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Introduction 

Social impact measurement in nonprofit sector has been an important issue for several years (Paton, 

2003, Liket & Maas, 2011). It can be asked by external stakeholder for accountability reasons 

(Ebrahim, 2003), but can also serve internal needs (Carman & Fredericks, 2008). Social impact 

measurement is at the border between internal and external issues of nonprofit organisations. It can 

also be seen as a management tool. In that perspective, it seeks to simplify the activity described, but 

tries also to explore this reality and needs to keep a sufficient level of complexity (Moisdon, 1997). 

Our research focuses on the process by which social impact is actually measured in nonprofit 

organizations, while few scholar work adopt this perspective. We seek to understand on the one hand 

the influence on the evaluation process of the positioning of social impact measurement at the border 

between internal and external issues, and on the other hand the ways through which processes and 

results of social impact measurement achieve both simplification and complexity keeping.  

The methodology is based on a action-research in a French non-profit organization. Empirical data 

comes from two case studies. The different steps of each process are highlighted, categorized into two 

types: closing movements that reduce the activity to particular forms, and opening movements that 

broaden instead the spectrum of evaluation. 

Findings show that external expectations match with the closing movement, while the internal 

challenges match with the opening one. Moreover, we find that social impact measurement is a 

process where temporary imbalance featured by oversimplification or overly complexity is corrected by 

reverse movements in order to get a balanced result. 

These results suggest the possibility of co-existence divergent objectives and logics within one social 

impact measurement, and emphasize the dynamic dimension of social impact measurement. 

 

1. Theoretical framework 

The issue of measuring the performance of non-profit organizations has become increasingly 

important in recent years. Many studies agree that the financial indicators are largely insufficient to 

measure the performance of these organizations, because of their specific objectives (Speckbacher 



2003, Paton, 2003). Performance has to be rather measured by assessing social effects on 

stakeholders and outcomes’ activities of these organizations (Baruch & Ramalho, 2006, Mitchell, 

2013). 

Many tools and methods have emerged in recent years to measure social impact (Cordery & Sinclair, 

2013 for a classification of existing tools). However, there is no consensus on the best tools of social 

impact measurement (Maas & Liket, 2011), some scholars suggest each organization has to find its 

own way (Stievenart & Pache, 2014) especially since several studies have emphasized the 

multidimensional nature of this performance (Forbes, 1998, Lecy et al., 2012 Bagnoli & Megali, 2011, 

Bouchard, 2004). 

The term of effectiveness was widely used by academic work to describe the extent of this 

performance (Herman, 1992 Forbes, 1998). Concepts of "social value" and "blended value" were also 

used by some scholars (Mook, 2013, Emerson 2003, Nicholls 2009). One  term has emerged more 

recently and seems to have established itself today : "impact" or "social impact", which was first used 

by practitioners (Wainwright, 2002), Clark et al., 2004), and adopted by academic works (Ebrahim & 

Rangan, 2010, Maas & Liket, 2011 Barraket & Yousefpour, 2013 Arvidson & Lyon, 2013). In French, 

the term "social utility" is also much used (Gadrey, 2005). In this paper we will use the term "social 

impact".  

1.1. Social impact measurement between internal and external issues 

The reasons why organizations measure their performance are numerous and depend on the 

particular context of the organization (Cook, Vansant, Stewart, & Adrian, 1995), but the literature 

distinguishes two types of issues : reasons coming from external environment on one hand, and 

meeting internal needs on the other hand. 

