
A SHORT GUIDE

Developing an Impact Measurement Framework



A Short Guide: 
Developing an 
Impact Measurement 
Framework

Introduction

Building an effective measurement framework relies on 
several (individual) component parts which need to work 
together. Key to developing a successful impact framework 
is to distinguish between understanding what you aim 
to achieve - the change you want to bring about (i.e. the 
impact you want to achieve) - and how to measure that 
change. The order is critical. 

Thinking about how to measure without properly 
understanding the change you want to bring about will 
lead to frustration and wasted resources. By being clear 
at the outset about what you want to measure and 
why, you are more likely to design, implement and run a 
measurement system that works for you. The ultimate test 
of a measurement framework is whether it generates useful 
data that you can learn from and use as the basis of your 
reporting. If it does not do this, the framework needs fixing.

This short guide will take you through each of the four 
steps to developing a successful impact measurement 
framework, outlined briefly on page 3.
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Step one: Map your theory of change:  

Many investors struggle to know where to begin with impact measurement. Starting with your goals and developing a theory of 
change provides clarity, revealing the causal links between what you do and what you are trying to achieve. It gives you a coherent 
framework to underpin your measurement efforts so that you can move away from ad hoc and opportunist data collection. 

Step two: Prioritise what you measure: 

Collecting the right amount of quality data is key and getting there might require some trial and error. Prioritise the 
most important outcomes in your theory of change and focus on measuring those. Your impact is likely to be diffused, 
affecting different people in different ways over different time frames, but trying to capture all these changes is 
complicated and may not be the best use of limited resources. Do not be tempted to collect data that is convenient - 
just because something is easy to measure, does not mean it is important. Remember to consider data on the possible 
negative unintended consequences of your work too; this will help you to improve your work. 

Step three: Choose your level of evidence: 

Choose an appropriate level of rigour for evidence of your impact that suits the needs of your stakeholders. There is no one 
size fits all: it will depend on your own needs, resources and capabilities, and those of your audience. All investors want a 
certain level of rigour for a project or organization they have funded; academics or government research departments may 
want to see a counterfactual whilst investee organisations also need insights how to increase, leverage, and scale their impact. 

Step four: Select your sources and tools: 

Decide what data you need and select or develop measurement tools or data sources to capture it. You may find an 
existing tool or data source, or you may need to develop one. Do not feel the need to reinvent the wheel: consider what 
tools are already available and think about existing evidence for the causal links in your theory of change. It is important 
to use measurement tools that are fit-for-purpose, and that capture the change you want to bring about.
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Step One:  Map Your Theory of Change

The benefits of theory of change 

A theory of change is at the heart of any approach to developing a measurement framework. It shows what you 
want to achieve and how you plan to achieve it, setting out the causal links between your investment activities 
and your end goal. A clear and robust theory of change is a necessary basis for measuring your impact because 
it provides a theoretical framework to allow you to assess whether what you do is working as planned, and how 
it can be improved. Done properly, a theory of change has three major benefits: 

 § It helps you understand all the important outcomes of your work, so you can develop a framework that 
measures the right things. These might be intermediate outcomes that lead to several others, or outcomes 
that make your enterprise, investee company or intervention different from others. If measurement is not 
based on a theory of change, it risks not measuring the most important things and therefore wasting money. 
In this way, a theory of change can help you to ensure that what you measure is related to your strategy. 

 § It helps you understand how the outcomes you seek to influence are connected. Investors that base their 
measurement on a theory of change can understand how change is happening as well as whether it is 
happening. Because a theory of change shows what an organization is trying to achieve and how it is planning 
to get there, organizations can work out whether they are on track to achieve intended outcomes. 

 § It helps you track the progress you make towards your final goal. Some investors final goals cannot be easily 
measured - they involve change that happens too gradually or change in the lives of people who are difficult 
to track. Theories of change show all the intermediate steps that lead to the end goal and can therefore help 
investees to assess their progress towards it, and build their case, even if the goal itself cannot be measured. 

 
A theory of change can help your organization in other ways too. You can use it to develop and refine your 
strategy, where it helps to keep a clear goal in mind. You can also use it to think about your place in the sector 
and identify areas where you are working together with others, and ways you might collaborate to increase your 
impact.

The ultimate impact achieved by the 
investment

Impact

The intended and unintended 
outcomes of the investment

Outcomes

The direct results and outputs of the 
investment

Outputs

The actions taken to carry out the 
investment model and strategy

Activities

The resources we invest to achieve 
the impact

Inputs
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Developing a theory of change

Below we outline the steps in the process to developing 
a theory of change. 

