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Part One: Introduction

•

Sometimes we are asked ‘How do I know my evidence is
good enough?’ The answer is not straightforward, because
it depends on a number of factors. This guide takes you
through a series of steps that allow you to answer this
broad question.

•
•

What level of evidence is ‘good enough’ for the
purpose or decision you are making?
How does it fit with other evidence?
How well do you present your evidence?

In Part Three: Assessing your evidence

This guide is aimed at helping third sector organisations to
assess how good their evaluation evidence is. It does not
tell you how to set and measure, analyse and report on
outcomes. But, it should help you to think about why and
how to improve evidence collection, analysis and reporting.

We ask you to identify the evidence that you are collecting
and then assess how good that evidence is. We encourage
you to think about what steps you will take to improve
your evidence.

How to use this guide

Throughout the guide we use the following icons:

In Part One: Introduction
We:
•
•
•

Consider what we mean by evidence in self
evaluation
Ask why it’s important to have good evidence
Explore some key principles about what ‘good’
means for evaluation evidence

Questions for you to think about as you read
Examples to give you a concrete idea of what we
mean
We signpost you to ESS support guides and
other resources.

In Part Two: How good is your evidence?
We take you through broad questions to ask yourself:
•
•

Generally, how good is your evidence?
Who will be using the evidence and how?
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Part one: What do we mean by evidence?
Oxford English Dictionary definition:

‘The available body of facts or information indicating
whether a belief or proposition is true.’

Evidence is information that’s used for a purpose.
In evaluation, evidence refers to the information or facts
that helps you to answer questions such as:
•
•
•
•
•

What difference did we make?
Who did we make the most difference to?
What helped us to make that difference?
What have we learnt?
Which activities were the most effective or the most
important?

Evaluation evidence can come from many different
sources:
•
•
•
•
•

service users and community members,
staff and volunteers
third parties
internal records
external statistics and research

It can also come in lots of different formats:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

written feedback (open survey questions/emails/
social media)
scaled survey questions
spoken feedback (from interviews or casual
conversations)
visuals (photos/drawings/creative methods)
records such as attendance
staff, volunteer or third-party observations
external statistics and research papers
formal assessments (tests, standards, awards)
written products (an improved leaflet/care plan/
policy/minutes of a meeting)

Our evaluation evidence can be used by you for
different purposes:
•
•
•
•
•
•

to report to your funders
to plan better services
to learn about and develop your own practice
to influence others (highlight good practice or
issues)
to celebrate success (service users/staff/
volunteers/partners)
to market your services and volunteering
opportunities

You might need to gather and present a different mix
of evidence for different purposes.
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Why it’s important to have good evidence
in evaluation
You want to be confident that:
•
•
•
•
•

you are doing the right things in the right ways
you can convince others that your work is
worthwhile/your approach is right
you are clear what’s driving your decisions
you are really hearing what’s important to and for
your service users and communities
you are making decisions on the best sources and
mix of evidence

But it’s not straightforward
Evidence is not the only basis for making decisions or
judging success.
1. Often there is not enough evidence

‘If decisions were only to be based on available strong

evidence of effective actions, the result would often be a
very small number and range of actions’ – Tannahill 1
Andrew Tannahill suggests that where there is insufficient
evidence we should also consider ethics and reasonable
theory.

Ethics: It’s the right thing to do
For example, evidence might tell you that a good
way to reduce obesity would be to introduce
rationing but that’s NOT ethical.
Theory: Making reasonable assumptions
For example, it’s reasonable to assume that bringing
people together can help to tackle loneliness.
In reality, people make decisions on the basis of other
factors too, such as emotions, politics or very practical
factors like budget.
This doesn’t mean that you shouldn’t try to improve your
evidence or make the case for evidence-informed
decision-making, but your evidence might have to be
framed within a broader context.
2. Different people value different types of evidence
We know that some prefer quantitative evidence (stats)
and some prefer experiential evidence (stories). Most third
sector organisations will try and gather both. It’s not one
or the other. But we may need to think about how we
present that evidence.

1

In Beyond evidence - To ethics: A decision-making framework for health
promotion, public health and health improvement.
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It’s helpful to understand the kind of evidence that
others value and use in making judgements. But don’t
be afraid to defend your own evidence.
3. Different people make decisions in different ways
and have different attitudes to risk

The ESS guide ‘How to explore decision making and the
role of evidence’ allows you to explore what excellent
decision-making looks like for you and to assess your
decision-making process.

