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About this paper

This short paper reflects on learning from the phase 2 evaluation of the child
poverty pathfinder programmes in Dundee and Glasgow about the process of
evaluating evolving and complex programmes. It is intended to support informed
discussion between policy makers, programme delivery teams, and evaluators on
how to get the best out of future evaluations, particularly of programmes that, like
the pathfinders, take an intentionally iterative approach to design and delivery.

A full and summary report of the phase 2 evaluation are available separately. This
paper draws on a number of themes discussed in more detail in those reports. It
reflects the views of the external evaluators involved in the phase 2 evaluation.
While it is hoped this document will provide useful food for thought, others may
have different views on how best to approach the issues identified.

Key challenges and trade-offs

All evaluations involve trade-offs between time, resources, and robustness of
outputs. However, evaluating programmes that aim to tackle urgent and complex
issues, like child poverty, can create particular tensions between what might be
deemed the ‘ideal’ evaluation approach and policy development and/or programme
delivery priorities. The Table below highlights five key trade-offs encountered on the
child poverty pathfinder phase 2 evaluation. These are by no means unique to this
evaluation — indeed, the Table draws on one produced by Ipsos colleagues
reflecting on other child poverty-related evaluations.

The remainder of this section elaborates on these trade-offs and tensions in more
detail, drawing on examples from the child poverty pathfinders’ evaluation where
relevant. It does so intentionally briefly: further discussion on most of these issues
is included in the main evaluation report, for readers interested in more detail.

The second half of the paper offers suggestions on how to navigate these trade-offs
on future evaluations of projects sharing similar features with the child poverty
pathfinders (e.g. place-based, evolving, complex, system change elements).
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Table 1: Key trade-offs in evaluating complex, iterative programmes

Delivery

Evaluation

Policy development and programme delivery
often needs to happen fast, reflecting
timescales for funding cycles and policy
decisions

Sufficient time for planning an evaluation
typically supports more sensitive / robust
evaluation. This includes time to consider
what data needs to be collected by delivery
partners and, where relevant, planning for
accessing administrative data from external
organisations.

Programme delivery needs to be responsive
and evolve over time, and to be adapted
based on learning about what works

Programme consistency, both over time and
across areas, facilitates monitoring and
outcome measurement, by enabling tracking
of key outcomes from pre- to post-intervention
and robust comparisons of these outcomes
between areas.

Requests to take part in evaluation (and to
collect and provide data) place burden on
service providers and users

Input from service providers and service
users is needed for meaningful evaluation,
particularly where secondary data is not (yet)
available

Vulnerable families are often more likely to
engage in evaluation activities when
selected/asked by service providers

Evaluation is often less prone to bias when
external evaluators can control sampling and
recruitment

There is a strong need to understand the
value for money of public investments.

The most robust forms of value for money
(VfM) analysis require robust, quantitative
impact data, which is not always available,
particularly early on. Further, there is no
established process for assessing the VM of
‘system change’.

Timing of delivery, impact and evaluation

When projects are aiming to tackle urgent policy priorities, like child poverty, there
is a strong impetus for delivery to happen at pace. Funding cycles, policy decision-
making timelines, and senior stakeholder expectations can all mean that delivery
may need to start before key elements of the evaluation activities are fully
designed. In particular, a desire to take immediate action can mean that delivery
begins before the key outcomes are decided and before data collection processes
are implemented in order to track whether the programme leads to any measurable

change.

At the same time, there is a recognition that meaningful change — particularly where
the target is system change — may take considerable time. However, due to short-
term budget cycles in government, public sector evaluations tend to be
commissioned for fixed time periods that may cover only part of the programme
implementation and outcome timeline. Aligning design, delivery and evaluation
timelines can thus be a significant challenge. This was certainly the case with the
pathfinders’ evaluation: delivery had already begun in both Dundee and Glasgow




by the time the Scottish Government commissioned external evaluations, and there
were a number of challenges around data collection and its availability to support
the evaluation, as discussed in the main evaluation report.

A lack of fit’ between policy and delivery timelines on the one hand, and
commissioned evaluation timelines on the other can also create challenges around
involving delivery partners in shaping an evaluation to meet their needs (as well as
the Scottish Government’s). Engaging with delivery partners around outcomes to
date can be especially difficult when a project is evolving and delivery partners are
focused on the next stages of a project. In this context, a retrospective evaluation of
what has been achieved to date may seem less relevant to some partners.

An additional, but crucial, timing issue relates to timelines for accessing data held
by external organisations to support evaluation. The potential value of routinely
collected administrative data for supporting evaluation - by enabling tracking of
outcomes, and comparisons with control groups, without additional direct data
collection from participants - is increasingly recognised. However, it can take a very
long time to negotiate access to such data.

This was certainly the case for the child poverty pathfinders evaluation. At the
outset of the phase 2 evaluation, it was hoped that data collected and held by
HMRC, Social Security Scotland, and DWP on income, benefits and employment
would facilitate analysis of impacts of the Dundee pathfinder on these outcomes
without the pathfinder team needing to collect detailed and comprehensive data
from families directly. However, while an additional Quasi-Experimental’ element to
the evaluation is still being planned, at the time of writing, there remained
uncertainties over whether all the data requested would be made available, even 18
months after requests were first made.

