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Preface 

Impact Counts 

Over the past several years, EVOC has become increasingly convinced that across all of our 

work that it’s the impact that counts. 

By ‘impact’ we mean the broadest change that our work can enable. If the skills and 

experience people bring to the work are ‘inputs,’ the activities we deliver are ‘outputs,’ and 

the immediate effects this activity yields are ‘outcomes,’ then the changes which come 

about as a result of these inputs, outputs and outcomes can best be described as impacts. 

And it is the impact that counts. 

Public Service Reform 

With Scotland in the grip of Public Service Reform articulated so effectively by the Christie 

Commission, more of us are asking just which inputs lead to which impacts. With the 

imperative to act further upstream, we must know with greater certainty just what activity 

to target, in order to prevent undesirable impacts. 

This is just one reason why the Joseph Rowntree Foundation report (Managing Social Risk: 

Public Spending Cuts in Scotland) attracted interest at EVOC and across the Third Sector. 

How effective are Public Authorities at understanding the Social Impacts of their spending 

decisions? How do they manage impacts? Do they manage impacts? 

Where Next? 

There are no simple answers to questions in an area as complex as understanding impact. 

The field is new enough to be exciting and generative, but mature enough to have 

developed a lexicon and a landscape all its own. Within this world so eminently inviting to 

explorers, EVOC has sought to make its own mark – the latest expression of which is this 

research report written by our intern Alex Clark. We hope that you find it of interest. But 

most of all, we hope that it encourages you to make your own foray into the world of 

impact assessment.  

In the quest to avoid Unintended Consequences, we just might uncover Collateral Gain. 

Wait for the perfect tool, the ideal opportunity, and just the right time - and you could be 

waiting a while. Step in to this exciting, fascinating world and you may well make a wrong 

turn or two. But you’ll be making progress on your own journey. You’ll be learning along the 

way. And you’ll be adding to the body of learning for us all. 

Milind Kolhatkar – EVOC - 2014 

http://www.scotland.gov.uk/About/Review/publicservicescommission
http://www.scotland.gov.uk/About/Review/publicservicescommission
http://www.jrf.org.uk/publications/public-spending-cuts-scotland
http://www.jrf.org.uk/publications/public-spending-cuts-scotland
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Researching impact assessment 

With many public and third sector organisations facing increasingly constrained budgets, the 

thinking behind decision-making only becomes more significant, and tenser. This thinking is 

not simply fiscal; it also relates to social concerns that cannot be simply captured in figures, 

but are just as meaningful. Developing thinking processes that include the social is 

increasingly vital. 

This report will serve to investigate the ways in which public bodies assess social impacts 

when making budget or project decisions by way of a series of cases of good practice, drawn 

from the City of Edinburgh Council, NHS Lothian, Police Scotland and Third Sector 

organisations, all as they relate to Edinburgh.  

Firstly there will be a review of existing literature on social impact assessment in order to 

familiarise the reader. The parameters of the research will then be located, in terms of 

definitions and method. Cases will be treated one by one, identifying benefits achieved and 

difficulties faced. Finally, conclusions will be outlined. 

There are two key objectives for this report – to improve the visibility of the good practice 

projects discussed, and to improve communication between those who facilitate those 

projects and beyond. It is hoped that the good practice cases outlined will provide for 

further joined-up working on developing robust procedures to assess the social impacts of 

decisions, and that this report might serve as a signpost toward this work. 



 

Literature Review 

Managing the Social Risk of Public Spending Cuts in Scotland 

This Joseph Rowntree Foundation report1 found that Equalities Impact Assessment 

processes in a number of local authorities fail to capture some at-risk groups, with the 

report finding that the priority is statutory compliance rather than assessing need and 

providing outcomes on that basis.2  

The report shows that rights based frameworks are vague and inaccessible for hard-line 

decisions,3 and equalities based frameworks fail to capture the effects of poverty4 – which 

increase in importance and impact in the current economic downturn.  

The focus on legislative compliance, the report states, “misses the interconnectivity of 

service needs and social risks, creating institutional barriers to collective actions.”5 This 

highlights the need for “joined-up working”6 showing the impact that cuts on one service, or 

in one public body, may have on another. It promotes a ‘big picture’, holistic approach to 

assessing the social risks of decision-making. Finally, the report claims that equalities and 

rights-driven systems particularly fall short when used for preventative measures,7 as they 

are too narrow, implying that a social risk approach may be more successful in these cases. 

A social risk management approach would focus on preventing disadvantage or increased 

risk to service-users, rather than focusing on statutory requirements8. The report argues for 

a holistic approach that uses joined-up working with a focus on the service-user’s needs in 

order to identify the needs of different groups9 in terms of making budget decisions. 

The concept of social risk that the report uses10 has its own problems. It came from 
economic measures of income poverty where 'risks' are obstacles to economic contribution. 
The problem here is that this leads to an overly economic interpretation of risk and need. 
The report is correct to say that rights and equalities frameworks can ignore the economics 
of disadvantage. However, concentrating on risks to economic contribution fails to capture 
social needs, emotional needs, and cultural needs - in short, it goes too far in the opposite 
direction.  

 
1
 
- 12

 D. Asenova, S.J. Bailey and C. McCann, Managing Social Risk: Public Spending Cuts in Scotland, Joseph 
Rowntree Foundation, 2013 (see http://www.jrf.org.uk/sites/files/jrf/public-spending-cuts-scotland-full.pdf) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.jrf.org.uk/sites/files/jrf/public-spending-cuts-scotland-full.pdf


 

The second problem with the term ‘risk’ is that it suggests negative outcomes - it 
encourages a focus on what might go wrong with a service or policy change. This is very 
narrowing and feeds into the defensive, compliance-led culture the report identifies as such 
a problem.11 

In the stakeholder workshop that the Joseph Rowntree Foundation held, an alternative term 

used was “social impact”12. This does not suggest negative connotations, nor does it suffer 

an economic bias, and so it implies the kind of holistic approach the report promotes as 

fundamental to critical understanding when assessing impact. It is for this reason that in this 

report we will be discussing social impact assessment, rather than social risk management. 

  

 
   
 



 

Further literature, further issues 

Framing: tick-boxes or mitigation 

‘Framing’ is a term used to describe how the presentation of information changes the way it 

is understood by the audience.13 The Joseph Rowntree Foundation report has already 

presented an example of this. When the report uses the term risk it is framing the reader’s 

thinking: it suggests negative outcomes so as a result the reader imagines the negative 

rather than the positive. Framing is a significant issue for social impact assessment. One 

problem is when impact assessment is framed in a process that gives a binary ‘yes/no’; 

‘good/bad’ answer. Depending on how the impact assessment is framed, it encourages the 

assessor to answer in a certain way. At this point, due to the nature of the assessment, it 

renders it to little more than a tick-box exercise.   
An alternative is to use impact assessment to suggest mitigating actions,14 rather than 

decide whether or not a project or decision can go ahead. This idea is well supported in 

social impact literature. It means that assessors15 have less incentive to downplay risks to 

protect their project, and are instead encouraged to consider how they could improve 

outcomes. It frames the process as one of finding solutions, rather than avoiding problems. 

Delivering Collateral Gain rather than merely avoiding Unintended Consequences. 

Expertise versus empowerment 

Another major concern in social impact assessment is balancing the views of service-users 

and the technical knowledge of service-providers. It is vital that impact assessment 

measures change to people’s needs and reflects their preferences. On the other hand, 

consulting with service-users and the public even when done so in a robust manner is not in 

itself impact assessment.16 It needs to be taken on board in light of professional realities. 

Public consultation is just one part of an impact assessment process, which also needs to 

consider budgets, capacity constraints, legislative requirements and all manner of other 

restrictions that the service-user may not necessarily be informed about. This means a 

balance must be struck. The views of service-users need to be collected as a valuable source 

of information about their needs and the effects of change. Certainly the process should 

invoke more public representation than simply making the decision and informing them, but 

it is unrealistic to presume that members of the public will necessarily have (or want?) the 

technical knowledge to make informed decisions themselves.  
 
13

 See E. Goffman, Frame Analysis: An essay on the organisation of experience, Northeastern University Press, 
Boston, 1974. 
14

 See W. Freudenberg ‘Social Impact Assessment’, Annual Review of Sociology, 12:451-478, 1986. 
15

 ‘Assessors’ here simply means those who carry out the assessment, employed interchangeably with ‘user’. 
See glossary for full explanation. 
16

 See R. Burdge and F. Vanclay, ‘Social Impact Assessment’, Impact Assessment, 14(1):57-86, 1995. 



 

Webler, Kastenholtz and Renn17 outline an approach taken in a Swiss canton to choose a 

new landfill site, which serves as a strong, positive example of how technical expertise, and 

public participation, can be balanced. A group of citizens were randomly selected from 

across the canton, and spent six months meeting weekly, looking through the 13 sites that 

had been chosen by the local government as viable options, and creating a shared 

assessment of preference, having this reviewed by an expert panel, and then making a 

decision.18 This effectively demonstrates how public engagement can be a useful tool within 

a larger impact assessment tool – and in fact, the authors extol the importance of public 

involvement not only to gain buy-in for the specified project but also in order to improve 

relations more generally.19 Their long-term, detailed and meticulously engaged and holistic 

approach illustrates the capacities of a well-designed social impact assessment. 