External reasons for social impact measurement 

Social impact measurement is considered as the central aspect of accountability of non-profit 

organization towards their funders (Edwards & Hulme, 1995 Ebrahim, 2003). Many studies point out 

that reporting to funders is the predominant reason why non-profit organizations measure their social 

impact (Ebrahim, 2005, Campos et al., 2011, Costa et al., 2011 Moxham, 2013). MacIndoe and 

Barman (2013) show a positive correlation between the level of influence of funders and means that 



organizations dedicate to measuring the social impact of their activity. Nonprofit organizations may 

also seek to attract new funders or more widely to promote the organization in public space (Carman & 

Fredericks, 2008). Some researchers find that demand for accountability from funders became higher 

in recent years (Carman, 2009). This trend can be explained by the growing influence of for-profit 

actors and logics, among both private funders and public ones. For private funders, the “new 

philanthropy” logic seeks to maximize the effectiveness of money spent and designs increasingly 

donations as an investment (Katz, 2005, Anheier & Leat, 2006, Bailin, 2003 Frumkin, 2003). For public 

funders, the emergence of "new public management" has led to strengthen monitoring and the search 

for optimization of public spending (Hood, 1991 Hood & Margetts, 2007). These logics affect 

organizations that are funded by these actors. 

Social impact measurement as a response to internal issues 

However, several researchers point risks to measure the social impact only for funders. Costa, Ramus 

and Andreaus consider that this can lead not to be accountable to other stakeholders which are as 

important for NPOs as funders, such as employees, volunteers and beneficiaries (Costa et al., 2011). 

Chemin and Gilbert also note that use of evaluation tools imposed by funders leads to forget other 

dimensions of organizational performance (Chemin & Gilbert, 2010). Similarly, O'Dwyer and Unerman 

explain that the views of stakeholders for which the social impact of an NPO will be measured 

performance may focus on some particular dimensions at the expense of broader ones, which may be 

forgotten by NPOs (O'Dwyer & Unerman, 2008). According to them, this mismatch can jeopardize the 

fulfillment of the mission of the NPO. 

Many researchers stress on the fact that social impact measurement should meet other purposes than 

reporting to external stakeholders (Ebrahim, 2005). They propose it can address internal issues of 

NPOs. The assessment of the social impact can be useful as a strategic management tool (Carman & 

Fredericks, 2008). It can also be a source of information for the improvement of it activity and 

organizational learning (Ebrahim, 2003, 2005). The evaluation process may also be a reflective tool for 

internal actors regarding values and identity of the organization (Bouchard, 2004). 

Social impact measurement is therefore an important issue for the NPO, both in its relations with 

external actors and to meet its internal needs. Measuring social impact is at the boundary between the 

internal and the external side of the nonprofit organization or the part of the organization assessed.  



1.2. The management tool between simplification and complexity 

As seen previously, social impact measurement requires tools and methods to achieve to assess the 

impact of NPO activities. We propose to address this question in the broader context of management 

tools within organizations. 

A field of literature on this subject appeared in France around thirty years ago. Several authors have 

analyzed the roles of the tools that organizations build and use for the implementation of different 

management actions (Chiapello & Gilbert, 2013). First scholarly work showed perverse effects of 

these tools, leading for example to irrational behaviours and underoptimization !(Berry, 1983 Riveline 

1991). They consider that actors perceive these tools as "abstract of truth and good" (Berry, 1983 

Riveline, 1991), or as a "simplified representation of reality" (Moisdon, 1997), often forgetting how 

approximatively these tools stand for the activity they are supposed to model. 

However, some researchers noticed more recent changes in the way these tools are taken for in 

organizations. Moisdon (1997) observes that management tools are increasingly less stable and more 

malleable. He lists new features of these tools: flexible (to adapt to the changes they must regulate), 

fragile (tools regularly disappear and others appear voluntarily), interactive (tools are a starting point 

for feedback and revision of choices), questionable (role of structuring actors’ negotiations, rather than 

the automation of choice in advance), decentralized (tools are not always designed at the central level 

organizations, they are operating units increasingly build management tools for their own needs) 

(Moisdon, 1997). He explains this development by the very evolution of the internal and external 

context of organizations (acceleration of time, adaption required), and the awareness of stakeholders 

about tools’ limitation. In the same perspective, Hatchuel (1994) observes that the management tools 

are not fixed but are increasingly a "provisional representation around which stakeholders undertake 

mutual learning" (Hatchuel, 1994) 

We can also compare this idea to the notion of "interpretive flexibility" which is developed by 

Orlikowski (1992: 407) about technology within organizations: by studying the design process and use 

she argues that technological tools are modified under the influence of social and material agencies. 