Evolution vs. consistency

As ‘pathfinders’, a key feature of the programmes in both Dundee and Glasgow
was that they were intended to evolve over time as they learned from delivery. A
commitment to learning and continual improvement is a common requirement of
many government funded programmes. However, an iterative approach to design
and delivery can lead to a variety of evaluation challenges. These include:

e The availability of quantitative baseline data on key outcomes, since
understandings of which outcomes are key to track may evolve over time.
This is problematic from an evaluation perspective, as being able to draw
robust conclusions around whether an intervention has led to any change
requires collecting the same data from participants before and after their
involvement, to measure whether there has been any change.

o Defining what is ‘in scope’ for evaluation, which can be challenging when
the boundaries of an initiative are themselves somewhat fluid. If the focus of

1 Quasi-Experimental Designs compare before and after measures for key outcomes of interest for
those going through a programme (the intervention group) with a matched comparison group, in
order to provide evidence of impact.
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a programme in terms of target groups, activities, or outcomes is not
completely fixed, earlier decisions about the focus of evaluations may also
need to be revisited. This has implications for both evaluation design and
costing, as discussed below.

These issues are arguably particularly acute when there is a desire to accurately
quantify the impact of programmes. The most robust approaches to quantifying
impact — including Quasi-Experimental Designs (QEDs) and Randomised
Controlled Trials (RCTs)? — are premised on the availability of quantitative baseline
data and on a high degree of consistency in programme design and delivery over
time. This may mean they are less appropriate for programmes like the pathfinders
which assume interventions will be flexible, at least in their earlier stages.

Burden on providers and families

Those involved in delivering programmes to participants will have many demands
on their time and there is a need to avoid over-burdening them with requests for
data and input to evaluations. However, in practice, it is very difficult to avoid
tensions arising between minimising the burden on both delivery teams and
participants, and a desire for robust data. In particular, there may be challenges
around:

e Ensuring that data collection does not become a barrier to participants
engaging with a programme, vs. collecting robust and detailed
quantitative baseline data on both the characteristics of those engaging
and on key outcomes. This was described by pathfinder stakeholders as a
recurrent tension on these and similar projects working with underserved
populations — potential participants may be deterred from taking part if this is
seen as contingent on providing delivery staff with extensive baseline
information, some of which may be personal or sensitive.

e The burden on project teams from data collection requirements. In
Dundee, the relatively small delivery team meant that additional requests for
monitoring data were very challenging to accommodate without negatively
impacting on delivery to clients. In Glasgow, the external evaluation was only
one of a variety of evaluation and research activities taking place on or
around the pathfinder. Both of these factors can create unavoidable
challenges for external evaluations — in terms of the balance between burden
on teams and the scope and robustness of data collection, and the potential
for duplication of research activities commissioned by different stakeholders
— which will require careful navigation.

2 Randomised Controlled Trials (RCTs) randomly allocate eligible potential participants either to
the participant group, who receive the intervention, or a control group, who do not, so that
outcomes for the two can be compared. RCTs are often described as the ‘gold standard’ in impact
evaluation but can be difficult to apply to social interventions. When interventions are place-based,
random allocation would arguably create both practical and ethical issues.
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Challenges in engaging participants with diverse views

When evaluating the impact of an intervention aimed at a particular group, the ideal
scenario is to be able to hear from both those who were fully engaged with the
programme and those who were less engaged, or did not engage at all. However,
on projects involving families or individuals in challenging circumstances, it is often
the case that those who do not engage with projects are also unlikely to engage
with evaluators. External evaluators may lack direct access to participants, unless
the project has collected consent to allow sharing of contact details with external
researchers. This can both increase the burden on delivery teams, since evaluators
are reliant on their help in recruiting participants for interview, and increase the
potential that interviews are biased towards those who had a more positive
experience of the project.

Conceptualising and assessing value for money

Scottish Government evaluations are placing increasing focus on the assessment
of value for money, particularly where (as with the pathfinders) they represent
significant investments and there are plans to scale up the approaches developed
across a wider area. However, conceptualising and measuring this is not
necessarily straightforward in practice.

The most commonly recognised approaches to value for money assessment are
based on measuring whether a programme has achieved its target aims for the
people it supports, and comparing this with the overall costs in order to establish a
cost-benefit ratio. There are established approaches to support these calculations.?
However, these approaches assume both that there is sufficiently robust
qguantitative data available on outcomes for individual participants (and, for robust
analysis, a comparison group), and that the value of a project lies only or mainly in
its outcomes for individual participants.

Challenges around collecting or accessing robust data on individual outcomes have
been described above — these same challenges will limit the scope for Social Cost
Benefit Analysis (SCBA). Where robust quantitative data on individual outcomes is
not available, alternative approaches for value for money will be required. In
Dundee, for example, the agreed final approach was to develop a ‘break-even
model’, which would help inform understanding of what level of outcomes a project
like the pathfinder would need to achieve in order to ‘break even’ in terms of
benefits to costs, but which stopped short of saying whether or not the pathfinder
had yet achieved this, given data limitations.

