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Re: thinking Children’s Commissioning 

Re: thinking Social Value 

 

This paper has 3 sections. 

 

1. Recognition: definition; evaluation (page 2) 
 
The recognition that collectively we currently have created a context and 
methodology regarding social value where the objective outweighs the 
experience. Is this the way it has to be? Is this the way we want it to be? 
 

2. An example of current thinking and application with potential - The 
national TOMS framework (2020) (page 6) 
 
The “social value added” expressed in these financial terms is necessarily a 
prudent assessment and should not be taken as the definitive statement on 
social value added, because aspects of social value such as wellbeing are 
subjective and therefore difficult to quantify in this way. However, the TOMs 
framework does provide the starting point and a common language for 
measuring social value. 

3. Measuring Social Value – Geoff Mulgan (page 8) 

Funders, non-profit executives, and policymakers are very enthusiastic about 
measuring social value. Alas, they cannot agree on what it is, let alone how to 
assess it. Their main obstacle is assuming that social value is objective, fixed, and 
stable. When people approach social value as subjective, malleable, and variable, 
they create better metrics to capture it. 

 

 

 

This paper comes with gratitude and thanks for the words within 
John Berger ‘A Fortunate Man’ (Allen Lane 1967, Canongate 2016) 
some of which are prompts and some appear as they do in the 
book.  
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1. Recognition: definition; evaluation 

Social value does not exist in itself and by itself.  

Where social value exists it co-exists with and amongst others social values 

This paper starts from a recognition that collectively we currently have created 
a context and methodology regarding social value where the objective 
outweighs the experience. 

Is this the way it has to be? Is this the way we want it to be? 

This paper seeks to raise awareness of other ways of thinking about social value and 
in doing so raise recognition of the potentialities that can arise from any imbalances.   

It is by way of offering a start to a restoration of balance to the development of 
thinking towards objective measures (see appendix).  

Theory: recognition, definition, evaluation. 

The application of a definition and evaluation of social value is a recognition. If this is 
so it matters what is in the definition. It is either an inclusion and confirmation in the 
eyes of others (seen as valid and important), or an expulsion and continued 
exclusion (seen as invalid and unimportant). From the definition methods of 
evaluation follow. 

A forthcoming paper looks at cost-effectiveness. It is titled ‘Systematic review of 
economic evaluations of children's social care interventions’ ( El-Banna, 
Asmaa, Petrou, Stavros, Yiu, Hei Hang Edmund, Daher, Shahd, Forrester, 
Donald, Scourfield, Jonathan, Wilkins, David, Evans, Rhiannon, Turley, 
Ruth and Wallace, Sarah 2021. Systematic review of economic evaluations of 
children's social care interventions. Children and Youth Services Review 121 , 
105864).  

This paper is a means to establish a dominant economic recognition of cost and 
effectiveness.  

The thinking presented here is that the fullest definition of social value is needed, 
where experience and objectivity are both validated.  

Recognition is fractured in a context where relations are only transactional. 

The stance taken here is that social value is not established by prescription (the 
objective, the transactional) but by relationship (the experiential, the relational).  

A provider has met the needs of hundreds, maybe thousands, of young 
people. The provider is seen as having a good record.  
Let’s look a little deeper.  

They have met the needs of over 1,000 children. Would it be less good if they have 
treated fewer? Supposing this good provider is good but in one case something has 
gone awry, how much should they forfeit in terms of an evaluation of value? 
Supposing being an intelligent and dedicated provider and they recover how much 
should be added? And what should the thresholds for that reinstatement be? What of 
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previous placements? If progress is made here, then why not then? And what is the 
difference in social value? 

So, let’s ask some different questions. 

• What is the social value of a pain eased, be it physical, social, emotional, or 
psychological?  

• What is the value of a life held together from fragmenting or spiralling enough 
to feel a security in the relationship such that it acts as a base to start a 
redirection, a recovery, that continues into adult life? We might call it a life 
saved. What is the value of a life saved? How do we value the contributions of 
the team around the child that we can attribute to one or another this or that 
element of social value? 

• How does caring for a child for one child compare in value with caring for 
another if their starting points intensity and frequency of needs were different?  

• How do we account for the caring enabling the child to read, to write, to draw, 
to express themselves? How do we account for the child being able to write a 
poem or a song, and perform it? How does the work of the provider in making 
a correct but extremely difficult diagnosis compare with the child painting a 
great canvas? The comparative method by such an accounting method is 
impossible, complex to the point of crossing the threshold to be seen as 
absurd. 

• A provider needs to be judged professionally, by the consistent level of 
professional skill. How do we recognise that skill? 

The task of looking after children is not a limited task.  

