packaged and utilized. This kind of interoperability is the necessary foundation for not just using impact data one by 
one but transforming the sector.

Creating a standardized social impact framework is a fraught enterprise in the United States social sector. Government 
is by far the largest buyer of social services in the US, but historically, the vast majority of public grants and contracts 
have been for services rather than outcomes.  Furthermore, local control and autonomy are long-standing and 
deeply held values in the United States, which have helped to foster a decentralized system of governance and 
accountability across the procurement and implementation of a wide range of social services. While this structure 
is a strength for tailoring services to address different local needs, it also makes it very challenging to implement 
overarching frameworks for impact measurement and subsequent results-based funding projects.

Since 2012, a small but growing corner of the US social services industry has been disrupting the norms of impact 
measurement and reporting, public procurement and contract management, and nonprofit financing through Pay 
for Success projects. Launched most prominently through the Social Impact Bond and now having become the 
wider field of results-based contracting and Pay for Success, we are hopeful that these early projects are suggestive of 
an increased focus and capacity of social services funders, nonprofits, governments, intermediaries, and evaluators 
to deliver and report on meaningful outcomes for communities in need. By focusing on outcomes rather than 
activities, Pay for Success projects are pushing important advances in impact measurement and reporting for key 
social services. 

In fact, given the history and structure of social service delivery and funding in the United States, we believe that 
this locale-specific, “bottom-up” approach is not only required for the long-term sustainability and scaling of impact 
measurement, reporting, and funding of social services, but has also bred a number of lessons learned for the 
broader fields of social services, impact measurement and evaluation, impact investing, and government innovation.

The first Social Impact Bonds were originally intended to:

1. Collectively catalyze the achievement of impactful social outcomes across the philanthropic, nonprofit, public, 
private, and academic sectors;

2. Understand and capture what services and supports work best for communities in need through rigorous 
evaluation methodologies; and
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3. Implement more preventative social service programming by identifying and redirecting demonstrable cost 
savings and avoidances from such programs.

Though often overly complex in practice, the structure of a Social Impact Bond (importantly these transactions are 
not actually financial bonds) is relatively simple in theory: a funder (philanthropic, private, or both) provides multi-
year funding to a nonprofit service provider to achieve a particular social outcome. After a set amount of time, the 
impact of the nonprofit’s services is measured and reported. If the impact of those services is equal to or greater 
than the impact produced by continuing the status quo, the local government (state, county, city, or a combination) 
pay back the original funder. If the impact of services is not greater than what would have otherwise occurred in that 
jurisdiction, then the government does not pay. The website https://payforsuccess.org/ provides more explanation 
of the Pay for Success basics and developments in the field.

The first Social Impact Bond transaction was launched in 2012 in the United States. Since this first deal, several dozen 
Social Impact Bond deals have been launched in the United States, with estimates suggesting an additional several 
dozen governments and nonprofits have enacted various results-based contracts and grants. In these variations, 
service providers receive a portion of the total contract size, or an additional bonus payment on top of the total 
contract size, based on the demonstrated impact of the services. Financially speaking, results-based contracts differ 
from Social Impact Bonds through a simpler structure and reduced financial risk. While a Social Impact Bond might 
involve 100% of programmatic costs plus an additional financial return on the line for the results of a program 
evaluation, a results-based contract might involve 15% of programmatic costs on the line for the results of a program 
evaluation.

Across all of these results-based contracting and Pay for Success projects, there is a shared interest in forging cross-
sector, multi-year partnerships, capturing and implementing evidence-based practices, and redirecting resources 
and attention towards reportable and meaningful outcomes. While there hasn’t been a mass proliferation in the 
sector of either the Social Impact Bond or other results-based funding structures to the degree that some had hoped 
for a handful of years ago, pockets of experimentation and innovation have emerged throughout the greater results-
based funding landscape.

These projects have developed through various strategic, financial, and impact motivations and goals for the core 
project stakeholders. Importantly, each project has been developed in partnership with a range of different state, 
city, and county governments; nonprofit service providers; and private and philanthropic funders. However, even 
with all of these differences, a critical principle remains: for every launched Pay for Success project, there must be a 
clear and compelling through line between the social services being delivered and the impacts to be reported and 
paid on (and codified through contract). Having a solid understanding of the most likely program impacts and a 
reliable way to measure them is a prerequisite for this funding structure. No public, private, or philanthropic funder 
will agree on funding a project without the most likely program impacts well defined from the get-go. 