An additional challenge for the pathfinders evaluation was how to assess the value
for money of ‘whole system change’. This was a core component of both
pathfinders, but particularly the Glasgow pathfinder, which was conceived as a
whole system change programme rather than as an individual ‘intervention’ or set
of interventions. It is also likely to be a key feature of other Scottish Government

3 See for example GMCA (2022). Cost benefit analysis, including Unit Cost Database (2022).



https://www.greatermanchester-ca.gov.uk/what-we-do/research/research-cost-benefit-analysis/

programmes where public service reform is a key aim. However, there is currently
no recognised approach to assessing the value for money of whole system change.
Given this, the evaluation of the Glasgow pathfinder did not attempt to assess its
value for money, but developed suggestions for principles, approaches, and
indicators for assessing the value for money of a multi-agency system change
programme in the future.

Particularly where standard VfM approaches are not feasible, there may be a need
to consider alternative ways of conceptualising and considering value for money.
For example, the pathfinder evaluation also explored stakeholder perceptions of
value for money across the key dimensions of economy, efficiency and equity,
which have been identified as three of the ‘four Es’ of value for money (alongside
effectiveness, which was the focus of the evaluation as a whole).

Suggestions for future evaluation of complex,
place-based initiatives

1. Allow for (much) greater flexibility between formative,
exploratory and summative, impact evaluation

A key suggestion based on the experience of the pathfinders’ evaluation is that
when projects themselves are continuing to evolve and the timescales for delivery
are not completely fixed, there may be a need for a much more flexible approach to
the types of evaluation that are feasible and appropriate at different points in time.

Table 2, below, indicates how different evaluation approaches and elements fit with
different delivery stages. Evaluation is often conceived as taking place in
progressive stages, from evaluability assessment, through formative and
developmental evaluation, to impact evaluation. However, this relies on delivery
also progressing in a relatively linear way to agreed timescales. It may not apply
when, as with the pathfinders, the programme takes a deliberately iterative
approach to design and delivery based on ongoing learning. Timings may change,
with projects moving from piloting to established delivery more slowly than initially
expected, or different elements of a programme may be at different stages at the
same time. This needs to be considered and reflected in evaluation approaches;
there may be a need to move between, or incorporate elements of, evaluability
assessment, formative evaluation and impact evaluation at the same time, or to
spend longer than initially expected in the evaluability or formative stages.

4 For further background on the 4 E’s, see National Audit Office guidance on assessing value for
money in government spending, which outlines the first three Es (Economy, Efficiency and
Effectiveness). This was subsequently expanded to consider Equity — see for example discussion
of the 4Es at betterevaluation.org.
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Table 2: Evolving evaluation alongside delivery

Stage Delivery Evaluation

Planning Needs assessment Evaluability assessment

Learning Small-scale piloting Developmental / formative
evaluation

Scaling Established delivery Impact evaluation

Building in and managing this kind of flexibility in practice is much easier said than
done, especially when working to fixed evaluation budgets and timetables. In
practice, it might involve:

Agreeing a much smaller number of core evaluation questions with all
partners at the outset to guide activities, but holding off on specifying more
detailed impact and value for money evaluation questions while there
remains uncertainty over outcomes, timescales or what data will be available
and when. This may also include reflecting on which aims are fixed or
unlikely to change (for example, the long-term aim of reducing child poverty)
and which outcomes might evolve (in terms of how and when they might be
achieved) as the project develops.

Accepting that it may be necessary to spend longer than initially
planned in the formative / process / early evidence of potential impact
stage of evaluation, until the design and timescales for a programme have
reached a more settled phase where more definitive impact assessment is
possible. This may involve managing stakeholder expectations about when it
will be possible to say with confidence whether a programme is having the
desired impacts, and when formal value for money analysis (i.e. SCBA) is
likely to be feasible. Considering at what point it is appropriate to move on
from considering a project a ‘pilot’ to more established delivery where impact
evaluation should be more feasible is a particularly relevant question when
interventions are more iterative.

Revisiting outcomes and timelines with all key partners at regular
intervals, including before any new evaluation activities are commissioned or
agreed, so that the balance of formative and impact evaluation activities at
different stages reflects, as far as possible, what is collectively felt to be
appropriate and achievable at that point in time. This should arguably include
robust discussions around ultimate deadlines — in other words, what is the
maximum timescale partners consider reasonable before specific outcomes
should be achieved, even if this is very long-term? Otherwise there is a risk
that timescales continue to be delayed with each iteration of a programme.

Involving local partners in the design of place-based evaluations from
the outset. Linked to all the points above is the increased importance of
designing evaluations collaboratively, particularly when programmes are
continuing to evolve. Involving local partners in discussions around
evaluation focus and approach will help identify where there are potential
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tensions, for example between delivery and evaluation timelines. It will also
strengthen partnerships between delivery teams, commissioners and
evaluators, making it more likely that such tensions can be navigated
effectively. Effective engagement is likely to involve some degree of
compromise, recognising that the evidence priorities of commissioners,
evaluators and delivery teams may not always dovetail completely.

e Building more allowance into evaluation budgets and timescales for
redesign and adaptation as programmes themselves evolve. While the
need for a flexible approach is often specified in calls for evaluation (as
indeed it was for the child poverty pathfinders’ evaluation), in practice,
adequate time for external evaluators, the Scottish Government, and the
projects themselves to navigate this is rarely fully built-in at the outset. A key
reflection from this evaluation is that the level of change and adaptation
required when projects are intentionally iterative can be extremely resource
intensive, and that underestimating this can limit what is subsequently
possible.

