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iNtroductioN
Inspiring Impact Northern Ireland’s 

‘Planning for Impact’ programme 

represented a unique opportunity to 

explore how groups and organisations 

from the Voluntary, Community and 

Social Enterprise (VCSE) sector could 

be supported through the planning 

phase of the Plan-Do-Assess-Review 

impact cycle. 

This learning paper has been produced 

to provide some useful insights 

into the experience, and highlight 

achievements, challenges and learning 

from the programme.
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summary: HigHligHts, 
acHievemeNts aNd learNiNg
‘Planning for Impact’ was a one-year programme, developed 
as part of the Inspiring Impact Northern Ireland initiative and 
targeted at the Voluntary, Community and Social Enterprise 
(VCSE) sector. Thirteen network / umbrella organisations 
were provided with awards of up to £15,000 to develop 
and deliver support in planning for impact practice to their 
members and client groups. 

Each organisation developed and delivered its own individual 
programme of support, based around three key resources 
developed by Inspiring Impact UK for the VCSE sector. 

The focus was on enabling participants to: 

 Understand the Code of Good Impact Practice

 Self-assess their impact practice using Measuring Up! 
and develop an action plan based on the results 

 Access and explore the Impact Hub to plan for 
data collection
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WHat did ‘plaNNiNg  
For impact’ acHieve?

 224 VCSE groups/organisations engaged in 
the programme

 Just over one third completed the Measuring Up! 
self-assessment

 Increased awareness and understanding of impact 
practice amongst groups – what, why and how

 Created opportunities and provided a ‘language’ for 
communication about impact

 Supported strategic thinking and organisational 
planning – what groups are doing and why

 Shifted thinking from outputs to outcomes

 Supported evidence-gathering, through better 
understanding of what and how to measure

 Facilitated access to resources and tools to support 
impact practice 

 Enabled development and piloting of different 
approaches to impact planning

 Generated materials to supplement the Inspiring 
Impact resources

 Enhanced understanding of needs/challenges in 
delivering impact support to VCSE 

 Strengthened knowledge and skills of support 
organisations

groups/orgaNisatioNs 
eNgaged iN tHe 
‘plaNNiNg For impact’ 
programme

224

supported 

strategic tHiNkiNg, 
eNabliNg groups to tHiNk about tHe 
purpose oF tHeir activities

!

05



WHat Was Needed to support groups 
to plaN For impact?
Groups faced a range of challenges and external 
support was seen as ‘critical’ to success in enabling 
them to commit to and engage in impact planning. 
This required support organisations to have a broad 
range of knowledge and skills.

tecHNical
kNoWledge aNd

skills arouNd tHe
tHeme oF impact

practice

uNderstaNdiNg
oF tHe strategic aNd

FuNdiNg eNviroNmeNt
iN WHicH tHe vcse

operates

persoNal skills –
‘tHe HumaN Factor’ –

to motivate,
eNcourage aNd

support

orgaNisatioNal 
plaNNiNg /

developmeNt

group-Work
skills, iNcludiNg

FacilitatioN

commuNicatioN
skills to promote
impact practice
aNd de-jargoN

laNguage

timiNg is importaNt 
- support Needs to be Flexible 
eNougH to start From tHe 
group’s particular poiNt oN 
tHe impact ‘jourNey’
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WHat Has beeN learNt?

For VCSE groups and 
organisations…

 Leadership and buy-in is critical to 
promoting a culture of impact practice

 Impact practice needs to be seen as having 
value to the organisation itself – not just 
something to be done for funders – and 
requires openness and honesty 

 The capacity and readiness of groups 
is important, and they need to commit 
resources - personnel, time and 
sometimes money – to impact practice

 Groups have to identify the approaches 
and methodologies most appropriate for 
them, and be realistic about what can be 
done within existing resources – it may be 
better to ‘start small’

WHat Next?
Funding has been approved for a further phase of Inspiring 
Impact Northern Ireland, which will build on the foundations 
laid through the work undertaken to date. For the VCSE 
sector, this includes supporting a sample of demonstration 
projects to move beyond planning to implement the full 
impact practice cycle and evidence the benefits delivered. 
It also involves further development and refinement of 
the Inspiring Impact resources. This will help to strengthen 
understanding about how the sector can be supported to 
fully embed impact practice.

For support providers…

 Information sessions and training raise 
awareness, but intensive tailored one-
to-one support is critical to enable groups 
to fully commit to and implement impact 
practice

 The support needed is multifaceted – and not 
just technical

 Timing is important – support needs to be 
flexible enough to start from the group’s 
particular point on the impact ‘journey’

 It also needs to be responsive and adapted to 
circumstances and capacity – ‘one size does 
not fit all’

 Groups require further support to move 
beyond the Plan stage of the impact cycle to 
Do-Assess-ReviewFor the Inspiring Impact 

programme...

