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ABSTRACT

Nonprofit and social-purpose organisations are increasingly under
pressure from funders, regulators, and communities to demonstrate
the tangible value and societal outcomes of their work. Traditional
reporting methods that focus primarily on outputs, such as the number
of beneficiaries served or services delivered, are no longer sufficient
to satisfy stakeholders’ expectations for accountability, transparen-
cy, and evidence-based decision-making. As a result, social impact
measurement (SIM) has evolved into a more sophisticated practice,
integrating both quantitative indicators and qualitative insights to
capture not only measurable outcomes but also the broader social
meaning and context of interventions. This article provides a critical
examination of the most widely used SIM methodologies, including
logic models, theory-driven evaluation frameworks, social return on
investment (SROI), and participatory qualitative approaches. It highlights
the strengths and limitations of each method, addressing the ongoing
tensions between standardisation, comparability across organisations,
and the need for contextual relevance. Furthermore, the article explores
contemporary debates surrounding methodological rigour, attribution
of outcomes, ethical considerations, data quality, and stakeholder en-
gagement, emphasising the challenges of balancing accountability with
organisational learning. The discussion underscores the importance of
adopting a pluralistic approach that integrates metrics with meaning,
encourages reflective practice, and safeguards organisational integrity.
Finally, the article offers practical recommendations for enhancing SIM
practice and identifies key directions for future research, including the
development of more adaptive, participatory, and context-sensitive
measurement frameworks.
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quantitative methods, qualitative methods, mixed-method evaluation,
SROI, Theory of Change

Journal of Advanced Research in Nonprofit Organizational Governance and Social Impact Measurement
Copyright (c) 2025: Author(s). Published by Advanced Research Publications




Mehta A & Chatterjee A

J. Adv. Res. Nonprofit Org. Gov. Soc. Impact Meas. 2025; 1(2)

Introduction

Over the past several decades, nonprofit organisations,
social enterprises, and social-investment initiatives have
faced growing demands from donors, grantmakers, poli-
cymakers, and community stakeholders to demonstrate
not only the delivery of services but also the tangible
social outcomes and long-term value of their activities.
The increasing emphasis on accountability, transparency,
and evidence-based decision-making has elevated social
impact measurement (SIM) from a peripheral administrative
function to a strategic imperative for organisations seeking
legitimacy, funding, and stakeholder trust.*? Traditional
approaches that primarily tracked outputs—such as the
number of beneficiaries served, programmes delivered, or
resources allocated—have proven insufficient to capture
the broader societal changes and systemic effects that
these organisations aim to achieve.

In response, SIM has evolved into a more nuanced and
complex practice, combining quantitative metrics with
qualitative insights to assess not only what changes occur
but also how and why they occur and how these changes
are experienced by communities and stakeholders. This
evolution has introduced a persistent tension between
metrics, representing standardised, comparable, and
quantifiable indicators, and meaning, encompassing con-
text-specific, relational, and often intangible dimensions
of social change such as empowerment, social cohesion,
and well-being.? Navigating this tension is one of the most
significant challenges for practitioners and researchers,
requiring careful consideration of methodological rigour,
ethical responsibility, and the diverse perspectives of mul-
tiple stakeholders.*

This article critically examines the main approaches to
social impact measurement within nonprofit and social-pur-
pose contexts, including quantitative, qualitative, and
mixed-method frameworks. It explores the theoretical
underpinnings of these methodologies, their practical appli-
cations, strengths, and limitations, and the methodological
trade-offs organisations must navigate. Furthermore, the
article considers the implications of SIM for governance,
organisational learning, accountability, and strategic deci-
sion-making. By synthesising existing literature, it proposes
a framework for understanding SIM as a dynamic process
of balancing rigour, relevance, and meaning. Finally, it
identifies emerging trends, ethical considerations, and
research gaps, offering recommendations to advance the
practice of social impact measurement in ways that are
methodologically robust, contextually grounded, and eth-
ically responsible.>®

Conceptual Landscape: Quantitative, Quali-
tative, And Mixed-Method Sim

The Rise of Outcome Measurement

Historically, nonprofit organisations primarily reported on
activities and outputs, such as the number of beneficiaries
served, programmes delivered, or resources distributed.
While this data provided a basic overview of organisational
activity, it often failed to capture the deeper, long-term
changes occurring in individuals’ lives, communities, or
broader social systems.” For instance, a programme pro-
viding vocational training could report the number of
participants trained, but without tracking employment
outcomes, income stability, or long-term career develop-
ment, the true impact remains unclear.

