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SIR: Effective practice, symbolism or business-washing?
Abstract
This paper examines the increasing use of business-style language
by UK social purpose organisations (SPOs) over the last decade, focusing in particular on the use of social impact reporting (SIR). Using
interviews with 21 staff at SPOs and an analysis of the websites of
128 SPOs, it reports three key findings and makes two theoretical
arguments. First, it finds that SIR is primarily intended as a signal
of financial competence to social investors, thereby serving as a tool
for managing the reputation and legitimacy of the SPO in the eyes
of its financial stakeholders (Neu et al., 1998; Ebrahim et al., 2014).
Second, heterogenous styles and degrees of adoption of SIR were observed, often with limited, if any, internalisation of practice (Meyer and
Rowan, 1977; Bromley and Powell, 2012). Some cases of this variation
appear to result from semantic widening (Bloomfield, 1983) whereas
others result from disingenuous reputation management activity, which
I label ‘business-washing’. Third, it finds that impersonal statistical
data is included on SPO websites somewhat incongruously alongside
personal, emotional narratives. As my first theoretical contribution, I
argue that the juxtaposition of quantitative and qualitative reporting
may reflect attempts by SPOs to ‘gloss over’ what some stakeholders,
such as staff or volunteers, may perceive as moral inconsistencies in the
SPOs activities (Spence and Thomson, 2009). As a second theoretical
contribution, I suggest that the use of business language and SIR by
SPOs may open up a gap between practice and organisational objectives leading to a new form of decoupling that I label, language-means
decoupling.
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1. Introduction.
It is increasingly the case that charities and social enterprises describe what
they do using the language of business and investment (Nicholls, 2009; New
Philanthropy Capital, 2012; Bromley and Meyer, 2014).1 Whereas before the
turn of the millennium, social purpose organisations could rely on the moral
legitimacy afforded by their charitable status, now, many such organisations
report their performance in quantitative terms using measures of social impact
(Perry-Kessaris, 2011; Zald and Lounsbury, 2010; Hwang and Powell, 2009).2
Such economisation is not limited to the third sector (Hopwood, 1992; Rose
and Miller, 1992; Power, 2010; Miller and Power, 2013).
This paper explores the form of adoption of social impact reporting (SIR)
by UK social purpose organisations (SPOs) which is reported in statistical or
financial terms. Social impact is defined as:
“Changes, or effects on society or the environment that follow for
the outcomes that have been achieved.”3
Specifically, this study seeks to identify the motivations of SPOs and the
variations in their adoption of SIR. In so doing, it examines the extent to which
impact reporting is internalised by the organisation, adopted symbolically
or that it represents an empty signal to stakeholders, that I will refer to as
‘business washing’. In order to answer this question, the style and content
of the websites of 128 social purpose are analysed and interviews conducted
with staff working at 21 social purpose organisations.
The analysis reveals that the use of social impact reporting has been
influenced by key external stakeholders, such as social investors. As such,
legitimacy management (Suchman, 1995) is an important activity for these
organisations, as has been described for corporates undertaking corporate
social responsibility reporting (Neu et al., 1998) and for NGOs (O’Dwyer and
Unerman, 2008). For the purposes of this study, I follow Bitektine (2011) in
taking ‘legitimacy’ to refer to,
“actors’ perceptions of the organization, as a judgment with respect to the organization, or as the behavioral consequences of perception and judgment, manifested in actors’ actions—‘acceptance’,‘endorsement’
and so forth”.
1

A similar shift has occurred in the US (see, for example Oelberger et al., 2012).
In this paper, the term social purpose organisation refers to social enterprises and
charities and is treated as synonymous with third sector organisations.
3
The definitions of impact, outcomes, outputs and inputs are defined in a 2014 report
produced by the Social Investment Task Force from which an excerpt is included as
Appendix A.
2
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Similarly, ? view legitimacy in terms of compliance with current social
norms, which, in this case, would refer to the compliance by SPOs with
the aspirational norm of investment readiness in the community of social
investors. For SPOs, legitimacy in the eyes of these financial stakeholders
may be achieved through the management of its reputation, by the reporting
of social impact. Such reporting could signal to financial stakeholders that
the SPO is financially competent and investment-ready. This reputation
management can be used to construct the legitimacy of the SPO as a worthy
recipient of social investment financing.
For the case of the social sector, professional nature of stakeholder groups
has also been an important factor (Hwang and Powell, 2009; Saaia et al., 2003;
Oelberger et al., 2012). These external stakeholders emphasise the importance
of social investment measurement and reporting, and the adoption of businessstyle methods of management to current and potential investees, arguing
that impact measurement can be used to improve the effectiveness of social
organisations in achieving their social objectives.4 . Consequently SPOs might
be expected to react to these external demands by adopting this new practice
of SIR, as has been described in other contexts, such as higher education
with respect to external pressure of rankings (Espeland and Sauder, 2007).
However, as, this may result in resource allocation decisions which do not
conform to the objectives of the organisation. For the case of law school
rankings, for example, “trying to improve ranking indicators means not
investing in other worthy projects” (Espeland and Sauder, 2007, pg. 26)
It has been well established that new practices may fail to be fully internalised by organisations (Meyer and Rowan, 1977). Such heterogeneity in
adoption can be categorised into policy-practice and means-end decoupling
(Bromley and Powell, 2012). Consistent with theories of decoupling, this
study finds that adoption of SIR is heterogenous. Some organisations use the
term “social impact” on websites and in interviews, but in fact provide other
kinds of performance measures which do not meet the definition of ‘social
impact’. Whether or not they report social impact correctly, organisations
also vary in the extent to which they internalise their social impact measures.
Some report using this information for strategic purposes to improve their
organisation’s effectiveness, whereas others fail to do so. This study thereby
makes an empirical contribution to the institutional literature on decoupling
for the case of SIR for UK SPOs.
Given the pressure on SPOs from external financial stakeholders, the lack
of internalisation of SIR theories within SPSs may also be explained by theories
4

