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Introduction

Evaluation is the process of getting data out of a 

service.  Evaluations can take a number of forms 

depending on what an organisation needs to know; 

what it intends to do with the data; 

the type of service; and the culture 

and capacity of the organisation. 

Impact is the effect a service has 

on its users. Evaluating this can be 

challenging. Organisations need to 

get services ‘evaluation ready’ by 

giving them something to measure, as well as 

needing to make sure that any data collection tools 

provide data that actually measures what is 

intended.   

 

Getting evaluation right requires organisations to 

think about why they are evaluating a service, and 

the data they want from it. This briefing explores 

some of the issues that need to be considered when 

designing an impact evaluation. The first section 

describes impact measurement.  In the second 

section the challenges of impact measurement are 

explored. This looks at defining outcomes and 

indicators, and the types of questions that 

evaluations should ask. The final section describes 

some basic statistical tests to measure impact.   

 

 

 

  

 

What is Impact Measurement?  

Impact measurement is a process for assessing a 

services ability to produce change in its users. It is a 

key part of service evaluation overall. Evaluation 

strategies can explore different aspects of service 

delivery (see fig. 1), such as what was delivered, and 

whether service users are sufficiently engaged with 

the service offered. Regardless of the methods used 

it is only by measuring change that impact can be 

assessed.  
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Fig. 1 – Aims of Service Evaluation 

 

Impact measurement - generating relevant 
data 

Impact measurement is about the change service 

users undergo as a result of accessing a service. 

Specifically measuring how much change was 

observed (called the effect size) requires statistical 

data. We can explore if service users have changed 

just by asking them to report how and what this 

means to them. However, the effect size itself can 

only be measured numerically, and this requires a 

basic understanding of how to capture and report 

statistical data.  You’ll already be familiar with some 

ways of doing this. Evaluation surveys routinely ask 

questions such as “Are you more confident as a 

result of the training you have received?”  

Responses – usually on a scale ‘Very Confident’ to 

‘Not Very Confident’ are often reported a 

percentage of the group undertaking the survey. 

More complex uses of this type of data compare 

later results with those taken earlier using the same 

survey. In this case the data is analysed to measure 

the change produced. This what distinguishes 

numeric, or quantitative data, from qualitative data.  

 

Figure 2, below, shows some of the methods that 

service evaluations can use to generate quantitative 

data, and some of their qualitative counterparts.  

 

Qualitative and quantitative approaches capture 

different types of data. As a rule, qualitative 

methodologies aim to understand the experiences 

of people accessing services. Quantitative 

methodologies focus on descriptive measurement. 

It’s important to recognise that it’s not a case of one 

or the other. These types of data can work together 

to tell us important things about the services we 

offer.  

 

Fig. 2 – Basic methodological approaches

 

Qualitative methods are essential for exploring 

issues that can alter the impact of a service. One 

example is the use of qualitative data to explore 

staff or service user’s attitudes to the service. If 

service users don’t like the service staff or setting, 

they won’t engage with it – reducing the effect it 

could have. Knowing why is important, and it is 
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qualitative data that is used here. This sort of mixed 

methods approach brings different types of data 

collection methods together. So it’s useful to know 

what each types of data can and can’t tell you.  

 

Using Surveys to measure Impact  

The most common data collection tool used in 

evaluation is the survey. Surveys can be used to 

collects different types of data. Questions can ask 

respondents to place themselves on a scale stating 

how much they agree about something (Agree 

strongly… Disagree Strongly); ask them how they 

feel about themselves (Very Confident… Not Very 

Confident); or ask them to provide comments (open 

data) to explain something in more detail.  

 

As a measurement tool surveys need to collect data 

that can be analysed numerically. The questions you 

ask in a survey determine the data you’ll get back – 

and what you can do with it. So, getting the survey 

tools right is important in terms of data quality. We 

need to have confidence that the data is telling us 

what we think it is. This requires a few steps in 

preparation:  

 

1. It needs to be clear what a survey or 

questionnaire is measuring. We can’t start 

writing questions before knowing what the 

survey data is ‘about’.  

2. It also need to be clear what it is we actually 

want to know prior to developing the data 

collection methods themselves. Good 

surveys are short and allow each question to 

explore an issue in a different way. It is the 

survey (the data collection tool) as a whole 

that provides the data – not individual 

questions (items) alone.  

3. Most importantly, an organisation needs to 

have a set of outcomes and indicators that it 

can measure through the evaluation.  

