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ABSTRACT 

Increasingly, community-based organizations (CBOs) that have a social impact are required to evidence their impact through 
accountability and evaluation methods that are complex and inappropriate for their specific context. In response to this challenge, 
we offer a participatory approach to social return on investment (SROI), which builds on a participant’s own self-narration 
of their past and their lived experience of engaging with the CBO. To do this, we draw upon participatory action research 
and oral history methodologies in combination with social value methodologies to refocus evaluation and accountability on 
the impact experienced by those in the community. By engaging in a tripartite approach—which we name the Living Impact 
Methodology—we are able to show the social impact of transformative projects, beyond what would usually be captured in 
accounting and accountability, shifting the way that CBOs engage with SROI evaluation. By engaging with community members 
in the process of transformative accountability, we demonstrate a methodological approach that academics can use to work with 
CBOs to pluralize and democratize forms of accounting and accountability in the evaluation and monitoring of community impact 
projects. 
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 Introduction 

ommunity-based organizations (CBOs) work tirelessly to sup-
ort their communities through impactful and transformative
rojects, yet operate within precarious funding environments
hat demand multiple forms of accountability (Hall and O’Dwyer
017 ; Martinez and Cooper 2017 ; Hyndman and McConville 2018 ).
ominant accountability and monitoring mechanisms remain
haped by logics of profit, efficiency, growth, and innovation
Cooper et al. 2016 ; Vollmer 2021 ; Picciotto 2015 , 2021 ). Sub-
equently, CBOs are often pushed to only evidence novelty
r scale—expectations that obscure their deep, relational, and
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transformative work. In this paper, we examine how social return
on investment (SROI) methodologies may be realigned with lived
experience through transformative evaluation. 

Critical accounting researchers have long critiqued the domi-
nance of upward accountability for burdening non-governmental
organizations (NGOs) and diverting attention from the commu-
nities they seek to serve (O’Dwyer and Unerman 2007 ; Hall and
O’Dwyer 2017 ; Martinez and Cooper 2017 ; Banks et al. 2015 ).
These evaluation requirements often function as mechanisms
of control rather than reflection and learning (Ebrahim 2003 ;
Chenhall et al. 2013 ; O’Dwyer and Boomsma 2015 ; O’Leary 2017 ).
its use, distribution and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly 
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et researchers have also highlighted forms of organizational
esistance that allow NGOs to reshape accountability for more
roductive, community-centered ends (Boomsma and O’Dwyer
019 ; Agyeman et al. 2019 ; Chenhall et al. 2013 ; O’Leary and Smith
020 ). 

uestions of value and representation are central to accounting,
s accounting renders particular realities visible, standardizes
ecision-making, and shapes relationships of accountability
Mennicken and Sjögren 2015 ; Hines 1988 ; Samiolo 2012 ; Messner
009 ; Roberts 2009 ; Chenhall et al. 2013 ). Although representa-
ions of value are inherently contestable, the perceived objectivity
f numbers often conceals this contestability. Critical accounting
cademics therefore call for a deeper examination of how value
s negotiated in practice (Mennicken and Sjögren 2015 ; Samiolo
012 ). 

arallel debates in the evaluation literature argue that eval-
ation can either strengthen democratic practice or reinforce
xisting power structures (Picciotto 2015 , 2021 ). Transformative
valuation approaches demonstrate how meaningfully including
arginalized voices can challenge entrenched power dynamics
Mertens 1999 , 2012 ), whereas critiques of captured evaluation
ighlight the need for democratic, participatory, and socially-just
odels (Picciotto 2015 , 2021 ; Mathison 2018 ). 

ROI has become a prominent tool that CBOs are expected to use
n their evaluation, yet its narrow scope risks defining success,
alue, and voice through market logics (Warren, Carter, et al.
024 ; Picciotto 2015 ; Mathison 2018 ). Accounting research must
herefore explore how SROI can be broadened to reflect diverse
orms of social value (Warren, Carter, et al. 2024 ). 

e respond to these challenges by extending critical accounting
iterature through non-extractive, cocreated research approaches
hat share power and ensure communities benefit from the
esearch process (Ghio et al. 2023 ; Igwe et al. 2022 ; Gorman 2024 ).
hrough in-depth collaboration with CBOs, we show how aca-
emics can intervene to democratize social value, accountability,
nd evaluation by centering lived experience in SROI. While such
ork is necessarily complex, iterative, and subject to compromise
Mennicken and Sjögren 2015 ; Chenhall et al. 2013 ), exploring
hese alternatives is essential for reshaping accounting toward
ocial and emancipatory ends (Gibson-Graham 2006 ; Petrescu
t al. 2021 ). 

herefore, this paper presents a methodology that integrates
ral history and lived experience testimony with participatory
ction research (PAR) to broaden SROI, repositioning it from a
ompliance-orientated reporting exercise to a participatory pro-
ess of sense-making and accountability with communities. Our
iving Impact Methodology advances accountability literature
y integrating oral history and PAR into the SROI approach,
nabling CBOs to engage with SROI in more democratic and
ommunity-centered ways and demonstrating social impacts that
raditional accounting tools routinely exclude, with implica-
ions for ongoing practice and future project development. We
lso, therefore, contribute to intellectual activism (Contu 2018 ;
ashiri 2024 ) by illustrating how accounting scholars can move
eyond extractive research toward collaborative, transformative
ngagements that support emancipatory forms of accountability
(Ghio et al. 2023 ) and empower those engaged in evaluation
toward emancipatory ends (Fetterman 2015 , 2017 , 2021 ). The
remainder of the paper outlines relevant literature, details our
Living Impact Methodology, and offers empirical illustrations,
before concluding. 

2 Evaluation and Accountability 

2.1 Accountability 

Accountability and its limitations have been widely examined
(e.g., Roberts 1991 , 2009 ; O’Leary 2017 ; Dillard and Vinnari 2019 ).
Roberts ( 1991 ) argues that dominant accountability practices
are narrow, hierarchical, and individualizing, positioning people
as isolated individuals whose relationships are instrumental
and strategic rather than ethical or relational (Roberts 1991 ).
Instead, Roberts ( 1991 ) conceptualizes accountability as a social
practice, grounded in interdependence. His later work critiques
transparency-based accountability for generating fear, blame
avoidance, and strategic behavior, calling instead for intelligent
accountability, built on contextual understanding, relational
dialogue, trust, and learning (Roberts 2009 ). 

This relational, dialogic, and ethically grounded understanding
underpins our approach. We focus specifically on how CBOs
experience accountability through evaluation and how alterna-
tive practices might support collective, relational understandings
of and responsibility for each other. 

2.2 Non-Governmental Organizations1 
Accountability and Evaluation 

Critical accounting scholarship shows that NGOs have long
navigated tensions between external accountability demands
and their missions. Cazenave and Morales ( 2021 ) highlight how
NGO’s respond to external evaluative pressures by cultivating
an audit-friendly, corporatized picture of the NGO, whereas
Boomsma and O’Dwyer ( 2019 ) have identified important forms
or resistance to such evaluative pressures, where NGOs work
with funders to co-constitute accountability. Through engaging
in conversations with funders, NGOs have been able to engage
in forms of upward accountability in the name of the NGOs
“felt” responsibility to their beneficiaries (Agyemang et al.
2019 ; Pianezzi 2021 ). Evaluation is therefore a negotiated space
where organizations mediate tensions, compromise, and surface
pluralized values (Chenhall et al. 2013 ). 

Yet external accountability demands frequently pressure NGOs
to demonstrate growth or justify funding in ways misaligned
with their mission (O’Leary and Smith 2020 ). O’Leary and Smith
( 2020 ) find that NGOs resist and question the metrics imposed
upon them, finding ways to overcome or change the dominant
and oppressive forms of accountability that they are exposed to.
In the case study NGO, O’Leary and Smith ( 2020 ) found that the
organization reframed their impact and purpose to move toward
envisioning alternative futures, promoting different dialogues
and deeper conversations about impact. Therefore, subjunctive
engagement with accounting practices can enable resistance and
Financial Accountability & Management, 2026
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ransformation, creating space for critical reflection and change
O’Leary and Smith 2020 ). 

’Leary ( 2017 ) similarly shows that monitoring and evaluation
an be used to signal a “promise” that recentralizes the NGOs
rass-roots mission and encourages a focus on transformative
nd strategic engagement with accountability. Being orientated
oward empowering individuals, challenging oppressive systems,
nd tailoring to their context and values, NGOs can use moni-
oring and evaluation to enable their outcomes, not just report
n them (O’Leary 2017 ). In extending NGO literature, O’Leary
t al. ( 2023 ) explore the participatory practices of a humanitarian
GO, where they adapted their accountability through methods
hat affirmed the agency and resilience of those affected and
ncreased exposure to the “other.” As this approach can be
hallenging in different traumatic contexts, O’Leary et al. ( 2023 )
dentify that it is important to incorporate methods that are
lexible, empathetic, and attuned to lived experiences. With a
ocus on moving toward collective agency rather than individual
urden, responsive accountability can be created that centralizes
ffirmative ethics (O’Leary et al. 2023 ). 

hile large NGOs may have resources to contest unhelpful
ccountability demands (Ebrahim 2003 ), small-medium sized
BOs often lack the capacity to do so (Warren, Carter, et al. 2024 ;
arren, Morales, et al. 2024 ; Kelly 2022 ). As Kelly ( 2022 ) demon-
trates, dominant technocratic models that are formal, expensive,
nd top-down frequently disregard the context-sensitive work of
mall organizations. So, NGOs often rely on informal, everyday,
articipatory evaluative practices that build trust and support
ownward accountability (Kelly 2022 ). Our research builds on
his research by adopting a non-extractive, engaged methodol-
gy that works with CBOs to challenge dominant evaluation
nd monitoring and create pluralist, democratic, and practice-
rounded accountability (Samiolo 2012 ; Fourcade 2011 ; Brown
009 ; Brown et al. 2015 ; Dillard and Vinnari 2019 ). In line
ith Roberts ( 1991 , 2009 ), we treat accountability as relational,
ontextual, and ethically informed, foregrounding how CBOs can
egotiate values through lived experience rather than through
arrow procedural logics. 

