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Measure less, improve more

Yesterday morning, an accidental breakage in the MI6 labs led to a truth serum leaking into the water supply. Without anyone knowing, the substance spread, and without anyone understanding why, it spread mainly to the offices of charities and charity funders. Before a clean-up could occur, the following phone calls took place between the manager of a Hull community centre, and her funders. 
The manager: What did you think of our latest monitoring report?
Funder 1: It was great! 
The manager: What did you like about it?
Funder 1: All the financial information – really helped me to do my end of year report, so thanks. I didn’t read the rest of it but I’m sure it was really great, and useful. 
The manager looked through the monitoring report as she dialled the next funder. She sighed as she looked through the section on the community centre's activities – why did they even bother?
Funder 2: Hey, thanks for sending through your report. The detail on your activities and processes was particularly helpful.
Manager: What did you like about it?
Funder 2: It was so clear! It enabled me to comply with all my diversity and quality requirements for our board. Please send the same again next year!
Manager: Will do.
Casting her mind back to all of their outcomes measurement work and the care taken in putting the conclusions across in the report, the manager began to twitch slightly. But she had one more funder to call, who had requested this kind of information specifically. 

Manager: Can I ask you for your thoughts on the outcomes section of our monitoring report?
Funder 3: It was useful; I could see that you have learned something about what worked and what didn’t work over the last couple of years. We’ve learned something, too.
Manager (feeling that she is at last getting somewhere): Brilliant! What are you planning to do about that?
Funder 3: Do about that…? Well, nothing, the funding for next year has already been allocated – in fact we’re going to fund some really similar work but it’s already being planned so there’s probably no point in passing this information on. Have a great day and thanks again for the report. 

The manager sighed irritably – what was all that work for if some basic output figures and pretty pictures were all that funders really wanted? In fact what was it all for if even the outcomes-focused funder wasn’t going to share their learning?

Her mind started to turn to the other tasks of the day – she had to plan a new project. She would try to forget this whole business and immerse herself in the real work, she decided, as she reached up to put the report on the shelf, next to all the others…
I’d like to make three guess about you. I don’t know you that well, but here goes:

· You measure too much – it takes too long and 80% at least is only used for compliance 

· You’re not sure what, if anything, your funders do with the reports you send in, beyond sticking them on the shelf next to last year’s.

· Despite all of this, you’re sitting on a gold-mine. The information you already hold, put together with the experiences of all those you work with, is probably enough to improve your services. 

Charities Evaluation Services exists to help your organisation unlock this potential. We do that by giving you the tools you need to drill down and uncover the value within the information you already hold.

In fact we go one better; giving you the skills to make those tools yourself. So as your projects, people and context change, your monitoring and learning processes can change alongside them. 
We believe that the primary purpose of evaluation and monitoring is the improvement of your services because this leads to improved user outcomes. Useful by-products include materials for compliance and future fundraising - but without putting service improvement at its heart, monitoring and evaluation often ends up as just so much box-ticking, with useful learning taking a back seat to ‘proving’ your contribution. 

So how do you get from that monitoring report to service improvement? It’s not magic; in fact it’s remarkably simple:

· Measure fewer, more useful things

· Invest in analysis and reflection

· Fit reporting with decision-making cycles

The manager in our story might do all these things to reduce her feelings of irritation – measuring less so that less time is taken up, making sure she uses the materials generated not just for reporting but for reflection with users, staff and volunteers, and finally making sure all of that learning is ploughed back into project development.

We have been working for the past twenty years to build the sector’s skills in these areas through training and consultancy, and have seen through first-hand experience with hundreds of organisations how this can enable them to ‘fall in love’ with learning. We are glad to see others now coming on board, to call on funders and voluntary sector organisations to improve their monitoring and evaluation further.

One recent training attendee described their service improvements 6 months after attending our training course as: ‘More effective, community led services, demand driven’. A full example of how taking on the CES approach led to a lasting cycle of learning and improvement can be seen in the case study in our Annual Report 
We think that keeping learning at the heart of what we do is the only way that we can improve. This goes for us as a charity, as well, of course. This is why we would love to hear from you as we move forward in developing our services. If you are inspired by our point of view, please write and tell us your thoughts on what you’d need to put learning at your organisation’s heart, or how you have already done so.