 The Inspiring Impact resources provide 
a foundation and structure for thinking 
about impact practice, and help provide 
the opportunity for reflection 

 However, support is needed to animate, 
motivate and enable groups to use them

 This includes ‘demystifying’ terminology, 
making it accessible and relevant

 The resources generally needed to be 
supplemented by other sector or theme-
relevant materials

 Further practical examples and ‘real life’ 
applications of impact practice in a range 
of settings would be useful

 The Inspiring Impact resources would 
benefit from simplification, particularly 
for small, low capacity groups
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backgrouNd to  
‘plaNNiNg For impact’
Inspiring Impact UK is an initiative which aspires 
to change the way that VCSE organisations and 
their funders think about impact and to embed 
impact practice at the heart of their work.

The Building Change Trust, as the Northern 
Ireland partner on the UK board, commissioned 
the delivery of the Inspiring Impact NI (IINI) 
programme and committed £500,000 to an 
initial two-year programme of work running to 
December 2015, matched by a further £188,000 
from the Department for Social Development. 
The funding was designed to support VCSE 
organisations and funders to better understand 
and embrace an impact-focused approach. The VCSE ‘Planning for Impact’ programme 

was one of the principal strands of IINI’s work. 
For this, the Building Change Trust provided 
awards of up to £15,000 for one year (from 
September 2014) to enable network / umbrella 
organisations within the voluntary and 
community sector to:

 Act as impact champions, promoting Inspiring 
Impact amongst their network / sector

 Provide support in impact planning to a 
cohort of member/client groups
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WHo Was iNvolved?
Thirteen organisations received funding to 
deliver support across a range of themes, 
target groups and geographical areas.

abc  
commuNity  

NetWork
Voluntary and 

community groups in 
Southern area

ballymoNey 
commuNity 

resource ceNtre
Voluntary and 

community groups in  
the Causeway area 

age Ni 
Age sector

commuNity 
developmeNt  

HealtH NetWork 
Agencies and 

organisations engaged  
in health and  

wellbeing

HolyWell 
coNsultaNcy 

Community groups  
in Derry and  

Northwest area 

NatioNal deaF 
cHildreN’s society 

Local Deaf Children’s 
Societies (LDCSs)

Ni couNcil  
For voluNtary 
actioN (Nicva)  

Voluntary and 
community groups 

Northern  
Ireland-wide NatioNal  

cHildreN’s bureau 
Children and  
family sector 

co3 
Third Sector  

leaders
playboard  

School-age childcare 
organisations 

sported  
FouNdatioN  
Low-capacity 

organisations in sports  
development sector

voluNteer NoW 
eNterprises   

Volunteer-involving 
organisations 

youtHNet   
Youth sector 

13
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Focus oF tHe programme
Within the timescale and resources available, 
the focus of the programme was on the first 
stage of the impact practice cycle - Planning 
for Impact Practice.

•	 Communicate	
information	about		
your	impact

•	 Learn	from	your	
findings	and	use	them	
to	improve	your	work

•	 Make	sense	of	the	
information	you’ve	
collected	about	impact

•	 Draw	conclusions	
about	the	impact	
you’ve	had	and	
compare	findings

•	 Identify	your	desired	
impact	and	how	to	
deliver	it

•	 Understand	what	to	
measure	about	your	
impact,	identify	the	
information	you	need	
and	how	to	collect	it

•	 Deliver	the	work	
and	impact

•	 Collect	the	
information	you	
need	about	impact

PlanReview

DoAssess

In supporting groups, the 13 organisations used 
three strategic resources developed by Inspiring 
Impact UK for the VCSE sector:

 The Code of Good Impact Practice which 
provides broad agreed guidelines for 
focusing on impact from the perspective of 
a VCSE organisation and sets out a series of 
high level principles to follow

 Measuring Up!, an on-line interactive tool 
designed to assist organisations to assess 
their impact practice needs and inform 
impact planning 

 Impact Hub, an on-line platform which 
provides access to evaluation resources and 
measurement tools which can be used to 
support impact practice 
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WHat Was doNe?

cHampioNiNg impact
As ‘champions’, the funded organisations 
initially engaged in a range of activities to 
promote Inspiring Impact, the concept of 
impact practice and the ‘Planning for Impact’ 
programme, both internally within their own 
organisations and externally amongst their 
member / client groups, as well as more 
broadly with other agencies and organisations. 
This included fliers, articles and social 
media, briefings, seminars and events. It was 
supplemented by more intensive targeting 
and engagement to recruit participants to the 
support programme. 

