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Four main questions

1. WHAT IS THE SOCIAL IMPACT OF AN ORGANIZATION? 
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3. IS THERE A UNIQUE AND UNIVERSAL MEASURE FOR SOCIAL IMPACT? 

4. WHO DEFINES THE SOCIAL IMPACT OF AN ORGANIZATION?

2. WHAT IS THE SOCIAL IMPACT MEASUREMENT OF AN ORGANIZATION? 







Social Impact and TOC – theory of change
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The concept of impact is anchored in the Theory Of Change – 

TOC (Keystone, 2008; ActKnowledge, 2010), which refers to the 

causal logic expected to drive a long-run purpose. The theory 

of change considers two major types of relationships between 

cause and effect: 
• In a focused theory of change, the relationship between 

cause and effect is linear and clearly understandable; 
• in a complex theory of change, the relationship between 

cause and effect is explained by multiple causal factors and, 

therefore, remains only weakly understandable (Ebrahim 

and Rangan, 2010).

This approach to social impact measurement primarily affects the viewpoint of 

investors, who are interested in selecting among different options in order to 

financially support the activity capable of generating the highest social impact 

(Best and Harji, 2013; Sadownik, 2013; G8 Social Impact Investment Task 

Force, 2014). 



2. What is the Social Impact measurement?
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Why measuring the social impact?

Ericka Costa

University of Trento, Italy - ericka.costa@unitn.it

There are at least four reasons for tackling the challenge of measuring social 

innovation.

there is a need to prove that social innovation is an effective and 
sustainable way  to respond to societal needs

justifying the allocation of public money as well as attracting other 
sources of public and private financing requires a shared 
understanding of what the ‘positive and measurable social effects’ of 
social innovations are

evidence-based policies require ex ante evidence of the expected 
impact of the actions involved

Social innovations could open the way to developing  a new 
competitive advantage for European economies , showing that 
social and environmental
value creation is central  to the human and ecological sustainability 
of societies.



3. Is there a unique and universal measure for social impact? 
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From the investor perceptive, there is a desire for 

comparability and consistency in measurement; therefore, 

some working groups—such as those of the G8—offer 

recommendations for the development of a long-term 

impact measurement conventions, or “a standardized 

impact measurement and reporting system that enhances 

the availability of material, reliable, comparable, 

‘additional’ and universal impact data” (G8 Social Impact 

Investment Task Force, 2014, p. 3). 



One-size fits-all approach…OR NOT?

The existing academic debate regarding social impact measurement may be 

summarized into two main approaches: 

The one promoting  the 

definition of common and 

shared criteria to be applied to 

define the most proper social 

impact measurement for each 

specific case (Emerson, 2003; 

Nicholls, 2009). 

The one promoting a “one-size-

fits-all” measurement of social 

impact which might be adopted 

by all social enterprises  

(Pearce, 1993; Arvidson et al., 

2013)
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4. who defines the social impact of an organization? 
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MULTIPLE-CONSTITUENCY THEORY OR MULTIPLE-STAKEHOLDER THEORY 

performance 

measurement 
organizational 

effectiveness

effectiveness criteria must be chosen with reference 

to the purpose of the measurement (e.g., to compare 

organizations for public purposes, to analyse the 

antecedents of effectiveness, to guide managerial 

decisions, to help investors choose among different 

investments, etc.) (Campbell, 1977)



4. who defines the social impact of an organization? 
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ORGANIZATIONAL EFFECTIVENESS (Kanter and Brinkerhoff, 1981) 

RATIONALISTIC 

APPROACH

building up universal 

performance 

POLITICAL 

APPROACH

multiple stakeholders set 

performance standards 

based on their viewpoints 

of organizational 

effectiveness

implies that 

organizations have 

control over all variables

organizations cannot 

control all of the factors 

that influence how their 

effectiveness is defined





The ‘multiple-stakeholder-oriented approach’
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Limits and Potentiality of Social Impact Measuremen t
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Output/Outcome/Impact
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Achieving change for children is usually a long term process and can be 

monitored and evaluated on three levels ranging from output, to outcome, to 

impacts. We monitor and evaluate these different levels over time in order to 

learn about whether, and how, our interventions bring about change for 

children. 

We always monitor at the output and outcome level, but less commonly at the 

impact level, as final impact may not be achieved until after the lifetime of a 

project or programme. 



A contingency framework (Ebrahim and Rangan, 2010)
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Conventional wisdom in the social sector suggests that one should measure 

results as far down the logic chain as possible: outcomes and impacts. This 

expectation is based on a normative view that organizations working on social 

problems, especially if they seek public support, should be able to demonstrate 

impact in solving societal problems.

Yet it is worth considering whether, and to what degree, such measurement 

makes  sense for all social sector organizations

Accountability dilemma: many funders increasingly want to see measures of 

impact, whereas it may not be feasible for many nonprofits to measure 

performance beyond outputs and outcomes



A contingency framework (Ebrahim and Rangan, 2010)
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4. PERFORMANCE IN ADVOCACY AND RIGHTS-BASED WORK CAN 

BE MEASURED IN TERMS OF OUTPUTS AND “INFLUENCE,” AN 

INTERMEDIARY OUTCOME.

1. PERFORMANCE IN EMERGENCY AND RELIEF WORK CAN BE 

MEASURED IN TERMS OF INPUTS, ACTIVITIES, AND OUTPUTS.

2. PERFORMANCE IN SERVICE DELIVERY WORK CAN BE 

MEASURED IN TERMS OF ACTIVITIES AND OUTPUTS.

3. PERFORMANCE IN SERVICE DELIVERY WORK, WHEN OF 

LARGE SCALE AND SCOPE, CAN BE MEASURED IN TERMS 

OF OUTCOMES AND SOMETIMES IMPACTS.



Social Impact for Business: Welfare Index PMI
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What?
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una nuova iniziativa per diffondere concretamente 

politiche di welfare aziendale anche nelle piccole-medie 

imprese

«Con il Welfare Index PMI vogliamo stimolare un cambio culturale nelle 

piccole e medie imprese, con l’obiettivo di valorizzare la centralità del welfare 

nella vita quotidiana delle aziende, dei lavoratori e delle loro famiglie.»



How?
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How?
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Results
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Welfare Index PMI
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Results
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Thanks for your attention

Ericka Costa

University of Trento, Italy - ericka.costa@unitn.it