Tasks that have a beginning and an end can be easily checked. A technique, 
however fine, is always within known bounds.  

It is very much more difficult to judge a residential child care practitioner or 
provider. 

If we assumed there can be a consistent level of technique, then the work of a 
residential child care practitioner could be measured as a technique. The work could 
be graded as a technician. (This seems to be the direction of mechanical learning 
and manualised care). Let’s assume that there is a consistent level of performance 
that can be measured. Does this determine the value of their work?   

Aggregating the work of all the residential child care practitioners of the provider 
could be done. Does this determine the value of their work? 

Caring for children is more than a technical task. Relationships are more 
complicated than that.  

Should we be satisfied with the value of this technical capacity and delivery 
rather than the value of what has really been achieved?   

Of course, it could not. To only look at the technical task and to omit the 
development of the child and the meaningfulness of the relationships that underpin 
this is to place all responsibility on the child. As Winnicott observed, ‘There is no 
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such thing as a baby, only a baby and someone’ meaning wherever there is a child 
there is an adult/parent with responsibility for the experiences of growing up.  

The limitation or absurdity of the answer is the result of the way the question is 
posed.  

You cannot expect to evaluate a person’s care as though it were stock in a 
warehouse. There is no scale of measurement possible. 

It is true that these questions cannot be answered satisfactorily. But I was asking 
them to try to lead you to the point of realising that we in our society do you not know 
how to acknowledge, to measure the contribution of an ordinary residential child care 
worker. By ‘measure’ I do not mean calculate according to a fix scale but rather take 
the measure of. It is not a question of comparing one with another then arranging in 
a winning order. It is a question of comparing them so that in the light of other 
examples we can better appreciate what the residential child care worker/provider is 
doing, or not doing. 

Let’s consider a child who was severely traumatised in her life before the care 
system. During her 4 years in care has never lived anywhere longer than a number 
of weeks as she has been violent, run away and self-harmed.  

She stays at the children’s home 8 weeks – what is the social value? 

What is the social value of stability? 

Her running away declines – what is the social value?  

What is the social value of safety? 

Her self-harming is lessening – what is the social value? 

What is the social value of valuing yourself? 

She has a relationship with her keyworker, her first meaningful relationship with a 
grownup parent – what is the social value? 

What is the social value of a unique experience? 

She discloses her trauma for the first time – what is the social value? 

What is the social value of feeling safe enough to make a disclosure? 

She is resilient through the safeguarding procedures – what is the social value? 

What is the social value of knowing there are people dedicated to you feeling safe? 

She starts learning though her attainments are small – what is the social value? 

What is the social value of understanding and managing the world around you? 

She enters therapy – what is the social value? 

What is the social value of finding new self-determined ways of being? 
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She makes friends. She is part of a social group for the first time – what is the social 
value? 

What is the social value of no longer being alone and having others to share things 
with? 

Whose definitions matter? Who gives meaning to an experience?  

Current attention is given to Innovation. How do we evaluate the social value 
of something new?  

The ideas have yet to encounter the challenge to their resilience and recover and 
regenerate. How do we evaluate the social value when they are not where they were 
but might come good again?  

How do we evaluate the social value of those settings that have proven able to 
sustain themselves over decades?  

These settings have dedicated themselves to the everyday task of meeting need, 
first stabilising then progressing. In principle this is good thing but to fully to take 
measure we have to come to some conclusion about the value of this work to lives of 
children who lived as part of the home previously taking the experiences they gained 
forwards, and those that are living there now and there is potentiality. 

Residential child care workers are not heroes in the popular imagination. The 
portrayal of children’s homes in the media and research is negative. There is a 
negative recognition. It is applied by those outside by what they think, say, and do in 
relation to residential child care. This has to be struggled against by those within, to 
hold on to a positive ideal for their daily task. Residential child care is not placed in a 
supportive facilitating environment. It has come to occupy a last resort position, a 
hierarchical reluctant option. People seek diversion, alternatives, from its use. There 
is potential for this to accumulate and erode the idealisation of those within.  

Residential child care continues in spite of, and often despite, the environment for it 
made by others.  

The daily task requires a commitment to the belief that extraordinary parenting is 
possible.  

If there is any potential for their best endeavours to be met with disillusionment is a 
terrifying prospect as it prevents new people and providers from joining. Turnover of 
staff requires attraction of new people, and retention and one element involves the 
recognition of the social value of the task. 

Imagine children’s services without residential options. No doubt soon we would find 
we have to invent them. If that ever were to be the case what would be the social 
value we would bring to residential child care? 

