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Abstract

There continues to be growing pressure from human service organizations, funders, 

and beneficiaries to demonstrate a service’s actions are having a demonstrable bene

fit. This article reports on the method of development and the results of the initial 

piloting in Australia of an outcomes framework and form of measurement for the hu

man services sector, taking a ‘whole of life approach’ in recognizing the ways in which 

life domains interrelate. The design was based on a review of outcomes-related litera

ture, while also using an action research method involving service staff and a con

sumer advisory body. The result was the Community Services Outcomes Tree (CSOT) 

and a lean measurement tool in the form of a customizable survey template. We ar

gue the CSOT has passed an initial grounded test in providing meaningful data for 

each service involved in piloting it and has value in guiding practice and providing a 

way of measuring and informing outcomes of services.
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Introduction: why outcomes measurement?

The measurement of programme and service outcomes has been steadily 
increasing and developing in human service organizations both interna
tionally and in Australia (Flynn and Hodgkinson 2001; Schalock and 
Bonham 2003; MacKeith 2011; Benjamin 2013; Flatau et al., 2015; Bialik 
2017; Adams et al., 2020; De Pieri, Chiodo, and Gerli 2023). The sector 
includes organizations that provide community services (McDonald 
et al., 2011) such as charitable and not-for-profit organizations, and so
cial enterprises. In Australia, community services organization (CSO) is 
a label for non-government, non-profit organizations working to deliver 
a range of services or to represent the interests of a specified constitu
ency. They provide a diverse range of services including health, educa
tion, employment, emergency relief, disability services, family services, 
and housing, among others. Community services comprise small organi
zations delivering services locally, while some provide a range of services 
and operate nationally (Casey and Dalton 2006). As part of the piloting 
for this project, organizations ranged from Uniting Vic Tas that provide 
a variety of services to a broad cohort of service users, to One Good�

Day that provide recovery coaching for people with psychosocial disabil
ity, Independence Australia that supports people with disability, and 
Ganbina who work with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander youth and 
their families with its school to work transition programme. The sector 
also includes numerous peak organizations that represent member 
organizations.

Funding agencies (including government) and other stakeholders, such 
as recipients of services, peak bodies and researchers, are increasingly in
terested in service delivery outcomes—an understanding of what has 
changed for service users because of services or initiatives they have re
ceived. Human service organizations are expected to report on effective 
performance of services and engage in performance measurement 
(McDonald et al., 2011; P�erez Jolles et al., 2016) with the use of this 
kind of evidence a key strategy for enhancing evidence-based effective
ness in human service organizations (McBeath et al., 2015; Monson, 
Swords, and Spratt 2022; Flynn, Sundaresan, and Caffrey 2024). Added 
to this is growing pressure from funders, regulators, and beneficiaries to 
demonstrate and prove that a service’s actions are having demonstrable 
benefits (DiMaggio 2001; Benjamin 2013; Flatau et al., 2015; Bialik 2017; 
Mensing 2017; Yang and Northcott, 2019; Adams et al., 2020; Hiruy 
et al., 2022; De Pieri, Chiodo and Gerli 2023). Research from the UK, 
the USA, and Canada has shown that the increase in outcomes 
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measurement is largely driven by funder needs to prove a programme’s 
worth (Flatau et al., 2015), with human service organizations increasingly 
shifting to a ‘mission-centred’ approach with an emphasis on measuring 
outcomes (Bialik 2017).

While definitions of outcomes can vary, for the purpose of this article, 
outcomes have been defined as the ‘changes resulting from the imple
mentation of a programme, policy or other intervention’ (Ramia et al., 
2021: 5) and ‘the differences these programs make to the lives of the 
people they engage with’ (Flatau et al., 2015: 4) to prove that service 
actions are both ‘effective and efficient’ (Adams et al., 2020: 109).