Given the variation in project partners and localities and general decentralization of social services in the US, to date 
there has been limited overall standardization in the project structures and funding terms of these Pay for Success-
type projects. Accordingly, the learning agendas and success narratives have differed across projects. In the first few 
years of Pay for Success, a disproportionate number of deals were initially focused in the social impact areas of early 
education, homelessness, and recidivism, but as the approach gains momentum, a range of both issue areas and 
reportable and payable outcomes have been supported through recent Pay for Success projects.

https://payforsuccess.org/
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The first wave of Pay for Success has stoked a desire for a greater variety of performance-based funding models, which 
will require more evidence in the fields where governments, nonprofits, and social impact funders want to invest 
using this model. In order to ensure that nonprofit providers have authority over their evidence strategies, the field 
needs to strengthen performance management and feedback in Pay for Success projects. Additionally, governments, 
nonprofits, and social impact funders have increasingly expressed the need for shorter-term process metrics and 
outputs to be reported alongside longer-term outcomes to allow for a greater variety of funding structures.

Past attempts to define outcomes for the universe of nonprofit services have collapsed under their own weight. In 
aspiring to cover the vastness of US social services, they didn’t actually align with experience and programs on the 
ground in communities. Trends in the Pay for Success field point towards an impact framework for social services 
grounded in evidence and feasibility - impact metrics that are aligned to evidence about what works and what’s 
feasible for service providers to collect and report. Several emerging efforts to look across projects and identify 
common metrics will take stock of the measures that work in practice and how they work for different communities. 
So, watch this space!
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Insights from Jeremy Nicholls

Jeremy Nicholls
Founder, Social Value UK

Talk about standards for impact measurement and the normal reaction is to focus on standardizing indicators, 
because if we are using the same measures we can compare things. And if we are going to increase impact, we need 
to compare ways of doing things, identifying and choosing the things that make the most impact. We want to be 
able to make relatively small program change, for example, would opening half an hour later create more impact; or 
to choose between programs, for example, stopping doing something, even though it has positive impact because 
the organization can create more impact by shifting the resource elsewhere; or a change in strategy, to realise that 
a new strategy would be more effective. This will provide interoperability and seems to make sense. After all, that’s 
what a ruler does.

There are, though, several things wrong with making standardizing indicators as the starting point for a standard for 
impact measurement. More than anything else, this approach provides no guarantee that impact will increase and 
guarantees that impact won’t be high as it could be.

Standards are important because standards mean consistency, and consistency does help make comparisons 
between different ways of doing things. And, in general, we do need to choose ways of doing things that have the 
most impact, though there’s a caveat here.

I’m going to set out the case for standards and, in doing so, explain why standards in indicators are needed but are 
not the right starting point. This will also help explain why so much of the current practice of impact measurement 
is at best “mostly harmless.”

Things are changing, and by the time this is published, it is likely that the growing recognition of what needs 
standardizing, and what we should do whilst standards are developing, will be commonplace.

Though this begs the first question: How do we know when we have a standard?

There are many standard setting bodies out there. In just one example, the British Standards Institute (BSI) 
is developing a standard on social value (measurement and management) which could be the precursor for an 
international standard (an ISO). There would be a standard, but it wouldn’t mean that everyone managing their 
impact would use it or agree with it. There is a big difference between standards in theory and in practice. Even 
in financial accounting, where there are international standards in both theory and practice as well as a massive 
ecosystem to ensure compliance with those standards with penalties and consequences for non-compliance, there 
are still variations in international practice, and, importantly, the standards change over time. 

In theory, there is now considerable convergence in how to measure impact, at least in international frameworks 
like the Impact Management Project, Social Value International, and the Human and Social and Natural Capital 
Coalitions. There are wrinkles, slightly different language and some different emphases, but it’s all getting very close. 
Yet, in practice, there is still a huge variation and little standardization and still so many people arguing that there are 
many ways of measuring impact.
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All this needs unpacking, but there are reflections on creating and making standards useful that will help.

Standards are social constructs, developed by people to be useful; they are public goods.

The definition of what is useful, what are standards for, is, critical to everything that follows. 

Theory and practice are not the same; standard adoption and usage generally require legislation or at least real 
consequences for not using standards.

To achieve the objective of usefulness, there will not be a single standard; there are several things that will need 
standardizing. 

It may be necessary in the short term to use proxies for theoretical standards until there is more practice in applying 
standards agreed to in theory.