For
example,
organisations

see

http://www.bigsocietycapital.com/guidance-social-sector-
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of legitimacy management (Suchman, 1995) or image management (Patten,
1991). According to these theories, organisations may attempt to persuade
these stakeholders that they are ‘investment ready’ by signalling compliance
with SIR requirements, but without necessarily having any intention to
internalise this practice. Similar signalling activities within the area of
corporate social responsibility reporting have been branded ‘greenwashing’ by
some (Mellor and O’Brian, 2005; Roberts, 2003; Jahdi and Acikdilli, 2009),
a similar set of motivations may be attributed to the adoption of social
impact reporting by SPOs. Although CSR may aim to make business appear
charitable, the provision of SIR can be used as one element in an overall
strategy of conveying to key stakeholders the SPO’s status as being businesslike and rigorous in its management. This study draws a parallel between
SIR and CSR this attempt to appear business-like through the superficial
provision of SIR is labelled ‘business-washing’.
However, social purpose organisations often have multiple stakeholders
(Ebrahim et al., 2014), resulting in multiple performance objectives and
sources of accountability. This study analyses webpages of a sample of 128
SPOs and finds that some include, side-by-side, business-style social impact
statistics and emotional, personal stories about individuals helped by the
organisation. The apparently un-hypocritical juxtaposition of these somewhat
incongruous discourses appears to reflect an underlying conflict of objectives
within these organisations. The fact that these organisations have one main
website emphasises the problem for them of signalling to multiple stakeholders
whose demands differ, particularly as the use of business language and impact
metrics may be anathema to some stakeholders, such as individual donors,
staff and volunteers. In particular, for staff whose sense of self-worth derives
from moral and charitable activities, alleviating social misery takes place at
the level of the individual. In contrast, impact data aggregates such individual
experiences, necessarily abstracting from the emotional tasks involved in caring
for troubled individuals. Differences in styles of reporting can be problematic
as SIR may have the negative consequence of undermining motivation.
This study finds a parallel between studies of CSR reporting that argue
that corporate entities use discursive tropes to avoid revealing the fundamental
conflict between profit-seeking and social activities (Spence and Thomson,
2009). No such attempt at a linguistic cover-up is found on the webpages
of social purpose organisations where they report social impact. However, a
tentative suggestion is that the placement of emotional case studies or stories
about client experiences alongside impact (or quasi-impact) data on websites
may reflect an attempt at “glossing over” the incongrous coupling of profitseeking, business-like approaches to management with the provision of social
interventions. Moreover, the use of statistics and ‘financialised’ description
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of the SPOs activities to non-financial stakeholders. Thus, it is argued that
the placement of emotional case studies is necessary as a means of mitigating
the potentially negative effect of statistics and financial language on some
stakeholders.
One might argue that staff attitudes would not be likely to be adversely
affected by the use of SIR if it is employed purely as part of an image
management strategy and constituted only window-dressing behaviour for
financial stakeholders. Yet, a tentative finding in this study is that a change in
the language and reporting style on its own, without any associated change in
organisational practice, may affect the sense of affiliation that staff feel towards
the organisation and their motivation. This is because of the importance of the
way in which activities are described. In work in the philosophy of language,
Davidson (1963) has argued that the same physical action can be understood
differently if it is described differently, for example turning on a light or
illuminating a burglar. In the case of social purpose organisations, certain
activities, such as counselling a homeless person, may be viewed differently
by staff at social purpose organisations if described in aggregate, financial
terms rather than in a charitable style that aims to represent the qualitative
and personal aspects of the human interaction. ‘Saving the taxpayer money’
may sit less easily with the intrinsic motivation of staff and volunteers than
‘changing one person’s life for the better’. If this is the case, even mere
business-washing behaviour by social purpose organisations could negatively
affect staff motivation just because of the associated shift in discourse. A
theoretical contribution of this study is the identification of such an effect,
which is a form of means-end decoupling. This new form of means-end
decoupling is labelled ‘language-means’ decoupling. The paper is structured
as follows. Section 2, contextualises the rise of social impact measurement
and reviews the development of the market for social investment. Section 3
then describes the research methods used in investigating the emergence of
this new practice. Section 4 presents the findings about the heterogeneous
adoption of SIR and effects of this on social purpose organisations. Finally,
in Section 6, I provide concluding remarks.

2. Performance reporting in the social sector.
The increased use of impact measures is observable and increasingly viewed as
best practice throughout the third sector. Survey data of UK charities with
incomes over £10,000, formed the basis of a report published in October 2012,
Making an Impact, which found that 75% of all charities responded that they
had increased the amount of investment in measuring results over the last five
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years (New Philanthropy Capital, 2012). According to the same source, 52%
of these charities stated that they had increased their measurement efforts in
order to meet funders’ requirements (pg.2). Measuring impact is a growing
area for funders: 73% say their focus on impact measurement has increased
over the past five years and 72% say they expect to be doing more in the
next three years.(Kail et al., 2013, pg. 5).
A variety of methods for performance evaluation exist within the third
sector, reflecting different logics (Hall, 2014). Some charities measure their
Social Return on Investment (‘SROI’)5 while others simply provide simple
descriptive statistics of their impact. 6 Arguments have been advanced by
funders and government agencies to explain the increased use of social impact
reporting which refer to the perceived functional benefits of these methods.
According to these groups, their use increases the accountability of third
sector organisations as well as providing them with useful information for
internal decision-making.
The adoption by third sector organisations of this language of investment
is described by investment intermediaries and third sector actors as being important for communicating with funders. One research report commissioned
by a group of funders and social investment advisers stated that, “[d]ifferences
in language and usage pose a challenge, and those involved must continually strive to iron out these wrinkles” (Clifford et al., 2013, pg.11). Social
investment funds generally require investees to report in terms which are
comparable with those used investment firms. Intermediaries have argued that
the adoption of social impact reporting is important for potential investees as
it enables them to “speak the same language that funders understand” (The
Big Society Finance Fund, 2011).
The emergence of social impact reporting marked a sea-change in the notion of best practice for performance reporting by social purpose organisations.
From the 1980s, two decades before the emergence of impact reporting there
had been little change in performance reporting by charities, in spite of the
increased public interest in ethical investment practices. Prior to the introduction of social impact reporting, the charitable status of a social organisation
would, in itself, signal its moral legitimacy (Nicholls, 2009, pg. 758).7 Yet the
5

SROI aims to quantify social outcomes through a calculation which mimics elements
of decision-theoretic models designed for for-profit organisations. This metric was initially
developed in the US (see Roberts Enterprise Development Fund (2001)) but was introduced
swiftly in the UK by groups such as New Economics Foundation and later promoted by
New Philanthropy Capital and Social Finance.
6
Examples of an SROI calculation and a social impact report are set out in Appendix ??.
7
More recently scholars have argued that strong belief system enable of the creation of
social capital. See for example (Chenhall et al., 2010).