As external stakeholders—including donors, policymakers,
and regulatory agencies—demanded greater account-
ability and as social sector actors increasingly sought to
demonstrate tangible value and effectiveness, social impact
measurement (SIM) evolved to emphasise outcomes and
impact. Outcomes refer to observable changes in knowl-
edge, behaviour, attitudes, or conditions, whereas impact
reflects the longer-term, systemic changes generated by
organisational interventions.®This paradigm shift prompted
the development and adoption of structured methodolo-
gies designed to measure, track, and communicate social
impact more rigorously.®

Quantitative Approaches

Quantitative SIM methods focus on objectivity, compara-
bility, and generalisability, aiming to produce measurable
evidence of social change that can support accountability,
resource allocation, and strategic decision-making. Com-
mon techniques include:

e Pre/post or longitudinal tracking of outcome indica-
tors, which monitor changes in key variables such as
employment rates, educational attainment, or health
outcomes over time.*°

e Quasi-experimental and experimental designs, includ-
ing randomised control trials (RCTs), difference-in-dif-
ferences, and regression discontinuity designs, which
allow organisations to infer causality and assess pro-
gramme effectiveness.’

e Economic valuation tools, such as Social Return on
Investment (SROI), which attempt to quantify social
outcomes in monetary terms or assign proxies to es-
timate social value relative to investment.

e Use of administrative data, standardised surveys, or
large-scale indicators, enabling benchmarking, perfor-
mance comparisons, and aggregation across organi-
sations or geographic regions.
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Quantitative SIM provides clarity, replicability, and the
ability to communicate impact in standardised terms, mak-
ing it particularly useful for reporting to funders, boards,
and government agencies. It also facilitates cost—benefit
analysis, helping organisations prioritise interventions with
the greatest measurable social return.’* However, these
methods can sometimes oversimplify complex social phe-
nomena and overlook context-specific dynamics.

Qualitative and Participatory Approaches

While quantitative methods offer measurable indicators,
they often struggle to capture contextual nuance, process-
es of change, unintended consequences, and intangible
outcomes such as empowerment, social cohesion, or com-
munity voice.™ Qualitative and participatory SIM methods
address these gaps by emphasising meaning, legitimacy,
and stakeholder engagement:

e In-depth interviews, focus groups, life histories, and
case studies allow organisations to document lived
experiences, personal transformations, and nuanced
changes that quantitative metrics might miss.®

e Participatory evaluation frameworks involve beneficia-
ries, community members, and other stakeholders in
defining success criteria, co-creating evaluation tools,
and interpreting findings, thereby increasing ownership
and ethical accountability.?”

e Narrative and storytelling-based measures document
change processes, contextual challenges, and emergent
outcomes that remain invisible in purely numerical
assessments.®

These approaches provide rich, contextualised insights
that inform programme design, strategic planning, and
continuous learning, complementing the objectivity of
quantitative metrics.*

Mixed-Method and Theory-Driven Evaluations

A growing consensus in the SIM field advocates mixed-meth-
od evaluations and theory-driven approaches, which in-
tegrate quantitative and qualitative data to capture both
measurable outcomes and contextual meaning.? Methods
such as Theory of Change (ToC) and logic models serve as
structured frameworks linking inputs, activities, outputs,
outcomes, and long-term impact, providing a roadmap for
both evaluation and organisational learning.**

Mixed-method evaluations enable organisations to:

e Map and analyse cause-and-effect relationships be-
tween interventions and outcomes;

e Understand how and why change occurs, incorporat-
ing both stakeholder perspectives and quantitative
evidence;

e Producericher, more credible, and actionable findings
that inform programme adaptation, strategy, and re-
source allocation.?

By combining the rigour and comparability of quantitative
methods with the depth and contextual insight of quali-
tative approaches, mixed-method SIM strikes a balance
between metrics and meaning, allowing organisations to
demonstrate accountability while capturing the complexity
of social change.?

