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Measurement has long been the hobgoblin of humanitarian assistance. What makes us think it’s good
for evangelical missions?
Puck as you may recall is the mischievous sprite in Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream.
Thanks to Puck, a lover’s affections are misdirected, and so begins a series of antics to fix the mistake.
Measuring ministry outcomes can be like that. Both the attempt at measurement and the lack of it invite
mischief. How do you know, for instance, that a person is taking steps toward faith? For that matter,
how do you know a person has trusted Christ and experienced salvation? It’s a little easier to determine
that, say, a person has experienced better health because of your effort. Then again, how do you know
your effort made the difference and not other factors? The problem gets worse when you try to assess
change on a social level. How do you know your HIV/AIDS-prevention program is actually reducing the
AIDS pandemic? How do you know your anti-trafficking program is making a difference?
Some outcomes are tangible, such as better health, improved skills, and increased income, and lend
themselves to measurement. Other outcomes, however, are intangible, such as faith, hope, and love,
and elude empirical measurement. The danger is that easily measured outcomes will be measured
while others remain unmeasured, leading to misallocated resources and superficial benefits.

What Is Measurement?
Measurement is a way of seeing. It’s assessing whether or not we have helped others as intended.
In its simplest form, measurement compares two points. The difference between the points indicates
whether our effort is achieving its purpose or not. The points of comparison may picture the past and
the present, or the present and an ideal state. Either way, measures are meaningful only if expectations
are clear from the start.
Measurements can be made quantitatively or qualitatively. Quantitative measures answer questions
such as How many? and What percent? For instance, if the objective is to reduce the incidence of
waterborne diseases, then the measure would count the incidence rate both before and after the
intervention. Qualitative measures describe characteristics of a person(s) or situation. They are useful
in measuring less tangible outcomes, such as the successful rehabilitation of a trauma victim. In
this case, the qualitative change in the person’s outlook (positive) and desire to restart his or her life
evidences progress toward the goal of recovery.
Effective measures answer the question, Have we successfully helped the person(s) as intended?
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Although humanitarian assistance has a long history of measurement, it has not been a priority among
evangelical missions until recently. As happened in the arena of foreign aid, the push to measure
outcomes has come from funders, such as foundations and major donors, and that at a time when the
whole philanthropy world is under mounting scrutiny. As noted in a December 2007 headline in The
Wall Street Journal, funders are lining up to say “how charities can make themselves more open.” Both
charities and foundations are being held to rising standards of accountability and transparency.
In this environment of scrutiny, “outcomes-based evaluation” (also referred to as “results-based
evaluation”) has become the new language of accountability, and its essential tool is measurement.1
In general, outcomes-based evaluation means measuring performance against objectives. While
accountability and transparency are widely endorsed by evangelical missions, outcomes-based
evaluation is not. Set aside the practical difficulties of achieving meaningful social change, a feat even
governments and the United Nations have botched.2 No serious evangelical is going to claim he has
the yardstick for measuring the intangible effects of the gospel.
The issue is not merely pragmatic. It’s a theological question. What does the Bible say about results
in the work of the gospel? We first raised this question five years ago in a symposium with the theme,
“Toward a Biblical View of Results.”3 Since then, we know of no further discussion in a theological vein.
Bible scholars would do a great service by working with missions leaders to establish a biblical frame of
reference for the stewardship of results in Christian ministry.
These challenges notwithstanding, it’s easy to find good reasons to measure outcomes.
To keep faith with a vision
For starters, it’s difficult to keep faith with a vision without measurement. You must have a means of
gauging whether your effort is achieving its purpose. Any effort, even the most informal, to understand
where you are in relation to where you want to be involves measurement. Measurement is integral to
pursuing a vision.
To learn from what we do
The process of measuring outcomes naturally leads to discussions about what we value, what we
envision, and what constitutes meaningful results. For example, learning occurs when we find that
the approach we have been using, an approach that made sense in the past, is no longer effective.
Measuring creates the opportunity to review our approach, determine what is not working, reinterpret
the situation, and adopt a new approach.
To account for what we do
Donors want more than reports on activities and how money was disbursed. They want to know if their

Daniel Rickett | www.danielrickett.com

How to Measure Ministry Outcomes | 3

contributions have made a difference. We are obliged to show them that what we are attempting to
achieve is being or has been achieved, and, if not, why. If we claim we will change lives in some way,
then we must be able to do it, and we must be able to show that we can do it. If it can’t be done as we
had originally thought, which is often true, donors need to know that too.

