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What’s the point of an outcomes framework?
Outcomes frameworks are tools for
informing data collection. More to the point,
they enable organisations to link the data
they collect to the outcome it is meant to
measure (see fig. 1, below). Outcomes
frameworks ensure that data is ‘about’ an
outcome, and actually measures it. So,
outcome frameworks are an important –
maybe the most important – element of
assuring your data quality. If this isn’t
important to you – for instance if you only
want to tell funders how satisfied your
service users are - stop reading! If this is
important then read on… 

Introduction

 You’ve also stated that you’ll report on this
frequently throughout the life of the
programme. You’re now committed to
gather data on service users’ confidence. It’s
contractual. So, you get to work writing some
questions about service users confidence,
put them in a survey, and ask away, But
here’s the problem. Confidence is a broad
issue, and there are any number of things
you could ask. You only have limited space
and don’t want to over-survey your service
users. So you need to reign in what you’re
asking and make it really relevant to the
intervention. Outcome frameworks do this –
in addition to linking the data to its outcome,
they also discipline organisations focus
evaluation questions on what is really
important to them. In this case, their surveys
produce less data – but it’s better quality.
So… how to actually work with outcomes?  

Outcomes measurement is an interesting
part of the evaluation process. Consider a
common measurement problem. A funder or
commissioner asks you to report how well
your programme is at doing something –
say, building people’s confidence. In your bid
submission you’ve stated that this is a key
outcome where the programme will report
impact.

Let’s think about measurement
in stages… 

First of all, an overview. Figure 2, below,
shows what we’re talking about. Here,
there’s a definite process for developing
measures. Figure 2 shows it has a theoretical
and a practical side. We’re going to focus on
the practical. However, despite the use of
some technical terms it doesn’t hurt to
explain this first (briefly) in terms of the 
underlying theory (we’ll then look solely at a
practical example to explore the practice)

Fig 1 - linking outcomes to data collection



Theoretically, the process starts with
someone defining a concept. Practically, this
is the process of developing or adopting an
outcome. The process ends with someone
looking for examples of this concept or
outcome in practice. These examples are
indicators. Indicators are basically
statements of ‘what we’d expect to see’ if the
outcome was being achieved. There are
some stages in between that are important
too. These will do the work of linking the
outcome to the data we eventually collect. 

We need to do two things first: (1) ask what
each outcome we’re interested in ‘means to
us’; and (2) ask what we’d ‘expect to see’ if the
outcome was being achieved. The phrase
‘means to us’ is a crucial step. We do this
because charities and social enterprises have
unique service offers and ways of working
with their service users. This stage – known
formally as ‘conceptualisation’ – simply
recasts the outcome in a way that is
meaningful for the organisation.[1] Different
organisations will have different
conceptualisations of this (of what a
particular outcome means to them and their
service users). This is fine. The next step,
asking ‘what we would expect to see’ can be a
prediction, (what you expect to see) or an
aspiration (what you’d like to see) for service
users. It works for both. There’s an interim
stage too. This is called ‘operationalising’ the
outcome. All this means is taking the
definition of what it means to us and making
sure its measurable. Just ask, can it be
observed in practice, or quantified? (this is a
useful test). That’s the technical part over.
What does this look like in practice? For the
remainder if this briefing we’re going to look
at this using a ‘Creativity’ outcome
throughout as an example.

Why bother with this model? Because it shows us
that we can’t just move from an outcome to our
data collection questions. 

Fig 2 - Theory and Practice



In this example, the outcome has been
provided by the funder (see figure 3). It
could equally have been chosen by the
organisation itself. An organisation wanting
to select its own outcomes simply has to
think about the areas of change it wants for
service users. Impact in the sense we’re
talking about here is just that – achieving
change in service users. This is important for
developing an outcomes framework. The
outcomes we’re looking at are not about
general service delivery (such as a target for
reaching a specific number of service uses).
Equally, they are not about service users’
engagement (often measured as
satisfaction). The outcomes we’re looking a
there are areas of change or improvement. 