Despite these developments, management tool as a simplified representation of reality remains a 

relevant vision. Since the management tools are likely to be used by managers and actors to grasp 



very numerous and complex information about reality of an activity, they play the role of “abstract of 

truth” in organizations (Riveline 1991). 

Therefore, as stated by Moisdon (1997), "management tools have two sides: one related to 

conformation, as a requirement or incentive, the other related to knowledge" (Moisdon 1997: 43). On 

one side, a management tool simplifies the reality and on the other, its flexible and evolutionary aspect 

will keep a more nuanced, multidimensional view in order to play a role of exploration and learning 

(Moisdon, 1997). 

Thus, we argue that social impact measurement tools will seek, as other types of management tools, 

both to simplify reality they measure and to keep a certain complexity in order to capture the broadest 

aspects of the value produced by NPOs. 

2. Research question 

Our research aims to study social impact measurement through the two perspectives we exposed just 

before: as an object located at the boundary between internal and external issues on one hand, and 

as a management tool between simplification and complexity.  

We choose to focus on processes of social impact measurement. Most scholar work on the 

measurement of social impact in the nonprofit sector tries either to answer the question of how is the 

best way to measure social impact, or analyzes actors’ positions and general practices of social 

impact measurement. However, one can notice little interest for building and implementation of 

processes of social impact measurement within organizations. From our point of view, detailed 

observation of running of processes of social impact assessment can provide new insights on this 

topic. 

We seek to answer the following research questions: 

- What is the influence on the evaluation process of the positioning of the social impact 

measurement at the boundary between internal and external issues? 

- How does social impact measurement reach objectives of simplification on and conservation of 

complexity? How is it organized in the process of evaluation?  



3. Methodology and case studies’ description 

Empirical data come from two case studies of social impact measurement of two separate entities 

within the same non-profit organization. The organization is a major French operator foundation 

(annual budget of around 300 million euros) with about 200 establishments and services in the field of 

education, childcare and professional training for children and young people facing social problems, as 

well as support for parents. 

The research presented in this paper is a part of a larger PhD. research work. The methodology is 

based on an approach type intervention research (David, 2000). The researcher was during three 

years a project manager on social impact measurement within the organization. Several tasks were 

carried out, including monitoring of five evaluations on different entities in the organization (projects, 

services), and participative observation of development of the issue of social impact measurement 

within the organization. Data collected for the research are a logbook of each evaluation, interviews 

with key actors, as well as secondary data (reports of meetings, emails, document collection and 

analysis of information for evaluating the social impact). 

The two case studies presented below were selected from the five evaluations undertaken in the 

organization. They were chosen as the two opposite evaluations in terms of choice of tools of 

measurement at the beginning of the process (implementation of an existing and quantitative tool for 

case 1, while a qualitative approach with little planning for case 2), the other three approaches is 

characterized by quantitative tools used in part or through qualitative tools but with a higher extent of 

planning. 

For each evaluation, all steps and actions were reconstituted in a chronological way. A coding process 

allows us to identify particular stages of stabilization and stages of expansion of evaluation. We called 

these two types of stages as closing and opening movements. Two case studies were described using 

this distinction. A closing movement is an action which reduces the spectrum of evaluation, which 

“freezes” the social impact of the assessed entity, which simplifies social impact in a particular form, so 

as to make the entity assessed comparable with other entities. On the opposite, the opening 

movement is an effort to expand the spectrum of evaluation by identifying as many different outcomes 

as possible, introducing nuance and complexity, thus emphasizing on the specificity of the service 

assessed. 