Outcomes measurement is often attached to meeting certain identified 
outcomes and these may be based on an outcomes framework. An out
comes framework comprises a set of resources to help stakeholders plan, 
monitor, and evaluate their activities in an outcome-focused way (Craig 
2013; Flynn, Sundaresan, and Caffrey 2024), including a collection of 
outcomes that can be measured and that are often organized according 
to key domains. Since the 1990s there has been a plethora of tools, 
guides and methodologies to support outcomes measurement practice 
(Benjamin 2013; Adams et al., 2020), with a multitude of frameworks 
existing which can be confusing for organizations, leading to the frag
mentation of outcomes practice (Flatau et al., 2015). These frameworks 
can provide valuable guidance but the diversity has also been identified 
as difficult to navigate (Adams et al., 2020). Many have been developed 
to be applicable to specific initiatives (such as education or employment 
programmes), they may be designed for a specific sector (such as disabil
ity or aged care), while very few have a broad approach that can be ap
plied to all sectors of service provision (e.g. education as well as 
employment, social inclusion, health, and so on). Alternatively, these 
frameworks often focus on population-level outcomes (e.g. how many 
people in a population have certain attributes, such as experiencing 
homelessness) as opposed to outcomes for individuals.

We sought to address this diversity and fragmentation across the mul
titude of outcomes frameworks by developing an outcomes framework 
and measurement method for human service organizations and the com
munity service sector as a whole. Our work was in collaboration with 
Uniting Vic Tas—an Australian community service organization that 
works across a variety of service areas (e.g. health, housing, employment, 
and education). As a result, we undertook a ‘whole of life approach’ in 
recognition of the ways in which life domains interrelate. Services— 
whatever their targeted focus—are often achieving outcomes across this 
landscape of life domains, yet a narrow outcome approach that focuses 
on one specific area may not recognize this (Mensing 2017). By outlining 
a method of outcomes measurement we aim to add further knowledge 
to this area, recognizing the need for human service organizations to 
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further enhance the value of targeted evidence use (McBeath et al., 
2015; Monson, Swords, and Spratt 2022).

The problems and challenges of outcomes measurement 

as a practice

While there is an identified need to understand outcomes of services and 
to evidence these in a meaningful and effective way, there are challenges 
and complexities with undertaking this task. Researchers have noted the 
difficulties in undertaking outcomes measurement with a body of litera
ture devoted to both outlining and addressing some of the problems 
(e.g. De Pieri, Chiodo, and Gerli 2023; Flynn, Sundaresan, and Caffrey 
2024; Mensing 2017: Stone and Cutcher-Gershenfeld 2001). In brief, 
these problems include the following.

The challenge of pre-defining outcomes

Effective outcome measurement needs to address the challenge of defin
ing outcomes and identifying metrics that will accurately measure the ef
fect of an intervention on people (Bovaird 2014; Lowe and Wilson 2017; 
Benjamin, Ebrahim, and Gugerty 2023). However, developing and 
implementing a prescriptive set of outcomes risks denying or ignoring 
important service users’ progress in life areas that were not initially in
cluded in the outcomes framework. There is also the risk that in the 
choice of outcomes and the related metrics, decision-makers will settle 
on narrow sets of outcomes that are easy to define and measure (De 
Pieri, Chiodo, and Gerli 2023), with the organization and its funders hav
ing a large say in defining outcomes rather than in partnership with ben
eficiaries and communities (Benjamin, Ebrahim, and Gugerty 2023).

Being ‘client centred’ in outcomes measurement

Outcomes measurement typically uses outcomes decided by others and 
relies on assessments made by clinicians or practitioners. There is a need 
to align service, organization, and funder outcomes with those identified 
by service-users and to involve them in the measurement process 
(Wilson et al., 2013; Mensing 2017; Hagiliassis, Koritsas, and Cuzzillo 
2020). Involving service users in defining the outcomes they want to 
achieve can be empowering and help ensure service provision is relevant 
(Miller, 2011; Yang and Northcott 2019). As Kroll (2011) states; ‘if peo
ple are systematically excluded from research participation, their needs, 
experiences, perspectives are rendered invisible’ (p. 67) thereby distort
ing the evidence base.
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Over-simplification of complex issues and quantitative dominance

Outcomes measurement in community services can run the risk of over- 
simplifying complex issues, reducing and simplifying them through meth
ods that are based on experimental linear designs that frame multiface
ted complex issues in mechanistic terms (Craig 2013; Lowe and Wilson 
2017; Tse and Warner 2020; Onyura, Mullins, and Hamza 2021), with a 
simplified linear, predictable ‘if-then’ causal logic (Bialik 2017; Zappal�a 
2020). Standardized approaches can overlook cohort features (such as 
cultural factors) or be inappropriate for some cohorts. Added to this is 
the risk of reliance on quantitative data as opposed to qualitative which 
potentially offers a richer picture of service user experience and service 
features, recognizing—as per a constructivist paradigm of inquiry—‘the 
meanings and interpretations people give to their subjective experiences’ 
(Zappal�a 2020: 13).