.3 Evaluation for the Public Good 

hile counter accounting scholars have explored how account-
ng can better capture social and environmental impact (Dey and
ibbon 2014 ; Dey et al. 2011 ; George et al. 2021 ; Tregidga 2017 ;
arren, Carter, et al. 2024 ), there remains limited work in critical
ccounting on creating methodologies that develop alternative
orms of accounting with organizations already pursuing social
ood. To locate our work at this intersection, we draw on
valuation scholarship, which has long been concerned with
ransforming evaluation to ensure that it prioritizes democracy,
quity, and participation. 

valuation can strengthen democratic practice or reinforce exist-
ng inequalities (Picotto 2015 , 2021 ; Patton 2002 ). Its uses extend
ar beyond decision-making—evaluation also shapes under-
tanding, legitimizes positions and influences boarder policy and
ublic discourse (Weiss 1998 , 1999 ). Weiss ( 1998 ) therefore calls
or a widened view of evaluation as a social and political process.
inancial Accountability & Management, 2026
Transformative evaluation, grounded in social justice, argues
for meaningful inclusion of marginalized voices (Mertens 1999 ,
2012 ; Mertens et al. 2025 ). This perspective views evaluation as
relational, value-laden, and inevitably political (Mertens 1999 ;
Howe and Ashcraft 2005 ). It requires participatory, stakeholder-
driven designs (Shaw et al. 2006 ; Greene 1986 , 1987 , 2006 ; Greene
et al. 2004 ) that seek positive change for the least powerful
(Mertens 1999 , 2012 ; Mertens et al. 2025 ). 

Critiques highlight how evaluation has become a self-serving
commercial enterprise captured by powerful interest (Picciotto
2021 , 8; Picciotto 2015 ). Mathison ( 2018 ) similarly argues that
evaluation often maintains the status quo by reflecting dominant
values such as commodification and competition, and calls
for democratic, equity-focused evaluation, urging evaluators to
“speak truth to the powerless” to provide communities with tools
to understand and challenge structural conditions: 

We hear the phrase “speaking truth to power” used to
express what we see as our contribution to doing the
right thing, contributing to the public good. A valiant,
but usually futile act. “Speaking truth to power” is
a cliché, used often by leftists and liberals, and it
neglects the likelihood the powerful already know the
truth and choose to ignore it (or modify it) to suit
their interests and already well-developed ideologies. . .
Speaking truth to the powerless may be far more
useful than the cliché of speaking truth to power. The
powerless may not know the truth or may be confused
about it, which helps to make them inactive, unable to
pursue their own interests, unable to see their interests
are shared with others. (Mathison 2018, 117, 118)

Likewise, Piciotto ( 2015 ) proposes that we need to renew mod-
els of evaluation to focus further on democratic, progressive,
transformational, and social justice approaches through dia-
logic and participatory approaches, ensuring that evaluation has
an activist approach, which favors social equity to influence
decision-making. 

Empowerment evaluation responds to these calls by equipping
participants with evaluative tools to control and transform their
own practices and ways of being, positioning evaluation as eman-
cipatory (Fetterman 2021 , 2015 ; Fetterman and Wandersman
2017 ) through which evaluation tools and approaches become
shared with people so that they can transform the ways that
they engage with their evaluation and be empowered to take
control of their approach, in the name of emancipation (Fetter-
man 2017 ). Complementing this, Patton’s ( 1994 ) developmental
evaluation offers an adaptive, context-sensitive approach suited
to emergent, complex, and innovative programs. Portela ( 2012 )
similarly suggests that the evaluator needs to work with those
being evaluated in order to understand their initiative in fluid and
diverse ways, thereby avoiding a one-size-fits-all model. This can
help the evaluator to think deeply about change while avoiding
the enforcement of a singular theory. This reduces the likelihood
of predefining outcomes within contexts that are complex and
characterized by conflicting demands and logics. There is a need
for nuanced, context-sensitive approaches to evaluation, Portela
3
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 2012 ) argues, where the evaluator facilitates while embracing
luralism, unpredictability, and judgement, moving away from
igid models (Patton 1994 ; 2017 ). In a different, yet related way,
e St Croix ( 2022 ) focuses on extending the evaluation of youth
ork projects by drawing on story telling workshops to create
 participatory, inclusive, dialogic, and democratic vision of
ccountability. de St Croix ( 2022 ) centers participants perspec-
ives, working with them, rather than undertaking evaluation
from above” through alternative forms of evaluation, so that the
articipants themselves can express the change that they have
xperienced in a dialogic process, going against focusing only on
eoliberal outcomes and metrics: 

This creates space both for political contestation, and
for a proliferation of inclusive, participatory forms of
evaluation. . . Accountability based on the logic of par-
ticipatory democracy, then,must enable and encourage
thinking beyond currently taken-for-granted realities,
change everyday experience, and prepare the ground
for transformation. Such thinking is most often and
productively developed from the bottom up: from
grassroots communities, practitioners and activists. (de
St Croix 2022, 702)

hese approaches described above are consistent with calls to
oreground plural values in accounting (Bracci et al. 2021 ; Lamont
012 ; Brown et al. 2015 ). Accounting can legitimize some forms of
alue while marginalizing others (Mennicken and Sjögren 2015 ),
aking dialogic, participatory, and agonistic pluralism essential
or enhancing accountability from different perspectives (Brown
009 ; Brown et al. 2015 ; Dillard and Vinnari 2019 ). Kingston et al.
 2023 ) and Manetti et al. ( 2021 ) posit that drawing on agonistic
luralism enables a dialogic process of accounting to ensure that
ccountability is enhanced for marginalized groups. To do this,
valuation needs to engage in transformative, participatory, and
emocratic approaches that empower and engage marginalized
roups, embed social justice, address power asymmetries, and
osition evaluation as a process and not just a product (Kingston
t al. 2023 ). 

e draw on these contributions from across the evaluation liter-
ture to build our approach to pluralizing and opening up SROI
ethodology. Similarly, Petrescu et al. ( 2021 ) look at creating a
ommunity economy return on investment to demonstrate the
alue and transformative impact of an urban farm through forms
f SROI. This example includes social values that are usually
idden by considering feminist economics, external effects, well-
eing, and sustainability to undertake a cost-benefit analysis
ocused on the following: volunteer labor; training and education;
ew jobs; earnings generated; monetary value of the savings
ade by being environmentally conscious; and savings to the
rganization, savings to households, and savings to the state and
he planet (Petrescu et al. 2021 ), all of which aim to give visibility
o what is usually not accounted for (Petrescu et al. 2021 ). 

ur contribution therefore builds on this literature by offer-
ng a practical methodology—integrating SROI, PAR, and oral
istory—to pluralize social value accounting, which can be used
o democratize evaluation processes, in line with the evaluation
literature, by focusing on lived experience as central to the
construction of outcomes. 

3 Methodological Approach 

3.1 Academic Activism and Intervention: Not 
Extraction 

Guided by calls to do academia differently (Robinson et al.
2023 ), practice intellectual activism (Contu 2020 ), and expand
the civic university (Grant 2021 ), we adopt a non-extractive
approach (Ghio et al. 2023 ; Igwe et al. 2022 ; Gorman 2024 ). Rather
than entering the field with preset questions or hypotheses, we
prioritize long-term, trust-based partnerships with CBOs, co-
def ining purposes and actions that respond to what partners say
they need (Cameron and Gibson 2005 ; Gibson-Graham 2006 ;
Cornish et al. 2023 ; Feekery 2024 ). Throughout this work, we
practice reflexive positionality, acknowledging academic privi-
lege, while working to decenter it and instead privilege those
most affected by the action on the ground (Thambinathan
and Kinsella 2021 ; Contu 2018 ; Omodan 2025 ; Mertens 2021 ).
Practically, this means a sustained role as external evaluators
and researchers: building relationships with key stakeholders;
maintaining high transparency about data use and anticipated
benefits; and engaging participants before any data collection
to co-establish trust, consent, expectations, and value (Omodan
2025 ; Mertens 2021 ). This long-term iterative journey approach
lays the groundwork for the methodology that follows. 

