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Abstract

:

This paper explores the current state of the social impact measurement (SIM) field to better understand common practices in measuring the post-intervention social impact of a program or project and to identify strategies to improve measurement in practice. This study employed a systematic literature review. Articles were manually coded deductively and inductively in NVivo to complete a descriptive and thematic analysis of the literature. The thematic analysis provided an in-depth understanding of the SIM field. We found that similarities existed across the definitions of social impact (e.g., environmental impact is part of social impact). Additionally, social return on investment (SROI) is the most common measurement model and theory of change was identified as a core concept across SIM literature. Strategies are presented for practitioners to consider when measuring social impact, including: (i) engage stakeholders throughout the process, (ii) mobilize existing operational data, (iii) increase measurement capacity, and (iv) use both qualitative and quantitative data. This study reveals the nuances of SIM based on academic literature published across the globe over the span of a decade. It places emphasis on the post-intervention stage and identifies strategies to improve the application of measurement models in practice. Lastly, it outlines future research directions.
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1. Introduction


With growing interest in the measurement of social impact, organizations are seeking methods that suit their needs and address pressures from internal and external stakeholders [1,2,3]. On a broader scale, organizations measure social impact to demonstrate their contribution to the achievement of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) [4]. This is especially important as we have reached the halfway mark of the SDG 2015–2030 timeline; according to Sachs et al. [5], global performance has been stagnant without progress since 2019. At an organization level, social impact is measured to evaluate internal progress on goals and to inform strategic decision making [4,6]. Additionally, funders and investors may require organizations to increase the transparency, accountability, and legitimacy of the impact of their programs, projects, and activities through measurement and reporting practices [7,8,9]. Post-intervention measurement is necessary to evaluate the actual versus proposed impact. Additionally, it is important to investigate the measurement of social impact at the project and program levels because this is where implementation often occurs [7]. This is particularly relevant when the interventions are material to an organization’s performance and the achievement of common goals, such as SDGs [10].



Given the maturity of financial accounting, there are well-established national and international rules that organizations must follow when producing financial statements for external users [11]. Over the years, financial reporting has evolved into corporate reporting, which includes financial and non-financial information [12]. When it comes to the multiple dimensions of sustainability (ecological, social, and economic factors), reporting systems and rules are not as mature, nor is there international consensus, partly due to the varying needs of stakeholder groups and the complexity of disclosures [13,14]. Although there are calls for and progress towards harmonizing sustainability reporting standards, the benefit of comparability should not come at the cost of completeness [15]. Measuring and reporting on social impact at the organization level remains largely voluntary [1]. Much like the variety of sustainability reporting standards and frameworks that exist, there are a multitude of models for measuring social impact with a lack of standardization in practice [16]. With the emergence of environmental, social, and governance (ESG) disclosures, there appears to be greater emphasis on how sustainability issues impact the organization rather than on how the organization might impact progress towards sustainability [17].



In this field of research, there are varying definitions and interchangeable uses of key terminology [7,18,19]. Given our focus on post-intervention measurement to understand the impact that programs and projects have on society and the environment, this study defines social impact as the result of a deliberate intervention by an individual, community, or organization with the objective of causing a positive effect on social, environmental, and economic well-being [3,20,21]. Although “evaluation”, “assessment”, and “measurement” are used interchangeably in social impact literature [3], we chose the term social impact measurement (SIM), which is based on the work by McLoughlin et al. [22] and is defined as “the process of defining, monitoring and employing measures to demonstrate benefits created for the target beneficiaries and communities through evidence of social outcomes and/or impacts” [8] (p. 225). This distinction attempts to differentiate social impact assessment (SIA), a pre-intervention planning tool designed to proactively assess the impact a project could have on the community and environment prior to its implementation, from post-intervention measurement tools [23,24]. As our study focused on post-intervention impact, which occurs once implementation is underway, we used SIM to differentiate and to add some clarity around how the practice of measuring social impact at different stages could be defined. Reporting, a final stage of the performance measurement process [25], is used to provide descriptive information about a project, program, or an organization [26] and relies on measurement processes that are verifiable through independent evaluation [14]. Therefore, advancing our understanding of SIM could lead to improved reporting and disclosures of the social impact and benefits created through deliberate interventions.



While there are similarities between evaluation and SIM, the two fields diverge in key areas such as evaluative approaches and analytic methods [27]. Furthermore, it is recognized that SIM emerged from the field of evaluation, leading to two separate areas of research [3]. SIM research provides valuable insights, including the analysis of measurement models [24,28], case studies based on the application of models [29,30], and recommendations for future research [16]. Despite a growing body of literature, there is no consensus on which measurement model should be applied when measuring social impact. With almost 100 identified measurement models [28], a lack of standardization [31], and evaluation complexities [32], implementing SIM practices can be challenging for organizations in all sectors.



The purpose of this study is to capture the current state of the SIM field and to answer the following research question: What are the most discussed practices for measuring the post-intervention social impact of a program or a project? Specifically, we analyzed the following: (i) definitions of impact, (ii) measurement models and tools, (iii) indicators, (iv) measurement drivers, (v) challenges to measurement, and (vi) strategies to improve measurement practices. We employed a systematic literature review (SLR) approach to identify and analyze common themes organized by subtopics. Despite similarities in the topic, our study differs from other reviews (e.g., Corvo et al. [28]) in terms of focus. Beyond identifying measurement models, we sought to better understand what drives post-intervention measurement practices at the project and program level, the challenges assessors face, and strategies to help overcome those challenges.



This study begins by describing the methods used to complete the SLR, followed by the literature analysis and results which are divided into two parts: descriptive analysis and thematic analysis. The paper concludes with an overview of the implications for practitioners, identified gaps in the literature, and future research directions.




2. Materials and Methods


An SLR was selected as an appropriate method to answer the research question [33]. This method allowed us to synthesize a broad range of literature that was identified through a pre-defined search and screening criteria [34,35]. This study followed a narrative synthesis approach by applying a thematic analysis technique to organize main ideas and themes found in SIM literature [36]. To achieve the objectives of this study, the following methodological steps were performed.