Service attribution or contribution

Accurately determining the attribution of a specific service or interven
tion to a particular outcome is one of the most problematic elements of 
outcomes measurement (Miller, 2011; Bovaird 2014; Bialik 2017; Lowe 
and Wilson 2017). Whilst decision-makers might be desirous of simpli
fied data sets that seemingly pinpoint effective practice and direct causal
ity, such clarity is elusive. Mayne (2012) in his work on ‘contribution 
analysis’ argues that certainty in outcomes measurement is not possible, 
arguing that contribution recognizes the multiple factors influencing a re
sult and considers whether the intervention made a ‘noticeable contribu
tion to an observed result and in what way?’ (p. 273). Causality is 
usually of the probabilistic form that the intervention is most likely to 
have made a difference: ‘The aim is to get what Hendricks (1996) calls 
‘plausible association’: whether a reasonable person would agree from 
the evidence and argument that the programme has made an important 
contribution to the observed result’ (Mayne 2011: 62).

The timing, accuracy, and appropriateness of data collection in 

community services

In certain circumstances (e.g. crisis), the imposition of outcomes instru
ments may be potentially offensive, difficult or traumatic for the service 
participant making respondent burden a key consideration (Quilliam and 
Wilson 2011; Wilson, Jenkin, and Campain 2011; Yan, Fricker, and Tsai 
2019). Also, the ‘achievement’ of certain outcomes may not easily occur 
within short-term prescribed timeframes of a funded service window, 
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and what is intended to be measured may not yet be measurable (Ramia 
et al., 2021).

Lack of resources and staff skills

Community services are often poorly equipped to undertake outcomes 
measurement making stakeholders resistant to undertake the task. 
Outcomes measurement demands significant staff time, attention, and 
funds if it is to yield useful information making it a resource intensive 
endeavour (Lowe and Wilson 2017; Mensing 2017; Flynn, Sundaresan, 
and Caffrey 2024). There may be a lack of skilled personnel in undertak
ing outcomes measurement (Callis, Flatau, and Seivwright 2017; Adams 
et al., 2020; Ramia et al., 2021; Benjamin, Ebrahim, and Gugerty 2023; 
Flynn, Sundaresan, and Caffrey 2024), along with a lack of appropriate 
tools and frameworks to undertake the task (Seivwright et al., 2016).

The above list is not exhaustive but does highlight some of the key 
concerns with outcomes measurement for community service providers. 
The task is how to acknowledge and address these concerns while recog
nizing that there is no one way to undertake outcomes measurement 
that will satisfactorily address all of these issues. Knight et al. (2017) ar
gue that in undertaking outcomes measurement we need to become 
comfortable with uncertainty. Outcomes are a result of the system as a 
whole, not of particular interventions, and there is a need to recognize 
the reality of ‘the messy, complex systems we live and work in’ (p. 16). 
Equally, measurement for the sake of measurement can be harmful to 
programmes and service user progress particularly if measurement hin
ders programme delivery (Ramia et al., 2021). Mindful of the need to 
consider the concerns outlined above, we undertook the development of 
an outcomes measurement framework and data collection approach that 
attempted to meet the community services sector need for a method that 
was straight-forward and meaningful for service users and services, and 
that provided useful data for a range of stakeholders.