3.2 The Journey 

We began by exploring SROI as an alternative accounting tool that
CBOs wanted to try. However, tensions emerged between SROI’s
reliance on surveys and financial metrics and the CBO’s ongoing
concern that the lived experience of service users was not being
captured in their monitoring and evaluation practices. Across
multiple partnerships, the lead author iteratively developed our
approach: in resource-constrained projects, we prioritized qual-
itative lived experience; in better-resourced projects, we tested
and extended ways to open up and pluralize accountability
through deeper engagement. In this sense, the methodology
grew from adapting to restricted research conditions and more
expansive research conditions. The sections that follow focus on
one high-engagement project that most advanced the approach
and synthesized lessons from earlier collaborations.2 

The case study in question evaluated a community development
project being implemented by a regional housing association in
the United Kingdom. The project held three key aims: (1) devel-
oping community empowerment through engaging community
members in community organizing training and developing
campaigns to make change, (2) recruiting 20 individuals from
four local communities and paying them a salary for 1 year
to engage in training and mentorship to develop community
projects to tackle social issues, and (3) delivering training to
local residents to empower them to take on further roles in their
local community (e.g., school board, housing association resident
committee). Our data collection methods engaged stakeholders
in a variety of ways through several methods to capture a range
Financial Accountability & Management, 2026
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f perspectives and lived experiences (Mertens 2022 ). Throughout
he 2 years of the project, we immersed ourselves in the program,
uilding trust with participants over time, including an informal
resentation at the start of the project where we introduced
urselves and our approach to the research and responded to any
uestions or concerns raised, informal attendance at a range of
orkshops and meetings, and regular meetings with key project
eads. Following this familiarization phase, we undertook 72 in-
epth before and after surveys with community participants to
nderstand changes over time, 55 interviews with staff3 (16) and
ommunity members (39), 11 focus groups with staff (1) and
ommunity participants (10), and over 100h of observations of the
roject, alongside weekly meetings with staff across the project
uration. We also engaged in feedback workshops throughout
he project, so participants could have an input on findings and
ould shape actions; we held training sessions on SROI so that
hey could use it themselves in their own social enterprises, and
n away day at the University, all of which deepened reciprocal
earning and research. 

e drew on oral history interviews throughout the project
o understand participants’ lived experiences and to identify
utcomes from their perspective. These were complemented by
n-depth focus groups, which served as key spaces for exploring
utcomes and social impact. Staff participated in a full-day work-
hop to reflect on emerging outcomes shown in Table 1 below,
hile community members took part in ten focus groups—
ive early on in the project focused on their lived experience
o far, and five at the end of the project, through which they
nalyzed and debated the outcomes proposed for inclusion in the
ROI. These workshop-style focus groups enabled participants
o shape what would be included, how outcomes should be
epresented, and revisit earlier insights, ensuring a pluralistic and
articipatory accountability process (Fetterman 2015 , 2017 , 2021 ;
haw et al. 2006 ; Greene et al. 2004 ; Greene 2006 ). This resulted
n a deliberately messy, iterative, and nonlinear process, where
ifferent aspects of the SROI emerged at different moments,
eflecting the realities of developmental, adaptive evaluation,
ather than a linear design-test model (Patton 1994 ; Portela 2012 ).

he organization initially relied on conventional reporting
echanisms—financial reporting and engagement counts—and
ad limited experience with deeper impact reporting. Team
embers expressed concern that these reporting mechanisms
ould not capture the transformative nature of their community
evelopment work: 

. . . there are always moments where I’m challenged to
say, well what’s the impact you’re having, and, here’s
this template you have to fill in, that’s the same as
everybody else. And you’re like, you can’t measure
community impact in the same way. . . you know we
have to bemuchmore open to thinking creatively about
how we kind of demonstrate the value of what we’re
doing, which is what we are doing, on the programme.
(Staff Interview 7)

he Program leads were therefore open to experimenting with
lternative accounting approaches that better aligned with the
ived experiences of their communities (O’Leary and Smith 2020 ;
inancial Accountability & Management, 2026
O’Leary et al. 2023 ; Mathison 2018 ; Piciotto 2015 , 2021 ). At the
same time, they needed to satisfy the reporting requirements of
their organization as a matter of standard, prompting ongoing
negotiation between compliance and experimentation. This cre-
ated a space for codeveloping more inclusive, participatory, and
practice-grounded evaluation processes. 

Drawing on learning from earlier projects, we intentionally
combined oral history and PAR methodologies with SROI
methodologies to explore how the evaluation could be opened
up to a richer plurality of values. This mixture allowed us to
foreground lived experience and democratic participation while
still working within the broader accountability structures that
CBOs must navigate. 

Through this process, we developed the Living Impact Method-
ology, a tripartite approach that democratizes and pluralizes
accountability and SROI evaluation in CBOs. It enables us to do
the following: 

1. Show the social impact beyond what conventional account-
ing recognizes, including relational, emotional, and transfor-
mative outcomes usually excluded from SROI; 

2. Shift how CBOs engage with SROI, involving community
members as cocreators of outcomes and reframing SROI as
a participatory, dialogic process rather than a compliance
exercise; 

3. Enhance the project impact in real time, aligning improve-
ments with lived experience and supporting more responsive,
community-centered decision making. 

The following sections elaborate on each of these three contri-
butions, drawing on examples that illustrate both the challenges
encountered and the methodological innovations that emerged
through our collaborative engagement. 

4 Developing the Living Impact Methodology 

4.1 Expanding the Boundaries of Social Value 
Recognition 

SROI methodologies aim to expand critical reflection on the
values and outcomes accounted for by engaging a wider range
of voices in the account, creating a more open dialogue, and
disregarding a focus on traditional accounting values (Manetti
et al. 2021 ; NEF 2009 ). Yet, in practice, SROI remains anchored
in logics of cost-benefit analysis, quantification, and monetization
(Manetti et al. 2021 ). So, there remains a need to push back against
these dominant logics (Kingston et al. 2023 ; Warren, Carter, et al.
2024 ). 

Consequently, the CBOs we partnered with were both pushed to
use SROI to justify expenditure and motivated to capture value
that standard reporting misses: 

But [SROI has] been used a lot now actually, because
people are having to justify the money that’s spent so
muchmore rigorously than theymight have been in the
5
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TABLE 1 Suggested outcomes from community-based organizations staff. 

Outcome focus Participants articulation of the outcomes they wanted to be included 

Changing people and 
communities 

So that is genuinely quite interesting to me, like how do you actually demonstrate the change 
you’ve made to people and to communities. (Interview 7) 
. . . for some of our participants, this could be life-changing, right, so it’s how do you capture 
that in a way that’s more than just the last 12 months. (Workshop 1—Participant 1) 

The feeling of being 
empowered and being 
understood, building 
confidence, and being 
listened to through the 
program 

That last point is a really interesting one, about how you characterise that, in terms of an 
outcome. It’s hard to say—I’m trying to find the right language—but just being. . . well if part of 
what this is about is people feeling empowered, being empowered is kind of being met, does 
that make sense? I’m trying to think of what the right terminology is, but when you talk about 
being listened to, all of that, that’s a really important end in itself, if your assumption is, for a 
lot of people, their experience is that they’re not met by institutions. So, if that’s their 
experience of things then being met, in and of itself, is a value which builds confidence. Being 
listened to, all those things, are actually, in themselves, an incredibly important things to 
measure that relates to feeling part of the community, mental wellbeing, and all those other 
things. I don’t know how you capture that but I think that has a value in and of itself, do you 
know what I mean. (Workshop 1—Participant 1) 

The feeling of being 
valued 

That they haven’t been listened to in that way, they’ve been kind of, dismissed might not be the 
right word but society, or their environment, has basically not given them space, or value, in 
many different ways. I don’t want to generalise, but do you know what I mean, that just the 
thing of being valued, being seen, being met, being listened to, can, of itself, be transformational 
for people, so I guess that’s what I’m trying to allude to. (Workshop 1—Participant 1) 
I think we work well as a team. I think we’re a fantastic team. There’s a sense of family in this 
room that I’ve never sensed before, in other places. I feel like I can come to work and every 
single day be myself, and on the days when I’m not myself somebody will pick it up, they’ll be 
like, are you okay? I really value that, because then I know people are paying attention, that it’s 
not just about the work I’m doing but it’s also about me as a person. (Workshop 1—Participant 
9) 

Engaging in a project that 
would be empowering 
and lead to social mobility 

I don’t know what the right terminology for this is—increase someone’s social mobility, so the 
compound impact that has on their life. . . But I do think there’s a really valuable, longitudinal 
thing around this, because I do think, if social mobility and resilience, all these things we’ve 
talked about, are really important outcomes of this then actually what people end up going on 
to do, not just professionally but in a whole load of different ways, that following those people, 
over time, is going to be really valuable. (Workshop 1—Participant 1) 
. . . we just know less and there’s less out there, about the community empowerment side of 
things, which leads me to think that that’s, potentially, more pertinent for us to explore. 
(Workshop 1—Participant 2) 

The impact on peoples’ 
mental health and 
well-being 

. . . and it’s also about things that are so qualitative, like my mental health, you know how on 
earth do you measure that? Yeah you can measure my financial wellbeing, because obviously 
I’ve been financially better off, because I went from a very low paid job into unemployment, 
because of Covid and all the rest. . . and then this job, so there’s been a massive change in my 
outlook from that point of view. . . It sounds pretty bleak if I say it, but actually there were 
moments when I was very low and questioned whether there was any point of me at all, at 
points in my unemployment. Yeah, it was dark times. (Community participant Interview 15) 
So, part of it is that they’ve got mental health problems already, that what’s happened is it has 
accentuated that and pushed them. . . but then there’s also that the rewards are greatest when 
the starting point is the most challenging. (Workshop 1—Participant 4) 

