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MAKING AN IMPACT: 
Why we use an outcomes-based approach
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The purpose of this 
resource

Gain an overview of outcomes-
based working which is 
increasingly being adopted 
across the Northern Ireland 
Civil Service as the way we do 
our work. 

Learn how you can work 
smarter, with a focus on 
impact, not activity. 

Access further guidance 
materials and support so you 
can apply the approach to your 
day-to-day work.
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Let's start 
with our 
Why?

Why do we do what we do?
As public servants our overarching purpose 
is to make things better for the people, the 
places and the communities we serve. 

In recent years, there has been growing evidence that 
economic, social, and environmental challenges touch 
our community in different ways. To make a 
meaningful, positive difference in people’s lives, we 
need to understand people’s lived experiences.

This means changing how we identify problems and 
how we work with others to ensure the Actions we 
take are the right ones. So, we can have the greatest 
positive and sustainable impact on the whole of our 
society and where people can live their best lives.
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In the past we tended to measure our 
performance by focusing on the things we 
did and how well we did them. 

So 
things 
like...

What we often missed was the final piece of the puzzle, 
the ‘so what?,’ to really understand the difference our 
work made to those affected.

Answering the 
'So what'?

As with many governments and organisations
around the world, our working style has changed. 
In order to improve the quality of life for people 
and communities, we need to focus on what 
matters most to people’s wellbeing.
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Invested £X 
millions

Developed 
a strategy

Set up an 
advisory group

Delivered a 
project on time 

Managed spend
within budget

Participants who 
felt a programme
was worthwhile 
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What is 
wellbeing?
As we have said, as Public Servants our 
overarching aim is to make things better 
for the people and communities we serve. 

By placing wellbeing at the heart of what 
we do we can deliver real and lasting 
positive change in the areas that matter 
most. 

There is no universally accepted 
definition of what we mean by 
wellbeing, but Carnegie UK 
Trust defines wellbeing as

“everyone having 
what they need to live 

well now and in the 
future” 

Carnegie believes looking after the wellbeing of all citizens is 
a powerful way of creating a society where everyone can live 
well together. This collective wellbeing happens when social, 
economic, environmental and democratic wellbeing 
outcomes are seen as being equally important and are given 
equal weight. 

These four dimensions of wellbeing are:

Social
Wellbeing

We have our 
basic needs met 

Economic
Wellbeing

We all have a 
decent minimum 

living standard

Environmental
Wellbeing

We all live within 
the planet’s 

natural resources

Democratic
Wellbeing

We all have a 
voice in decisions 

that affect us

Visit  Carnegie UK 
Trust to learn more
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https://www.carnegieuktrust.org.uk/


Slide 6

How do we know if we 
are making a difference? 

Our Actions need to be viewed in terms of impact in order 
to demonstrate how our efforts benefit the people, places, 
and communities we serve everyday.

This way of working is based on a model known as 
Outcomes Based Accountability (OBA).™

Developed by American writer Mark Friedman, this 
approach and has been adopted by many other 
organisations and governments across the world for 
identifying the Actions we need to take and for 
measuring the impact we can make.

Let’s look at the approach in a bit more detail…
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How we 
measure 
our impact

Every measurement of our performance, whether at a team, 
organisational, or societal level, must relate to the impact we make.  
OBA™ allows us to measure and assess our impact on 
two levels:

Population
Population Accountability

Helps us to assess the collective impact and track 
the progress we and other responsible parties are 
making on improving the wellbeing of a particular 
target population group.

By population we mean a 
whole group of people in a 
particular place, or who share 
similar characteristics. For 
example, all the people of 
Northern Ireland, or a certain 
group in society such as 
younger people etc.

Performance Accountability

Helps us to measure the effectiveness and direct 
impact our individual Actions have on the 
wellbeing of our customers.

Direct 
Customers

The customer being made 'better off,' 
could relate to your colleagues in other 
business functions or in fact be a 
specific industry, or the environment.
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Population Accountability

1. Outcomes
Population Accountability starts by 
setting out the things that are 
important to the people in the 
communities we serve. Things like 
being healthy, being safe, having 
access to jobs, a clean environment, a 
good education, and what would these 
conditions look like, if we could reach 
out and touch them?