Page 5 of 37

SIR: Effective practice, symbolism or business-washing?
current trend towards social impact reporting as best practice suggests that
the inherent trustworthiness of social purpose organisations has come to be
viewed as an inadequate substitutes for performance reporting. A key factor
appears to have been the shifting structure of the social sector.
Structural and institutional changes within the social sector have been
identified as important drivers of change. First, social purpose organisations
were no longer necessarily charities. The advent of the social enterprise
towards the end of the last century introduced a commercial element to the
social sector (Santos, 2012). These hybrid organisations structured their
social interventions with the intention of earning both social and financial
returns, generating revenue for example through trading activities. Social
enterpreneurship has led to a move away from charity accounting and to
more commercial style accountability (Bromley and Meyer, 2014; Hwang and
Powell, 2009; Nicholls, 2009). In part, Nicholls attributes this trend towards
economic measurement to the influence of economic modes of thought which
eventually filtered through to the area of not-for-profit organisations.
The emergence of social entrepreneurship and the development of new
funding structures together marked the beginning of an aspirational market
for social investment. The roots of social investing are to be found in the US in
the 1970s when an interest in ethical issues in investment decisions first began
to take hold. Thereafter, socially responsible investment (“SRI”) emerged,
incorporating ethical attitudes to stock selection, shareholder activism and
community investment. Over the last two decades, investment products
incorporating social or environmental considerations have proliferated (Wood
and Hagerman, 2010). However, while social enterprises within the arts,
education and healthcare have more commonly involved in revenue-generating
activities since 1980s (Child, 2010), this shift is new for the types of social
interventions I analyse in this paper, specifically those related to poverty and
ageing. The term ‘social enterprise’, broadly construed, has been described
as a “hybrid” which “combines business activity with social purpose” and is
determined by an institutional context (Mendell, 2010, pg. 243). Its roots
can be traced to the microfinance movement which was started in the 1970s
and combined financial return with doing social good. The earliest social
enterprises appeared in the late 1980s, but social investment only began to
take hold across Europe in the 1990s (Defourny and Nyssens, 2010).
Furthermore, new intermediaries, in particular, social investment funds,
are structured along the lines of traditional private equity or venture capital
funds. In fact, calls for a venture capital approach to the funding of social
interventions have been forthcoming in management journals such as the
Harvard Business Review (Letts et al., 1997). These funds are led by managers
(or in some cases trustees), who have significant experience in private equity
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or investment banking. The rise of the social purpose organisations who
combined doing good works with an economic motivation was one factor that
can be linked to the increasing perception that social impact reporting was
necessary. Scholars in social investment have investigated the demands of
social investment finance intermediaries, or “SIFIs” and found that these
are similar to those in the for-profit sector, including financial sustainability,
robust governance structures, skilled management teams and a clear social
mission (Hazenberg et al., 2014).
The growth of social enterpreneurship and social investment has been
accompanied by a pressure for increased social performance reporting. This
pressure has been manifested in a combination of top-down influence from government in supporting social enterprise reporting and bottom-up engagement
of stakeholders has further stimulated interest in performance measurement
and reporting (Nicholls, 2009). The top-down apparatus of social investment
included government-led initiatives such as the ‘Investment and Contract
Readiness Fund’ created by the Cabinet Office whose remit was to help
social ventures “to access new forms of investment and compete for public
service contracts”.8 In addition, the government also created a new financial
institution, Big Society Capital, charged with growing the market for social
finance by providing regulation and enhanced liquidity.
Investment-readiness is also advocated by many SIFIs, think tanks and
funders as an aspirational term for social enteprises seeking funding. One key
element of investment readiness is the ability to demonstrate social impact
which is particularly important for certain pay-by-results social investment
structures, such as social impact bonds. Many social investment intermediaries
argue that social enterprises that do not adapt to the new environment of
social investment, by becoming investment-ready, will fail to attract funding,
whereas those which embrace the new regime will prosper. However, this view
has been challenged by some commentators, who have pointed to the fact that
the supply of social investment funding is not as large as some have suggested.
The £202 million of social investment funding identified by Big Society Capital
(Big Society Capital, 2013) actually represents a very small part of the market
for third-sector funding (Floyd, 2014), which suggests that social investors
are not currently influential funders. Nevertheless, the increasing number
of organisations involved in research and focused on developing networks of
investors, measurement tools and collecting impact data reflects the growing
interest in the area of social impact investment.
8

http://www.beinvestmentready.org.uk
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3. Research Methods.
The study aims to identify the effects of the use of SIR within the community
of SPOs in the UK, drawing on interview evidence and website analysis. In
particular, the study aims to identify the reasons why SPOs adopted SIR,
the extent to which the impact measurement was internalised within the
organisation and the effect of SIR on the attitude to the organisation of
internal stakeholders such as staff and volunteers.
First, a sample of websites of 128 SPOs was analysed. The organisations
were selected from three separate sources. Initially, a sample of SPO’s were
selected from the portfolio lists of social investors, including from Bridges
Ventures, Impetus-PEF, Esmee Fairbairn, Nesta, Big Issue Invest and Charity
Bank. After discarding SPOs which had no functioning websites and local
branches of national SPOs (e.g. YMCA) 46 social investment funded SPOs
remained. Subsequently, 84 SPOs that did not have specified social investment
funding were added to the sample. These were selected using the online charity
and social enterprise listing, “Charity Choice” from which organisations which
lists charities and social enterprises for the purpose of attracting donations.
Organisations were selected from specific categories: “children and youth”,
“aged” and “social welfare”. The categories were selected so as to match with
the areas of activity of the organisations receiving social investment funding,
and so organisations operating in these areas would not be expected to be
unable to use social impact measurement. When an overlap occurred the
organisation would be allocated to the sector which seemed most reflective of
the aims and mission as set out on the organisation’s website. Data about
each organisation’s sector of operation and size (using income as a proxy)
was collected for those organisations making annual charity filings.9 Since
the Charity Choice website is constructed so that each search randomly
reorganises the ordering of the list of results (presumably to mitigate against
complaints by low-ranked organisations listed about position in the ranking
driving donations) an additional element of randomisation was included in
the selection process.
Second, three researchers carried out 23 semi-structured interviews with
employees at social enteprises and charities between January 2013 and March
2015. The SPOs were selected from the sample of organisations identified for
website analysis (see last paragraph). The interviews were on average 17 minutes long and interviewees were guaranteed anonymity. Most interviews were
recorded and transcribed.10 The list of interviewees is included as Appendix C.
9
10

See http://charitychoice.co.uk
As an exception to this, 7 interviews with social purpose organisations were not recorded
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In addition, 17 interviews were conducted with social investors, social investment intermediaries and think tanks (including Big Society Capital, Social
Finance, Impetus-PEF and NPC) to provide insight into the demands of
financial stakeholders. Although these interviews are not referred to in this
paper, the evidence collected is consistent with the views provided by SPOs
interviewees, that SIR is increasingly demanded by social investment funders.
The web analysis and interviews were supplemented by an extensive review
of the practitioner literature, including weblogs. In addition, background
evidence relating to the financial stakeholders for UK SPOs was collected
from an additional 17 interviews with social investors and intermediaries
carried out in 2013-2014.