Critical Analysis of Prominent SIM Methods
Strengths and Utility

Quantitative social impact measurement (SIM) methods—
including standardised outcome indicators, theory-driv-
en evaluation designs, and Social Return on Investment
(SROl)—provide clear, structured, and replicable evidence
of organisational performance.Z Their perceived objectivity,
comparability, and generalisability make them particularly
attractive to funders, government agencies, and institutional
stakeholders who require evidence-based reporting. Quan-
titative approaches can support benchmarking, resource
allocation decisions, and cost—benefit analyses, thereby
enhancing accountability and organisational credibility.

Qualitative and participatory approaches, in contrast, offer
rich, contextualised insights into the lived experiences of
beneficiaries, community members, and frontline staff.?
Methods such as in-depth interviews, focus groups, case
studies, and participatory evaluations capture intangible
or relational outcomes, including empowerment, social
cohesion, dignity, and community voice. These approaches
promote legitimacy, ethical accountability, and stakeholder
ownership, allowing organisations to understand the pro-
cesses and mechanisms behind social change rather than
solely measuring end outcomes.

Mixed-method evaluations combine the advantages of
both quantitative and qualitative approaches, producing
a more holistic understanding of impact.?® By integrating
numerical indicators with narrative and participatory data,
these evaluations satisfy funder demands for accountabil-
ity while preserving the contextual richness essential for
organisational learning and adaptive management. Such
pluralistic approaches are increasingly regarded as best
practice for SIM in complex social environments.

Challenges and Limitations
Attribution and Causality

A persistent challenge in SIM is the issue of attribution.
Quantitative methods, especially those relying on pre/post
assessments or experimental designs, often struggle to
disentangle the effects of an organisation’s interventions
from external factors such as economic trends, political
developments, or community-level dynamics.? Even ran-
domised control trials (RCTs), while rigorous, may not fully
capture systemic influences or unintended consequences.

Standardisation vs. Contextual Validity

Standardised indicators and economic proxies, such as those
used in SROI, facilitate comparison across programmes or
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organisations but can inadvertently obscure context-spe-
cific meanings, cultural norms, and localised definitions of
success.?’ Overemphasis on standardisation risks reducing
complex social processes to simplistic metrics, potentially
misrepresenting the depth and significance of impact in
specific communities.

Data Quality, Resources, and Capacity Constraints

Many nonprofits, particularly small and community-based
organisations, face significant challenges in implementing
rigorous SIM practices.?® These challenges include limited
technical expertise, insufficient financial resources, weak
data infrastructure, and time constraints. As a result, mea-
surement efforts may be inconsistent, superficial, or fail to
produce actionable insights, undermining the credibility
and utility of impact assessment.

Ethical and Power Dynamics

SIM is not a neutral or purely technical exercise; it is em-
bedded in complex power relations between funders,
implementing organisations, and beneficiaries.?® Decisions
about what to measure, whose perspectives are included,
and how results are reported can reinforce existing power
imbalances or marginalise certain stakeholder voices. Ethical
considerations—such as informed consent, data privacy,
and the responsible use of findings—are therefore integral
to credible and legitimate SIM practice.

Emerging Debates and Contemporary Critiques
The Politics of Measurement

Social impact measurement (SIM) is increasingly recognised
not merely as a technical or administrative exercise but
as a politically charged practice. Decisions about what
to measure, how to define success, and which outcomes
are prioritised inherently reflect the interests and power
dynamics of funders, implementing organisations, and
beneficiaries.?° For example, funders may prioritise short-
term, easily quantifiable outcomes that align with their
reporting requirements, while communities may value
longer-term, relational, or process-orientated changes that
are less easily measured. These tensions highlight that SIM
can reinforce existing hierarchies and power asymmetries
if not approached critically. Practitioners must therefore
be aware of the political dimensions of measurement and
strive to include diverse stakeholder voices to ensure le-
gitimacy, equity, and ethical accountability.

Data Quality, Integrity, and Digital Tools

The adoption of digital technologies—such as cloud-based
monitoring systems, real-time dashboards, mobile data
collection, and artificial intelligence analytics—has trans-
formed SIM by improving efficiency, scalability, and ac-
cessibility.3! Digital tools can streamline data collection,
enhance visualisation, and enable rapid decision-making.

