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About this guide
This is a guide for people in the third sector 
who want to make better use of evidence 
and insight to identify learning about what 
works, for who and in what circumstances. 

Throughout the guide we refer you to other 
relevant resources on our website.

We aim to take you beyond just reporting 
on your overall impact (did you make a 
difference?) to exploring how and why 
you made a difference. We encourage you 
to take a reflective and evolving approach 
to analysis and learning.

Introduction to evaluating what works

The guide is set out in sections:

The general what works approach – some pointers

Sources of evidence for what works

Focus on four types of what works questions

Reach: who is engaging with us

What works for who: understanding how 
different people benefit from our activities

What approaches work best: understanding 
‘the magic’ that supports the best outcomes

How long/ how much: how we can use our 
resources most effectively.
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Learning and acting
Learning and acting on your learning is a key part of the evaluation cycle. 

You collect and analyse information for a purpose, typically so that you can: 

In practice, organisations don’t always make full use of the routine 
information that they collect. Nor do they always step back and consider 
what they have learnt, who would find that useful and how they might use it.   

On our website we have a section for resources for  ‘Acting on your learning’  
In particular, see:

ESS support guide 4.1 Using what you learn from evaluation

ESS support guide 4B Reflective Practice

Improve:

Prove: 

Change your practice or influence policy to achieve 
more and better outcomes. 

That you make a difference. This might mean writing 
reports or communicating with funders, your board, 
staff, volunteers and service users or others. 
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Evaluating what works involves digging into 
your evaluation evidence to understand 
what works, for who, when and in what 
circumstances. 

This encourages you to raise important 
questions such as:

o What matters to service users?

o Which people benefit the most from your 
services? 

o Which activities bring about the best 
outcomes?

o When is the best time to offer support? 

o How and why do people engage with your 
activities /services?

o How do you best reach your targeted 
groups? 

o How do you best use your resources to make 
a difference?

Evaluating what works is about:

• Identifying difference. Recognising that 
you don’t have equal appeal to / impact on 
everyone. You can look for patterns in who 
uses, likes or benefits from your service and 
the factors that influence that. 

• Identifying common themes about what’s 
important about the way you work or what 
people value. 

Ultimately it is about trying to identify / 
test the conditions that lead to successful 
outcomes

What works enquiries can look very different in 
different organisations, dependent upon your 
question, how you choose to involve people, 
your starting point and how much time you 
choose to spend. 

Lots of things may trigger 
analysis and reflection about 
what works
• Your own curiosity 

• The desire to test your model of delivery and 
the assumptions underlying the way you 
work

• Strategic questions about the best ways to 
use resources to meet the needs of service 
users

• Learning from pilots or new ways of working

• A government department or funder wants 
to learn about good practice around a 
particular topic

• Discussion during a team meeting or 
reflective practice session

There is no right or wrong starting point. But it 
is important to be clear what question you want 
to answer and why.

What is the same?

What is different?

What factors influence that?

       Introduction to evaluating what works1
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       The general what works approach 2

People in the third sector are not academics 
and this is not academic research; it’s 
a pragmatic approach to learning and 
improving as you go. But you still need to:

• Take a systematic approach to making sense 
of what you know

• Try to recognise any potential bias that you 
bring to  the analysis

• Be transparent about gaps in your evidence

• Be truthful in the way that you present 
conclusions to yourself and to others

• Be mindful of the ethics in the way that you 
use information.

Refine your 
question/ 
focus of 
enquiry

Identify/ 
gather 

evidence

Analyse - turn 
information 

into evidence 
Make sense of 
your findings

Decide what 
action to take, 

if any

The process can be broadly broken down into 
steps (see below and the next page).

In practice you may take a very fluid approach, 
adapting your questions and evidence 
collection as you go. 

It helps to keep a simple record of the journey, 
what question you asked, a summary of the 
data you collected, what you concluded etc.
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Some pointers

Refine your enquiry

Ask yourself:

· What do we want to understand more deeply 
through this enquiry?

· What evidence might help us to move 
towards this understanding?

· What do we hope that we can improve as a 
result? 

· Who is interested in this learning?

· How will we involve other people?

Identify and gather evidence

Evaluating what works involves using and 
combining different information to answer 
questions.  The next section sets out sources of 
evidence and what they tell us. 

For ideas on how to gather evidence in the first 
place see the Evaluation methods and tools on 
our website. 