Developing employability 
and other skills 

So, if you think about employability skills. . . like working in teams, problem solving, you know 

it’s all the stuff they’ve done on acid on the program, basically. . . I think, if there’s a way of 
capturing that for them, as well, at the end of the program, of what they’ve really learnt, that’s 
quite powerful. . . Public speaking, communicating, all those sorts of skills. 
(Workshop—Participant 1) 
I think the improved networks and networking skills one could be expanded on. . . so when you 
think of the public speaking, the presentations, the IT, all of that that has gone on, as well, 
that’s not showing [in the value options], unless you sort of round it up under enhanced 
employability. But actually, those two, are quite soft skills, so there are no hard skills on there, I 
don’t think. (Workshop 2—Participant 1) 

(Continues) 
6 Financial Accountability & Management, 2026
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TABLE 1 (Continued) 

Outcome focus Participants articulation of the outcomes they wanted to be included 

The value of community 
building 

. . . the value you’re building, of building community that’s so much more than these 
participants. . . Because I think it’s that broader impact that’s such an important bit to capture, 
and that’s what I mean about that kind of ripple effect, of across a community, the networks, 
and also how strong and resilient the community is becoming as a result of the programme 
itself. (Workshop 1—Participant 1) 
Community led means the relationship, that the solution has legitimacy within the community 
in some way, that is kind of what the community want in some way, and that the solutions 
they’re coming up with are people powered solutions. (Interview 6) 

The power of 
relationships 

Can I say one point that has come out of this, just to read across to all the other things we’re 
doing, because I think [the other participants] point about relational culture is really powerful, 
so I wonder, on social return on investment, how do you quantify the power of relationship?. . . 
the core of the approach has been all about building a meaningful relationship. I think there’s 
so much evidence around wellbeing, belonging, etc., around relationship: that I think could be 
quite a powerful theme of our model, of the stuff we’re doing. (Workshop 1—Participant 1) 

. . . the difference between a relational culture and a bureaucratic culture. So if we can shift our 
entire customer relationship from that kind of bureaucratic relationship to a more personal 
one, where they see it as an opportunity to have a conversation, we’re going to do so much 
better than we’re doing. And that’s what you’ve done [in the program], I think, created that. 
(Workshop 1—Participant 6) 

Personal development 
journey 

One I’d add—it says about skills development up there [on the list of values 
included]—obviously there’s a lot of practical learning on the job, but personal development as 
well, so I’ve learnt loads about my own personal capabilities, understanding a bit more about 
my own mindset, like what’s limited me before and why it’s not limiting me now, that sort of 
thing, so it’s quite a big, personal journey, you know. (Workshop 1—Participant 8) 

T  

v  

i  

T  

t  

m  

l  

(  

v  

t

T  

r  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

F

 14680408, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/faam

.70036 by B
runel U

niversity, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [29/04/2026]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reativ
past, because times are hard and there’s so much less
money about, that everybody is questioning, that every
penny you spend you’ve got to justify it. . . . (Community
participant 15)

raditional SROI deployments tend to confirm preset outcomes
ia surveys, are used predictively, or at project end, and favor
ndicators with more straightforward financial proxies (Banke-
homas et al. 2015 ; Moroń andKlimowicz 2021 ), showing patterns
hat narrow what counts and sideline lived experience. These
onological monitoring approaches perpetuate many of the
imits of evaluation identified by Poterla ( 2012 ) and de St Croix
 2022 ). Our engagements showed that such uses do not pluralize
alue or reflect how organizations want to define outcomes. At
he same time, however, CBOs cannot abandon numbers: 

. . . you need numbers, something you can present, to
people who might give you money, or people who
invested time in you, like, this is what we’ve done. . .
So just this very emotional good news story, about one
person that benefitted from our great invention, is just
not going to be good enough for the world. . . when
money is involved it’s always about numbers, most of
the time, and it’s really sad, because it really shouldn’t
be. (Community participant interview 6)

his tension drove our choices as we aimed to retain SROI, but
eframe how outcomes are surfaced. We therefore adopted an
inancial Accountability & Management, 2026
in-depth bottom-up approach that prioritizes lived experience
and cocreates outcomes with staff and community members.
Through oral histories, observations, and workshop-style focus
groups, stakeholders articulated relational, emotional, and trans-
formative outcomes they wanted recognized—for example, being
met and listened to, feeling valued, community building, mental
health and well-being, personal development, and longer-term
social mobility (see Table 1 ). This enabled us to reveal social
impacts beyond what conventional accounting recognizes. 

Through this process, we see many interviewees trying to articu-
late the impact felt and considering how to conceptualize their
lived experience. Our in-depth engagement and observation of
these projects showed that surveys and SROI alone were not
going to be enough to pluralize the values that were included in
traditional SROI evaluation frameworks or meet the objectives of
capturing data that the organizations wanted to see. 

Nonetheless, with our methodological adaptions, we were able
to reorientate SROI from being merely compliance to also incor-
porating engagement with dialogue. We aimed to capture the
depth of human experience and transformation, including non-
quantitative outcomes that are not usually recognized (Petrescu
et al. 2021 ). In line with this approach, we pushed the boundaries
by combining the SROI with capturing the lived experience,
through PAR methodologies and oral history testimonies. Com-
bining SROI with these two methodologies enabled us to explore
and open up the values and outcomes included, contemplating
which values counted for the participants and communities
involved to pluralize the values included and reshape the
7
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FIGURE 1 The Living Impact Methodology. [Colour figure can be 
viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com] 
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ccounting and accountability engaged with, while also avoiding
eductionism in our understanding and evaluation of the projects.
efore engaging with the SROI evaluation and monitoring in
his way, their approach would have been limited to monological
ngagement, including a focus on how many people have been
ngaged, how many reported an improvement in their well-being,
ithout delving deeper into their lived experience of engagement.

.2 Co-Constructing Outcomes: A Participatory 
eorientation of SROI 

o pursue a democratic, progressive, and socially just approach
o evaluation (Mathison 2018 ), we required methods that would
pen up our engagement, center lived experience and counter
ominant accounting logics. We therefore drew on key principles
rom PAR (Cameron and Gibson 2005 ; Gibson-Graham 2006 ) and
ral history methodology (Yow 2014 ; Oral History Association
022 ). 

AR provided a bottom-up, immersive approach to focus groups
nd observations, valuing community knowledge over researcher
ssumptions (Cameron and Gibson 2005 ; Gibson-Graham 2006 ;
reenbaum et al. 2020 ). By engaging community members in
he research and evaluation through in-depth and participatory
ethods, we were able to surface a wider range of social impacts
nd values for inclusion in the SROI, informed by multiple
oints of data collection across the project, rather than a sin-
le, end-of-project assessment. This was essential for capturing
ransformative, relational, long-term effects. 

o avoid presupposing outcomes and to let participants narrate
hange in their own terms, we used oral history interviewing
Yow 2014 ; Peniston-Bird 2013 ; Haynes 2008 , 2010 ). Oral history
s a “method of gathering, preserving and interpreting the voices
nd memories of people, communities, and participants in past
vents” (Oral History Association 2022 , 1). The oral history
pproach is focused on gathering diverse and inclusive accounts
hat follow the narrative of the interviewee, while the interviewer
ncourages reflections based on the narrative shared (Steinhoff
t al. 2024 ; Yow 2014 ; Peniston-Bird 2013 ; Haynes 2008 , 2010 ).
he approach elicited biographical, emotional, and identity-
ased accounts—the kinds of outcomes typically excluded from
onventional SROI, which would usually focus on, for example,
mployment and income outcomes, quantifiable hard skills
eveloped, increased productivity, or other easily quantifiable
utcomes (de St Croix 2022 ; Arvidson et al. 2013 ; Muyambi et al.
017 ; Corvo et al. 2022 ; Damtoft et al. 2023 ). These narratives
ere then analyzed and integrated into outcome codesign, focus
roups, observations, and workshops to create a richer evaluative
iew. 

hrough this approach, the interviewee is encouraged to share
heir experiences in their own words, and the interviewer listens
o what is shared rather than asking questions that are only
art of an assumed narrative (Steinhoff et al. 2024 ; Perks 2010 ;
abriel 2000 ). This approach engages community members in
athering the personal and emotional experiences they have had
n their engagement, a biography of the individual and their role
n the organization or project, including the ways that the project
as impacted and changed them over time (Perks 2010 ; Gabriel
2000 ). We focused on gathering an understanding of the project’s
impacts at a deeper level and incorporating this lived experience
into the SROI methodology through outcomes codesign, oral his-
tories, participatory observations, and detailed focus groups. We
integrated narratives and lived experiences into the codesign of
indicators and outcomes through detailed thematic analysis. We
then reflected back to the community participants the outcomes
that we saw emerging and gained their perspective on those
outcomes, returning to the PAR methodology through outcomes-
focused focus groups, and observations of their program, creating
a tripartite approach that pluralizes accountability, as reflected in
Figure 1 . 