Championing continued throughout the 
duration of the programme, drawing on the 
experience of delivering support and utilising 
opportunities to share learning with members 
/ clients and with others. It included ongoing 
awareness-raising about Inspiring Impact, 
creating website pages dedicated to the 
support programme and facilitating or engaging 
in events bringing together ‘Planning for Impact’ 
participants and other stakeholders. 

deliveriNg support 
Each of the organisations developed and 
delivered their own individual programme of 
support. These focused on enabling participants 
to: 

 Understand the Code of Good Impact 
Practice

 Self-assess using Measuring Up! and develop 
impact practice plans based on the results 

 Access and use the Impact Hub to plan for 
data collection
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Impact ‘masterclasses’ 
Three organisations – NICVA, C03 and Volunteer 
Now Enterprises – worked collaboratively to deliver 
a programme of impact ‘masterclasses’. The focus 
was on raising awareness of Inspiring Impact and its 
resources amongst a broad spectrum and relatively 
high volume of groups. The masterclasses included 
input from external speakers with expertise in social 
impact measurement and were supplemented by 
follow-up contact, one-to-one support and shared 
learning opportunities for smaller cohorts of 
participants.

Tailored support
The other organisations combined awareness-
raising and training with more intensive support, 
customised to the needs of their target groups. 
This included one-to-one sessions with staff and/
or volunteers and, where possible, committee 
members, sometimes supplemented by telephone 
and email support. It was used to help participants 
to apply the Inspiring Impact resources within their 
own organisational contexts but also included 
inputs to address specific issues which emerged 
through the process in relation to, for example, 
needs assessment and strategic planning. 

Connecting with other  
impact-focused approaches 
Some organisations were able to link ‘Planning for Impact’ 
with broader strategic or organisational approaches to 
impact. Youthnet’s support programme, for example, sat 
within the context of a number of strategic and practice 
developments in the youth sector, including work by the 
Youth Service Sectoral Partners Group to develop a Youth 
Work Outcomes Framework. As well as being drivers for 
Youthnet’s programme, these developments formed a 
focus for an element of the support provided to groups. 

Developing supplementary resources
A number of organisations developed materials to 
supplement the Inspiring Impact resources; for example:

 Youthnet produced ‘Planning and Evidencing Your 
Work: A Guide to planning for and demonstrating the 
difference you make though your youth work’, building 
on the Code and Measuring Up! and linking with wider 
developments in outcome measurement in youth work. 

 Age NI developed ‘Steps to Measuring Impact: A 
practical guide to measuring the difference that you 
make’ for the age sector, including a jargon buster and 
signposting to other resources. 

 Volunteer Now Enterprises, responding to feedback 
on Measuring Up!, developed summary questions to 
provide participants with a ‘quicker and simpler feel to 
what was being asked’.
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startiNg tHe jourNey
In total, 224 groups and organisations participated 
in the ‘Planning for Impact’ support programme 
in different ways – from attending ‘masterclasses’ 
and training sessions / workshops, to engagement 
in follow-up support. Participants ranged from 
small, local, volunteer-led groups to larger, well-
established and resourced organisations. This 
diversity meant that those involved were at 
varying stages on the ‘impact journey’. Many 
were at the very beginning of that journey, but 
there were others which had already established 
some level of impact practice and had ‘scope and 
desire’ to develop this further. Not surprisingly, 
then, participants had variable degrees of progress 
through the impact planning process and beyond. 

77 of the participating groups completed a 
Measuring Up! self-assessment of their impact 
practice; a number of others completed parts of 
it. Support organisations identified a number of 
challenges facing groups in planning for impact 
(which are further explored later). The approaches 
adopted by the support organisations also had a 
bearing, with some providing more intensive levels of 
inputs to participating groups than others.

Inspiring Impact NI received 35 anonymised 
reports from the 77 completed Measuring Up self-
assessments. These were collated and reviewed with 
a view to establishing a baseline picture of impact 
practice amongst the participating VCSE groups/
organisations. While this is a relatively small sample, 
it gives a flavour of their position in relation to some 
key indicators of practice as outlined below:

Practice Indicator
We can describe the 
positive outcomes that 
we want to achieve for 
beneficiaries.

Practice Indicator
We collect the right 
amount of evidence, 
from the right sources, 
in order to measure our 
impact effectively.