1. Identify a realistic and definite goal. Your goal is 
the end point of the theory of change - the aim 
and objective of the investment or intervention. 
It should be as clear and realistic as possible 
and identify who will benefit. If it is not clear, 
the theory of change will tend to expand into 
every possible activity and outcome that could 
happen, which it is not helpful for thinking 
about an appropriate strategy. If the goal is not 
realistic, it will be impossible to build a causal 
model of how to achieve it. At the same time, 
the aim should be ambitious enough to stretch 
the organization. 

2. Work backwards from the goal to map the 
intermediate outcomes. An investor and their 
investees typically achieve their final goal by 
working towards intermediate outcomes. Whether 
an outcome is intermediate, or final - depends 
on the scope and ambition of the investor. One 
way to identify intermediate outcomes is to 
work backwards from the final goal through each 
step, asking ‘What has to happen for this to be 
achieved?’ This process will also ensure the focus 
is on what must be done to achieve the goal, rather 
than on current activities. 

3. Establish the links between outcomes, and 
their order, by working out causes and effects. 
It is important to go through the links in detail, 
questioning whether one outcome really leads to 
the next and why. The logic that you build up in 
this step becomes part of your impact story, so you 
need to make sure the links between the causes 
and effects are plausible and logical. 

4. Work out which activities lead to which outcomes. 
You need to link the activities you undertake to 
your intermediate and final outcomes. These 
links should be logical and evidence based. Leaps 
of faith should be avoided and suggest you may 
be missing some intermediate outcomes. What 
you are looking for is general agreement (though 
not necessarily complete consensus) on how the 
organization achieves change. 

5. Identify what else is needed for the intervention 
to work. A good way to think about this is to 
work out what would derail the intervention and 
what would accelerate change. This can reveal 
important enabling factors and barriers, such as 
whether stakeholders must be on board, what 
policies would help, which partnerships you may 
need to foster, changes in the economic climate, 
and so on.
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Pitfalls to avoid

Developing a theory of change may seem straightforward 
in theory, but it can be tricky in practice, we have 
identified some common pitfalls to avoid: 

1. Do not include elements that are neither activities 
nor outcomes. Features of your investees, 
beneficiaries and intermediaries, the programmes 
you run, or the context in which you work are 
important, but these are not in themselves outcomes 
or activities. Your theory of change should focus on 
the changes that you expect to occur as a result of 
what you do. 

2. Do not overcomplicate things. A theory of change 
should be, to quote Einstein, as simple as possible, 
but no simpler. Phrase outcomes in plain English. 
Focus on the outcomes and the causal links that 
are critical to the success of your organization or 
investment portfolio and investment strategy. 

3. Do not over-claim outcomes. Investee organizations 
are ambitious about the change they want to see in 
the world (their investment cycles depend on it) and 
your theory of change should reflect that. But you 
also want to keep it simple and the outcomes you 
include proportionate to your resources and what 
you want to achieve. ‘World peace’ is an admirable 
aim, but not a realistic outcome in your theory of 
change. 

4. Always follow a logical flow. Does your theory 
of change make sense? If one outcome does not 
logically lead on from another, you may need to 

include more steps in the chain or describe the 
change differently. 

5. Do not include too many outcomes in the same 
step. The best way to plot causal links between 
outcomes is for each outcome to capture one 
change; otherwise, your theory of change risks 
showing merely that everything causes everything 
else, and you will not be any the wiser as to what 
causes positive change. For example, it is probably 
best to split the following into two outcomes: ‘Young 
people develop new skills and improve their self-
confidence’. Combining outcomes may, however, be 
appropriate for a high-level theory of change. 

6. Do not include the same or similar outcomes 
more than once. For example, ‘service user makes 
better decisions’; leads to ‘improved confidence’; 
which leads to ‘better decisions’. Outcomes can 
be interdependent and causal links are not always 
linear, but you should aim to plot change in a simple 
and straightforward manner. If your investment 
model contains similar outcomes in more than one 
place, see if you can combine them into a single 
outcome or, for example, try revisiting the causal 
links and including feedback loops. 

7. Ensure your outcomes are specific enough. 
‘Children have better outcomes’ is too vague to 
be meaningful. Remember that you are working 
towards a measurement framework. To know if 
an outcome is happening, it must be well-defined. 
Ambiguous wording should be replaced with 
specific terms.

Final checklist

Sense check your theory of change by asking 
yourself if it is: 

 § Meaningful: Does it describe the programme, 
project or organization accurately in ways 
that staff, other investors, sector bodies and 
stakeholders agree with? 

 § Well-defined: Is a clear audience, client or user 
group articulated? Is it clear what you do? 

 § Comprehensible: Does it enable you to give 
someone the ‘two-minute story/version’ of 
the service? Would a member of the public 
understand the theory? 