The erosion of the belief in the social value of residential child care is to be avoided. 
The capability to recognise and appreciate the social value of residential child care is 
necessary to be continually made resilient. Residential child care has to be seen and 
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see itself within any definition of social value. There is the deeper question of social 
value knowing what a human life is worth. 

The long training by acquisition of knowledge and experience to be a residential child 
care worker is not widely appreciated. It is assumed residential child care is ordinary 
devoted parenting rather than therapeutic management of the dynamic environment 
that is a child  

So where have we got to in this rethinking?  

The question is social. An individual cannot answer it, and there is no individual 
answer.  

There is a current move for social value to be objective and scientific, behavioural. 
But this would be to exclude other aspects.  If it is an attempt to create a scientific 
definition and method based on a unitary idea, or an abstraction designed to contain 
all that is human, then the answer lies in the totality of the relations that exist within a 
social structure, and children’s services as an expression of this, at a certain time.  

Inevitably this leads us to the place that appreciates social value is not a point of 
arrival but a point of departure.   

This connects to resilience that exists in an environment, which can be absorbed, 
and acted upon – I have, I am, I can - I have social value, I can experience social 
value, I am contributing to social value.  

It is only possible to have a definition methodology of social value in an environment 
where social value is actively expressed and enabled, connecting all expressions. It 
is not possible to have a single expression of social value. If I am to say what 
another’s social value is then I must first say what is my contribution to their social 
value. 

Appendix – social value 

Example of current thinking and application 

2. The national TOMS framework 2020 

National TOMs - Social Value Portal 

Social Value measurement is becoming increasingly standardised. The National 
Social Value Measurement Framework or National TOMs for short (TOMs stands for 
“Themes, Outcomes and Measures”) was developed by the Social Value Portal and 
launched in 2017. Endorsed by the Local Government Association, its adoption is 
spreading rapidly through the local government sector.  A TOMs-based approach 
has also been adopted by the NHS Sustainable Development Unit. Central 
government is working on a new approach to delivering social value based on very 
similar principles. 

A key benefit of a TOMs-based social value measurement system is that it 
comprises a series of objectively researched standalone measures that can be 
extended or reduced without compromising the integrity of the framework, provided a 
consistent methodological approach is taken. 
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The TOMs provide the “golden thread” between social value strategy and delivery, 
as follows: 

THEMES – the components of an organisation’s “vision” for social value 

OUTCOMES – the positive changes that the organisation wants to see. In effect, 
what “good” looks like to that organisation 

MEASURES – what objective indicators will be used to measure whether these 
outcomes are being met 

The Social Value Portal works with organisations to align their Themes and 
Outcomes to the appropriate Measures. A large number of these Measures have 
been developed with “proxy values” which are expressed in financial terms, drawing 
on a wide range of data sources such as the Office of National Statistics and the Unit 
Cost Database. 

This means that added social value can be expressed in financial terms, allowing 
comparison with the overall scale or cost of an activity (constructing a new building, 
for example), as well as between projects and initiatives and between organisations 
and industry sectors. 

The “social value added” expressed in these financial terms is necessarily a prudent 
assessment and should not be taken as the definitive statement on social value 
added, because aspects of social value such as wellbeing are subjective and 
therefore difficult to quantify in this way. However, the TOMs framework does 
provide the starting point and a common language for measuring social value. 

Why a National Measurement Framework? 
The aim of the National TOMs Framework is to provide a minimum reporting 
standard for measuring social value. For those organisations (private and public) just 
starting out on their journey to embed social value into their procurement and 
management processes, it provides an easy-to-use solution that is immediately 
available, and may be applied to any project. For those organisations that are 
already well advanced, the hope is that they will integrate these standards into their 
measurement approach as a minimum, and add any measures that they presently 
do not have in their own toolkit. 

The principal benefits of a minimum and consistent reporting standard for social 
value are that it: 

1. Provides a consistent approach to measuring and reporting social value 
2. Allows for continuous improvement 
3. Provides a robust, transparent and defensible solution for assessing and 

awarding tenders. 
4. Allows organisations to compare their own performance by sector and 

industry benchmarks and understand what good looks like 
5. Reduces the uncertainty surrounding social value measurement for 

businesses, allowing them to make informed decisions based on robust 
quantitative assessments and hence embed social value into their corporate 
strategies 

The National TOMs Framework has been designed around 5 principal issues, 20 
Core Outcomes and 48 Core Measures: 
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• Themes – The overarching strategic themes that an organisation is looking to 
pursue 

• Outcomes – The objectives or goals that an organisation is looking to achieve 
that will contribute to the Theme. 

• Measures – The measures that can be used to assess whether these 
Outcomes have been achieved. For the National TOMs Framework, these re 
action based and represent activities that a supplier could complete to support 
a particular desired outcome. 

