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DEVELOPMENTS  IN  THE  SOCIAL  SECTOR

§ Increasing demands for transparency about …

§ fundraising 

§ spending 

§ achievements with entrusted resources

§ governance

§ Performance-based public funding

§ Mantra of “impact”



How prominent is the 
term impact within VZC?



Impact relates to “the positive and 
negative, primary and secondary 
long-term effects produced by a 

development intervention, directly or 
indirectly, intended and unintended”

(Ebrahim, 2019, p. 15)



Many organisations measure their impact and disclose the 
results on their websites, in dedicated impact reports, or as 

part of their annual reports 

ACCOUNTING FOR IMPACT 

Increasing importance of accounting 
in mission-driven organisations



WHAT DO WE MEAN BY ACCOUNTING
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Structured and methodical practice of 
systematically tracking, quantifying, 

reporting/demonstrating the progress toward 
achieving the missions and objectives of an 
organization. It serves as the “language of 
accountability”, enabling mission-driven 

organizations to demonstrate the 
transformative power of their actions.



…  and a tool for 
drawing a picture of 

an organization’s 
past, present & future

Accounting as a 
representation 

device …



ACCOUNTING AS AN EMPOWERING DEVICE

Accounting creates “a quite 
particular visibility in the 

organisation, making things visible 
that otherwise would not be. (...)” 

Hopwood (1990)

… it facilitates communication 
and “by communicating reality, 

we construct reality” 

(Hines, 1988)

Accounting is an engine “involved in 
luring actors into doing new things by 
their ability to inspire them to ask new 

questions and to see new opportunities
(Revellino & Mouritsen, 2015)



ACCOUNTING FOR IMPACT 

Increased public interest in accounting for impact

§ Transparency 

§ Responsibility & accountability

§ Directing behavior & informing decisions

§ Coordination in inter-organizational relationships & networks

§ Legitimacy 

§ Trust



NUMBERS ’  “AURA” OF OBJECTIV ITY  AND R IGOUR …

“Numbers don’t lie!”

“Numbers produce 
facts!”

“Numbers are 
objective!”



NUMBERS ’  “AURA” OF OBJECTIV ITY  AND R IGOUR …

“How are we to account for 
the current prestige and 

power of quantitative 
methods? The usual answer is 
that quantification is seen as 
desirable […] as a result of its 

successes in the study of 
nature” (Porter, 1995)



… AND THE IR  ROLE  IN  EVALUATION …

“What gets measured gets 
done and you get what you 

measure”



… AND PERSUASION

“I think one part around donors is they like numbers. 
[…] They want to know how many individuals and 

how many participants, and what are the numbers 
that programme is going to potentially change 

behaviour […] 

So [funding] applications, we’re very clear …. here 
are the numbers …. because we know that’s what 

[they] want to see”. (Manager NGO)

O’Leary & Smith (2020): Moments of resistance: An internally persuasive view of performance and impact reports in non-governmental organizations



ACCOUNTING FOR SOCIAL  PERFORMANCE

Ebrahim & Rangang 2014: What Impact? A Framework for Measuring the Scale and Scope of Social Performance

Logic Model

lasting changes in the 
lives of individuals

lasting results achieved at 
a community or societal 

level

direct products of program 
activities quantified via 
volume-of-work metrics

Organisational level results Social change



ACCOUNTING FOR SOCIAL  PERFORMANCE

Ebrahim & Rangang 2014: What Impact? A Framework for Measuring the Scale and Scope of Social Performance

Logic Model

”Organizations should be able 
to demonstrate results in 

solving societal problems far 
down the logic chain”

“But does that actually 
work for all

organizations?”

Organisational level results Social change



ACCOUNTING FOR SOCIAL  PERFORMANCE – L INKING 
MEASUREMENT TO ORGANISAT IONAL STRATEGY

Ebrahim (2019): Measuring social change
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Niche Strategy
• Linear, causal logic
• Focused interventions
Ø Accounting for 

standardization

Emergent Strategy
• Complex causal logic
• Focused interventions
Ø Accounting for 

adaptation

Integrated Strategy
• Linear, complicated 

causal logic
• Portfolio of interventions
Ø Accounting for 

coordination

Ecosystem Strategy
• Complex, complicated 

causal logic
• Portfolio of interventions
Ø Accounting for 

orchestration

Risk of using 
oversimplified 

models for 
program 

evaluation

“With few 
exceptions, most
organizations will 

not be able to 
exert such control 

[…] when their 
work requires 

complex theories 
of change.”