 § Doable: Are the services and activities likely to 
contribute to the desired outcomes and impact? 

 § Plausible: Is it realistic? Does it consider your 
organization’s capacity? It should be something 
that the programme, project or investee 
organization could really do, not just wish it 
could.

 § Credible: Are people outside your organization 
likely to believe it? Is the secondary evidence 
you include credible with your stakeholders? 

 § Testable: Can you test the theory through a 
series of testable hypotheses? All elements 
should theoretically be assessed using research 
and observations of what happens (even though 
you may not have the resources to assess this 
yourself).
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Step Two:  Prioritize what you measure

With your theory of change in place, and with that all-important buy-in from across your organization, you are 
ready to move onto the next stage: selecting the most important outcomes to measure.

Deciding what to measure 

To decide on which outcomes to measure, ask yourself two questions: 

1. Has anyone already proved the causal link between outcomes in your theory of change? If so, you can use 
desk research to gather this evidence rather than collect new data. For example, an organization that aims 
to improve children’s academic achievements may have these children growing up with better employment 
outcomes in the long term as part of its theory of change. There is research to help back up causal links 
between higher academic achievement and employment outcomes, so the organization could focus on 
tracking academic success rather than try to follow up the children they work with into adulthood, whilst 
acknowledging that children would ideally be followed up.

2. Is it really important for you to have data on this outcome? You need to prioritize the most important 
outcomes. These will inevitably need to reflect the outcomes that your stakeholders, see as important. 
Nevertheless, they should also be outcomes that: 
a. you directly influence (rather than indirectly support)
b. are important or material to your mission
c. are not too costly to measure; and 
d. will produce credible data. 

 
This process will help you prioritise a set of outcomes to measure. These outcomes form the basis of your 
measurement framework:

What should be included in 
a measurement framework? 

At a minimum, your measurement framework 
should include: 

 § a list of the outcomes that you want to 
measure 

 § indicators or proxies of those outcomes 
(i.e., something you can measure that 
informs you if that outcome has been 
achieved); and 

 § sources of data of the indicators (i.e., where 
the data will come from). 

 
The framework could include other relevant 
information, such as the measurement tool 
you will use, the method for analysing the data, 
the frequency of data collection, and known 
limitations of the data.
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Step Three:  Choose your 
level of evidence

Ways to show how you made a 
difference

A theory of change helps you choose what to measure, but 
before you begin measuring you must decide how rigorous and 
credible your evidence needs to be. This is not straightforward. 

Different stakeholders will have different views about what 
counts as strong or credible evidence. Frontline staff see the 
benefits of a service or programme in their day-to-day work and 
may need little convincing that what they do makes a difference; 
but government researchers and seasoned academics may be 
persuaded only by very rigorous evaluations. Finding the right 
balance will depend on several factors: while you may want to 
create strong evidence of your impact, you will be limited by 
resources, and by practical and methodological constraints. This 
guidance will help steer you in the right direction and avoid either 
under-investing or over-investing in measuring your impact. 
There are four main ways to make a credible case that what you 
do really makes a difference.

1. Statistical approaches look for patterns in quantitative data to 
see if the ‘effect’ (i.e., the expected outcomes) frequently follows 
the cause (i.e., the service). Such approaches include ‘before’ 
and ‘after’ comparisons, correlation, regression analysis, and 
other statistical models.

2. Experimental approaches compare differences in outcomes 
between people who receive a service (the ‘intervention group’) 
and people who do not (the ‘control group’). The most rigorous 
way to select a control group is to randomly choose who 
receives the service and who does not in a randomised control 
trial (RCT). Any differences in the outcomes of the control group 
can be attributed to the service or to chance using statistics. 
This approach helps distinguish a programme’s impact from 
other factors that might affect the outcomes. The most common 
concerns with RCTs are the cost and ethical concerns about 
denying people a service. 

3. Case-based approaches compare cases (e.g., individuals, groups 
of people, or places) within an intervention or programme, or 
across investee companies, interventions or programmes, and 
use the similarities and differences between them to draw 
conclusions about causes of the effects and the impact of 
programmes. This approach recognises there is rarely a single 
cause to any social outcome and that it is difficult to unpick the 
influences of each of them.

4. Theory-based approaches describe in detail how a service or 
company or programme influences different people at different 
times and places using observations by staff, evaluators, and 
other stakeholders, as well as what beneficiaries say, rather than 
by analysing lots of cases or using a control or comparison group.