The Outcomes-Based Approach to Measurement
While there are several ways to measure a ministry’s impact, the outcomes-based approach is the
most common. It also happens to be the most suitable method of accountability to multiple layers of
stakeholders, such as beneficiaries, service providers, donors, and the public.
Three elements comprise a measurement: people (who), outcomes (what), and time (when). These
elements need periodic adjustment lest they degenerate into irrelevant obligations or, as Puck would
attest, misdirected affections.
People
The first element of measurement is a specific population in a specific place. Let’s take the example
of a skills-training and microfinance program in northern India, with a program objective to reduce
the economic vulnerability of poor immigrants. Defining the focus population—through clear income,
education, and wealth criteria—is critical to prevent any who are better off from receiving services
intended for those living in greater poverty.
outcomes
Identifying outcomes, the tangible and the not so tangible, is a two-step process. First, it’s necessary to
define the desired key results and the indicators of change for each key result.
Key results are the general areas in which you want people’s lives improved (for example, people take
steps toward faith, people believe in Jesus, people experience better health, families benefit from increased
wealth). Key results do not cover everything the project will accomplish. They identify the results that are
essential to the purpose of the project. Key results are found by answering the question, How will people’s
lives be different because of our effort? The key results of our project in northern India involve improving
participants’ capacity to generate wealth and increasing their household wealth or assets. Key results are
not usually measurable as stated but contain indicators that could be made measurable.
Second, identify one or more indicators of change for each key result. Indicators are particular
characteristics or dimensions that show whether individual behaviors or life situations are changing
in meaningful ways. They are found by answering the question, How will we know when we have
successfully helped the person(s) as intended? Indicators do not account for all changes, only those
essential to the desired results.
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To choose the right indicator, accurately assess the key result you seek. In the case of reducing
economic vulnerability, measuring the change in household income may actually be misleading.
Marginal increases in income are spent on many things, not necessarily on improving household
living standards; therefore, a focus on the household’s assets or wealth gives a more accurate picture.
Families with many, diversified assets are less vulnerable to unforeseen circumstances and economic
shocks.4 And the choice of which assets to measure—the indicators of reduced vulnerability—is best
defined in the local context.
Proxy indicators. Because it’s often difficult to measure outcomes directly, many indicators of change
are proxies. For example, it’s difficult to say with certainty that people are growing in their faith, but a
promising indicator is their regular participation in Bible studies.
By definition, a proxy doesn’t tell the whole story, just as attending Bible studies is not all there is to
growing in Christ. A proxy merely allows you to say the behavior or condition is likely to change. That is
why a proxy should never be treated as the real thing. A proxy should always be used with caution and
reported with caveats.
For example, in the past, microfinance institutions (MFIs) commonly used increases in the size
of borrowers’ loans as a proxy for business growth and poverty reduction. Closer examination,
however, revealed that many people used the additional loan money not for business, but for personal
consumption, since consumer credit was not available. Carefully understanding and selecting indicators
or behaviors related to a key result will help you avoid misleading reports.
Sample indicators. There are countless numbers of possible outcome measures in humanitarian
services (see the websites listed in the side bar). Various indices identify indicators at the program,
community, or national level. The wider the scope, the more complicated measurement becomes. Most
ministries can safely measure at the program level and sometimes at the community level.
Table 1 (on the next page) contains examples of Indicators of Change for selected Key Result categories.
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Table 1. Examples of Indicators of Change
Key Result Category

Key Result

Indicators of Change

Spiritual

Coming to faith

■■ Number of people that took steps toward
faith by joining an evangelistic Bible study

Personal spiritual growth

■■ Number of people integrated into local
churches or regular Bible studies for
ongoing discipleship

Community/corporate
spiritual growth

■■ Percentage growth of population who are
evangelical believers

Improvement in household
assets and wealth

■■ Improvements to housing/shelter
■■ Accumulated savings for emergencies,
business

Stabilization of household
income and consumption
levels

■■ Improved nutrition, increased number of
meals per day
■■ Increased ability to pay school fees,
child’s school attendance
■■ Increased ability to pay medical costs,
purchase basic household supplies

Increased skill, ability
to generate income and
assets

■■ Business started or expanded
■■ Improved business profitability
■■ Additional jobs created

Economic

Since measurement is about making comparisons, an indicator needs a baseline—a specific value
(behavior or condition) that can serve as a comparison for future studies. The baseline captures the key
result indicators “before” any intervention takes place.
time
The time horizon for measurement—how long to wait before checking results against the indicator’s
baseline—depends on the type of change being measured. Generally, longer time horizons yield better
assessments of whether or not sustained improvement has been achieved. For example, a large
number of conversions after an evangelistic campaign would seem to belie success; however, without
accompanying long-term growth in churches, the ultimate objective has not been met. Assessing the
rehabilitation of a trauma victim, or measuring the real increase in household wealth, takes more time,
usually one to two years.
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Why Measurement Matters
Now we’re back to A Midsummer Night’s Dream. Puck’s mistake was in placing a charm on the wrong
pair of eyes. As a result, the lover’s affections fixed on the first person he saw—who happened to be
the wrong person. The way we assess ministry outcomes can have the effect of placing our affections
on the wrong thing. This can happen whether our methods are broad and casual or narrow and
meticulous. The solution is to be neither cavalier nor overly cautious in our assessments.
The decisive value of ministry is that it changes lives. The best projects show measurable evidence of
lives being changed, not just that effort is being made. Measuring outcomes takes us beyond counting
numbers, keeping us true to our mission, humble in reflection, and passionate about making a lasting
difference in the world.
Finally, however precise our measures, the results are merely a commentary on our efforts, not
the measure of success. Success is measured with God’s yardstick. Reflecting on the results of
Nehemiah’s efforts to restore Jerusalem, J. I. Packer puts success in perspective.5
After setting biblically appropriate goals, embracing biblically appropriate means of seeking to
realize them, assessing as best we can where we have got to in pursuing them, and making
any course corrections that our assessments suggest, the way of health and humility is for us
to admit to ourselves that in the final analysis we do not and cannot know the measure of our
success as God sees it.
Measurement matters, not as the basis for ethical behavior, but as a point of reference and a
commentary on the pilgrimage of faith. ■
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Source
This article first appeared in the July 2009 issue of EMQ, P.O. Box 794, Wheaton, IL 60187,
emis@wheaton.edu. Reprinted by permission of Evangelism and Missions Information Service
(EMIS). All rights reserved.
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