
Evaluating publications
A SHORT GUIDE

MAY 2020



 
 

Evaluation Support Scotland    Email us: info@evaluationsupportscotland.org.uk 
www.evaluationsupportscotland.org.uk 

Scottish Charity: SC036529      Registered Company: SC284843 

                                                                  

Evaluating publications – a short guide      
 

Lots of effort goes into writing, designing, publishing and disseminating 

publications. So how do we know that the time and energy (and funding) are 

worth it? What is the impact of a publication? How do we find out? 

 

This short guide explains the different types of evidence you can use and 

different methods to collect evaluation data to evaluate publications. It 

addresses the challenges and tips to overcome them. Evaluation of publications 

is easier and better if you know from the beginning the impact you want to 

achieve and for whom (and that might also influence how you design and 

disseminate your publication). 

 

How do I start evaluating my publication? 

 

As with evaluating any activity it is good to think through what difference you 

want to make and for whom when writing, designing, and disseminating a 

publication. So, deciding what you want to achieve through a publication (i.e. 

the intended outcomes of the publication) is important from the start. Your 

outcomes might be about 

• increasing readers’ knowledge, 

• changing attitudes, 

• or improving their ability to take action. 

 

It’s also helpful to think through who the key audience is so you know the most 

significant people to get feedback from.  

 

It helps to have a plan to record… 

 

1. Your outcomes and indicators: Having outcomes will enable you to map 

your evidence to them to show the difference the publication has made. You 

should also develop indicators for your outcomes - these are things that will 

tell you that you have made the difference you intended. For example: 

✓ Your intended audience know about the publication. 

✓ They refer others to it. 

✓ They use it. 

✓ They tell you something has happened as a result of using it. 
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Use these to develop methods or to make sense of the evidence you have. For 

publications, it’s also useful to build in ways of checking that the publication is 

reaching the audience you intended and is suitable for their needs. 

 

2. Your key audiences: You can then check with a sample if it meets the need 

of that audience, they know about the publication, have used it, etc. 

3. Your key ways of disseminating: You can then check, if those routes have 

worked and whether people are accessing your publication. 

 

How can I find the evidence? 

 

You can collect evidence from a variety of sources. Some will tell you about: 

• Reach: Who knows about the publication, who has seen it, downloaded it 

from a website, liked it on social media, quoted or retweeted it, told 

others about it, etc. 

• Impact: What difference the publication has made - how and what the 

reader does differently as a result of reading your publication. 

 

There are challenges with gathering both ‘reach’ and ‘impact’ data because if the 

publication has been widely distributed using different channels it is hard to 

track both who is seeing the publication and how they are using it. It is easier to 

note impact where we are working more directly with people, as the following 

diagram of ESS’s communication activities shows.  
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The following table gives examples of sources of evidence, how to get it 

and what it will tell you. 

 

Source of 

information  

Method What it tells you 

Website Google analytics Reach - information 

about the number of 

people viewing the 

webpage that 

publication is seen on, 

number of times 

downloaded, and where 

people are visiting page 

from a direct link (i.e. 

from social media or 

newsletter) 

Website Embedded questionnaire 

on your website 

 

Ask people to email you 

with feedback or use 

software to collect answers 

to your questions (using a 

website widget/plug-in) 

 

Impact statement on 

website 

Ask for general feedback 

through your website or on 

publication webpage 

Impact - data about 

what people are using 

publication for. 

E-newsletters 

about the 

publication 

E-newsletters analytics 

such as Mailchimp 

reports  

Reach - Tells you how 

many times a link has 

been opened by whom 

Social media e.g. 

Twitter, Facebook 

promoting the 

publication 

Social media accounts 

analytics such as Twitter 

analytics  

 

 

 

 

 

Reach - Tells you how 

many people have liked 

a tweet or retweeted. 

You can also use 

software to analyse 

social media data your 

Twitter accounts 

general reach. 
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Use social media to ask for 

feedback or signpost to an 

online survey 

Qualitative data from 

tweets give you impact 

information and quotes 

to illustrate reports 

Event e.g. launch of 

publication 

Feedback form or use 

sticky wall to collect 

feedback. 

 

Ask people –  

What do they intend to use 

the publication for?  

What do they like/dislike 

about the publication? 

On a scale - how useful do 

they think it will be to their 

work? 

 

You can also ask if you can 

be in touch to follow up 

(remember to ask for their 

name/email contact) 

 

Collect stats from events: 

number of people who 

attended. If event was 

overbooked that may 

indicate the 

interest/demand in the 

publication. 

Impact and reach 

Targeted emails to 

mailing list 

Follow up emails to: 

1.Your dissemination email 

to mailing list created 

through the work and others 

you think will be interested 

and follow up from event. 

Distribute your survey. Ask 

if used, how it was used and 

what’s happened since. 

 

2. Participants at the launch 

event to find out how they 

DID use it.   

Impact information 
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They could make pledges at 

the event and then you 

follow up whether they 

acted on their pledge. 

