Measuring Outcomes in the Independent Living Movement 
O SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1ne of the most significant changes in the nonprofit world during the past few years has been the big emphasis on outcomes – outcomes being defined as changes in knowledge, skills, attitudes, values, behavior, condition, or status of the persons or communities we work with.  We can hardly turn around these days without hearing about outcomes, results, impacts, improvement, or accountability.  Many of our colleagues in human services and advocacy are already identifying the outcomes they want to achieve, regularly measuring their progress, and using what they learn to improve their programs and to document their successes.  The outcome measurement train isn’t coming down the track – this train’s already here.
Those of us in the IL movement are ready, even eager, to jump on this train.  We know without a doubt that we help the people we serve, and we know we change communities for the better.  For that reason, we look forward to showing ourselves, our funders, our partner agencies, the persons we serve, and the general public that we do an excellent job.  But we also know in our hearts that we could probably accomplish even more.  So we welcome the chance to better define our hoped-for outcomes, to find ways to measure how well we’re doing, and to make improvements where they’re needed. 
Someone described not measuring program outcomes as like managing a baseball team, but without being able to see the scoreboard.  Or driving to a new destination, but without having a map.  It’s simply not possible to manage well if we don’t know how we’re doing right now.  Of course, it’s also important to use that information wisely when we have it, but first we have to know our outcomes.
For that reason, NCIL has launched a 16-person Outcomes Task Force to move our IL community more firmly into measuring outcomes.  This task force has been operating for several months, and we expect it to continue for the foreseeable future.  There’s a lot of work ahead, but we’re making steady progress.  In order to bring you up-to-date on our work and to seek your input, we’ve placed several products on this website: this brief introduction, a draft logic model of the CIL program , and a way you can help us decide what to measure in order to gauge our progress (our measurable indicators) .  Below we will explain both logic models and measurable indicators.

Measuring outcomes starts with three key steps: (1) developing a logic model of our program, (2) identifying the outcomes we want to measure, and (3) creating measurable indicators of each outcome.

Step One: A Draft Logic Model of the CIL Program

The phrase “logic model” is jargon, to be sure, but it’s also a phrase that’s becoming more common all the time.  Perhaps you’ve heard it from a government agency, your local United Way, or a foundation, since more and more funders are routinely asking their grantees to develop logic models.  But what exactly is a logic model?  The answer is pretty simple:  A logic model is a way to show visually, on one page, what a program does (its activities), what it’s trying to achieve (its desired outcomes), and in what order (the different levels of outcomes).  The lines connecting the boxes show how each of these pieces fit together.
The Outcomes Task Force has created a draft logic model for the CIL program, so let’s learn from that example.  As you can see, the bottom row (yellow) shows the CIL program’s three main activities: IL services, I&R, and systems advocacy.  The rest of the page shows the CIL program’s desired outcomes, divided into the levels of initial outcomes (orange), intermediate outcomes (red), and ultimate outcomes (blue).
Working up the logic model from the bottom row, immediately above each activity is the initial outcome that each activity hopes to produce.  For example, the initial outcome of systems advocacy is that “barriers and problems are identified”.  But why?  Why do we want to identify barriers and problems?  The answers are in the two outcomes right above this box – we want to identify barriers and problems so that “A consumer agenda for change exists” and “Active coalitions exist around our issues”.  But why do we want a consumer agenda for change to exist?  Again, the answer is right above that box – we want a consumer agenda for change to exist so that “Decision-makers agree with our agenda”.

Using slightly different words, but looking at the same boxes, we see that IF we do systems advocacy, THEN barriers and problems will be identified.  And IF barriers and problems are identified, THEN a consumer agenda for change will exist AND active coalitions will exist around our issues.  And IF a consumer agenda for change exists, THEN decisions-makers will agree with our agenda.
In this same way, we can ask this why? question and draw these IF-THEN connections all over the logic model.  Doing so shows us very clearly what the CIL program is all about.
Step Two: Desired Outcomes of the CIL Program
Our CIL logic model contains 20 different boxes.  Three of these boxes represent our three different activities, and the remaining 17 boxes represent our 17 different desired outcomes.  That is, the CIL program as a whole wants to achieve 17 different outcomes.  Some of these outcomes are for individuals (the left side and middle of the logic model) and some of these outcomes are for communities (the right side of the logic model), but each of the 17 outcomes is important. 

Ideally we would like to measure our progress on all 17 desired outcomes, but in the real world we probably won’t have the time, money, or people to measure them all.  Eventually we’ll need to pick and choose which ones to measure.  It may be that all CILs measure the same outcomes, or this may vary from CIL to CIL, depending on the local interests.  At this stage, our Task Force isn’t deciding which outcomes we should measure – for now, we’re looking at all 17.
Step Three: Measurable Indicators of Desired Outcomes

In measuring outcomes, the “rubber meets the road” when we wrestle with how to measure our progress on a desired outcome.  Until we do this, we have warm, fuzzy concepts (“Communities are fully accessible”), but how do we measure that?  How do we know the extent to which a community is fully accessible without measuring something?  For example, maybe we measure “the number and percentage of multifamily housing properties in our community that meet fair housing requirements”.  Or maybe we measure “the length of waiting lists for Section 8 vouchers or affordable, accessible housing”.  Or maybe we measure something else – but we must measure something specific, and what we measure is called our measurable indicators.

Our Task Force is now wrestling with this step of the process – we are creating a laundry list of possible measurable indicators for each of the 17 desired outcomes of our logic model.  We have some first ideas, but we need more.  Elsewhere on this website is an easy way for you to give us your ideas for how to measure CIL outcomes, and we hope you’ll give us lots of ideas.  Don’t worry about the exact form or wording of your suggestions – we have experts to help us with that.  What we need are your creative, real-world ideas of what might be good to measure.  Please give us as many ideas as you possibly can, and we promise that the Task Force will consider each one seriously.

Conclusion … For Now

Measuring outcomes is important for the IL movement.  We agree wholeheartedly with this emphasis, and our Task Force is working hard to develop ways for us to do this.  We need your help in order to capture and reflect the reality of local CILs, so please do give us your best ideas.  For our part, we promise to keep you fully up-to-date on our progress.  Please watch this space for future postings.
