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Think about this…  
Charities and social enterprises often deliver well 

intentioned interventions that look great (and 

effective) on paper. But what happens if it’s more 

difficult to deliver them in practice than 

anticipated?  

 

More importantly, what if unforeseen barriers and 

challenges to delivering them (for staff) or engaging 

with them (for service users) actually interfere with 

impact? Poor delivery can have the potential to 

reduce any intended effect an intervention would 

otherwise have. This is one reason for undertaking a 

process evaluation before exploring impact itself. 

Process evaluation offers an opportunity to identify 

issues in advance. It helps to ensure that when an 

intervention is launched it has the best chances of 

working as predicted.   

 

 

 

It’s an important area of impact evaluation, but 

often overlooked. So, in this briefing: 

 

1. We look at delivery challenges and examine 

what this means for further evaluation.  

2. We offer a general, working, definition of 

process evaluation, and identify the types of 

data that process evaluation can get out of a 

service.  

3. We explore a number of delivery challenges for 

voluntary sector organisations to show how 

process data supports the development of 

theory of change models,  

4. We show how process data provides service 

deliverers with a better understanding of how 

their services work…  

5. … and we do a case study (of a fictional youth 

employability service) to illustrate a number of 

delivery challenges, and show how process 

evaluation provides the organisational 

knowhow to address these in practice.    

 

Basic Process Evaluation: what it is 
and when to do it 

 

Briefing no. 3 
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What is process evaluation? 

A basic definition first. Here’s a working one that 

we use: At its most basic process evaluation is…  

 

…’an exploration of the challenges and barriers that 

might, potentially, interfere with a programme’s (or 

interventions) impact on its intended beneficiaries' 

 

There are a number of things to think about here:  

 

1. It is generally a good thing to undertake some 
exploration of barriers and challenges prior to 
launching your programme.  

 

For programmes with a fairly simple design this 

should be fairly straight forward to do. Challenges 

here might simply be due to the delivery setting, or 

the relationship of the service user to staff and 

volunteers. Some programmes are more complex 

however, and where this is the case delivery 

challenges can present more of a problem. Consider 

targeted programmes that tailor programme 

delivery to individual need. Targeted programmes 

are bespoke: service users get a package of 

interventions according to need. In this case 

understanding how individual service users engage 

with the different elements of a programme is key 

to evaluating what works in specific cases.  

 

Understanding this is key to overall service 

evaluation too.  

 

2. Understanding the breakdown of services at 
the point of delivery is a first step in 
constructing theory of change models. 

 

Theory of change models are ways of illustrating 

how a programme or service ‘fits together’. There’s 

an example in Appendix 2, below. Lots of impact 

professionals are sceptical about the value of these. 

This is partly because they aren’t evaluation or 

measurement tools in their own right, so they have 

a point. Theory of change models do have one 

value however - they’re very good at illustrating the 

pathways and triggers to change for service users as 

they progress through a service., and this is 

important to a process evaluation.   

 

This become important later in this briefing. For 

now, all we need to know is that the effectiveness 

of a service is partly determined by the ability of 

staff and service users to engage with the 

interventions delivered through it.  

 

3. Process evaluation offers an opportunity to 
explore the service inputs that can influence 
outcomes.  

 

The ability to identify the interaction between 

inputs (the resources we have), outputs (what we 
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do with them), and outcomes (what we achieve) is 

something that enables organisations to explore 

service delivery as a preliminary to evaluating 

impact and the ability to generate positive change 

for service users.  

 

Why undertake process 
evaluation? 
There are several reasons for undertaking a process 

evaluation. Here we’re looking at the basic reason: 

understanding the delivery issues that that could 

affect programme outcomes. Other reasons include 

clarifying existing programme outcomes where 

these are unclear, or where the programme itself is 

complex (evaluating complex programmes is the 

subject of a separate briefing).1 For this briefing 

we’ll stay with a basic scenario and look at this 

through a case study. Here, an organisation wants 

to understand impact, but first needs to identify 

any barriers and challenges that might get in the 

way of the programme having the full effect they 

anticipate it will produce. 

 

 

 

 
1 ‘Complexity’ here refers to progrmmes that have multiple 
components – basically, there’s a lot going on and multiple 
options for services users, making correlation between inputs 
and outcomes tricky. 

Case Study – A youth Employability Programme  

In our case study, a fictional national youth services 

provider operates a youth employability 

programme. It has plans to scale this up across the 

UK, but first needs to understand the delivery 

issues it might expect. The programme offers young 

people: 

 

1. access to several months of intensive work-

readiness training,  

2. Coaching for workplace skills 

3. a package of support tailored to the 

individual needs of each young person.  

4. At the end of the programme service users 

are able – if ready – to move into a paid 

supported employment placement.  

 

There’s a lot going on here, and a lot to go wrong – 

so finding out the delivery risks to the service is a 

first stage. Impact evaluation can come later.  

 

The Challenge 

Because there are multiple points where the service 

user’s or staffs’ ability to engage with the 

programme could affect outcomes the organisation 

needed to have confidence that it was delivering 

the programme as intended,  
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Meeting the Challenge 

Process evaluation explores delivery issues, not 

impact. So to meet the challenge the evaluator 

used the project plan and case records for 

(anonymised) individual service users to map out 

the service pathway that users’ progressed through 

(see fig. 1).  

 

 This showed the routes that service users 

were taking through the programme.  

 It also showed where the programme 

offered general and tailored support.  

 it showed that there were several routes 

through the programme, and that it wasn’t a 

‘one-size-fits-all’ model.    

