Frequently Asked Questions

About the Most Significant Change Tool

What are the benefits to MSC?

· MSC is able to capture rich and complex information about the incredible work organizations do—i.e. changing lives—that is impossible to glean from statistics. 

· MSC captures information about how SVP’s involvement builds capacity and how improved organizational capacity leads to improved programmatic outcomes. 

· MSC better captures outcomes and consequences that weren’t previously anticipated. Sometimes if you are too focused on what you are looking for, you can miss something important.

What about benefits to MY organization? To our Investees? To our Partners? 

SVPs and Investees directly benefit from having the stories generated from this process, which can be used in communications, fundraising, and team building. Partners will benefit by hearing dynamic stories highlighting the impact of their contributions. Story telling in general effectively communicates strategy—whether for business planning or nonprofit strategic planning. Beyond serving as a more interesting read for those involved, it strengthens commitment from organization staff—advocates point out that when one can locate themselves in a story, their commitment and involvement increases. 

There is also additional good reason to believe that this process would contribute to SVP and Investee organizational learning. Through meta-evaluation (evaluation of the evaluation), experts have found that the most significant impact of the method was the organizational learning for those involved. The organizations find this method a positive learning experience that allows them to understand the impact of their own work. Other benefits to the organization include finding programmatic planning ideas through gathering stories, fostering a more shared vision, building staff capacity in evaluation, providing material for publicity and communications, provide training material for new staff, and celebrating success. 

What are some of the drawbacks?

MSC can be time consuming, since you are involving lots of stakeholders and going through different iterations of review and analysis. Also, it won’t necessarily tell you whether a program has met explicit objectives that have been dictated out ahead of time. 

Who else uses MSC?

The method has been used by: the Department of Education and Children’s Services in South Australia to evaluate a curriculum strengthening project; the Minnesota Department of Health in evaluating fetal alcohol syndrome prevention programs; a division of CARE in Ghana to monitor changes NGO approaches to development; and a Dutch consulting group to monitor the efforts by Brazilian local NGOs.

Is it a scientifically sound evaluation method?

Stories have been used regularly in other areas and disciplines such as co-operative inquiry, discourse analysis, cultural studies, and organizational learning. As a research method, MSC contains several elements that ensure validity of the data: a systematic process of selection, transparency in analysis, “thick description” (so other, outside interpretations are possible), a verification process and member participation (encourages equal expression of all involved). In addition, after the stories are gathered, data may be further analyzed using routine content analysis, a sound social science research method used in most qualitative research. 

Won’t people just exaggerate stories to make themselves look good?

The fact that stories publicly identify the person and the organization submitting them address this most common concern regarding the MSC method. Since names and organizations are attached to the stories, this acts as incentive for honest narratives. At the same time, statements of change tend to be collected by and judged by those with intimate knowledge of the program who can easily verify suspicious stories.

Example

The Most Significant Change Method
Sample Story of Change from SVP XYZ

Last year, we completed an inventory of our organizational infrastructure and it was clear that we needed to invest more attention in leadership development. Our Executive Director is an incredible grassroots activist, but has little experience running an organization. Moreover, while he is a tremendous advocate, he is not a collaborator and has not built strong relationships in the community. We approached our SVP lead Partner last year and asked how SVP could support the ED’s leadership development. The Lead Partner identified two key interventions: first, he arranged for SVP to fund the ED’s participation in a nonprofit executive training program at Stanford University which provided him with a much more solid grounding in the skills and confidence required to run an organization. Second, once the training was completed, the Lead Partner connected him with another SVP Partner who provided six months of executive coaching. This Partner helped the ED apply the learning from his training at Stanford to the day-to-day leadership of his organization. 

The increased leadership capacity of our executive director has been important for our organization for several reasons. First, he has become much more connected to the staff of the organization, rather than simply trying to do everything on his own. Staff has much greater confidence in the ED and reports of overall morale are markedly better. In fact, we have not had any turnover in the last year, whereas in the last two years, we were bleeding our senior management at a rate of 50% per year. Second, the ED has become much more active in the community and has built strong relationships with other nonprofits that provide services to homeless families. As a result of these relationships, we recently were awarded a grant for $50,000 to become part of a national demonstration project on homelessness. Moreover, we have initiated conversations with another service provider about sharing administrative services that would create significant efficiencies in data management next year. 