Practice Indicator
People responsible for data 
collection are supported to 
collect evidence accurately 
and consistently.

Practice Indicator
We make sure that everyone 
understands why we are 
collecting information and 
how their data will be used.

Practice Indicator
We know what information to 
collect to provide evidence of 
the changes that beneficiaries 
experience as a result of our work.

plaN

do

40%
Fully met

26%
Fully met

44%
Fully met

26%
Fully met

60%
partially/
Not met

74%
partially/
Not met

37%
Fully met

63%
partially/
Not met

56%
partially/
Not met

74%
partially/
Not met
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tHe experieNce oF a support 
orgaNisatioN: playboard 
PlayBoard works to promote, create and develop 
quality play opportunities to improve the lives of 
children and young people; it has a membership 
of more than 100 School Age Childcare (SAC) 
organisations. 

Why we were interested in impact practice

Like many in the sector, we were engaged in a lot of activity, 

but when we asked ‘what difference are we making?’, we 

became acutely aware that we did not have the systems, 

processes or organisational understanding to allow us to 

accurately measure our own impact. We also faced a diff icult 

f inancial and funding environment in which the need to 

demonstrate real impact had never been so great.  As an 

organisation, we made a commitment to place impact at the 

core of all that we do, and began to explore approaches to 

integrating this across our work.

Another factor was the launch of Bright Start - the Northern 

Ireland Executive’s programme for Affordable and Integrated 

Childcare. For some SAC organisations, the transition to a social 

economy approach promoted through Bright Start was new and 

challenging; we knew groups would need support on developing 

impact practice as a means of enhancing their business 

development. 

What we did 
The ‘Planning for Impact’ grant provided us with the 

opportunity to pilot a programme with 10 member groups. 

We wanted to build their skills and conf idence to help 

them make practical improvements to how they captured 

their impact. Our programme included workshops, one-to-

one and remote support, and signposting to other resources 

and services. All 10 groups have now signed up to the Code 

of Good impact Practice, completed the Measuring Up! 

self-assessment and produced action plans to improve their 

organisational practice. 
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What was achieved
In many ways, the groups are still in the early stages of the journey – ‘embedding’ will take time as they continue to implement their action plans. But we are beginning to see benef its. Participants have said that the project has helped them to understand what impact practice looks like; become more conf ident in planning for and measuring impact and better able to demonstrate the difference they make. They are making changes to how they gather information from parents and children, and thinking about how they can use that information to improve services as well as communicate their impact to a whole range of different audiences. 

What next?
PlayBoard began the impact jou rney three yea rs ago a nd what we have so fa r is commitment across the organisation, we have developed ou r interna l knowledge a nd u ndersta nding a nd supported some of ou r member groups to bring impact to the core of their a ctivities. But we know we still have a way to travel a nd that this is a marathon, not a sprint! 

The Planning for Impact programme has been challenging for us and for the participants. Throughout, a number of concerns consistently came up including the need for organisational commitment and buy-in, fears about generating additional work when time was already scarce, and the importance of being honest if the organisation is to get the fu ll benef it from the Measuring Up! self-assessment.  Based on our experiences, we have begun to develop resources to help support the SAC sector to embrace impact practice.
There is still some way to go, but we are committed to driving this area of work and to cascading impact practice to our other member groups to bring impact to the core of their activities. 
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WHat diFFereNce did  
‘plaNNiNg For impact’ make?
Feedback gathered from participants - through formal 
processes, group discussions and case studies – highlights the 
positive impacts of the ‘Planning for Impact’ programme.

iNcreased aWareNess aNd 
uNderstaNdiNg oF impact practice
Many of the participating groups had limited prior 
knowledge or understanding of impact practice 
or were unsure about how to implement it. The 
programme helped to raise awareness about the 
process, its importance and value, and develop a 
better understanding of how it related to their own 
organisations. Groups also expressed a greater level of 
confidence about impact measurement.

strategic tHiNkiNg, better plaNNiNg  
This was seen as one of the key successes from the 
programme. Groups had an opportunity to ‘step back’ 
and take a more strategic view of their organisation in a 
structured way, focusing on the purpose of their work and 
linking activities to their overall goals or mission. This in 
turn supported better planning, by helping groups to more 
clearly articulate what they wanted to achieve.

For some, this resulted in more evidence-based approaches 
to planning, with several groups initiating community 
audit or needs assessment processes to inform the 
development of new strategic plans.

opportuNities For commuNicatioN  
arouNd impact 
Engaging in the programme facilitated communication around 
the issue of impact, with the Inspiring Impact resources 
providing a ‘language’ for the conversation. This took place 
within groups, with support organisations actively promoting 
and creating opportunities for managers, staff and volunteers 
to engage in the process. It also happened between groups, 
where training sessions, workshops and other events enabled 
sharing of experiences and learning.