 

 
17

 See T. Webler, H. Kastenholtz and O. Renn, ‘Public Participation in Impact Assessment: A Social Learning 
Perspective’, Environmental Impact Assessment Review, 15(5);443-463. 
18

 Webler, Kastenholtz and Renn, p.449 
19

 Webler, Kastenholtz and Renn, p.457 



 

Research Process 

Refining the scope of the research 

The starting point of this research was a desire to explore ‘how and how much Community 

Planning partners were managing the social risks of public spending cuts’.20 The decision 

was taken to focus on three key public partners as they relate to the city of Edinburgh – the 

City of Edinburgh Council, NHS Lothian, and Police Scotland as well as the Third Sector. As 

described above, the term used was ‘social impact assessment’. The intention was to 

identify a term that could be used without insistence and that did not exclude processes 

that used different language. 

Defining ‘social impact assessment’ 

As such, social impact assessment will here refer to the processes, formal or informal, by 

which persons consider the social effects or ‘impacts’, of project or budget decisions. ‘Social’ 

in the sense of how it affects society, how it affects people; including but not just financially, 

also their needs, personal preferences, capacity and resources, even their emotional 

wellbeing or relationships. It is intentionally a wide net. 

The move from ‘spending cuts’ to ‘project or budget decisions’ means looking not just at 

reduced funding but all and any funding changes, including new policies or services. The aim 

was to locate the thinking behind budget development, and how and where this related to 

social impacts rather than merely fiscal impacts.  

Finding the thinking 

Finding processes that identify social impacts was key, given the range of processes involved 

in budget development. These might include public engagement; reporting procedures; 

personnel development; partnered decision-making, and so on. No single process is used for 

making budget or project decisions, and so many different processes were examined as part 

of this work. The reason for this variety is because these different processes are driven by 

different priorities, and from different circumstances. This might be the difference in 

priorities between cutting back and allocating out; it also could be external or internal 

priorities; evaluative or predictive; for funder or funded body. Different forms of impact 

assessment have different benefits and issues, and these are reflective of different needs. 

The impact assessment that a body or department applying for continued funding for a 

project by way of evaluation of its impact, may be very different from the assessment that a 

project manager carries out in the planning stages of a capital build.  

 
20

 See original brief in appendix. 



 

Some examples of these different priorities and circumstances that might affect impact 

assessment processes are outlined below. It is important to note that this list is descriptive 

rather than prescriptive – it seeks to explain some of the relevant potential differences 

between process objectives rather than set a definitive list.  

Priorities 

- Evaluative or Predictive – does the process aim to evaluate the current situation, 

or predict future changes? 

- Value demonstration or Value assessment – does the process aim to showcase a 

project, or audit a project? 

- Expertise or Engagement – does the process focus on using and improving 

expert knowledge, or engaging and involving service-users? 

- Communication or Contemplation – does the process aim to report information, 

or encourage critical thinking? 

- Personnel development or Project development – does the process provide 

learning to personnel, or additions to a project? 

 Circumstances 

- Funder or Funded – is the process conducted by a person(s) allocating resources, 

or seeking resources? 

- External or Internal – is the majority of the thinking conducted in the process 

internal to the organisation, or external? 

- Statutory or Non-statutory – is the process conducted in response to a legal 

duty, or conducted for its own benefits? 

Research methods 

The method of the research was unstructured interviews with key personnel and project-

leads that aimed to build up a picture of social impact processes involved in budget 

development. The aim was to identify processes in terms of key ‘cases’, which were then 

organised in terms of primary or secondary relevance. Primary cases had clear implications 

for project and budget decisions, whereas secondary cases illustrated support processes. 

This allowed the research to capture the range of processes that feed into budget (or 

project) development; to allow the processes and their facilitators to speak for themselves; 

and most importantly, to highlight good practice in social impact assessment, and difficulties 

encountered in their design or implementation. Cases were drawn from the City of 

Edinburgh Council, NHS Lothian, Police Scotland, and the Third Sector, on the basis of two 



 

simple elements – that they related to Edinburgh specifically, and that they demonstrated a 

thinking process on social impacts that related to budget (or project) development. 

Those who were interviewed were made aware of the research and its purpose, and their 

responses were substantiated with material evidence on the processes that often they 

themselves provided. This helped to maintain the ethicality of the research.21 

Good practice as good learning 

The research methods focused on good practice, but this does not mean that any issues or 

difficulties faced in the cases were ignored – the intention was an accurate and accessible 

report on the social impact assessment process. There are two reasons why good practice 

was paramount. Firstly, it encouraged persons to see what they were doing as a valid 

system of social impact assessment, and readers to do the same. Secondly, it meant that the 

data collected would present a positive direction for further work, rather than castigation. 

‘Good practice’ here simply referred to practices that were seen as considering the social 

impacts of decisions,22 with the intention of drawing out their benefits in this report. 

The case-study style of the work reflects a desire to create this kind of useful working 

knowledge. Case study research especially that produced through qualitative methods like 

unstructured interviews with a narrative focus tends to result in accessible knowledge 

located in concrete contexts.23 It was seen as preferable that the knowledge be 

contextualised and specific, as this would allow readers from different backgrounds or 

organisations a firmer sense of how the impact assessment process functioned. Given this 

qualitative case-study approach, the researcher made an effort to reflect on his own 

position24 by investigating third sector cases. This served to challenge the assumption, 

identified by the researcher, that the third sector is more effective in considering social 

impacts than public sector bodies. 

Research aims 

The aim of the report is to find all engagement with social concerns that feed into the 

budget development process without narrowing the terminology or type of processes too 

distinctly in order to capture the complicated process of budget and project decision-

making. This is what led to the question, "How do public bodies assess social impacts of 

budget and project decisions?", and a method of identifying good practice cases. 

 
21

 The research method passed an Edinburgh University SSPS standard level 1 ethics test. 
22

 ‘Bad practice’ is as such not considered here. Firstly this is because the range of social impact assessment 
systems available makes any such value judgement largely arbitrary. Secondly this relies on the assumption 
that ‘bad practice’ would constitute a decision made with no forethought to its impacts at all, and the interest 
of this research lay in how public bodies did assess impacts. 
23

 See B. Flyvbjerg, ‘Five Misunderstandings about Case Study Research’, Qualitative Inquiry, 12(2):219-245, 
2006 
24

 See H. Becker, ‘Whose side are we on?’, Social Problems, 14(3), 1967 



 

Cases 

Combined Impact Assessment 

Health and Social Care, City of Edinburgh Council, with NHS Lothian 
Priorities   Circumstances 

o Contemplation: The main objective of 
the assessment is to have a detailed 
record of decision-makers discussing 
and considering potential social 
impacts of the actions proposed. 

o Project development: Pursuant to the 
above, the assessment increases 
cross-organisational communication 
on the project, establishes a plan to 
mitigate negative impacts, and 
includes a monitoring system. 

o Statutory: The assessment is 
designed to speak to specific legal 
duties regarding equalities and 
environment, as well as examination 
of poverty and health inequalities 
feeding into Human Rights thinking. 

o External: In that it is carried out 
between two partnered 
organisations, and users from both.  

o Funder: The users are key project 
decision-makers, capable of 
allocating resources and capacity in 
response to findings. 

 

Process 

Although the Combined Impact Assessment (CIA) is still at the consultation draft stage, the 
process is expected to have the following basic structure. Firstly, a group of four or more 
figures will be gathered who relate to the ‘policy’ to be assessed – this term referring to any 
major decision be it a strategy, a service, a budget change, or similar. These users will have 
specific knowledge of the decision, the operational and front-line elements, and so on, and 
go through the process in order to pool their existing knowledge to manage legal duties and 
social impacts on communities. 
 
This is as straightforward a process as going through affected groups one by one, once 
existing evidence has been noted and detailed which explains the justification for decisions 
made up to this point and supporting assertions in the assessment. It specifically invites 
consideration of equalities groups and those at risk of falling into poverty, as well as 
approaching groups on a geographical basis – this structure borrowing heavily from the 
discussion focused Rapid Impact Assessment system in NHS Lothian. Users are then required 
to work through how the policy might impact on the determinants of social and health 
inequality; the environment; and the economic situation of communities. 
 
The CIA then requires an action plan is put together in response to address any negative or 
neutral impacts identified. This, as well as the rest of the report, is monitored to check any 
actions listed have been carried out. This is signed off by Head of Service, and an auditing 
process follows; maintaining clear lines of responsibility. ‘Combined’ is the appropriate 
term, as the completion of this process signals the achievement of statutory duties relating 
to equalities, sustainability, human dignity and the need for a Strategic Environmental 
Assessment. 