ACCOUNTING FOR SOCIAL  PERFORMANCE

Ebrahim & Rangang 2014: What Impact? A Framework for Measuring the Scale and Scope of Social Performance

Logic Model

Organizations operating “in a niche should measure their outputs, and sometimes 
their outcomes, within that niche” (p. 136) 

“Funders that operate higher 
up in the ecosystem should 

measure impacts at a 
societal level” (p. 136)

impact manifests over time 
and is best measured at the 

level of communities, 
populations or ecosystems



Goal congruent

ACCOUNTING FOR SOCIAL  PERFORMANCE – CRITER IA  FOR 
“GOOD” MEASURES

Merchant, K. A. (2006): Measuring general managers' performances: Market, accounting and combination-of-measures systems. Accounting, Auditing & Accountability Journal, 19(6), 893-917.

Controllable

Timely

Accurate

Understandable

Cost effective



CHALLENGES WITH IMPACT MEASUREMENT AND REPORT ING

§ Challenge to produce high-quality measures

§ “Impact” as omnipresent but ambiguous notion of non-financial performance

§ subject to demands from multiple stakeholders

§ Is impact a “hembig”? (Yang et al. 2021) – Hegemonic, ambiguous, big concept

§ Discussion about the meaningfulness of impact reports

“scientific concept characterised by its broad scope and ambiguous meanings, which at 
the same time and somewhat paradoxically, through its dominance crowds out other less 
fashionable concepts or prevents the development of a more precise terminology” 
(Alvesson and Sandberg, 2020, p. 3)?
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“Disclosure, disclosure everywhere,
We shout with all our might;

Disclosure, disclosure everywhere,
nor any change in sight.”

(Dillard & Vinnari, 2019; referring to sustainability reporting)
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IMPACT REPORTING AND THE  R ISK  OF ”DECOUPL ING” …

“decoupling enables organizations to 
maintain standardized, legitimating, formal 

structures, while their activities vary in 
response to practical considerations.”

(Meyer & Rowan, 1977)
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… IMPRESS ION MANAGEMENT …

organisations disclose information in 
ways that operate to manage the 

perceptions of their stakeholders and to 
win a favorable impression from others



… AND MEASUREMENT F IXAT ION

“Today, organizations of all kinds are 
ruled by the belief that the path to 

success is quantifying human 
performance, publicizing the results […] 

we've gone from measuring 
performance to fixating on measuring 

itself. The result is a tyranny of metrics that 
threatens the quality of our lives and 

most important institutions.”



CURRENT TRENDS AROUND IMPACT MEASUREMENT

§ From post-program evaluation to more mid-course correction & learning: 
Combining measures that help to refine and improve short-term initiatives while 
keeping sight of the long-term goals

§ More timely and forward-looking approach to working with information that 
enables ongoing improvement

§ More formal practices associated with strategic planning



L INKING IMPACT MEASUREMENT TO STRATEGY

Ebrahim (2019), Measuring social change, p. 192

Value Proposition
What do we seek to achieve?

• What needs
• Which clients?

Accountability
How will we hold our feet to the fire?

• For what?
• To whom?

Social Change Model
How will we bring about change?

• Theory of change
• Logic model
• …

Performance System
What capacities do we need to deliver 

results?

• Learning to improve perf.
• Organizing for interdep.



L INKING IMPACT MEASUREMENT TO STRATEGY

Kaplan & Norton (2001)



L INKING IMPACT MEASUREMENT TO STRATEGY

Kaplan & McMillan (2021): Reimagining the Balanced Scorecard for the ESG Era. Harvard Business Review (Digital Articles)



ACCOUNTING AS THE 
“LANGUAGE OF ACCOUNTABILITY”



ACCOUNTING FOR IMPACT – ACCOUNTABIL I TY

Yang & Northcott (2018): Unveiling the role of identity accountability in shaping charity outcome measurement practices

Accountability
Being ‘held responsible’ by others & ‘taking responsibility’ for oneself

Upward accountability Downward accountability Internal accountability

Funders, regulators, 
governments

Beneficiaries, indirectly 
impacted communities 

and regions

Organizational identity 
(internal responsibility for 

mission-led goals)

Usual reporting focus

Ø How to balance different modes of accountability through impact measurement?



Activity I

What role does/can/should impact 
measurement play at VZC/Testbed 

and who is it for?
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