However, they also raise significant challenges related to
data quality, privacy, ethical use, and sustainability. For
instance, reliance on digital platforms may exacerbate in-
equities for communities with limited technological access
or literacy. Data security and privacy concerns are para-
mount, particularly when sensitive beneficiary information
is collected. Furthermore, the pursuit of large datasets may
prioritise quantity over quality, potentially compromising
the depth, contextual relevance, and interpretive validity
of SIM findings.

Need for Pluralistic and Participatory Approaches

In response to these critiques, scholars and practitioners
increasingly advocate for pluralistic, participatory, and
context-sensitive evaluation frameworks.3?Such approaches
integrate quantitative rigour with qualitative depth, allowing
organisations to capture both measurable outcomes and
the nuanced, lived experiences of stakeholders. Participa-
tory SIM, in particular, engages beneficiaries, community
members, and frontline staff in defining success, selecting
indicators, collecting data, and interpreting results. This
not only enhances legitimacy and stakeholder ownership
but also promotes ethical accountability and reflective
organisational learning. Pluralistic approaches acknowl-
edge that social change is complex, multifaceted, and
context-dependent, and that no single methodology can
fully capture its scope or significance. By embracing meth-
odological diversity and stakeholder inclusion, organisations
can produce more credible, meaningful, and actionable
assessments of social impact.

Toward a Balanced Framework: From Metrics
to Meaning

Achieving a balance between quantitative metrics and
qualitative meaning in social impact measurement (SIM)
requires a framework that integrates methodological rigour,
contextual sensitivity, and ethical accountability. Key com-
ponents of such a balanced approach include:

Theory- 3: A theory-driven approach, often operationalised
through frameworks like Theory of Change (ToC) or logic
models, provides a conceptual roadmap linking inputs,
activities, outputs, outcomes, and long-term impact. By
explicitly articulating assumptions, causal pathways, and
expected mechanisms of change, theory-driven design en-
sures that SIM is not only about measuring what happens
but also understanding why and how social change occurs.
This approach helps organisations prioritise indicators,
interpret results, and make evidence-informed decisions
while aligning measurement with strategic goals.

Mixed-Method Evaluation?®*

Mixed-method evaluation combines quantitative data—
such as standardised indicators or SROI calculations—with
qualitative insights from interviews, focus groups, and case
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studies. This dual approach allows organisations to capture
both objective, comparable outcomes and context-spe-
cific, experiential knowledge, providing a richer and more
nuanced understanding of impact. By integrating multiple
sources of evidence, mixed-method evaluations support
robust decision-making, stakeholder communication, and
organisational learning.

Stakeholder Inclusion and Participatory Feedback
Loops.35

Engaging beneficiaries, community members, staff, and
other key stakeholders in the design, implementation,
and interpretation of SIM enhances legitimacy, ethical
accountability, and relevance. Participatory approaches
enable stakeholders to help define what constitutes mean-
ingful impact, co-create indicators, and provide feedback
throughout the measurement process. Continuous feedback
loops not only strengthen trust and ownership but also
ensure that the evaluation reflects diverse perspectives
and evolving social realities.

Transparency and Reflexivity.36

Transparent reporting of methods, assumptions, limitations,
and findings is essential to build credibility and foster trust
among funders, partners, and communities. Reflexivity—
critical reflection on the evaluation process, the researcher’s
positionality, and potential biases—further enhances the
ethical and interpretive quality of SIM. Organisations that
practise transparency and reflexivity can navigate the trade-
offs between standardisation and contextual sensitivity
more effectively, mitigating risks of misrepresentation or
misinterpretation.

Capacity-Building and Adaptive Management.37

A balanced SIM framework requires investment in organi-
sational capacity, including staff training, technical exper-
tise, data infrastructure, and learning systems. Coupled
with adaptive management practices, these investments
enable organisations to respond to evaluation findings,
refine programmes, and continuously improve impact. By
embedding learning into organisational routines, nonprofits
can use SIM not merely as a reporting requirement but as
a strategic tool for ongoing improvement and innovation.