4. Always: measures first, surveys after.  

 

Measuring Impact 

Key to getting impact evaluation right is accurate 

measurement. Evaluation methods are 

observational. Capturing every area of change in a 

service user creates a lot of data. It also leads to 

confusion in understanding what the data is telling 

you – even if you do have the resources to analyse 

it. Good measurement practice therefore is to 

define the areas of change you’re interested in prior 

to developing data collection tools. This is what a 

Key Performance Indicator (KPI) does. It transforms 

a broad outcomes into something more specific, 

observable, and measurable.  

 

Identifying Impact 

In order to measure a services impact through 

evaluation the following need to be in place:   

 

1. A set of performance outcomes  

2. A set of measurement indicators  

3. A set of data collection tools tailored to the 

methodological approach (quantitative, 
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qualitative, or both) that the evaluation will 

take. 

 

Performance outcomes can be developed internally, 

or provided externally – for instance as a 

requirement by service commissioners and funders. 

Either way, evaluation strategies need to ensure that 

the data collected actually measures its relevant 

outcome. In practice, an evaluation has to specify 

what change it is looking for in advance for each 

outcomes. Here’s an example to show how this 

works in practice:  

 

 A service provider wants to increase the 

confidence of the young people coming into 

its programme. It will use a basic survey to 

ask young people how confident they are at 

the end of the sessions they run.  

 They can’t just ask ‘are you more confident?’.   

This is too broad, too open to interpretation, 

and will produce inconsistent data. One 

survey might think one aspect of confidence 

is relevant and explore this. Another – 

written by someone else - might understand 

confidence differently. Two surveys are no in 

circulation generating inconsistent data 

because ‘confidence’ hasn’t been defined.  

 So… they try to capture data that specially 

measures confidence.  How do they do this… 

 …well, they already have the outcome 

‘confidence’  but lack a way of linking their 

survey data to it in a way that makes all the 

data produces relevant.  

 What they lack is meaningful ‘confidence’ 

indicators. These are statements of ‘what 

they’d expect to see’ in a young person who 

was becoming more confident as a result of 

the work they’d done.  Indicators act as a 

bridge between the outcomes and the tools 

used to collect data against them (see fig. 3).  

Fig. 3 – Evaluation Strategy structure 

 

 Their survey questions are then developed 

against each indicator – not directly to the 

outcome 

 This ensures that the evaluation only 

measures change in relation to the 

outcomes specified, and they get the data 

they want.  
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Defining Measures 

Measures are required for good survey design. So, 

how to construct a good measurement framework? 

There are four basic steps (see figure 4)1:   

 

1. Defining the outcome – Identify the 

general areas where we want to focus 

measurement of impact.  

2. Putting outcomes into context – Interpret 

the outcome. In the context of the groups 

you work with, the delivery setting, the 

culture and values of your organisation, 

what does this mean to you? This step 

makes the data your data.. 

3. Making it measurable Make sure that the 

descriptions at state 2 are both quantifiable 

and measurable.  

4. Identifying Indicators - Identify what you 

would expect to see if each outcome was 

met. Come up with as many examples as 

possible – then choose those that are most 

relevant, or interesting to you. This process 

ensures that your data conceptually links to 

the outcomes and ‘measures what the 

outcome intends to measure’.   

 

 

 

 

 

 
1 This section is informed by Measurement Validity: A Shared Standard for 
Qualitative and Quantitative Research, Robert Adcock and David Collier, The 
American Political Science Review, Vol. 95, No. 3 (Sep., 2001), pp. 529-546 
 

Fig. 4 – Outcomes to Indicators 

 

Asking Questions 
How you ask an evaluation question informs the 

type of data you’ll get back. As we’ve seen, it helps 

to first understand what data you want (and in what 

form), and then write the survey question. It’s a 

practical point. If you want simple data such as the 

proportion of services users ‘liking’ your service 

you’ll ask a question with a yes/no/don’t know 

response. This gives no more information than that. 

If you want to probe into service users’ attitudes 

and abilities, then more complex questions are 

required.    

 

This is a bit theoretical, but useful anyway. To keep 

things simple there are four types of survey data:  

 

 



6 
 

 Nominal – this is the most basic type. All it 

does is categorise respondents in some way 

(for example: Male=1, female=2); family 

structure (living with mother only=1, father 

only=2, carer=3, etc); or educational setting 

(school=1, college=2, university=3, etc). 

these questions are not very informative – 

but are easy to analyse.  

 Ordinal – this is slightly more nuanced. 

Examples of this type of data re those that 

rank service users’ views/preferences/or 

likes, as well as scales where respondents are 

asked to rate themselves (for example: agree 

strongly, moderately agree, agree, 

moderately disagree, disagree strongly). 

Getting the scales right can be a challenge. 

Responses are more or less subjective 

because respondents can interpret the 

distance between categories in their own 

way.  

