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‘If you treasure it, 
measure it’
Sir Gus O’Donnell, Head of the UK Civil Service on 
measuring well-being, October 2011
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Definitions

Soft outcomes
Changes that are intangible,

relating to perceptions, 
attitudes or personal skills 

(internal outcomes)
+

Hard outcomes
Changes that are tangible, 

objective and can be more easily 
observed 

(external outcomes)

Outcomes
Changes and 

effects that happen 
as a result of 

services or activities



4

Example of outcomes in mental health services

No hospital admissionsTaking appropriate 
medication consistently

HARD 
OUTCOME
(external outcome)

Is more emotionally 
stable and has ability to 
manage mental health

Insight into what 
triggers and what helps 
to prevent relapse

SOFT 
OUTCOME
(internal outcome)

End outcomeIntermediate outcome

Adapted from MacKeith, J, Why hard nosed agencies measure soft outcomes, Bulletin

Insight into what 
triggers and what helps 
to prevent relapse

Taking appropriate 
medication consistently

Is more emotionally 
stable and has ability to 
manage mental health

No hospital admissions
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Government’s view of soft outcomes

Taken from Beaumont, J. Measuring National Well-being - Discussion paper on domains and Measures, Office of 
National Statistics, 31 October 2011

More contextual domains

Factors directly affecting individual well-being

Individual well-being

Governance

The Economy

Natural environment

Education and skills

What we do

Where we live

Personal finance

Our relationships

Health (Physical
and mental

People’s own
assessment of their

own well-being (SWB)
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Approaches for measuring soft outcomes

Why do you want to measure?

Standardised -OR- Bespoke

Quantitative -OR- Qualitative

Diagnosis
Evaluation

Part of the therapeutic process
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Quantitative versus qualitative

• Qualitative approaches
• Case studies
• Interviewing and ethnographic approaches

• Quantitative measurement
• Surveys and clinical tools
• Group measures or measures of individual progress

‘No stories without numbers, 
and no numbers without stories’
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Goodman’s Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire

Taken from Goodman’s SDQ scale 
www.sdqinfo.com

• Emotional symptoms
• Conduct problems
• Hyperactivity/inattention
• Peer relationship problems
• Pro-social behaviour

http://www.sdqinfo.com
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NPC’s Well-being Measure www.well-beingmeasure.com

Taken from NPC’s Well-being 
Measure 
www.well-beingmeasure.com

• Self-esteem
• Resilience
• Emotional well-being
• Friendships
• Family relationships
• Satisfaction with school
• Satisfaction with community

http://www.well-beingmeasure.com
http://www.well-beingmeasure.com
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The Outcomes Star

Taken from the Older People’s Star 
www.outcomesstar.org.uk

http://www.outcomesstar.org.uk
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Standardised or bespoke?

• You don’t want to ‘reinvent the wheel’
• Creating your own survey requires specialist skills that you may

not have in-house
• It will not be validated and tested – so how credible is it?
• Think about the ongoing costs of collection and analysis
• There is no such thing as a ‘perfect’ measure

My advice! Use a tool that has been tried and tested – you 
can always add your own elements to the evaluation as well!
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Six tips for choosing a measurement approach

2. Keep it simple. Concentrate on what you really want to know and 
don’t try to be too ambitious in the scope of your evaluation. 

1. Decide what’s important. Define your research question and be clear 
what you want to achieve.

3. Know your limits. You need to choose an approach that matches 
your resources. 

4. Consider investing in training. If you are not confident, get training or 
seek external help.

5. Think about the future. Don’t build a system that will quickly go out of 
date and look at the year-on-year costs.

6. Have an open mind. Research is intended to tell you what you don’t 
already know, so you may find things that surprise you. 
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Contact details

• John Copps, Head of NPC’s Well-being Measure
jcopps@philanthropycapital.org

• NPC’s Well-being Measure www.well-beingmeasure.com

• Twitter @NPCWellbeing

mailto:jcopps@philanthropycapital.org
http://www.well-beingmeasure.com