Implications for Practice and Governance

Adopting a balanced social impact measurement (SIM)
framework has significant implications for nonprofit lead-
ership, donors, and policy development, highlighting the
need to integrate learning, stakeholder engagement, and
sustainable impact into organisational practice.33°

Leadership and Organizational Practice

For organisational leaders, a balanced SIM approach shifts
the focus from mere compliance or reporting toward stra-

tegic learning and adaptive management. Leaders are en-
couraged to embed evaluation into organisational culture,
fostering continuous reflection on program design, imple-
mentation, and outcomes. This approach enables more
informed decision-making, prioritisation of interventions
that generate meaningful change, and early identification
of programmatic challenges or unintended consequenc-
es. Moreover, leadership that champions participatory
measurement strengthens internal accountability, staff
engagement, and ethical practice, creating a culture that
values both evidence and context.

Donor and Funder Engagement

Donors and funders play a critical role in shaping SIM
practices. A balanced framework encourages funders to
move beyond rigid, short-term metrics and support eval-
uation strategies that capture both quantitative outcomes
and qualitative, context-specific meaning. Funders are
urged to provide flexible resources for data collection,
capacity-building, and participatory evaluation, fostering
collaboration rather than compliance. Such engagement
promotes trust, alignment of expectations, and long-term
partnerships, ensuring that funding decisions support sus-
tainable, impactful programmes.

Policy and Sector-Wide Implications

At the policy level, the adoption of balanced SIM frame-
works can guide regulatory standards, reporting guidelines,
and sector-wide accountability systems. Policymakers can
encourage ethical, inclusive, and contextually grounded
evaluation practices by promoting frameworks that bal-
ance standardisation with local relevance. Additionally,
sector-level learning platforms and shared indicators can
enhance knowledge dissemination, benchmarking, and
cross-organisational collaboration, ultimately strengthen-
ing the collective capacity of the social sector to generate
meaningful societal impact.

Sustainable Impact and Ethical Considerations

By emphasising both metrics and meaning, balanced SIM
frameworks also enhance sustainability and ethical integrity.
Organisations are better equipped to track long-term social
change, recognise unintended consequences, and ensure
that stakeholder voices—particularly those of marginalised
communities—inform decision-making. This approach
reinforces the legitimacy, credibility, and societal value of
nonprofit and social-purpose organisations.

Conclusion

Social impact measurement (SIM) continues to be a chal-
lenging yet indispensable practice for nonprofits, social
enterprises, and other social-purpose organisations. The
increasing demand for evidence of social value—from
funders, regulators, and communities—requires organi-
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sations to move beyond simplistic output reporting and
embrace holistic, meaningful approaches that capture both
tangible outcomes and the nuanced, contextual dimensions
of social change.®

A balanced, pluralistic SIM framework integrates quan-
titative metrics with qualitative meaning, ensuring that
measurement captures both the scale and depth of impact.
It encourages accountability while fostering reflexivity and
organisational learning, allowing leaders to adapt strategies,
refine programmes, and respond to evolving social needs.
By incorporating theory-driven design, mixed-method
evaluation, stakeholder participation, transparency, and
capacity-building, organisations can reconcile the tensions
between standardisation, comparability, and contextual
relevance, producing evaluations that are credible, ethical,
and actionable.

Beyond methodological considerations, SIM has profound
governance and strategic implications. Effective integration
of SIM into organisational decision-making strengthens lead-
ership, enhances donor and stakeholder trust, and supports
evidence-informed policy and practice. Participatory ap-
proaches ensure that the perspectives of beneficiaries and
marginalised communities are central, promoting equity,
legitimacy, and ethical responsibility in social programming.

Despite the progress in SIM practices, persistent challenges
remain, including data quality constraints, attribution diffi-
culties, resource limitations, and the political dimensions
of measurement. Future research and practice should
explore digital innovations, adaptive learning systems,
and hybrid evaluation models that balance rigour with
contextual meaning, while also addressing ethical and
capacity considerations.

In conclusion, moving from metrics to meaning is not
merely a technical shift—it represents a paradigm change
in how organisations conceptualise, measure, and act upon
social impact. By embracing a pluralistic, participatory, and
learning-orientated approach, social-purpose organisations
can enhance their effectiveness, foster trust and legitimacy,
and ultimately contribute more meaningfully to sustainable
societal change.
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