Analysis

Analysis of information is similar for different 
types of evaluation. It involves looking for 
themes and patterns. For more information go 
to our guides

Guide: Analysing information for Evaluation

Making Sense: Analysing qualitative information  
Making Sense: Analysing quantitative 
information

Guide: Storing evidence

Making sense of your findings

You should firm up your conclusions and 
what you have learnt as a result of conducting 
this enquiry. This might mean checking your 
findings against other sources, for example:

· checking if your conclusions make sense to 
staff and service users 

· checking that staff / service user observations 
are backed by ‘the numbers’ (i.e. what your 
routine data tells you)

· checking what others have found (secondary 
evidence)

Deciding what action to take

You should identify who would find your 
learning useful and how you can use what you 
have learnt.

See Guide: Using what you learn from 
evaluation

It is at the point of using or acting on your 
learning, that you will want to ensure that your 
evidence is good enough.

See How good is my evidence: a guide for 
assessing the quality for self-evaluation 
evidence. 

Involving service users in the process

You can involve others in different ways and at 
different points in the process. People can be 
involved in:

· Setting the questions or focus 

· Collecting the information

· Making sense of the data

· Commenting on the findings

· Deciding what action to take next

See ESS user involvement resources
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Sources of evidence3

Which particular evidence is best will depend on your question and the 
purpose of your enquiry but generally you will need a mix of 

Information that tells you what works for who – the numbers, the patterns.  
For example, how different groups engage with the service.

Information that allows you to explore how and why this works.  For 
example, what factors affect that: access, satisfaction, relevance, referrals.

This might be a mix of quantitative and qualitative information (stats and 
stories) from routine service information as well as service user and staff 
perspectives. 

It might involve gathering additional evidence for a short period for example. 
You might:

• Add additional questions to your evaluation forms

• Keep a note of conversations / instances / feedback that relates to your 
question or theme

• Interview a sample of people

• Run a focus group of service users

• Run a learning session for staff / volunteers

You might also want to compare your experiences with 
others by using secondary evidence (research, national 
or local statistics, other people’s reports).

See Evidence from Elsewhere: gathering,  
analysing and using other people’s evidence

On the next page we briefly consider 
the types of evidence and what they 
might tell you. Evaluating what works 
is about combining these different 
types of evidence. 

Learning from evaluation Page 7

https://evaluationsupportscotland.org.uk/resources/evidence-from-elsewhere-gathering-analysing-and-using-other-peoples-evidence-2017/
https://evaluationsupportscotland.org.uk/resources/evidence-from-elsewhere-gathering-analysing-and-using-other-peoples-evidence-2017/


Types of evidence 

Type of information Method What it tells you

Service user information:  
information about the 
characteristics of the people you 
have worked with.

Things like address, age, gender, 
income, current health status, family 
size etc

Collected routinely when people 
register for your service

Spot check (for example hands 
up question at a talk)

Sample survey

Who is using your service. 

What you collect depends on your 
service and what’s important to 
you

Activities information: this is 
information about which particular 
services individuals use.

You might keep a record of 
attendance or support given

How people are using your service

Feedback data: this is information 
about what people (service users / 
staff / volunteers) think about your 
services

You might ask for formal 
feedback or it might be 
unsolicited (e.g. cards, 
comments) that you keep or note

What people like / enjoy / find 
useful

Ideas for improvement

What matters to people

Outcome information: this is 
evidence about the positive 
changes people have made while 
participating in your activities /
attending your services

Based on your indicators, this 
might come in a variety of 
formats: scaled questionnaires, 
observations, third party 
feedback, assessments, records

The positive changes made by 
people

Knowledge and insights from 
the people who use your service 
(lived experience) people who 
deliver your service (staff and other 
practitioners)

Run a focus group

Collect stories or experiences

Run a learning session for staff / 
volunteers

Insight might relate to

• Needs or problems (know about)

• What matters to people (know 
what works)

• How to do things well (know 
how)

Secondary evidence:  
produced by others

Might include national statistics, 
local community profile or 
census, another organisation’s 
report, a peer reviewed piece of 
research

Insight might relate to need, factors 
that put people at risk or protect 
them, identified good practice, 
what matters to people.
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What works questions4

Why this is important

Evaluating reach can help you to see who is 
making most and least use of your services and 
factors that affect take up or engagement.  