Standards continue to change over time, both incrementally and occasionally more radically. Managing this means 
some control over developments but control that is transparent, accountable, and inclusive, and where ownership 
is public.   

Keeping these in mind, I am going to cover:

•    The purpose of impact measurement

•    The issues that need addressing to meet that purpose

•    Developing standards across these issues

•    Proxies whilst all this is going on

•    A summary

•    Some resources

Impact measurement, what is it for?  

Organizations generally start thinking about their impact in relation to their goals, how are they doing against what 
are their intentions. This is understandable and important. Are we having the impact we intended, at the level we 
expected, and can we increase it? At least, these are normally the reasons people give if asked. Impact is for the 
people who get it, and impact measurement is for the people who deliver it.
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However, managing impact from the perspective of the people who get that impact, making it for them, is not 
the same thing and opens up significant opportunities to increase the overall net positive impact, intended and 
unintended.

Why?

Firstly, a focus on intended impact risks ignoring, or at least down playing, any unintended impacts. An organization 
seeking to maximize its impact must seek to reduce any negative impacts, and as long as responsibility for those 
is accepted, itself by no means a given, this is fairly obvious. But, understanding other positive outcomes is also 
fundamental to designing services that, by recognizing what’s important to people who experience the impact, can 
also increase performance against an organization’s goals. This is much more rare in the world of impact though 
second nature in the world of customer insight. This is fundamental, and yet, so much impact measurement in 
practice starts and ends with intended impact. Worse, those in the impact measurement advisory world argue that 
this is the best place to start. Impact measurement is hard, and we can move on to unintended outcomes later. 
This is a travesty of responsibility to those who will get an impact and is the reverse of being accountable to them. It 
means that the pursuit of theories of change and evaluation rigor can drive out opportunities to increase our impact. 
It is not the starting point for measurement where there is accountability to those who get what is being measured.

This does raise a different challenge. It wouldn’t be practical or meaningful to collect and analyze data and come up 
with recommendations for change without understanding the organization’s goals and purpose. Purpose matters 
- up to a point - as it will inform, but not drive, the decisions about what information will be useful if you want to 
increase impact. 

Secondly, it would mean that the information should be good enough for those getting the impacts to make decisions 
in relation to their interaction with the organization creating the impact. In practice, people getting impacts are not 
always able to make decisions. For example, they cannot move home once they realize the river is being polluted 
by an upstream activity. So, the information will need to be good enough as if they could. This information will be 
the summary of information used by the organization to make choices, to allocate resources to create as much 
impact as possible. For this, there need to be consequences or incentives for the organization and policies, systems 
and a culture that underpins this. Being good enough also means recognizing that intended outcomes can often 
be overgeneralized, even if in the right area. People sometimes talk about adding qualitative data to quantitative 
at this point, the quality of jobs as well as the number, but the key qualities, different characteristics of people, 
duration, value, causation, and, yes, quantity can all be quantified and are recognized by, for example, the Impact 
Management Project, Social Value International, and the Social Capital Protocol.

The focus on intended impact is a consequence of an accountability gap. It is the nature of social and environmental 
impacts that the people experiencing them cannot hold the organizations to account or have much more limited 
ability to do so than for financial value. This has fundamental implications for understanding and managing impact, 
though often either the lack of accountability or the implications are not recognized. Even in financial value, the 
current failings of capital markets can be argued to be the result of increasingly limited shareholder power; however, 
investors can and do sell shares, vote in directors, and drive performance. Businesses not creating as much financial 
value as they can are at risk from competitors or from acquisition, and their managers can and do lose their jobs. 
The challenge of lower accountability means that organizations creating social and environmental value will be less 
responsive to those getting the impacts.
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The lack of accountability has fundamental implications. Back to purpose, what if the highest impact was only 
possible if there was wealth redistribution? No accountability means there is nothing in the system to force investors 
to change their purpose and distribute their wealth. 

If impact measurement is not for funders and not for managers but for the people getting the impact, the question 
is no longer, ‘How much impact?’ It is now, “Is the net positive impact as high as it can be given the resources 
available?” Why would those getting it want it to be any less?

They will only know this if the information being produced is a measure of performance against that goal. Since no 
one can ever know if we have created as much impact as we could, we need an ecosystem that provides a strong 
proxy.