The design logic: the development of the Community 

Services Outcomes Tree and survey method

We were guided throughout the endeavour by critical thinking that rec
ognizes that human social life and knowledge is often contradictory and 
contested, and that there are a multitude of perspectives and disagree
ments over categorizations (Elder and Paul 2008). Critical realism states 
that the evidence we observe can come close to reality but is always a 
fallible, social, and subjective account (Bhaskar 1975). Given this, we 
commenced with four starting assumptions based on our review of 
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literature and previous outcomes work we had undertaken: 

1. First, we recognized there is no perfect human services outcomes 
approach and that, despite extensive work in this field, no stake
holder invested in this field has designed such an approach. We 
sought to design an approach that was based on pragmatic, critical 
and realist methodological principles—to recognize the role of sub
jective information of people in a given context while noting the 
independent structures that constrain and facilitate people to carry 
out certain activities (Lawani 2021). 

2. There is no easy ‘off the shelf’ fix for community service outcomes 
measurement. There are hundreds of products, outcomes frame
works, methods and instruments/tools relating to outcomes mea
surement. This makes applicability for any community service 
difficult with any approach having limitations. This is even more 
evident given the variety of services many organizations provide 
and the array of outcomes across different domains. 

3. Considerable resources are needed to collect data, analyse data, 
and make use of the data. Many organizations are not funded to 
undertake data collection and do not have the resources to col
lect data. 

4. You can’t do everything. Decisions need to be made when it 
comes to measuring outcomes including choices about what is 
most valuable to do in any given context. This means that data will 
be partial and just one part of understanding the phenomenon 
in question. 

We adopted an action research approach (Oosthuizen 2002; McNiff 
2013) as a mechanism of intentional and systematic learning throughout 
the process. From inception through to piloting, we utilized a cycle of 
implementing, critical reflection to challenge the findings/knowledge, 
then making any necessary adjustments. Throughout the process, we 
maintained notes (journalling) of the strengths and weaknesses across 
the implementation steps as well as areas to improve/change. We under
took a co-construction process with service users (Monson, Swords, and 
Spratt 2022) through a representative advisory group to provide advice 
on the framework and survey design. Similarly, workshops were con
ducted with staff in two services in different contexts (one regional and 
one rural) to test the framework and survey approach to ensure that the 
framework represented what they considered central to service provision 
outcomes. The evolving framework of domains and outcomes were con
tinually tested for face validity through application to various service 
contexts, partner organizations and research projects with which we 
were engaged.
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Methods: the development of the Community Services Outcomes 

Tree (CSOT)

To develop the CSOT, researchers coded 200þ international references 
which included government, not-for-profit, and academic literature re
lated to outcomes measurement. This collection of documents included 
outcomes frameworks, data collection instruments, policy documents, 
quality standards and funding criteria documents. We began the 
review using purposive sampling to identify approximately twenty 
outcomes frameworks that spanned more than one community services 
sector, including the NSW Human Services Outcomes Framework (New 
South Wales Government, 2017); the Victorian public health and well
being outcomes framework (Victorian Government, 2016) and the 
Outcomes Matrix (Good Finance n.d.), which we coded and thematized 
according to domains and outcomes (and/or indicators). The method was 
based on thematic analysis using a predominantly inductive approach 
whereby researchers identified and mapped themes based on the content 
of the material. This involves making interpretations of the data content 
whereby the researcher constructs themes based on an overall consis
tency and coherence of an emerging framework (Braun and Clarke 2012; 
Creswell 2009).

We continued to review other relevant literature based on the identifi
cation of key domains and outcomes which were used as search terms 
while also exploring associated references—effectively a snowball tech
nique that continued to reveal potential sources. Many of the identified 
outcomes frameworks and other relevant indices of outcome attainment 
were focused on just one domain or life area (e.g. education) or were at 
the population level (i.e. how many people have certain attributes such 
as completing year 12 secondary education) which we translated into a 
community service context for individual outcomes. Throughout the pro
cess, we collated the information and continued to confirm and/or 
change themes until saturation was reached where the outcomes discov
ered had been previously identified from other sources.