4. Findings.
Evidence from website analysis and interviews provides support for theories
of legitimacy management and decoupling, but also makes a theoretical
contribution by identifying the importance of language usage for SIR and its
effect on internal stakeholders.
4.1. Managing reputation and legitimacy for financial stakeholders.
It has been established that emerging best practice in social enterprises,
with its focus on investment-style reporting, has been influenced by external
stakeholders (Ebrahim and Rangan, 2010). Norms of best practice have been
developed by professionals operating outside the social enterprise community
and have been disseminated to SPOs primarily via investment activities.
The managing of the SPO’s reputation via the use of business language and
social impact reporting Many scholars have addressed the issue of legitimacy
management (Suchman, 1995), in particular for financial stakeholders (Neu
et al., 1998). For the case of NGOs, O’Dwyer and Unerman (2008) argue
that a small number of stakeholders are privileged in their power over the
development of reporting mechanisms. Similarly, for the case of corporate
social responsibility reporting, Archel et al. (2011) point to the lack of a
democratic dialogue.
Bromley and Meyer (2014) argue that market pressures drive nonprofits to
adopt business-like characteristics. However, they use a cultural model drawn
from neo-institutionalism to show “why standard practices can spread across
business, government and charitable sectors, beyond any known utility, and
beyond the demands of funders” (pg.3). Other research finds that pressure on
but instead transcribed in real time.
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SPOs to adopt SIR comes primarily from professionalisation within external
stakeholders such as funders and potential funders (Hwang and Powell, 2009).
This study finds that such external pressures influence practice at UK
SPOs. An important precondition for SPOs undertaking legitimacy management is that external stakeholders are perceived as being important for the
success of the SPO. This was corroborated by interviewees who stated that
external funders were extremely important and were the subject of significant
attention, as demonstrated by the following interview excerpts. The CEO of a
small social enterprise stated that intense competitition for funding led them
to use of SIR in order to appear attractive to potential and existing funders
(Interviewee-9). Sometimes funders specified that some of the funding should
be invested in SIR development. In this regard, a programme manager for a
youth charity stated that,
“We get funding dedicated to impact measurement from Nesta
[investor]. This funding is targeted at impact measurement: the
money is partly conditional on us doing impact measurement, and
partly directed at increasing our capacity to reach Nesta standards
of evidence itself.” (Interviewee-3)
Similarly, the Chief Executive of a social enteprise providing responsible
lending services corroborated this view, stating that,
“The measurements will go to our stakeholders, investors. It’s
externally intended. It will be shared with Big Society Capital.
. . . It’s a way of demonstrating social imperative and social return
. . . It has been driven externally, because of social investment.”
(Interviewee-6)
Again, we see evidence of the influence of funders on the use of SIR by
SPOs. Nevertheless, this interviewee also referred to some internalisation of
social impact measurement. Another interviewee confirmed that a primary
motivation for adopting SIR was to manage funder expectations. According
to the interviewee, SIR is used for,
“. . . convincing people that what we are doing is worthwhile and
a good job, rather than how will it shape what we do internally.
I’m sure it does some of that as well, but I think the focus of
what we’ve done has been much more about how do we persuade
people that what we’re doing is a good, worthwhile thing, rather
than how will what we learn from this shape what we decide to
do.” (Interviewee-13)
Page 10 of 37
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Although this interviewee went on to claim that SIR was internalised within
the organisation, the interpretation of ‘internalisation’ was focused on image
management rather than making operational or strategic changes within the
organisation to improve effectiveness. The interviewee stated:
“We use it [social impact measurement] internally . . . I can tell you
exactly how we use it: we use it very much in grant applications
to say things like, we know our club saves the NHS a pound for
every member — or comes to a club session or something like
that. Sort of, for every pound a club gets in running costs we’re
saving five pounds, or whatever it is.” (Interviewee-13)
This form of internalisation appears to reflect a specific type of symbolic adoption of social impact measurement, consistent with legitimacy management.
The impact measurement is carried out, but it serves fundraising objectives
than the objectives of external stakeholders concerning effectiveness.
The interview evidence collected is consistent with theories of legitimacy
management (Du and Vieira Jr., 2012; Neu et al., 1998; Suchman, 1995; Patten,
1991). If SIR may serve some instrumental purposes in satisfying funders,
to what extent is it used to satisfy core objectives of the SPO as opposed
to serving only symbolic purposes. In terms of reputation management, the
heterogeneity observed can be categorised as either inconsistent usage of the
term ‘impact’ or as ‘business-washing’
4.1.1. Inconsistent interpretation of ‘impact’.
Many charities use the language of impact without producing data that
conform to official definitions of impact, suggesting that some kind of looseness
exists in the interpretation of the term ‘impact’. For example, the NSPCC
annual report makes frequent use of the language of impact (“lasting impact”,
“maximise impact” etc.) but contains no impact report, although it does
present a number of outcome statistics (combined with personal accounts of
individuals). It demonstrates that SPOs describe certain reports as “impact
cases” even though no statistics about long term effects of interventions are
included.11
One interviewee was the chief operating officer of a medium-sized social enterprise providing educational interventions for children and which
had received social investment funding. This interviewee reflected that the
organisation’s impact measurement and reporting was not yet fully developed:
11