This is what happens in financial accounting. Standards exist because legislation exists so that investors can hold 
organizations to account. This has led to good enough measurement that is about performance and is tested by 
auditors acting on behalf of investors. Each part of the ecosystem has developed standards. Not only are accounting 
and audit subject to standards, but it is also standard practice for organizations to manage performance against 
budget and for any conflict of interest between managers and owners to be recognized. This works alongside 
competition, so that businesses seek out opportunities to create more financial value. The absence of accountability 
is a problem for impact measurement, and the absence of competition is a problem for purpose and strategy that 
will maximize impact.

For impact measurement, there are some basic requirements.

Impact reports should not be reporting on what the impact was. There will be an impact. There should be reports on 
performance, and there should be a wider ecosystem to manage that performance.  

Within an organization, that ecosystem starts with culture and governance. The directors will need to act as 
representatives of all those getting an impact. 

The information should be a complete account of the consequences, not just goals, including positive and negative 
impacts, but it is not possible to account for every impact that results from an activity. There are an infinite number 
of impacts. So, there must be a process to decide which impacts will be managed and then performance reported.  

The information is for the people who get the impacts, but it will be produced by someone else.

The people responsible for the activity are biased and prone to all manner of human psychological traps, not least 
being cognitive dissonance and creating causality where none exists. There must be a check on the completeness, 
relevance, and accuracy of the reported performance, which will need to be done by someone acting on behalf of 
those people. This is not the same as managers employing evaluators and setting a scope for their work.

Each time there is a failure here, and one of these preconditions is not met, there is a risk that the impact reported 
is more than it was, a risk that it could even be net negative, and a virtual guarantee that it’s not as high as it could 
have been.
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What needs standardizing? 

This means that the standards that are needed include:

• Assurance

• Well-defined outcomes 

• Completeness and materiality

• Accuracy

• Relative values

• Risk

Assurance or checking that the reported impact is reasonable, complete, relevant, and accurate will need to be 
standardized. Otherwise, reports that have been assured will not be consistent, have less credibility, and will not be 
used for comparisons. 

One of the problems introduced by the commonly used input-output-outcome framework is the idea that there is 
one outcome. In reality, one outcome leads to another outcome leads to another outcome and so on, and a decision 
is required on how far to go. Even if this is recognized, there is still a risk is that, by focusing on the organization rather 
than the people getting the impact, the decision is made to stop too soon, on the argument that the organization’s 
contribution to the outcomes declines the further you go. Managing value often means getting to the point where 
the person experiencing the outcome perceives value to be created and recognizing that the organization only plays 
a part in this. Another problem is to confuse outcomes that lead to outcomes with outcomes that are aspects of or 
part of more general outcomes.

If these aren’t considered, it is possible to end up comparing, for example, training with well-being with employment 
when training may lead to employment and being employed is an aspect of well-being. This is before recognizing 
that employment needs more information on duration and perceived value before it is a “well-defined outcome.” 
The process and decisions by which outcomes are determined before they can reasonably be compared in making 
choices on resource allocation needs standardizing.

Since the number of outcomes arising from an action will be infinite and since it is not possible to collect data on all 
these outcomes, it will be necessary to prioritize. The process by which the outcomes that matter to those affected, 
often referred to as materiality, are determined will need to be standardized.

Accuracy is not just about how much of an outcome has occurred. Making comparisons between outcomes will 
need data on how much (the number of people and the extent of the effect) but also data on duration, causality and 
value. Different levels of rigor mean different levels of risk of misstatement, where a material misstatement would be 
one that has an effect on decisions (and on decisions that those effected would make IF they could). Accuracy needs 
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to be good enough for the decisions and will vary for internal decisions to allocate resources, but there will need to 
be some standardization of what level of rigor is good enough for those effected.

Risk is not limited to accuracy of data collection but also to completeness and relevance and to decisions about 
outcomes. Some standardization of risks and measurement of risk will also help decision makers.

How are we doing?

In theory, we’re doing quite well.

There are several assurance standards that can help, including ISAE3000 and AA1000AS, and Social Value Assurance 
(SVI) standard is specifically designed for social impact. SVI also support a standard for well-defined outcomes. The 
Impact Management Project, the Social and Natural Capital Protocols, and SVI all address the issue of materiality 
and have some guidance. Though there are differences, there is also increasing convergence.

