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Abstract

Understanding the effectiveness of non-profit organisations requires distinguishing between
outputs, outcomes, and systemic impacts. Outputs represent the immediate, tangible
products of NGO action, such as services or reports, while outcomes capture intermediate
effects on knowledge, behaviour, and institutions. Systemic impact denotes enduring
transformations in policies, governance, and cultural norms. This article analyses how
NGOs navigate the methodological and practical challenges of linking micro-level activities
to macro-level change. A central debate concerns attribution versus contribution: while
attribution seeks direct causal proof, contribution approaches situate NGOs within multi-
actor systems of influence. Indicators provide evidence but risk oversimplification,
especially when donor-driven metrics overshadow community priorities. Attention to
unintended consequences—including elite capture, dependency, and exclusion—is essential
for balanced evaluation. Adaptive approaches such as realist and developmental evaluation
offer promising methods for grappling with complexity and uncertainty, emphasising
context, feedback, and learning. For scholars, this framework advances evaluation theory by
shifting from linear causality to systemic contribution. For practitioners, it highlights the
need to move beyond output measurement toward adaptive, participatory, and long-term

approaches that better reflect NGOs’ role in shaping social transformation.
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1. Introduction

Assessing the effectiveness of non-profit organisations (NGOs) requires moving beyond
surface-level metrics to examine how activities contribute to deeper societal change. Too
often, evaluation frameworks reduce complex processes to quantifiable indicators—
workshops held, reports written, or participants trained. While these outputs demonstrate

productivity, they reveal little about whether NGOs have catalysed lasting transformation.
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Understanding impact requires an expanded lens that differentiates outputs, outcomes, and
systemic impacts, tracing how micro-level actions link to macro-level shifts in policy,
behaviour, and culture (Rossi, Lipsey, & Henry, 2018).

This article explores how NGOs conceptualise and measure their influence across these
levels. It highlights that impact evaluation is not merely a technical exercise but a political
and epistemological process: what counts as success depends on who defines it, with what
evidence, and for whose benefit. The challenge for NGOs lies in navigating between donor
expectations for measurable proof and the messy, emergent realities of social change. A
nuanced understanding of outputs, outcomes, and systemic impact enables NGOs to
articulate their contributions credibly while embracing complexity and uncertainty as

inherent to transformation.

2. Outputs, Outcomes, and Systemic Impact

Outputs are the most visible expressions of NGO activity—the workshops delivered,
services provided, or campaigns launched. They are typically quantifiable and easily
documented in donor reports. However, outputs only demonstrate effort, not effectiveness.
Their significance lies in how they contribute to outcomes—changes in knowledge,
attitudes, or institutional practices that reflect shifts in behaviour or capacity (Weiss, 1995).
Outcomes often emerge gradually, requiring longitudinal observation to capture.

Systemic impact represents a higher order of change: the long-term, structural
transformations in governance, policy frameworks, or cultural norms that endure beyond
specific interventions. For instance, an NGO’s environmental education programme (output)
may increase local recycling participation (outcome), which, over time, contributes to
national policy reform on waste management (impact). Understanding these linkages helps
NGOs move from linear project logic to systems thinking, recognising that sustainable
change unfolds through interactions among actors, institutions, and contexts. Measuring
impact thus involves not only collecting data but interpreting patterns of contribution within

a larger ecosystem of change.

3. Attribution and Contribution

The evaluation of NGO effectiveness often revolves around the methodological tension
between attribution and contribution. Attribution seeks to establish a direct causal link
between an intervention and an observed change, often through experimental or quasi-

experimental designs such as randomised controlled trials (Banerjee & Duflo, 2011). While
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these methods offer clarity and rigour, they frequently oversimplify reality, assuming linear
causality in environments shaped by interdependent actors and feedback loops.

In contrast, contribution analysis recognises that NGOs rarely operate in isolation. Their
actions interact with government policies, market forces, social movements, and cultural
norms to produce change. Rather than asking “Did the NGO cause this?”, contribution
analysis asks “How did the NGO influence this outcome within a broader constellation of
factors?” (Mayne, 2012). This approach encourages learning, dialogue, and contextual
interpretation. It also legitimises NGOs’ roles as intermediaries and catalysts, valuing
influence and facilitation alongside direct implementation. Ultimately, contribution analysis
better aligns with the complexity of social transformation, framing impact as collective,

relational, and dynamic.