Putting a value on ‘Social Value’ 
In this version of the National TOMs, we have also published a set of ‘Proxy Values’ 
that will allow users to assess the financial impact that any measure will make. It is of 
course recognised that social value is not all about ‘money’ but nonetheless this is 
an important metric to help understand the scale and breadth of impact that a 
measure can make. Importantly, it allows procuring bodies to compare tenders in a 
way that is proportional and relevant to the bid, and to better justify a procurement 
decision. 

More than just measurement 
Of course, it is important to measure what has been delivered and to maintain a 
record of past performance; that is the traditional role of measurement. The National 
TOMs Framework, however, looks to go much further and has been designed not 
only to measure what has already been done but also to deliver the change that 
organisations want to see. In this respect, the TOMs can be seen as an agent for 
change and each outcome and measure has been developed to reflect a need and 
to encourage businesses to become involved in supporting the fulfilment of that 
need. 

 
Example of other thinking 

3. Measuring Social Value – Geoff Mulgan 

Measuring Social Value (ssir.org) 

Funders, non-profit executives, and policymakers are very enthusiastic about measuring 
social value. Alas, they cannot agree on what it is, let alone how to assess it. Their main 
obstacle is assuming that social value is objective, fixed, and stable. When people 
approach social value as subjective, malleable, and variable, they create better metrics 
to capture it. 
 
Over the last few decades, many people have attempted to measure what is 
sometimes called social, public, or civic value—that is, the value that 
nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), social enterprises, social ventures, and 
social programs create.1 The demand for these metrics has come from all 
sectors: Foundations want to direct their grants to the most effective programs; 
public officials, policymakers, and government budget offices have to account for 
their spending decisions; investors want hard data analogous to measures of profit; 
and nonprofits need to demonstrate their impact to funders, partners, and 
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beneficiaries. Metrics to meet these needs have proliferated over the last 40 years, 
resulting in hundreds of competing methods for calculating social value.2 

 
Despite the enthusiasm for metrics, few people actually use them to guide decisions. 
In the nonprofit sector, good managers are very rigorous about tracking costs and 
income. But few use sophisticated metrics to help allocate resources. Meanwhile, in 
the public sector, political judgment counts more than cost-benefit assessments. In 
the rare cases when decision makers do use metrics of social value, it’s far from 
clear that they should. 

I’ve dealt with social value metrics in a variety of roles: as director of policy and 
strategy under United Kingdom Prime Minister Tony Blair; as director of the Young 
Foundation, an NGO that has created dozens of ventures, some for-profit, some 
social enterprises, and some public; and as an advisor to many other governments. 
In these positions, I’ve seen not only why social value metrics are ignored, but also 
how to make them more useful. 

One recent project that proved particularly informative was a collaboration between 
the United Kingdom’s National Health Service (NHS) and the Young Foundation. 
The NHS commissioned the Young Foundation to develop a practical tool for 
assessing service innovations and guiding investment decisions. The NHS is a vast 
organization with a budget of around $150 billion, a workforce of some 1.2 million 
employees, and contracts with more than 30,000 social enterprises. It needed a set 
of tools that would be both robust and flexible, and that could be used for decision 
making as well as evaluation. 
 
We started by scanning existing social value metrics, such as the ones described in 
the table “10 Ways to Measure Social Value” on page 41 (this is an extract from a 
book). We found hundreds of competing tools, of which foundations and NGOs 
generally use one set, governments another, and academics yet another. In addition 
to discovering this segmentation, our survey suggested two more reasons why so 
few metrics guide real decisions. First, most metrics assume that value is objective, 
and therefore discoverable through analysis. Yet as most modern economists now 
agree, value is not an objective fact. Instead, value emerges from the interaction of 
supply and demand, and ultimately reflects what people or organizations are willing 
to pay. Because so few of the tools reflect this, they are inevitably misaligned with an 
organization’s strategic and operational priorities. 

The second reason that current measures of social value fail to influence decision 
makers is that they conflate three very different roles: accounting to external 
stakeholders, managing internal operations, and assessing societal impact. In the 
business sector, decision makers use different tools for each of these tasks. An 
airplane manufacturer, for instance, would use one set of metrics, mandated by laws 
and regulations, to explain to external stakeholders how it spends its money. The 
company would then use a second set of metrics to allocate resources in the building 
of airplanes. (It is a brave manager who would let investors see these internal 
accounts.) The company would then use entirely different kinds of measures to 
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explain how its activities affect larger economic indicators such as gross domestic 
product. 

Yet in the social and public sectors, some proponents of new social value measures 
claim that their metric can play all three roles. Not surprisingly, and despite 
courageous efforts, these attempts to do three things at once have resulted in the 
failure to do any one of them well. 