“It provided opportunities to hear 
ideas and concerns from a range of 
stakeholders and ensured that the 
process was honest and open and that 
everyone involved in the organisation 
had the opportunity to have their input”

“The programme has enabled 
organisations to understand the need to 
measure impact.  For some it has been 
the start of their impact measurement 
journey.  For others it has given re-
assurance that they are progressing 
along the path and helped them assess 
how to develop further.”

“One of the early successes was 
using Inspiring Impact to motivate 
management committees to plan 
strategically rather than their reliance 
on action plans prepared for funders.”

“Several have made changes to their 
organisational practice around how 
they plan activities and programmes, 
with groups now more focused on the 
purpose of their work.”
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a Focus oN outcomes
The programme also encouraged a ‘shift in thinking’ 
from outputs to outcomes. This included considering 
outcomes from across a range of different 
perspectives including service users / beneficiaries.

improved evideNce-gatHeriNg
While the focus was on planning for impact, some 
groups had moved towards evidence-gathering. 
The programme had enhanced their understanding 
about what to measure – including the importance 
of gathering qualitative information as well as 
quantitative outputs-focused data. There was 
recognition of the need to identify and apply 
appropriate tools from an early stage of project 
development, and to develop systems to store, 
retrieve and report on impact data. Some groups had 
refined their existing data collection processes, others 
had identified existing tools which could be used in 
their work, and several had developed and piloted new 
mechanisms.

access to resources to support 
impact practice
The resources used by the support organisations were 
valuable in supporting the process of thinking about 
and developing impact practice within groups. The 
‘Cycle of Impact Practice’ promoted in the Inspiring 
Impact materials was seen as helping groups ‘to 
realise where they were located on their journey’, 
while Measuring Up! enabled a structured review of 
existing practice and future needs. Particular reference 
was made to ‘Theory of Change’ which some groups 
had been supported to develop for their work as part 
of the impact planning process.

improved delivery
The programme helped participants to recognise the 
value of impact practice in enhancing their services, 
through better understanding of need and demand, 
greater clarity about what works well (or doesn’t) 
and improved planning and targeting of delivery 
and resources. Groups could also see the benefits in 
terms of enhancing their ability to demonstrate and 
promote the value of their work to various audiences 
including funders. 

beNeFits For tHe support 
orgaNisatioNs 
The support organisations themselves benefited 
from ‘Planning for Impact’. A number had employed 
the Inspiring Impact resources to review and assess 
their own organisational impact practice, engaging 
committee and staff in the process, and some had 
used the learning to inform strategic and operational 
planning. 

The experience of applying the resources was seen as 
valuable in enhancing the support which organisations 
were able to offer to groups.

Developing and implementing their individual 
programmes also provided an opportunity to pilot 
and test out approaches to supporting their member 
/ client groups around the theme of impact. This 
included developing resources and materials which 
could have wider applicability for their target groups, 
as well as strengthening the internal knowledge and 
skills required to deliver impact practice support. 
Delivering support also enhanced understanding of 
impact practice needs amongst groups, and helped 
identify some of the key challenges and barriers which 
need to be considered in meeting these needs.

“Many see the delivery of activities 
as the main focus and drive and, as 
long they have the resources to get 
something done in their community, 
they have achieved what they needed 
to do … we had to change mindsets 
so that they were outcome focused 
and not output focused and that they 
needed to look at things from a wider 
and more long-term perspective – that 
planning, assessment and reviewing 
were as important as delivery.”

“Project B had no clear way of 
explaining why what they do makes 
the difference they see and they were 
collecting an increasing amount of data 
without  it being linked to their impact. 
The planning element has enabled 
them to think about their impact and 
outcomes and about information that 
they need to evidence those outcomes.”
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tHe experieNce oF a supported group: 
causeWay rural aNd urbaN NetWork (cruN) 
CRUN’s Youth Empowerment and Resilience (YEAR) project is a five-year 
intervention programme, funded by the Big Lottery Fund, which aims to 
engage young people aged 12-17 years who are unattached to youth provision 
and empower them to make informed lifestyle choices. YEAR participated in 
National Children’s Bureau’s ‘Planning for Impact’ programme.

Why we were interested in impact practice

YEAR is a youth-led project and, while we can demonstrate that we deliver 

support to young people, we also need to be able to evidence that we 

change behaviour. But there are real challenges around measuring this. 