Coding of the data using thematic analysis led to themes and 
sub-themes or, in this instance, domains and outcomes. We thematically 
analysed the outcomes under each domain, grouping outcomes with simi
lar themes together and seeking to name the central construct the out
come reflects. In each outcome area, the various sub themes within the 
outcome are reflected in the outcome descriptions which we developed. 
A key analytic aim was to identify discrete concepts at outcome 
level, for example, separating out unique concepts such as ‘safe’, ‘stable’, 
‘affordable’ as housing related outcomes. The structure that emerged 
was: 

� Domain (e.g. Housing) 

Measuring outcomes experienced by users of community services 1243 

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/bjsw

/article/55/3/1236/7921372 by guest on 21 M
ay 2025



� Outcome (e.g. safe, or stable, or affordable) 
� Descriptor for outcome—based on outcome sub-themes from the 

literature (e.g. Stable housing—‘For example, having secure ten
ancy or mortgage, being able to maintain tenancy without default
ing, or having long-term housing’). 

The outcomes framework is presented in the form of a ‘tree’ with twelve 
leaves comprising key life areas (Fig. 1).

Each domain comprises a number of discrete outcomes which range in 
number from 6 (e.g. Health) to 12 (e.g. Family). In total, there are 103 
outcomes which includes a ‘general’ outcome for each domain which 
combines all the domain outcomes (Wilson et al., 2020).

Throughout the construction of the CSOT we undertook a system of 
checking by three researchers who worked to ensure consistency across 
domains, outcomes and descriptions, making decisions about the shape 
of the framework as it developed. We continually revised for a level of 
reliability with the reviewed literature and frameworks, while recognizing 
that the countless outcomes identified cannot be neatly categorized in a 
way that is precise and unambiguous given the multitude of definitions 
that overlap and lack in incontestable certainty.

Figure 1. Community services outcomes tree (source: https://communityservicesoutco 

mestree.com/). Figure 1 is a visual representation of the CSOT which can be accessed 

via the website. The outcomes framework is in the shape of a tree with twelve major 

outcome domains represented as leaves. The interactive website enables users to click 

on each leaf or domain and make visible the nested outcomes within each domain 

(not shown here).
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At its heart, the CSOT framework is an articulation of key outcome 
concepts relevant to the community services sector. It offers a way to 
speak about and organize outcomes using a conceptual framework 
against which to analyse data. The CSOT framework is designed to be 
‘method-agnostic’, that is, it can be used with any data collection 
method/instrument that measures outcomes that can be aligned to the 
CSOT domains/outcomes. This enables organizations to maximize all 
data collected—including across services—by aligning it to a single 
framework and combining data sources to enable analysis and reporting.

Methods: the development of the data collection survey method

In developing the CSOT, we elected to consider how outcomes could be 
collected by services that often do not have the resources or skills to un
dertake outcomes data collection and to enable a method of service user 
self-report. We sought to address the lack of tools attached to outcomes 
frameworks by designing a data collection tool in alignment with the 
CSOT framework.

We adopted a ‘minimum data set’ approach, using a lean data collec
tion method (Dichter, Adams, and Ebrahim 2016) for each outcome 
based on service user self-report at a single point in time after service 
provision. This approach was selected as we noted that services, attempt
ing to use a pre/post approach, had difficulties in collecting initial data 
at service intake during times of service user crisis, and of securing ade
quate amounts of matched data at two or more time points. A single 
time point approach was also a way to ensure that time and resources 
were not continuously focused on the collection of data thereby impact
ing staff-service user relationships.

A survey method of data collection was chosen for the opportunity it 
provides to collect both quantitative and qualitative data, as well as be
ing a viable method for a community organization to administer and col
lect data from their service users via self-report (Ramia et al., 2021). 
This was in recognition of the greater validity of this method (as con
trasted with proxy report) and as a person-centred approach that values 
the lived experience of service users and their subjective understandings 
(MacKeith 2011; Hiruy et al., 2022).

Our survey design approach was based on a method previously used 
to design an outcomes tool for human services in the disability sector 
(Quilliam and Wilson 2011). Much of this work was based on the work 
of Andresen (2000) in her review of a range of outcome tools frequently 
used in rehabilitation and disability research. Andresen’s work identified 
eleven ‘desirable characteristics’. In line with this, we utilized a subset of 
relevant key criteria for the development of the outcomes measurement 
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tool. Our design response to these desirable characteristics/criteria is 
available as a supplementary file.

The resultant CSOT survey involves a customizable survey template 
that outlines the basic survey structure and wording. The survey com
bines tick-box and open-text responses.