It can help you to consider if you need to 
market your services differently or address 
particular barriers to accessing your service. 

Key questions you might ask

1. Who is your target group?

2. Who are you reaching?

3. Is this who you want to reach?

4. What factors seem to affect reach?

How to answer these questions 

You don’t have to answer the questions in this 
order.  You might start with some statistical 
analysis of who you are reaching, then consider 
the factors that seem to affect this and whether 
you are satisfied with your reach.

Example: A youth group wanted to test 
their model of provision where young 
people could access their services through 
different routes and be referred internally to 
the best support for them. For a few months 
staff were alert for comments and stories 
that would lend light on this topic. They had 
group discussions (staff and young people) 
and looked at records of how people 
accessed and used their services. A smaller 
group of staff made sense of the overall 
findings. Small changes were made to their 
internal referral arrangements.

You might know that a particular group is 
under-represented and so explore some 
qualitative feedback about your services or 
seek staff and service users’ views to find out 
the factors that affect take up.

There are many different types of ‘what works 
questions’ or enquiries and we can’t deal with 
all of them here. Instead, we have identified 
four different types of question / enquiry 
(which may in some cases overlap). 

o Reach: who is engaging with you? Why do 
people engage? Are you reaching the right 
people?

o What works for who: understanding how  
different people benefit from your activities?

o What approaches work best: what is ‘the 
magic’ that supports the best outcomes?

o How long/ how much: how can you use your 
resources most effectively?

For each we look at 

· Why this is important

· Key questions for this particular focus

· How to answer these questions

· Factors affecting this topic: things to look out 
for 

We hope this will give you some idea of how 
to go about answering your own question or 
enquiry.

a Evaluating reach
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Example: Members of a community project 
felt that they were not attracting as many 
local people as they would like.  They ran 
a stall at events elsewhere to gather views 
about the project. They asked local agencies 
for views and asked local service users why 
others may not be using their service. They 
identified misperceptions about what the 
project was about and who it was for. They 
changed their marketing strategy.

You might want to check secondary evidence 
to help you to explore your target audience 
and to compare your figures. 

Example: Research shows that older people 
and carers are particularly at risk of being 
isolated and lonely. You might want to check 
that your community connecting activities 
are attracting and accessible to this group.

Bear in mind your target group might be:

The population at large: you want to see a 
cross section of the local community. 

Example: A generalist advice service wants 
to ensure their service is accessible for 
anybody in the community that needs it. 
They periodically collect information about 
service user characteristics (post code, age 
groups, ethnicity and disability etc) and 
compare the profile of their service users 
against a community profile.

Those most in need: you may be focused on 
those who are most at risk of poor outcomes. 

Example: A youth project wants to minimise 
or prevent drug addiction and alcohol 
misuse. Research shows that some groups 
of young people are more at risk than others 
(for example those without supportive 
adults, those with low self-esteem, those 
doing less well at school). 

But it has also identified that open youth 
provision is the best way to nurture 
relationships with those at risk.  The project 
might want to check that their open activities 
are attractive to young people generally 
(fun, safe, accessible) and that more in-depth 
support is directed at those most at risk.

Those who can benefit the most: you may 
identify that certain groups can benefit most 
from your activity.

Example: A falls prevention exercise 
programme is targeted at people with 
mobility and balance issues. Other 
programmes support fitter and more able 
people. They might want to check that 
participants meet the criteria, but also how 
they heard about / why they got involved.

Factors affecting engagement: things 
to look for 

A number of factors may affect engagement. 
You can use a range of feedback information 
from service users and others to assess what’s 
important.

Factors Sources of information

Referral systems Record of referrals

How people heard 
about the service

Awareness and 
perceptions of the 
service

Routine feedback data: 
from specific questions 
or unsolicited 
comments

Special focus group or 
survey

What people like / 
dislike  about the 
service

Accessibility issues
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Why this is important

You don’t have equal impact on everyone. Some 
people benefit more from your services than 
others. You can maximise the difference you 
make if you understand what works for who. 

You can change how you deliver, target or 
market your services for different groups of 
people. 