 
These different types are not mutually exclusive; they can be 
combined to bolster your claims that a company, investment, service 
or programme makes a difference. Ultimately, there is no hard and 
fast rule as to which approach is best for any given programme or 
service. The main recommendation is to take the challenge seriously: 
do not simply take the ‘easiest’ option—it may not give you results 
that will convince your stakeholders.
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Potential strenths and weaknesses of different ways to show causality

Approach Strengths Weaknesses

Statistical  § Simple to collect and analyze data
 § Can identify patterns of apparent cause and effects for further 

investigation

 § Requires many cases (e.g., cannot be used to assess the effect 
of a company or charity on system or policy change)

 § Most credible in a simple or stable environment with a simple 
and plausible cause-effect relationship

 § Does not explain why or how change happens

Experimental  § Avoids bias 
 § Can produce strong support showing whether the company/

services/programme being assessed makes a difference (strong 
internal validity)

 § May not be appropriate where context and underlying 
conditions are important 

 § May not be able to generalise from the results (weak external 
validity) 

 § Does not explain why and how change happens

Case-based approaches  § Can uncover typologies/sets of causes for effects  § Does not work in very complex environments that have too 
many possible sets of causes and conditions to consider

Theory-based  § Can provide good evidence of why change does, or does not, 
happen, and for whom

 § Takes context, underlying conditions, and complexity into 
account

 § May not measure size of any effect 
 § Susceptible to bias/self-serving interpretations of data
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Selecting an approach and methods

Your choice of approach(es) will depend on a combination 
of what is desired or needed and what is practical. Here are 
some general guidelines to follow: 

 § Make your evidence as rigorous as possible by creating 
a credible counterfactual: Any attempt to create a 
picture of the world as if your investment or programme 
did not exist is to use a counterfactual. 

 § For example, a ‘before and after’ comparison, where 
the ‘before’ situation is unlikely to change except for the 
intervention, qualifies as a counterfactual approach. 
But a strong counterfactual approach compares the 
outcomes of people who participate in a programme 
or service (the intervention group) with similar 
people who do not (a control or comparison group). 
Depending on how the control or comparison group 
is selected, statistics allow researchers or analysts to 
estimate the likelihood that the programme or service 
caused any difference between the outcomes of the 
two groups. 

 § Other things being equal, the experimental approach 
provides the strongest evidence for people who are 
unfamiliar with your service because it creates a clear 
counterfactual that distinguishes the impact you make 
from other factors. But randomly selecting who receives 
your service may create practical problems and raise 
concerns about being unfair, or worse, harmful towards 
those who are deprived of it. 

 § Even when it is possible to create a control group, 
however, it is often difficult and expensive to do so, and 

many investors find it hard to justify this cost. Moreover, 
it is not necessary to run an experiment to examine 
different explanations. Whatever approach you take, 
you should pay close attention to exactly who you invest 
in, who you help, how and why, using the principles of 
theory-based approaches.

 § Consider and rule out any plausible alternative 
explanations of the impact you think you have: 
Naturally we all like to think we make a difference: but 
the claims you make to others—some of whom might 
be sceptical - will be stronger if you can refer to and rule 
out other explanations. 

 § Choose an approach to help you achieve your mission, 
not just to benefit your organization: The biggest 
barrier that investors face in producing credible 
evidence of their impact is the pressure to produce 
results that show the organization in a good light, 
rather than contribute to an understanding of what 
does and does not work. While this is a natural and 
possibly unavoidable consequence of the competition 
for funding, your first priority is to help your investees 
and their beneficiaries. You can do this by creating and 
publishing evidence of what you do. 

 § Take seriously the possibility that you might be 
doing harm: The greater the risk that you might 
cause harm, the more robust your approach should 
be. There are many examples of medical practices 
that were theoretically sound and appeared to 
benefit patients in practice, but when put to robust 
methodological tests were found to cause harm or 
make no difference. 

 § Tailor your evidence to the needs of your stakeholders: 
For your evidence to be persuasive, it needs to 
withstand criticism. You may want to get it reviewed 
by someone outside your organization who can judge it 
independently. If you are trying to persuade government 
departments to make a big investment or a change in 
policy, you will need very credible evidence, most likely 
using either the experimental or statistical approach. 
If you want to explain to other funders and internal 
audiences how to improve on disappointing results, you 
should focus on exactly how your investment affects 
people using the theory-based approach.

 § Take the approach that is accepted among your peers 
and within your sector as a minimum and try to do 
better: This is a useful check on the minimum level 
of rigour that you need. The accepted norm in your 
industry sector should be your starting point. To stand 
out you will need to do better. 

