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Measuring quality – WHAT do you measure?

There are three broad categories of factors that contribute to the assessment and measurement of quality in an organisation or service: inputs, outputs and outcomes.

1. Inputs – these are the resources that are allocated or made available for an activity and that determine the service. The inputs are utilised to create the outputs.

Examples of inputs include: money/funding, equipment, staff, information resources, policies and procedures. 

Measurement might focus on: written documentation (e.g. is a certain policy in place?), agency’s records, figures (e.g. financial and staff numbers) etc.

2. Outputs – these are the actual services or activities that an organisation provides. They are usually tangible factors of what was produced or delivered.

Examples of outputs might include: advice or counselling sessions provided to young people; a series of talks to school pupils on sexual health; the type of enquiries made by young people; or the length of interviews. 

Measurement might focus on: statistics (e.g. numbers of clients seen or type of presenting issues), case records or observation (e.g. to determine technical quality of help given); feedback from staff, management and users; etc.

3. Outcomes – these are the results or effect of the outputs, e.g. what is achieved by the advice or counselling provided. They may take the form of benefits, changes, learning or prevention.

Examples of short-term outcomes might include: advice clients placed in permanent accommodation or counselling clients who have overcome feelings of guilt or isolation.  

Examples of long-term outcomes might include: clients who have managed to forge successful careers or make lasting relationships as a result of their increased independence or confidence, or changes made by the local authority to its housing allocations policy.

Measurement might focus on: feedback from users (e.g. user satisfaction with outcomes or 6-month follow-ups of previous users); pre and post intervention measurement tools; how far outcomes meet aims of service; statistics (e.g. numbers of successes or amount of money gained for clients);etc.
Measuring Quality – HOW do you measure?

The following are some of the most popular methods for measuring the quality of help services. They are not mutually exclusive – it is possible for a quality system to incorporate elements of each method.

1. Self-assessment – Many quality systems place an emphasis on self-assessment over external audit. Self-assessment helps organisations “own” the process, bringing greater motivation for achieving continuous improvement. Self-assessment allows the organisation itself to prioritise the areas for improvement, but is only as good as the people carrying it out. 

2. External audit – This involves an external organisation auditing the organisation for compliance with agreed standards. It may take the form of a desk-top audit of written policies and procedures, a compliance audit to ensure the documented procedures are actually being followed, an audit of case files to ensure they’ve been managed in line with agreed practice and demonstrate technical accuracy, or, as in the case of the CLS Quality Mark, all three. Externally audited standards often contain elements of self-assessment. The danger of any accreditation system is that it will be used to get an organisation to a specific point to gain an award, turning into a cosmetic exercise rather than an aid for reflection on the service, continuous improvement and development. 

3. Surveys – This method involves key stakeholders feeding in their views of the service. This might include involving users via focus groups, user panels or user satisfaction surveys to obtain feedback on staff helpfulness, staff competence or the perceived quality of help provided. It might also involve surveying other stakeholders, including paid staff and volunteers, management committees, potential users and other service providers.

4. Peer Review – this is the reviewing of casework by practitioners experienced in the subject areas to assess the technical quality of work undertaken. It may be carried out by practitioners from within the same organisation or externally-based practitioners. It is viewed by some as the most accurate indicator of the quality of advice work that is currently available. However, it is a relatively underdeveloped method of measuring quality, carries resource implications and assessment can be subjective, with practitioners often disagreeing about what constitutes quality work.

5. Mystery Shopping – This involves the “planting” of mock clients to test out the nature of the service that real clients experience. Often scorned by practitioners as being too hit-and-miss to carry legitimacy, mystery shopping has been used extensively by consumer groups and is becoming increasingly popular with funders, particularly local authorities.
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