http://www.nspcc.org.uk/globalassets/documents/annual-reports/nspcc-annualreport-2013.pdf
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“I think it’s kind of a work in progress. The summary of what
we’d like to do, which we report on yearly in terms of numbers
and children, that is all pulled out of the management information
system. Where we’d like to get to is measuring impact on a
granular level. And this is where you’d say, the ‘magic sum’
(what we call our work on impact) is the number of children times
[multiplied by] how long they’ve been with us. So, hours per
week and longevity, and that’s all in the management information
system . . . but we’re not then looking at it on a child basis, at the
moment – so, that’s what we’d like to do.”(Interviewee-22)
Here we see that the interviewee acknowledged that the ‘impact’ reporting
produced was not yet sufficiently ‘granular’. In other words, what was reported
as “impact” did not conform to standard definitions. It was in fact closer to
inputs or outcomes as it took into account the numbers of children that the
social enterprise helped, but no aggregated data on long-term change to the
individual children’s lives.
It appears that some semantic drift has taken place within the sector,
‘widening’ the meaning of the term ‘impact’ (Bloomfield, 1983, originally
published in 1933). As an example, the ThinkForward website includes a
video entitled “Our Impact” which contains no impact data but does include
video-stories. Another social enterprise, LEYF, emphasises its social impact
reporting on its website and produces an impact report (included as Appendix D). However, the report itself contains primarily input data (numbers
of children attending) rather than impact data. The cases discussed suggest
that the word ‘impact’ is interpreted differently by different constituents,
although it is not clear if this is merely a widening of the meaning of the
term, to include outcomes and even inputs on occasion or if it results from
some other factors.
4.1.2. Business-washing.
An alternative explanation is that SPOs intentionally misuse the term ‘impact’
as a means of managing their legitimacy vis-a-vis funders. An extensive literature addresses the issue of legitimacy management (Suchman, 1995; Elsbach
and Sutton, 1992), highlighting the benefits for organisations of conforming
with existing institutions. Some scholars have found that feigning legitimacy
can be advantageous to companies (Bansal and Clelland, 2004). Such image
management (Patten, 1991) can include “greenwashing” by companies who
intend to signal their commitment to social responsibility without changing
their internal practices (Mahoney et al., 2013; Mellor and O’Brian, 2005;
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Roberts, 2003). In particular, the manner of communication of corporate
social responsibility is important (Du and Vieira Jr., 2012; Walker and Wan,
2012). In the charity sector, the intentional misrepresenting of impact might
be described as “business washing” just as these activities in the corporate
world are often referred to as “greenwashing”. Business washing would occur
if a charity or social enterprise represented its activities in a way that signalled
its adoption of a business logic to financial stakeholders, while having little
intention of internalising these practices or utilising the analysis produced as
a result of this performance measurement activity.
Interview evidence suggests the existence of such business-washing with
the associated de-coupling between the mythical function of social impact
measurement as a useful management tool and its purpose in practice as a
signal of compliance with an emerging industry norm of “investment readiness”.
This view is substantiated by interview evidence, with the CEO of a major
UK charity revealing that:
“The reason we did the SROI [social return on investment measure]
and the social impact was because my predecessor was trying to
make the organisation credible. And she’s very well-connected,
and has always moved amongst the great and the good in the
sector, and so [she] knew what it was that would make people
happy to see. And it has stood us in really good stead. So we
did all that, and then we’ve ignored it, other than updating the
calculations. . . ” (Interviewee-1)
While outwardly represented as a source of information for internal management purposes, social impact measures are shown here to reflect a primary
desire by social enterprise to signal to social investors (and others) that they
are legitimate in the sense of being investment-ready. If many adopters
consider that the primary purpose of adoption is to deliver legitimacy or
symbolism, it would not be surprising to see other organisations acting in the
same way as the organisation in which Interviewee-1 works.
4.2. Decoupling.
Evidence collected demonstrates variation in the style and extent adoption
between different organisations which might be attributed to factors such as
a lack of resources or skills on the part of SPOs and would be consistent with
policy-practice decoupling (Meyer and Rowan, 1977; Bromley and Powell,
2012). Scholars have written extensively on loose coupling or decoupling
within the social sector, which is associated with heterogeneity after adopting
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a new practice (Meyer and Rowan, 1977; Bromley and Powell, 2012; Greenwood et al., 2011; Thornton et al., 2012). Such heterogeneity is likely to
be more pronounced for hybrid organisations with multiple (and potentially
contradictory) demands or institutional logics (Pache and Santos, 2010; Battilana and Dorado, 2010). We would thus expect to see some dissonance within
hybrid organisations such as SPOs.
4.2.1. Internalisation of impact measures and symbolic adoption.
If the meaning of the term ‘impact’ is well-understood within the social sector
and if ‘business-washing’ is not being used, other factors might still result
in an SPO’s failure to internalise impact measures. If they do not use the
measures internally to further the primary organisational goals (linked to
impact measurement), the adoption can be described as symbolic (Meyer
and Rowan, 1977; Bromley and Powell, 2012). However, identifying whether
or not an SPO has internalised SIR is not clear-cut. It is possible that a
distinction exists between the meaning of the term “internalise” for funders
and SPOs. For most people who use social impact reports, in particular social
investors, internalisation requires the organisation to use the social impact
measures to inform potential strategy changes and to improve effectiveness
by redirecting resources to more impactful projects. Yet, for some SPOs,
internalisation is interpreted in terms of improving legitimacy with funders,
as the interview excerpts below demonstrate.
Of the 21 SPOs whose staff were interviewed, only 4 talked about such
internalisation of SIR. One of these was the CEO of one SPO (which does
not in fact report impact on its website), who stated that:
“There are 3 phases to our new measurement plan: the first is
an independent service evaluation. The second is a PhD now
underway with the University of Stirling. The third is a wider,
more thoroughgoing research project. This is partly to produce
evidence that what we do works — evidence which will go to
the sector to establish what we do as an effective care pathway.”
(Interviewee-8)
Evidently this charity was employing impact measurement as a means of
directing activity and increasing effectiveness, rather than simply sending an
empty signal to stakeholders about their commitment to social impact. A
project manager at a social enterprise receiving funding from social investors
stated that social impact was used for both internal and external purposes:
“Each year we do an impact report, aimed at fundraisers. It helps
us to show effectiveness. Internally the data is used to help modify
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what we are doing — to compare different centres across the UK
and compare best practice.” (Interviewee-5)
Another small social enterprise internalised social impact measures but, again
some motivation came from financial stakeholders:
“We use the data to communicate with partners and funders; it
is also for internal programme development.” (Interviewee-3)
The analysis thus far has shown that an important driver of the adoption
of SIR has been a desire by social purpose organisations to manage their
legitimacy with their key financial stakeholders in order to obtain funding.
Another theme that emerged from the interviews was the variation in the
extent to which social impact measurement and reporting was internalised
for purposes of improving organisational strategy and effectiveness.
4.2.2. Attitudes to SIR of internal stakeholders.
A closer analysis of the interviews with staff from social purpose organisations
reveals new insights into the attitude to, and reasons for, adoption. Unsurprisingly, variation in the attitudes of social purpose organisations to social impact
measurement are observed. Some interviewees expressed positive feelings
towards the increased use of social impact measures. The Chief Executive of
a third sector credit provider (who had said that SIR was primarily intended
to satisfy the demands of external funders) claimed that:
“Most people join [our organisation] with impact in mind. To
demonstrate it inspires them.” (Interviewee-6)
This positive attitude towards social impact measurement echoes many of the
normative statements made by members of the social investment community.
Similarly the CEO of another SPO argued that statistical information could
encourage staff and volunteers, but that the way in which it was presented
was important:
“I think you have to be a bit judicious about how you use them
[statistics], but I think most people are compelled by factual
information. Having a couple of really killer facts is usually quite
helpful for people. I think you have to be judicious. People don’t
want to be bombarded with statistics or anything, but there is
something about proper researched information where you can say,
we know this because ‘. . . ’. I think that’s quite good for staff and
volunteers, too, and it helps them to engage with what the charity
is doing and the mission of it. It kind of almost validates what
they’re doing, really, which is quite important.” (Interviewee-13)
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A programme co-ordinator at a small charity also reflected on the positive
effect on internal stakeholders of reporting social impact:
“Volunteers really appreciate being given a really concrete number
representing their impact, or what their can expect their impact
to be. They love it. They come back to us in surveys asking for
impact data. Standard education metrics are good to encourage
and impress headteachers and staff within education, but they do
have the potential to alienate others — education data like ‘value
added’, which can just seem like a number.” (Interviewee-4)
However, the interviewee went on to acknowledge potential negative consequences of SIR:
“Impact measurement can also be an alienating force within
charities — some employees value it and others do not. Data
collection is not a particularly fun job, and not everyone sees the
point.” (Interviewee-4)
However even interviewees who were generally positively disposed towards
social impact measurement and reporting, acknowledged that it could be
difficult to implement:
“We’re a very straightforward organisation — we try to make
dreams come true for terminally ill children. Measuring the
impact of that can be quite difficult. We don’t have campaigns
as such. We haven’t measured impact for the first 23 years of
the organisation’s life. Now we are working in partnership with
the University of Stirling. You need an academic partner to do
measurement meaningfully. Little surveys are often dressed up as
measurement. They’re barely worth the paper they’re printed on
if I’m being honest.” (Interviewee-8)
Some interviewees presented a different view, aguing that impact measurement could be viewed as a waste of resources as well as being potentially
demotivating for some internal stakeholders. For example, a member of staff
at a social enterprise working in the youth sector claimed that:
“There is an overwhelming tension [with impact reporting] if I’m
being brutally honest. There are lots of small organisations out
there who aren’t making much social impact.” (Interviewee-2)
This appears consistent with an unease about a shift in belief systems, as
the new instrumental economic measures conflict with the existing belief
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systems that reflect the “expressive” nature of many small social purpose
organisations (Chenhall et al., 2014). The self-reported experience of some
interviewees, who expressed an unease with the perceived pressure to represent
their activities publicly using economic language, is consistent with a sense of
shifting objectives. This issue has also been identified by Nicholls (2009), who
argues that the co-existence of “business logics that aim for the marketization
of social objectives” with “non-for-profit logics” is problematic. This view is
borne out by this study, as a interviewees reflect on tensions arising as a result
of the potentially conflicting interests of different stakeholders, consistent
with Ebrahim et al. (2014).
Some interviewees revealed that they were concerned by an inherent
conflict caused by the requirement to use SIR. The social enterprises all use
one main website which serves to signal their mission and values to all of their
stakeholders. In addition to signalling investment-readiness to potential SIFIs
and funders, many social enterprises use their website to attract volunteers,
to communicate their offering to clients or to seek individual donations.
In order to communicate effectively with these different groups, they may
find themselves trading off the value and potential costs of different signal
types. This finding strikes a chord with the work of Ebrahim et al. (2014),
who highlight accountability for dual performance objectives to multiple
stakeholders as key challenges to social enterprises.
At a small charity, the CEO noted that:
“People sometimes ask, ‘why are you bothering, because your
benefit is so obvious?’ . . . Broadly speaking the more sophisticated
donors probably do appreciate the research. But the general public
don’t need it . . . I’ve been questioned quite strongly by people
who think that impact measurement is deflecting us, and that we
ought to get on with what we are there to do.” (Interviewee-8)
This suggests that some stakeholders (the ‘people’ referred to in the excerpt) react negatively to resources being spent on developing social impact
measurement projects.
It was also noted that some interviewees were actively hostile to the
increased use of SIR. The chief executive of a small charity stated that:
“I have great difficulty with all this measuring business. We
look at the story behind the individual case. There is no way to
‘measure’ the impact beyond that. How can there be, without a
control population? We step in and help, and all you can do to
see that impact is to use your common sense . . . There is a little
measuring industry going on. No doubt it is creating jobs. But it
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is also diverting money away from a given cause. It’s a fashion.”
(Interviewee-7)
This interviewee questions the usefulness of impact measurement and points to
the various vested interests involved in promoting its use. This ‘little industry’
includes a number of organisations providing training and consulting on social
impact measurement as well as a broader range of training on becoming
‘investment ready’. The CEO of a small social enterprise stated,
“I am rather cynical about the extent to which [impact measurement] became an industry, and to which it sucks in resources,
both human and financial . . . rather than reporting the activity of
the charity, or any activity . . . A lot of time is spent trying very
hard to measure the unmeasurable.” (Interviewee-9).
Again, this suggests that some staff at social enterprises are uncomfortable
with the use of SIR. Some charities, particularly religious ones, were strongly
opposed to the SIR and financialisation. The homepage of the Catholic
Children’s Society illustrates this in stating that, “Poverty is more than just
statistics”.12
An important finding related to language use. Staff at two SPOs expressed the concern that the use of such language could alienate non-financial
stakeholders, such as volunteers, donors, staff or clients. Other interviewees
offered ostensibly practical reasons for their objections to SIR but their views
appear to reflect a more fundamental conflict between business and charitable
activities.
When asked if their use of impact measurement may alienate other stakeholders, an interviewee from a small social enteprise stated that,
“There is absolutely a risk of this. It is on our discussion agenda
all the time.” (Interviewee-3)
While stressing that his/her organisation effectively balanced data collection
costs with effectiveness, the social impact analyst at another social enteprise
acknowledge that,
“Measuring every little thing could be putting people off — people
don’t volunteer to fill out questionnaires and details, they do it, in
our case, to work with young people. It’s important to get information on the important things, and not everything.”(Interviewee-5)
12