3.1. Case 1: families’ listening service (FLS) 

Presentation and context 

Created in 2001, families’ listening service is a hotline which received phone calls from anyone facing 

difficulties with a child or a teenager. The callers are parents or other adults to youth around (other 

family members, school workers, social workers) who need information, advice and / or support about 

the situation of a young person. Most discussions focus on school requirements of the child, choices 

related to his / her studies, behavior, difficulties of parents in their educational role, disability, or 

relationships with the social childcare services. Approximately 2,500 situations are treated each year, 

each call lasts 20 minutes on average. The staff is composed of a manager and six “listeners” with 

various profiles (psychologists, special educators, social worker in childcare or social and professional 

integration, etc ...). The service is mainly funded by non-dedicated private donations coming from the 

organization (public grants represent less than 10% of budget). 

Late 2013, the service manager (SM) asked the researcher for measuring the social impact of the 

service on the assessment. Two reasons led him to make this request. Firstly, the service staff was 

starting an internal study on the strategic positioning of the service inside the organization and outside 

and it seemed appropriate to complete this study by an analysis of the outcomes of the service. 

Secondly, SM has been asked to find new funding to reduce the amount of funds coming from the 

organization, and RS considered that a social impact measurement of the service would help to 

convince stakeholders to support the service. 

The first closing movement: the choice of the evaluation method 

Unlike other approaches to assessment of the social impact of the organization where any particular 

method has been followed, it was decided to assess the social impact of the service by applying the 

SROI methodology (Social Return On Investment). This tool proposes to measure the social impact of 

a project or an organization in monetary terms, and to calculate  a ratio obtained by dividing the sum of 

the monetary impacts by the amount of resources needed for the activity. The choice of measuring he 

social impact of the service by using SROI methodology was voluntary: no external actor has 

requested that the evaluation be performed in this manner, and it was not planned before using this 

method (some months before, the steering committee on the social impact measurement within the 



organization had even considered that this method was not relevant for future evaluations within the 

organization). The choice was made during the first discussion between the researcher and SM. 

Indeed, SM had realized shortly before that funders were particularly interested in monetary figures : 

he calculates the cost of one call by dividing the total budget by the number of calls, and had the 

intuition that this cost unit matches with economic gain. Noticing this type of reasoning is very similar 

to the logic of the SROI method, the researcher then presented the method and proposed to assess 

the social impact of the service with this tool. SM agreed immediately. 

The choice of the SROI method involves a number of constraints: in addition to follow a number of 

steps recommended in the methodological guides of SROI, it requires defining a monetary value to 

each identified and measured impact. 

The identification of all the outcomes of the service as an opening movement 

The evaluation was conducted by the researcher between February 2014 and March 2015, with the 

support of two students in the first three months. SM and one staff member followed the whole 

evaluation process. 

According to the methodological framework proposed by the SROI method, the first step was to 

identify the stakeholders on which the service has outcomes, and to name those outcomes. This work 

was based on internal documents from the service and meetings between those in charge of 

evaluation and two members of the staff. Seven different stakeholders were listed, and 18 different 

outcomes. This first step has allowed to open evaluation, identifying stakeholders and some outcomes 

that service staff has little awareness so far: for example, if the outcomes of the service to recipients 

were quite obvious the eyes of the staff, the outcomes for the organization in terms of greater external 

recognition were an aspect that nobody had ever thought about. 

The choice of monetarily valued outcomes: a closing movement 

Then the next step was the measure the outcomes and impacts identified, and then assigned them a 

monetary value. In agreement with the service staff, the team in charge of the evaluation gave up 

measuring some of the identified outcomes because it was too difficult to obtain information (the 

additional visibility of the organization for example) or the effects were too uncertain to be measured, 



as compared to the indirect action (effects on young people affected by the call for example). Ten 

impacts out of eighteen were not measured. 

The choice to value certain impacts but not others led to focus the evaluation process on the most 

easily quantifiable aspects. The monetary valuation concentrated time and effort on only part of the 

identified impacts, and we could imagine that the end result puts forward that valued monetarily 

impacts over other impacts, leading to minimize or to forget them. This phenomenon comes from the 

choice of following the SROI method by assigning a monetary value to all impacts to calculate the final 

ratio. 

