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BY Jason Saul, MM  

ON February 9, 2014 11:16 AM  

Appreciate the responses.  It’s exciting to see all the synchronous thinking in the field. A 

few clarifying points about our research and its implications: 

• One vs. Many. There are a number of quality organizations keeping lists of commonly 

used outcomes, metrics and other data points.  For example, some of the sources other 

commentators have referenced offer great resource lists.  In a 1.0 world this is quite 

valuable as we need to seed the field with new ideas and compile reference lists for 

practitioners to access.  The value of creating a universal taxonomy, however, is to bring 

the field to some level of standardization. To achieve standardization, we as a field need 

to adopt a single, universal, definitive, unbiased catalogue of outcomes by which to 

organize our work.  And that catalogue must to be continuously curated, normalized and 

made useful to funders and practitioners. To that end, we will be making the Outcomes 

Taxonomy available to funders through a variety of channels and intermediaries 

beginning in Q2 of this year.   

• Outcomes v. Metrics v. Activities.  We often tend to conflate these distinctive concepts, 

and I think this makes standardization even more elusive.  The purpose of our research 

was to curate-out those differences and develop a taxonomy that was purely focused on 

outcomes. Outcomes are directional changes in social condition.  Metrics or indicators 

are easily conflated with outcomes, but are not the same.  Things like “level of physical 

mobility” “time spent in hospital” or “number of people trained” are metrics.  

• Outcomes v. General Conditions.  To be universal, and standardizable, the outcomes 

included in a taxonomy must be both discrete and measurable.  Oftentimes practitioners 

will try to phrase general conditions like “Improvements in policy and legislation” or 

“economic performance of a local area” as outcomes.  But these conditions tend to be 

vague (e.g. not discrete) and open-ended (e.g. non-measurable) and therefore not well 

placed within a taxonomy.  

• Agnostic to Theory of Change.  A taxonomy is simply a list of outcomes.  The 

judgment comes in the user’s selection or valuation of one outcome versus 

another.  Whether you value “emotional well-being” or “test-scores” as a factor in driving 

up graduation rates, the point is that we are all aiming at the same shared “outcome” of 

improving graduation rates.  The taxonomy doesn’t relate to the way in which you intend 

to produce that outcome.  

• Outcomes v. Innovation. People often conflate “outcomes thinking” with 

measurement.  These are very different things.  Simply clarifying the desired benefits of 

an intervention does not quash or inhibit an organization’s ability to innovate strategies 

that produce that benefit.  In fact, quite the contrary – it opens the door to a wide range of 

strategies because we are simply controlling for the outcome, not the theory of change, 

the metrics or the type of intervention.  
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