2. Use theories of change thoughtfully, recognising both their
benefits and their limitations when a project is still evolving

Theory-based evaluation approaches are commonly used to evaluate complex
programmes. Such approaches have particular value for these interventions in
aiming to unpack the various assumptions and complex links underpinning
programme design, and to ensure that the wider context of programme
development, implementation and impact is considered. Theories of change, which
are used to structure and support theory-based evaluations, have therefore become
an almost ubiquitous feature of evaluations in the UK.

Their use in evaluation can have many benefits, including:

e As a tool for project designers, managers and evaluators to create a shared
understanding of what a project is trying to achieve, and of why and how it
plans to achieve it.

e Helping evaluators assess whether implementation and outcomes have been
delivered as planned, and if not, why this might be (for example, because a
particular input was not delivered as expected).

e Providing a clear structure for data collection, analysis and reporting
(particularly important for evaluating complex programmes)

The process of developing theories of change (typically involving workshops with
key stakeholders) can also help to highlight areas where there were uncertainties or
differences of opinion between stakeholders, that may be important to explore in
subsequent evaluation activities.

However, there can also be important limitations to their usefulness:

¢ Identifying agreed timelines for short, medium and long-term outcomes can
be very challenging, particularly for projects like the pathfinders that are
continuing to evolve. There can also be a perception among stakeholders
9



that splitting outcomes into short-, medium- and long-term gives an
unrealistically linear picture of how outcomes are achieved in a complex,
multi-faceted intervention.

The language of ‘theories of change’ can be off-putting for some: an early
workshop for the pathfinders evaluation, for example, suggested that other
terminology, such as ‘a plan on a page’, might be less intimidating and avoid
‘evaluation-speak’.

It can be very difficult to develop a single theory of change over which
everyone feels shared ownership, particularly where evaluators have not
been involved from the outset. Where projects are long-term and involve
multiple partners, there can be a tendency for theories of change to
proliferate, creating tensions around which version should be referred to in
which context. Theories of change may also need to be updated to ensure
they remain accurate and relevant.

There is no straightforward answer to whether, and how, to use theories of change
on projects that are still evolving. However, the experience of using them on the
pathfinders’ evaluation suggests a number of questions that partners and
evaluators may wish to discuss at the outset, when thinking about their use on
future, similar projects, as set out below.

Why do you want to develop a theory of change for this project? Is it
primarily to support theory-based evaluation? Or is it also about project
design and delivery? Theories of change can play both roles, but being clear
about which role(s) they are expected to play (or whether different roles take
precedence at different points) can help determine who needs to be involved
in developing them and what they need to include. If it is intended to support
both delivery and evaluation, responsibility for developing (and updating)
theories of change should sit more formally with a team that combines people
in both roles (evaluation/analysis and programme design/delivery).

When should theories of change be developed — and revisited? One
approach is that they are developed at the outset of a project and remain a
point of reference throughout, with only relatively minor amends. However, as
discussed, this is unlikely to be feasible when the programme itself is taking a
more iterative approach. There may well be a need for more significant
amends to the theory of change as the programme develops.

Again, there is no easy answer as to how often theories of change should be
reviewed, or the process for doing so. Repeated theory of change workshops
can easily lead to over-burden and fatigue, especially when the same people
are involved. However, if there is a desire to use theories of change to
support delivery and/or theory-based evaluation, funders and partners may
wish to consider building in an agreed process for reviewing and updating
theories of change at the outset. They may also wish to identify any elements
of theories of change that are not open to future amendment (for example,
the ultimate, long-term goals of a project).

This could include, for example, a regular (e.g. annual) ‘light touch’ review,
where all partners are asked to consider whether the theory of change is still
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valid or whether changes are needed. This might be supplemented by less
frequent workshops where a fuller review is needed (either because ‘light
touch’ reviews identify that changes are needed, or because the programme
is known to have substantially evolved).

This update process should also include capturing the reasons for any
changes to theories of change, since this in itself may reflect important
learning about what does and does not work.

e What are the limits of theories of change? There are competing views on
the use of theories of change in evaluation, with some evaluators arguing
that they impose too rigid a structure. In reality, it is argued, progress for
individuals may not be linear. Meanwhile, while the wider context in which
programmes try to effect system change may be referenced in the
‘assumptions and risks’, it is arguable that this underplays the significance of
context for the entire enterprise.

The pathfinder external evaluation team’s view is that theories of change remain a
useful tool for helping to surface assumptions, articulate aims and target outcomes,
and to structure evaluation, even if a programme is continuing to evolve. Rather
than dropping them altogether, an alternative approach is to recognise and
consider their limitations, and to avoid too rigid an application of them in evaluation.
Striking the right balance in terms of the level of detail included in theories of
change is important here — over-burdening a ‘plan on a page’ for a project that is
expected to evolve is likely to mean both that it will need to be significantly updated
as details change, and that there may be less space for the evaluation to explore
issues that are not included in the original model. There needs to remain space
within evaluation for elements that are not reflected in the original theory of change
to emerge. At the same time, having a theory of change at the outset provides a
framework to support policy and delivery colleagues in considering the purpose and
potential implications of any proposed changes. It also provides a clear mechanism
for documenting the rationale for any changes that are made (via an updated theory
of change).