Here, I describe a better way to think about social value: the product of the dynamic 
interaction between supply and demand in the evolution of markets for social value. I 
then show how decision makers in the nonprofit and public sectors can use these 
insights to measure what can be measured without pretending to measure what can’t 
be. Finally I recommend better ways to make social value metrics. My main advice is 
that nonprofits and foundations should resist the current trend of developing 
assessment tools entirely separately from public policy and academic social science, 
and instead should collaborate across sectors. 
 
Elusive Quarry 

The failure of the social and public sectors to measure the value they create does 
not stem from a paucity of intelligence or good intention. Rather, it reflects four 
unavoidable complexities that bedevil the measurement of social value. First among 
these is the lack of hard-and-fast laws and regularities in the social field. Many 
people would love the social field to be more like natural science, so that they could 
definitely predict the effects of, say, a $10 million investment in a crime prevention 
program. 

But unlike molecules, which follow the rules of physics rather obediently, human 
beings have minds of their own, and are subject to many social, psychological, and 
environmental forces. Several decades of involvement in evidence-based 
policymaking has shown me that although evidence should inform all action, very 
few domains allow precise predictions about what causes will lead to what effects. 
The social sciences (including business) simply do not have laws in the way that 
physics has. Even seemingly solid economic principles, such as the rule that 
demand falls when prices rise, have many exceptions. 

A second reason that measuring social value is hard is that, in many of the most 
important fields of social action—such as crime prevention, childcare, and 
schooling—people do not agree about what the desired outcome should be. In other 
words, the public argues not only about social value, but also about social values. 
For example, many people want to imprison criminals to punish them, even when 
incarceration costs more and confers fewer benefits than do alternatives to prison. 
Psychologists call this willingness to sacrifice a lot to penalize others altruistic 
punishment. 
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Because people’s ethics, morals, and priorities vary, social value assessments that 
look only at costs and benefits are bound not to influence many members of the 
public and the politicians who represent them. Philosophers (from John Dewey to 
Luc Boltanski) have long recognized that societies are made up of competing and 
conflicting systems of valuation and justification. But measurers of social value have 
often tried to deny this. 

Even without these problems, many social value metrics are inherently unreliable. 
Measurements of social return on investment (SROI), for example, often quite 
arbitrarily estimate costs and paybacks, which dramatically affects the final 
calculated value. SROI calculations can help in broad-stroke predictions, but they 
can’t help with finer-grained decisions. 

Revealed preference and stated preference methods are also notoriously unreliable. 
Although they try to provide precise numbers, they are not very rigorous about the 
means of deriving these numbers. As a result, these methods confuse rigor with 
precision—a point that REDF and others in the SROI field increasingly recognize. 

A final reason that measuring social value is difficult is the problem of time—
estimating how much good an action will bring about many years in the future, 
relative to how much it will cost to implement it now. In predictions of commercial 
returns on investment (ROI), businesspeople use discount rates to account for the 
assumption that a given amount of money will be worth less in the future than it is in 
the present. With a 5 percent discount rate, for example, $100 of today’s money will 
be worth only $35.85 in 30 years, and only $7.69 in 50 years. Many current 
measures of social value, such as SROI, likewise use commercial discount rates—
perhaps because of a mistaken belief that treating social discount rates as equal to 
commercial ones will make social value metrics seem more rigorous. 
But it’s not clear why social organizations and governments should use commercial 
discount rates, especially as these rates radically devalue the future. Indeed, we 
should hope that the people in these organizations give greater weight to the 
interests of future generations than do commercial markets. A closer analysis of 
discount rates suggests that they do.3 In health, many countries apply a very low or 
zero discount rate, on the grounds that younger generations should not be 
disadvantaged relative to older ones. Governments ignore discount rates when 
investing in education and defence technologies. And in climate change policy, a 
furious debate has raged about what discount rates to apply—again in part a moral 
argument about how to weigh the needs of future generations against the needs of 
current ones. These examples reflect my broader point: Social value is not an 
objective fact. Instead, it emerges from the interaction of supply and demand, and 
therefore may change across time, people, places, and situations. 
 
Constructing Value 

Borrowing practices from business and economics has led to many mistakes in the 
measurement of social value. Yet these fields still offer some important lessons for 
the field of social innovation. For much of human history, philosophers and 
economists believed that value was an objective fact. Aristotle thought that there was 
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a “just price” for everything, for instance. And Karl Marx thought that value came 
from labour. 