The key focuses of data collection in the survey template involve five 
key question sets: 

1. Outcomes question that seeks to measure the amount of change 
that has occurred for the service user in relation to the outcome 
areas. It comprises a list with a rating scale with or without an ad
ditional qualitative question seeking to explore the most important 
area of change. This is informed by Most Significant Change tech
niques which value respondents reporting on ‘why they consider a 
particular change to be the most significant one’ (Dart and Davies 
2003: 138). 

2. Contribution question to determine the extent to which the service 
provider affected the outcome—a list with a rating scale with or 
without an additional qualitative question to explain what the ser
vice did to help achieve outcome/s. We have elected for an extent 
of contribution rather than attribution (Mayne 2011; Ramia et al., 
2021) noting, however, that the complexity of people’s lives and 
the context in which the service operates makes it difficult to de
duce with any certainty that a particular service provision directly 
led to an identified outcome (Lowe 2013; Lowe and Plimmer 
2019). The intent though is to enable a correlation between actions 
and a desired outcome (Bialik 2017). 

3. Barriers to outcomes to identify the systemic, service, and personal 
barriers. This is useful for advocacy (Bialik 2017) and takes the fo
cus from the individual as being at fault if outcomes are not 
achieved. This is a tick box list of barriers, with or without an ad
ditional qualitative question seeking to explore the most significant 
barrier to outcomes. The list of barriers is based on an initial re
view of outcomes and community services literature and has subse
quently been enhanced and modified based on recommendations 
from staff and service users. 

4. Service improvement—using a qualitative question/response. 
5. Any other comments—a free text response. 

Further questions focus on demographics (kept to a minimum based on 
what is meaningful and useful, and altered based on service specifics), 
with the potential to add other questions as determined by services and 
service users.
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Methods: piloting the framework and survey

Piloting occurred across a 12-month period in 2022–23. The piloting of 
the CSOT and survey method in this time involved eleven programmes/ 
services across four distinct service providers, with 293 service users tak
ing part predominantly in two Australian states (Victoria and Tasmania) 
based on the service provision of the providers. Of these, eight of these 
programmes/services (with 156 service users) involved Uniting Vic Tas— 
the Centre for Social Impact (Swinburne) community services partner. 
Service contexts included: housing/homelessness; early learning; mental 
health/psychosocial disability; family/parenting; emergency relief; house
hold energy efficiency; education; and employment.

The pilots aimed to test: 

1. the ease of the data collection method both for service users and 
for service staff supporting data collection; 

2. the modalities of data collection (to suit different cohorts 
or contexts); 

3. the resources required for data collection; 
4. the suitability and meaningfulness of the data collection approach; 
5. data analysis approaches and resources required; 
6. the utility (usefulness and uses of) reporting; 
7. the suitability of the framework as a whole for representing aggre

gated outcomes across diverse services within a single organization. 

Broadly each pilot followed a set of implementation steps: 

1. Develop the data collection process: 
Each pilot commenced with a meeting (online or face to face) be
tween key service personnel and the Centre for Social Impact 
(Swinburne) researchers. This meeting provided information about 
the CSOT, initial discussion about relevant outcomes, the time
frame in which outcomes occur and the prime timing of data col
lection, and possible modes of data collection. The survey 
template was provided by the Centre for Social Impact 
(Swinburne) researchers, with discussion about how it could be 
best adapted to suit services and service users. 
Following these discussions, a survey draft was prepared by the 
researchers and shared with the service for feedback. This in
volved finalizing the outcomes, customizing the language used in 
the survey, additional questions, as well as selecting suitable 
‘barriers’ for inclusion in the survey. Finalization of the survey was 
followed by setting up the chosen data collection mode. 

2. Data collection: 
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Across services the period of data collection differed (ranging 
from 3 weeks to 8 months) and utilized a range of modalities in
cluding: online, hard copy, and assisted completion by staff. In all 
cases, data collection focused on service user self-report even 
where this was supported by staff. 

3. Data analysis: 
Once data were collected, data were accessed by/shared with the 
Centre for Social Impact (Swinburne) researchers who under
took analysis. 

4. Reporting: 
A brief and accessible Outcomes Report proforma was developed 
to provide a consistent format to report results to services and 
stakeholders. 