Key questions you might ask

1. How do different people benefit from your 
services?

2. What are the common characteristics of that 
group?

3. What factors seem to influence outcomes?

How to answer these questions

Identifying different groups 

Look at outcome information to see if there 
are differences in the extent to which and how 
different people achieve the outcome. Ask: 

· When you achieved the least and the best 
outcomes

· What’s typical and what’s unusual

Often there may be a number of typical 
responses.  For example, no change, little 
change, big change, something in between.  
This usually involves counting how many times 
particular outcomes have been achieved. 
Although you might be able to draw on practice 
experience to identify ‘types’, ideally you would 
check that the statistics back your conclusions. 

Identifying characteristics of that group

Look for common factors in that group. In some 
cases it might be fairly obvious to workers what 
is common.

Example: Using a scaled assessment, 10 
people at the cookery class said they had 
increased their cooking skills.  5 had increased 
their skills a lot, 3 a little, 2 not at all.  Those 
who changed a lot had done little cooking 
before. Those who didn’t change at all were 
experienced cooks.

Identifying factors that seem to influence 
outcomes

This might involve analysing qualitative 
feedback/ comments on what worked and 
didn’t.  It might also involve asking staff or 
service users for their views.

Example: user feedback to a drop in service 
shows that young people prefer getting 
information online and were frustrated by 
‘having to wait’. Older people say the drop in 
allows them to chat to other people and often 
that helps as much as seeing a staff member.  
The project checks this  out with a sample 
of younger and older people.  They decide 
to continue with both online information 
and drop-ins because they work for different 
people. 

What works for who? b
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Why is this important?

Often it’s not just what we do, but how we do it 
that’s important. 

This is about analysing what’s important about 
the way you work with people, your values, the 
assumptions about your resources and how 
you use them.

It can help to explain to others what is unique 
and special about your approach and why you 
do things in the way you do. It can help you to 
plan effective services that work for people. 

Key questions you might ask

· What matters to people about how we do 
things?

· What’s essential to bring about outcomes? 
(How does the magic happen?)

How to answer these questions

The approach might involve a mix of the 
following: 

· Collecting service user experiences / stories 
more directly

· Asking staff

· Analysing feedback information, such as 
comments and experiences

· Checking secondary evidence and 
comparing that with our practice 

You might take one of two approaches. You 
can test a ‘theory’. This is a guess or hunch at 
what is important. Or you can take a ‘grounded 
approach’ and look for the themes that emerge 
from the evidence.

What approaches work best

Factors affecting outcomes: things to 
look for 

There can be many factors affecting outcomes: 

· Personal characteristics (such as age/ sex/ 
health condition/ ethnicity etc). This may 
influence what’s important to people.

· Level of outcome before engagement eg how 
confident/ skilled/ healthy they were before 

they received support or worked with you. 

· Use of services: level of use overall/ mix 
of activities. You might find that people 
who use more of your services or who use 
a particular mix of services have better 
outcomes.

· Particular projects/ pieces of work: how 
they were delivered. See next two sections

· Factors outwith your control. For example, 
your success in helping people to find 
employment might be affected by a local 
factory closing down.

c
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Asking staff / service users

You can also use staff ‘learning’ or ‘reflective 
practice’ sessions to explore good practice and 
what works. 

See ESS Support Guide 4B Reflective Practice 

Example: The staff of a community cooking 
class were curious to know why the more 
experienced cooks came along. They said they 
enjoyed the classes and liked sharing their 
skills. In turn the less experienced people said 
they liked ‘learning’ from ‘the better cooks’. 
The project decided to keep mixed groups 
because it benefitted both, even though the 
more experienced cooks were not the target 
group.

Looking at feedback information

We can look at feedback information more 
generally to explore what seems to matter to 
people or to look for evidence that supports or 
refutes our assumptions.

Example: an older people project might use 
volunteers because older people value the 
fact that the person isn’t paid to be there and 
can often be more flexible in their support. 
They know this from  what clients say about 
volunteers in their general feedback and by 
asking clients directly about what they like / 
dislike about working with volunteers (survey 
or focus group).

Collecting service user experiences / stories

You might want to undertake a special exercise 
to collect people’s experiences of your project. 

Example: an organisation wanted to follow 
up the members of a successful small support 
group to identify ‘the magic’ that made it 
work so well, but also to explore the longer-

term impact of the group. They ran a focus 
group asking people to reflect retrospectively 
what had and hadn’t worked for that group. 
This enabled them to write down some 
components of the “magic” to use in future 
staff inductions and funding applications. 