http://www.cathchild.org.uk
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This view of the potential negative consequences of the information demands of
social impact measurement is consistent with means-end decoupling (Bromley
and Powell, 2012) and echoes descriptions of ritualistic compliance in other
fields such as audit (Power, 1997).
4.3. Discourse on websites.
The use of mixed styles of discourse has been noted in the studies focusing on
the social sector in the US. Oelberger et al. (2012) analyse the websites of 419
entities (ranging from social enterprises to weblogs) to identify to what extent
investment language has colonized the “associational” language traditionally
used by civil society organisations within the non-profit sector in the San
Francisco Bay area of the US. In part they argue that this colonization results
from the influence of finance professionals in the field of social enterprise.
They find that an “inter-language” has emerged that reflects a blending of
language with some evidence of colonization as a prevalence of managerial and
scientific language is observed. However, Oelberger et al. (2012) do not find
strong associations between specific attributes of these entities (for instance,
age and size) and their adoption of new language. The authors do, however,
identify that these entities are highly connected which offers a clue to the
possible driver of linguistic change. The network structure observed in the
San Francisco Bay case raises a question about the effect of social structure
of the community of social investment actors on the dissemination of new
notions of best practice.
In the area of CSR reporting, specific forms of language use has been
the subject of research interest. In particular, Spence and Thomson (2009)
highlight ways in which corporates use linguistic devices to “gloss over” the
fundamental inconsistency between the profit-seeking aims of business and
the purportedly non-profit-seeking aims of corporate social responsibility.
Such ‘glossing over’ appears consistent with the development of business-like
approaches to charities. A parallel exists with the recent rise of SIR among
social purpose organisations.
In much the same way as businesses employ the language of charity, social
enterprises and charities have increasingly begun to use the language of
business. Whereas Spence and Thomson (2009) highlight the use of language
as a means of disguising the conflict between profit-seeking and charitable
activities in the commercial sector, we can see a parallel phenomenon in social
sector.
In this analysis of the 128 websites, different styles of discourse and webpage structures are observed. In particular, very different styles of reporting,
which seem to sit together rather uncomfortably, are amalgamated within
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one webpage. Personalised narratives of change, often given titles such as
“Jane’s Story” tend to use emotional language whereas the “Our Impact” pages
employ an aggregated, quantitative style. This amalgam of linguistic styles
has been described as “interlanguage” by scholars investigating the influence
of professionalisation on language use (Oelberger et al., 2012).
It is striking that these two stylistically distinct forms of performance
reporting are often placed side by side on the webpage, in an apparently
unhypocritical manner. While ostensibly serving the function of measuring
social value creation, these accounting styles represent fundamentally different
ways of demonstrating legitimacy and are geared to the demands of different
stakeholders. Yet they are also dissonant, reflecting different value systems
and experiences of the act of making social interventions. The following are
examples of three such webpages.
The Nelson Trust Although the word ‘impact’ is not included on the
website, one page labelled “Outcomes and Successes” is close to impact
reporting. The data is placed alongside audio recordings of individuals who
have been treated by the Nelson Trust. The page finishes with three such
recordings in a row (entitled “What do our clients say about the impact of
the treatment programme?”). The use of audio testimony is unusual as a
form of reporting and contrasts with quantitative data around it.
After Adoption http://www.afteradoption.org.uk/about-us/our-impact
On the After Adoption website, impact data is flanked by links to ‘stories’
and at the bottom, written testimonials from two clients.
Action for children On the Action for Children website, the ‘Our Impact’
page is split into two. The higher section is entitled ‘Our services change lives’
and lists areas targetted. The second is titled, ‘They benefit your community’
and contains points such as “Benefitted society financially”. This is described
as follows: “with every £1 invested in intensive family support leading to
a saving of £9.20 for society”. This costed societal outcome seems at odds
with the lack of detail and broad claims to ‘changing lives’ which is situated
directly above it. The section also sits in a list of ‘Real life stories’, which
contain far more personal detail.
These examples demonstrate conflicting styles of reporting which may
reflect some dissonance in the underlying logic of these organisations. To
attract funding these organisations must satisfy financial stakeholders, such
as social investors, but this means describing their activities in aggregated,
financialized, cost-saving terms. These two styles hint at an underlying
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structural incompatibility between the individualistic and moral focus of traditional charitable activities and the more aggregated, quantitative statistics
of investment-readiness and business rigour. The amalgamation of these
inconsistent missions does not appear to be subject to the kind of discursive
tricks identified for CSR reports by Spence and Thomson (2009) and there is
no evidence of the use of linguistic tropes. Nevertheless, the language used on
the websites, the placement on the webpage of the impact-style, statistics-rich
reporting was noticeable. The softening of impact data through its placement
in the proximity of personal accounts of individuals helped by the SPO or
by staff of the SPO, may serve to “gloss over” the inconsistency between
charitable activities and business logics.
In fact, it would be wrong to divide the underlying objectives of these
organisations into just two categories, charitable and business. In reality,
some organisations lend themselves to a more commercial approach and others
less so, with a resulting spectrum of approaches ranging from the almostcommercial to the purely charitable. Similarly, any suggestion that the time
before the pressures to adopt social impact measures was somehow devoid of
pressures to perform would also be misleading. Hybrid organisations such as
social enterprises have undergone pressure for some time to adopt different
elements from business and to deliver cost-savings.