Furthermore, for the measured impacts, their translation into monetary terms was reduced to a 

particular dimension. For example, the monetary equivalent chosen to value improvement of the well-

being of parents who called the service is the price of a session with a psychologist. The need to 

assign a monetary value led to translate some impacts in a specific shape, sometimes far from the 

reality being experienced by beneficiaries. 

Opening resulting from the undermining of monetary valuation 

In April 2014, a first version of the results was completed: some impacts were valued monetarily, for 

calculating a SROI ratio. A presentation was made to the supervisor in charge of the service (line 

manager of SM). He challenged he way the impact with the largest value (about 75% of the total 

amount of value) was valued. He considers that the assumptions used for the calculation had been 

overestimated and asked for some more detailed calculations. This is what the researcher has done, 

leading to a significant decrease in the total value of the impacts, and therefore the SROI ratio 

(although still positive). Faced with the disappointment of the service manager, the researcher tried to 

reconsider the monetary value of other non-quantified impacts so far. In a discussion with SM around 

the content of some calls, a new outcome unidentified so far appeared, being monetarily valuable: 

stress reduction of certain beneficiaries thanks to the service. It seemed possible to value monetarily 

by estimating avoided cost of stress-related diseases for public authorities and health insurance. But 

this effect was never identified as such by the service: a revision of monetary valuation led to highlight 

a "new" outcome: change in calculations brought to re-open the process. 

A balanced evaluation result 



When all monetary value calculations were completed and stabilized, the last step was to prepare the 

final document containing the detailed results of social impact measurement of the service. SM then 

expressed his wish that the final result is not only down to the presentation of the SROI ratio and all 

stages of calculations leading to this ratio, but also includes a qualitative dimension, that is to say a 

description of the different outcomes on different identified stakeholders. For SM, it was important to 

highlight not only the quantitative dimension of social impact measurement, but also its qualitative 

dimension. It was all the more important as it was possible in that way to stress on outcomes that do 

not have any monetary value. The first half of the final document therefore describes in detail the 

various outcomes identified, while the second half shows the different calculations leading to the 

monetary value of the eight outcomes and impacts. The document prepared for oral presentations 

respect as well this division between qualitative and quantitative dimension. Thus, the choice in the 

form of the final result opened the assessment process to other aspects than the financial ratio which 

is the goal any social impact measurement using the SROI method. 

3.2. Case 2: support for integration service (SIS) 

Introduction and background 

“Support for integration service” is a service that hosts and supports young people aged 18 to 21 

placed by public child welfare services, which are in charge of child protection. SIS hosts young 

people just before they exit the child welfare system. SIS aims to support them in their social and 

professional integration. The service is fully funded by the local Council in charge of child welfare 

system. Young people stay from 6 months to three years (1 year and a half on average). The service 

has 30 places. All the young people are housed in apartments in the city where the service is located, 

alone or with others. There is one service manager (SM) and three social integration support workers. 

Social impact measurement has been identified as an interesting study for the service for two main 

reasons. On the one hand, the service manager wanted to develop this type of service in other cities, 

such an assessment would be decisive in his view to convince the local Council to open similar 

services in other cities of the area, and to convince other local Councils to fund such services on other 

areas. On the other hand, the service manager was particularly motivated to be able to objectify his 

feelings on the effectiveness of the service, to promote it within the organization. 



Evaluation before social impact measurement process: closing movement 

At the first meeting between the researcher and SM on the subject, SM reported that he had already 

recorded two years ago "a integration rate" of the service He calculated the percentage of 

beneficiaries who left the service with a housing solution and training or employment. He had done this 

calculation remembering the outcome situation of each beneficiary since the beginning of the 

existence of the service (2002). To the extent that he considers that the service is primarily aimed at 

support towards employment and independent housing, social impact of the service should be 

evaluated on these two criteria. He therefore proposes that the social impact measurement process 

was to calculate the same integration rate taking into account the most recent beneficiaries, and being 

a little more precise in calculations he had done two years earlier. 