 

Case review 

The Combined Impact Assessment is a nuanced system that emphasises open discussion, 
but it nevertheless has clear links to legal duties. This is important because it affords the 
process a base level of service-provider buy-in, using this as a foundation to build better 
practice in terms of considering and mitigating impacts. It is particularly relevant, because 
both the NHS and the City of Edinburgh Council have considerable compliance 
responsibilities – and perhaps more importantly, stalwart compliance cultures – and the 
process is best placed to be sensitive to this. If the process becomes an exercise in 
compliance, rather than an exercise in critical thinking and sensitive planning, it will lose any 
and all of its benefits. 
 
The joined-up working may help to manage this, as will the requirement to produce specific 
action plans, as both increase accountability. However, what may be most important is the 
discussion-led nature of the process, as it will require collective consideration of problems – 
involving a variety of approaches and perspectives, and necessitating users justify 
themselves – which could foster more balanced reporting. 
 
At present this assessment system is only for use on joint projects between Councils, Health 
and Social Care and NHS Lothian, across the Lothian regions. Within Edinburgh’s Health and 
Social Care partnership there is feeling that it could be adapted to fit projects within 
individual agencies also. Although this might be a boon in terms of the expansion of 
comparable assessments, it is fundamental that the advantages of joined-up multi-agency 
working be identified and, preferably, maintained. The accountability and balanced 
discussion they provide are vital to the effectiveness of the Combined Impact Assessment 
system. Positively, though, given the increased focus on partnership working in both the City 
of Edinburgh Council and NHS Lothian it is entirely possible that this will be manageable 
even as the remit of the system is expanded. 

 

Benefits Difficulties faced 

o Consideration and discussion: The 
CIA process challenges user thinking 
and requires them to justify it to their 
peers, as they slowly work through 
vulnerable groups and communities 
to which they have a legal duty, as 
well as groups with specific needs 
that don’t have statutory protection.  

o Joined-up working: By involving users 
from multiple agencies, the process 
gains a discussion balanced between 
different approaches and cuts out 
the duplication of reporting. This 
fosters increased communication and 
connection between partners. 

o Avoiding compliance-led responses: 
There is a danger that the statutory 
focus will lead to the process 
becoming compliance-led, where the 
onus is on users to downplay 
negative impacts in order to protect 
projects and funding from scrutiny. 

 



 

Community Impact Assessment 

Police Scotland 

Priorities Circumstances 

o Communication: The main purpose of 
the CIA is to communicate any 
potential risks to the community 
identified by the user, and to track 
these. 

o Predictive: Although it has an 
evaluation review at its end, the CIA 
process is primarily assessing 
potential risks.  

o Internal: The assessment is 
conducted on an internal basis, 
although certain CIAs are reviewed 
by community advisors and other lay-
experts. 

o Non-statutory: There is no statutory 
requirement for CIAs. 

 

Process  

The Community Impact Assessment system used in Edinburgh by the Lothian and Borders 
legacy is an online reporting tool with which users can identify the potential impact of an 
event or incident on the wider community. The user fills out an online form, which 
establishes background information; gives their own assessment of potential impact on the 
community and related risks; describes an action plan in order to deal with the risk; and 
finally, includes a review section for after the incident has run its course, within which the 
user describes how the action plan was or wasn’t successful, the actual impact on the 
community and any further recommendations. The user here is not necessarily singular, so 
the online platform records details and time-stamps any additions to the form, meaning 
that the resultant product contains complete reporting on the assessment of impact, the 
actions proposed, and the evaluation of both, all of which can be traced to specific persons 
and understood chronologically. Access can also be controlled, and forwarded, meaning that 
relevant officers can view the assessment and actions, and view any and all of the 
information described. This also allows for the review of CIAs, particularly their action plans, 
by the Safer for Communities team for quality assurance and to express their own expertise. 
 
Fundamentally, the process allows the practitioner to identify, evaluate and report on 
community tension. This allows potential risks to be found, and action taken in response. 
Community tension is examined from three perspectives over the course of the CIA; what 
communities feel, what available information tells the practitioner, and potential risk areas. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Case review 

There is some movement to corporatise the CIA process nationally across Police Scotland, 
with the Lothian and Borders legacy system serving as the benchmark. This presents an 
interesting dilemma, as though the standardisation of the tool will make comparison and 
cross-departmental information sharing much easier, it also might diminish some of the 
flexibility and locality-sensitivity of different legacies’ systems. This illustrates a prominent 
issue in the design of social impact assessment processes, in that bigger will always be 
vaguer, whereas smaller will also have flexibility but suffer from a lack of oversight. As it is, 
the standardisation of CIAs based on the online platform here described is an ongoing and 
long term strategy and this issue will need to be managed accordingly. 
 
The CIA e-system has a straightforward aim, and this is perhaps why it is so effective; by 
working primarily as a reporting tool, the platform produces simple, accessible material with 
a clear sense of origin and limitations. Fundamentally, it does not attempt to cover an array 
of different priorities, or function beyond the parameters of its circumstances.  
 
This ‘straightforward’ quality is almost certainly reflective of the organisational culture of 
the Police as a whole; with its command and control ethos, and the tendency of many 
officers to self-identify as proactive, ‘get the job done’ types. This is significant, because it 
makes it simpler to demonstrate the benefit to users – in that it produces reporting for 
senior officers, and action plans based on on-the-ground observation and consideration. 
Processes that in some way speak to or reflect the organisational culture of the body are 
relatively likely to enjoy more buy-in than those that attempt to subvert, circumvent or 
challenge it. The CIA process works to the strengths of the user, and produces material that 
is immediately useful to them, and this is worth noting. 

 

Benefits Difficulties faced 

o In-depth reporting: The CIA creates a 
detailed, time-stamped and 
potentially multi-user assessment 
product which describes all the 
considerations given to differing risks 
and what actions are to be taken to 
manage these. Concentrating this in 
one platform allows then for 
effective sharing and use of the 
material. 

o Consideration of impacts: The CIA 
allows the user to apply their own 
knowledge and experience in 
considering potential areas of impact 
on communities in order to manage 
them with further action.  

o Prediction: The actual process of 
impact assessment relies upon the 
judgment, with guidance admittedly, 
of the user. It is therefore only as 
reliable as the user(s), and can only 
be viewed and audited in light of this. 



 

Social Return On Investment 

Edinburgh Leisure 

Priorities Circumstances 

o Value demonstration: The main 
objective of the SROI process is to 
demonstrate the value added by 
Edinburgh Leisure and its respective 
services and projects. 

o Project development: As a subsidiary 
priority to this, the SROI process 
allows projects to better justify and 
qualify the outcomes they produce, 
and improve their reporting. 

o Internal: The major part of the 
process happens within specific 
services and projects. 

o Non-statutory: This is not a statutory 
requirement for Edinburgh Leisure. 

o Funded: Edinburgh Leisure conducts 
SROI in order to justify and target 
further funding, and show to funders 
how it has effectively allocated 
resources. 

 

Process 

Having been designed by external consultancy group Baker Tilly, and then adopted and 
redeveloped internally, Edinburgh Leisure now has a purpose-built recording and 
assessment process. Initially used as a means to get a close appreciation of the value of 
physical activity and leisure provision in the city to help aid political and funding discussions 
and decisions, the use of systematic evaluation is now widely used to inform the design and 
development of many targeted interventions which deliver outcomes in a range of social 
policy areas.  
 
The SROI process provides the framework used to ensure service users and other 
stakeholders inform the impact that is reported.  This is done through thorough 
engagement in various methods that ensure the benefit service-users and other 
stakeholders experience is what is detailed in the report.  Financial proxies are identified, 
appropriate to the change that is reported.  For example, if a healthcare referrer reports 
that discharge rates are improved, there are clear cost avoidance/reduction proxies that are 
used. If, which is more often the case, 'softer' outcomes are evidenced, like improved 
confidence, and obvious financial values are not so readily available, then participants are 
asked to compare the changes they experience to items/experiences which do have a 
known market value and rank these. The resultant qualitative and quantitative data 
provides the basis for calculating a social return on investment ratio, in terms of pounds 
invested relative to ‘pounds’ returned. Although the information varies between the 
quantitative and the qualitative, in both cases it is drawn from stakeholder experience and 
engagement. This means it produces reporting that gives an insight directly into how 
service-users value the service, policy or project. 
 
The SROI reports produced are then overviewed by Edinburgh Leisure’s central 
management before being issued out to funders and similar as necessary. The fact that a 
number of leisure trusts across the country use types of SROI assessment also means there 
is a support network in operation. 
 



 

Case review 

The most significant point to take away from this case is the integration of the SROI thinking 
and terminology at all levels of Edinburgh Leisure. By effectively unifying the organisation’s 
reporting language, putting out information to outside bodies becomes much simpler, as 
does internal communication and resource allocation decisions. Not only this, but feedback 
suggests that many practitioners appreciate the capacity of the SROI system to capture the 
‘invisible’ benefits of their services by relying on stakeholder perspectives and narratives – 
where simple financial analysis might not yield such positive or in-depth understandings.  
 