But more recently, most economists have accepted that the only meaningful concept 
of value is that it arises from the interaction of demand and supply in markets. In 
other words, something is valuable only if someone is willing to pay for it. This blunt 
approach upsets many people because it implies that there may be no economic 
value in a beautiful sunset, an endangered species, or a wonderful work of art. But 
this definition of value is useful because it forces economists to observe real 
behaviour, rather than trying to uncover hidden realities. 

The time is ripe for the social field to take an equally simple starting point, and to 
view social value as arising from the interplay of what I call effective demand and 
effective supply. Effective demand means that someone is willing to pay for a service 
or an outcome. That “someone” may be a public agency, a foundation, or individual 
citizens. Effective supply means that the service or outcome works, is affordable, 
and is implementable. I use the qualifier “effective” because social problems will 
always invite simple supply and simple demand. But to measure social value, the 
supplies and demands must be effective in the senses described above. 

Markets, conversations, and negotiations then link, on the one hand, people and 
organizations with needs and resources, with, on the other hand, people and 
organizations with solutions and services. Social value metrics are useful if they give 
shape to these markets, conversations, and negotiations. 

In some fields, the links between supply and demand are mature. For example, 
many voters are willing to pay taxes for police forces and primary schools, and many 
governments are able to supply these services. Likewise, many donors are willing to 
fund health care for children in developing countries, and many local charities and 
churches are able to deliver this care. In these domains, analysing social value is not 
difficult, because the links between what funders want and what providers know they 
can offer is clear. 

But for other social issues, the links between supply and demand are missing. In 
some cases, effective demand may be lacking because funders, politicians, or 
private citizens do not view a need as pressing enough to warrant their resources. 
For example, some states are unwilling to fund sex education or drug treatment. In 
other cases, effective demand may be present—for instance, many governments are 
willing to pay to reduce obesity—but the supply of cost-effective interventions is 
limited. In these situations any descriptions of social value are bound to be more 
tentative and exploratory. 

In still other cases, both sides of the supply-demand equation may be murky or 
complex. Many social policy makers, for instance, understand that more holistic 
solutions often yield better results. But holistic approaches necessarily have to deal 
with purchasers—that is, demand—that are split across many different public 
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agencies and NGOs, each with its own view of what really counts as valuable. The 
supply side may also be fragmented: Helping homeless people, for example, may 
depend on the contribution of many different agencies to provide therapy, alcohol 
treatment, job training, and housing. In these fields, too, social value can become 
clearer only through iterative processes that bring together supply and demand in 
deliberation and discussion. Even the most brilliant researcher cannot measure or 
even describe social value if she is not immersed in these discussions. 
 
Healthy Numbers 

All of these points have become particularly clear in our work for the NHS, which is 
involved in everything from routine check-ups, to surgeries, to behaviour-change 
interventions, to community programs. The advantage of a single, integrated health 
service like the NHS is that it has to be explicit about its demands, that is, what it 
needs and what it is willing to pay for. The NHS’s effective supply side is also 
reasonably easy to define, and it includes doctors, nurses, managers, social 
enterprises, private providers, and members of the public. 

To help the NHS make better decisions and allocate its resources more effectively, 
we at the Young Foundation created a tool that makes explicit the social value of 
various alternatives. Earlier on I described the three very different roles metrics can 
play—external accountability, internal decision making, and assessment of broader 
social impact. The tool we developed focuses squarely on the second of these goals. 
It attempts to capture the value that accrues to the individual from being healthy, 
rather than sick; to caregivers; to the wider community (for example, from the control 
of infectious diseases); and to the taxpayer. 

The tool we created is not a simple computer program or calculator. Instead, it is a 
framework for thinking about value. Like many of the tools used to assess social 
value, this one requires a series of judgments. The judgments fall into four main 
categories: 1) strategic fit (how well the proposed innovation meets the needs of the 
health service); 2) potential health outcomes (including likely impact on quality-
adjusted life years and patient satisfaction); 3) cost savings and economic effects; 
and 4) risks associated with implementation. 

When faced with a proposal, users of the tool apply a 0 to 5 scale to rate the 
proposal on items in each of these categories. Proposals range from a promising 
idea from a group of doctors or nurses, to an idea that has already been piloted on a 
small scale or a venture that is ready for scaling up. Users can also provide 
commentary along with their ratings. 

In some cases, decision makers can draw on strong data—for example, evidence 
from a randomized controlled trial. In other cases, they must rely on less certain 
numbers. To capture this variability, the tool also includes measures of the reliability 
of the evidence on which judgments are based. The visual presentation of the results 
then makes judgments and their reliability very clear. 
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Once mastered, the NHS tool is quick to use and transparent. Multiple users can 
interrogate the judgments, and in due course compare them with what actually 
happened. It is also publicly available. Ten regional innovation funds (worth around 
$350 million in total) are using it as a basis for decisions and encouraging applicants 
to use the tool to assess themselves. Decision makers can also use the tool to 
review each other’s work, to ensure consistency in their decisions, and to 
communicate with other public agencies. 