2.1. Document Sources


The literature search was conducted across two sources, ProQuest and Scopus, with the aim of capturing a diverse range of articles across multiple disciplines. Both sources provide access to literature from around the world and have advanced search functions to narrow searches to specific publication dates, source types, document types, and languages [37,38]. ProQuest is a multidisciplinary platform that searches up to 46 databases (e.g., ABI/INFORM), producing results from various subject areas [38]. Scopus searches over 80 million documents across 240 disciplines ensuring a breadth of content coverage and offers a comparable source to Web of Science (WoS) with respect to subjects covered and size [39,40]. Therefore, by using both ProQuest and Scopus, a wide variety of literature from multiple disciplines and geographic locations was sourced for screening.




2.2. Search Criteria


To capture a wide selection of SIM literature, inclusion and exclusion criteria were applied [35]. The initial advanced search on ProQuest limited the results to scholarly journals whereas the Scopus search was refined to only include documents labelled as articles and reviews. The document search was limited to English sources published during a 10-year period (January 2012–March 2022), as done by others [41], to identify recent literature since our focus is on the current state of SIM research. No geographic or discipline exclusions were applied to the search criteria.




2.3. Keyword Search and Screening Results


A series of keywords were tested based on the scope of the study and the research question. After several test searches, the following string was selected for the document search in ProQuest and Scopus on 29 March 2022:



Title only (“environment* impact” OR “soci* impact” OR “communit* impact” OR “sustainab* impact”) AND title-abstract-keywords (assessment OR measurement OR evaluation OR “monetary measure”) AND title-abstract-keywords (project OR program OR placement OR organization OR “civil society” OR initiative).



The search in ProQuest and Scopus produced 812 and 1125 document results, respectively. The 1937 documents were subsequently uploaded to Covidence, a systematic review management platform designed to support the scanning process [42]. Upon upload, duplicates were removed, leaving a total of 1407 documents. At this stage, the documents were consolidated and there was no differentiation between the document results from ProQuest and Scopus.



The selection process was initiated by a title scan of the 1407 documents that resulted in the exclusion of 1018 based on fit. The second stage of the selection process was an abstract scan performed by the first reviewer which excluded an additional 273 articles. The remaining 116 articles were either labelled as “yes” or “maybe” by the first reviewer. An additional abstract scan by the second reviewer resulted in the exclusion of an additional 36 articles. The final stage of the selection process was a full paper scan of the 80 remaining articles resulting in 12 more exclusions, leaving 68 articles for deductive and inductive coding.



Articles were excluded based on fit using screening guidance criteria. Specifically, articles were excluded for the following reasons: (i) a focus on pre-intervention impact assessment, life cycle assessment, or social life cycle assessment, (ii) the wrong unit of analysis or subject focus (e.g., individual health or research, and not environment or society), (iii) the environmental or social impact was not the result of a deliberate intervention but an activity/process of industrial operations or the result of the environmental impact of a disaster, and (iv) there was no specific reference to the use or analysis of measurement models or tools, including indicators. Figure 1 outlines the search and screening results of the article selection process using the PRISMA model [43].




2.4. Data Analysis


The 68 articles selected through the process outlined in Figure 1 were manually coded deductively and inductively by a single reviewer using NVivo 20 software.



Deductive coding was conducted using a predetermined list of descriptive variables to gain a general understanding of the current state of research on the topic of SIM. The variables include reference data (i.e., year of publication and journal), methodology data (i.e., research approach, location of study, and theory), and contextual data (i.e., sector focus) [33].



The inductive approach was applied to identify common themes that emerged across the literature during the full-text review process. These findings were subsequently synthesized to form a narrative of the SIM research landscape and to answer the research question [36]. The inductive coding was guided by the following sub-questions developed based on the research question and the authors’ knowledge of SIM:




	
What definitions are provided for social, environmental, sustainable, and community impact?



	
What common measurement methods are discussed and applied?



	
What are the indicators used for measurement?



	
What are the measurement drivers?



	
What are the challenges to measurement?



	
What are the strategies for improved measurement?








The thematic analysis was guided by the research question and sub-questions developed for the inductive coding process [36,44]. Using the sub-questions, we created the following top-level codes: definitions of impact, measurement models (models refers to both frameworks and methods [24]), indicators, drivers for measurement, challenges to measurement, and strategies to improve measurement practices. The content from each full paper scan was organized by top-level codes and the child codes that were identified inductively. Subsequently, the content captured within each code was synthesized based on similarities and differences, ultimately describing key themes across the literature [36,45]. Unique to Section 3.2.2 on measurement models, this study conducted a query search for each child code captured in all of the selected articles. This additional step was completed to confirm the number of articles that each measurement model was discussed or applied in. All of the measurement models discussed or applied (beyond mentioning the name of the model in a table or appendix in the paper being reviewed) in five or more papers were analyzed to help answer our research question.





3. Results


3.1. Descriptive Results


The string search employed for this SLR produced 68 usable articles, 47 empirical studies, and 21 conceptual studies. The articles examined were from multiple disciplines, as seen by the journals of publication. While most journals had only one corresponding article, five articles were published in the journal Sustainability, two in the journal Environmental Impact Assessment Review, and two in the Journal of Social Entrepreneurship. Table A1 shows the range of 62 journals and the frequency of publication for each.



Research in the field of SIM has grown over the period examined in this study, with a high of 18 articles published in 2021. As shown in Figure 2, growth has been steady since 2018, with 70% of the articles in this study published since then. The results for 2022 were based on papers published between January–March due to the timeframe used during the initial search, as noted in Section 2.2.



The 68 articles examined in this study applied a range of research methods, with qualitative (26 articles) as the most common, followed by mixed methods (18 articles) and literature reviews (18 articles). Quantitative methods were applied in three articles. The remaining articles included two perspectives and a debate.



Focusing only on the empirical studies (n = 47), the country of research (i.e., study area) spanned across five continents, with Europe having the greatest representation with 18 articles. This was double the amount of North America, which was second in volume with a total of nine articles. Approximately 10% of the studies applied a global scope by capturing multiple countries from different continents in their research (see Figure 3). Despite no geographic locations being excluded from the search criteria, not all continents were represented in the results. For example, the search did not yield any studies from South America.