The development of a purpose-built system is only possible through this high level of user 
buy-in, and it is very helpful that the purpose is very clear; demonstration of value being the 
central priority. Service-providers and service-managers can see the capacity of SROI to 
draw out social impacts from personal experiences illustrate the positive value of their 
services. Feedback has suggested that funders appreciate the clarity of reporting that SROI 
produces, and it allows Edinburgh Leisure to demonstrate its value; frontline staff 
appreciate the insight that the whole process provides as well as the end result of being able 
to succinctly know and communicate the value in terms of £ returned for the investment 
their project receives.   
 
This also allows for the specific needs of the organisation to come to the fore – for example, 
the tendency of practitioners to promote the narrative information more than the ratio is 
indicative of their focus on personal experience and service-user outcomes. Practitioners 
within Edinburgh Leisure made the important point that SROI “isn’t an exact science”, and 
this demonstrates some flexibility with the system, which is important. SROI, like all impact 
assessment systems, are only as good as the user makes them. By putting time and 
resources into their practice, better assessment reporting is likely to result. Edinburgh 
Leisure has been able to use this better assessment reporting effectively. 

 

Benefits Difficulties faced 

o Integrated approach: The main 
benefit of the system is that it has 
become integrated at all levels of the 
organisation, albeit with the 
expertise currently centralised. This 
means that frontline staff are 
increasingly accustomed to reporting 
and presenting in SROI-relevant 
terms. 

o Multiple forms of information: SROI 
produces statistical data leading to 
the ratio, but also a wealth of 
narrative information from service-
users and service-providers. 

o Training: In order to maximise the 
benefits of integration, Edinburgh 
Leisure faces a challenge in terms of 
redeveloping its training processes to 
include SROI.  

o External consultants: Though this 
stage of the process has now passed, 
when initially adopting SROI, hiring 
external consultants to carry out the 
process was very expensive, time-
consuming, and did not allow for 
internal skilling. This illustrates a 
difficulty for SROI. 

 



 

Equalities and Rights Impact Assessment 

City of Edinburgh Council 

Priorities Circumstances 

o Predictive: In which the practitioner 
estimates how a project may affect 
citizens and specified groups on the 
basis of a number of parameters 
including equality and diversity, and 
rights. 

o Communication: To allow project 
officers to communicate the impact 
on equalities and rights of their 
actions. 

o Value demonstration: Stated 
objective of allowing projects to 
demonstrate their benefits. 

o Funded: In the sense that the officers 
who carry out the ERIA pass them to 
Council members who take budget 
decisions. 

o Internal: The ERIA is primarily for 
internal reporting on plans and 
projects. 

o Statutory: The ERIA relates to various 
legal obligations regarding 
protections against discrimination 
and similar. 

 

Process 

The process was designed to cover legal requirements to protect equalities groups, later 
broadening the process to also allow for consideration of rights. These were drawn from 
Human Rights and Children’s Rights to generate a list of ten areas, and feedback has 
suggested that users have found this broader spectrum of analysis more accessible. Users in 
this case will be officers on projects who will work through the ERIA form with support from 
their department or service area equalities officer to determine where the project may 
impact on equalities and rights.  
 
An ERIA is carried out to identify how a policy or service impacts on different people, how it 
impacts on rights based legal duties (specifically Human Rights and Children’s Rights) and on 
a range of equality legal duties. ERIA also produces recommendations to ensure 
policies and services are designed right first time and that they deliver equality and rights 
outcomes for citizens, service-users, customers and employees. A report is produced 
through the form that is then accessible throughout the Council, and used by the Equalities 
team, as well as members, to assess the social impacts of the project as they relate to 
equalities and rights. 
 
The budget development process is different, using a shorter ERIA form given that users will 
have less information available. The forms will be completed in response to the Finance 
Department examining service areas for potential savings and additional income, creating a 
set number of budget options for members to rank and review. This then goes through an 
engagement process with a variety of mechanisms. Due to the top-down nature of this 
approach, sometimes officers are unaware they have assigned projects, and this can delay 
or confuse the ERIA process as equalities officers attempt to locate the responsible party. 
Overall, though, the ERIA form represents further information that officers can present to 
members to aid their decision-making, here in the form of assessing social impacts. 



 

Case review  

This case suffers from precisely the issue the Joseph Rowntree Foundation report describes, 
focusing on groups rather than people. Though inserting a rights framework also has in 
some ways mitigated this, this has required an additional section to the ERIA form; current 
plans to expand the process to also poverty and health inequalities may do similar. This 
leads onto one of the key concerns about this process; its bulk. A common concern 
identified amongst practitioners of impact assessment and similar is that equalities and 
rights, sustainability and similar, are often seen as ‘add-ons’ rather than significant work in 
their own right. As the process becomes ever more unwieldy, it is not unlikely that the 
responsibility will more and more be shifted onto the equalities officer. 
 
The second key concern is related to this point; the ERIA often does not happen early 
enough in a project timeline to enable real change. This leads to the kind of ‘tickbox’ 
thinking that does not promote further action but merely encourages users to downplay any 
negative impacts in order to complete and issue the report as quickly as possible. 
Furthermore, this focus on risk means a tendency to concentrate on preventing legal 
challenges and complaints rather than identifying problem areas and action plans to carry 
forward. Users are thereby encouraged to think about rights as big high-profile cases, 
whereas they actually just need to be considering people. Finally, because it is treated as a 
risk assessment, or moreso, evidence of defence in the face of risk, it is conducted very close 
to implementation – rather than early enough to formulate mitigation solutions. 
 
The ERIA is a key case because it represents a deep-rooted issue with impact assessment 
procedures; where their benefits are either not explored or not made clear to the user, and 
where they become inaccessible or attempt to achieve too many different aims. Both incline 
users to gloss over the process, and prevent a process – however well designed or 
intentioned – from fulfilling its priority objectives. With the ERIA, there are too many 
priorities, and the design does not facilitate a simple and user-beneficial process, and this 
leads to a ‘tickbox’ mentality.  

 

Benefits Difficulties faced 

o Clear line of escalation: ERIA allows 
for standardised reporting on 
equalities and rights issues that can 
be directed toward budget and 
project decision-makers. 

o External reporting: The forms also 
demonstrate Council thinking around 
protected characteristics and 
equalities groups, satisfying statutory 
requirements and providing 
accessible evidence. 

o Unwieldy: Though the addition of 
rights has meant more officers feel 
comfortable with the process, the 
multiple parameters of rights and 
equalities to be considered mean 
that the ERIA process is quite long.  

o Compliance-led protectionism: Given 
the focus on negative rather than 
positive impacts, users are 
encouraged to focus on minimising 
impacts. 

 

 



 

Social Impact Assessment Framework 

Edinburgh Voluntary Organisations’ Council 

Priorities Circumstances 

o Expertise: The discussion and 
decision-making power is 
concentrated in the public body user. 

o Personnel development: The process 
aims to heighten awareness of 
potential social concerns. 

o Contemplation: The process forces 
users to engage and justify their 
thought processes. 

o Value assessment: The process asks 
users to place values on different 
aspects of the decision. 

o Internal: The process is largely 
between service providers, albeit 
with some information gathered 
from the public. 

o Non-statutory: The process is not in 
response to a statutory requirement. 

o Funder: The process is carried out by 
a decision-making user regarding 
allocation of budget and resources. 

 

Process  

First, the data gathering stage involves approaching members of the affected community to 
record interviews. The preference is for detailed accounts of community stakeholders – 
those who might be affected by the project – that can be recorded and disseminated to the 
users during the process, whilst preserving their anonymity.  
 
Having completed this stage, the framework is used as a discussion tool between a group of 
service-provider and decision-maker users. The framework is structured on the basis of 
‘capability theory’, the idea that you can improve people's quality of life, in terms of their 
ability to self-actualise, by adding enablers and removing inhibitors. It therefore asks the 
user to consider four types of ‘capital’, these being financial, social (relationships), cultural 
(knowledge) and environmental. These streams are subdivided into their impact on 
individual capacity, for example, social capital or relationships contains the element, ‘impact 
on people’s capacity for health’. The user identifies relevant elements, then works through 
them in terms of direct, indirect and consequential impacts, rating all of these in terms of 
the negative or positive, and evidencing the change and justification for its assignment. 
Broad spectrum analysis is followed by ‘differential’ analysis of specific groups, such as 
those with protected characteristics. 
 
The assessment is conducted both previous to implementation, during, and after the action 
or service is in operation. This allows the experiences of stakeholders to be examined both 
in the moment, and over time, hence the two forms relating to ‘general’ and ‘differential’ 
impacts. The purpose, then, is to establish how the implementation of a project might and 
has impacted on a community, or persons within that community. 

 

 



 

Case review 

The social impact assessment framework is instructive regarding covering too many 
priorities. It attempts both to be a predictive tool previous to implementation, and yet relies 
on follow-up evaluations to ascertain its effectiveness. It attempts to improve users’ ability 
to think about social impacts, but also places the onus of that thinking almost entirely on 
them – expecting expertise at the same time as developing the skills required for it. Rather 
than being designed for considered and open discussion it is too structured, and this 
highlights a framing issue; by presenting itself as a method to catch all impacts, rather than 
being realistic about its origins, its limitations and the limitations of its users. 
 