 § Build on evidence that has already been developed: 
Before you start collecting data, make sure you are 
familiar with the relevant academic literature. If existing 
evidence for programmes and investments similar to 
yours is already strong, you need only collect data that 
shows your programme/investment is likely to replicate 
those results. But if your service is innovative and there 
is little in the way of existing evidence, you will need 
to increase the rigour of your evidence over time to 
persuade yourselves and others that your service/
programme/ intervention/investment works. Accessing 
and understanding academic literature is not simple, so 
you may need support to do this. 
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 § Avoid costly experimental or quasi-experimental 
methods if your service is not yet stable and 
consistent: If your service is new and you are reviewing 
it as you learn, you will need short-term feedback loops 
to help you improve: focus on getting these short-term 
measures right. A robust, costly, long-term impact 
evaluation will be inconclusive for services that are 
changing. 

 § Consider the resources—the time, budget and skills—
you have available: Improving the strength of your 
evidence will typically - but not always - require putting 
time and money towards planning, collecting data, 
and analysing the results. It is necessary to have some 
understanding in your organization of what is more and 
less credible evidence but hiring an external consultant 
can help you design an appropriate monitoring and 
evaluation programme to ensure your analysis is 
rigorous. This comes at a price but may be the most 
cost-effective approach. Hiring someone to design 
an appropriate approach is different from hiring an 
independent evaluator of your services. 

 § Choose validated measurement tools rather than tools 
you create yourself: While cost and practicality are 
important in choosing tools, you will need to consider 
the rigour of the tools. You should prefer tools that are 
standardised and validated: standardised tools measure 
the same thing for different people and organizations 
across different contexts, and so results can be 
compared, and validated tools produce results you can 
trust. Not all existing tools are standardised and/or 
validated as this can be time-consuming and difficult. 
The benefit of developing your own tools is that you can 

customise them to your needs. The downside is that 
they may not be viewed by researchers and academics 
and some funders as rigorous and validated tools.

 § Consider tracking medium and long-term changes to 
improve the evidence of your impact: The difficult 
part of tracking long-term impact is typically keeping 
in touch with users. This should not put you off. One 
reason why investors find this hard is because they do 
not realise how useful it can be and so do not prepare for 
it. For example, you can ask users while you are working 
with them if they are happy to be contacted once the 
programme has ended. An alternative to following-
up with users directly is getting hold of secondary 
longitudinal data - long-term data that someone else 
(usually researchers or government) collects about your 
beneficiaries. Unfortunately, there is not a huge amount 
of this available and it may be hard to get hold of.

 § Look for different ways to strengthen your theory of 
change: The strength of the evidence of your impact 
depends on the strength of the causal links in your 
theory of change. The more evidence you have of those 
links, the more confident and persuasive you can be 
about attributing any changes to your service. So if you 
cannot create a control group or run a trial, you can 
strengthen your evidence by: 1) using other people’s 
research; 2) collecting and using good qualitative data 
to support any quantitative measure of change; and 
3) using more than one source of data to support 
each causal link in your theory of change. The latter is 
known as triangulating data and helps avoid any bias, 
or perception of bias, from using only one data source.
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Step Four: Select your 
sources and tools

What type of data do you need?

Once you have identified the level of evidence you require, 
you need to think about how to gather your data. You may 
be able to use existing tools or data produced by other 
investors, academics or other organizations, or you may 
need to develop your own. You should look at what already 
exists and assess its suitability - it is likely others will be 
measuring the same outcomes as you, and you do not need 
to reinvent the wheel. You can only assess this suitability 
once you have developed your theory of change and are 
clear on the change you seek, how you plan to make it, and 
what you want to measure. You may also be able to use 
existing evidence relevant to a causal link in your theory of 
change, to avoid having to measure that change yourself, or 
to support measures you put in place. 

In general, the measurement frameworks of investors 
typically combine tools that have been developed by 
others with tools customised to fill in the gaps. Ultimately, 
it is important to use measurement tools that are fit-for-
purpose and capture the change you want to bring about. 
Do not be tempted to prioritise data that is easy to collect 
but does not tell you much about your impact -ultimately 
this will be a waste of resources. And remember that 
measures of impact are proxies for changes in the real 
world - they are not perfect. You need to be constantly 

vigilant that the measures you use illuminate rather than 
obscure the changes you make in reality. 

The outcomes you prioritise and your decision about how 
rigorous your evidence needs to be will determine the type 
of data you should collect and how you should go about it. 
There are three key questions to answer: 

1. Who do you need to collect data from? 
2. What type of data should you collect? 
3. When should you collect this data?

Who to collect data from?

Who you collect data from should reflect the groups your 
organization interacts with – the companies you invest in, 
their beneficiaries or users of a service, staff members, 
practitioners using your resources, or policymakers you are 
trying to influence. 

But it may also be appropriate to consider groups with 
whom you have indirect contact, such as the beneficiaries 
of a company you invest in.  Using a control group will 
involve carrying out research with groups not using the 
service - either collecting data from them or another 
organization, such as a government department. You 
may also want to contact people who choose not to use 
the service you funded to understand why they do not. In 

addition, the views of external stakeholders, such as other 
investors, sector bodies, or peers, may provide insight into 
the impact of your activities. 