5. Discussion.
The evidence presented in this study highlights the use of the language of
social impact reporting as an example of reputation management by SPOs
for their financial stakeholders. In addition, variable styles of adoption of SIR
were observed on the websites of a sample of 128 social purpose organisations
and that emerged from interviews with staff at 21 social purpose organisations.
Not only was the term ‘impact’ used in different ways (semantic widening
as described by Bloomfield (1983)), but variations in internalisation of this
new practice were observed. It is suggestive of decoupling (Meyer and Rowan,
1977; Bromley and Powell, 2012; Bromley and Meyer, 2014) or ritualistic
compliance (Power, 1997).
In addition to providing empirical support for existing theories on decoupling, the study makes a theoretical contribution, by drawing a connection
between language use and means-end decoupling. As described earlier, meansend decoupling identifies shifts in practice within an organisation which fail
to advance the organisation’s main objectives, although they were introduced
just for that purpose. We would expect such variations in the internalisation
of practice to occur to a greater extent in hybrid organisations which combine
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diverse logics (Battilana and Dorado, 2010). This study highlights the importance of language use in the adoption of new practices, arguing that even
adoption in name only, with no intention of internalisation of practice, can
have real effects on the motivation of staff and the identify of the SPO. Thus,
even if an SPO describes its activities using SIR and business language as
part of a strategy of ‘business washing’, this may undermine staff motivation
simply by redescribing the activities of the organisation — and the staff — in
financial or aggregate statistical terms.
Recent research has proposed that a distinction be drawn between symbolic
adoption and symbolic implementation (Bromley and Powell, 2012) of practice,
where the former is associated with policy-practice decoupling the latter with
means-end decoupling (Greenwood et al., 2011; Thornton et al., 2012). The
evidence collected from the web analysis and from interviews in this study
suggests that the aim of signalling to stakeholders and that of improving
effectiveness through the internalising of SIR practices has become decoupled
for many organisations. At first sight, this seems like a case of policy-practice
decoupling as many organisations complain of inadquate resources as a reason
for their inability to adopt SIR properly, as discussed in the previous section.
Yet, a closer inspection suggests that means-end decoupling of an unusual
form may be in evidence. This form of means-end decoupling involves organisations whose symbolic adoption of SIR leads to a possible divergence of
internal practice from organisational goals. In these cases, the demands of
external stakeholders — and possibly shifting norms in best practice — lead
to an adoption of SIR which is possibly aimed at “business washing” rather
than at changing organisational practices and objectives to any degree. In
this way it is largely symbolic in many cases.
Even the use of SIR for the purposes of business-washing may have
unexpected consequences, because changes in descriptions of practice alone,
even if they are not accompanied by a serious attempt to change core practices
may affect the attitudes and motivation of staff. The descriptions of practice
intended for funders may affect staff and volunteers. From philosophical work,
we learn that any action exists under a particular description (Davidson, 1963).
The intentions of the person acting may vary between different descriptions of
the action. For instance, a person may have intended to ‘flick on a light’, but
may not have intended to ‘alert the prowler’. Changing that description may
change the attitude of the person carrying out the action. Thus, describing
a particular action in economic, rather than moral or emotional, terms may
affect the attitude of staff to carrying it out. For example, when a particular
action is described as ‘helping an individual cope with a devastating illness’, a
staff member might feel motivated to carry out that action. But if that same
action is re-described as ‘saving the local authority £500’, the staff member
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may feel less motivated and their reasons for engaging in these actions may
be undermined. If this is the case, even mere window-dressing activities by
social purpose organisation, with no fundamental change to organisational
practices, might be expected to adversely affect staff motivation.
According to the director of a small charity,
“I don’t think it [social impact measurement] sits naturally in
the sector at the moment. I think it makes individual staff and
volunteers feel . . . the richness of the work . . . gets lost. The other
thing I would say is that the people who fund us, sometimes ask
for data that we know actually is meaningless, which can be quite
demotivating.” (Interviewee-16)
This statement suggests that the qualia experienced by staff are not represented in SIR. The fact that it fails to reflect the “richness of the work” has
a negative effect on staff motivation, as does the provision of “meaningless”
statistics to remote funders. The clash of discourses is apparent.
Furthermore, the CEO of a small social enterprise stated that formal
impact measurement is,
“very off-putting because the language used is . . . dense. It sounds
exclusive . . . and inaccessible.” (Interviewee-9)
This effect may be exacerbated if the demands for these business redescriptions
of social actions come from social investors who are perceived by staff as
being commercially focused and unaware how it feels for a member of staff to
interact directly with a client. Thus the organisations face a trade off between
satsifying different stakeholders, and in doing this they risk alienating their
own staff.
Means-end decoupling reflects the implementation of practice which becomes diverted somehow and, as a result, fails to further the primary objectives
for which it was introduced. It thus results in ineffective activity from the
point of view of the organisation. Yet, what is in evidence in the case of SIR
is subtly different. The apparently symbolic adoption of SIR by some SPOs
involves the use of business language (if not business-washing) on websites and
in other publications. This linguistic shift in itself appears to risk undermining
the social identity of some staff, even if adoption of SIR is merely symbolic and
no deep internalisation of the practice occurs. As such, the change in discourse
associated with SIR may be seen as a mechanism for a particular type of
means-end decoupling which this study labels language-means decoupling.
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6. Conclusion.
The relatively sudden emergence of SIR in UK social purpose organisations
over the last decade is striking. Such reporting quantifies the effects of social
interventions, thereby replacing elements of the discourse of charitable work
with those of business (Mair et al., 2014; Nicholls, 2009). Based on evidence
from an analysis of the websites of 128 social purpose organisations and
interviews with 24 individuals at 22 social purpose organisations, the study
delivers three key findings.
First, the intention to influence financial stakeholders (social investors)
was found to be central to the adoption of SIR by organisations whose
staff were interviewed. This is consistent with the literature on legitimacy
and reputation management (Suchman, 1995), in particular for financial
stakeholders (Neu et al., 1998; O’Dwyer and Unerman, 2008; Archel et al.,
2011). This study provides empirical support for reputation management for
financial stakeholders for the case of SPOs in the UK. An analysis of website
content and of the interviews conducted revealed that some organisations were
not using ‘impact’ as defined by external stakeholders, but instead merely
reporting inputs and outcomes. This discrepancy in meaning is consistent with
semantic drift, in particular, semantic widening (Bloomfield, 1983) between
SPOs and external stakeholders.
Second, the degree and style of adoption was found to vary quite significantly between organisations, both in terms of the extent of reporting, the
extent of internalisation of the new practice and the attitude of staff to the
reporting of social impact, consistent with policy-practice and means-end
decoupling (Meyer and Rowan, 1977; Bromley and Powell, 2012). Many
organisations in the sample had not used social impact measurements as a
means of improving effectiveness or evaluating their strategy. Furthermore,
some organisations appeared to use the term ‘impact’ on their website purely
for image management purposes (Patten, 1991) without any intention of
internalising the practice to improve organisational effectiveness, which I have
labelled ‘business-washing’.
Third, as a result of the need to manage to multiple stakeholders (Ebrahim
et al., 2014), an amalgam of somewhat incongruous content was observed
on the websites of SPOs. Aggregate, abstract and often financialized figures
for social impact were often situated next to accounts of personal, emotional
experiences. Although the specific placement of content on an SPO’s webpage
is not discursive as such, it nevertheless echoes existing research concerning
discourses among SPOs (Oelberger et al., 2012). Whereas corporations who
engage in corporate social responsibility reporting may hide the fundamental
clash of profit-seeking and social values by the use of discursive tropes in
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reporting (Spence and Thomson, 2009), this study finds that SPOs seem
to use the placement of personal, emotional stories to soften financial and
statistical data on the website. As such, the placement of the stories may be
similar in nature to the use of tropes in CSR reports, aimed at disguising
inconsistencies between the objectives of different stakeholders. Finally, the
theoretical contribution of the study relates to the possible effect of the use
of impact language by SPOs, even if it is used on only for business-washing
purposes. Interview evidence hinted that the use of SIR may create tensions
within SPOs. Even if SIR is used for purposes of business-washing alone,
it can affect staff due to its re-description of social and moral activities in
unemotional, statistical or financial terms normally associated with profitseeking activities (Davidson, 1963). Such a language effect may be seen as a
new form of decoupling, adding to policy-practice and means-end decoupling
(Bromley and Powell, 2012; Meyer and Rowan, 1977). Mere re-description,
even if not linked to any internalisation of practice, may result in a deviation
of internal practices in a way that is incongruent with the satisfaction of core
organisational goals. Thus, language use alone may be capable open up a gap
between practice and organisational objectives leading to ‘language-means
decoupling’. While the findings of this study are limited by the number of
interviews conducted to date, future work could provide a more in-depth
investigation of the link between language and practice within SPOs.
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A. Definition of Social Impact.
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Capital deployed
(i.e., initial
investment)