Furthermore it flags up the obstacle, or solution, of user benefit and buy-in. Given its length 
and complexity, it failed to achieve strong buy-in from users who were unable to see 
sufficient benefit from the process given the capacity they would need to outlay in order to 
complete it. The SIAF demonstrates why it is preferable to have a simple system that has a 
clear aim, and is realistic about its circumstances. As it was, the SIAF was always going to 
struggle to seek adoption because it simply did not demonstrate sufficient benefit, and 
attempted to be robust – and catch all – rather than effective.  
 
This is an interesting point. Although robust analysis is important in social impact 
assessment, it is even more important that the analysis is carried out at all, and that it is 
efficient; in the sense that it makes best use of the means available. This speaks much more 
to simpler, more nimble systems that do not require a great deal of technical expertise 
specific to the system – but make use of the expertise and resources available from the 
users. 

 

Benefits Difficulties faced 

o Critiquing thinking: Challenges the 
user to explain their reasoning, 
considering not only the immediate 
effects but also potential knock-on 
impacts – whether these be positive 
or negative. This fosters group 
discussion and clear justifications. 

o Three-part evaluation: Built into the 
process is a schedule of pre-, during- 
and post-implementation 
assessment, which allows for 
comparison. 

o Personal narratives: Use of personal 
experiences means an accessible and 
discursive focus, rather than the 
simplification of statistics or similar. 

o Inaccessible: With the specific 
terminology of ‘capability theory’ the 
framework is quite complicated, and 
demands considerable thought from 
users in order to understand and use 
it. Though this adds robustness, it 
requires more training and support, 
and does not capitalise on the 
framework’s ability to foster 
discussion.  

o Long: The process is quite lengthy, 
between the gathering of qualitative 
data requiring in-depth structured 
interviews with the public and a 
discussion process which requires a 
number of service-provider users to 
give considerable time. 

 

  



 

Social Return on Investment Parks Study 

City of Edinburgh Council, Parks and Green Spaces 

Priorities Circumstances 

o Value demonstration: The 
assessment aims to demonstrate 
where investment has yielded a 
positive result. 

o Evaluative: The assessment is 
primarily evaluative, capturing 
people’s experiences of a resource or 
service. 

o Expertise: The assessment uses 
expert technical skills to create a 
robust analysis. 

o Fundee: In that the information 
gathered through this assessment 
will be used to justify continued or 
further funding.  

o Internal: In the sense that it is 
primarily considering incomings and 
outgoings, but with a social rather 
than financial focus. 

o Non-statutory: The assessment is not 
carried out on the basis of a statutory 
requirement. 

 

 

 

Process 

The Pentland Hills Regional Park study aimed to calculate the value of countryside and 
visitor management services in the park. Though described as a ‘forecast’ rather than 
‘evaluative’ report, the assessment process dealt primarily with evaluating social impacts 
rather than predicting them, but did so in order to suggest further action, as opposed to 
demonstrating past successes. Key stakeholders were consulted regarding their usage or 
perceived value of services offered. An estimation of investment inputs is then compared 
with social outcomes. The latter are calculated from numerical inputs, such as annual 
visitation rates coupled with percentage of respondents who claimed the park was good for 
their health. Financial proxies are then assigned to these outcomes. This creates the ‘social 
return on investment ratio’, here between £7 and £13 for every £1 invested. Just as 
important, though, is the collation of personal experiences from stakeholders that are seen 
throughout the final report, which give an indication of how people use the park and where 
they see themselves deriving benefit.  
 
In the current project, a stakeholder-informed study of 4 parks across the city is to be used 
to generate a ‘baseline’, combined with the Edinburgh People’s Survey, to estimate the 
overall social value of all parks managed by City of Edinburgh Council. Given the success of 
the Pentland Hills SROI in demonstrating the value of the park – often an area of difficulty, 
particularly in attempting to establish specific positive results – it is believed that this new 
study will be helpful in capturing the value of parks across the city. Although overseen by an 
external consultant, the process will heavily involve Parks and Green Spaces figures who will 
have a chance to speak to people directly about the services provided; stakeholders will be 
able to have their experiences recorded, and their views reported; and the result will 
generate a wealth of both quantitative and qualitative data that Parks and Green Spaces can 
use in budget development.  



 

Case Review 

The broad salient points to be made about the SROI process identified here is that it is time-
consuming, and requires specific practitioner expertise, but as a result it produces bundled 
information displayed in a number of formats. As a process of assessing impact, its 
advantages and drawbacks are quite clear; it is best used as a landmark audit of resource or 
service to be used for strategic and budget decision-making, a one-shot system from an 
external provider which also generates a list of outcomes and a monitoring framework, 
which they can then use for follow-up evaluation.  
 
Objectives and scope are very important to conducting this kind of SROI, and this is where 
the case makes a broader point. The assessment is only possible once it is very clear what 
objectives or priorities are important, and what scope it has – otherwise it is difficult if not 
impossible to identify relevant stakeholders, grasp a specific direction, or properly plan the 
extent of the assessment. Arguably this is true of any impact assessment process; unless the 
priorities of the work have been identified in detail, a process cannot be effectively 
employed to reach them.  
 
This leads onto the second point to be made here, regarding the adoption of SROI by Parks 
and Green Spaces. This came off the back of the previous Green Flags criteria, and a decision 
to employ this new approach as a potentially more effective way to assess and demonstrate 
the value of parks in the city. In making the switch, the department made a critical 
assertion; that you cannot be precious about the system. SROI is more time-consuming and 
requires more support, internally and externally, than Green Flags, but it produces very 
different material. Neither is ‘better’ than the other, but it is vital that the right assessment 
procedure is used for the right purpose. 

 

Benefits Difficulties faced 

o Detail and varied data: The SROI 
process outlined here generates 
qualitative narratives of user 
experience, as well as simplified 
quantitative measures, making sure 
to outline the methods and thought 
processes used to reach both. This 
allows the reader to build up a multi-
faceted picture of the assessment 
subject. It also means the resultant 
product can be used in a variety of 
ways. 

o Adaptability: Because the process is 
formed from principles, it can be 
adapted to the specific scope and 
objectives of the project. 

o Length and time: The disadvantage of 
this SROI process is that it is 
resource-heavy. In order to carry out 
the full assessment, it has been 
necessary to hire an external 
consultant for an extensive period of 
time.  

o Common principles, conflated 
practices: By relying on Greenspace 
Scotland’s SROI process, Parks and 
Green Spaces can guarantee some 
comparability across the two studies. 
However, though SROI principles are 
largely agreed, the variety of 
terminology and specific methods 
employed by different practitioners 
means it is not comparable. 

 



 

Edinburgh Local Policing Plan 

Police Scotland 

Priorities Circumstances 

o Empowerment: The purpose of the 
process was to judge resource 
allocation based on priorities set by 
the community, and gives citizens a 
chance to influence their local 
policing. 

o Evaluative: The process focused on 
evaluating current concerns, rather 
than predicting future impacts. 

o Funder: Police Scotland were 
responsible for allocation of 
resources at ward and city level in 
response to the process. 

o External: The process focused on 
community opinion. 

o Statutory: The process was in 
response to the Police and Fire 
(Scotland) Reform Act 2012. 

 

Process 

This process aimed to capture Edinburgh citizens’ policing priorities, to see where resources 
could be allocated in order to produce a positive impact based on community need. The first 
iteration, the 2013-2014 plan, had 3000 respondents, and certain improvements were 
identified; public events based on footfall, wider use of social media, and addition of a 
section on equalities. The resulting 3-year plan was the largest public body consultation of 
its kind, going above and beyond the statutory requirements placed upon the various Police 
legacy institutions and garnering 6,000 respondents. It featured 5 engagement mechanisms, 
below, in order to draw together what citizens identified as their preferred policing 
priorities. 
 
Street surveys, in which local officers would carry out a survey in their areas designed in 
Police Scotland National Performance Unit and standardised across the country. Through a 
mixture of street-stops and door-knocking, and with a due degree of flexibility of time and 
approach afforded based on area by Chief Inspectors, officers would ask for priorities. 
Frequently those approached would identify immediate concerns, which the officers were 
able to respond to at the scene. Survey monkey, the online surveying tool, was used both 
for online distribution of surveys and to analyse the data from both online and offline 
surveys – the latter of which was manually inputted. This meant greater accessibility and 
anonymity. 
 
Ward-level Community Sessions, which were organised in areas of high footfall in each 
ward, often in public libraries. Feedback suggested that officers responded enthusiastically 
in terms of engaging members of the community and asking them for their view on 
priorities, preferred methods of communication, and so on. There was the Stakeholder 
Summit, in which the Chief Superintendent hosted the Chamber of Commerce and key 
stakeholders selected by the latter in a focus group style exercise to gain response from the 
business sector. The City Centre Business Strategy entailed officers approaching local 
businesses and speaking to them directly for their priorities. 