See Evaluation methods and tools, for methods 
for collecting people’s lived experiences, such 
as appreciative questions, choosing pictures, 
emotional touchpoints, stretch or positive 
statements, relationship map

These methods are good for encouraging people 
to give richer feedback. They invite people to 
connect with their emotions before telling you 
what is important to them.

Secondary evidence 

You may want to use secondary evidence to 
compare your views or to kickstart thinking.  For 
example, you might look to see what others 
have found out about working with people 
online, what works and doesn’t.

Factors affecting approaches – things to 
look for 

Lots of things might affect what approaches 
work for people

· characteristics of staff / volunteers

· how a place ’feels’

· relationships with other agencies / funders

· how services are marketed

· values underpinning our work for example 
‘people led’

· when and how you do things
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Why this is important

Sometimes a thing isn’t worth doing unless it’s 
done well. You can waste resources, by doing too 
little or by not using the correct resources.

You can evaluate this by comparing the outcomes 
from different ways of delivering services including 
seeing if they are sustained long-term.

You can use this to support the case for sufficient 
funding. As well as directing your resources in 
the most effective way. You might also encourage 
people to use services in ways that best support 
good outcomes. 

Key questions you might ask 

To achieve good and sustained outcomes

· What’s the best mix of activities?

· How long should a programme run?

· What type and level of resources are needed?

How to answer these questions

Comparison is important before you can judge 
what works best. This might involve 

· comparing secondary research on what works 
and seeing how it might apply to your work

· comparing different groups who have used 
services differently

· comparing different programme designs

Using secondary information, you might be able to 
identify factors in sustaining long-term outcomes. 

Example: in rehousing homeless people, the 
Scottish Government identified that some 
people may need more support because, for 
example they struggle with debt, have mental 
health issues, or lack resources to ‘create a home’.  
Knowing this helped a tenancy support service 
plan how to connect to other services and 
support from the beginning of the tenancy.

How long / how much resource is needed

Compare different levels of take-up

Example:  a training project found that while 
training alone was enough for some people, 
others were more likely to embed new practice 
in their organisation if they also had one-to-one 
support.  They follow up a sample of trainees to 
check who embeds training and what gets in the 
way so the project knows who to target for one-
to-one support. 

Compare different programme designs

You might compare outcome evidence between 
different programmes to see which results in 
the best outcomes over time. This might involve 
piloting different approaches.  

Example: During the Covid-19 pandemic, an 
organisation moved its work online. Staff wanted 
to explore when online delivery worked best 
and for whom. At an internal learning session 
they looked at feedback and outcomes and 
shared their experiences of delivering online. 
They concluded that they should continue some 
online working, but bring back face-to-face 
support for the majority of their work.

See case studies from Crisis to Recovery for 
examples of how organisations used their learning 
from Covid-19 to make decisions about future 
service delivery in a wide range of ways. 

Factors affecting the best mix of resources: 
things to look for 

Different groups might need a different mix.  For 
example, some groups might struggle more with 
online approaches and value more face to face 
support.

It might depend on what other services are 
provided in an area or specific local issues that 
affect community need. Geography might also 
affect what works because  distances and travel 
times might affect accessibility and the most 
effective use of resources.

d
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This guide is a short introduction to evaluating 
what works. It aims to encourage you:

• to make more use of the information you are 
collecting

• to be curious and ask yourself interesting 
and useful questions that take you into how 
and why your approach works (or does not)

We recognise that this process is fluid and can 
look very different in different organisations. 
For this reason we have not been too 
prescriptive. 

       Final messages5

Learning is a journey,  
not a destination.

Have a go!
For example:  

When writing your reports, dig a bit deeper 
and explore what your existing data tells 
you about reach, what works for who, what 
approaches and activities work best.

Have a special focus for a short period of 
time to look at an issue/ question of interest/ 
importance to your organisation.

Invite your board to identify what they need 
to know about your work to make effective 
decisions around strategic aims. Then answer 
their questions.

Run reflective practice sessions for staff for 
personal development and to identify any 
learning.

Find ways for service users to feedback what 
works for them and use what they tell you.

Contact us for more information about this guide or how  
Evaluation Support Scotland could support your organisation. 

info@evaluationsupportscotland.org.uk | @EvalSupScot  | www.evaluationsupportscotland.org.uk

Company No. SC284843 | Charity No. SC036529 

You may copy or use this publication in part or whole for non-commercial 
reasons but you must credit Evaluation Support Scotland.
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