


This fact sheet is about the chains of results that improve outcomes.  It is largely based on the work of John Mayne, who spent 10 years working on the outcome focus in the Canadian Government.  He talks about telling a performance story – that is, being able to explain how what we did has improved outcomes for people who use our services or support.  This is not limited to strategy or high level planning – it can be done by anyone working at any level of an organisation in relation to the actions they are responsible for.  
We can reasonably be expected to have a theory of change whenever we decide to commit public resources to any initiative or service.  We should be able to articulate why we believe that our actions – which will necessarily control either inputs or processes – will lead to immediate, intermediate or end outcomes for the people who use or need the services.  The new focus on outcomes across the public sector in Scotland will require us to do better in articulating these arguments.  

However, almost by definition, outcomes are not controlled; there are always other factors at play in determining people’s experience.  Conclusive causal links are unlikely to exist between our actions and the eventual outcomes.  Doing Contribution Analysis can help partnerships and individual managers to understand better the influence they are having on intended outcomes.  It will at least get everyone to a point of understanding whether there is a plausible association between the inputs and the intended outcomes.

The Scottish Government has recently put forward an overarching set of outcomes and indicators for the whole of the public sector, including NHS Scotland and Local Authorities across Scotland to work towards.  The process of carrying out a contribution analysis within a local partnership will therefore be one of working back from one or more of these intended outcomes to review the inputs and processes we control.  The diagram below summarises the concept and uses one of the suite of community care outcome measures as an illustration.  Carrying out such an analysis quickly makes it clear that focusing on outcomes is useful at each and every stage of the process.  For example, a mechanistic approach to training staff in a new approach to assessment is less likely to succeed than an approach which embeds a focus on outcomes (for people using services, and for staff) in the design, delivery and evaluation of that training.  
Once the first cut results chain is written down, it is possible to assess the theory of change behind the programme, i.e. describe why the links in the chain make sense.  The team will be able to say whether it is a question of belief, or point to (or collect) some empirical evidence, perhaps from some social science theory, behind the assumptions.  It will also become clear where external factors may influence events. Your theory of change may be nice but irrelevant if outside factors are the main forces driving your expected outcomes.

Steps in Contribution Analysis

1.  Set out the attribution problem to be addressed

2.  Develop the postulated theory of change

3.  Gather the existing evidence on the Theory of Change

4.  Assemble and assess the contribution story

5.  Seek out additional evidence

6.  Revise and strengthen the contribution story

	Inputs
	Minimum information standards adopted by Scottish Government
	}
	these parts of the process are under the direct control of the partnership



	↓
	↓
	
	

	Processes
	NHS bodies and councils train staff to assess & review according to these standards
	
	

	↓
	↓
	Why will these outcomes come about?

	Immediate outcomes
	Each assessment and review carried out as a conversation about outcomes for the person, to cover whole range of information standards and generate related data
	}
	External factors – some outwith our influence - come into play at this stage in the process

	↓
	↓
	
	

	Intermediate outcomes
	Community care services are assessed, reviewed and planned / commissioned primarily on basis of outcomes for people using them and their carers
	
	

	↓
	↓
	
	

	End outcomes
	People live longer, healthier lives, staying in their own homes for as long as they wish
	


Theory of change analysis

It is important to identify which of the links in the results chain have the weakest evidence.  Some may be supported by prior research, some may be well accepted, and some may be a large leap of faith, or the subject of debate.  With limited resources, these contested links are where effort should be focused, in order to ensure the results chain is as robust as possible.
In order to strengthen the analysis, refine the results chain and/or gather additional results data, and survey knowledgeable others who you can involve.  Where possible, track programme variations and their impacts (time, location, strength) in order to get some real results.  Undertake case studies, identify relevant research or evaluation.  Always use multiple lines of evidence.  Finally, do an evaluation.
Ultimately, the true test of the contribution analysis is in the practice - this is where the evaluation comes in.  Evaluation will demonstrate whether outcomes have been improved, and to what extent this can be attributed to the inputs and processes managed by the partnership.
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