Selection of the approach and first data collection: the opening movement 

Given this perspective, the researcher proposes to extend the assessment to other types of outcomes, 

highlighting particularly more qualitative aspects (social ties, behavior, etc.), which was accepted by 

SM. In addition, outcomes on other actors were mentioned (on neighborhood, on firms hiring young 

people, etc.), but it was agreed to focus only on outcomes on beneficiaries because this point most 

interests recipients of social impact measurement. . 

The choice of evaluation methodology was not so easy. On one hand, the desire to include qualitative 

outcomes in the evaluation made the choice more difficult. Secondly, the researcher found that the 

service had no written data on the situation of beneficiaries, whether handwritten or digital. It was then 

decided to collect descriptions of beneficiaries’ paths in the service, told by the staff. Such an 

approach would both "create" data that did not exist, and to capture qualitative outcomes. How these 

stories would be analyzed has not been defined at this stage: the researcher and SM agreed to start 

by collecting a limited number of descriptions, to see if this approach would gather relevant and usable 

data for measuring outcomes on young people. 

A first meeting was organized with the staff, during which the paths’ description of seven beneficiaries 

who left the previous year were collected. For every young person, the researcher asked the staff to 

describe the situation of the young when he entered the service, his evolution throughout his stay uin 

the service and his / her situation when he left, even some time after when staff had information. In the 



unit, each youth is followed by a particularly loaded worker, but other members of the staff also have 

many contacts with each beneficiary (visits to apartments, informal discussions, etc.). 

closing movement : looking for common criteria 

The notes taken by the researcher on each of the seven cases were a basis to try to define common 

criteria on the situation of the beneficiaries when they arrive in the unit (level of education, 

administrative status, family status, etc.), their situation once out (housing, educational level, 

employment, social life, etc.) in order to be able to link the two situations (beginning and end) and thus 

bring out progress of each beneficiary. 

Choice of collecting all the data: re-opening 

However, the need to cover all the situations studied led to a very long list of criteria, and only a small 

part of the criteria was relevant to characterize the situation of each beneficiary. The researcher 

therefore called to give up the idea to draw up a common list of criteria for all situations, and proposed 

to go through the collection of all stories before deciding how they would be analyzed. The manager 

and staff have accepted this proposal and it was agreed to collect the path descriptions of all young 

people having left the previous year. 29 young people were concerned. 

Three meetings of half a day with the staff were required to collect the stories of remaining 22 young 

people. During the description of paths, staff members were naturally led to cross some situations with 

("Y comes from a family with the same characteristics as X we talked before") and distinguish general 

phenomena, which allowed to distinguish a number of categories. 

Data analysis process: closing movement 

The researcher then analyzed the notes taken during these narratives course. Factual information in 

all the stories were thus cross (situation in terms of housing, employment, vocational training at the 

end of support), a typology base on initial difficulties appeared quite easily. Five categories were 

defined (problem with the rules, "prisoner" of his / her family, unstable administrative situation, heavy 

psychological problems, no particular difficulties). The researcher then attributed a “grade” from 1 to 4 

measuring the degree of resolution of initial problems from the judgment of staff member on final 

situation of each beneficiary. These grades have been validated by the staff. Specific cases have also 



been identified and grouped under global labels (3 beneficiaries were identified as taking advantage of 

the welfare system, and excluded by the service, or 2 beneficiaries with deliberately dishonest 

behavior towards the staff). The analysis has led to reduce each recipient to a particular category of its 

starting situation, assign a grade on the degree of resolution of its problems, and aggregate situations 

in terms of employment, training and housing. 

A balanced evaluation result 

The results of the assessment of the social impact are following 

- The result 1 focuses on the effectiveness of the service in terms of effective “material” integration: 

a percentage of positive cases was calculated. Of all the situations studied, 62% have a home and 

a job or training after SIS 

- The result 2 aims to show the effectiveness of the social problems-solving in service: 43% having 

significant difficulties arriving in SIS have had their problems solved (notes 3 and 4 in the scale of 

problems’ solving). 