 



 

Case review 

This consultation process was only one part of a robust impact assessment that included 
demographic and surveying data as well as technical expertise. It is, however, a very 
significant part in the way it both gathered information and fostered engagement between 
service-user and service–provider. 
 
Having officers do the assessment themselves speaks to the Lothian and Borders legacy of 
community policing, with local officers embedded in their wards and still retaining an 
understanding of the importance of dialogue. Furthermore, generally the feedback was that 
those approached were happy to respond, and it was worth noting that the surveying asked 
for what the individual thought the police ought to do, not what the individual thought of 
the police. This may have prevented excess friction. Also, the advantage of local officers was 
in local knowledge, and more importantly local capacity; so that if in the course of 
conversation an immediate issue was identified, the officers could take measures to resolve 
it, and so build a relationship with the respondent and community.  
 
However, realistically there will have been some access issues generated as a result of police 
officers themselves doing the surveying. Whilst the benefits perhaps outweigh these – and 
consultation with third sector parties and the use of online surveying may have helped 
mitigate them – they remain a challenge, and a limitation to the process. 
 
Otherwise, though, the process demonstrates key benefits to be gained from engagement-
driven impact assessment, in terms of visibility and substantiation. Through developing a 
detailed record of community feeling on policing priorities, the city locality police service 
were able to tailor-build their resource allocation and justify it on the basis of community 
impacts. Additionally, it got officers out into the community and helped foster relations. 

 

Benefits  Difficulties faced 

o Visibility: As two of the engagement 
mechanisms were carried out by local 
officers, the process as a whole 
helped Police Scotland self-promote. 
Communities were made aware of 
whom their local officers were, and 
many raised specific concerns which 
officers could respond to on the spot. 

o Substantiation: The process allows 
for decision-making to be 
substantiated with data, useful both 
in justification to the community and 
to national-level management. 

o Perceptions: Given the subjective 
nature of most of the data collected, 
it was important that it be treated as 
such – not taken to be a definitive 
ordering of police priorities. As such 
it was married with statistical 
information and technical knowledge 
the Police already possessed, and 
broken down based on demographics 
and localities. 

o Prejudices towards police: Equally 
there were difficulties with certain 
persons or areas that were unwilling 
to speak to the police, and often 
Chief Inspectors would have to allow 
some flexibility in terms of timeframe 
so surveying officers could locate 
sufficient respondents. 



 

Portobello High School Consultations 

City of Edinburgh Council 

Priorities Circumstances 

o Empowerment: Citizens themselves 
were encouraged to carry out an 
assessment of potential sites for the 
new high school.  

o Communication: The process was 
designed to inform the community 
about the impacts of different sites, 
and why certain sites were seen as 
preferable. 

o Funder: The process was carried out 
by the Council, the project’s funder.  

o External: The process was external in 
the sense that its key participants 
were members of the community, 
not the Council or supporting 
organisations. 

o Statutory: The process was statutory 
in the sense that consultation is 
required – it went beyond this 
requirement in its design and 
implementation. 

 

Process 

Building a new Portobello High School has been in process for over 10 years, with 
considerable conflict throughout the process between those who support the new school, 
and those who oppose it. The Council’s preferred site is in Portobello Park by the golf 
course, given that it is central to the catchment area and has good transport links but is not 
a busy road. This has generated vocal opposition from a proportion of residents whose 
properties are immediate to the park, the golfing community, and citizens who disagree 
with building on green space. This opposition to the new build successfully mounted a legal 
challenge to attempts to change the purpose of this Common Good land. 
 
The Council’s efforts in consultation and engagement have gone some considerable way to 
supporting a Private Act of Parliament permitting the new build – supported by around 75% 
of the local community. Consultation processes that were purpose designed and led by 
Councillors have been fundamental to drawing together this support, and one event in 
particular employed an engaging form of impact assessment. 
 
Citizens were invited in to see a map of Portobello laid out across the table, with all the 
open spaces in the area marked and numbered, key transport routes identified, and the 
school catchment area demarcated. They were then encouraged to take a post-it note, 
proportionally the size of area required for the new build, and to place the school in one of 
the open spaces – bearing in mind the elements marked out, as well as their own local 
knowledge. Detailed but accessible information explained the technical disadvantages of 
certain sites – such as brownfield sites unsuitable for building, space and access required, 
depth needed for solid foundations – and so to express visually the thinking processes 
behind the selection of Portobello Park. The majority of citizens came to the conclusion that 
the Portobello Park site was the most suitable, and expressed a fuller understanding of the 
thinking processes behind it. 

 



 

Case review  

This successful consultation process illustrates the advantages of proper community 
engagement processes as part of impact assessment; in which the community themselves 
become the assessors. It is not simply a case of equating public engagement with impact 
assessment – there was a robust assessment process in which the proposed project was 
analysed with the benefit of local knowledge and technical information. The process used 
was simple, in the sense of accessible, but required just as much analysis on the part of 
participants. The fundamental advantage this gave the project was in effectively generating 
‘brand ambassadors’; supporters of the new build that understood the thinking behind it, 
rather than simply supporting or opposing on principle.  
 
The challenge to this may be that the Council had already come to a decision and was 
merely attempting to shape the thinking of residents. This is perhaps cynical, but 
understandable. However, it is fair to say that with most projects the organisation 
responsible will establish its preferences; the impact assessment process in this case 
becomes about identifying the preferences of all affected, and attempting to find a ‘middle 
way’ or mitigating solutions for undesirable impacts. Given the growing capacity problems 
at the existing Portobello School, sharing space with the Primary School, a new school was a 
necessity that could not be ignored, so this process was about making sure residents 
themselves could carry out an accessible impact analysis just as the Council had done in 
proposing the site. 
 
Finally, this case demonstrates how difficult predictive work can be in terms of public 
organisation projects. It would’ve been near impossible to imagine where the bulk of 
opposition to the new high school would come from – primarily the golfing community and 
immediate residents, but with strong support from citizens outside of Portobello, 
particularly Stockbridge and Morningside. This has in part resulted in the new build process 
running for so many years. This would suggest that mitigation is a better strategy than 
prediction – to find ways to manage problems as they arise, rather than to presume that all 
elements can be predetermined and assessed.  

 

Benefits Difficulties faced 

o Engaging the community: By allowing 
participants in the process to work 
through the logic of site-selection 
themselves, the project gained 
support with a community that was 
engaged in the process and the 
thinking. 

o Purpose-built: By focusing on 
providing an accessible, visual 
representation of the site-selection, 
the consultation was very successful 
in providing the tools to participants 
to carry out their own considered 
impact analysis. 

o Conflict: Given the long lead time of 
the project, the conflict between 
support and opposition was and is 
deeply entrenched. Although 
members of opposition groups were 
invited to the consultation, many 
chose instead to stay outside and 
leaflet participants. Generally such 
preventative groups and their tactics 
can be extremely effective, and it 
takes a great deal of well-designed 
processes to sufficiently engage the 
community to join the debate. 



 

SAM (Sustainability, Adaptation, Mitigation) e-tool 

City of Edinburgh Council, Corporate Policy and Strategy (Carbon, Climate & Sustainability) 

Priorities Circumstances 

o Expertise: relies upon the expertise 
of the practitioner, someone who 
understands the specifics of the 
action, its purpose and its 
constraints. 

o Contemplation: insists that the 
practitioner considers all areas 
relating to sustainability, including 
social sustainability, and is non-
judgmental. 

o Non-statutory: in the sense that it 
goes above and beyond non-specific 
public body duties regarding carbon 
emissions reductions, adapting to 
climate change, and acting 
sustainably. 

o Internal: internal process rather than 
external engagement. 

 

Process 

SAM is an e-tool that is being introduced across the Council to ensure that the organisation 
is in compliance with the Public Bodies Duties. It takes decision-makers through a step-by-
step review of how a proposed corporate, policy or delivery activity might impact on carbon 
emissions, climate change adaptation and economic, social and environmental 
sustainability. SAM has three sections, described below. 
 
1) Background Data: the practitioner inputs basic information on the planned activity – 
including a brief description, costs, and strategic links - and completes a short 
proportionality test which estimates the size of input and impact. 
 
2) Assessments: based on the Public Bodies Duties, the practitioner is asked “To what extent 
have the impacts of this activity on…been considered?” and works through a range of 
different options, organised by the three Duties, i.e. Mitigation, Adaptation and 
Sustainability. The Mitigation options look at energy, travel and waste in terms of impacts 
on carbon. The Adaptation options focuses on vulnerability and resilience to climate change 
impacts on people, infrastructure and biodiversity. Sustainability is sub-divided into 
environment, economy and society, and asks the practitioner what effect their activity 
would have on elements such as “inclusion”, “natural resources” and “employment”.  
 
3) Outputs: SAM produces an onscreen summary showing all the background data and 
assessment responses the practitioner has entered. This can be saved as a PDF report that 
can be used for reports to Elected Members and project managers, or, taken as a body, to 
evidence the Council’s compliance with the Duties. The practitioner can create and revisit 
their record at any point in the life of the activity. 
 