Lovallo and Sibony’s2 research describes 5 decisionmaking styles based on preference for using intuition/
extensive research.

2

In McKinsey Quarterly, April 2013.
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Principles/messages
Let’s explore some key messages about evidence in
evaluation.
There is no such thing as perfect evidence

Don’t let the perfect be the enemy of the good.
Evaluation is a pragmatic art. It has to be useful, fit
with your practice and be proportionate. You should
aim for ‘good enough’.
There is no absolute hierarchy of evidence
Some people argue that some evidence is better
than others, for example evidence from a
randomised control trial is stronger than experiential
evidence. We argue it depends on the context,
purpose and decision you need to make.
Good evidence is useful evidence

A key question is ‘good enough for what?’
Evaluation isn’t academic research, it is intended to
be used to make practical decisions in a short
timescale. The purpose is usually:
To prove to yourselves and others that you have
made a difference
To improve your service
To share your learning with others.

It’s good to get evidence from different sources
Good evidence generally comes from a mix of
sources using a range of methods:
it’s good to have a sense of the stats (overall
numbers and scale of your work/ impact) and stories
(what it means to individuals or communities)
it can be good to use more than one source to
strengthen your evidence.
But remember ‘it doesn’t have to be perfect’.
How and when you present your evidence is
important

It’s not what you say, it’s the way that you say it.
Evidence needs to be translated. The audiences for
your evidence may be busy and want to be able to
make sense of information quickly and easily. You
may need to pull out a simple summary of your
findings or translate your evidence into key
messages for particular audiences.
If readers/listeners are interested, they can always
ask for more detail (and you can always keep a note
of how you reached your conclusions).
If you want to influence others, timing can be
crucial.
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Part Two: How good is your evidence?
In order to answer this broad question about your evaluation evidence, we suggest you consider the following set of more
specific questions:

1. How good is your evidence generally? (page 8)
2. Who will use the evidence and how? (page 11)
3. What’s good enough for the purpose or decision? (page 12)
4. How does it fit with other evidence? (pages 13-14)
5. Is the evidence clearly presented? (page 15)

In this section we take you through these questions.
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1. How good is your evidence generally?
Evidence from evaluation is never perfect. You have to balance your need to collect information against your need to deliver
your work and also against the needs and abilities of service users.
But it can help to ask yourself some questions about how good your evidence is. We use a simple framework called TREBL.
Based on work by Levitt et al3, each letter stands for a principle.
Good evidence is:
Transparent: clear methods; limitations acknowledged
Relevant: to the question and up to date
Enough: methods appropriate/ proportionate to the work
Believable: accurate, representative and reliable
Legitimate: coming from the right sources and ethical

Good enough’ evidence 2-minute explainer video

3

In Evidence for accountability, 2010, Nuffield Foundation.
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Transparent
Methods are clear and limitations acknowledged
For example you might say that you haven’t got
feedback from all your service users, but you have
done your best to get as many as possible.
Paradoxically, being honest about limitations strengthens
your evidence and enables both you and others to make
better decisions informed by that evidence.

Relevant
Evidence is relevant to the question and up to date
For example using NHS statistics on hospital
admissions to evidence the impact of a local
befriending project.
This might not be good evidence because you cannot
identify your particular contribution and link it to the timing
of your work.
Evidence might also be stronger, where you involve a
broader range of people in collecting and making sense of
the evidence. It can ensure that you hear and understand
what is important from different perspectives. This can
make the evidence more accessible and relevant.
For example if you involve young people in analysing
the evidence they may come up with different
themes than youth workers.

Enough!
Methods are appropriate and proportionate to the work
This means striking a balance between having enough
evidence to be convincing, whilst being proportionate to
the type and nature of work you are doing.
For example you wouldn’t ask someone to fill in a 10
Page questionnaire about a 5 minute piece of
support. You might have to accept that having a
light touch method gives enough evidence.
A good balance has a mix of stats and stories and makes
use of evidence or information you are already collecting
(where it is useful).