4.2.1 The Living Impact Methodology 

Taking this tripartite approach and creating an iterative feedback
loop guards against the coopting nature of neoliberal cost-benefit
analysis that permeates SROI (Warren, Carter, et al. 2024 ). It
positions communities as co-interpreters and cocreators of value.
We ensured that plural community-based voices remained central
(Mathison 2018 ; Petrescu et al. 2021 ). While PAR and oral history
differ epistemologically from SROI, bringing them together is
vital for challenging dominant evaluative norms, working within
and against the system to push its boundaries (Picciotto 2015 ,
2021 ; Mertens 1999 ; Mathison 2018 ). Without such integration,
evaluation risks co-optation and cannot support CBOs in articu-
lating the values that matter most to those with lived experience of
the issue being addressed. By weaving these approaches together,
we create an approach that critical accounting academics can
draw on to work with CBOs and support them in cocreating
SROI evaluation that moves beyond reductionism, embraces
plural perspectives, and fosters participatory, democratic practice
(Mertens 1999 ; Mathison 2018 ). 

In the second round of focus groups, we shared with participants
the outcomes emerging from oral histories, observations, and
earlier discussions. Rather than treating these outcomes as fixed,
participants were encouraged to engage critically with them,
refining, challenging, and expanding whic should be included
Financial Accountability & Management, 2026
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n the SROI. Participants offered reflections on a wide range of
utcomes. 

 key theme centered on skills development, where participants
elt the existing outcomes did not fully capture the breadth of their
rowth: 

I do agree with all of these [outcomes], actually, but I
wonder, maybe under, ‘skills’, if it could be a bit more. . .
that you probably delve into that a bit more - I don’t
know if this is appropriate, if I’m understanding this -
but around like presentation skills, standing up in front
of 200 people. . . wasmassive. (Outcomes focus group 1,
participant 1)

I think the improved networks and networking skills
one could be expanded on, because I can only see that
and relationship building as skills. So, when you think
of the public speaking, the presentations, the IT, all of
that that has gone on, aswell, that’s not showing, unless
you sort of round it up under enhanced employability.
But actually, those two, are quite soft skills, so there are
no hard skills on there, I don’t think. (Outcomes focus
group 6, participant 1)

ommunity member participants highlighted public speaking,
resenting to large groups, and navigating digital tools as sig-
ificant transformative experiences that were not captured by
tandard employability metrics. In the SROI report, we ensured
hese outcomes were represented not simply as generic skills
ains but as deeply personal transformations. We linked them
o specific outcomes and proxies such as feeling valued at work
nd high confidence to reflect the emotional depth and identify
hifts participants described, and crafted a narrative around the
umbers that would reflect their deep transformation. 

ther participants noted the importance of growing networks,
elationship-building, and soft skills. Although these develop-
ents sit less comfortably within conventional SROI categories,
hey were described as being central to their journeys. To capture
hese elements, we used outcomes and proxies such as “feeling
elonging to a neighborhood” and, where appropriate, “reduced
ocial isolation”. 

articipants also explored more effective and identity-based
utcomes. One participant, for example, highlighted vulnerability
s a significant area of growth: 

. . . vulnerability. I think that’s what people have learnt,
this year. . . that you don’t have to be strong enough
all the time you know. You don’t need to know it all.
You don’t have to say yes to everything. That it’s okay
if you don’t know, it’s okay if you’re scared, if you’re
anxious or you want to panic, that it’s okay if you want
to swear because there’s absolutely no polite words to
describe how you’re feeling. (Outcomes focus group 1,
participant 2)
inancial Accountability & Management, 2026

v

This demonstrated that fear, uncertainty, and emotional expres-
sion were legitimate and transformative parts of the journey.
These insights pushed the boundaries of the SROI by high-
lighting emotional, relational, and personal development. We
incorporated these dimensions through outcomes and proxies
for “increased confidence”, “emotional well-being”, and “a sense
of purpose”, and amplified them in the SROI report using case
studies and participant voices, beyond and around the numbers. 

Similarly, participants provided accounts of success, reframing it
as multifaceted rather than a single measurable endpoint: 

I think success, in this programme, has many different
names and faces. . . success can be your personal
growth, it can be your idea, it can be something real,
or it could be a great job you find at the end of this
programme. . . there isn’t one definition of success, for
this programme, so whether you’re supporting your
community, that’s a success, whether you manage to,
I don’t know, maybe overcome your own barriers, that
that’s a success. And so, from my perspective, it’s a
success that I found friendship, you know. . . And, from
a professional perspective, I now feel I knowmy worth
as a professional. . . And I know I’m going to be okay,
and that’s a success for me, just knowing I’m going to
be okay. (Outcomes focus group 1, participant 2)

These narratives highlight how participants conceptualized
impact in relational and identity affirming ways that transcend
standard indicators. We captured these different forms of success
through the outcomes and proxies already described for the
individual and group transformations and accounted for the
wider ripple effects of the program, such as “increased belonging”
for a wider group of stakeholders outside of the participants alone.

Other discussions centered on purpose—with participants
describing a new sense of pride in explaining their role to others,
as well as social mobility, where the program helped team
members to see what they are capable of: 

A sense of purpose. I suppose one way I could measure
it is the sense of pride I have in telling people what I do,
and people reacting really positively to it. (Outcomes
focus group 2, participant 1)

I think for people on our team it absolutely has done
that, absolutely. If you took a measure, and the only
measure you were looking at, for this particular pro-
gramme, was social mobility, I think it would probably
prove to have won out, on the number of people that
have seen what they are capable of. (Outcomes focus
group 6 participant 1)

We included this in our SROI report as evidence of a sense
of purpose and meaningful work, using the proxy of regular
volunteering in the community to represent this shift. 
9
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longside these more transformational experiences, participants
lso described enhanced employability in areas that they were
reviously less confident, and noted the development of their
ommunication skills: 

Enhanced employability, in areas that probably I was
less employable in before. (Outcomes focus group 2,
participant 1)

The word, ‘communication’ is not on there, and that
has come in there across the board, between team
leaders, mentors, management, HR, external. . . You
know communication skills are massive. I can see
you’ve got listened to, but actually communicating as
well, and that includes those people coming right out
of their boxes to do it, who wouldn’t usually even want
to be talking, who have done it. (Outcomes focus group
6 participant 1)

or more straightforwardly monetized outcomes, we accounted
or impact through proxies for the cost of vocational training, and
n some cases, accounted for the move into full-time employment
or those taking part. 

hrough this dialogic process, we were able to surface out-
omes that are emotional, relational, and identity-based and
hat are typically excluded from conventional SROI, alongside
ore nuance in outcomes that are more easily quantifiable and
onetizable. By continuously reflecting participant perspectives
ack to them and incorporating their feedback, we ensured
hat the evaluation remained responsive, context-specific, and
rounded in lived realities (Picciotto 2015 ; Fetterman 2021 ; Patton
994 ; Portela 2012 ). In doing so, the SROI process became a
ite of negotiation, where outcomes gradually emerged through
ollective interpretations. 

hese conversations were complemented by regular meetings
ith staff and project managers, allowing us to bring community
nsights directly into ongoing decision-making. This ensured
hat the pluralized community voice influenced not only the
ROI evaluation but also practice during program delivery, as
laborated on in the following section. 

.3 Enacting Developmental, Lived 

xperience-Led Improvements 

ROI is often applied only at the end of a program as an impact
valuation (Moroń and Klimowicz 2021 ). We instead paired
rocess evaluation with impact evaluation, so that the evaluation
ould be more useful to the staff engaging with it and enhance the
elevance and responsiveness to the context (Kelly 2022 ; Portela
012 ). Through the Living Impact Methodology, we combined
ifferent approaches together to move beyond a post hoc focus by
haring emerging insights through workshops, regular meetings,
nd on-site immersion. This enabled the organization to adapt
uring delivery in line with community voice, rather than waiting
or the end results. It also required staff to stay close to and be
ccountable to lived experience and remain accountable as issues
0

and solutions surfaced. This approach was valued by community
members as they felt that their voice was heard during the project:

Because they’ve heard feedback from the cohort, and
fromothermembers of staff, they’re tailored it sowe get
more support. (Community participant Interview 5)

I think that’s been a real strength of theirs, actually, that
they’re taking feedback onboard and making changes.
(Community participant Interview 7)

While formal hierarchies remained, the iterative process chal-
lenged power dynamics by widening access to information and
centering community voices in improving the project (Dillard
and Brown 2012 ). For example, participants asked for more
training on running a social enterprise or charity, using Excel,
storytelling, and public speaking. The team responded with addi-
tional sessions from external experts in these areas and gradually
expanded provision as further needs emerged. This is just one
tangible example of several instances where real-time evidence
prompted action, gave participants influence over delivery, and
helped to erode hierarchical boundaries. Subsequently, many of
the participants went on to work in the organization, further
breaking down these hierarchical boundaries, and the program
now exists in a revised form, informed by these changes. 

In sum, our living impact methodology enhanced impact during
delivery and for future iterations and improved how impact was
recognized and communicated internally and externally. We will
now turn to our discussion and conclusion. 