SAM stimulates the practitioner to consider the various potential sustainability impacts of 
their activity without judgment, so that measures can be included and developed 
appropriately. SAM also demonstrates effectively and accessibly that such consideration has 
taken place. 



 

Case review 

SAM is illustrative of a lot of the positive elements of social impact assessment, and the 
implementation challenges such processes suffer. The non-judgmental aspect of the process 
cannot be stressed enough – as it allows the practitioner to move beyond concern about 
compliance on a ‘yes/no’ basis toward a more nuanced description that allows them 
themselves to properly consider the action proposed and its possible effects. However, this 
is undercut by another key advantage of the process in that it is simple, and straightforward; 
it does not require learning a particular and prescriptive system of analysis or terminology, it 
merely channels a practitioner’s existing knowledge into environmental concerns. Finally, 
the fact that the process is digital makes collation of its products relatively easy, and means 
that the practitioner can carry out their impact assessment independently. 
 
The implementation difficulties are also informative. The e-tool itself was developed in the 
space of around six months, but nevertheless has taken far longer to make its way into 
Council systems, and this can primarily be attributed to a lack of buy-in. This is a 
fundamental challenge for many social impact assessment processes, particularly given they 
are often in competition; how do you convince practitioners that this will be useful to them, 
and that it is worth them spending extra time in an already overworked schedule to carry 
this procedure out? Focusing on practitioner benefits is important, but equally finding key 
personnel to ‘champion’ the process in their departments can also go a long way.  

 

Benefits Difficulties faced 

o The e-tool allows practitioners to 
consider impacts without 
overbearing scrutiny; there are no 
‘right’ and ‘wrong’ answers, as the 
priority is on contemplation and 
laying out the sustainability thinking 
behind a particular decision or 
action. 

o The results of the e-tool convert into 
accessible and immediately useful 
formats, such as public body duty or 
coalition pledge reports. This is a key 
benefit to the practitioner. 

o Following on from the above, usage 
of the tool allows the Council to 
confirm that they are following their 
commitment to assessing 
sustainability, and produce material 
to evidence this. 

o As with many new processes, it has 
been difficult to demonstrate its 
importance and benefits throughout 
the Council. This has led to a longer 
lead time than initially thought. It 
illustrates the vital importance of 
demonstrating value to practitioners, 
and achieving buy-in from key 
personnel. 

o The digital platform has meant some 
delays as IT performs appropriate 
procedures to load the e-tool onto 
the intranet. 

 



 

Rapid Impact Assessment 

NHS Lothian 

Priorities Circumstances 

o Predictive: The process is carried out 
on proposals that have not been 
implemented, before they are 
approved. 

o Contemplation: The primary focus is 
encouraging decision-makers and 
those involved in a project to think 
critically about how their actions will 
affect different communities. 

o Project Development: The secondary 
focus is then on redesigning the 
project, or elements of the project, in 
order to manage any negative 
impacts it may have, and expand any 
positive effects. 

o Funder: The process is carried out by 
a small group of persons with key 
information or input on the decision 
or project. 

o Statutory: The process covers 
statutory requirements to manage 
effects on groups with protected 
characteristics. 

o Internal: The process is primarily 
internal to the NHS, although outside 
partners sometimes participate. 

 

Process 

The Rapid Impact Assessment (RIA) is a group exercise in which a minimum of four persons 
relating to a project, including the project lead, are led by a facilitator through a discussion 
of how their project might affect different population groups and have different impacts on 
health. Although the specific methods of facilitators may vary slightly, this is a direct result 
of a process that is built around flexibility and accessibility. 
 
The general logic is to try and make the process as unburdened as possible, so there is little 
preparation required beforehand save collating existing data and evidence on the project. A 
table is used to summarise the information from these sources. The group will work through 
a demographic checklist, including equalities groups and also population groupings such as 
urban communities as opposed to rural communities, with the facilitator asking the group 
what is changing, and how the change might affect each group.  
 
Once the group has worked through the population groups, the facilitator leads them 
through a checklist of different potential areas of impact on: equalities, health-related 
behaviours, social environment, physical environment, and access to or quality of services. 
The group then summarises the key impacts of the proposal, and agrees recommendations 
for any changes required to mitigate negative impacts or enhance positive impacts. 
 
A small sample of RIA reports are Quality Assured by a team of Equality lead officers against 
agreed criteria to check that they been completed satisfactorily. In addition, there is 
ongoing audit of all RIAs to ensure that any actions identified are completed. 

 



 

Case review 

The premise of the RIA is to make people involved in a project lay out their thinking, and 
work through their justifications in discussion with others – the facilitator, and even the 
form, are just tools to structure and encourage this. The benefit of this is significant, 
because it allows those who are directly involved in a project to review it themselves, 
applying their own expertise and seeking out any gaps or missed opportunities. The main 
benefit is also the limitation: the success of an RIA depends on who is round the table, and 
how willing they are to identify impacts accurately and honestly.  
 
A secondary benefit to this is locating that which isn’t immediately obvious to the project 
development team. For example, a diabetic retinopathy screening program failed to cater 
for the particular needs of prisoners and the homeless, but this was identified in the RIA – 
furthermore, the group was able to mitigate the problem at a minimum cost. That the 
project developers themselves are identifying these issues and solutions both takes 
advantage of their in-depth knowledge of the project, whilst also guaranteeing their support 
in changes in a way that would not be so certain if they were decided externally. This 
external, top-down presence can’t be ignored; many of the decisions or policies that 
produce projects have already been decided at a national level, and the RIA – rather than 
supposing an ability to halt the process entirely – is about making sure that different 
population groups get access. 
 
This mitigation focused approach is supported by the literature, and rightly so; it is a 
practical system that treats impact assessment as a way to hone in on unforeseen issues, 
rather than a ‘yes or no’ barrier. It is not, then, in the strictest sense, about making budget 
decisions – it certainly does not set the budget, as practitioners were keen to make clear – 
but it nevertheless helps managers to make project decisions. 

 

Benefits Difficulties faced 

o Critical thinking: The process 
encourages those with direct 
involvement and controls over the 
project to themselves consider the 
impacts of their actions, rather than 
outsourcing this responsibility. As 
such, the project benefits from 
management that is more balanced 
and responsive to the needs of 
different groups. 

o Mitigation strategies: The process 
has calls for action built in, so any 
discussion or thought has a tangible 
result or change that can be 
monitored in effect. 

o Reliant on internal thinking: The 
process can only be as considerate or 
critical as those who carry it out. This 
can place an onus on the facilitator to 
guide the group, which contains its 
own potential framing issues. It also 
means that the group will only get 
out of the process what they 
themselves put in. 

 



 

Rapid Improvement System 

NHS Lothian, as a partner in the Early Years Collaborative 

Priorities Circumstances 

o Project Development: The central 
priority of this process is incremental 
improvement, in which inefficiencies 
or minute issues are identified, 
redeveloped and then expanded 
from one project to the next. 

o Expertise: The process aims to use 
and develop practitioner expertise in 
improving procedures. 

o Funder: This process is carried out by 
a funded party, NHS frontline staff 
and management as supported by 
facilitators from the EYC in the cases 
described here.  

o Non-statutory: This process is not 
part of a statutory requirement. 

o External: This process occurs 
primarily through partnered work. 

 

Process 

The Early Years Collaborative has created nationwide initiatives to use rapid improvement 
systems to work together to improve child mortality, development, and school attainment. 
The intention has been to involve practitioners rather than management in maximising 
resources, includes a lot of bottom-up and grassroots work with frontline staff. The RIS 
method encourages lots of tiny changes leading to evolution; in which a small inefficiency is 
identified by practitioners, a solution is attempted on a very small scale and the effects 
monitored, and if this is successful it is further attempted elsewhere.  
 
Though this presents RIS in a very technical light, its focus on practitioner experience and 
know-how, and service-user reporting to produce monitoring, means it is embedded in 
accessible and contextualised knowledge. As one facilitator noted, "it gives us 
stories...measurable data in human experiences."  
 
An example of an RIS project helps to illustrate this, and the process as a whole. One project 
focused on bedtime stories, where families were showing a DVD to their child before 
putting them to bed, not distinguishing between this and reading a story. As part of the RIS 
process, at a nursery lots of small changes were affected to try and change this. The lending 
library was renamed “the bedtime story corner”; it was moved closer to the entrance of the 
nursery, and lending times were changed to reflect the needs of parents or carers 
schedules. The effect of these changes were measured simply by asking children at the 
nursery to write a sentence the day after about the story they had been read, charting this 
regularly, week by week, to produce simple, useful reporting. This helped illustrate the 
impact of the change effectively, particularly to sceptics. 
 
From this pilot scheme change, the same processes were attempted at different nurseries in 
different communities, with particular focus on communities with markedly different 
compositions than that of the initial project. The impacts these had were monitored, and 
elements adjusted appropriately, until a fuller picture of effective tools for change was 
created. 