On accuracy, there is more to do, especially in recognizing that the level of accuracy required is not necessarily as high 
as would be required to meet scientific standards of proof, which has been one of the barriers to wider use of impact 
management and the relentless use of impact data to increase value. Finally, on the valuation or the quantification 
of the relative importance of different outcomes, there is also convergence in theory and guidance, ranging from an 
ISO for valuing environmental outcomes to SVI general guidance on valuation with a standard expected soon.

In practice, we’re not doing as well.

This means that most enterprises are not creating as much value as they could with the resources they have. They 
are not comparing trends, comparing performance against budget. They’re not comparing different options with 
data that covers the above issues and regularly making changes to the goods or services they deliver. Investors 
are, therefore, not able to compare different options or easily assess how impact is changing over time within their 
portfolios. The increase in the number of corporates that are measuring, and valuing, impact is encouraging but is 
limited to a relatively small number of businesses.

Nonetheless, the convergence in theory is removing one of the barriers to more practice. With an increased focus 
on decision making, on using data and on comparing options, there is also increased recognition that valuation 
is implicit in any decision and that approaches that make valuation more transparent and more informed by the 
preferences of those affected should lead to more value being created.

The problem is that it won’t be possible to make resource allocations decisions based on impact data from 
organizations that are not managing impact with data that is based on accountability. There is a lot to standardize if 
the purpose really is increasing impact. Either there will be too much variability between organizations or, even with 
consistency, the risk that the information is incomplete. The cost of making the wrong decisions is too high.

What can we use in the meantime?

Interoperability does not have to mean interoperability for everyone. Individual organizations can get comparable 
data, compare options, and make decisions to increase impact even if their data is not complete or very accurate, 
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preferably so long as those making the decisions understand the risks. It is a low risk to make small changes and 
improvements that are low cost and easy to reverse. They can compare performance over time and standardize 
that comparison to allow for changes in measurement approach over time. They can compare performance against 
budget using their own internal standard, but it is important that they focus their energies on these comparisons and 
the resulting discussion and decisions. If they get swept up in standardizing measures of the impact they have, even 
if these are developed in some way with user involvement, there is a danger that the data will be seen as proving and 
reporting impact. Organizations with a culture of comparison and responsiveness will seek out other organizations 
against which to compare their own performance and work with them towards further standardization.

For investors and funders, it could mean focusing on measuring responsiveness and on the organization’s journey 
towards collecting data that is complete, relevant, and accurate but without setting this as the immediate target 
and without implying that any data that does not reach this “standard” cannot be used to influence decisions to 
increase impact. Some data, even if incomplete, will still be being collected. The question is, “What is being done 
with it?” Rather than focusing on the impact data, it would be possible to focus on the use of that data. Evaluate 
the responsiveness of the organization to data from users. The rate at which an organization considers options for 
change and implements those options is a measure of performance, not that there should always be change but 
that an organization that is not considering options is unlikely to be maximizing its impact. Also, an organization 
that never changes, when the world around it and the people it works with are always changing, is unlikely to be 
maximizing its impact either.

Rates of response could be analyzed, compared and even aggregated. There are approaches to measuring culture 
and systems that track progress overtime and can be compared and aggregated. Creating some standards in 
responsiveness and in culture, systems and capacity would be useful and relatively easy way of creating interoperability.

In Summary

Standards are critical for people to be able to share, compare, and make choices, but there will be several things that 
need standardizing.

We can’t standardize overnight, but we have to push towards these standards.

Recognizing the challenge of accountability and that we are almost certainly not creating as much impact as we 
can with the resources we have has fundamental implications for what we should standardize, especially how we 
decide which outcomes we will be accountable for and how that decision can be assured to be reasonable - more 
importantly that standardizing measures our own perception of outcomes.

The accountability gap means that the rate of response, the rate at which an organization changes in order to increase 
impact, is likely to be lower than it could be. Standardizing responsiveness will be important.

We can all start by counting the number of ideas we have had to change things as a result of data (feedback) from 
users and the number of ideas we have actually implemented.

Consequently, the resources below focus on this last point. There are now examples of businesses, social enterprises, 
and social investors that are exploring this, hopefully more examples and case studies will become available soon.
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Resources

Maximise your impact - A Guide for Social Entrepreneurs

Constituent Voice

Feedback Commons

http://www.socialvalueuk.org/app/uploads/2017/10/MaximiseYourImpact.24.10.17.pdf
http://keystoneaccountability.org/wp-content/uploads/2009/08/Really-busy-persons-guide-updated-Nov-2016.pdf
https://feedbackcommons.org/
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