5 Discussion and Conclusion 

CBOs operate within funding environments that privilege
upward, technocratic accountability and narrow SROI logics
focused on growth, efficiency, and innovation, often misaligned
with grassroots impact and lived experience (Hall and O’Dwyer
2017 ; Martinez and Cooper 2017 ; Picciotto 2015 , 2021 ; Mathison
2018 ). Our aim in this paper has been to respond to this
challenge by demonstrating how academics can work with CBOs
to democratize and pluralize accountability. 

Our core contribution is the Living Impact Methodology—
which integr ates SROI with PAR and oral history to move SROI
evaluation practices toward the transformative and democratic
approaches long called for in the evaluation literature (Picciotto
2015 , 2021 ; Mathison 2018 ; Fetterman 2021 ; Portela 2012 ). 

Through our exploration of the literature, three complementary
conversations converge. First, critical accounting research shows
how NGOs have to negotiate and resist upward accountability and
evaluation (O’Dwyer and Boomsma 2015 ; Boomsma and O’Dwyer
2019 ; O’Leary and Smith 2020 ). Second, evaluation scholars argue
that evaluation needs to adopt democratic, participatory, and
equity-orientated approaches that center marginalized voices
(Mertens 1999 ; Mathison 2018 ; Picciotto 2015 , 2021 ; Fetterman
2015 , 2017 , 2021 ). Third, practical studies show CBOs strug-
gling to enact these aspirations within resource-constrained and
Financial Accountability & Management, 2026
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recarious contexts (Kelly 2022 ; de St Croix 2022 ; Mertens et al.
025 ). 

ur methodology operationalizes this intersection: while retain-
ng SROI because numbers remain important and consequential
n current systems, we reframe it using PAR and oral his-
ory so that outcomes emerge from lived experience and are
teratively negotiated with participants and staff rather than
respecified in advance. This addresses a central problem: CBOs
ace proliferating and often irrelevant accountability demands yet
ack the capacity to resist or redesign them (Warren, Morales,
t al. 2024 ). Our role as researchers is therefore to codevelop
lternative methodologies and practices that are both meaningful
o organizations and legitimate within their external constraints.

he Living Impact Methodology pluralizes what counts by
tarting with narrative and participatory processes, developing
utcomes that standard SROIs would miss or downplay, and then
ranslating these into social value accounts. This sequence inverts
he usual survey-led routine and innovates which outcomes are
ncluded and how they are formed. Through this approach epis-
emic authority shifts toward participants through an engaged,
ialogic, and bottom-up process. This answers calls in critical
ccounting (Brown 2009 ; Chenhall et al. 2013 ) and evaluation
Portela 2012 ; Kelly 2022 ) to treat evaluation as a process rather
han a product, to hold space for pluralism and to work within
he messiness of practice rather than closing it down (Mathison
018 ; Petrescu et al. 2021 ). 

y combining SROI, PAR, and oral history, we show how account-
ng academics can help organizations capture transformative
mpacts that lie beyond conventional metrics; shift the way that
BOs engage with evaluation, monitoring, and accountability;
nd place community members at the center of the evaluation
rocess (Mertens 1999 ; Mathison 2018 ; Piccotto 2015 , 2021 ; Portela
012 ; de St Croix 2022 ). This meets Mathison’s ( 2018 ) call to
quip participant and front-line staff with evidence and language
o present impact in different ways and challenge dominant
pproaches. We also respond to longstanding calls for new
orms of accounting that expand what is countable and open
ew possibilities for evaluative practice (Gibson-Graham 2006 ;
etrescu et al. 2021 ; Chenhall et al. 2013 ; Bracci et al. 2021 ; Mertens
999 ; Mathison 2018 ; Piccotto 2015 , 2021 ). 

mportantly, by intervening in this way, we are able to impact on
nd change the way that CBOs think about and engage with value
nd evaluation in precarious environments where they would
sually not have the time, resources, or capacity to engage in
uch reflection, change, and participation. Our findings show
hat plural values can be surfaced, debated, and accounted for
ithout collapsing them into a single dominant logic. Rather
han rejecting monetization, we position it after pluralization,
nsuring monetary representation becomes accountable to lived
xperience—not the other way around. 

ur contribution focuses on proposing a methodological
pproach for enacting this practice in SROI evaluation. By
ngaging in these projects, we have opened up the space
o capture the transformative impact that the community
as experienced rather than focus on metrics that dominate
ccounting and evaluation. These practices have now been
inancial Accountability & Management, 2026
adopted by a range of organizations seeking to pluralize their
evaluation but still engage in the SROI approach, and we
continue to work with organizations to expand and explore these
possibilities. Oral history interviews elicit real-world narratives,
PAR engages participants in collectively naming and refining
outcomes, and then SROI translates outcomes into social value
accounts, with iterative, flexible, and cyclical engagements with
data collection, to stay grounded in what matters to communities,
from the bottom up. This methodology enables CBOs to show
transformative impacts, reshape participation in evaluation, and
improve projects in real time and future iterations. 

A limitation of this approach is that the structures and systems
that lead to problematic, neoliberal forms of evaluation and
accountability continue to dominate (de St Croix 2022 ). While
we can help CBOs to push back, they remain embedded in
external structures that impose narrow evaluation requirements.
So, a necessary next step that would take this research further
is engaging with funders. The lead author is working with
organizations that distribute funding, exploring ways that they
can change and adapt their evaluation and monitoring processes
and practices to adopt a democratic approach to evaluation,
centralizing the lived experiences of a diverse range of voices in
the community. This is a vital further extension of this project
because ultimately, while we can work with CBOs to form ways
of challenging and changing their evaluation approach, they are
still stuck within the systems and structures of external evaluation
that are pushed upon them that make narrow accountability
appear inevitable. Therefore, we also need to work to influence
and change the systems and structures that lead to unhelpful,
irrelevant, and neoliberal forms of accountability. 

Finally, we encourage other academics to consider how they
can work differently with CBOs through non-extractive, engaged,
and necessarily messy methods and collaborations that may
go against the status quo in research fields and challenge the
conventions of academic research (Contu 2018 , 2020 ; Fetterman
2015 , 2017 , 2021 ). Accounting scholars in particular have a role in
advancing “new accountings” that are focused on participatory
approaches and democratic values (Brown et al. 2015 ; Bracci et al.
2021 ; Shaw et al. 2006 ; Greene et al. 2004 ; Greene 2006 ). Our
approach offers one such pathway, pluralizing who is involved in
evaluation, expanding what counts as value, and creating more
dialogic and democratic spaces for accounting practice. We hope
this encourages others to rethink how we conduct research with
organizations, not simply on them. 
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ndnotes 
1 This paper focuses on community-based organizations (CBOs) in the
voluntary and community sector, defining them slightly differently
from NGOs. Much of the work that has been undertaken to date in
critical accounting literature has focused on NGOs, differing from the
organizations engaged with in this paper in terms of size, capacity, and
focus, but offering useful insight into responses to evaluation, so we draw
on the term “community-based organizations (CBOs)” throughout. 

2 It should be noted that not all CBOs will have the resources or capacity
to engage to this extent, but parts of the methodology that we have
developed could be used in different ways according to different contexts.

3 We focused on the staff who were running the project within the
housing association. The wider organization employs around 500 staff
and manages around 14,500 homes at the time of writing. 

eferences 

gyemang, G., B. O’Dwyer, and J. Unerman. 2019. “NGO Accountability:
etrospective and Prospective Academic Contributions.” Accounting,
uditing & Accountability Journal 32, no. 8: 2353–2366. 

rvidson, M., F. Lyon, S. McKay, and D. Moro. 2013. “Valuing the Social?
he Nature and Controversies of Measuring Social Return on Investment
SROI).” Voluntary Sector Review 4, no. 1: 3–18. 

anke-Thomas, A. O., B. Madaj, A. Charles, and N. Van Den Broek. 2015.
Social Return on Investment (SROI) Methodology to Account for Value
or Money of Public Health Interventions: A Systematic Review.” BMC
ublic Health 15, no. 1: 582. 

anks, N., D. Hulme, and M. Edwards. 2015. “NGOs, States, and Donors
evisited: Still Too Close for Comfort?”World Development 66: 707–718. 

ashiri, F. 2024. “Conceptualizing Scholar-Activism Through Scholar-
ctivist Accounts.” In Making Universities Matter , 61–97. Springer. 

oomsma, R., and B. O’Dwyer. 2019. “Constituting the Governable NGO:
he Correlation Between Conduct and Counter-Conduct in the Evolution
f Funder-NGO Accountability Relations.” Accounting, Organizations
nd Society 72: 1–20. 

racci, E., I. Saliterer, M. Sicilia, and I. Steccolini. 2021. “Accounting for
Public) Value(s): Reconsidering Publicness in Accounting Research and
ractice.” Accounting, Auditing & Accountability Journal 34, no. 7: 1513–
526. 
2