5. Ongoing review 
The Centre for Social Impact (Swinburne) researchers continue to 
engage with community services as to the utility of the CSOT and 
measurement methods. 

Findings and discussion

The CSOT framework

Overall, the CSOT framework was able to be suitably applied to the 
range of community services within the pilots. The ‘descriptions’ of each 
outcome area provided on the website were helpful in clarifying the 
scope of each outcome, and in supporting staff to further customize the 
focus of each outcome they included on the survey. During the pilots, 
only one outcome was identified as not being explicitly captured by the 
framework: ‘Hope’ or ‘hope for the future’, now incorporated into the 
outcome ‘Meaning and purpose’.

The visual design of the website and comprehensive capture of out
comes in the Community Services Outcomes Tree provided an accessible 
and meaningful resource for service staff to engage with. In general, staff 
readily understood and identified outcomes, and the framework offered 
the opportunity to focus on a broad array of outcomes beyond the pri
mary ones identified by the funder. However, the in-depth knowledge of 
the framework held by the Centre for Social Impact (Swinburne) 
researchers meant that they acted as an informed guide to the frame
work, able to quickly interpret staff articulations of outcomes into the 
domains and categories of the CSOT framework. This speeded up the 
process and provided a level of consistency to outcomes interpretation 
and selection. This indicates that while the website and visual framework 
are valuable and capture the breadth of outcomes community services 
engage in, ‘expert’ navigation and support are helpful. Further piloting 
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without the involvement of researchers would be beneficial in determin
ing the value and ease of CSOT use for service staff.

Customization of language, which includes translation to vocabulary 
commonly used by the service and service users, was undertaken by ser
vice staff about outcomes and more broadly across the survey. This was 
an important element of ensuring the survey text was relevant to service 
users. The customization of language and survey content is important for 
relevance in addressing the unique service context of its users, but this 
must be managed for ongoing consistency. This mix of customization 
(flexibility) and consistency is also recommended by other outcomes 
commentators (Luecking and Weaver, 2022).

Outcomes from services were seen in piloting to overlap with the area 
of service quality and satisfaction—an area not often included in out
comes measurement (Flynn, Sundaresan, and Caffrey 2024). Service 
users often connected the concepts of outcome and process or the way 
the service was delivered—such as being treated with respect, being lis
tened to, or ‘heard’. In particular, service users frequently discuss these 
elements in the question relating to contribution of the service to out
comes. In response to this question, service users often report the way 
they were treated by particular staff or their experience of the service. 
Results show that process elements are inextricably bound up with the 
contribution the service makes to the outcomes. This raises questions 
about whether process elements should be more explicitly incorporated 
into the CSOT method and whether, where there are separate data col
lection processes for outcomes and quality/process measurement, these 
two data sets need to be re-connected and ‘read’ together. This con
nected thinking is consistent with realist evaluation and necessary to 
make informed judgements about the logic of service design (Pawson 
and Tilley 1997).

The survey method and data collection

Administration

A variety of survey distribution modes were employed with successful 
completion across all survey questions regardless of mode. Most services 
utilized multiple methods of data collection, simultaneously, to suit 
service users. Modes of data collection included:

Online survey

Eleven services used online surveying including nine services adopting a 
Qualtrics online survey. Some services felt that online surveying would 
not be suitable for users or could only be accessible if practitioners pro
vided access to digital devices which was done in several pilots.
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Paper based survey

The online survey was able to be converted into a word document and a 
paper-based survey that service users could complete by hand. This adds 
a level of resource impost as surveys need to be returned to the service 
and sent to researchers and entered manually into digital files 
for analysis.

Practitioner assisted

This method was used in seven of the eleven pilots. While issues of influ
ence might exist when practitioners support service users to provide 
data, this is offset by the practicality that without this assistance no data 
are likely to be available. Qualitative responses by service users would 
seem to indicate they were able to freely express their views, both posi
tive and negative, about the service. However, some caution needs to be 
applied in assessing results by acknowledging the potential of practi
tioner influence, both directly and indirectly.