It’s helpful to look at measurement in
stages. To do this imagine a charity is being
asked by a funder to develop young people’s
‘creativity’. Imagine too that there’s no 
explanation from the funder of the data they
want back (other than data on how creative
young people are as a result of the service).
The charity wants to make the data work for
them as well as report to the funder. This
means ensuring that the data returned from
any evaluation is useful. It needs to be
operationally useful to them as a service
deliverer, and to the funder as a social
investor. 

Step 1 – The Outcomes

Because they are not targets, they are often
called soft outcomes. We won't use that term
here, but it's worth knowing. 

Step 2 – What this 'means to us'

So, we have our outcome. Now we have to
start the process of making sure that the
data we’ll produce actually measures it.
We’ve said above that you can’t just take an
outcome and write a survey for it. This is
because the outcome could be quite broad
in what it includes. It’s also because there’s a
risk that any data a survey designed like this
would produce might be a bit ‘hit and miss’
in what it’s telling you. Basically, you could
end up with what’s called invalid data. This is
just data that doesn’t actually measure what
you think it does. If you want to use data to
improve a service, or show impact, then we
need to get this right. So, the next stage is to
look at the outcome you want to measure
and ask in each case what it ‘means to us’. 

Fig 3 - Our Outcomes: Creativity 



The process for arriving at this
understanding of the outcome could be
described as one of ‘unpacking’ it. All this
means is looking at the outcome and
exploring the range of ways the outcome
could apply to the organisation and its
beneficiaries. Faced with a lot of options it
would then pick a smaller number of those it
decides are most relevant. 

Manageability is the key here. This is because
the definitions themselves will each be
further broken down into multiple indicators,
so it’s a useful exercise here to limit the
number to only those that are most relevant.
Others that are not so relevant, if included,
would end up producing data that isn’t really
needed. It might tell us something that we
want to know, but don’t need to know in
order to deliver and improve a service. Data
collection and analysis is expensive – in time
as well as financially. 

Evaluation data tells service deliverers about
different aspects of their work. An
evaluation that uses surveys and focus
groups to understand how service users
engage with a programme would be
collecting feedback data. This explores in
some depth the attractiveness that a
service has, or attitudes (such as
satisfaction) to it. Exploring the ability of a
service to generate change would require an
evaluation to measure service
effectiveness. This is impact data. 

Figures 4, 5, and 6 below offer an example
of what this could look like for our creativity
outcome. 
  

Here the charity has opted to interpret the
creativity outcome in three ways: as
‘expressing feelings creatively’ (figure 4);
‘exploring learning through creative
activities’ (figure 5); and ‘creative thinking
and practical problem solving’ (figure 6).

Fig 4 - What this means to us: first
conceptualisation 

Fig 5 - What this means to us: second
conceptualisation 



Here, we’ve taken our understanding of what
the outcome means to us (we called this the
‘conceptualisation), and then asked ourselves
what change we might expect to see in
practice. In this example we’ve picked two
areas where change was expected (we could
have had a many or as few as we wanted). The
organisation in this example thinks that its
service users should be able to ‘express
themselves confidently through a range of
activities’, and ‘make themselves understood
in collaboration with others’.  Figures 8 and 9
show what this means for each of the other
two ways of looking at the outcome. 

Now we have our understanding of what
creativity means to us we can move on to
the next step. 

Step 3 - what we'd expect to see

Identifying the different ways in which we
can understand an outcome’s impact is not
sufficient to measure it. Evaluation is an
empirical discipline. This means we have to
be clear on what it is that we’re looking for
before we start to explore impact. This work
is done by measurement indicators. We’ve
seen that indicators are statements of what
we’d either ‘expect’, or ‘want’, to see if the
outcome was being met. Figure 7 shows
some areas where a service user in our
‘creativity’ example might be expected to
change as a result of their engagement with
the service being measured. 

Fig 6 - What this means to us: third
conceptualisation 

Fig 7 - What we'd expect to see (1) 



If we summarise all the stages here, we can
see that the organisation has gone through
each of the stages set out in figure 2: from
identifying the outcome (‘creativity’); and then
identifying the ways in which it understands
the outcome to apply in practice (‘expressing
feelings creatively; exploring learning through
creative activities’; and ‘creative thinking and
practical problem solving’). It then needed to
complete the process by exploring what it
would expect to see in practice if the outcome
was achieved in the ways it understands the
outcome. This is the process in figures 7, 8,
and 9.