 It showed (when looked at against 

registration data) the points at which service 

users were attending, and not attending, 

the service (this is an attrition0 measures 

and usefeul as it shows ‘satisfaction’ with 

the service.  

 

Auditing the programme’s offer to service users, 

and mapping the pathways through it was helpful 

because it informed the evaluation questions that 

the evaluation could ask, such as:  

 

1. What do they think about the staff – do 

service users have any issues preventing 

them from attending or engaging with staff?  

2. Where they engaging well/satisfied with the 

support on offer?  

3. If not, was it due to staff/setting/etc?  

 

Similarly, questions to staff probed their attitudes 

to the service. Did they understand enough about 

its aims? Were they trained in the intervention 

properly? Did they have the resources they 

needed? Was there…  

 

Fig. 1 – Service Pathway 
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Evaluation Methods 

Process evaluation methods don’t differ from other 

types of evaluation. It’s the questions we ask that 

are different – less about outcomes, and more 

about engagement with the service. In this case 

study the organisation (and its evaluator) decided 

on a mixed methods approach to data collection. 

Mixed methods methodologies use both qualitative 

and quantitative methods – this enables them to 

get a good overview (say, through a survey), and 

look in more depth at part of their work through 

interviews and other ‘qualitative’ ways of collecting 

data. In this case we have an organisation using 

both approaches to collect data in order to find out 

more about the practical difficulties of both using 

and delivering the service.  (there’s another briefing 

that looks at these ways f data collection). Back to 

our case – what can they do:  

  

1. Qualitative data was collected through 

interviews and focus groups to explore the 

attitudes of staff and service users to the 

programme. .  

2. Quantitative data was collected to explore 

any relationship between programme inputs 

and outputs. Inputs here included the skills 

of staff working with service users, and 

factors such as programme resources.  

Outputs include basic information on what 

was delivered, to who, and the length of 

time and regularity the service was used.  

Both types of data was collected through 

registration forms, assessments, referral 

records, and audits of staff skills and 

expertise.  

 

We can look at this in more depth. In process 

evaluation qualitative data focuses on exploring 

and recording staff and service user’s attitudes 

towards the service, its individual components, and 

the barriers and challenges of accessing and using 

these.  Attitudinal data was collected through focus 

groups, telephone interviews, and an on-line self-

administered survey. In the case we’re looking at 

the data collection methods were:    

 

 Focus Groups – These were held with service 

users and used open questions designed to 

allow service users to talk freely about their 

experiences of using the service and the support 

they received. This enabled the service provider 

to identify the main issues and challenges 

encountered in using the service, and informed 

the scope and direction future impact 

evaluations.   
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 Telephone Interviews – Telephone interviews 

were held with staff and explored their 

experiences of working with different cohorts 

on the programme; their attitudes to the 

programme as a whole; its ‘fit’ with other 

programmes run through the service, and the 

support and resources they have access to.  The 

interviews were ‘semi-structured’, using leading 

questions to but allowing the staff member to 

elaborate and speak freely.  

 Survey – Service users were also asked to 

complete a short self-administered on-line 

survey. Survey questions explored attitudes to 

the different parts of the programme, the 

service settings, and the staff working with 

them. Questions asked respondents to rate how 

strongly they agreed to a statement about the 

service using Likert scales. Additional questions 

asked respondents to rank the different types of 

support and service components in relation to 

how useful they perceived this to be in helping 

them reach their employment goals.  

 
Results 

The evaluation data gave the service deliverer an 

insight into the delivery of the programme, and the 

challenges and barriers experienced by staff and 

service users in delivering and accessing it.  In this 

case the evaluation identified three main 

challenges for the organisation:  

 

1. there was a lot going on in the service. When 

this happens (it’s termed heterogeneity by 

impact and evaluation professional) it can be 

difficult to tailor a programme sufficiently and 

means that the challenges of delivering a 

service are unclear.  

2. The service was complex. When organisations 

offer a lot of different services (terms 

components) within a programme this can 

cause a lack of clarity about which service users 

were receiving which ’component’ and why.  

3. Difficulties ‘tailoring’ the service to the need of 

the service user.  

 

The evaluation enabled the service provider to first 

clarify who was getting what support, and why they 

were on one, rather than another service pathway. 

Second, it enabled them to look at the different 

journeys service usrrs were taking though their 

service to explore whether there were engagement 

or delivery issues affecting (or even preventing) 

successful outcomes for the service.   

 

One further outcome of the process evaluation was 

the provider’s ability to refine the measures that 

the service was delivering. Feedback from service 
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users about the support required gave the 

organisation an insight into the way that the level 

of service users’ support correlated to their ability 

to move through the programme. This enabled the 

provider to further target the pastoral and practical 

support available to service users, and include 

measures of confidence and other developmental 

assets into the measurement framework used to 

evaluate impact and effectiveness.  

 

Conclusion 

Process evaluation offers an opportunity to ensure 

that services are ‘evaluation ready’ prior to 

undertaking further exploration of effectiveness. By 

identifying the influence that service delivery 

settings, staff, and service design has on the ability 

to produce consistently positive outcomes, an 

understanding of processes can ensure that future 

impact evaluations do not produce unexpected 

results. It therefore an essential part of the 

development of impact evaluation strategies by 

providing service deliverers with a deeper insight 

into the service to be evaluated, the core and non-

core elements, and the barriers in getting it to 

intended recipients.  
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Appendix 2 – Theory of Change Model (EXAMPLE) 
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