- The result 3 reports cases illustrating the moral dimension of the relationship between the service 

and the beneficiary: a premature end support was decided for youth with inappropriate behavior 

according to the staff (taking advantage of welfare system without any effort, religious 

radicalization, etc.). 

Thus, the results include both a quantitative and a qualitative dimension, combining the figures easily 

comparable with other support structures (result 1), quantitative data reflecting qualitative outcomes 

(axis 2) and special cases on very subjective dimensions (axis 3). 

4. Findings 

4.1. Evaluation process and internal / external border 

This section gives an answer to our first research question. 

The positioning of the assessment of the social impact on the border between internal and external 

issues is found in both types of movement that we have highlighted. Indeed, the external concern is 

reflected in the closing movement, while meeting internal needs correspond to the opening movement. 



In case 1, the first closing movement that we have identified is the choice of the SROI methodology to 

measure the social impact of the unit concerned. The choice involves monetary valuation. The unit 

manager decided to implement SROI rather than other tools of measurement in order to convince 

potential funders, since he assumed they would be particularly sensitive to a result in monetary form. 

Conversely, the two opening movements in case 1, which are the identification of outcomes beyond 

the service had imagined, had internal effects, since it contributed to increase the understanding of 

staff members, and helped increase their recognition. External recipients had no interest in a high 

number of significant effects, a small number is more easy to grasp. 

In case 2, analyses of beneficiaries’ stories were identified as closing movements. These movements 

aimed at reduce the particular situations of beneficiaries to common criteria, allowing for an overview, 

and calculate percentages of positive situations. These operations were to make well understood the 

reality of outcomes by external actors. Categorization does not answer directly to an internal need. 

The opening movements through paths’ descriptions during the meetings were in contrast a time of 

learning time for staff members. But there was no particular external expectations related to how  

basic information of the assessment would be collected. 

The correspondence between the external focus and the closing movement can be explained more 

generally. The external focus is to provide readable information to external stakeholders on the 

outcomes and impact of the unit evaluated. In this perspective, social impact measurement is made for 

actors who not know the activity of the unit or who have very limited knowledge. Social impact 

measurement must therefore produce summarized and simple information, for actors having little time 

to understand the performance of the unit. Therefore, number of outcomes is reduced to those which 

are considered as the most important. It is also to translate the outcomes into clear shapes, known 

and easily understood by external actors. Digits and money are forms well known by external actors. 

The closing movement makes exactly these operations. 

Conversely, internal needs are intended to reflectivity, keeping as close as possible to the perceived 

reality. In the nonprofit sector, the heart of the activity is often to provide an individualized and well 

calibrated service to the needs of each person. Therefore, the activity is often perceived by the actors 

as intangible and difficult to generalize. The narrative form will be naturally used to report this reality, 

since it allows the actors to tell intangible aspects of this reality, giving examples and providing 



nuances. Furthermore, the ideas that every situation is a special case and every situation can fail  also 

lead actors to consider that their activity is complex. In this perspective, the internal actors will 

naturally look for a high number of outcomes identified. The opening movement corresponds to these 

operations. 

We have established a correspondence between closing movement and external expectations on the 

one hand, opening movement and internal requirements on the other hand. However, this does not 

mean that closing movements come from external actors nor opening movements are driven by 

internal actors. For example, the choice of the SROI method in case 1 was not asked or even 

suggested by external actors. However, the unit manager made this choice considering that it was a 

particularly suitable tool to address external stakeholders. Conversely, opening movement may be 

provoked by the external side or anterior closing movements: in case 1, identification of outcomes is 

prescribed by the SROI method. Nevertheless, identifying and keeping in the analysis a high number 

of outcomes responds to an internal logic. 

Social impact measurement as a boundary between internal and external issues is visible in the 

existence of movements within the assessment process. 

4.2. Simplification and complexity conservation in the evaluation 

process 

This section provides an answer to our second research question. 

The double challenge that assessment of the social impact as a management tool seeks to address, 

namely simplification and concern for the complexity, results in the sequence of movements whose 

function is to correct temporary imbalances in the evaluation process. We will develop this idea here. 