For instance, figure 8 shows how this
organisation looked at each of the ways they
understand ‘creativity’ and then what they
thought change would look like. In one case
(the middle box in the illustration) they’ve said
that this means that their service users should
be able to explore learning through ‘creative
activities’. Then they’ve said that they expect
service users to be able to ‘identify personal
learning goals’, and ‘adapt their plans through
collaboration’. This is what they’d expect to
see if the outcome was being achieved. These
statements are the indicators that they will
use to populate their completed outcomes
framework with once they’ve gone through
the full set of outcomes they want to use. An
example of an outcomes framework is
provided in appendix 1. 

Figure 9, then shows the rest of these stages, so
that there is a complete set of indicators for this
outcome.

Fig 8  - What we'd expect to see (2) 

Fig 9 - What we'd expect to see (3) 



Now that there is a set of outcomes and
indicators, what next? How do we use these
in practice to ‘do’ evaluation? Remember –
evaluation is the practice of getting data out
of a service. So the next steps are to use the
indicators (not the outcomes) to do this. This
is a question of translating indicators into
questions that we then explore through
different types of data collection methods.
Here we will focus on using them to develop
survey questions. 

Figure 10 shows how an indicator can be
used to inform a survey question. In this
example we’re imagining that an
organisation wants to understand how a
service supports young people to express
themselves through 
creative arts and other activities. It’s the
indicator we want to look at now. Let’s use:
‘the young person can express themselves
confidently through a range of activities’.
Remember, we’re imagining that the
indicator is what the organisation wants or
expects to see if having an impact. So in this
case, they want to ask questions that explore
this. 

Using measures to develop data
collection Tools 

Fig 10  - Indicator to survey question 



In Figure 10 we have three survey questions.
This is to illustrate how an indicator can
inform different ways of exploring an issue.
Here the organisation ‘expects to see’ young
people being able to ‘express themselves
confidently through a range of (creative) 
activities’. So, they have a number of ways
they can explore this in practice: They can ask
for the service users opinion on the service:
‘Do you think that creative activities help you
to express how you feel?’. In this case the
response categories are a straight-forward
‘Yes/No/Don’t Know’. This is called nominal
data and is easy to answer, but offers
relatively little information. 

Alternatively, they can explore the service
users’ ‘confidence’ as a result of their
engagement with the service: ‘How confident
are you using creative activities to express
how you feel?’. Here the response is recorded
on a scale, from ‘Very confident’… to ‘Not very
confident at all’. This is called ‘Ordinal’ data,
and is more useful as it enables us to us
statistical tests (if we want to) to measure
impact in different ways. 
A third way of asking a question (there are
others too) is to explore the service user’s
ability as a result of their engagement with
the service: ‘I am able to express myself to
others through creative arts and other
activities’. Here the response categories
could ask the respondent to rate themselves
in a straightforward numerical scale (say, 1-
10; 1-100), or simply ask for some form of
agreement with the statement: ‘Strongly
agree’… ‘Strongly disagree’. This is more
advanced, and this briefing won’t go into
this 

in any detail, other than to suggest that the
choice here is dependent on your confidence
working with data. In the first case, we use
numerical scales like this because it enables
us to use fairly complex statistical test. In the
second case, it’s easier to report the basic
number of respondents answering in a
particular way. 

This briefing has looked generally at how
organisations can measure their impact
against their programme, or operational,
outcomes. The process of developing
indicators was described using just one
example outcome. A outcomes framework
would have more than one outcome, and a
significantly greater number of indicators. An
example is provided below in Appendix 1. 

One of the reasons for developing outcomes
frameworks is that they force an element of
discipline onto the data collection process.
You don’t have to use all the indicators to
develop a single survey. You can select those
that are most relevant, and use others
another time. This is the value of determining
outcomes and indicators. All data generated
using them is consistent – so you don’t have to
ask everything all at once. Over time, if you’re
using the same set, then the data is consistent
across all of the surveys you use. Surveys can
be kept shorter and more concise, and the
data analysed in aggregate with others to give
you a bigger picture of the impact you’re
having. 

A summary 
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