We can show that we help young people to achieve qualif ications, but we 

get one ‘tick’ (from funders) if a young person goes to one course or five – it 

tells nothing of the story behind that. Each individual is different and, for 

some, to get onto a course is huge … you might have to work with them for 

a year before they feel ready. Targets are important but they are only part 

of the picture; how do you capture the little steps which young people make 

towards the target? 

What we did 

We wanted something that would allow us to 

realistically measure that change and liked the 

principles of Measuring Up! – how the process was 

broken down, how easy it was to follow and the fact 

that, where we needed clarif ication, we could open it up 

and get more information.

But at f irst, we had quite a negative response – it seemed 

huge! Initia lly, we started to look at CRUN as a whole, but then we 

focused on the Y EAR project – we felt that it was better to look at it 

from a project perspective rather than across the organisation. 

When we looked at the measures, we were able to say ‘yes, we are doing 

some of this, but we could do a lot more’. The red and amber highlighted 

all that we needed to do - it was quite a reality check. It did sit for 

a while after we completed it, but when we revisited, we saw that we 

have done quite a bit, and we are much more aware of where we need 

to go with it and what we need to do. We are paying more attention to 

measuring the ‘right’ things. For funders, sometimes you try to measure 

everything, so it has been useful in drilling down in terms of what we 

are really trying to achieve and feeding that into action plans. 
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We wouldn’t have gone down this route without the support from NCB. They know our project, we have a good working relationship and they were able to give us sound advice. They provided an open door, and kept us on the ball, checking that we were still doing Measuring Up! and keeping at it.

Some challenges 
One of the diff iculties is ‘what is the right tool for us?’ NCB helped to identify potentia l tools but there are issu es with costs, and there are lots of tools which have bits of what we need, but not everything. There were also challenges around getting the right people to engage. Measuring Up! is not a one-person tool - it needed the whole team to be involved. But it can be diff icult to get everyone – including the committee and different partners – on board. Time is one of the other big constraints. We have a small team, and we could spend all our time on this, but our priority is the young people and being hands-on with project delivery.

What next?
There is still a lot of red and amber on our Measuring Up! assessment, but we are currently preparing for our mid-term evaluation, and by the time this is done, it will be well tightened up and we will have the evidence to back up what we are saying … we have taken a lot out of it. We will be able to demonstrate what we have achieved, with a view to using that to potentially inf luence future funding. The key thing will be raising awareness that a huge amount of work is done with young people before you get to the measurement bit. It’s also important that we show that we are keen to learn from the experience of YEAR and to develop the project, and feed into other work in CRUN.

In the face of competing demands, and with tight budgets, we could be pulled in many different directions. So it’s important to stay true to what we want to do, and we can see the merit in doing impact planning to help with this.
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WHat Were tHe cHalleNges? 
‘Planning for Impact’ also highlighted some of the barriers 
and challenges to promoting and developing impact 
practice amongst VCSE groups, which had to be addressed 
or accommodated. 

orgaNisatioNal buy-iN
It was commented that ‘it is not always in an 
organisation’s culture to think about impact’ and that 
organisational buy-in – at all levels – was essential in 
securing commitment to, and driving impact practice, 
within groups. Support organisations had a role to play 
in promoting the need for this buy-in and encouraging 
participation in impact planning from across a range 
of perspectives. This included supporting the key staff 
or volunteers who had adopted, or been delegated, 
the task of taking forward impact practice within their 
organisations including, in some cases, attendance 
at committee / board meetings to promote wider 
involvement. 

exterNal pressures
Organisational capacity issues were compounded by 
some of the external pressures on groups, particularly in 
terms of financial challenges, but also through changes in 
the environment in which they were operating.

There were also concerns that while in theory the 
environment is increasingly outcomes-driven, in practice, 
factors such as short-term funding and the requirement 
for largely activity or output-based planning and 
reporting render it difficult for groups to focus on the 
difference which they make.

In this context, some of the support organisations 
highlighted initial suspicions amongst participants about 
the motivation for impact practice, including fears that it 
could be ‘short-lived … the next in-thing / buzzword’ and 
that Inspiring Impact was ‘another way for funding bodies 
to keep tabs’ on groups. These were real concerns which 
had to be addressed by promoting the positive benefits 
of impact practice internally for the groups, as well as a 
means of supporting engagement with funders and other 
external stakeholders.

orgaNisatioNal capacity 
Impact practice requires an investment of resources, 
including time and personnel, and this presented a 
significant challenge for groups, many of which were 
volunteer-led. Support organisations had to work 
flexibly and move at a pace which suited individual 
groups, whilst balancing this with the need to maintain 
motivation and momentum. 