Tracking a sample of people rather than everyone you 
work with cuts costs without sacrificing the quality of the 
evidence. This is a must if you work with a large number 
of people. If you sample properly, you can estimate what 
happens to people who are not in your sample. 

What type of data to collect?

Data is most commonly categorised as quantitative or 
qualitative. 

1. Quantitative data helps you to determine 
whether change has taken place, while 

2. qualitative data helps you to understand 
why and how.

 
Quantitative data is aggregated evidence of the extent of 
the impact you are having. Qualitative data, including case 
studies, is more effective in communicating the detail of 
what has or can be achieved and how. 
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The table below illustrates the differences between quantitative and qualitative data.

Type of data Type of 
findings

Source of data Example

 § Quantitative  § Statistical estimates 
for the prevalence 
of views, attitudes 
and experiences

 § Questionnaires and
 § administrative 

databases

 § 62% of our 
members found our 
newsletter useful.

 § Qualitative data  § Detailed 
understanding of 
how and why an 
intervention has led 
to change

 § In-depth interviews 
and focus groups

 § One of the main 
reasons members 
found our 
newsletter useful 
was because it was 
very informative 
on the latest policy 
developments.

It is good practice to triangulate data. This involves comparing the findings from one type of data or source (such 
as beneficiaries of a service) with the findings from another (such as practitioners) to get a better understanding 
of impact. This might also involve triangulating quantitative data with qualitative data. 

When to collect data?

A key decision to make is when and how often to collect data. 
Resources, investor requirements and the types of activities you carry 
out, as well as methodological and practical considerations, will all 
influence this decision. You need to think about: 

 § Collecting baseline data. Baseline data is information gathered 
before a programme or intervention begins to capture the situation 
prior to your intervention. It provides a point of comparison for 
assessing your programme’s impact. Without good baseline data 
you cannot make a reliable comparison and you risk underplaying 
your impact. This principle applies to all methods of evaluation.

 § The frequency and duration of data collection. Will you collect 
data on all your activities at all times, or carry out smaller, one-off 
evaluations at regular intervals? For example, a telephone helpline 
may survey all callers for one week every quarter to complement 
routine call volume data. 

 § The timing of data collection in relation to the beneficiary’s 
experience of the intervention. A common pattern is to collect 
data before and after an intervention. This requires you to think 
about how long after the initial data collection you can expect to 
see a change in outcomes. 

 § Whether and when to collect follow-up data. Investors seeking 
to bring about long-term change should consider collecting 
data from investees and beneficiaries’ months or years after the 
intervention. Without this kind of longitudinal data, it is difficult 
to make claims about long-term impact. In some instances, it may 
be possible to get follow-up data from statutory agencies - for 
example, on employment. In practice, it can be difficult to find out 
who holds what statutory data and gain permission to access it.
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Step Five: How to collect 
the data

The final stage in developing your measurement framework 
is to identify how to get your data - the approach you take 
and the tools you use to collect it. First, you should think 
about what data already exists and how to use that where 
possible. Then you can identify new sources of data and find 
or develop appropriate tools to collect it.

Using what exists

Using existing evidence, data or tools - where appropriate 
- will make measuring your impact more effective and 
efficient. You will have already identified existing evidence 
that can help support your theory of change, and prioritised 
the outcomes you need to measure: now, by identifying 
useable existing data, you can limit the level of resources you 
will need to use to collect new data.

When considering the usefulness of data that you or 
someone else has already collected, bear in mind two things: 

1. The quality and robustness of any existing data needs 
to match the level of evidence you are aiming for and 
adequately capture the outcomes in your theory of 
change. You may have to modify your existing data, for 
example, by adapting an existing research design or set 
of questions—do not just accept what you already have.

 

2. There may be barriers to accessing data that others 
collect. This may be due to data protection restrictions, 
resource constraints, or bureaucratic hurdles. Even if the 
data you need is already being collected, there will be 
situations where it is easier to collect it again yourself.

Developing your own data source

SOURCES OF DATA 

Data can come from several different sources. You need to 
be clear on the source of your data, as this can affect what 
inferences you can draw from it. The three most common are: 

1. Primary data: information provided to you from people 
you directly work with and impact. 

2. Secondary data: information collected by someone 
else. This includes data in academic literature; 
research undertaken by government, think tanks, or 
other research institutions; or data held by public 
sector agencies or other organizations on issues like 
employment. It is important to know how these third 
parties collect their data so that you can interpret and 
use it correctly. 