3. Consider evaluation data needs — and trade-offs — upfront

Robust impact evaluation is fundamentally dependent on the availability of reliable
baseline data. Being able to assess what outcomes the programme has had and for
which groups of participants requires data on who has taken part, what their
‘starting point’ was on key outcomes, and where they got to over time. Ideally, this
data also needs to be available for a control group®. All this is very often easier said
than done, especially when, as with the pathfinders, a project is evolving over time
and data collection may need to begin before the primary target outcomes are
completely settled. Again, there is no easy solution. However, suggestions as to
how to support this process in future include:

5 A ‘control group’ is a comparison group of people with similar characteristics to those who took
part in the intervention, but who were not invited to take part. Data on outcomes for participants
can be compared with outcomes for the control group, to establish whether or not the intervention
has made a difference.
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Consider developing a small ‘core’ of quantitative outcome measures
and demographic questions for use across Scottish Government child
poverty projects. The precise data to be collected for different child poverty
projects will likely need to vary depending on their specific aims and
activities. However, there is a case for specifying a small number of ‘core’
measures that could be asked of families participating in Scottish
Government funded child poverty projects to enable consistent tracking of
changes over time, comparison between projects, and comparison with other
national data sources.

The ‘break-even’ analysis included in the main report for the phase 2
pathfinder evaluation includes three such suggested measures, covering
employment status, self-assessed financial wellbeing, and broader wellbeing,
which could serve as a starting point for this (see Appendix A for details of
these measures). Further work, involving a range of partners, might be
required to test the relevance and feasibility of these and other potential
‘core’ measures. A small number of demographic questions could also be
agreed, to facilitate more consistent analysis of the impact of investments on
the Scottish Government’s ‘priority family’ groups (see Tackling child poverty
priority families overview).

Invest in resource for data collection at the outset, including both
administrative resource and software tools. Collection of monitoring data
is often hampered by lack of both time and appropriate tools to collect
reliable, easily analysable data about participants. The Scottish Government
and its partners could consider providing both dedicated administrative
resource to support data collection and entry on funded projects, and funding
for software tools that can support this, as part of the set-up phase of any
new projects. This would not only better support evaluation, but provide
information likely to be of wider use to delivery teams in understanding their
work.

Developing a more explicit process for agreeing with programme
partners on any changes to outcomes, including additional outcomes,
changes to the balance between outcomes, or changes to the expected
timelines for outcomes. Where programmes are iterative, new outcomes, or
changes in which outcomes are expected when, should arguably be
expected (though as noted above, there may also be some outcomes that
are non-negotiable, and these should be agreed upfront). Agreeing a process
between partners on how such changes are agreed and, importantly, what
data would need to be collected to measure them and what this means for
evaluating impact, should form an explicit part of the set-up phase for similar
projects in the future.

Consider secondary data sources early, but do not rely on them to fill
all gaps in primary data. Secondary data is widely considered to be
underused in research and evaluation; the benefits of being able to access
data already being collected for routine purposes in terms of coverage,
availability of potential control groups, and minimising the burden of
additional data collection on participants are obvious. However, it is also
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important to recognise that secondary data cannot be a panacea. Data
collected for other purposes may not always match the aims of specific
projects — for example, it might not cover all relevant outcomes, or may
define outcomes in ways that differ from programme definitions in important
ways. As discussed, accessing secondary data from government
departments and organisations is also time and resource intensive. The
experience of the pathfinders’ phase 2 evaluation confirms these challenges.
It highlights the importance of early discussions with data controllers and
project partners to understand the scope, timelines and costs of secondary
data. Ideally, these discussions would start prior to commissioning external
evaluators, so that the specification and timelines for the evaluation are
based on a realistic timeline for accessing administrative data. Given these
challenges are likely to remain, it also underscores the importance of
maximising the value and usefulness of primary project monitoring data,
alongside the Scottish Government continuing to explore with other national
partners how to smooth access to secondary data to support both evaluation
and delivery.

Involve analysts in discussions about data requirements at the outset.
A key challenge in implementing all these suggestions is evaluation capacity
to support them. While external evaluators have a key role in this regard,
they are rarely in place at the point a project is being conceived, and the
same project may often involve different external evaluators at different
points. One option for providing more consistent evaluation input would be for
the Scottish Government to consider formally embedding an analyst within
the planning and delivery teams for similar projects from the outset. They
could have an explicit remit to consider the various likely trade-offs and
challenges in terms of matching evaluation to policy and delivery priorities, as
well as helping to understand and navigate the different evidence needs and
capacity constraints of project partners. Again, it is important to reiterate that
these trade-offs cannot be avoided; the key is to ensure they are aired and,
as far as possible, arrive at an agreed balance. As a key funder of both
projects and their evaluations, the Scottish Government arguably has a
central role to play in this regard.

Build in consents to research and evaluation from the outset. Adding a
routine request to be allowed to share contact details for participants with
external researchers where needed to support the delivery or evaluation of
the programme would expand the evaluation options available (including
potentially facilitating surveys), reduce potential bias (by allowing evaluators
to select a sample capturing a wide range of characteristics from those who
have agreed at the outset to be contacted), and reduce the burden on project
delivery teams by removing the need for them to be directly involved in
setting-up evaluation interviews. This should be routinely discussed with
delivery teams at the start of any projects where evaluation is planned, so
that they are clear on the reasons for requesting this and can discuss how
best to introduce it to their clients. Potential wording for such requests is
shown in Box 1, below.
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Box 1: Potential wording for requests to share contact details with external
researchers

We, or our partners [SPECIFY], may want to carry out research about [NAME OF
PROJECT] in the future, to help us understand how it is working. Would you be
okay with us sharing your name, email address, and phone number with approved
researchers so they can contact you to ask if you would like to take part in such
research? You don't have to say yes, and saying no won't affect your involvement
in this project.