Contextual data from the articles were analyzed to gain an understanding of the sector focus for the different studies. Common categories presented themselves, often falling under the umbrella of the public sector and civil society. For example, social enterprise appeared across several different articles as the focal organization type [46,47,48]. Similarly, many articles focused on impact investing [49,50,51], sometimes in relation to the topic of social impact bonds [52,53]. Other notable sectors or sub-sectors included research/education [54,55], food/agriculture [6,56], cities [57,58], healthcare [59,60], and sport [30,61].



Although theoretical perspectives were not evident in all of the articles reviewed, some studies discussed or applied different theories. Several theories were identified across the literature with multiple-constituency theory mentioned in three articles, whereas institutional theory and legitimacy theory were mentioned in two articles each. An additional 14 theories were mentioned in the literature, including agency theory and social impact accounting theory.



For example, Costa and Pesci [20] adopted the term multi-constituency theory, which they recognized as an alternative name to multi-stakeholder theory from Kanter and Brinkerhoff [62]. The authors used this theory to bolster the idea that idiosyncratic measurements, rather than a standardized approach to SIM, may be more suitable to capture different stakeholders’ perspectives. A study by Liston-Heyes and Liu [48] used institutional theory to test hypotheses, and found that social enterprises (SEs) located in London, UK, were more likely to adopt SIM due to normative isomorphic pressures. This study also used legitimacy theory to establish that SEs were more likely to measure social impact when stakeholders were involved in decision making [48].




3.2. Thematic Analysis


The full review of 68 articles produced several themes guided by the six sub-questions presented in Section 2.4, and included (i) definitions of impact, (ii) measurement models and tools, (iii) indicators, (iv) measurement drivers, (v) challenges to measurement, and (vi) strategies to improve measurement practices.



3.2.1. Definitions of Impact


Over 30% of the papers reviewed (21 of 68) referred to how social impact is defined. As noted by other authors, there is no set definition for social impact and its interpretation varies across the literature [7,18]. Among the articles reviewed, three commonly referenced definitions of social impact stood out:




	
“Social impacts include all social and cultural consequences to human populations of any public or private actions that alter the ways in which people live, work, play, relate to one another, organize to meet their needs, and generally cope as members of society” [63] (p. 59) as cited in [21,64,65].



	
“The portion of the total outcome that happened as a result of the activity of an organization, above and beyond what would have happened anyway” [66] (p. 7) as cited in [3,28,67].



	
“A logic chain of results in which organizational inputs and activities lead to a series of outputs, outcomes, and ultimately to a set of societal impacts” [68] (p. 3) as cited in [3,20,21,55].








When examining these definitions chronologically, Burdge and Vanclay [63] (p. 59) did not specify organizations impacting society, instead speaking more broadly to the “consequences to human populations of any public or private actions”. Further, the authors provided a stronger alignment with the definition of sustainable development, which is defined in the Brundtland Report as “development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” [69] (p. 41). The latter definitions focus on organizational activities leading to outcomes that ultimately impact society [66,68]. Unique to Clark et al. [66] was the recognition of deadweight (the impact that would have occurred without any intervention), an important variable when determining the causal effects of inputs and activities on outputs and outcomes [70]. Similar to the definition by Burdge and Vanclay [63], Jones and Valero-Silva [71] (p. 364) drew a connection to sustainable development by suggesting that “there are two core elements to social impact: firstly, a focus on a wider set of objectives commonly referred to as the ‘triple bottom line’ [13] of social, economic and environmental impacts; secondly, the concept of well-being [72]”.



Drawing from the papers reviewed in this study, we defined social impact as the result of a deliberate intervention by an individual, community, or organization with the objective of causing a positive effect on social, environmental, and economic well-being. As such, environmental impact is explicitly included within our definition of social impact.



Given the reference to multiple forms of impact (e.g., environmental or economic) within the social impact definitions noted across the literature [20,71], definitions for other types of impact were less common. For example, the few papers that placed emphasis on community or collective impact did not provide explicit definitions [73,74]. Conversely, the study by Bottero et al. [57], which experimented with a community impact evaluation method, defined financial, fiscal, economic, social, cultural, and environmental impact as part of their urban regeneration assessment matrix.




3.2.2. Measurement Models and Tools


Much like the semantics around measurement terminology, landing on a term that clearly describes the process used to measure impact is also challenging. Grieco et al. [24] (p. 1180) used the word “model” to “indicate those instruments entrepreneurs can rely on in measuring their social impact”. Similarly, Corvo et al. [28] (p. 6) used “model” to “mean a named, documented process that is used to assess either the actual social and/or environmental impact”. Therefore, this study followed suit and used the term “model”.



Studies by Corvo et al. [28] and Grieco et al. [24] analyzed measurement models found in the literature and organized them into clusters based on common characteristics to categorize the different ways social impact can be measured. Through this process, Grieco et al. [24] identified four clusters: (1) simple social quantitative—quantitative data, focus on social impact, and a retrospective timeframe; (2) holistic complex—quali-quantitative data, holistic impact, and an ongoing/retrospective timeframe; (3) qualitative screening—qualitative data, holistic impact, and a retrospective timeframe; and (4) management—quali-quantitative data, holistic/triple bottom line impact, and an ongoing timeframe.



The study by Corvo et al. [28] aimed to capture recent work in their systematic approach to identify measurement models that have emerged since the time of the study by Grieco et al. [24]. In doing so, Corvo et al. [28] analyzed six studies that mapped SIA models and identified the three most common cluster categories: (1) performance/management models relate to the evaluation of performance goals using logic frameworks, project management, and managerial certifications; (2) auditing/quality models support stakeholder accountability by assessing the process an organization follows to carry out activities and the results of those activities; and (3) monetization models aim to quantify impact and convert results into monetary terms. As a second part of their study, Corvo et al. [28] identified 22 new models that were not captured in the previous mapping study by Grieco et al. [24] (p. 11), leading the authors to suggest that a fourth cluster could exist related to sustainability “determined by the emergence of new systems in finance requiring specific metrics and in relation to the global agenda towards sustainable development”.



Building on these works, our study identified several similar models relevant to post-intervention and organized them in two different ways. For SIM models that were discussed or applied in five or more papers, we provided a description in the following section and a summary of the characteristics (as shown in Table 1), including the categorization of models based on the descriptions presented by Corvo et al. [28] and Greico et al. [24]. For SIM models that appeared in less than five papers, a list of 68 models is presented in Table A2. That list also contains the four models discussed below.