Believable
Evidence is accurate, representative and reliable
accurate (people were telling you the truth)
For example you get more authentic feedback by
collecting a baseline after you have built a
relationship with someone, not when you first meet
them.
representative (you haven’t cherry picked)
For example you collect and report on what hasn’t
worked as well as your successes.
We had 100% success (aye right!) versus
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The service didn’t work for people with severe
dementia.
reliable (you would get the same results if you collected
the same information again)
For example you build evaluation into everyday
activities, allowing you to collect reliable evidence as
it happens, rather than asking people to remember
after the event.
For example you compare evidence from different
sources (Young people’s self-assessment and staff
observations).

Legitimate
Comes from the right sources and is ethical.
The service user’s perspective is vital and sometimes it’s
enough on its own. But where it isn’t, evidence can come
from a range of sources.
For example small children might not be able to give
you a lot of feedback, but evidence can be
supplemented with family member or professional
observations.

We need to be transparent about how we will use
information that we are given and that we safeguard
people.
For example you won’t share someone’s story
publicly without permission and without taking steps
to protect that person and give them informed
choices.
Ask yourself:
Are you clear about the methods you have
chosen and their limitations?
Is your evidence relevant, and up to date?
Is your method proportionate and appropriate to
the work?
How accurate, representative and reliable is your
evidence?
Is your evidence coming from the right sources
and is it ethical?

Choosing the right evaluation methods

Methods shouldn’t feel intrusive and responses should be
voluntary.
For example you wouldn’t ask people to talk about
sensitive issues in front of a group of strangers.
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2. Who will use the evidence and how?
Evidence can be used at different levels.

What kind of decisions will they be making?
What kind of evidence would they find useful or
convincing?

It might be used by
•
•
•
•
•

the service user or community, to reflect upon
what’s working for them and how they want to make
best use of services
by the front-line worker to reflect upon and improve
their practice
by the manager to learn what’s working best across
a group of service users and to plan future services
by the funder to reassure them that money is well
spent/decide whether to re-invest/share with other
projects
by the policy maker or planner to roll out a
programme of work/redesign a policy

You might be collecting the same evidence for a variety of
reasons and people.
For example personal feedback from lots of
individuals might help you to tailor your service to
those individuals, whilst a summary of what’s
working for people in general, might be shared with
funders and policy makers.
Ask yourself
Who are you collecting evidence for and about?
How will that be used by them and others?

Top Tip: Don’t make assumptions about what others want
– ask them.
Example
Third sector organisations told us they wanted to do an
economic evaluation (monetising your outcomes) to
impress funders and to increase their chances of funding.
Our research on economic evaluation found that not all
funders are interested in this and it does not increase the
chance of funding.
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3. What’s good enough for the purpose or decision?
What’s good enough evidence for one purpose might not be good enough for another. If you want to roll out a national
programme of work, you might want more evidence than if you want to adjust the service for an individual.

Example
Mary complains about sitting next to Peter on the bus to the day centre. She says ‘I just want to be left in peace to
look at the scenery, not talk rubbish about what’s happening on Eastenders.’
Actions taken
•
•

The driver ensures Mary gets a seat to herself: Mary’s comment is enough.
The worker reflects that the ‘journey’ is important to Mary and thinks about comments from others that
substantiate the enjoyment people get from being on the bus. He feels he needs to check how others feel about
their journey before reaching any conclusions.

The manager decides to run some longer bus journeys where the focus is on the journey rather than the destination.
He bases this decision on feedback from workers and a survey of transport users.

Ask yourself:
Is your evidence good enough to:
Change the service for an individual?
Change your own professional practice?
Make changes to the service at a project level?
Show you have made a difference?
Share as an example of good practice?
Redesign a policy or larger piece of work?

If the answer is no:
What other evidence do you need?
How can you make your evidence stronger?
What will convince you and others?
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4. How does it fit with other evidence?
Evaluation evidence might only be part of the picture.
Commissioners and policy makers might be convinced that
you are doing a good job and making a difference, but are
unsure why they should support your type of work
compared with another type of work. For example, if they
want to reduce social isolation should they fund day care,
activity groups, community transport, exercise classes or
something else. You may be able to make use of sample
evidence or research which backs up your assumptions and
your claims that your work will contribute.

Example
Research shows that social isolation is bad for older
peoples’ mental (and physical) health. Community
transport projects can show how they enable people
to get out and meet others. They can collect quotes
and stories which are evidence of improved
wellbeing.

Sometimes research or other evidence from elsewhere can
help to show the need for your work or why your approach
works or matters.