4. Indicators and Measurement Frameworks

Indicators provide an indispensable yet problematic means of representing impact. They
translate abstract goals into measurable targets—such as the number of policies influenced,
women trained, or partnerships established. While these indicators satisfy donor
accountability requirements, they risk prioritising what can be counted over what counts
(Ebrahim & Rangan, 2014). For example, tracking attendance numbers may obscure
whether learning occurred or empowerment deepened.

The OECD-DAC evaluation framework, with its five criteria—relevance, effectiveness,
efficiency, impact, and sustainability—remains the dominant standard in international
development (OECD, 2019). However, critics argue that its technocratic orientation
privileges external accountability and short-term efficiency over local ownership and long-
term transformation. To counter this, NGOs increasingly adopt mixed-method approaches,
combining quantitative indicators with participatory evaluation tools that capture lived
experience and community-defined success. The challenge lies in balancing donor-
compatible evidence with more holistic, qualitative insights that reflect the

multidimensional nature of change.

5. Unintended Consequences

Every intervention generates effects beyond its intended outcomes. Recognising and
analysing unintended consequences is vital to avoid partial or misleading evaluations. One
common risk is elite capture, where local elites appropriate resources or benefits intended

for marginalised groups, perpetuating inequality rather than alleviating it (Platteau &
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Gaspart, 2003). Similarly, dependency dynamics can emerge when communities grow
reliant on NGO support, undermining local initiative and sustainability (Mosse, 2005).

Exclusion can also occur when interventions inadvertently privilege certain groups—men
over women, urban residents over rural populations, or those literate in dominant languages
over others. By systematically tracking negative externalities alongside positive outcomes,
NGOs can maintain credibility and ethical integrity. Balanced evaluation practices
foreground not only success stories but also tensions, failures, and learning moments. This
reflexivity transforms monitoring and evaluation from compliance mechanisms into genuine

instruments of organisational learning and accountability.

6. Adaptive Evaluation Approaches

In complex and uncertain environments, traditional evaluation models struggle to capture
the evolving nature of social change. Realist evaluation and developmental evaluation
have emerged as adaptive alternatives that foreground context, learning, and iteration.
Realist evaluation focuses on understanding how and why programmes work, for whom,
and under what conditions (Pawson & Tilley, 1997). By examining the interaction of
context, mechanism, and outcome (the CMO framework), it provides explanatory rather
than merely descriptive insight.

Developmental evaluation, pioneered by Patton (2011), supports innovation in complex
systems by embedding evaluative thinking into the process of implementation. Instead of
assessing success post hoc, it facilitates real-time feedback, enabling continuous adaptation.
Together, these approaches represent a paradigm shift from accountability-driven
monitoring to learning-oriented evaluation. Recent revisions to the OECD-DAC criteria
further reflect this transition, emphasising sustainability, coherence, and local ownership
(OECD, 2019). Adaptive evaluation aligns particularly well with NGOs’ hybrid roles as
both implementers and innovators, helping them navigate complexity without sacrificing

rigour.

7. Discussion

The differentiation between outputs, outcomes, and systemic impacts provides a conceptual
scaffold for understanding how NGOs contribute to change. Yet, in practice, the boundaries
between these categories are often blurred. Outputs may produce unintended outcomes;
systemic impact may depend on reinforcing cycles of micro-level success. Evaluation,
therefore, must be iterative and relational, tracing how short-term activities accumulate
into long-term influence.
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Moreover, the politics of evidence must be acknowledged. Whose indicators are used? Who
defines impact? Donor-driven frameworks can marginalise community-defined knowledge
systems and reduce diverse forms of progress to numeric proxies. NGOs that democratise
evaluation—inviting stakeholders to co-design metrics and interpret findings—restore
accountability to those most affected by change. For researchers, this invites a shift from
measuring “what works” to exploring “how and why change unfolds.” For practitioners, it

encourages embracing ambiguity as a space for learning rather than failure.

8. Conclusion

Evaluating NGO effectiveness requires a holistic perspective that integrates outputs,
outcomes, and systemic impacts within dynamic systems of influence. Attribution models
may provide clarity but oversimplify causality; contribution approaches better capture
NGOs’ embeddedness within multi-actor networks. Indicators remain useful but must be
complemented by qualitative and participatory methods to reflect diverse experiences of
change. Recognising unintended consequences and adopting adaptive evaluation
frameworks enrich both accountability and learning.

For scholars, this reconceptualisation advances evaluation theory by moving from static
measurement to systemic understanding. For practitioners, it offers a pathway to reframe
evaluation as a tool for reflection, adaptation, and empowerment. By aligning evidence with
ethical practice, NGOs can demonstrate not only that they act—but that their actions matter

in shaping pathways to lasting social transformation.
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