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Section one: Introduction 
 

Purpose of this resource 

This resource is for third sector organisations looking for guidance on 

how to evaluate the impact of their partnerships with other organisations.  
 

Our focus is on evaluating the impact of your partnership working: did you 
make a better or bigger difference together than you could have done 

alone? Could you have achieved the outcomes for people without working 
together like this?   

 

Third sector organisations are increasingly involved in partnership working 
as a means of sharing resources and making a bigger difference to the 

people they support. Many organisations assume that by working in 
partnership they can achieve more, but evaluating the impact of your 

partnership can help you understand if that is the case and whether it was 
worth doing. 

 
There are several resources to help people work together in partnership, 

where the focus is on the relationships and process (2016)1, (2019)2. 
This resource does not focus on the “how” of partnership working; instead 

it will help you understand the difference your partnership makes. 

 

 

 
1Third Sector Partnership Compass: What research tells us about engaging in positive partnership (2016) 
(evaluationsupportscotland.org.uk/resources/420/)  
2Partnership Toolkit, Nesta (2019) (nesta.org.uk/toolkit/partnership-toolkit/) 

http://evaluationsupportscotland.org.uk/resources/420/
https://www.nesta.org.uk/toolkit/partnership-toolkit/
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Understanding how you work together is important, but evaluating this 

alone will only tell you half the story. It doesn’t answer the question: “Is 
the whole greater than the sum of all our parts?”  

 

You may find this resource helpful if you want to 

evaluate… 

 
• the contribution of, and benefits for, each partner (the sum) 

• the impact of working together overall (the whole) 

 

You might want to do this because… 

• you want to showcase the impact to others internally and externally 
• you want to understand what’s working well and what isn’t 

• you want to fine-tune your activities and the way you work together 

 

You can use this resource when… 

• you are planning to work in partnership; planning is a good time to 

think about evaluation 

• you want to review progress in an existing partnership 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Before you get started, remember… 

➢ Evaluation should always be valuable; it will only be helpful if 

you can meaningfully use the findings   

➢ You will want to consider if you can incorporate the learning or 
findings into improving the partnership. To what extent can 

you influence the partnership?   
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Section two: What is a partnership? 
 
While there is no single definition of “partnership working”, it is commonly 

understood as a process in which two or more organisations work together 

towards shared goals, with the aim of achieving more than they could as 

individual organisations. 

Partnerships could be: 

• local place-based/community collaborations  

• local and national organisations working together around a theme 

(such as supporting children and young people in care) 

• third sector organisations working with the public or private 

sector 

 
Partnerships often develop organically, with no clear “beginning”. Many 

different types of partnerships exist, from co-operating informally with 
others through to developing joint programmes of work. This 

resource is aimed at those working together in more structured ways 
(collaborating and integrating; not co-operating). The key question is: 

are you planning work with others? 

 

Spectrum of partnership working 

 

Informal               Formal 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  
3 Charting the Waters: A guide for the third sector on how to evaluate policy influencing work (2017) 
(evaluationsupportscotland.org.uk/resources/403/) 

Co-operating

(e.g.networking, sharing 
information as required) 

Collaborating

(e.g. shared vision, 
sharing resources)

Integrating

(e.g.contractual 
arrangements, 
joint funding)

 

 

Are you planning work together?   

➢ If you are not planning joint work with others, but you are looking 

to evaluate the impact of more informal work with others (such as 
influencing), you can use other resources to help you evaluate 

(Charting the Waters, 20173).   

http://www.evaluationsupportscotland.org.uk/resources/403/
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Section three: How to evaluate your 

partnership 
 

This section sets out four steps to evaluate the impact of your partnership.  

Throughout the section we illustrate our suggestions with examples from a 

fictional family support partnership.  

 

Step one: agree on your outcomes 

Outcomes are the changes you expect to make for people through your 

activities. To help identify outcomes, the first step is to discuss and agree: 
 

➢ What “need” are you working together to address?   
o What needs to change for the people you support?  

o It can be helpful for partners to complete a problem tree 
together. A problem tree is a tool used to help understand the 

central problem, its causes and effects.  See example below. 

 

Problem Tree for family support 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Problem: Families are not 

getting support at the right time 

to help them cope  

Children experience 

health inequalities 

Families are         

exposed to risk 

Parents don’t 

know where to 

go for support  

Practitioners don’t 

refer parents on for 

support 

Parents feel    

stigmatised  

Practitioners 

are not aware 

of barriers       

parents face 

Parents feel 

isolated 

Parents don’t feel able 

to address issues 

Parents don’t 

feel listened to 

Children don’t 

attend school  

Causes 

Effects 

Parents don’t 

feel able to      

access support  
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Once you have done this it is helpful to ask: 

 
➢ What difference do you think you can make to people through 

your partnership activities?  
o Can you turn the negative causes into positive activities? 

o Are these activities realistic and do-able?   

o Can you turn the negative effects into positive outcomes?  
o Which partner will do which activity? Why? Who has experience 

and skills to deliver each activity?  
 