Example
There is evidence that missed appointments are
costly to the NHS. Community transport projects can
show how many people they take to and from
appointments safely. They can evidence that many
of these people could not get there without their
help.

You may need to show how you are contributing to
strategic outcomes for targeted groups.
Often people use logic models to show the link between
their activities, immediate outcomes and longer-term
strategic outcomes. This is your theory of how you make a
difference.

‘Doing nothing because of a lack of effectiveness evidence will
be less desirable that to do something based on theory’ Tannahill (2008)
Ask yourself
Do you or others need to understand
Why your work is important?
Why your approach works?
How it contributes to long term strategic outcomes
like health and wellbeing
What does evidence from elsewhere tell you?
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ESS Support Guide 1c – Developing a Logic Model
ESS Introduction to logic modelling online learning
See Evidence from elsewhere for guidance on how to gather and make sense of secondary evidence.
See some of the thematic programmes that ESS have run to explain evidence and prove the contribution of the third sector
to particular policy areas
Below are a few publications from our past thematic programmes (with links to our website):

14

5. Is the evidence clearly presented?
You will probably have lots of evaluation evidence and lots
of findings. Not all of which will be of interest to everyone,
all of the time.
Evidence needs to be translated and presented in ways
that allow people to make reasonable choices and
decisions.
When you are using evidence you need to think:
•
•
•
•

Who is your audience?
How will they use the evidence: the purpose?
What are the main points or messages?
What’s the best format?

Evidence can be presented in a variety of ways
•
•
•
•
•
•

a report
an evidence summary
a case study
a poster or advert promoting your work or
volunteering opportunities
a presentation
social media post

You choose the format and style of presentation to suit.
But generally you ought to paint a fair and realistic picture
in an engaging way that’s accessible to the people you are
targeting. This means giving a sense of the overall picture
(the stats) and what it means to people (stories).

It also means thinking about the layout of your
presentation. You might use headings, bullet points, text
boxes, graphs or infographics to help orientate the reader
and help them to make sense of your findings.

Example
Infographics are visual representations of
information, numbers and knowledge. They are
intended to present complex information quickly and
clearly.

Ask yourself:
Is the purpose and audience clear?
Is the format appropriate?
is it painting a fair and realistic picture?
Are stats and stories put into context?
Is it engaging, easy to read and jargon free?
Is the learning/action clear?

See ‘Stats and stories in community settings: a guide to
blending different types of evidence in evaluation reports’
for some examples of ways of presenting information.
See Communications Planner on page 23-24.
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Part Three: Assessing your evidence
This section contains two templates:

1. What outcome evidence do you have? This allows you to identify the evidence you have for each project
or outcome. (page 18)
2. How good is your evidence? This assessment is based on the questions that we asked in the last section.
There is space to make comments or decide actions to improve your evidence. (pages 19-20)

We also include

•
•

A table with a few examples of the kind of changes you might want to make to improve your evaluation evidence
(pages 21-22)
A communications planner which helps you to think about the audience for your evidence, the purpose of
communicating, the main messages and best format. (pages 23-24)

We finish with signposting to other ESS resources that you might find helpful.
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Evidence audit?
On the next page we include a template for you to identify the evidence that you are collecting in relation to each project
and/or outcome.
Remember, evaluation evidence, comes in lots of different formats:

We would not expect you to have all of these different types of evidence. This is just an opportunity for you to reflect on the
evidence that you have to hand.
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Template 1

What outcome evidence do you have?
Project:
Outcome
For example: increased
confidence in cooking
skills

Type of evidence available
Scaled assessment
Photographs of meals cooked
Casual comments
Thank you cards
Tweets and face book posts

What it broadly tells us
Snapshot before and after
Meals particularly proud of
Things that seem important to
participants
Nice quotes and visual

About whom
90% of Participants
Ad hoc, 10% of participants
Ad hoc, About 20 comments
from 15 participants
10 posts
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Template 2

How good is your evidence?
Look at the following statements under each area and assess how well you are doing, with 1 meaning we need to improve a
lot, 5 meaning you are doing really well. Note any actions in the third column. You might want to fill this in more than once
for example for different projects or areas of work.
Area
How good is my evidence
generally?
Transparent
Relevant
Enough
Believable
Legitimate

How good are you?
You are clear about method choice and the
limitations of your evidence
Your evidence is relevant/ up to date
Your methods are proportionate/
appropriate to the work
Your evidence is accurate, representative
and reliable
Your evidence is coming from the right
sources and is ethical

Who will use the evidence
and how?

