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From the CENI Impact Practice Team 

We have been helping the third sector to evaluate since 1992.   Over the years we 

have applied, adapted and developed a whole range of approaches to support 

evaluative thinking and impact practice and in 2013 we became the Northern 

Ireland partner for Inspiring Impact.   

In 2015 the Northern Ireland Assembly drafted an outcomes based Programme for 

Government. This represents a wonderful opportunity to move everyone’s efforts 

into alignment around big, audacious, wellbeing outcomes.i  

We are entering a new era of intra and inter-sector co-design and co-responsibility.  

The public sector is contending with the enormous requirements of fitting its 

people, skills and systems for this new world. We addressed some of the challenges 

departments and local government face in doing so in our research reports: 

Embracing Change (2016); Navigating Change (2017);  and the Outcomes 

Observatory benchmark research (2018). 

This paper focuses on what the third sector can do to drive forward its own 

practice. 

It sets out potential actions to seek out the bold, support the courageous, connect, 

share and inspire.   

It is not a precise map but a journey planner for the direction of travel and 

alternative routes may be taken as time moves on.   

The path cannot be travelled alone and this paper is also a partner finder, inviting 

the reader to locate the points at which they can contribute to the end goal. And to 

get in touch so we can continue the process of exchanging ideas and securing 

resources to make it happen. 

We look forward to hearing from you. 

Brendan, Nicola, Brenda  

September 2018  

 

 

 

 

This paper and materials on impact practice are available from www.inspiringimpactni.org 

http://www.inspiringimpactni.org/
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Developing this paper 

Impact practice is everything you do to 

focus on the difference you make.  

CENI promotes impact practice as part 

of the Inspiring Impact initiative, 

supported by the Big Lottery Fund and 

by the Building Change Trust in 

Northern Ireland. ii   

Inspiring Impact has now been running 

for over four years during which time 

the Assembly introduced a draft 

outcomes-based Programme for 

Government and then stopped sitting.  

We felt it timely to review the path 

forward in the current context. 

 

Clifton House conversations 

CENI’s work on Inspiring Impact, along 

with our research and 25 years’ 

experience of supporting the sector 

with evaluation, has given us: 

 Insight into needs around 

developing and implementing 

impact practice iii 

 Connections to impact 

champions who have applied the 

principles in real life 

 Links to funders (public and 

independent) who understand 

impact. 

Drawing on these, we convened a 

series of conversations in Clifton 

House, Belfast between June and 

August 2018.    

Here, sector intermediaries, 

partnerships and others who had 

engaged with CENI via Inspiring Impact 

met to identify opportunities and 

obstacles to impact practice.  

Funders, departments and local 

authorities also gathered to keep us 

abreast of the context of the 

Programme for Government and 

Community Planning. 

These Clifton House conversations 

surfaced many obstacles and 

opportunities to taking impact practice 

forward and in doing so became 

focussed on the wider question “why 

develop impact practice?” 

 

Why impact practice? 

The third sector, being independent of 

government policy and the need to 

extract profit for shareholders, has a 

particular freedom and capacity to: 

 Innovate  

 Work outside current boundaries  

 Challenge, raise issues and voice 

the ineffable  

 ‘Duplicate’ in the interests of 

diversity, innovation and voice 

 Draw insight and information 

direct from communities 

 Invest in the commonwealth of 

communities. 

These abilities enable it to make a 

unique contribution to our individual 

and communal wellbeing.  
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In the third sector, independence and 

impact are irrevocably linked.  

The 2018 report, An Agenda for the 

Future of the VCSE sector in Northern 

Irelandiv, is based on consultation and 

research commissioned by the Building 

Change Trust.  It concludes that, 

despite changing times, the desire to 

come together to work for positive 

change will endure. 

“But enduring might mean just 

surviving and responding to change 

driven by others as opposed to having 

a role in shaping it and thriving…..An 

only just surviving sector won’t realise 

the best outcomes for people and 

places.” 

Of the seven actions needed for the 

future, the report prioritises 

volunteering and civic activism; 

elements that give the third sector its 

independence. (See the Appendix)  

 

Our ultimate goal 

The reason we need to develop impact 

practice is 

to make a unique contribution to 

wellbeing by supporting the co-joined 

qualities of third sector impact and 

independence   

A pre-condition for this is appropriate 

and sustainable relationships with the 

public and the public sector.  