3. Informant data: where you cannot get information 
from the individuals you directly impact; you can 
consider obtaining data from an informed individual - 
someone well-placed to comment on any change in a 
beneficiary. Informant data often comes from parents 
or other relatives, teachers, health practitioners or other 
professionals working closely with an individual. Even 
when it is possible to obtain information directly from 

the person you work with, data from other sources can 
be useful to triangulate your results.

CHOOSING AND DEVELOPING TOOLS

For some data sources - for example, when you use secondary 
data - you will not have control over the tool that is used for 
collection. If you want to know the reconviction rates of ex-
offenders that you work with and have a public sector source 
for - in this case, a reconviction decided by the courts and 
recorded in government databases. But for other outcomes 
and sources, you will need to choose which tools to use. 
Tools can be split broadly into two categories: quantitative 
tools and qualitative tools.

Common quantitative 
methods and tools

Common qualitative 
methods and tools

 § Surveys/questionnaires 
 § Psychometric scales 
 § Case work tools/records 
 § Statutory data

 § Interviews 
 § Observation/ethnography 
 § Focus groups 
 § Anecdotes and feedback
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Considerations for choosing tools include:

Area What to consider Tips for choosing tools

 § Outcomes  § The mix of ‘soft’ or ‘hard’ outcomes 
 § The fit between the outcomes you want measured and the tool 
 § Both measuring change and understanding why change has 

happened

 § Choose standardised and validated tools where you can try to get hold of existing 
administrative/ statutory data for hard outcomes

 § Use quantitative tools to measure change and qualitative tools to understand how 
change happens

 § Activities  § Do you work with people over a long period of time?
 § Do you work with people one-to-one or in an intensive way?
 § Is your service innovative or established?
 § Are you trying to scale your approach?

 § Consider how you might follow up with people in the long term, such as contacting a 
random sample or using statutory data 

 § Resource-intensive tools may not be appropriate for light-touch interventions 
 § If you are delivering a new activity or trying to scale you should invest in a robust 

approach to measuring your impact

 § Investees / 
Beneficiaries / 
Stakeholders

 § How accessible are your users/beneficiaries/stakeholders?
 § How easy is it to get a representative sample? 
 § How easy is it for respondents to take part in research?

 § Consider secondary data sources for beneficiaries/ stakeholders who are not 
accessible 

 § Ensure the tools are tested for the population you work with—e.g., older people, 
people with learning difficulties

 § Time and 
resources

 § How to minimise the collection of new data (i.e., using existing 
evidence and data collected by others)

 § Available resources to collect, use, and analyse data

 § Identify a lead in your organization to drive measurement of your impact
 § Recruit someone with relevant skills and experience as needed 
 § Research tools that others in your sector use rather than reinventing the wheel 
 § Make use of training and free-to-use tools and guidance 
 § Consider sharing measurement with other organizations to reduce costs

 § Need for rigour  § What is widely accepted in your sector? 
 § What is your appetite for rigour 
 § The availability of tested tools for outcomes you seek

 § Look for shared measurement and common tools to increase rigour 
 § Research availability of tools before developing your own

 § Investor 
requirements

 § What is the investors’ appetite for evidence? 
 § Are your priorities for measurement aligned with your investors? 
 § Are different funders asking you for different information?

 § Talk to your funders to understand their priorities 
 § Talk to investors who ask for information that is not a priority for you 
 § Work with funders to reduce duplication in reporting. Consider developing a shared 

measurement approach with funders in your sector to streamline reporting.
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Analysing data

How you analyse the data depends on your context, the 
investments you make and the type of work you do. Typically, 
you should aim to answer three questions:

1. Does your quantitative and 
qualitative data support your theory 
of change? 

Does it suggest that the causal mechanisms that underlie 
your theory of change work in the way you expect them to? 
This leads to further questions: 

§ Are there any causal links in the chain that do not work as 
you expect them to? 

§ Do your investments/services work the same way in 
different places or with different people? Can you identify 
reasons for any differences in the intermediate and final 
outcomes? 

§ What factors facilitate your theory of change and what 
factors impede it? 

§ Does the data point to any untested assumptions about 
how what you do leads to change? 

§ How much difference do you make (i.e., what is the scale 
of your impact)? 

Qualitative data, such as interviews with staff, investees, 
beneficiaries and other stakeholders, is good for explaining 
why change happens - the causal mechanisms at play. It tells 
you more about how you have an impact, which quantitative 

data generally does not do. But qualitative data can be more 
susceptible to bias, and it is often difficult to tell whether 
the experience of an individual is representative. Combining 
qualitative and quantitative data provides a richer picture 
of your impact than either can alone, and will help you 
understand the difference you make. 