 

3. General targeted emails 

to your organisational 

mailing list asking for 

feedback on the publication 

or to send a survey link. 

People tell you 

verbally or by email 

Word of 

mouth/Unsolicited 

feedback 

 

Make sure you have a way 

of logging this feedback – a 

simple spreadsheet with 

details of who said what, 

where and when. Then you 

can always get back in 

touch to ask for a formal 

quote. 

 

Undertake interviews or 

focus group 

You may have a group of 

publications 

reviewers/testers or you 

may select different people 

for each publication.   

Impact - Feedback you 

hear at an event or 

staff member hears 

from service user, or 

staff at meetings with 

other organisations. 

Can tell you what 

people thought about 

your publication, what 

difference it made to 

them, what they did 

consequently 

 

Interviews and focus 

groups enable you to 

ask specific and more 

detailed questions. 

Allows a range of views 

to be collected. 

 

Survey Either create a survey for a 

specific publication or put 

questions into a customer 

satisfaction/stakeholder 

survey that you already do.  

You can use Google forms 

or SurveyMonkey 

Impact - Answers to 

your specific questions 

about a publication e.g. 

was the format right, 

how did they use it, 

what did they do with 

the information, did 

they tell others about 

the publication, did it 

change their practice? 
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Publication itself  Include an impact 

statement in the 

publication – ask for 

feedback with specific 

questions and tell people 

how they can give that i.e. 

email/phone 

The challenge to this 

method is when to analyse 

data 

Impact and reach 

Users stories Case studies – identify 

some (potential) users of 

the publication and ask 

them to write or work with 

you in writing a case study  

Impact - How an 

organisation used the 

publication. 

Your partners Ask for feedback during 

the production process 

The publication may be a 

coproduction with partners 

to present learning from a 

project. Part of the project 

may be to pilot the use of a 

publication. 

Impact - How 

organisations used the 

publication. 

 

How do I analyse and report? 

 

Once you’ve gathered both reach and impact data, you’ll need to make sense of 

it by analysing it. Mapping the data to your outcomes will tell you how and what 

difference the publication has made. Your reach data will help you see if you’ve 

reached your intended audiences – who knows about the publication and who 

intends to use it or is using it. 

 

Your impact data will help you make a judgement as to the usefulness of the 

content, the effectiveness of the format, and if the publication has been used as 

you intended (see our point about intended outcomes on page 1). You may also 

learn some unintended outcomes too – an audience you hadn’t thought about or 

a use you hadn’t envisaged. 

 

If you are writing a report about the evaluation of your publication, remember to 

include your learning as well as data about the reach and impact of the 

publication. Learning will help you improve your future publications. Photographs 

of focus groups, images of tweets, and quotes are good ways of bringing your 

report to life. 

info@evaluationsupportscotland.org.uk
www.evaluationsupportscotland.org.uk


 
 

Evaluation Support Scotland    Email us: info@evaluationsupportscotland.org.uk 
www.evaluationsupportscotland.org.uk 

Scottish Charity: SC036529      Registered Company: SC284843 

Overcoming challenges – Top tips 

 
Ensure that your communications plan includes an evaluation plan – be 

minded how you disseminate your publication will impact on how you can 

evaluate it.  

 

Set outcomes for the publication so you know what difference you want to 

achieve. This will help you decide what to measure. 

 

Focus on a few simple evaluation methods – you don’t need to do all of the 

suggestions here but make sure you don’t just collect reach data. Impact data is 

more meaningful and will give you the information to improve your future 

publications.  

 

Be realistic about how much impact data you can collect – it depends on 

people giving you feedback and not everyone will. Accept a reasonable response 

rate and acknowledge that it might not be representative. 

 

Be proactive about getting feedback - use mailing lists of interested parties 

to follow up after a launch event or visitors to a conference stand. 

 

Set a date for when you will analyse your data, even though open-ended 

collection methods might give you information later. You can always add to your 

findings. 

 

Involve stakeholders throughout the process. Not only will it help you to 

better disseminate your work, you can go back to them to get information on 

what they’ve done, who they have reached and what feedback they have had. 

Use social media to ‘scatter breadcrumbs’ during the creative process telling 

people about the work therefore creating an interest in the publication.   

 

Make it easy for people to tell you they are interested – for example want to 

be added to a mailing list or be potential case studies, and later to give you 

feedback. 

 

Remember that photographs posted on social media and screenshots of 

tweets etc., photographs from events (i.e. people reading your publication) are 

useful to illustrate your report and bring it to life.  
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Resources 

 

About setting outcomes: 

ESS’s Support Guides: Setting outcomes 

Evaluation explained videos: What is an outcome? 

 

About how to analyse qualitative data: 

ESS Support Guide: ESS Support Guide 3a - Analysing information for 

evaluation 

Making Sense: Analysing as you go 

Making Sense: Analysing qualitative information 

Making Sense: Analysing quantitative information 

 

About reporting using both statistics and stories see ‘Stats and stories’ 
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