You can turn the problem tree into a solution tree to set out your activities 
and outcomes – and so that you know what to measure. See example 

below. 
 

Solution tree for family support 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Solution: More families get the      

support they need at the right time 

to help them cope 

Children are less 

likely to experience 

health inequalities 

Families are 

safer 

Outreach for 

families at risk 
Peer support 

groups for parents  

Training and 

sharing          

information with             

practitioners  

Parents feel more able 

to address issues 

Parents feel 

more listened to 

Children attend school 

more regularly 

1:1 family support     

Activities 

Outcomes 

Local family support      

organisation - they 

have the 

skills/experience 

Who will do 

this activity? 

Why? 

National families’ 

charity – they have a 

training module for 

practitioners 

Parents’ forum 

that has links to 

other local 

groups/activities 

in community 

Parents feel  

more connected 

More practitioners 

refer parents on for 
appropriate support 
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Evaluating a partnership is a bit different from evaluating a project or 

organisation because there may be things you gain from each other along 
the way that help you make a bigger difference to people. For example, 

you might gain evidence, skills or access to each other’s networks that 
contribute to making a bigger impact to clients/the people you support.   

 

So that might mean setting outcomes at different levels. 
 

In the above example the partnership agreed to work towards these 

outcomes for the client group:  

✓ More families get support they need at the right time  
✓ Parents feel better able to cope 

✓ Parents feel less isolated 
✓ Parents feel more able to address issues  

 

And these outcomes for partners:  

✓ Partners have better referral pathways for families at risk  
✓ Partners’ staff have increased skills to support families   

✓ Partners’ staff have increased knowledge of the issues families face 
 

Where possible, be open with partners about what your organisation 

hopes to gain from the partnership. Being honest (“what’s in it for us?”) 
can smooth relationships as well as creating partner outcomes. See 

Appendix 1 for more ideas about partnership outcomes (and indicators).  
You can think of partners’ outcomes as important “steps along the way” in 

making a difference to the people you support, as shown in the diagram 

below.   

 

 
 

Note that not all partners will contribute to every partner or client 
outcome; it depends on what their role is and what activity they are 

delivering. 

 

 
 

 

R
e
s
o
u
rc

e
s We 

commited  
staff time to 
the 
partnership

A
c
ti
v
it
ie

s We will share 
our learning 
and 
expertise

We will share 
our contacts 
and networks

P
a
rt

n
e
r 

O
u
tc

o
m

e
s Partners 

have better 
referral 
pathways for 
families at 
risk

C
li
e
n
t 

O
u
tc

o
m

e
s Parents feel 

more able to 
address 
issues

More families 
get the 
support they 
need at the 
right time 
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Read ESS support guide: Setting outcomes for tips on writing 

outcomes 

Also ask yourself if your outcomes: 

➢ Reflect the difference you expect to make for people 
➢ Look realistic and achievable    

➢ Logically link to the activities you will deliver as a partnership 

 

  

 

 

Create a shared plan 

It helps to draw up a simple model or plan that explains resources 
being used, who is going to do what and what the expected 

outcomes are at the partnership level and the client level. 

http://evaluationsupportscotland.org.uk/resources/ess-support-guides/


8 

 

Step two: agree what information to collect for 

evaluation  

Once your partnership has agreed your outcomes, you should set 

indicators for your outcomes. Indicators are your “signs of success”; 

they tell you that your outcomes are being achieved. Indicators help you 

work out the questions you need to answer and the evidence to gather. 

Indicators should: 

➢ Be representative of what happens for your service users 

➢ Be simple and specific 
➢ Be measured more than once 

 

Read ESS support guide: Working out what to measure for tips on 

setting indicators for your outcomes. 

It is important to identify your indicators before choosing your evaluation 

methods. 

You may want to use a grid like this to come up with an evaluation plan: 

 

Be clear about who is responsible for collecting what information. Collect 

evidence of impact as you go. 
 

Different partners might collect different information, depending on their 
role and the activity they are delivering through the partnership.  For 

example, in the family support example, the national charity delivering 

training to practitioners is best placed to gather information about 

whether there has been an increase in practitioners’ skills and knowledge. 