 

This is not a question of doing 

whatever supports public policy or 

what the public believe to be 

charitable.  Rather it means 

establishing a public understanding of 

how the independence of the third 

sector is the foundation of its capacity 

to deliver wellbeing.  That is to say, the 

third sector needs to be valued 

because of its independence. 

Impact practice can enable this by 

identifying and demonstrating the 

benefits created by the nature of the 

sector itself as well as by organisations 

within it. 

 

 

 

1 Impact practice supports an 
impactful, independent and valued 

third sector 
 

Wellbeing  
Outcomes 

Impactful 
independent     

3rd sector  

Public sector 
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Public values            
3rd sector 

Impact 
understood 

Impact Practice 
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Proposed outcomes 
and action areas 

All parties to this conversation 

recognise the complexity of the way 

ahead. However, we also identified 

many potential practical actions to 

spread and embed self-perpetuating 

impact practice.  For the sake of 

simplicity, and to avoid losing sight of 

the general direction of travel in a 

myriad of paths, we have organised the 

important elements into four key 

capacities we need to build over the 

next three years.  

 

Key capacities 
 

1. Capacity to implement impact 

practice to improve results for 

communities. 

2. Capacity to nurture a culture of 

improvement and independence. 

3. Capacity to engage as collaborators 

and co-designers in shaping and 

accounting for initiatives. 

4. Capacity to gather communal 

evidence to demonstrate the 

particular value of third sector 

processes and independence.   
 

Sharing evidence of the benefits arising 

as each capacity grows will mean good 

impact practice rewards and publicises 

itself. It will spread and embed with 

increasing momentum. 

There is a parallel with good 

governance which is widely respected, 

expected and supported by the third 

sector, its funders and regulators. This 

took time and effort. We believe we 

must and can do the same for good 

impact practice.  After all, creating 

public benefit is a pre-requisite for all 

registered charities and making a 

difference is why the sector exists. 

 

 

2 Four key capacities and outcomes for impact practice 

Supported 

by useful 

data 

Understood 

and 

resourced  

Underpinned 

by shared 

power 

Well led    

and 

rewarded 

Communal 

evidence 

Co-design and 

collaboration 

Capacity to 

implement 

Culture of 

improvement 

Impact practice 

will be 
Impact practice 

will be 
Capacities to develop 2019/2021 

Spread 

Embed 

Evidence 
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3 Map of the contribution to an impactful independent third sector 

 

Diagram 3 shows the cycle of ever 

improving impact practice and the link 

to establishing the value, independence 

and impact of the third sector.  

The following sections set out, very 

briefly, the background to each capacity 

and proposed actions which might be 

taken.

Impactful 

independent 3rd 

sector  

3rd sector 

 

3rd sector impact 
understood 

Public sector values 3rd 
sector 

Public values   
3rd sector 

Communal   

evidence  

Co-design and 

Collaboration 

Capacity to 

implement 

Culture of 

improvement 

Impact Practice 

Spread 

Embed 

Evidence 
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Key to this section 

 

 

 

 

Description of need drawn from our research 
and conversations 
 

 

 

Key needs : A short explanation  

 
 
 

 

 
 
 

              

Short outline 

of the issues 

Where we 

will focus 

The current 

situation  

Action area 

Action area 

Action area 

Key Need  

What we will 

do by 2021 

CENI Inspiring Impact will 

 Actions CENI Inspiring Impact 

can work on directly in its role 

as the impact resource and 

development body 

Take forward with partners 

 Actions that can only be 

properly developed and 

delivered with or by partners 

Partner Search 

This your area of interest? 

Call us to share information 
and explore ideas and 
partnership potential 
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Capacity to apply impact practice is uneven 
across the third sector 

 

Understanding: The message about impact practice has not 

yet reached a wide enough audience to create a tipping point.  

Resources: Implementation is limited by skills, human 

resources and funds. A community of practice is needed. 