Illustrative
Insight for
Investors
Activities undertaken
to deliver on impact
goals

Actions by an impact
organization to
attract clients (e.g.,
campaigns)

Actions, or tasks,
that are performed
in support of specific
impact objectives

Activity

Services rendered
through impact
capital provided

Number of clients
served by an impact
organization (e.g.,
loans extended)

Tangible, immediate
practices, products
and services that
result from the
activities that are
undertaken

Output

Income generated
by beneficiaries due
to impact capital

Changes among
clients (e.g.,
doubling of
household income
among MFI clients)

Changes, or effects,
on individuals or
the environment
that follow from the
delivery of products
and services

Outcome

Impact on society
due to impact
capital

Changes in broader
environment of the
impact organization
(e.g., less crime)

Changes, or effects,
on society or
the environment
that follow from
outcomes that have
been achieved

Impact

Ideally, impact should concern the long-term social
and environmental benefits that an investment
generates. There are additional challenges to doing
this effectively and these are discussed in Chapter
5. Meanwhile, there is plenty that practitioners and
investors can do to measure success and strengthen
their impact measurement practices as they move
along the spectrum.

(1) The Impact Value Chain is built on the basic logic model, developed by Carol Weiss and Joseph Wholey
Weiss, C.H. (1972). Evaluation Research. Methods for Assessing Program Effectiveness. Prentice-Hall, Inc., Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey
Figure
1: Excerpt from the Impact Measurement Report by the Impact Measurement Working Group (2014)
(2) Definitions are adapted borrowing heavily from both he EU Standard for Social Impact (GECES report) and the European Venture Philanthropy
Association’s “A Practical Guide to Measuring and Managing Impact” publication

Investments to an
impact organization
(e.g., in a microfinance institution)

Resources that are
deployed in service
of a certain (set of)
activities

Illustrative
Example

Definition2

Input

Exhibit 3: Impact Value Chain1

The impact value chain traditionally starts with
input-level data and progresses to activity, output,
outcome, and impact-level data. Evidence of
the extent to which an investment has made a
meaningful difference increases moving to the right
on the spectrum.

Many impact investing actors recognize a natural
progression of an investment – the “impact value
chain” – with growing levels of insight into an
investment’s impact.

SIR: Effective practice, symbolism or business-washing?

SIR: Effective practice, symbolism or business-washing?

B. Examples of impact and economics-based performance
measures.

Figure 2: Impact measure using SROI. Source: New Philanthropy Capital (2011)
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C. Interviews conducted with charities (C) and social
enterprises (SE).
INSERT INTERVIEWEE LIST TABLE ABOUT HERE
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D. Widening of the term ‘impact’.
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and Adoption Support
E. Examples of discursive styles on webpages.
About us

Information for professionals

Our Services

Support us

Donate

Saved the taxpayer over £4.5million in potential costs through our SafeBase
Parenting Programme
Supported 98% of our adoptive families to stay together long term
Helped more than 800 people find family members they had been separated from
through the process of adoption
Found a family for 90% of the children we work with
Worked with birth mothers in prison to deal with their issues around adopting and
saved the taxpayer £150,000 per person, per year
Supported over 6000 through our ActionLine Helpline

Our Impact
Our History
Our environmental
responsibility
Adoption Statistics
Our Standards

Search

After Adoption Annual Review
2010 11
After Adoption Annual Review
2011 12
After Adoption Annual Review
2012 13

People's Stories

Building on this, our aims and objectives for the next financial year are

Who we are

Catherine's Story
The day I met my daughter
was one of the happiest days
of my life

To support over 200 families (300+ children) through our SafeBase parenting
programme
To support 800 people through the search and reunion process
To find homes for over 50 children through our Families that Last family finding
service
To support current birth parents who are struggling to come to terms with the
adoption of their child

After Adoption
Ambassadors
Press Office
Work for us

GO!

Downloads

Whenever one person is helped by the work that we do, we feel we have made an
important difference. Over the last year, we have

Safeguarding children
& vulnerable adults

Sign in or register

Searching for answers about adoption?

Our Impact

Statement on
Adoption Support

Sign up to newsletters

Pam's story
My birth son contacted me
and I didn't know what to do
next

Contact Us

Some of the comments we have received about our work include
Subscribe to our
newsletter

Keep in touch

"The service
After
Adoption provides
haswebsite
been absolutely
life saving
for me.
I really Adoption
don’t
Figure
3: that
This
webpage
on the
of the
charity
After
shows a
like to think what would have happened had I not been introduced to them. They have a
Follow us on Twitter
section
on
impact
data
and
“people’s
stories”
shown
side
by
side.
knowledge and understanding of all aspects of adoption and provide the right kind of help".
Like us on Facebook
Jane, Adoptive Parent
"After Adoption is an inspiration and its ethos of good practice, support and knowledge should
be a leading national model" Gemma*, Adoptive Parent

Join us on LinkedIn

Get Involved
Buy one of our resources
We've got lots of
resources for people
involved with
adoption. Click here to
find out more.

Volunteer for us

Vietnam Bike Ride
Volunteering for us can
help make a real
difference to people
affected by adoption. Click
here to find out more.

For those of you in search
of the charity cycle
challenge of a lifetime,
Vietnam won't fail to leave
an indelible mark on you!

Information for Professionals
Training & Conferences

Our services and how to commission them
Click here to find out more
about the upcoming
training and conferences
available.

http://www.afteradoption.org.uk/about-us/our-impact

Find out about the
services we offer to local
authorities
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Family finding services
We can help local
authorities to find homes
for children in need of
adoption
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