Data value

A variety of responses to outcomes and barriers questions indicated that 
respondents were able to be discerning in their responses and discrimi
nate amongst a list of items. The contribution question elicited a variety 
of responses and through qualitative feedback people were able to high
light the role of the service. Often this feedback tended to be more 
about what people valued about the service rather than specifically fo
cusing on the level of contribution and it may be that the wording of the 
question needs to be considered. However, the data gained were useful 
in providing feedback to services about their service provision.

Feedback to date indicates that the data have been valuable and has 
been used in a variety of ways including as part of formal service evalua
tions for reporting to funders, as a means of service improvement, for 
reporting within sectors (e.g. homelessness), for funding applications, 
and for reporting to senior management as part of wider organization re
view. The combination of quantitative and qualitative data was able to 
provide reports that enabled services to have insight into the outcomes 
of their work, barriers, and feedback on elements of service provision.

Service capacity

Across services, key staff were involved in constructing surveys, adminis
tering the data collection method, and in some instances providing sup
port to undertake data collection. While this did take up some staff 
time, it was not reported as unduly burdensome. Data analysis was more 
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problematic given that it is a skilled function. Skilled data analysts are 
needed to understand outcomes measurement and analysis of both quan
titative and qualitative data, and to oversee the consistency of analysis. 
Data analysis requires analysis across all data/services, as well as capacity 
to draw conclusions and generate reports for different uses and for dif
ferent levels of the organization.

In all cases, data were analysed by a consistent set of Centre for 
Social Impact (Swinburne) researchers who had substantial expertise in 
this form of data analysis and in outcomes measurement. Additionally, 
in one case, the data were also analysed internally by service staff, how
ever, this analysis proved to be inadequate and lacking in understanding 
of the outcomes logic.

Limitations and further developments

While the piloting to date has identified the value and usefulness of 
CSOT and the related measurement method, further research is needed 
to better understand the perspectives of service users and service staff in 
relation to implementing outcomes measurement. More information is 
needed about what has worked or not from these perspectives, whether 
the data capture has adequately represented the outcomes experience of 
service users, how outcomes measurement can be adequately resourced 
and importantly, how to maximize the utility of this data at the level of 
service, organization, and to guide funding.

The mixed modalities of survey completion were beneficial with some 
service users able to complete the survey independently. However, some 
required support. While such support is often appreciated when the sup
porter is reliable and trustworthy, the acquirement of independent self- 
report requires further development. The establishment of inclusive 
practices requires further consideration to ensure that all service users 
have the opportunity to provide feedback on service provision in ways 
that ensure all service users have an equal opportunity to respond if 
they wish to do so. This is important in going beyond CSOT piloting to 
date and ensuring any service-wide evaluation offers equal opportunity 
to all. This also assists in ensuring data is representative across 
the cohort.

To date, piloting has been undertaken solely in Australia though we 
would argue that the CSOT and survey method also has applicability in 
other Western countries—particularly the UK and USA—based on the 
international literature which has underpinned its development. Such lit
erature demonstrates that the variety of community services aim for 
comparable outcomes across similar life domains. Further, the CSOT on
line access figures show wide viewing particularly in countries such as 
the USA, China, Germany, Singapore, the UK, France, Canada, and 
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New Zealand. Further study is required to determine if/how the method 
is being applied and the results and value of the method internation
ally—including non-Western countries given website interest from 
such countries.

Conclusion

Measuring outcomes should serve the purpose of providing information 
that is valuable to stakeholders and can inform our understanding of ser
vice provision and service improvement. A measurement approach needs 
to be one that is practical and efficient for services to undertake and 
that enables the views of the recipients of services. We argue the CSOT 
has passed a grounded test in providing meaningful data for each service 
involved in piloting it. The CSOT and survey have value in guiding prac
tice and providing a way of measuring and informing outcomes of serv
ices, though data analysis requires further consideration as to the type of 
skilled resource an organization may require. Ultimately, any data collec
tion will always be partial in the story it tells given the complexity of ser
vice provision and of service users’ lives, and no method can suit all 
purposes or meet all criteria. The CSOT, though, offers a way of sup
porting human service organizations to assess their outcomes, and a base 
for further development and evolution of this undertaking. Further re
search into the CSOT and measurement tool will be valuable in continu
ing to refine this endeavour. 
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