	
Social Return on Investment (SROI)






SROI was the most common measurement model discussed in the literature and is described as an evaluation technique used to measure the value of social impact achieved through an intervention [67]. This measurement model can also be used as a forecast tool to predict future social value through impact [30]. SROI is referred to as a monetization model that employs a six-stage process to calculate the social return on financial investment, drawing from concepts that are familiar within the social impact tradition and the field of finance, including cost−benefit analysis [18,28,30,78]. SROI is calculated by computing the value of impact of each intervention outcome using a series of four estimated variables: (1) deadweight, the outcome that would have occurred without the intervention; (2) displacement, the negative effect caused by the intervention; (3) attribution, the contribution from other organizations to the impact; and (4) drop-off, the depletion of impact over time. Impact is then computed by calculating the net present value (NPV) of each outcome using a formula that includes the aforementioned estimated variables. Once the NPV of outcomes is calculated, it is divided by the NPV of the investment to provide the SROI value [30].



A participatory approach is applied with SROI and the model requires both technical expertise and access to large volumes of data [20,28]. Despite a well-established methodological approach to impact measurement, SROI is not fully standardized for comparability (i.e., indicators are unique and developed by the practitioner with support from stakeholders) [79]. Further, limitations exist due to the level of personal judgement applied during the measurement process [30]. Lastly, practitioners applying the SROI model should have a general understanding of theory of change (ToC) and logic model development as these tools are applied in the early stages of the SROI process [30].



Although Grieco et al. [24] categorized SROI in the “simple social quantitative” cluster, a study by Jackson and McManus [29] noted the complexity, time commitment, and level of expertise required to carry out the measurement process. This was, in part, due to the level of qualitative and quantitative analysis required [29]. Additionally, Jackson and McManus [29] stated that while the stakeholder engagement process was time consuming, it ultimately contributed to the quality of the assessment. While Dufour [64] also recognized the complexity and time intensiveness of SROI, the author acknowledged that the creators of the model made efforts to provide resource support, including a comprehensive guide [80].



	2.

	
Impact Reporting and Investment Standards (IRIS+)







IRIS+ provides a standardized set of open-access metrics that can be used by an organization or its stakeholders to measure impact [67,79]. Although IRIS+ provides users with a standardized approach that allows for comparability between organizations, limitations exist pertaining to the applicability of the metrics [79]. For example, the case study by Mulloth and Rumi [79] (p. 17) found that “the current range of metrics are limited in scope, and [the organization’s founder] did not feel that the 40 applicable metrics captured the social impact of [their organization] in a comprehensive way, particularly because 32 of the 40 metrics were descriptive metrics of the organization’s characteristics, rather than its impact”. Further, according to Phillips and Johnson [50], the adoption of IRIS+ as an impact measurement tool has not received much uptake in some countries. For example, the authors noted that based on their study, the IRIS+ metrics were not used in the Canadian social impact investing community.



	3.

	
Global Reporting Initiative (GRI)







GRI is a complex reporting framework that provides disclosure guidelines across four categories: environment, social, economic, and governance to support the measurement process [24]. In an analysis of measurement models relevant to their case study, Mulloth and Rumi [79] (p. 5) noted the customizable nature of GRI standards, as organizations “were given free range to determine which topics to apply to their organizations”. However, GRI standards did not score well on the relevance criteria for a micro-enterprise development organization seeking to measure their social impact [79]. This could be due to the generalizability of the GRI standard, which is applicable across sectors, organization sizes, and business models [9,79]. Although some authors identified GRI as a measurement model as it provides measurement guidelines [24,28,79], it is debatable given GRI’s emphasis on reporting, rather than the measurement aspect of non-financial performance [67].



	4.

	
Social Accounting and Audit (SAA)







SAA follows a holistic approach to produce a report that demonstrates the social, environmental, and economic impacts of an organization [18,24]. The SAA process requires an organization to define its impact mission, engage stakeholders, and collect qualitative and quantitative data for reporting purposes [18]. Although regulations do not exist, reports can be audited [18] and SAA is a useful model for funding agencies seeking accounts of impact [48].



Table 1 provides descriptive characteristic details of each measurement model discussed, including the type of measurement tool employed, applicable sectors, scale of application, and the categorization of models, based on the descriptions presented by Greico et al. [24] and Corvo et al. [28].



ToC is recognized as an analytic framework that is designed to document the change process of an intervention; it was commonly discussed across the literature reviewed in this study [3,20,30,59,67,71,79]. As ToC is a participatory framework that documents the impact pathway and captures the causal relationships between inputs and outcomes, stakeholder involvement is integral to the process [30,54,67]. Although ToC is closely tied to logic model development, it is not recognized as a measurement model [24,28], but instead as a tool to help establish the impact (or change) that is sought to be measured [3,30], whereas the logic model framework seeks to demonstrate the different stages of the change process by identifying the inputs, activities, outputs, and outcomes that lead to impact. The logic model framework can serve as a foundation for measurement model development or it can be used as a customizable measurement model, provided it includes indicators and a monitoring plan [2,3,24,28,47,51,64].




3.2.3. Indicators


The terms metrics and indicators are used interchangeably in the literature and tend to carry similar meanings. As noted in Table 1, some measurement models used the term metrics while others used indicators. For this study, we used the term indicator, which is defined as a means to measure the level of change resulting from a planned intervention designed to create a social impact. Some models provide a suite of indicators for practitioners to choose from (e.g., IRIS+), while others require the indicators to be developed by the practitioner, often with input from stakeholders (e.g., SROI). Regardless of the model, selecting the right indicators is an important part of the SIM process and is dependent on the availability of data [28,57].



The literature highlighted two different approaches when measuring impact: standardized and customized. Armstrong et al. [73] (p. 9) stated that a “universal metric is a method of measuring impact that is applicable and comparable in all situations”, offering reduced cost and complexity for the assessor. Despite these benefits, Lazzarini [81] (p. 135) pointed out that “standardized tools do not address the issue of causality, that is, whether changes in the target populations of these firms (if any) were caused by the actions that the firms themselves conceived and implemented”. The option is to measure social impact either through a standardized approach that promotes comparability of indicators or by developing customized indicators based on stakeholder needs [20].