Brown, J. 2009. “Democracy, Sustainability and Dialogic Account-
ing Technologies: Taking Pluralism Seriously.” Critical Perspectives on
Accounting 20, no. 3: 313–342. 
Brown, J., J. Dillard, and T. Hopper. 2015. “Accounting, Accountants
and Accountability Regimes in Pluralistic Societies: Taking Multiple
Perspectives Seriously.”Accounting, Auditing & Accountability Journal 28,
no. 5: 626–650. 
Cameron, J., and K. Gibson. 2005. “Participatory Action Research in a
Poststructuralist Vein.” Geoforum 36, no. 3: 315–331. 
Cazenave, B., and J. Morales. 2021. “NGO Responses to Financial Evalua-
tion: Auditability, Purification and Performance.” Accounting, Auditing &
Accountability Journal 34, no. 4: 731–756. 
Chenhall, R. H., M. Hall, and D. Smith. 2013. “Performance Measurement,
Modes of Evaluation and the Development of Compromising Accounts.”
Accounting, Organizations and Society 38, no. 4: 268–287. 
Contu, A. 2018. “‘. . . The Point Is to Change It’–Yes, but in What Direction
and How? Intellectual Activism as a Way of ‘Walking the Talk’ of Critical
Work in Business Schools.” Organization 25, no. 2: 282–293. 
Contu, A. 2020. “Answering the Crisis With Intellectual Activism: Making
a Difference as Business Schools Scholars.” Human Relations 73, no. 5:
737–757. 
Cooper, C., C. Graham, and D. Himick. 2016. “Social Impact Bonds: The
Securitization of the Homeless.”Accounting, Organizations and Society 55:
63–82. 
Cornish, F., N. Breton, U. Moreno-Tabarez, et al. 2023. “Participatory
Action Research.” Nature Reviews Methods Primers 3, no. 1: 34. 
Corvo, L., L. Pastore, M. Mastrodascio, and D. Cepiku. 2022. “The Social
Return on Investment Model: A Systematic Literature Review.”Meditari
Accountancy Research 30, no. 7: 49–86. 
Damtoft, N. F., R. Lueg, D. van Liempd, and J. G. Nielsen. 2023. “A Critical
Perspective on the Measurement of Social Value Through SROI.” In Social
Value, Climate Change and Environmental Stewardship: Insights From
Theory and Practice , 13–32. Springer International Publishing. 
de St Croix, T. 2022. “Re-Imagining Accountability: Storytelling Work-
shops for Evaluation in and Beyond Youth Work.” Pedagogy, Culture &
Society 30, no. 5: 697–714. 
Dey, C., and J. Gibbon. 2014. “External Accounts.” In Sustainability
Accounting and Accountability , edited by J. Bebbington, J. Unerman, and
B. O’Dwyer, 108–123. Routledge. 
Dey, C., S. L. Russell, and I. Thomson. 2011. “Exploring the Potential
of Shadow Accounts in Problematising Institutional Conduct.” In Social
Accounting and Public Management: Accountability for the Common Good ,
edited by A. Ball and S. P. Osborne, 64–79. Routledge. 
Dillard, J., and J. Brown. 2012. “Agonistic Pluralism and Imagining
CSEAR Into the Future.” Social and Environmental Accountability
Journal 32, no. 1: 3–16. 

Dillard, J., and E. Vinnari. 2019. “Critical Dialogical Accountability: from
Accounting-Based Accountability to Accountability-Based Accounting.”
Critical Perspectives on Accounting 62: 16–38. 

Ebrahim, A. 2003. “Accountability in Practice: Mechanisms for NGOs.”
World Development 31, no. 5: 813–829. 

Feekery, A. 2024. “The 7 C’s Framework for Participatory Action
Research: Inducting Novice Participant-Researchers.”Educational Action
Research 32, no. 3: 332–347. 

Fetterman, D. 2017. “Transformative Empowerment Evaluation and
Freirean Pedagogy: Alignment With an Emancipatory Tradition.” New
Directions for Evaluation 2017, no. 155: 111–126. 

Fetterman, D. 2021. “Empowerment Evaluation.” https://www.
betterevaluation.org/methods-approaches/approaches/empowerment- 
evaluation . 

Fetterman, D., and A. Wandersman. 2017. “Celebrating the 21st Anniver-
sary of Empowerment Evaluation With Our Critical Friends.” Evaluation
and Program Planning 63: 132–135. 
Financial Accountability & Management, 2026

ve C
om

m
ons L

icense

https://www.betterevaluation.org/methods-approaches/approaches/empowerment-evaluation


F  

A  

H

F  

N

G  

F

G  

C  

i  

o

G  

M

G  

n

G  

M

G  

E

G  

C  

P

G  

I  

G

G  

P

G  

W

G  

H

G  

a  

P

H  

n  

t  

O

H  

t  

5

H  

H  

n

H  

C
2

H  

S  

C

H  

C  

n

I  

R  

M

K  

a
D

K  

“  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

F

 14680408, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/faam

.70036 by B
runel U

niversity, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [29/04/2026]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reati
etterman, D. M. 2015. “Empowerment Evaluation and Action Research:
 Convergence of Values, Principles, and Purpose.” In The SAGE
andbook of Action Research , 83–89. SAGE Publications Ltd. 

ourcade, M. 2011. “Cents and Sensibility: Economic Valuation and the
ature of “Nature”.” American Journal of Sociology 116, no. 6: 1721–1777. 

abriel, Y. 2000. Storytelling in Organizations: Facts, Fictions, and
antasies . OUP Oxford. 

eorge, S., J. Brown, and J. Dillard. 2021. “Social Movement Activists’
onceptions of Political Action and Counter-Accounting Through a Crit-
cal Dialogic Accounting and Accountability Lens.” Critical Perspectives
n Accounting 91: 102408. 

hio, A., N. McGuigan, and L. Powell. 2023. “The Queering Accounting
anifesto.” Critical Perspectives on Accounting 90: 102395. 

ibson-Graham, J. K. 2006. A Postcapitalist Politics . University of Min-
esota Press. 

orman, J. 2024. Beyond Extractivism in Research With Communities and
ovements . The Commons. 

rant, J. 2021. The New Power University: The Social Purpose of Higher
ducation in the 21st Century . Pearson. 

reenbaum S. D., G. Jacobs, and P. Zinn, eds. 2020. Collaborating for
hange: A Participatory Action Research Casebook . Rutgers University
ress. 

reene, F. J. 2009. “Assessing the Impact of Policy Interventions: The
nfluence of Evaluation Methodology.” Environment and Planning C:
overnment and Policy 27, no. 2: 216–229. 

reene, J. C. 1986. Participatory Evaluation and the Evaluation of Social
rograms: Lessons Learned From the Field. 

reene, J. C. 1987. “Stakeholder Participation in Evaluation Design: Is It
orth the Effort?.” Evaluation and Program Planning 10, no. 4: 379–394. 

reene, J. C. 2006. “Evaluation, Democracy, and Social Change.”The Sage
andbook of Evaluation 118–140. SAGE Publications Ltd. 

reene, J. C., R. A. Millett, and R. K. Hopson. 2004. “Evaluation as
 Democratizing Practice.” Foundations and Evaluation: Contexts and
ractices for Effective Philanthropy , 96–118. Wiley. 

all, M., and B. O’Dwyer. 2017. “Accounting, Non-Governmental Orga-
izations and Civil Society: The Importance of Nonprofit Organizations
o Understanding Accounting, Organizations and Society.” Accounting,
rganizations and Society 63: 1–5. 

aynes, K. 2008. “Transforming Identities: Accounting Professionals and
he Transition to Motherhood.” Critical Perspectives on Accounting 19, no.
: 620–642. 

aynes, K. 2010. “Other Lives in Accounting: Critical Reflections on Oral
istory Methodology in Action.” Critical Perspectives on Accounting 21,
o. 3: 221–231. 

ines, R. D. 1988. “Financial Accounting: In Communicating Reality, We
onstruct Reality.” Accounting, Organizations and Society 13, no. 3: 251–
61. 

owe, K. R., and C. Ashcraft. 2005. “Deliberative Democratic Evaluation:
uccesses and Limitations of an Evaluation of School Choice.” Teachers
ollege Record 107, no. 10: 2275–2298. 

yndman, N., and D. McConville. 2018. “Trust and Accountability in UK
harities: Exploring the Virtuous Circle.” British Accounting Review 50,
o. 2: 227–237. 

gwe, P. A., N. O. Madichie, and D. G. Rugara. 2022. “Decolonising
esearch Approaches towards Non-extractive Research.” Qualitative
arket Research: An International Journal 25, no. 4: 453–468. 

elly, L. M. 2022. “Worthwhile or Wasteful? Assessing the Need for
 Radical Revision of Evaluation in Small-Sized Development NGOs.”
evelopment in Practice 32, no. 2: 201–211. 

ingston, K. L., C. Furneaux, L. De Zwaan, and L. Alderman. 2023.
Avoiding the Accountability ‘Sham-Ritual’: An Agonistic Approach to
inancial Accountability & Management, 2026
Beneficiaries’ Participation in Evaluation Within Nonprofit Organisa-
tions.” Critical Perspectives on Accounting 92: 102261. 
Lamont, M. 2012. “Toward a Comparative Sociology of Valuation and
Evaluation.” Annual Review of Sociology 38, no. 1: 201–221. 
Manetti, G., M. Bellucci, and S. Oliva. 2021. “Unpacking Dialogic Account-
ing: A Systematic Literature Review and Research Agenda.” Accounting,
Auditing & Accountability Journal 34, no. 9: 250–283. 
Martinez, D. E., and D. J. Cooper. 2017. “Assembling International Devel-
opment: Accountability and the Disarticulation of a Social Movement.”
Accounting, Organizations and Society 63: 6–20. 
Mathison, S. 2018. “Does Evaluation Contribute to the Public Good?”
Evaluation 24, no. 1: 113–119. 
Mennicken, A., and E. Sjögren. 2015. “Valuation and Calculation at the
Margins.” Valuation Studies 3, no. 1: 1–7. 
Mertens, D. M. 1999. “Inclusive Evaluation: Implications of Transforma-
tive Theory for Evaluation.” American Journal of Evaluation 20, no. 1:
1–14. 
Mertens, D. M. 2012. “Transformative Mixed Methods: Addressing
Inequities.” American Behavioral Scientist 56: 802–813. 
Mertens, D. M. 2021. “Transformative Research Methods to Increase
Social Impact for Vulnerable Groups and Cultural Minorities.” Interna-
tional Journal of Qualitative Methods 20: 16094069211051563. 