Answering these questions will help you identify how you 
might be able to increase your impact. You may want to 
change some activities, stop those that appear to make 
little difference, or engage in new ones. As you think about 
shifting resources in this way, you not only need to think 
about becoming more effective, but also more cost-effective, 
which is different. Starting new activities might make you 
more effective, but the increase may not justify the cost.

2. How do your results compare 
with similar services or 
organizations? 

Comparing your results with others (‘benchmarking’) can 
help you understand how you are doing in relation to your 
peers. This can offer insights into the level of success you 
can expect from your work and suggest ways you might 
improve. But you need to be sure you are comparing apples 
to apples: are your results measuring the same thing, in the 
same way, in the same context? For example, the difficulties 
in standardising cost-benefit and social return on investment 
analyses make it inappropriate to compare different services 
by these measures. 

It is important to be aware of potential differences between 
your impact and that of a similar service that are out of your 
control, such as a different context or the effects of chance. 
But it is useful to know if your results differ from the norm, 
assuming there is such a norm. If you are within the norm 
you may want to think about how to improve. If you are 
outside the norm you will want to take action - either your 
results will be significantly worse, in which case you should 
stop or change what your do, or your results will be better, 
in which case you may want to start gathering a higher level 
of evidence.

3. Are your results improving over 
time? 

This is the most important question to answer. You want to 
get better. It is useful to be able to show other funders and 
stakeholders that you can learn and improve. The challenge 
is taking account of factors that influence your impact but 
are outside your control. 

For example, it might be difficult to account for changes in 
macroeconomic conditions, such as employment, that affect 
your efforts to help people get jobs. Again, this is where 
you can refer to your theory of change. Can you show you 
make a difference with the metrics that are in your control? 
Do these improve over time? Can you explain why those 
improvements do not lead to goals further downstream? 
Can you do anything about the factors that influence those 
downstream goals, such as collaborating with others?
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Final thoughts

Decide what is most important to your organization 
and try to measure that. Do not be too easily pushed 
into what others want measured or what is easy to 
measure. 

 § Look at possible negative impacts of your work. 
This is the right thing to do, and you want to be 
prepared should someone challenge you. 

 § Think about where you want to be in the future 
and what data you need to help you get there. 
It takes time to build a high-impact organization. 
Data on your impact will help show you the way. 

 § Enemy number one is poor quality data. Collecting 
it serves no purpose but consumes resources.

 § Keep your measurement approach and data 
collection as simple as possible but collect 
sufficient data of good quality to illuminate 
whether your theory of change is working as you 
anticipate. 

 § Know the limits of what you can and cannot do. 
Consider investing in training your staff and seek 
external advice where necessary. 

 § Use data you collect to inform your practices. It is 
the only way to get better.
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A performance framework example

Rapid Assessment

Evaluation

Impact Assessment

Basic assessment (monitoring) of all 
interventions on quantitative indicators only

All investment fund managers

Standardised set of indicators (QN & QL) for all 
interventions disaggregated at portfolio level

All investment managers

Specific indicators aligned to specific impact 
objectives 

Conducted by independent third parties

Monthly

Quarterly

Annually

Comparative benchmarking across investment 
portfolios per sector
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A performance framework – end to end process

Setting impact 
goals and 
strategy

Identify impact 
organsiations 

and conduct due 
diligence

Reporting and 
review

Portfolio 
Management and 

Measurement

 § Using standards to guide the 
measurement framework - 
i.e. IFC Operating princples 
to provvide guidance to 
ensure IM system is aligned 
with best practices

 § Objectives - UNSDGs 
are the guidelines to 
identify impact areas 
and integrated into the 
performance framework

 § Monitor and evaluate 
progress monthly and 
quarterly to track impact 
data according to specific 
indicators using specific 
methdologies such as the 
IMP and IRIS+ to shape 
the approach to impact 
measurement

 § Using reporting guidelines 
such as GRI and IIRC 
to report on impact 
performance alongside 
customized metrics 
and benchmark across 
portfolios and sectors
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Template for collecting data 

Designing a Framework for Individual Programmes Template

The Following template can be used to design a impact measurement framework for programmes

PROGRAMME NAME

Programme Objectives

Programme Outcomes and Deliverables

What do you want to monitor, evaluate and assess?

When will you conduct the performance measurement activities?

Who will be part of the assessment process?

Which stakeholders need to be included in the process?

What type of information do you want?

MONITORING? Activities

EVALUATION? Outcomes and Outputs

IMPACT ASSESSMENT – Impact and Return on investment

What indicators/proxies will you use to measure?

Quantitative Indicators

Qualitative indicators

Where will you find the data? What data sources will you use?

Who will be responsible? When will you do it?

What data do you need to align with your theory of change?

How will you gather the information?

How will you analyze the information?

How will you use and share the results?
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