“As a group exclusively made up 
of volunteers from the age sector, 
participation was challenging due to 
limitations on the time available and 
health issues of volunteer leaders.”

“Without support from management 
committee level through to staff 
teams, embedding impact practice 
becomes extremely challenging and 
is less likely to achieve long-term 
cultural shift.  Achieving buy-in at 
committee level was identified as 
being key by all groups.”

“Carving out the time to devote to 
impact practice can prove difficult.  It 
does feel like a catch 22 situation in 
that the competition for public money 
is getting more intense and if you can’t 
demonstrate - as opposed to assert -  
that you make a difference, you are at a 
very clear disadvantage.”
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tHe iNspiriNg impact resources 
The Inspiring Impact resources were generally perceived 
to be very useful in promoting and supporting impact 
planning, but using them did present some challenges. 
These included practical IT issues, whereby some groups 
had limited computer access or skills, as well as some 
negative technical experiences associated with the web-
based nature of the resources. Other concerns included 
the perceived complexity of Measuring Up! and a need 
for more ‘hard copy’ guidance on using the tool.  The 
‘readiness’ of organisations to use the tool was also 
noted; some groups were found to need ‘time to explore 
the concept of impact practice before completing the 
survey’. The availability of additional relevant ‘real life’ 
examples and sector-specific or thematic case studies was 
also important ‘to encourage ownership and application 
to practice’. Some organisations referred to gaps in the 
resources available through the Hub and the need for 
more Northern Ireland-specific materials, as well as some 
form of ‘quality assurance’ of the tools available. 

data collectioN 
Challenges identified by groups here included knowing 
what to measure and how to collect it - ‘what to ask and 
how to ask it’ – and then, what to do with the information 
once it was gathered – often within the context of 
relatively limited resources in terms of time, skills and 
money.  This included questions about appropriate 
methods of collecting information from particular target 
groups – for example, children and young people. There 
were also potential challenges in terms of access to 
‘reliable, effective IT systems’ for recording and storing 
information. The difficulties of measuring longer-term 
goals such as ‘campaigning’ were also noted.

laNguage 
While the programme did help provide a ‘language’ 
around impact practice, groups experienced challenges 
with terminology – for example, differentiating 
between outputs, outcomes and indicators – and with 
concepts such as ‘Theory of Change’. Overcoming this 
barrier, through providing clarification and explanation, 
was a core element of the support provided, and in 
some cases, support organisations produced their own 
glossary of terms or ‘jargon-busters’.

“Everyone found Measuring Up a really 
handy guide and really liked the way 
it turned from a questionnaire into an 
action plan. At the same time they were 
a bit scared when it outlined all the 
work they had to do! “

“Most participants said that they 
collect information but don’t really 
do anything with it or know how to, 
others said they just send figures off to 
funders but would like to collect more 
qualitative information. “

“The Measuring Up! tool can be very 
daunting and also demotivating if 
undertaken too soon and everything 
is not met!  Some of the questions are 
not clear although notes do help in 
most instances.”

“The terminology associated with 
impact practice is not familiar to all 
frontline staff, so raising awareness of 
the language around it takes time.”

“Some found the technical jargon 
hard to comprehend and felt that they 
wouldn’t have been able to complete 
the tool without the help of others with 
more technical expertise.”
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tHe importaNce oF support
The overwhelming message from the programme is the necessity 
for, and value of, external support to enable groups to understand 
and plan for impact practice. This was seen as ‘critical’ to success. 
The level of one-to-one guidance which many of the groups 
needed was high, and was not just technical, but across a number 
of different levels, requiring a broad spectrum of knowledge, skills 
and capabilities on the part of the support organisations. 

orgaNisatioNal
Experience of strategic planning

Experience of organisational 
development

coNtextual uNderstaNdiNg
Strategic understanding of VCSE 
and challenges it is facing

Knowledge of the group and the 
context in which it operates
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tecHNical – ‘practice 
WHat We preacH’
Working knowledge of  
impact practice

Understanding of key concepts 
including Theory of Change

Experience of applying the 
Inspiring Impact resources

Ability to source and provide 
practical, relevant examples of 
impact practice 

persoNal – ‘tHe HumaN Factor’
Dedication and commitment to impact practice

Patience, persistence and proactive approach in maintaining 
group engagement 

Ability to motivate, encourage and maintain momentum 

Ability to act as a ‘critical friend’

Flexibility and adaptability to accommodate needs of groups 

Ability to manage expectations, and be realistic about what 
can be achieved

commuNicatioN
Ability to promote, persuade and secure 
organisational buy-in at all levels 

Ability to communicate complex 
information and de-jargon language 

group WorkiNg – 
‘guidiNg, Not teacHiNg’
Facilitation skills

Creative approaches to delivery

Ability to challenge 

Creating opportunities for 
sharing and learning
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WHat Have We learNt?