We refer to these as ‘Outcomes’.

Increasing wellbeing Outcomes and 
demonstrating and evaluating the 
difference we make to the people and 
communities we serve are our top priorities 
as public servants.

2. Indicators
Indicators help 
quantify progress 
and show change 
over time

To assess how well we are doing in 
terms of making an impact on 
Outcomes, we use data from a series of 
Official and National Statistics. 

For each Outcome, a small number of 
Official and National Statistics are 
selected. Together these provide a 
signal or indication of our progress 
towards achieving an Outcome.

We use evidence from these Indicators to 
establish a ‘baseline,’ or trend by which, we can 
measure and react to the life conditions in 
which our society lives now and to track 
changes overtime.

While Indicators DO NOT necessarily tell us how 
well individual services, projects or interventions 
are performing. They DO tell us if we are 
heading in the right direction. They help Identify 
the areas in which we need to focus our 
attention and investment to ensure no section 
of our society gets left behind.
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The Programme for Government (PfG) 
Outcomes Framework 

Once agreed, the Programme for Government (PfG) 
Outcomes Framework will set out the Outcomes the NI 
Executive wants to achieve to improve the wellbeing for 
everyone in Northern Ireland. So, things like: We all live, 
long, healthy, active lives.’ And 'Our children and young 
people have the best start in life'. 

Our North Star 
Taken together, these Outcomes present the 
picture of the type of society we would all like 
to live in. They function as our North Star 
helping everyone, both inside and outside our 
organisation, stay focused on what matters.

But how do we know if we are heading in 
the right direction and doing the right 
things for our people and communities?
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Performance Accountability

How we identify 
what weare 
going to do and 
how we make 
our work count

Population Accountability tells us about the impact 
we are having on an entire population group. 
However it is important to recognise that no one 
individual organisation alone can be responsible for 
making significant change at this level.

What we are responsible for however, are our 
individual Actions on the ground. 

Performance Accountability gives us the tools to 
identify and monitor our own individual Actions - to 
ensure these are the right ones that will achieve the 
greatest impact.

It is only the collective Action of the right individual 
Actions on the ground that will add up to change at 
a population level. 
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We use seven 
questions to 

help us to 
identify and 
develop the 
Actions we 

need to take

We start by working through the following seven questions to 
develop our evidence-based Actions that in turn will hopefully 
deliver the most impact in the areas in which we are trying to 
effect change. 

Who are our customers i.e., the people 
impacted by our work e.g., service 
users, project participants, colleagues, 
clients etc. What is the problem we are 
trying to solve? 

How would we know 
if people are better 
off as a result of our 
Action - and how can 
we measure this?

How would we know 
if we are delivering 
our services well and 
how can we measure 
this?

How are we doing on 
these aspects now? - Can 
we establish a baseline to 
help us track if things are 
getting better or worse in 
terms of service delivery 
and impact?

Who are the key 
people we need 
to involve?

What is going to help 
us achieve the results 
we want to see? 
What does best-
practice, research and 
experience tell us  –
remember low cost 
and no cost ideas. 

What is the Action 
we propose to 
take? - How do we 
turn this evidence 
into Action? 
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How do we know if the Actions we take 
are making a difference?
To determine the efficiency and effectiveness of our individual Actions to let ourselves and 
other(s) know if they are making a difference to our customers, we ask ourselves three 
performance questions to measure the quantity, quality and impact of our performance. 

This refers to how much effort 
did we put in. 

To measure this, we consider 
numbers (# ), # of participants, 

# of calls answered, budget 
available etc.

This considers the quality of our 
performance in delivering the 

how much. 

We think of this in percentage 
(%) terms such as the % of 

customers satisfied or % of calls 
answered on time etc.

This is how we demonstrate the 
impact we have made.  

