
Unintended Consequences; Collateral Gain 

Executive Summary 

Conducted over the course of six months, this EVOC research project examined the different 
systems of social impact assessment used in some different public sector and third sector 
bodies to inform and evaluate decision making. The questions we wanted to ask concerned 
how decision-makers were staying informed and well reasoned in the face of increasingly 
constricted budgets. Specifically asking: how do public bodies assess social impacts of 
budget and project decisions?  

Conclusions 

What is good impact assessment? 

The range of different kinds of impact assessment described is not exhaustive, and shows 
that there is hardly one way of doing impact assessment – so there is no simple answer to 
what is ‘good’ or ‘bad’ impact assessment. This should not be dispiriting. What it means is 
that there is no wrong answer, and that it is better to do something, any process that means 
more consideration of how decisions might affect service-users, than nothing at all. The 
following details some recommendations to aid that process. 

There is no ‘best tool’, only a ‘best fit’ 

No system of impact assessment is necessarily better or worse, it is all down to how they 
are applied or carried out; what particular objectives they are used for; and how well they 
respond to the circumstances of their users. It is not enough to have a single system of 
impact assessment across an organisation – different processes are needed in order to deal 
with differing needs or necessities.  

Prediction isn’t practical, but mitigation is manageable  

The very thinking behind impact assessment, that there can be a range of unexpected and 
knock-on impacts to any given change, seems to dispute the notion that prediction is a 
viable option. This is not to say that it is an entirely worthless exercise; certainly it is 
beneficial to consider the potential effects of an action. However it cannot then be held up 
to the same standards as an evaluation, simply because any data gained will not be as 
accurate. The issue with prediction processes is that they can take on too much 
responsibility for the value of a project.  

Showcasing user benefit will encourage user buy-in  

The most successful processes tend to be those that effectively treat their practitioners like 
clients, and attempt to directly show them the benefits that the process will have for them. 
This translates into user buy-in, which is vital to a process working effectively. It is not 
possible to design or find a process that is sufficiently ‘robust’ that it can eliminate the user, 
and not be dependent on user capacities. Instead, use processes that have immediate user 
benefits that encourage them to spend time completing.  



Outsourcing responsibility is not an option  

Service-providers themselves must be to some extent involved and preferably taking part in 
the process. This prevents a ‘tick-box’ approach where the assessment process is seen as a 
necessary duty that simply needs to be ‘filled in’ as quickly as possible. Instead, the decision-
maker takes responsibility for considering their choices and justifying these in a transparent 
manner, whilst also interrogating their own thinking and so generating solutions and action 
plans for potential problems. 

What is poor impact assessment? 

Just as there is no single mark of good impact assessment, so too is there no single mark of 
poor impact assessment. The above describes recommendations that may help shape 
thinking and improve practice. If there were to be indicators of less robust systems, it would 
be these: those that treat the process as tick-boxes, and those that don’t speak to users. 
Effective impact assessment is an engaged discussion and sharing of thinking to try and 
identify issues before they turn into problems, and find fixes early rather than later. 

Recommendations 

Do something – you will only get better at it 

With the growing understanding of, and expertise in, impact assessment, there is no reason 
for an agency not to conduct some form of impact assessment – appropriate, of course, to 
the circumstances. 

Read, Speak, Listen, Learn 

This report, and those referenced, as well as the agencies named in the case studies, are 
intended to be a useful and usable resource. Take some time to find answers to questions 
you might have. Ask someone who has some experience in this. For the Third Sector, EVOC 
is a reasonable place to begin your search. 

Impact Assessment network 

A loose network between those who develop and practice impact assessment, meeting 
quarterly to exchange current processes; establish links and joined-up working; share 
information and results; tackle problems together, and propose city-wide strategic 
solutions. As there is no best process, the way to improving systems is sharing them, and 
working together on them. Establishing contact between practitioners early will put all 
involved in a better position for future budget development, and to make sure that the 
impacts of change are properly considered. This report recommends building a loose 
network of impact assessment system developers to share work and findings. 
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