You know why you are collecting evidence
You know how it will be used by you/ others
The information is useful for you/ them

Score

Comments/actions
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What is good enough for the
purpose or decision?

How does it fit with other
evidence?

Is the evidence clearly
presented?

Your evidence is convincing for you/ others
And is sufficient to:
Change the service for an individual
Change your own professional practice
Change the service at a project level
Show you have made a difference
Share as an example of good practice
Redesign a policy or larger programme
You are making good use of other types of
evidence (research/ statistics) to understand
or explain:
Why your work is needed
Why your approach works
How it contributes strategically
In your communications:
The purpose and audience are clear
The format is appropriate for the
audience
The evidence is fair and realistic
Stats and stories are put into context
It’s engaging, easy to read and jargon
free
Learning/action points are clear
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What will you do to improve your evidence?
Below we give some examples of changes you might make to improve your evidence.
Area
How good is
your evidence
generally?
Transparent
Relevant
Enough
Believable
Legitimate

Who will use the
evidence?
What is good
enough for the
purpose?

Example Actions
In your reports
• identify the limitations of and strengths of our evidence
• be clear if case examples are typical and report on what hasn’t worked as well as what has
Refresh old evidence: for example: do a new members survey
Change or adapt methods
• to make them more appropriate to the work or your client group: for example: for a youth group,
use games/ physical moves and vary the method to make it fun
• to collect more authentic feedback: for example delay a baseline questionnaire until a second or
third meeting
Strengthen your evidence
• ask a broader range of people
• involve service users and communities in making sense of the evidence or commenting on your
findings
• make better use of existing data (example internal records)
Review your ethics
• Ask if you are sufficiently hearing the voices of your service users and how you can improve
• Check your consent forms and ensure staff are aware of policies re data collection and use
Ask how we and others use the evidence in practice
Ask if the evidence is good enough for that purpose or to make that decision
Find out what kind of evidence others find convincing
Ask for feedback on your reports
Stop collecting information that isn’t being used/ has less value
Collect more evidence on a specific question: for example, checking transport users’ views on longer
trips
Analyse and report differently for different audiences
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How does it fit
with other
evidence?

Do a review of others’ evidence around the needs of particular groups or evidence around particular
interventions (see How to evaluate web resources)
Work with an academic to review evidence/ generate new evidence
Use relevant data sets

Is your evidence
presented well?

Use the Communications Planner (see pages 22-23) to consider your purpose, audience, format and
main messages.
Consider the layout of your report and how it can be improved: for example by adding headings, bullet
points, laying the page out differently, trying infographics etc.
Ask others for an opinion
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Communications planner
Use this grid to focus the way you present your evaluation evidence. Choose your audience, purpose, main messages as a
way of deciding and designing your format. A blank grid is provided on the next page.
Audience (who)
For example
• Service users or communities
• Potential service users
• Supporters
• Funders
• Other staff or volunteers
• Partners
• Policy makers

Main messages (what)
For example
• Your impact
• What's worked well
• Challenges and how you've overcome them
• New need
• Unexpected outcomes
• Why others need to get involved in the project

Purpose (why)
For example
• to report to your funders
• to plan better services
• to learn about and develop your own practice
• to influence others (highlight good practice or issues)
• to celebrate success (service users/communities/
staff/volunteers/partners)
• to market your services and volunteering
opportunities
Format (How)
For example
• Report
• Evidence summary
• Case study
• Poster or advert promoting your work or volunteering
opportunities
• Newsletter
• Verbal or slide presentation
• Blog
• Website – News item or webpage
• Infographic
• Social media post
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Communications planner
Audience (who)

Purpose (why)

Main messages (what)

Format (How)
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Stats & Stories in community settings: a guide to blending different types of evidence in evaluation reports
Evidence from Elsewhere: Gathering, analysing and using other people’s evidence (2017)
Evidence for success: the guide to getting evidence and using it
Evidence for Success: Collaborating with academics
Engaging with Evidence: How communities can get and use evidence
Knowledge into Action Toolkit
How to evaluate web resources
Claiming an evidence base for services and interventions
Why bother involving people in evaluation? – Beyond feedback
The many shades of co-produced evidence (Pippa Coutts, Carnegie UK)
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