 

              

Capacity to 

implement 

Promotion 

Skills 

Standards 

Practitioners 

Budgets 

Understanding  

Resources 

CENI Inspiring Impact will 

 Promote awareness of impact 

practice  

 Develop skills through the 

Regional Infrastructure 

Programme 

 Encourage commitment to 

the Code of Good Impact 

Practice to raise standards of 

practice  

 Support emerging impact 

practitioners through 

collaborative learning and 

Continuous Professional 

Development 

Take forward with partners 

 A promotion campaign in 

partnership with Impact 

Champions 

 Explore the concept of an 

Impact Practitioners’ 

Association  

 Increase organisations’ access 

to skilled impact practitioners 

through secondments and 

placements 

 Establish impact practice 

costs as valid budget lines  

 Create a fund to support 

impact practice development 
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The current environment means there is 
little space for reflection, inspiration, 
innovation and improvement 
 

 

 

Utility:  A sector focused on the immediately useful - 

contracts, regulation, grants - does not see impact 

practice as instantly advantageous.  

Leadership: Impact practice needs ground-up as well as 

top-down leadership. Leadership can come from 

organisations or individuals. Leaders need time and 

space to think beyond the immediate demands. 

 

 

            

Returns 

Incentives 

Conviction 

Support 

Stimulus 

Utility 

Leadership 

Culture of 

improvement 

implement 

CENI Inspiring Impact will 

 Gather and promote proof of 

the return on impact practice 

 Support leaders by scanning 

and reporting trends in 

impact practice 

 Create safe space where 

leaders can experiment and 

learn from others 

Take forward with partners 

 Develop ways to incentivise 

impact practice within the 

funding system and otherwise 

 Stimulate and support 

community leaders across NI 

and sub-sectors to advocate 

for impact practice  

 Stimulate leaders and others 

to think fresh through IMPAX: 

a festival of impact ideas 
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Third sector capacity to engage as 
collaborators, co-designers and partners in 
shaping, evaluating and accounting for 
programmes is underdeveloped 
 

 

 

Trust: All parties need trust that the other has the capacity to 

co-design. Trust and parity of esteem can only develop if 

parties meet and connect. Co-design can include statisticians, 

economists, funders, planners, service users and providers. 

Power: The structures for partnership need to be refreshed to 

support co-design, co-funding and co-accountability.  

 

            

Co-design and 

collaboration 

Capacity 

Connection 

Respect 

Structure 

Accountability 

Trust 

Power 

CENI Inspiring Impact will 

 Gather and share learning 

about the success factors for 

co-design  

 Employ and promote 

connections and co-design in 

our own work 

 

 

Take forward with partners 

 Explore ways to increase 

capacity to co-design covering 

o skills  

o opportunities to connect  

o identifying who to involve 

o safe space to practise  

o cost of time to take part 

 Proof inter-sector support 

structures to ensure best fit 

for co-design: Concordat, Joint 

Forum, Community Planning 

partnerships   

 Explore next steps towards 

co-funding and co-accounting  
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Evidence of the benefits of an independent 
third sector and of collective endeavour is 
not routinely collected and shared 
 

 
 

Definition: There are gaps in how to articulate impacts on 

communities. There are also gaps in defining the benefits of 

processes such as collaboration, co-design and advocacy. 

There is a need to define the benefits arising from the 

independent nature of the third sector. 

Data: Knowledge of existing data sets relevant to tracking 

community change could be improved. There is also a large 

community data development agenda. 

 

 

 

            

Communities 

Processes 

The third sector 

Development 

Knowledge 

Definition   

Data 

Communal 

evidence 

CENI Inspiring Impact will 

 Share existing frameworks of 

impacts and measures 

relevant to: 

o community change  

o collaborative effort and  

o the benefits arising from the 

nature of the third sector 

 

Take forward with partners 

 Shape impact frameworks for: 

o community development 
and intermediary support 
for communities 

o processes of partnership, co-
design, community planning, 
policy and advocacy 

o an independent third sector 

 Locate or develop measures 
for the new frameworks and 
other data gaps 

 Work with data holders to 
increase knowledge of 
existing data 
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What next 

The next phase is to seek partners to 

shape up the actions in more detail. 