We assimilate the role of simplification of management tools to the closing movement, and 

conservation of the complexity to the opening movement. By looking deeply at the steps in the two 

cases, an opening movement is followed by a closing movement and vice versa. For example, in the 

case 2, the first closing movement (not taking into account the movement before the evaluation 

process) which is the search for common criteria follows the opening movement which is collection of 

descriptions. So after a time when the complexity has been maintained, the need was felt to try to 

summarize and simplify the description of each beneficiary. Subsequently, it was found that trying to 



simplify reality was not successful, and it was decided to continue to collect other narratives: a new 

opening movement happened. Then a closing movement succeeded with this simplification of reality 

considered relevant at that stage. The end result reintroduced complexity along with simplification.  At 

some times of the evaluation process, actors considered that the complexity was too important and it 

was necessary to simplify reality. At other times, simplification was considered too high or too 

irrelevant, and an opening movement was then engaged to reintroduce complexity. From our analysis, 

imbalanced situations led to the opening and closing movements, having played the role of balancing 

movements. These several stages of imbalance and rebalance movements led to a final result of the 

evaluation we observed in both cases as a compromise between summarization and complexity. The 

evaluation process seeks to reach a balanced result; to achieve that, rebalancing movements occur n 

the social impact measurement process when the imbalance is too large.  

It is interesting to note that the rebalancing movements do not necessarily originate from the will of the 

actors being aware of the imbalance. In case 2, the first opening movement, which was the choice of 

collecting paths’ descriptions of beneficiaries, came from a constraint related to the unit: in fact, the 

lack of written data led to this choice. It is difficult to say whether other ways were possible, but it is 

certain that many assessment tools were impossible to implement (the choice of an SROI among 

other examples). However, this choice initially made under constraint was considered by actors as an 

opportunity to open the process, especially regarding the quantitative evaluation made by the unit 

manager before social impact measurement that had closed the social impact of the unit. The 

constraint turned into opportunity. In case 1, the challenge of first results led to an opening movement, 

identifying a new outcome. Indeed, the desire to increase the monetary value of the social impact 

brought to re-open the process. The solution found has helped both to respond to the difficulty but also 

expand the approach by identifying an additional outcome, contributing to strengthen the complexity of 

the process. 

The assessment of the social impact is therefore seeking to achieve a balance between simplification 

and complexity: this balance is achieved through the succession of opening and closing movements to 

adjust temporary imbalances. 



5. Discussion and conclusion 

The analysis highlighted similarities between two social impact measurement approaches that are very 

different in appearance. Indeed, case 1 is a process where the choice of a tool should have led to one 

dimension of social impact. Nevertheless, we have shown that there was flexibility, and that the 

process and the end result was much broader than we could imagine. At the opposite, the case 2 in 

which the choice was made first to implement a very “open” evaluation methodology did not escape 

simplification. 

Related to research on measuring the performance of NPO, these results allow us to challenge the 

dichotomy between a quantitative social impact measurement oriented to funders, and a qualitative 

social impact measurement turned to internal needs. The study process has allowed us to suggest 

that the assessment procedures could combine both a quantitative and a qualitative dimension, both 

in the way the evaluation was conducted and in the final results. The choice of measurement methods 

does not completely predetermine the final results, since actors maintain room for action during the 

whole assessment process. More generally, one may suggest that different types of evaluation logic 

highlighted by some academic work (Hall, 2014) can be found within the same social impact 

measurement process. 

Our results are also likely to contribute to the literature on management tools. Indeed, the literature on 

management tools focuses above all on internal tools to the organization. Our tool located at the 

border between internal and external side of organizations open almost unexplored areas of 

investigation (Lemaire, 2013). 

Among possible extensions of our research, it seems interesting to use the notion of boundary objects 

(Star & Griesemer, 1989). The actor-network theory is also an interesting framework to consider 

(Callon 1986, Law 1992). 

Finally, empirical observation of the use and the role of the results of social impact measurement 

inside and outside the organization could open other perspectives. 
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