EVALSDGs Insight No. 7:
Impact Stories and the SDGs
CONTEXT: Measuring impact can be one of the hardest challenges in evaluation. Impact for one type of
project/programme may look very different to that of another and may be measured at a different time. In general
impact refers to “the positive and negative changes produced by a development intervention, directly or indirectly,
intended or unintended”, see http://www.oecd.org/dac/evaluation/daccriteriaforevaluatingdevelopmentassistance.htm. There is ongoing
debate around what is impact and what is an outcome. This discussion is wide-ranging and one that cannot be
adequately addressed here, but evaluators should follow the online discussions on this topic to learn more. Also,
impact stories can be useful in policy, strategic
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Steps to writing a good Impact Story
Step 1. Identify the project or programme you wish to highlight. This may seem obvious, but choosing the right
topic, and for the right reasons, is key to having the foundations necessary to write a good story. Include how
the project/programme contributes to the SDGs in this process.
Step 2. Identify the relevant focal point to work with on the story. In most cases, the evaluator can operate
independently; but sometime he/she is called to work with the people in charge of the project/program. Collect
all the relevant documents regarding the project – background information, post-project reports, programme
details, logframes/theories of change.
Step 3. Identify the objectives. Why was this project/programme organised? What impact were the designers
looking for? Identify indicators for these objective/s. Identify assumptions made by the designers and
organizations involved in the process. Identify what methods were used in the project, how it was implemented
and who the project/programme was designed for. Why, what, how, who. Write the background for the story
based on this information.
Step 4. Identify relevant linkages with the 2030 Agenda. Anticipate the preconditions or outcomes that must
be in place to contribute to the goal/s and the intermediate outcomes that relate to these conditions.
Step 5. Identify the methods to be used. The impact story is written to show the overall picture and the
individual experience. This step takes the form of a Most Significant Change (MSC) approach. It is best to
use quantitative data on the project/programme, triangulated with qualitative interviews with participants.
 If quantitative data does not exist, create a survey of beneficiaries. The counterfactual will be established
through comparison groups, when possible, but this is not always feasible.
 Interviews should be semi-structured, and questions should be of a general nature – the participant
should not prepare answers. Focus on the impact the project/programme had on behaviour, how it has
changed work and attitudes, do not only focus on successes, and try to work out the counterfactual (had
the project not taken place) together.
Step 6. Write a narrative based on the interviews. Focus on expected and unexpected, intended and unintended,
direct and indirect impact/outcome areas; try to connect the individual story to the overall project and
societal/organisational change. Make links with the theory of change and to the SDGs explicit, and what
indicators can be illustrated based on the interviews and other data. Show the personal impact and change the
project/programme had on participants. Decide what data to visualise; be conservative with conclusions.

Most Significant Change and the Sustainable Development Goals
An impact story is not a success story. It is a narrative approach to engage beneficiaries in the evaluation
process by allowing them to share their own experience-based knowledge as well as highlight both positive and
negative elements of a project/programme. This narrative approach can also highlight potential areas for
improvement and support the numerical data derived from traditional evaluation measures.
The MSC approach involves generating and analysing personal accounts of change and deciding which of these
accounts is the most significant, and why. MSC is not just about collecting and reporting stories but about having
processes to learn from these stories, and similarities and differences in what the various different groups and
individuals value. Finally, it is fundamental to link the MSC with the SDGs through identifying the changes
which have an impact on specific goals, and then describing how the sum of such changes contributes to
the implementation of the 2030 Agenda.
About EVALSDGs INSIGHTS EVALSDGs is a global network formed to add value and learning to the SDGs. EVALSDGs
Guidance Group is a sub-group of EVALSDGs made up of evaluators ready to walk with you to support the evaluation of
the 17 SDGs. EVALSDGs INSIGHTS are short, light and easy to digest notes on topics related to evaluation & the SDGs.
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