Mertens, D. M. 2022. “Mixed Methods Integration for Transformative
Purposes.” In The Routledge Handbook for Advancing Integration in Mixed
Methods Research , 71–85. Routledge. 

Mertens, D. M., J. N. Hall, and A. T. Wilson. 2025. Program Evaluation
Theory and Practice . Guilford Publications. 

Messner, M. 2009. “The Limits of Accountability.” Accounting, Organiza-
tions and Society 34, no. 8: 918–938. 

Moroń, D., and M. Klimowicz. 2021. “Using the Social Return on
Investment (SROI) as a Measure of the Effectiveness of Social Innovation
Projects Implemented Under Public Policies.” Social Enterprise Journal
17, no. 2: 302–327. 

Muyambi, K., B. Gurd, L. Martinez, et al. 2017. “Issues in Using Social
Return on Investment as an Evaluation Tool.” Evaluation Journal of
Australasia 17, no. 3: 32–39. 

NEF. 2009. A Guide to Social Return on Investment . New Economics
Foundation. https://new-economicsf.files.svdcdn.com/production/files/
aff3779953c5b88d53_cpm6v3v71.pdf. 

O’Dwyer, B., and R. Boomsma. 2015. “The Co-Construction of NGO
Accountability: Aligning Imposed and Felt Accountability in NGO-
Funder Accountability Relationships.” Accounting, Auditing & Account-
ability Journal 28, no. 1: 36–68. 

O’Dwyer, B., and J. Unerman. 2007. “From Functional to Social Account-
ability: Transforming the Accountability Relationship Between Funders
and Non-Governmental Development Organisations.”Accounting, Audit-
ing & Accountability Journal 20, no. 3: 446–471. 

O’Leary, S. 2017. “Grassr oots A ccountability Pr omises in Rights-Based
Approaches to Development: The Role of Transformative Monitoring and
Evaluation in NGOs.” Accounting, Organizations and Society 63: 21–41. 

O’Leary, S., T. Dinh, and S. Frueh. 2023. “Affirmative Otherness in a
Humanitarian NGO: Implications for Accountability as Responsiveness.”
Accounting, Organizations and Society 111: 101495. 

O’Leary, S., and D. Smith. 2020. “Moments of Resistance: An Inter-
nally Persuasive View of Performance and Impact Reports in Non-
Governmental Organizations.” Accounting, Organizations and Society 85:
101140. 

Omodan, B. I. 2025. “Building Reciprocal Relationships Through Decolo-
nial Practices in Academic Research.” Cogent Social Sciences 11, no. 1:
2443558. 

Oral History Association. 2022. Do Oral History . OHA. https://oralhistory.
org/about/do- oral- history/ . 
13

ve C
om

m
ons L

icense

https://new-economicsf.files.svdcdn.com/production/files/aff3779953c5b88d53_cpm6v3v71.pdf
https://oralhistory.org/about/do-oral-history/


P  

n

P  

P

P  

H

P  

O

P  

t
E

P  

O  

A

P  

t

P  

R

P  

r

P
E

R  

z

R  

a  

S

R  

D

S  

C  

S

S  

E

S  

P  

D

T  

i
I

T  

R  

A

V  

R  

1

W  

t  

a  

A

W  

T  

m  

&

W  

E

W
E

Y  

S

1

 14680408, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/faam

.70036 by B
runel U

niversity, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [29/04/2026]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
rea
atton, M. Q. 1994. “Developmental Evaluation.” Evaluation Practice 15,
o. 3: 311–319. 

atton, M. Q. 2017. Principles-Focused Evaluation: The Guide . Guilford
ublications. 

eniston-Bird, C. M. 2013. “Oral History: The Sound of Memory.” In
istory Beyond the Text , 105–121. Routledge. 

erks, R. 2010. “’Corporations Are People Too!’: Business and Corporate
ral History in Britain.” Oral History 38: 36–54. 

etrescu, D., C. Petcou, M. Safri, and K. Gibson. 2021. “Calculating
he Value of the Commons: Generating Resilient Urban Futures.”
nvironmental Policy and Governance 31, no. 3: 159–174. 

ianezzi, D. 2021. “We Are What We Tell: An Enquiry Into NGOs’
rganizational Identity and Accountability.” Accounting, Auditing &
ccountability Journal 34, no. 8: 1824–1850. 

icciotto, R. 2015. “Democratic Evaluation for the 21st Century.” Evalua-
ion 21, no. 2: 150–166. 

icciotto, R. 2021. “Evaluation as a Social Practice: Disenchantment,
ationalities and Ethics.” Evaluation and Program Planning 87: 101927. 

ortela, A. 2012. “Accountability and Evaluation: Challenge to Democ-
acy.” Zarządzanie Publiczne 20, no. 4: 73–85. 

atton, M. Q. 2002. “A Vision of Evaluation That Strengthens Democracy.”
valuation 8, no. 1: 125–139. 

oberts, J. 1991. “The Possibilities of Accountability.” Accounting, Organi-
ations and Society 16, no. 4: 355–368. 

oberts, J. 2009. “No One Is Perfect: The Limits of Transparency and
n Ethic for ‘Intelligent’ Accountability.” Accounting, Organizations and
ociety 34, no. 8: 957–970. 

obinson, S., A. Bristow, and O. Ratle, eds. 2023. Doing Academic Careers
ifferently: Portraits of Academic Life . Taylor & Francis. 

amiolo, R. 2012. “Commensuration and Styles of Reasoning: Venice,
ost–Benefit, and the Defence of Place.” Accounting, Organizations and
ociety 37, no. 6: 382–402. 

haw, I., M. M. Mark, and J. C. Greene. 2006. The SAGE Handbook of
valuation . SAGE Publications Ltd. 

teinhoff, A., R. Warren, and D. Carter. 2024. “(Self-)Accountability
ractices and the Invisibilized Non-Able Body: A Case Study of Celiac
isease.” Critical Perspectives on Accounting 99: 102737. 

hambinathan, V., and E. A. Kinsella. 2021. “Decolonizing Methodologies
n Qualitative Research: Creating Spaces for Transformative Praxis.”
nternational Journal of Qualitative Methods 20: 16094069211014766. 

regidga, H. 2017. ““Speaking Truth to Power”: Analysing Shadow
eporting as a Form of Shadow Accounting.” Accounting, Auditing and
ccountability Journal 30, no. 3: 510–533. 

ollmer, H. 2021. “Public Value and the Planet: Accounting in Ecological
econstitution.” Accounting, Auditing & Accountability Journal 34, no. 7:
527–1554. 

arren, R., D. Carter, J. Glynos, and S. Voutyras. 2024. “Articulating
he ‘How’ of Social Return on Investment: Foregrounding the Plural
nd Pluralizing Character of Its ’Moments of Judgment.” Financial
ccountability & Management . 

arren, R., J. Morales, A. Steinhoff, and S. Woodward. 2024. “Speaking
ruth to Funders: Alternative Accountabilities in the Voluntary and Com-
unity Sector During the COVID-19 Pandemic.” Financial Accountability
 Management . 

eiss, C. H. 1998. “Have We Learned Anything New About the Use of
valuation?.” American Journal of Evaluation 19, no. 1: 21–33. 

eiss, C. H. 1999. “The Interface Between Evaluation and Public Policy.”
valuation 5, no. 4: 468–486. 

ow, V. R. 2014. Recording Oral History: A Guide for the Humanities and
ocial Sciences . Rowman & Littlefield. 
4 Financial Accountability & Management, 2026

tive C
om

m
ons L

icense


	The Politics of (E)valuation in Community Projects: Creating a Living Impact Methodology to Pluralize Accountability and Center Lived Experience
	1 | Introduction
	2 | Evaluation and Accountability
	2.1 | Accountability
	2.2 | Non-Governmental Organizations1 Accountability and Evaluation
	2.3 | Evaluation for the Public Good

	3 | Methodological Approach
	3.1 | Academic Activism and Intervention: Not Extraction
	3.2 | The Journey

	4 | Developing the Living Impact Methodology
	4.1 | Expanding the Boundaries of Social Value Recognition
	4.2 | Co-Constructing Outcomes: A Participatory Reorientation of SROI
	4.2.1 | The Living Impact Methodology

	4.3 | Enacting Developmental, Lived Experience-Led Improvements

	5 | Discussion and Conclusion
	Acknowledgments
	Funding
	Ethics Statement
	Conflicts of Interest
	Data Availability Statement
	Endnotes
	References