Ruff and Olsen [32] (p. 404) presented a slightly different perspective by proposing that SIM models could apply a “bounded flexibility” approach to indicator selection, which “creates comparability by focusing on the commonality of the construct itself rather than on differences in the indicators used to define and measure it”. This approach can be applied by selecting a common element of the construct being measured (e.g., “new jobs”), where the “organizations choose the definitions, counts, and measures that are most relevant to them from a prescribed (bounded) set of options” [32] (p. 404). The UN SDGs, for example, provide a good selection of common indicators that practitioners can use as a starting point when developing their own customized SIM indicators [32]. This provides the opportunity for comparability, the appeal of a standardized approach, while allowing practitioners and stakeholders to measure in a way that suits their unique needs. In other words, there is room for both the standardization and customization of indicators when measuring social impact.



Throughout the literature reviewed, SDG indicators were the most discussed. For example, Lazzarini [81] expressed that SDGs indicators have recently been used by entrepreneurs and impact investors seeking to measure impact. Additionally, Aiello et al. [7] stated that SDGs are a main reference point when measuring the social impact of research at the international level. Similarly, Alomoto et al. [4] mentioned SDGs as an international reference point used to guide the development of measurement models. These ideas were supported by Kah and Akenroye [21] (p. 384), who shed light on the common reference to SDGs, stating that “[f]rom a global perspective, there is a renewed opportunity for organisations to capture their contributions to the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (UN SDGs) agenda”.



The literature did not provide extensive insights into the types of indicators used; however, two notable themes emerged. First, the concept of performance indicators, which were used in measurement models such as IRIS+ [79]. According to Tse and Warner [52], performance indicators are essential when measuring social impact bonds as a financing mechanism for social service delivery. Additionally, Calvo-Mora et al. [82] (p. 1270) explained that “performance indicators are internal measures that the organisation uses to supervise, understand, predict, and improve the performance of the management of its impact in society and to predict its perception”.



Second, there was the discussion around the use of output indicators and outcome indicators, which is related to logic model development [3,30,71]. Williams [53] (p. 8) stated that “‘outputs’ are transactional and retrospective in nature, ‘outcomes’ are transformational and future-oriented”. Specifically, outputs are quantifiable results of a program’s performance (e.g., number of participants enrolled in a program), whereas the term outcome is used to describe a change that occurred as a result of the output (e.g., the program participant benefited from their enrollment) [53]. Costa and Andreaus [47] provided a similar framing, suggesting that output indicators captured an immediate or short-term result of an input, whereas outcomes related to the medium or long-term results of the intervention. Additionally, the authors mentioned that output indicators could be directly accessed by the organization, making output data easier to gather, whereas outcome indicators required data from outside the organization (e.g., from a beneficiary) [47].



A study by Jackson and McManus [29] outlined the SROI process and provided examples from an organization that applied the model to measure the social impact of its program. The authors reinforced the importance of outcome indicators being defined by stakeholders. Additionally, they provided example indicators for both outputs and outcomes, demonstrating that outcome indicators were based on numerous output indicators combined [29]. This suggests that a single output does not necessarily lead to an outcome. For example, the number of participants receiving training (output) does not necessarily lead to the participant improving their sense of purpose (outcome). Therefore, when seeking to measure impact, although outcome indicators are more complex, they will provide more meaningful information on how the outputs have led to change.




3.2.4. Measurement Drivers


Although the reasons for measurement differed, the common themes that emerged across the literature were organized into two different categories. First, there were internal drivers, including the pursuit of continuous improvement for organizational performance. Second, there were external pressures, which included demands from funders, investors, and other stakeholders. Table 2 is organized by internal and external drivers, with details about how SIM supports practitioners. The external drivers are separated based on stakeholder group type. Stakeholder group one included measurement demand from funders and investors, whereas the second group highlighted pressure from other stakeholders.




3.2.5. Challenges to Measurement


Despite the different drivers and many benefits of SIM, challenges persist. Several articles reviewed in this study mentioned the challenges that evaluators and organizations faced when seeking to measure social impact. The most common challenges identified across the literature, with 15 articles each, were related to the complexity of measuring social impact and the absence of standardized measurement models and tools. Additional challenges discussed included the lack of data or data systems (11 articles) and insufficient financial, human, and time resources (7 articles).




3.2.6. Strategies to Improve Measurement Practices


Even though the strategies identified in the literature did not mirror all the challenges mentioned in Section 3.2.5, the themes that emerged could serve as useful insights to those seeking to measure or support the measurement of social impact.



The first theme was stakeholders, one that was commonly referenced in the literature, with Barraket and Yousefpour [46] emphasizing the importance of understanding stakeholder needs when measuring social impact. Costa and Pesci [20] suggested that this could be achieved by engaging with stakeholders and including their input when selecting indicators. Additionally, Dufour [64] identified stakeholder involvement as a key aspect of SIM, recognizing their role in informing the evaluation process through active participation. Lastly, a study by Mackenzie and Davies [87] followed a co-design approach to develop an indicator framework with stakeholders to measure the impact of food sharing initiatives.



The second theme was connected to the lack of data and data systems challenge. To address this, Ruff and Olsen [32] proposed the use of operational data when measuring social impact. However, Ruff and Olsen [32] (p. 404) stated that the usefulness of operational data when measuring social impact is dependent on “causal mechanisms, theory, and alternative explanations”, all of which are part of the SROI model [67]. This means that while operational data can be useful for measuring social impact, not all operational data will be applicable. As Ruff and Olsen [32] suggested, the selection of operational data used in the measurement process must be well thought out, so that it captures causality and deadweight (i.e., outcome that would have occurred without the intervention) [30].



The third theme, related to the lack of resources challenge, was organizations facing a lack of capacity to effectively measure social impact [2]. Pawluczuk et al. [88] recognized that additional time allocated for the evaluation process to be conducted effectively is required. It is suggested that specialized external experts can help organizations with capacity challenges, although this will require additional financial resources. Ruff and Olsen [32] (p. 403) made the case for customized measurement through the engagement of “a cadre of impact analysts capable of interpreting reports”. Additionally, Polonsky et al. [89] (p. 94) suggested that “to maximise transparency and impartiality, one potential solution is that social impact could be assessed by independent third parties, allowing these evaluation organisations to develop specialised skills in this area and spread this expertise across NPOs and funding bodies”. Whether an organization develops the internal capacity to measure social impact or brings in external parties to support their efforts, increasing the capacity to collect, analyze, and interpret data will improve SIM.