 



 

Case review 

The most important point to take away from this process is that it is focused on practice 
rather than the abstract; it is impact assessment by ‘doing’ rather than ‘thinking’. It stands 
out because this is not commonly associated with impact assessment, which has very 
cerebral and scientific connotations. What it demonstrates, then, is that impact assessment 
simply means identifying the changes that your actions produce, even if this is by as 
seemingly crude a method as trial and error. 
 
The reliance on frontline staff, practitioner knowledge, is what gives the RIS process its 
capability. It builds buy-in directly into the process, and takes advantage of the expertise 
available rather than outsourcing this responsibility. In doing so, it challenges the 
conception that an external eye is always preferable for identifying inefficiencies or 
problems; instead it empowers individual service-providers to enact the changes in their 
provision that they consider potentially beneficial. Not only does this represent a clear cost 
saving, but it also means the process works with those who most desire it to work 
effectively. 

 

Benefits Difficulties faced 

o Evolutionary change: By exacting very 
small changes, the RIS process 
targets minute inefficiencies that 
practitioners are often already aware 
of but lack the capacity to adjust 
themselves. This both builds on 
practitioner expertise, and generates 
buy-in, whilst minimising necessary 
input to produce a positive impact or 
change. 

o Limited necessary resources: Because 
the input in any particular change, or 
even ‘pilot scheme’, is very small. 
This allows a great deal of different 
improvements to be attempted at 
minor cost and inconvenience to 
practitioners. 

o Project expansion: Expanding the 
initial ‘pilot scheme’ to different 
communities can be difficult, and the 
trial-and-error style can seem 
wasteful. This is minimised by the 
small scale of individual changes, but 
can present obstacles. 

o Capacity to carry out the process: 
The Early Years Collaborative funding 
has allowed practitioners to 
investigate these small changes with 
the RIS process, but without such 
extra resourcing it would be much 
more difficult to accomplish. As such 
the process requires an additional, 
and necessarily separate, source of 
funding or capacity so practitioners 
do not feel overstrained. 

 



 

Secondary cases 

In the Council two examples spring to mind. The first is the multiagency practice evaluation 

that is being piloted and expanded across departments by Quality Assurance. This process 

focuses on evaluation for its own sake as a personnel development exercise. It draws 

together a group of practitioners from various agencies that all relate to a particular ‘family’ 

unit, whether this is an actual family or a less traditional network of service-users. The 

service-providers describe what actions they took and the effects they had – but without 

the aim of placing too specific a value on the work, or designing an action in response. 

Instead, the participants are able to reflect and share their experience without pressure, 

which facilitates thinking and growth; communicating between partners in different 

agencies; and reflection on the holistic impact of service delivery that can improve 

practitioners’ work across the board.  

The second is Total Neighbourhood East, a project that is fostering closer and more open 

communication with the community by situating itself in the locality. Two examples in 

miniature illustrate this. Firstly there is the design of the offices in which the TNE 

management is located, with the first floor open to the public as a library space – making 

the community feel as if the building is ‘their space’. A crude measure of the effectiveness of 

this is in the absence of any graffiti or other vandalism on the building. Secondly, there are 

the regular journeys TNE officers take to Niddrie House, where they make themselves 

available to the community to discuss issues, take queries, and otherwise have open 

conversations with the public. This allows for small-scale and informal impact assessment, 

simply in the sense that service-providers can get a ‘sample’ of community feeling on their 

actions by engaging them in a comfortable setting, rather than a stricter consultation 

exercise which can encourage local political agendas and a combative manner. 

In NHS Lothian, the Royal Edinburgh Hospital capital build project management provides 

an example of how impact assessment can be integrated into the planning process. The 

organisational hierarchy of the project management includes multiple review boards which 

are dominated by expert patients and advocacy groups, all designed to ‘check and balance’ 

the work that service providers are undertaking. There are two elements in this kind of 

system that must be in place for it to function, and are visible to some extent here. Firstly 

the stakeholders need to be given a position of reasonable internal power so that their 

consultation does not become a rubber stamp, and related to this, secondly, they must be 

engaged sufficiently early to allow them to influence decision-making or implementation in 

a meaningful way. In terms of the Royal Edinburgh Hospital, a potted example of this was 

the discussions that were had with the stakeholder boards regarding building design – which 

led to the open space focused design of the new hospital. This allows for many small 

internal courtyards, perfect for managing needs of those patients who require constant 

supervision. 



 

Conclusions 

What is good impact assessment? 

The range of different kinds of impact assessment described here 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. This suggests two key points. Firstly, it 

highlights the need to learn from other practice in order to understand different systems 

and the advantages they might bring to your own service. Secondly it makes the point that 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. Sometimes they can be used effectively, as in the 

case of the Rapid Impact Assessment (RIA), where it is treated more as a discussion and 

critical thinking exercise than a crystal ball. However, the RIA process also illustrates a far 

more pragmatic form of impact assessment in focusing on mitigation strategies. This, rather 

than presuming that a sufficiently robust assessment will halt a project completely, is 

realistic about the external and top-down pressures that often sit behind a project, and 

instead concentrates on improving implementation. The obvious benefit is that it has 

demonstrable effects which are easily measured, wherein negative impacts that hadn’t 

previously been identified are located and minimized within the action plans created. 



 

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 can be seen in SAM, the sustainability e-tool, which has created an unpressured process 

by which the user can generate reports they can use for various statutory duties – the 

impact assessment a by-product of this process. Equally it is visible in terms of both cases of 

SROI, where service-providers are party to the advantages of the process in terms of 

providing detailed support for funding and resource allocation. In all cases, this translates 

into user buy-in, which is vital to a process working effectively. All of the impact assessment 

processes are not magic wands; they are only as good as the effort that is put into them. It is 

not possible to design or find a process that is sufficiently ‘robust’ that it can cut through the 

user, only to use processes that have immediate user benefits that encourage them to 

spend time completing.  

Simplicity in terms of objectives will translate to accessibility 

in terms of process  

The Community Impact Assessment conducted by Police Scotland is an excellent example of 

this. By focusing down on a specific aim of good reporting, the process maintains a strong 

flow of useful information that is focused on that objective – rather than attempting to 

cover a variety of priorities. This means the user knows precisely what it is the process is 

asking of them, and allows them a lot more independence and understanding in completing 

it. In contrast, the Equalities and Rights Impact Assessment covers a multitude of different 

priorities and needs with a spread of methods, and this means a bulky and inaccessible tool 

that is off-putting to the user.  

Outsourcing responsibility is not an option  

Though it is possible to engage an external expert to handle the organisation of the 

assessment or oversee its implementation, as is the case in the Parks and Green Spaces SROI 

study, the practitioners themselves must be to some extent involved and preferably taking 

part in the process. This prevents a ‘tickbox’ approach where the assessment process is seen 

as a necessary duty that simply needs to be ‘filled in’ as quickly as possible. 

Holistic impacts demand a holistic response 

The Joseph Rowntree Foundation report correctly asserts that the interlocking nature of 

disadvantage and change mean that impacts from a service can have serious collateral 

effects. Just as impacts cross departmental and partner boundaries, so too must impact 

assessment. This might lead to joint working on impact assessment; more communicating of 



 

impact assessment results and processes; or simply a loose network of impact assessors and 

assessment process developers. This final point forms a key recommendation of this report. 

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 all 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. 

Create/Join an Impact Assessment Network 

The conclusions above are not all-encompassing, but they do give some direction for future 

work – the result of pulling together a collection of good practice processes from across 

different partners. There is no reason these benefits could not be extended through 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. 

The economic frailties that inspired the Joseph Rowntree Foundation report, and so this 

research, are only deepening, and this is going to mean more and more difficult decisions. 

Impact assessment can play a vital role in supporting this kind of decision-making in a 

considered and transparent manner. 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.
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Appendix 

Original brief for research 

Working Title – Unintended Consequences; Collateral Gain 

As individual partners decide their budgets for 2014/15 does the Edinburgh Partnership take 

a consolidated view (cumulative impact assessments) of resultant social risks and does the 

Edinburgh Partnership take or instigate mitigating action? 

How and how much are community planning partners managing the social risks of spending 

cuts? 

• Tools and methodologies 
• Staff and other resources 
• Role for the Third Sector (with particular regard to volunteering and social enterprise) 
• Role for communities (with particular regard to community activism, volunteering and 

socially enterprising behaviour) 
• Credibility of “consolidated view” 
• Credibility of “mitigating actions” 
• Early effectiveness of “mitigating actions” 

  



 40 

Glossary of terms 

Assessors – in this context, any person responsible for or involved with carrying out an 

assessment relating to social concerns. 

Practitioners – this refers to persons, usually service-providers, who fulfil a client-facing or 

frontline role for a public body, e.g.: a General Practitioner in the NHS. 

Social - in the sense of how it affects society, how it affects people, whether this be their 

personal wellbeing, their relationships with others, their capacity for freedom and individual 

voice, and so on. 

Social Impact – the effects of a change on the social as opposed to financial, for example. 

Social Impact Assessment – an attempt to assess or consider the social impacts of a 

decision, plan or change. 

User – the person who is employing the tool, instrument or process in question. Not to be 

confused with service-users, which are referred to herein using that form. 



 

 

 