4. Consider the full toolkit of approaches to assessing value for
money — and continue to develop principles and tools to
measure the VfM of system change

As discussed above, the kinds of value for money techniques that are feasible are
often limited by the available data, while new approaches may be required to
assess the value for money of ‘whole system change’. There may also sometimes
be differences of opinion among stakeholders over what constitutes ‘value for
money’ and when it might be realistic to expect to see this. This may be a particular
challenge in contexts where a project is still evolving. More broadly, different
stakeholders may place more or less ‘weight’ on different types of evidence — while
some want to see quantifiable evidence of value for money, others may favour a
more qualitative exploration of how ‘efficient’ a project is, for example. This
underlines the need to consider carefully what types of value for money evaluation
are most appropriate, at what stage, and how this will be communicated to key
stakeholders.

Questions that could be asked to inform decisions about the type of value for
money evaluation activities that are feasible at different points, depending on the
resources available, are outlined below. Considering VfM at an early stage is
particularly important in terms of securing understanding and consensus around the
desirability and feasibility of different types of VfM analysis and putting in place
processes to capture both costs and outcomes to support this at later stages.

Early design/development
Questions to consider to inform VfM evaluation include:
e What would ‘VfM'’ look like to different stakeholders? This might include

considering what the 4 E’s look like in the context of this project — what would
delivering this project efficiently mean, for example?

e What kind of VfM data do different stakeholders want / need? For what
purpose? (e.g. to inform a business case? To feed into future funding
decisions? Etc.)

e What is the ‘value’ the intervention is expected to generate? And for who
(participants, partners, society)?

e What are the key outcomes that would indicate ‘value’ on this basis?
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e How can these be measured?
e How soon are these outcomes expected to materialise?

e What are the costs of the project expected to be? What is in and out of scope
here (e.g. direct costs vs. indirect costs, like time allocated to a project as
part of a general leadership role)?

e Who is responsible for monitoring / collating cost data (likely to need to
involve both delivery/funding and evaluation teams)?

Potential activities to support VfM evaluation include:

e Workshops / interviews to discuss what ‘VfM’ means to stakeholders

e |[f there is a desire for SCBA in the future, activities to enable this that need to
be considered at an early stage include:

o Development of tools to collate costs on ongoing basis (which define
what is and is not considered ‘in scope’ in terms of costs)

o Identification of key outcome measures to support future VM analysis
o Support for implementing outcome measures (baseline and follow-up)

o Break-even modelling to support future SCBA. Depending on how
early this took place, the costs included in break-even modelling might
need to be based on projected rather than actual costs. However,
undertaking the modelling at an early stage would both inform
business plans and support planning for future SCBA.

Early delivery

Questions to consider to inform VfM evaluation include:
e |s the programme delivered in line with the 4Es? (economy, efficiency, equity,
effectiveness)
e Have stakeholders’ understandings of VfM on this project changed?

e Are the outcomes / timelines discussed early on still relevant? If not, what are
the implications for future VfM analysis?

Potential activities to support VfM evaluation include:

e Interviews / workshops exploring perceptions of 4Es and VM on the project.

¢ Revisiting activities above, especially if outcomes / understanding of VM
have changed / evolved — break-even models may need to be
updated/revised, for example, and new outcome measures may need to be
collected to support SCBA.

e Collating costs of delivery — and identifying unexpected / unquantifiable
costs.

Established delivery
Questions to consider to inform VfM evaluation include:
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e Has the perceived economy, efficiency and equity of the project changed
over time?

e |Is robust baseline and follow-up data available for key outcomes in a way
that would allow them to be assigned a monetary value (with reference to
standard approaches to calculating this, such as those included in the
Manchester CBA work®)? What are the limits of this, that might impact on
conducting/interpreting SCBA?

Potential activities to support VfM evaluation include:

e Further stakeholder interviews/workshops exploring the 4Es.

e SCBA (if robust baseline and follow-up data is available), building on the
break-even model(s) developed in earlier stages.

Assessing the value for money of system change

As discussed above, there is no established process for assessing the value for
money of whole system change. Chapter 10 of the main report considers potential
principles and approaches that might support this. While it was written with the
Glasgow pathfinder in mind, it is likely to be relevant to evaluations of Public
Service Reform (PSR) or system change programmes more widely. Those
interested in this area are directed to the more detailed commentary included there,
particularly the section setting out a) key principles for assessing the value for
money of ‘whole system change’ and b) potential ‘whole system change’ value for
money indicators (included as Appendix B to this paper). The four suggested key
principles for assessing value for money of ‘whole system change’ are likely to be
relevant to considering value for money of system change regardless of the specific
policy focus. These are:

e Consider the ‘value for money’ of system change using different
outcome indicators across different time frames, recognising that system
change may take a long time to fully achieve, but that early indicators of
progress are needed to give confidence in the approach being taken (or to
identify that changes in approach are needed).

e Consider broader cost savings, at short, medium, and longer-term. This
again recognises that system change may require investment up front to
deliver longer-term savings, and that evaluating short and medium-term
impacts on system costs may not be straightforward. For example, demand
for some services might be expected to increase in the short-term but, if
effective, system change should reduce or stabilise overall costs in the long-
term.