We measure this in terms of the 
number (#) and percentage (%) of 
improvements experienced as a 

result of our Action. I.e., # and % of 
people reporting changed 

knowledge / skills / attitudes / 
circumstances / behaviours Slide 12
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Report Cards help 
to tell our impact 
story
To monitor our performance against the three 
questions we use Report Cards.  These 
demonstrate the performance of an Action and 
show how customers are better off as a result. 

They can also show us if changes need to be 
made, to improve performance, or to change 
direction in response to an emerging situation.

The example below shows how a Report Card can be used 
to present the performance information for an Action. 
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# Quantity Metrics

Example:

# clients served
# activities
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How well did we do it?
% Quality Metrics

Example:
% completion rates 
% client satisfAction
rates

Important

Most Important

Is anyone Better Off as a 
Result of what we did?# %

How much change did 
we effect?

What quality effect did 
we produce?

Example:
# skills / knowledge change
# attitude / opinion change
# behaviour change
# circumstances change

Example:
# skills / knowledge change
# attitude / opinion change
# behaviourchange
# circumstances change
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Example metrics and Report Card
This is a Report Card for an employment programme from the Social Investment Fund, an initiative led by The 
Executive Office. It is an example of how a Report Card can help effectively communicate the progress and 
achievement of a project.

WORK 
READY 
WEST

Looks at things like number 
of sessions, number of 
participants etc. 

Looks at things like % of 
participants who completed 
the placement, % stating it 
helped them etc.

These show participants 
gaining qualifications and 
entering employment. As well 
as benefits to their wellbeing, 
and improvements in 
confidence in their own abilities 
to succeed in life. 
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This is a Report Card for the overall 
Social Investment Fund of which 
the project in the previous 
example was a part of.  You can 
also choose to see a larger version 
of this Report Card. 

It shows how you can summarise
collective information from 
individual projects to demonstrate 
the impact of a programme as a 
whole. 

Telling people, the story of our 
work through performance 
measure Report Cards like these 
can help visualise progress and 
make a lasting impact.

They can provide a better 
understanding of our 
work and allow us to 
demonstrate the 
effectiveness of our 
Actions in a clear and 
concise way.
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https://www.canva.com/design/DAFJqhwPs-4/yFLYRgC7qLXQxGPusUbDbQ/view?utm_content=DAFJqhwPs-4&utm_campaign=designshare&utm_medium=link2&utm_source=sharebutton
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It doesn’t have to be difficult or 
complicated to collect and monitor 
the data for your Report Card. 

Here is an example 
showing how a simple 
table in Excel can be 
used. You can also 
choose to see a larger 
version of this image.  

There’s space to enter data and 
comments against each 
performance measure.

In this example they are updating 
the Report Card quarterly. 
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Level 2: 
Performance 
Accountability  things to do and avoid in order to 

boost your Report Card's effectiveness

DO

follow the OBA model 

focus on YOUR Action 
and YOUR customer(s) 

collaborate 

make your Report Card 
easy to understand

consider timeframes 

keep your Report Card 
up-to-date
change the layout and 
format of your Report 
Card if need be

DON'T

don't cram

don't try to measure 
everything

don't try to  include targets 
when they are not useful

don't focus on investment 
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A summary of the outcomes-based approach 

Population 
Accountability                               

Covers the wellbeing of 
whole populations, 
communities, cities, 
countries, nations.  

Example, all the people of 
Northern Ireland

The conditions of wellbeing 
we want to achieve for our 
population.

We can't achieve these by 
ourselves and need to work 
with our delivery partners to 
make a change for the whole 
population

Outcomes
Indicators
Give us an idea of 
how we are doing in 
terms of achieving 
the Outcome

Performance 
Accountability                               
The wellbeing of our 

direct customers 
impacted by our 

individual Actions. 

We develop our Actions by working through a 
series of seven questions and three 
performance measure questions.

Actions

Enough of the right Actions being taken on 
the ground by the various delivery partners 
should translate to a positive change towards 
population Outcomes.