While important, access to data and the ability to manage it is only part of the data challenge. To compute indicators, practitioners need access to the right kind of data. The fourth theme that emerged was the quality of data and its usefulness. The value of storytelling to enhance the measurement of social impact was referenced across the literature [50,89]. However, qualitative data alone are not enough. Polonsky et al. [89] identified storytelling as a qualitative measure to supplement quantitative data when measuring the social value created by an initiative. Ferraro and Hanauer [70], who although hesitant, weighed in on the quantitative versus qualitative debate as it related to causality. The authors stated that “it would be hard (but not impossible) to establish a credible claim of causality using only qualitative data, whereas we believe one can establish a credible claim with only quantitative data” [70] (p. 505). In other words, practitioners should use mixed-methods, not solely relying on qualitative data.



The final theme was SROI, the measurement model most commonly cited in SIM literature. As such, it is a model that can be used as a starting place for practitioners looking to implement a model for SIM. While SROI has its benefits (i.e., promotes engagement with stakeholders, includes quantitative and qualitative analysis, useful organizational learning tool), it also has some drawbacks [29,60]. Most notably, it is complex, time consuming, resource intensive, and it does not guarantee comparability. Despite these drawbacks, SROI remains a viable measurement model for those seeking a solution that offers uniformity to its SIM approach, with the flexibility to customize indicators based on idiosyncratic needs [30,79]. It is important to note that the SROI model does not offer indicator uniformity. Instead, it is the responsibility of the practitioner to develop or select indicators that align with the social impact they are seeking to measure.






4. Discussion and Conclusions


This study conducted an SLR to identify and analyze relevant research published in the last 10 years to answer the following research question: What are the most discussed practices for measuring post-intervention social impact of a program or a project? Specifically, this research focused on post-intervention impact measurement at the project and program level. We found that existing literature spanned across multiple disciplines, and empirical research has been conducted across the globe with greater focus on European and North American countries. Our thematic analysis provided an understanding of key definitions, commonly used measurement models, different types of indicators, measurement drivers, challenges to impact measurement, and strategies to improve measurement practices.



By defining social impact, we were able to identify key concepts that related to the topic. Primarily, these included deliberate intervention, causality, and positive outcomes related to social, environmental, and economic well-being. Further, we narrowed down terminology that referred to the process of measuring social impact by using the term SIM, which differentiates the practice in question from SIA, a planning tool designed to proactively assess impact. By applying a thematic analysis to the selected literature, this study identified strategies that practitioners can follow to enhance their evaluation efforts and areas for future research to further advance the SIM field.



4.1. Implications for Practitioners


The results of this research are relevant for practitioners who wish to measure the post-intervention social impact of planned projects and programs. To improve SIM practices, our study suggests that practitioners should consider the following:




	
Engaging stakeholders throughout every stage of the SIM process, most importantly in the planning stages, in particular when it comes to identifying outcome indicators.



	
Gaining an understanding of data that are available and working to develop a plan on how to use this data to measure post-intervention social impact, as well as identifying any data gaps that exist.



	
Working to increase organizational capacity in the competencies necessary to gather useful data as well as analyze and manage this data, or engage with third-party experts.



	
Collecting both quantitative and qualitative data, given the relevance of both types when measuring social impact.



	
Exploring SROI for use, or adapting elements of it to use, as an SIM model. A comprehensive guide has been published for practitioners seeking to utilize the SROI measurement model [80]. As there may not be a “one-size-fits-all” measurement model, practitioners may choose to adapt the SROI model to suit their needs or seek out an alternative model to measure social impact.



	
Using the SDGs indicators as they stand or as a starting point for developing their own customized indicators. While comparability and the ability to aggregate data are important, practitioners and stakeholders may require flexibility to customize indicators that represent unique contexts when measuring social impact.



	
When selecting or developing indicators, practitioners should ensure their indicators include both output and outcome indicators.



	
The presence of ToC across the literature suggests its relevance in the SIM field. ToC is especially important to practitioners applying the SROI model as it is applied in the early stages of the measurement process.



	
Funders and policymakers often have a significant impact on whether organizations have the capacity to be able to spend the time and resources needed to effectively design and implement their chosen SIM model. As such, it is essential, should they hope to see social impact measured effectively, that funders and policymakers invest in the capacity of organizations to implement the above recommendations.









4.2. Limitations and Future Research


This study revealed gaps in SIM literature. Additionally, the limitations of this study led to unexplored topics in the SIM field. For example, by focusing the literature search to only include documents labelled as articles and reviews, book chapters and grey literature were not captured. Further, by filtering to only include English sources, publications in other languages were not included in the article selection process. The exclusion criteria for article selection were established to examine the current state of the field of SIM. This scoping naturally limited the breadth and depth of articles included in this review. The study was also limited by the deductive coding categories and the scoping of the inductive coding using sub-questions.



As such, the following suggestions are presented for consideration as areas for future research:




	
The search criteria used in this SLR resulted in the absence of study areas from certain countries and continents. For example, while the articles used in this SLR included study areas from across the globe, countries in Central America and South America were not represented, despite no geographic exclusions being applied to the search criteria. Future research can help to address this gap by including non-English sources in the original article search or by including specific geographic regions as keywords in the string search.



	
To source a wide variety of literature from multiple disciplines and geographic locations, the articles included in the screening process for this SLR were sourced from ProQuest and Scopus. While the databases used in this study are comparable to WoS with respect to the number of journals indexed and categories of research covered, future SLRs on SIM should consider increasing the number of document sources to include additional databases like WoS. By including multiple databases in the initial search, future research may capture additional research disciplines or countries, adding to the diversity of the study.



	
The keywords searched when sourcing documents and the use of exclusion criteria during the article selection process posed limitations to the breadth of the literature reviewed in this study. For example, this SLR focused on the broader impact of a project or program intervention on society and the environment. Thus, specific areas such as health and well-being impact, which are relevant to social impact, were not included within the keyword search of this study. Impact measurement plays an important role in determining the success of healthcare projects, programs, and organizations [90]. As such, studies in the field of health offer valuable contributions to the academic discussion on SIM and merit being explored through future research.



