
 

Ways to Show Social Benefit: a simple guide. 

There is no one accepted way to show your actions provide a social benefit.  
How do you put a price on a smile?  The debate about measuring social impact often veers between two 

different approaches -- of finding ‘hard’ financial measures of counting social benefit, or softer, more 

qualitative and person centred judgements.  You may also want to know whether the impact is on an 

individual or across a spectrum from the individual to a family, a community, a city or to the whole world.  

The picture is further complicated because social or environmental benefits may take a long time to show, 

in some cases many years. So some approaches try to measure the ‘whole life impact’ of an activity.  On the 

other hand a grant or a service contract may be only be for a couple of years.  

 Individual benefit  

 

A monetary equivalent  

 

   

A measure of wellbeing 
  

 Collective benefit  

 

At one extreme measuring benefit might be about doing a financial calculation. Such as ‘each volunteer is 

worth £10 per hour and there were 100 volunteer hours, so our added value was £1000’.  Or ‘A private 

business would charge 1000 to care for our client, so our free service to 20 people provides a saving to the 

taxpayer of £20,000’. Or ‘the cost over 20 years of a new factory to the local tourism industry and of 

cleaning up the local environment afterwards would be £10million’. 

A measure of wellbeing is more about outcomes and feelings. It might be ‘in a survey 50% of local people 

felt they trusted their neighbours’ or, ‘as a result of our service our clients said they were happier, more 

confident, and could access opportunities previously denied them’, or simply local people being willing to 

say ‘we like living here and we want to make it better’. 

Which approach you choose often depends on WHY you are seeking to measure the benefit. It might be 

to improve your work or better manage what you do (internal accountability) or to report to funders, 

regulators or other people to prove the value of your work (external accountability). 

It also depends on how much energy you are able to put into measuring benefit.  Some of the financial 

‘quantitative’ measures are very complicated, taking lots of factors into account and may be too expensive 

for a small organisation to use.  But measuring the softer qualitative ‘perceptions of benefit’ can also take 

time because it means going out and asking people how they feel, or doing in depth social research. 

Social enterprises often have to find financial measures for social or environmental outcomes.  They 

often compete for contracts (tenders), and public bodies often use financial measures. However some 

people feel this misses the true value of social enterprise. After all, how can you put a price on a smile? Or 

the enjoyment you get from an artistic or creative activity, or from a sense of fairness and justice.  

The challenge is finding the best measure. One that fits your own needs, captures what you want to learn, 

is not too expensive in terms of time, money or knowledge. Yet also strong enough to be accepted by 

others. It is also important to make sure that what you learn leads to you improving the way you work. 

Good evaluation takes time and will cost money and so needs to make a difference. 
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Below are some methods, largely ordered from the more ‘social’ to the ‘financial’: 

Placecheck – A way of quickly assessing the ‘health’ of a community.  

http://www.placecheck.info/  

Community mapping: Discovering what people value in their community and what needs improving 

http://www.communityplanning.net/methods/mapping.php  

Participatory Appraisal: a broad approach that seeks to improve the way people think about their 

community and thereby encourage and enable grassroots action. 

http://participationcompass.org/article/show/137  

Volunteering Impact Guide: a practical guide for assessing the difference that volunteering makes.  

http://www.socialimpactscotland.org.uk/understanding-social-impact/methods-and-tools/volunteering-

impact-assessment-toolkit/  

Big Lottery Self Evaluation guide: Produced by the Big (National) Lottery to support those they fund 

http://www.biglotteryfund.org.uk/funding/funding-guidance/managing-your-funding/self-evaluation  

Balance: an online toolkit to improve the internal management of social enterprises. 
http://www.socialenterprisebalance.org  

Proving and improving: a quality and impact tool for social enterprises. Helps social enterprises explore 
ways to measure their impact and demonstrate the quality of their work. 
http://www.proveandimprove.org  

Social Enterprise Mark: a ‘kite mark’ or quality standards framework for social enterprise 
http://www.socialenterprisemark.org.uk/  

Social Audit – A method for reporting impact, with the option of an external ‘audit’ to prove what you say 
http://www.socialauditnetwork.org.uk/  

Value creation in Social Firms - a ‘diy’ training manual for calculating ‘social return on investment’. 
 http://www.socialfirmsuk.co.uk/resources/library/measuring-value-creation-social-firms-do-it-yourself-
training-manual-sroi  

Social Return on Investment (SROI): Training provider for social enterprises to demonstrate SROI.  
http://www.sroi-uk.org  

LM3: A way to calculate your organisation’s economic contribution to its community.  
https://www.lm3online.com/   

AA1000: an international ‘principles-based’ set of standards for helping organisations become more 
accountable, responsible and sustainable.   
http://www.accountability.org/standards/   

Assessing environmental impact: A Government website with guidance on environmental impact: 
https://www.gov.uk/assessing-environmental-impact-guidance  

There will be many other ways you can go about proving your impact, or assessing the value you might 
bring through your work. However you may be required to adopt a specific method, such as SROI. 
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