Performance 
measure questions

We monitor our Actions in terms of 
how much did we do, how well did 
we do it and is anyone better off.  
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The outcomes-based 
approach isn't something 
new....
As we said at the start, there has been a growing shift towards 
measuring and communicating our success in terms of the 
impact on people’s wellbeing in organisations and governments 
across the world. 

The Executive has been on its own journey in moving to adopt the 
approach. Let’s consider some of the key points and where we are 
today….
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A summary of The Executive's 
wellbeing journey

2011
Our journey started back in 
2011 when work including the 
Delivering Social Change 
Programme and the National 
Children’s Bureau’s Child 
Poverty Outcomes 
Framework made the first 
step in thinking about how 
wellbeing could be improved 
by tackling the issues that 
affected wellbeing Outcomes. 

2014
In 2014, the Carnegie UK Trust 
convened a Carnegie Roundtable 
on Measuring Wellbeing in 
Northern Ireland to explore how the 
concept of wellbeing could be used 
to promote social change and 
suggested “the time was right to 
develop a ‘wellbeing framework’ to 
guide and support the work of all 
public services in Northern Ireland”. 

The Roundtable’s report set out 
“seven steps for developing a 
wellbeing framework, and ten 
recommendations in order to 
implement these steps and to 
introduce a new, innovative way of 
delivering public services in 
Northern Ireland”. 

2015
In 2015, the then NI Executive 
commenced development of a 
new strategic, outcomes-
focussed Programme for 
Government (PfG).

The approach had widespread 
political support and was 
endorsed by the OECD in its 
Executive commissioned 
strategic review of public sector 
reform in Northern Ireland 
published in 2016. 

A draft PfG Outcomes 
Framework was developed and 
subject to an extensive public 
engagement and consultation 
process.  Feedback 
demonstrated strong support 
for the approach.  There was a 
strong appetite from 
stakeholders across all sectors 
to work in partnership with 
Government with a united aim 
to improve wellbeing for all. 

2018
In 2018, in the absence of 
an Executive, the Northern 
Ireland Civil Service (NICS) 
published the Outcomes 
Delivery Plan (ODP) 
intended to set out the 
Actions that departments 
intended to take to give 
effect to the previous 
Executive’s stated 
objective of improving 
wellbeing for all – by 
tackling disadvantage and 
driving economic growth 
and to help move the NICS 
into a state of readiness to 
deliver an outcomes-based 
PfG on return of an 
incoming Executive.

2020

In 2020, as outlined in 
New Decade New 
Approach (NDNA), the 
newly formed Executive 
commenced work to 
develop a new strategic, 
outcomes-focused 
Programme for 
Government (PfG).

Present day

A draft Outcomes 
Framework was devised 
as the first key step in 
the development of a 
new strategic PfG.

This draft Framework 
has been subject to an 
extensive consultation 
process. The outcome of 
which demonstrated 
broad support for the 
Outcomes consulted 
upon and for the 
continued application of 
the outcomes-based 
approach.

Slide 20

https://www.executiveoffice-ni.gov.uk/articles/delivering-social-change-introduction#:~:text=The%20Delivering%20Social%20Change%20framework,genuine%20impact%20on%20the%20ground.
https://www.ncb.org.uk/resources/all-resources/filter/poverty-inequality/child-poverty-outcomes-framework-northern-ireland
https://www.carnegieuktrust.org.uk/publications/towards-a-wellbeing-framework-short-report/
https://www.finance-ni.gov.uk/articles/oecd-review
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/829582/Outcomes_Delivery_Plan_2018_19_-_End_Year_Progress_Report_-_September_2019__Revised14_8_2019___1___2_.PDF
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/856998/2020-01-08_a_new_decade__a_new_approach.pdf
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Need help? 
Talk to us 

pfg@executiveoffice-ni.gov.uk

Programme for Government Division
The Executive Office
Room E4.15 | Castle Buildings | Stormont
Estate | Belfast | BT4 3SR

Before you go
We’d love to know if you have 
found this resource helpful.

Do you have feedback? We’d 
love to hear it!
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https://consultations.nidirect.gov.uk/teo/e5778426