Operational partners 

 Sharing intelligence and 

contacts to inform actions 

 Co-designing and taking 

forward specific actions  

Outreach partners: 

 Engaging a wider audience 

through regional or sub-sector 

activities 

 

 Reaching out through media 

and marketing partners 

Oversight partners: 

 Driving and maintaining 

momentum, evaluating and 

adjusting along the way 

 Linking to public policy and 

maintaining positive inter-

sector relations  

As we go we will amend this Route 

Map and post updates on partnership 

searches, needs and progress on-line.  

 

In the longer term . . . . 

In the longer term, the work to build 

public valuing of the independent third 

sector could be greatly boosted by 

inclusion of a community outcome in 

the next Programme for Government. 

 Adding an outcome about 

strong communities would 

acknowledge the importance of 

communities and community 

organisations to attaining 

wellbeing for all. 

 

 Making the health of the third 

sector an indicator of strong 

communities would express a 

cross-sector commitment to 

developing the third sector’s 

capacity to contribute to the 

Programme for Government 

outcomes.v 

 

                     Onward    Upwards    Together

To find out where we are at and how you might join in  

Call 028 90 248005 

Or email Brendan, Nicola or Brenda   @ceni.org 
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Appendix  

Two priority action areas 

Voluntary Action 

The sector’s power lies in its volunteers, without 

volunteers there is no voluntary sector. 
 

 A PfG outcome around communities 

 A legislative framework for community 

rights and empowerment 

 Radical action to develop volunteering 

 Support to sustain small organisations 

 Investment in community development 

theory, and training  

Civic Activism 

Developing and supporting active citizens and 

their engagement in decision making are key 

functions of the sector. 
 

 Develop a suite of civic activism projects 

 Develop standards for community 

engagement 

 Develop participatory budgeting and 

participatory grant making 

Five cross-cutting and enabling actions 

Making a Difference 

The sector is committed to making positive 

difference. It needs better to describe, 

understand and communicate what difference it 

plans and what difference it makes.  
 

 Support better impact practice across the 

sector, funders and policy makers 

 Develop relationships and understanding 

about the sector’s public service delivery role 

 Introduce a Social Value Act and review 

procurement 

Collaboration 

Positive change relies on a combination of 

efforts. We must think beyond organisational 

boundaries to consider how organisations and 

activities fit together as part of impact networks 

and then take risks together to achieve change.  
 

 Dedicated support for impact networks in 

the sector  

 New support arrangements for collaborative 

working including on an area basis, mergers, 

joint advocacy etc 

Leadership 

Organisations and individuals need new skills to lead networks 

as it is through these that impacts will be delivered.  

 Plan, resource, train, support leadership 

 Support good succession planning 

 Develop beneficiaries and volunteers as leaders  

 Develop thought leadership and application 

 Invest in skills for leading networks  

Innovation 

Innovation is essential and is about making more 

of an impact on needs. 
 

 Innovation funding and support, especially 

for digital technology to deliver change  

 Develop and resource social innovation 

policy across government  

Resilience and renewal 

The current sector priority seems to be survival. If 

we want a better society we need a strong, 

confident, risk taking sector. 
 

 Analyse bases of resilience and sustainability 

 Release and use dormant accounts  

 Innovate around the nature of funding  

 Look again at reducing bureaucracy  

4 Adapted from An Agenda for the Future of the VCSE sector in Northern Ireland



 

 

Endnotes 

i We use wellbeing in its fullest sense, to cover the capabilities and freedoms needed to 

flourish. See  Martha Nussbaum and Amartya Sen, amongst others, for more. 

 
ii See  www.inspiringimpact.org  and https://inspiringimpactni.org/ 
 
 
iii For example, search Embracing Change. Navigating Change and our work on the Outcomes 
Observatory baseline research on https://inspiringimpactni.org/ 
 
iv Building Change Trust. (2018) An Agenda for the Future of the VCSE sector in Northern 
Ireland. Belfast.  
www.buildingchangetrust.org/VCSE-Futures/agenda-for-the-future   and  see also  

BCT (2016) Independence of Purpose, Voice, Action 
www.buildingchangetrust.org/download/files/BCTUU_IndependenceReport_Final.pdf  

 
v In 2008 the British government introduced national indicators.  National Indicator 7,  

“Creating an environment for a thriving third sector” addressing how the public sector creates 

an environment for a healthy third sector. 
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