	
By using sub-questions for our thematic analysis, we did not capture certain topics. For example, we did not analyze content related to empirical evidence on the shortcomings of the measurement models used in practice. Further, the thematic analysis of measurement models was based on the models that appeared with the greatest frequency, leading to the less common measurement models not being explored in this study. Future research could address these gaps.



	
Despite a large variety of measurement models identified in this study, the literature reviewed did not present a wide selection of indicators commonly used in practice to measure social impact. Which indicators are most applied in practice? Are outcome indicators adequately included in practice? Do organizations select from existing open-source indicators or are indicators developed internally? Are stakeholders engaged in the indicator selection process? To address the gap related to indicators and support those seeking standardization, future research can be carried out to inventory the indicators used in practice.



	
While this study identified many different measurement models across the literature, empirical evidence on the level of social impact achieved through different projects and programs was lacking. Given that SROI is the most common model used to measure social impact, is there evidence that it effectively measures the level of progress and achievement of the intervention that is designed to lead to social impact? How have deliberate interventions created social impact? Does social impact at the individual, organization, or community level lead to systemic change [91]? Roy et al. [92] raised similar points when calling for an increase in empirical research to examine the causal relationship between social enterprise activities and improved health and well-being.



	
Although theory was not thematically analyzed as part of this study, the descriptive analysis provided some insights into the theoretical framings used across the literature reviewed. Organizational theories were most common, often used to examine the adoption of SIM practices by organization types. Theories that appeared with less frequency warrant further investigation. Specifically, the general theory of social impact accounting that was proposed by Nicholls [93] and cited in Kim Man Lee et al. [55], as it incorporates important themes to SIM such as stakeholders, types of data, and materiality. Which theories can be used to better understand SIM? How does SIM differ from financial measurement and organization-centric non-financial measurement?



	
The harmonization of sustainability reporting standards is a contemporary topic that can be informed by a maturing SIM field. While this study established the importance of engaging stakeholders throughout the measurement process, the development of future sustainability reporting standards appears to be focused more narrowly on investors needs [17]. The emergence of ESG disclosures is an example of investor focused reporting that may not take a double materiality approach to capture both the risk of sustainability issues on the organization and the organization’s impact on the economy, society, and environment [17,94]. How can the strategies to improve measurement practices identified in this study contribute to the academic discourse on sustainability reporting standards? Are sustainability reporting standards capturing the risk and impact of projects and programs that are material to the organization and stakeholders? How can theory of change and logic model, concepts inherent to SIM, contribute to the integration of double materiality in sustainability reporting standards [15]?



	
The terms “evaluation”, “assessment”, and “measurement” are used interchangeably in social impact literature; however, they do not hold equal meaning [3]. Naturally, the scoping of this SLR may have led to the omission of articles on complementary topics from multiple disciplines. How does semantics impact our understanding of a field of research? How can the use of certain terminology hinder a multidisciplinary approach to research? How can studies on carbon accounting [95] and accounting for sustainable development [96] help advance the quality of SIM in practice?



	
Given the sheer volume of measurement models that exist and the debate on the possibility of an ideal way to measure social impact [21,97], research gaps remain in the SIM field. While there may not be a “one-size-fits-all” approach to SIM, standardization of measurement models and indicators could provide the ability to calculate collective impact towards transformational goals like SDGs. Is it possible to develop a deeper understanding of which measurement model is most suitable for an industry, organization, or program by examining the characteristics of organizations that use a specific measurement model? Answering this question will require empirical studies across sectors and organization types, indicating an important approach for future SIM research.









4.3. Contributions and Concluding Thoughts


This study contributes to the growing field of SIM. Specifically, it complements the work by Corvo et al. [28] and Grieco et al. [24], who analyzed and categorized existing measurement models. While similarities exist in these studies, our research provides additional insights on post-intervention measurement, which aims to support practitioners in better understanding the impact that programs and projects have on society and the environment. Additionally, our descriptive analysis shows that the literature in this field is growing and comes from a wide range of disciplines. Lastly, our descriptive analysis identified a variety of theories applied across the studies, with organizational theories being the most common.



Our thematic analysis attempts to demonstrate the nuances of SIM and identify a pathway forward for practitioners as they work to measure the social impact of projects and programs. Through this approach, we placed emphasis on the practitioner by identifying the challenges they face, namely the complexity of measuring social impact; the absence of standardized measurement models and tools; the lack of data or data systems; and insufficient financial, human, and time resources. Then, we identified strategies to improve SIM in practice, specifically: (i) engage stakeholders throughout the process, (ii) mobilize existing operational data, (iii) increase measurement capacity, and (iv) use both qualitative and quantitative data. In addition to presenting implications for practitioners, we provide direction on future research in this field. As we approach the 2030 goal post for SDGs, an accurate understanding of our progress depends on the availability of data and the quality of measurement practices.
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Table A1. Journals of publications for the articles included in the SLR.






Table A1. Journals of publications for the articles included in the SLR.





	Journal Name
	# of

Articles
	Journal Name
	# of

Articles





	American Journal of Evaluation
	1
	Journal of Rural Studies
	1



	Annals for Istrian and Mediterranean Studies
	1
	Journal of Small Business and Enterprise Development
	1



	Annals of Global Health
	1
	Journal of Social Entrepreneurship
	2



	Annual Review of Environment and Resources
	1
	Journal of Sport Management
	1



	Australian Journal of Public Administration
	1
	Journal of the International Society for Southeast Asian Agricultural Sciences
	1



	Canadian Journal of Administrative Sciences
	1
	Journal of Urban Affairs
	1



	Canadian Journal of Nonprofit and Social Economy Research
	1
	Land
	1



	Cities
	1
	Management and Marketing
	1



	Community Psychology in Global Perspective
	1
	Marketing Intelligence and Planning
	1