e Consider the value for money of system change vs. the alternative of
leaving the system ‘as is’. Value for money is often assessed by comparing
the impact of a project with the status quo prior to its implementation. This is
arguably not the right approach to take when assessing the value for money
of system change. Medium to long-term, demand is forecast to rise very

6 GMCA (2022). Cost benefit analysis, including Unit Cost Database (2022)
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https://www.greatermanchester-ca.gov.uk/what-we-do/research/research-cost-benefit-analysis/

substantially across public services, including potentially costs for people of
working age.’” This highlights the importance of developing a robust ‘quasi-
experimental’ design for measuring the impact of system change against a
counterfactual of what would have happened in the future without the
systems change, rather than comparing to the current situation. This would
aid understanding of how to interpret falling costs, should they arise.

e Use a mixed method approach to measuring benefits. Assessing value
for money in the context of system change is likely to require both qualitative
and quantitative evidence. Some of the impacts considered essential in
driving long-term reform (like culture change) are harder to ‘count’, and there
is no obvious way of applying a monetary value to them. However, in the
medium to longer-term, quantitative evidence of changes in demand, shifts /
changes in budgets and spending, etc. will also be needed as ‘harder’ tests
of what system change has achieved.

7 Office for Budget Responsibility: Fiscal risks and sustainability — September 2024
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https://obr.uk/frs/fiscal-risks-and-sustainability-september-2024/#:~:text=The%20population%20of%20the%20UK,residual%20(0.13%20percentage%20points).

Appendix A: Possible measures for common
child poverty project outcomes

The breakeven analysis for the Dundee pathfinder included in the phase 2
evaluation report focuses on three key outcomes: job starts, improved financial
stability, and improved subjective wellbeing. These are not the only possible
intermediate outcomes child poverty projects are likely to wish to influence.
However, to the extent that they are common goals across its funded child poverty
projects, it may be worth the Scottish Government considering how data on these
could be collected more consistently across its funded programmes, to facilitate
both individual evaluations and comparisons of outcomes across programmes.
Potential questions to measure these outcomes, which could be included in
guidance on a ‘common core’ of data items to be collected, are outlined below.

Outcome: Job Starts

Possible question: While the Scottish Government may wish to recommend a
standard format and set of job outcome codes (e.g. defining what counts as full-
time and part-time work and which categories should be used to record those not in
work) for recording work status to ensure consistency, the precise question asked
of clients to establish job status is less important than accurate recording of work
status when someone first engages with an intervention, and then accurately
tracking job starts (and length of employment). For those in, or moving into,
employment, it is also important to capture hours worked (or at least whether they
are full or part-time) and salary level (or at least whether they are paid at or above
the living wage) in order to capture the nature and quality of jobs people are moving
into. This data could also be used to track job progress, in addition to job starts —
that is, are programmes also helping people in work to move into better paid and/or
more full-time work?

Notes: There are known challenges collecting accurate and complete employment
data when a programme is voluntary and open-ended. Given this, it is worth
considering whether additional administrative resource is required to support
delivery staff in collecting this data.

Outcome: Improved financial stability

Possible question: How well would you say you yourself are managing financially
these days? Would you say you are...

Living comfortably, Doing alright, Just about getting by, Finding it quite difficult,
Finding it very difficult

Source: Understanding Society

Outcome: Improved subjective wellbeing

Possible question: Overall, how satisfied are you with your life nowadays, on a
scale of 0 to 10, where 0 is ‘not at all’ and 10 is ‘completely’.
18


https://www.understandingsociety.ac.uk/documentation/mainstage/variables/finnow/

Source: Office for National Statistics

Notes: This is the question that underpins the WELLBY method.? Given this, it
could, in principle, be used to estimate the ‘social value’ (in monetary terms) of the
impacts of an intervention independently of data on other contributors to this. This
would require developing a robust quasi experimental design to isolate the impact
of the scheme on life satisfaction, compared to a control group. (If this cannot be
achieved, it would be recommended to continue to collect data on other outcomes,
to allow for triangulation.)

8 See HM Treasury (2021) Wellbeing guidance for appraisal: supplementary green book guidance.
Social Impacts Task Force.
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https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/wellbeing/methodologies/surveysusingthe4officefornationalstatisticspersonalwellbeingquestions
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/60fa9169d3bf7f0448719daf/Wellbeing_guidance_for_appraisal_-_supplementary_Green_Book_guidance.pdf

Appendix B: Potential indicators of the value
for money of ‘whole system change’

Potential indicators and types of data relating to the value for money of ‘whole
system change’ are outlined below, drawing on suggestions developed for the
Glasgow pathfinder and on the Performance Framework developed by the Glasgow
Community Planning Partnership. This is intended to stimulate reflection and
discussion rather than to be a prescriptive formula or checklist. For each evaluation,
it would be essential to consider what type of data is already available locally, and
how complex or time consuming it might be to collect and collate it if not, in
planning what is feasible in this regard.

Economy indicator 1: How much does it cost to deliver system change?

e Type of data: cost data (£) + qualitative data on hidden / less easily quantifiable
costs.

e Additional considerations: Asking partners to estimate time spent on ‘system
change’ is quite burdensome and can be difficult to judge if this time is part of
their wider job. Given this, it may be more realistic to focus on estimating direct
costs and capturing wider costs (including perceived opportunity costs) more
qualitatively.