For VCSE groups and organisations, 
what is needed to support planning 
for impact?

 Leadership by senior management and boards/
committees is critical to promoting a ‘culture’ of 
impact practice within VCSE organisations

 Buy-in is also necessary across all levels of the 
organisation, including staff and volunteers

 Impact practice needs to be recognised as important 
and of value to the organisation itself, and not just 
something to be done for funders

 In order to be valuable, groups need to be open and 
honest in assessing their practice, and willing to be 
challenged 

 The ‘readiness’ of groups to engage in impact 
practice – strategically and operationally – is an 
important factor 

 Groups need to be able to commit resources – 
personnel and time – to impact practice

 Some investment of financial resources is also 
required to support elements of the process – for 
example, data collection and systems development 

 Groups have to identify the approaches and 
methodologies most appropriate for them, within 
capacity and budgetary constraints

 They also have to be realistic about what can be 
done – applying impact practice to a small area of 
work or specific project may be more achievable 
than trying to apply it to the whole organisation
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For the Inspiring Impact 
programme, how can the 
experience inform further 
development?

 The Inspiring Impact resources provide a 
useful foundation for impact practice, but 
support is required to animate, motivate 
and enable groups to use them

 The materials provide a structure, while the 
process of applying the resources creates an 
opportunity for groups to reflect on their 
work

 Support providers generally needed to 
supplement the Inspiring Impact resources 
by drawing on other sector or theme-
relevant materials, or developing their own

 There is a need for some simplification 
of the Inspiring Impact resources, with 
a greater focus on practical application, 
particularly for small, low capacity groups 

 A user-friendly ‘hard copy’ version of 
Measuring Up! may be a useful tool for 
some groups, particularly those with limited 
IT capacity

 Further examples and ‘real life’ applications 
of impact practice across a range of sectors 
/ themes, would also be useful 

 The language associated with impact 
practice can sometimes be perceived 
as confusing, and it is important that 
terminology is ‘demystified’ and made 
accessible and relevant

For support providers, what 
works in supporting impact 
practice?

 Group training provides a useful platform 
for general awareness-raising about impact 
practice and the resources available, and 
creates opportunities to share information 
and experiences

 However, intensive tailored one-to-one 
support is critical to enable groups to fully 
commit to and implement the process

 The support needed is multifaceted, and 
not just focused on the technical aspects of 
impact practice

 An important element of this is promoting 
commitment and developing the 
confidence of groups to engage 

 The timing of support is important, and 
needs to be flexible enough to start from 
the group’s particular point on the impact 
‘journey’

 The support also needs to be adapted to 
the specific needs of the group, recognising 
its individual circumstances and capacity – 
‘one size does not fit all!’

 It needs to be responsive to the challenges 
and changes which can impact upon groups 
as these arise 

 This programme focused on the Plan 
stage of the impact cycle; the experience 
highlighted the necessity for further 
support to enable groups to Do-Assess-
Review, particularly in terms of collecting 
and analysing data and communicating 
results
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WHat Next?
As ‘Planning for Impact’ draws to an end, 
some of the support organisations have 
plans for building on the work to date. 
These include continued championing 
of Inspiring Impact and promotion of 
the resources, some follow-up activities 
with participating groups and sharing 
learning within their organisations and 
across their particular sectors. Some are 
planning to further develop the resources 
and materials they have produced 
through the programme, with a view to 
using these within the context of their 
ongoing support to the sector. Several are 
exploring the potential for more strategic 
development of their work around the 
theme of impact practice, or are using 
their position to act as a ‘catalyst’ for 
embedding impact practice in their sector. 

More broadly, the Building Change Trust 
has approved a development plan for 
Phase 2 of Inspiring Impact Northern 
Ireland. This represents a two year 
investment of £250,000, resourced 
by the Trust and the Department for 
Social Development, and will build on 
the foundations laid in Phase 1. For the 
VCSE, it includes supporting a sample of 
demonstration projects to implement the 
full impact practice cycle and evidence 
the benefits delivered, as well as further 
development and refinement of the 
Inspiring Impact resources. This will help 
to develop and strengthen understanding 
about how the sector can be supported 
to fully embed impact practice.
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