	Conservation Biology
	1
	Media and Communication
	1



	Cultural Trends
	1
	MethodsX
	1



	Development Engineering
	1
	Michigan Journal of Community Service Learning
	1



	Development Southern Africa
	1
	Nonprofit and Voluntary Sector Quarterly
	1



	Entrepreneurship Theory and Practice,
	1
	Public Management Review
	1



	Environmental Impact Assessment Review
	2
	Qualitative Research in Accounting and Management
	1



	Evaluation and Program Planning
	1
	Quality—Access to Success
	1



	Evidence and Policy
	1
	RAUSP Management Journal
	1



	Globalization and Health
	1
	Renewable Agriculture and Food Systems
	1



	Habitat International
	1
	Research Evaluation
	1



	Historical Social Research
	1
	Research in International Business and Finance
	1



	IPE Journal of Management
	1
	Science, Technology, and Human Values
	1



	Irish Journal of Sociology
	1
	Social and Environmental Accountability Journal
	1



	Journal of Business Ethics
	1
	Social Enterprise Journal
	1



	Journal of Cleaner Production
	1
	Social Indicators Research
	1



	Journal of Cultural Heritage Management and Sustainable Development
	1
	Sustainability
	5



	Journal of Environmental Planning and Management
	1
	Sustainability Accounting, Management, and Policy Journal
	1



	Journal of Extension
	1
	The Foundation Review
	1



	Journal of International Agricultural and Extension Education
	1
	The Journal of Arts Management, Law, and Society
	1



	Journal of Librarianship and Information Science
	1
	Total Quality Management, and Business Excellence
	1



	Journal of Management
	1
	Voluntas
	1



	Journal of Public Budgeting, Accounting, and Financial Management
	1
	World Development
	1
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Table A2. Measurement models found in SLR articles.





	
Measurement Model






	
1

	
Adaptive social impact management

	
35

	
Multi-dimensional controlling model




	
2

	
Added value and scalability model

	
36

	
Multiple-constituencies approach




	
3

	
ASIRPA

	
37

	
Ongoing assessment of social impacts (OASIS)




	
4

	
Balanced scorecard

	
38

	
Outcome evaluation approach




	
5

	
Best available charitable option (BACO)

	
39

	
Payback framework




	
6

	
Business Impact Assessment (BIA)

	
40

	
Post-project reflection




	
7

	
CFICE—Accounting for impact

	
41

	
Programme evaluation




	
8

	
Charity analysis framework

	
42

	
Public action value chain (SGMAP)




	
9

	
Co-axial matrix

	
43

	
Public value mapping (PVM)




	
10

	
Community capitals framework

	
44

	
Public value scorecard




	
11

	
Community Impact (CI) Evaluation

	
45

	
Quality evaluation of creative placemaking




	
12

	
Community impact evaluation (CIE)

	
46

	
Question-and-evidence matrix




	
13

	
Community score card

	
47

	
RAPID Outcome Assessment




	
14

	
Composite measure for the social values of sport (CMSVS)

	
48

	
RCT-based evaluation




	
15

	
Conceptual assessment framework

	
49

	
REF (H2020)




	
16

	
Contribution analysis

	
50

	
Ripple effect mapping




	
17

	
Cost benefit analysis (CBA)

	
51

	
SAFA—Sustainability Assessment of Food and Agriculture Systems




	
18

	
Data-collection tool development

	
52

	
SHARE IT




	
19

	
Kirkpatrick model

	
53

	
SIAMPI




	
20

	
Ecological footprint

	
54

	
SIMPLE




	
21

	
Economic survival framework

	
55

	
Social accounting and audit (SAA)




	
22

	
European Foundation for Quality Management (EFQM)

	
56

	
Social enterprise balanced scorecards




	
23

	
Eco-Management and Audit Scheme (EMAS)

	
57

	
Social footprint measurement




	
24

	
Evaluation grids

	
58

	
Social impact assessment (SIA)




	
25

	
Evaluative framework

	
59

	
Social impact measurement model




	
26

	
Framework for participatory impact assessment

	
60

	
Social performance framework




	
27

	
Fuzzy comprehensive evaluation (FCE)

	
61

	
Soft outcome universal learning (SOUL)




	
28

	
Global impact investing rating system (GIIRS)

	
62

	
Social return on investment (SROI)




	
29

	
GPS for social impact

	
63

	
Structural equation modelling




	
30

	
Global Reporting Initiative (GRI)

	
64

	
Sustainability quick-check model




	
31

	
Impact reporting and investment standards (IRIS)

	
65

	
Sustainable balanced scorecard




	
32

	
Impact value chain

	
66

	
TBL accounting




	
33

	
Logic model development

	
67

	
The B impact rating system




	
34

	
Measuring impact framework

	
68

	
VIS
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Figure 1. Article selection process using the PRISMA model adapted from Moher et al. [43]. 
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Figure 2. Number of articles by year. 
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Figure 3. Number of publications by study area. 
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Table 1. Measurement model descriptions.
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	Measurement Model
	Data Collection Method
	Measurement Tools
	Sector
	Application Scale
	Grieco et al. [24]

Cluster
	Corvo et al. [28]

Cluster
	Mentioned in # of

Articles





	Social return on investment (SROI) [75]
	Interviews, questionnaires
	Outcome indicators are developed by the assessor and informed by stakeholders
	Multiple sectors
	Project, program, organization
	Simple Social Quantitative
	Monetization
	24



	Impact Reporting and Investment Standards (IRIS+) [76]
	Not specified
	A catalog of output and outcome metrics are provided by IRIS+
	Impact investing focus made available to multiple sectors
	Organization
	Holistic Complex
	Performance/management and sustainability
	7



	Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) [77]
	Not specified
	Disclosures are provided by GRI. Output indicators are included within some of the disclosures.
	Multiple sectors
	Organization
	Holistic Complex
	Performance/management and sustainability
	6



	Social accounting and audit (SAA) [18]
	Interviews, questionnaires, focus groups
	Output and outcome indicators are developed by the organization and informed by stakeholders
	Multiple sectors
	Project, program, organization
	Holistic Complex
	Auditing/quality
	5










 





Table 2. Measurement drivers and benefits.
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Drivers

	
SIM Supports the Practitioner in The Following






	
Internal: Improve organizational performance/continuous improvement

	
Achieving the sustainable development goals (SDGs) [4] and other social impact objectives [83].




	
Improving understanding of how to allocate resources [