The net result of the NHS tool is a picture of social value that is explicit about what’s 
valued and what isn’t; that doesn’t try to combine everything into a single number; 
that is transparent and interrogatable; and that is simple enough to help decision 
makers having to cope with a large volume of examples. It also avoids the flaw of 
trying to impose a single discount rate onto diverse measurements. 
 
Making Markets 

I describe this tool because it is one approach to operationalizing social value that 
balances coherence, consistency, and simplicity with the flexibility needed to cope 
with messy and complex phenomena. Developing it was helped by the fact that the 
NHS is an organization with clear supplies and demands. But for most NGOs, supply 
and demand are fuzzier, and each field brings with it a different set of concerns. 

For example, primary, secondary, and tertiary educational institutions create value 
for students and the wider society. They rely on a strong research base to decide 
which types of education deliver which returns to whom. Vocational education, in 
contrast, presents a different set of considerations. Certain kinds of skill may be of 
value to only one sector, or to a small set of employers. A program offering intensive 
support to a chaotic drug user will have a still more complicated set of values, 
including value for the individual (both financial and health-related), value for the 
community (for example, from lower crime), as well as value for a wide range of 
public agencies (from hospitals whose emergency services will be used less, to 
police, prisons, and welfare agencies). 

Seen through this lens, the job of funders is not to alight on one particular method for 
measuring value. Although common frameworks for thinking about value are useful, 
funders must adapt these frameworks to the organization and field under 
consideration. 

Indeed, the greatest contribution that funders can make is often not to measure 
value, but to forge the links between supply and demand that will later generate 
value. For example, they can invest in effective supply by supporting promising 
projects and collecting evidence of what works. They can invest in effective demand 
by persuading governments to use their much greater resources to pay for new 
services. And they can use their convening power to connect purchasers and 
providers and then encourage them to talk. 
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Foundations can also help less powerful players have a voice in the market. Many 
groups, such as homeless people, migrant workers, and people with mental 
illnesses, have clear needs but lack the resources and political power to translate 
their needs into demand. Foundations can turn this latent demand into effective 
demand. For instance, several European foundations that support undocumented 
migrants have developed the demand side of this emerging social market by 
encouraging larger NGOs and public authorities to allocate resources (for example, 
for housing and health care) to it. On the supply side, these foundations have funded 
promising projects that are more effective at meeting the needs of this group. 

Some foundations are likewise developing the market for addressing elder abuse. 
On the demand side, they have funded research on the extent of the problem and 
influenced commissioners to allocate resources and attention to it. On the supply 
side, they have supported innovative programs to prevent or mitigate abuse. 

In both cases, governments’ resources vastly outweigh those of foundations and 
NGOs. This is almost always the case. Just about anyone wanting to make a big 
social impact has to engage with the worlds of politics and public provision. 
 
Good Accounts 

The field of social innovation can learn some lessons from business and economics. 
But it should not be naive. As the collapses of Enron and Lehman Brothers revealed, 
even such seemingly objective metrics as profit are not the facts they appear to be in 
economics textbooks. And in business, accounts are just that: accounts. They are 
ways of explaining what is being done, with an eye toward the often conflicting 
interests of investors, managers, regulators, and consumers. They involve 
judgments as well as facts. 

Anyone who wants to finance social goods and anyone who wants to provide them 
should use metrics to clarify how inputs can contribute to outcomes, as well as to 
clarify choices and trade-offs. But they should abandon metrics that obscure these 
choices or that pretend to offer a spurious objectivity. And they should use metrics 
only in proportionate ways. It’s not sensible for a small NGO to invest scarce 
resources in apparently elaborate estimates of social value—not least because these 
estimates are bound to crumble under serious scrutiny. 

Meanwhile, larger NGOs that do need measures of social value should clearly 
distinguish between those that are primarily about external accountability, those that 
help internal management, and those that support assessments of broader patterns 
of social impact. If an organization is using the same method for all three, its findings 
are almost certainly flawed. 