 

 

 

 

 

  OUTCOME INDICATORS METHODS 
WHO WILL DO 

THIS 

 

 

   

   

   

   

 

 

Don’t forget… 

Set indicators for your partnership outcomes too, as you will want 

to gather evidence of these in addition to evidence of client 

outcomes (for ideas look at Appendix 1). 

Be proportionate – only collect and use information that is useful 

to you and the people you support.  

Think about the information you already collect that can tell you 

about your outcomes. 

 

 

 

http://evaluationsupportscotland.org.uk/resources/ess-support-guides/
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Step three: bring your information together to 

analyse it 

We suggest that partners openly share the information they have 

collected, in order to analyse it. It is helpful to have more than one person 

involved in analysing information, because each person brings a different 
perspective. When analysing your information, it might be helpful to 

consider these questions: 
 

1. Did each partner deliver the activity they committed to? 
 

2. Did each partner achieve the outcomes they anticipated? 
 

3. Did each partner benefit from the partnership? 
 

4. Did we see the change we wanted to see at the partnership 
level?  

 
Example: the organisations in the family support partnership could 

ask: 

➢ Did we reach and support more parents?  Did we refer more 
families on for support? 

➢ Did we increase practitioners’ skills to provide support? 
➢ Did we increase practitioners’ knowledge of the issues families 

face? 
 

5. Did we achieve outcomes for our client group?  

➢ Did working in a different way lead to better outcomes for our 

clients? 
➢ Did we make a difference for the people who use services?  

 
6. Were there any unexpected outcomes (positive or negative) for 

partners or the client group? 
 

Example: Since working with a national organisation, the local 

community organisation has been invited to attend wider policy 
influencing events to share evidence. They think this has helped raise 

their profile as well as creating a stronger voice for the families they 
support. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Agree as a partnership… 

How information will be collated and presented and who will do this.  

Who is responsible for reporting and where to?  Are there any lines 

of accountability to consider? 
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Step four: identify and use your learning 

Evaluating the impact of your partnership will only be a valuable exercise 

if you can identify and use the learning. Asking appreciative questions 
(What worked well and why? What could have been even better?) is a 

helpful way of gathering learning to make improvements.   

 

Achieving partnership outcomes  

➢ What has helped us achieve these? 
➢ What has hindered us? 

➢ What needs to change about what we do or how we do it? 
➢ What needs to stay the same? 

 
Example: The family support partnership concluded that having 

frequent partnership meetings in the early stages helped build trust 
and relationships between partners.  

 
They reviewed evidence that showed referral rates had not increased 

very much. There had been several staff changes and new members of 
the team weren’t aware of the partnership referral process.  Changes 

were made to improve the referral process, including changes to staff 

induction. 

 

Achieving outcomes for the client group 

Questions to ask as a partnership could include: 

➢ Did working together help achieve outcomes for the client group?  
➢ Did we make a bigger difference together? 

➢ Did we achieve outcomes for the client group that we could not have 
alone? 

➢ Do other organisations say our services are better or more joined 

up? 
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Appendix 1: Potential partnership 

outcomes and indicators 
These are designed as prompts to help you think about your partnership 

outcomes. 

Potential partnership 

outcomes  
 

Outcome indicators  

(our “signs of success”) 

We have better access to 
learning/expertise about 

our service users/issues 

We can point to learning we have gained 
through working together 

There are signs of knowledge transfer 

within the partnership 

We have reviewed our own 

service/system/practice/policy in response 
to partners’ evidence 

 

We can develop a better 
understanding of our 

partners’ services 

We can share what our partners do with 
service users and other stakeholders 

We can confidently refer our service users 

to partners if appropriate  

 

Working together helps 
us increase our reach 

We receive appropriate referrals from 
partners 

We receive enquiries about our service 

 

We can increase our 
profile by working in 

partnership 

Number of new opportunities/enquiries we 
receive 

We see our evidence/messages reflected 
elsewhere 

Others ask us to be involved in their 

conversations 

Number of contacts we have 

Our beneficiaries’ voices are heard 

 

Working together 

supports us/gives us 
new ideas and challenges 

our thinking 
 

We have new ideas from our partners 

We feel supported by others working in 

this area 

We can identify other opportunities to 

work together to make a difference 

There are partners who we can share 
ideas with/get feedback from 

 



 

 

 

Evaluation Support Scotland works with third sector organisations and 

funders to that they can measure and report on their impact. 

 

Our work includes delivering workshops, tailored support, learning 

programmes, evens and facilitating forums. 

 

For further information about our activities, resources and support please 

see our website: www.evaluationsupportscotland.org.uk 
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