Economy indicator 2: Is the overall programme delivered at an appropriate
price for the outcomes?

e Type of data: Data on cost above + qual & quant outcome data (see discussion
re. effectiveness below).

o Potential data to evidence this over medium-long term: Combination of
review of cost data vs. data on system change outcomes achieved. This would
be over and above any analysis of the costs and benefits of individual
interventions developed and tested as part of a programme.

e Additional considerations: Assessments of economy need to take account of
the potential that costs might increase initially, but should reduce as system
change starts to bed in. This means the question may not be fully answerable
even in the medium-term (though it is still important to consider progress).

This also needs to reflect the principle that VfM should be considered not only in
the context of what has happened in terms of outcomes, but what would have
happened if there had been no system change. This may, therefore, need to
involve some counterfactual scenario analysis — e.g. comparing child poverty
levels in 2030 with the levels estimated/expected by 2030 in 2022, or comparing
overall changes in child poverty rates with a ‘control’ area/s (e.g. potentially
comparing with changes for Scotland as a whole, or rates in a similar area of
England).

Efficiency indicator 1: Could any of the changes have been delivered
differently for the same or better impact?

20



Type of data: Qualitative data on how budgets were spent and views on
whether this was too much or not enough given observed impacts.

Potential data to evidence this over medium-long term: Qualitative
discussions with key stakeholders (internal and external) to identify whether any
of the costs were unnecessary or too high relative to the system change
outcomes achieved, or whether more could have been achieved with additional
resource.

Additional considerations: This will likely need to consider individual elements
of the programme and the evidence for their impact on system change
outcomes (acknowledging challenges re. attribution), as well as views on
whether each element could have been delivered more efficiently.

Efficiency indicator 2: Has the pathfinder led to efficiencies elsewhere in the
system)?

Examples of type of data:
o Quantitative data on crisis referrals / spend
o Quantitative / qualitative data on demand on other services

o Quantitative / qualitative data evidencing levels / types of failure
demand

Potential data to evidence this over medium-long term: This could draw on a
range of data collected locally (mapping relevant data available in the area the
programme takes place could form part of evaluation planning), such as:

o Reduction in crisis grants/referrals (using Scottish Welfare Fund data)

o Number of Police / fire call outs where there is no crime (e.g. concern
about a vulnerable child)

o Lower demand for debt-related services: Rent and Council Tax
arrears, demand on Advice services, bailiff referrals

o Analysis of complaints to identify the number of complaints where the
cause is being offered the wrong service

o Surveys of referral partners to explore views on whether referral
processes are smoother/more effective

o Greater Manchester CBA research (GMCA, 2022) provide a bank of
values (savings to the exchequer) and methodological considerations
that could potentially be used to monetise the impacts of lower demand
for services, if there is evidence of this.

Additional considerations: It has to be acknowledged that attribution will be
difficult here — e.g. how much of any change in crisis referrals is a result of the
system change programme vs. the wider external context?

Answering this question should also consider whether there are areas of the
system where costs / demand have increased - e.g. demand for childcare
places; uptake of Health Visitor appointments; uptake of different benefits.
Increases in demand could be positive (e.g. demand for childcare places
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because more parents are working) but are nonetheless important to consider in
the context of the overall long-term efficiency impacts of system change.

The counterfactual is again relevant: what would have happened to demand on
other services if the system had not changed? Demand may not go down
(particularly initially), but it may rise less rapidly, for example. Ideally, changes in
demand over time would be compared with changes in demand in an area(s)
with similar levels of child poverty in 2022 but without an intervention, to form a
control group.

Equity indicator 1: Has system change led to resource being better targeted
(i.e. at families most at risk of poverty)?

e Type of data:
o Data on where services are located vs. where families in poverty live
o Data on uptake of services by families at risk of poverty

e Additional considerations: Mapping whether relevant data is available in the
area the programme takes place, and how feasible it would be to access and
collate it, would need to form part of evaluation planning. Trying to establish
uptake across all relevant services may be a considerable undertaking, so
collation of this data may need to be more focused or targeted.

What is considered a positive outcome in service uptake may also change over
time (e.g. an increase in uptake of crisis support may be positive in the short
term but not in the longer term).

Effectiveness indicator 1: Has there been the necessary culture change
across partners to support system change?

e Type of data:
o Quantitative/qualitative data on trust between partners

o Quantitative/qualitative data on morale and optimism among relevant
staff across the public and third sector

o Additional considerations: Qualitative interviews or staff surveys could also
explore whether staff feel more empowered that they can make a positive
difference to child poverty as evidence that system change is progressing in the
right direction.

Effectiveness indicator 2: To what extent has there been a shift in support
delivery or spend from crisis to prevention?

e Type of data: Spend on crisis support versus prevention support
¢ Potential data to evidence this over medium-long term:

o ‘Spend mapping’ exercises. These could be undertaken at intervals to
track the direction of travel.

o Analysis of departmental budget planning discussions and documents.
o Qualitative interviews with departmental heads, third sector partners
and the wider public.
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¢ Additional considerations: Stakeholders from the Glasgow pathfinder
emphasised a desire to move from a ‘vicious circle’ of crisis intervention and
spiralling costs to a ‘virtuous circle’, where money saved on costly crisis
response is reinvested in early intervention and prevention.
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