 Interval - this type also describes service 

users on a scale. The categories that service 

users are asked to place themselves on are 

far more objective. Examples of interval data 

is that from questions about age. Here the 

answer categories might run: 16-20; 21-25; 

26-30, etc. The distance between the 

categories is precise and therefore more 

objective than with ordinal data.  

 Ratio – We use ratio data when we have 

continuous scales with a zero value at the 

lower end. Examples include salary where 

everyone responding to a question on 

earnings interprets the scale (£0-£10,000 

p.a.; £10,001-£20,000 p.a., etc in precisely 

the same way.  Again, precision is the 

benefit here, with no room for subjective 

interpretation.  

 

Surveys can use a mix of question types. Simpler 

surveys use mostly nominal and ordinal questions.  

Examples of where ratio questions are used include 

clinical services. These questionnaires are usually 

‘validated’ by professionals and tested extensively 

prior to being used. Ratio and interval data has the 

advantage of allowing more complex types of 

analysis, but are harder to get right.   

 

Collecting Data 

Figures 5, 6, and 7 give practical examples of how 

question types can be used in practice.   

 

Fig. 5 – Nominal Scale  

 

 

In figure 5 this nominal and asks respondents to 

place themselves in the category marked 1 to 5 to 

describe how they feel.  Figures 6 and 7, (below), 

look at different types of ordinal data. IN figure 6 
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respondents are asked to rank themselves in 

relation to a statement on an ordinal scale, in this 

case about attitudes to support received through a 

programme.  

 

Figure 6 – Ordinal Scale 

 

 

Figure 7 shows a typical scale also capturing ordinal 

data. It is used here to measure children’s 

confidence in obtaining support from a teacher. 

Respondents here are asked to rate themselves in 

relation to a scale accompanied by response 

categories.  

 

Fig. 7 – Ordinal Scale 

 

 

Each example is able to produce data that can be 

used to explore the impact a service has.   

 

Service evaluations measure the impact of a service 

as a whole. Individuals might be what you’re 

looking at to see impact, and individual cases might 

be reported as examples. Service evaluation 

however has to measure the impact of the service 

and this requires some form of aggregate score to 

be produced. The most common aggregate 

measure is the average, and service evaluations 

often aggregate scores for a question and report  

this. Data collection tools and online survey 

platforms will do this automatically. When doing it 

manually – and in reporting data – we just need to 

be mindful that averages are reported differently for  

these question types. It’s not all about the mean – 

nominal data can only be averaged using the mode, 

and ordinal the median. Continuous data alone can 

use the mean. As figure 8 shows (in relation to a 

generic youth services indicator framed as “The 

young person is able to...”), each type of question 

has a permitted statistic that it can use. 
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Fig. 8– Averaging Scores  

 

 

Conclusion 

The approach an organisation takes to evaluation is 

dependent on a large number of cultural, 

organisational and methodological issues, including 

the way in which staff engage with service users; the 

service settings; the capabilities of service users 

themselves; and the operational use to which 

evaluation data will be used. Whichever approach is 

taken, this has to be determined at the evaluation 

design stage. Once the decision to collect data is 

taken, the tests used, and the data generated, 

become fixed.  Each type of measure is able to 

generate data that allows service deliverers to make 

a number of different types of comparison between 

groups of services users, as well as explore 

correlations between different aspects of service 

delivery and its impact on service users.  In general, 

organisations looking to understand how their 

services work, and the most appropriate method of 

getting data out of a service need to answer one or 

more of the following operational, methodological, 

and ethical, questions:   

 

1. What does the organisation need to know about 

its’ service users and the effectiveness of the 

programmes they receive?  

 

2. How will service users respond to assessment 

and being surveyed (and are there ethical 

considerations about ‘evaluation fatigue’ to 

consider)? 

   

3. Are the evaluation methods appropriate given 

service users levels of vulnerability, age, 

competencies, and other ethical considerations?   

 

4. How will the evaluation methods used fit with 

other types of data collection undertaken by the 

organisation? 

 

5. Will the evaluation be undertaken internally or 

externally? Does the organisation have the 

expertise and the capacity to do this properly? 

 

6. How will the data be used? Is the data needed 

simply to report outputs to funders, to enable 

services to respond better to need, or both?  

 

These questions reflect only some of the 

considerations that organisations need to think 

about when designing and commissioning impact 

evaluations. Whichever tests are used, the question 

of how data will be generated, and what it will be 

  
 



9 
 

used for both need to be addressed at the design 

stage, based on the data needs of the organisation. 

How impact will ultimately be measured is an issue 

that can’t be decided once data collection has 

begun.   

 

 

 