People involved in funding social value, whether at the stage of promising 
innovations or of large-scale practice, likewise need sharper common frameworks. 
Greater use of these shared frameworks would be more valuable than proliferation of 
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ever more assessment tools. Building on these frameworks, what matters is the 
quality of the discussion and negotiation, and the depth of the learning several years 
later, when participants reflect on what worked and what didn’t.     
Notes 
1 This article draws on several main sources, including Geoff Mulgan, Gavin Kelly, 
and Stephen Muers, Creating Public Value, London: U.K. Cabinet Office, 2002; and 
Geoff Mulgan, Gareth Potts, Matthew Carmona, Claudio de Magalhaes, and Louie 
Sieh, “A Report on Value for the Commission on Architecture and the Built 
Environment,” London: Young Foundation, 2006. The Young Foundation Web site 
also provides details about many measurement methods. 
2 The following books provide a good overview: C.J. Barrow, Social Impact 
Assessment: An Introduction, London: Hodder Arnold, 2000; Henk A. Becker and 
Frank Vanclay (eds.), The International Handbook of Social Impact Assessment, 
Cheltenham, U.K.: Edward Elgar Publishing, 2006; “Identifying the Environmental 
Causes of Disease: How Should We Decide What to Believe and When to Take 
Action?” Academy of Medical Science, 2008; John Dewey, Theory of Valuation, 
University of Chicago Press, 1939; and Luc Boltanski, Laurent Thevenot, and 
Catherine Porter, On Justification: Economies of Worth, Princeton, N.J.: Princeton 
University Press, 2006. 
3 For a fuller analysis of discount rates, exponential rates, and hyperbolic rates, see 
the chapter on value in my book The Art of Public Strategy. 
 

Sara Olsen SVT (contribution to discussion on above paper – same link scroll 
down) 

Social Evaluator walks the user through the process of thinking through what one’s 
impact is, figuring out decent measures for it, and valuing those measures in dialog 
with stakeholders. This can be done sloppily or well, but all the fundamental steps 
are there and it’s a useful tool for building basic impact measurement capabilities in 
the field. Social Evaluator has naturally taken on the role of a bridge between the 
research community, that studies what interventions work best, and the practitioner 
community that’s out there doing the work. When a practitioner starts thinking about 
what to track often the first question is, what are others tracking? That prompts a 
conversation with those who’ve done the same kind of thing, and those who’ve 
studied what works, which can be distilled into metrics, and Social Evaluator is 
helping to underwrite these sorts of collaborations to simultaneously provide a useful 
tool and advance the state of practice. These metrics can be updated in real time as 
innovations are discovered in practice or by researchers- and ideally by both. 

Social Evaluator doesn’t solve the problem of data collection, and it isn’t an 
automatic solution to everything, but it facilitates the thinking and consensus and 
connections that need to be made for this new discipline to really flourish. It does get 
groups to think more deeply about what impact they have, and to clarify what exactly 
they do, for whom. 
 

How to Innovate: The tools for social innovation    

Robin Murray, Geoff Mulgan & Julie Caulier-Grice  
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Microsoft Word - Copy of Generating_Social_Innovation v4 (youngfoundation.org) 

This paper provides a first output from a major study on the methods being used to 
generate and grow social innovation around the world. These methods come from 
many fields – public policy, design, technology, business, community organising, the 
professions and social entrepreneurship.     

Some are used consciously as distinct methods, but many are not.  Indeed, our 
research suggests that relatively few people working in the field have had the chance 
to reflect on the methods that they already use, and that even fewer are aware of the 
other methods in neighbouring fields which they could be using.  As a whole, the 
field is less self-aware than business, medicine or science.  This is in part a symptom 
of relative newness. But one of the premises of this project is that greater awareness 
of methods will improve the practice, and success, of social innovation in fields as 
diverse as ageing, the environment, mental health, education and welfare.    

The annex to this paper sets out a first collection of nearly 300 methods and 
supporting conditions which are either in use or being considered in the dynamic 
field of social innovation.  

… We welcome comments, amendments, additions and examples to contribute to 
what will become an open website to guide practitioners in the field as well as a 
printed guide.  

The purpose of this material will be to guide and support the practice of all those who 
contribute to helping societies think, adapt and innovate: governments and policy-
makers who can do so much to create the conditions for innovation, or to crush 
them; foundations and philanthropists with free money; NGOs and associations 
trying to meet needs more effectively; as well as entrepreneurs and innovators 
themselves.       

This paper aims to prompt reflection, while also providing useful concepts, inspiration 
as well as practical tools.  It has four parts:    

• I Background: the first part situates the context for this explosion of different 
methods. It addresses why social innovation is coming to be seen as such an 
important issue for governments, communities, businesses and places.  

• II The architecture of the social economy: the second part describes the growing 
social economy, which cuts across all sectors, with a variety of types of input, output, 
conceptions, as well as distinctive approaches to innovation.    

• III The process of social innovation. This identifies four stages of development of an 
innovation, not necessarily sequential, but looped, spun off, then re-connected.  

• IV  Methods and supports: the fourth part is an annex that provides an initial list of 
methods and enabling conditions 


