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The goal of most government social service programs is to meaningfully improve the public good and citizens’ 
lives. But most programs do not explicitly link outcomes to funding. Instead, governments generally fund 
programs with the hope they are effective but have limited capacity to demonstrate actual impact, creating 
a disconnect between what’s funded (activities) and what policymakers and everyone else really cares about 
(outcomes). 

Over the past decade, new types of funding models have emerged that ties achievement of verifiable 
outcomes to funding. These outcomes-based projects come in a variety of forms—including outcomes-based 
contracting and its variant, pay for success, or PFS (see box 1 for key terms)—and seek to align funding with 
targeted results, enabling governments to learn more about what programs work and direct funding to where 
it will have the most impact. 

Successful outcomes-based models can also have benefits that stretch beyond project implementation and 
directly measured outcomes. Preparing to launch an outcomes-based project requires assessments of the 
current capacity of government and of service provider partners. These projects can forge new relationships 
and new ways of doing business, such as the use of tools and approaches that prioritize evidence and 
evaluation, integrate data into decisionmaking, and build effective solutions that cut across silos.   

But launching an outcomes-based project can be challenging. They have a lot of moving parts and often 
require new or strengthened skills, capacities, and relationships as well as sustained commitment from leaders. 
Outcomes-based projects require that governments address common questions in social policy: What are we 
trying to achieve? For whom are we achieving it? Why do we think it will work? How do we make sure we do 
what we say we are going to do? And how will we know if what we invested in actually worked? These are 
difficult but important questions at the root of evidence-based policymaking. 

That’s where this project assessment tool (PAT) comes in. We hope that these questions and explanations will 
help you, a government official, nonprofit manager, community leader, or other stakeholder, think about the 
merits of an outcomes-based project and assess how ready your team is to start the process. 

Launching an outcomes-based project can be a winding road. Use this tool to help navigate your course, figure 
out the critical points along the way, and ultimately arrive at your destination of improving social services and 
the public good.

A. Introduction
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B. Purpose of the assessment tool 

The outcomes-based PAT helps you answer a fundamental question: What makes for a strong PFS or other 
outcomes-based project, and what steps are necessary in my community to launch one? It describes core 
elements of outcomes-based projects, explains why those elements are important, provides a scoring system 
to help distinguish the strengths and weaknesses of a proposed project, and generates recommendations for 
improving those weaknesses.
  
The PAT can be used at all stages of project development:

Early stage: For projects at their inception, this tool highlights the most important elements when 
considering an outcomes-based project. At this stage, partners should consider the categories and 
questions as a starting point to understand the core components and key characteristics necessary 
for a strong project.

Middle stage: For projects in development, the tool serves a more diagnostic purpose and can help 
ensure key questions are addressed.

Late stage: The tool also allows partners—including potential funders—to assess the relative merits of 
a more developed project. At this stage, the assessment can also help identify areas that may need  
to be revisited. 

The PAT is designed for individuals, governments, and organizations working through outcomes-based 
projects or just considering an idea. Broadly termed “stakeholders,” PAT users might include government 
officials and advisors, public agency leadership, program managers, service providers, and others who are 
interested in learning whether an outcomes-based project might work for their community. Completing the 
PAT helps build the business case for a proposed project.

Not all elements of the tool will be equally relevant for all outcomes-based projects. Some projects will involve 
greater complexity than others. For example, PFS projects usually have more steps than outcomes-based 
contracts, such as rigorous evaluation and impact assessments. Nonetheless, the key areas highlighted in this 
tool are meant to guide project partners through conversations on how to design a strong project, starting 
with thoroughly scoping the problem.
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C. How to use this assessment tool

The assessment tool is organized using the six major components of a strong outcomes-based project:

This tool identifies key areas, poses a question to assess that area’s strength, provides a brief explanation of 
the importance of the key area, and outlines a rubric to score a particular project. All projects should start 
with section one: develop a data-driven understanding of the challenging problems facing a community and 
avoid beginning with a solution in search of a problem.  Although the remaining sections are consecutively 
numbered, the actual project design process will not always be linear. Stakeholders can either complete the 
assessment in its entirety or focus on the sections most relevant to their project. The tool can also aid in 
general social service program planning regardless of the payment structure.

It’s unlikely that any single person will be able to answer all of the questions in the PAT. We recommend 
project teams use the PAT collaboratively with a larger team of project partners. This collaboration helps 
establish strong, clear lines of communication across the entire project partnership team, encourages 
discussion on key project elements, and leverages the unique perspective and expertise of different partners.

Finally, as project partners start working through the PAT, they should consider two key questions to guide 
their exploration of outcomes-based models:

SECTION ONE PROBLEM DEFINITION

SECTION TWO PROGRAM STRENGTH

SECTION THREE PROVIDER STRENGTH

SECTION FOUR PUBLIC SYSTEM PARTNERS & POLITICAL LANDSCAPE

SECTION FIVE PROJECT ALIGNMENT

SECTION SIX PROJECT EVALUATION
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1 For one approach to balancing cost savings with other motivations, see Stan Dorn, Justin Milner, and Matthew Eldridge, “More 
Than Cost Savings: A New Framework for Valuing Potential Pay for Success Projects” (Washington, DC: Urban Institute, 2017).

1. Are cost savings necessary? Using an innovative approach to secure public cost savings (e.g., an 
upstream intervention that saves downstream costs) may be a priority for one jurisdiction, but 
another might be satisfied with improved community outcomes. Understanding if and how your 
public system needs to secure cashable cost savings will shape how an outcomes-based project is 
structured (specifically, what program is funded and what problem is being addressed).1  

2. Is external funding needed? PFS projects typically use up-front funding from outside investors to 
implement the chosen program; other outcomes-based models only involve two contracting parties: 
the government and the provider. If a government has the resources and political support to pay 
for the program directly, PFS may be unnecessary, but if the government is only willing to pay after 
outcomes and impact are verified, PFS may be appropriate.

The answers to those questions will help guide the type of models that make the most sense for an  
outcomes-based project.
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D. Scoring and interpreting scores

The complete assessment has a total score of 70 possible points. Answers that receive negative points— 
such as if a provider is unwilling to engage in an evaluation or if the proposed program has evidence of 
harmful impact—should give project stakeholders pause and suggest that they revisit that component.  
Each of the six components is crucial for the proposed project's overall strength, so a project needs to  
score well in each component.

The individual section scores matter more than the overall score. They provide more meaningful information 
about the potential project’s strengths and weaknesses. For example, a project with a total score of 60  
may appear strong, but that score may obscure that the project scored 0 in the “provider capacity” section, 
which is a serious concern.  

For questions about the PAT, please contact the authors or explore our web portal at  http://pfs.urban.org. 
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E. Limitations of the assessment tool

This assessment tool is intended as a guide and resource to highlight good practices. The tool does not  
include all possible elements necessary for successful projects. Even a strong score on the assessment does 
not guarantee success in building PFS or other outcomes-based projects. Several other factors related to  
follow-through, implementation, and specific local context also affect project success and the investment  
case for funders.

Further, many of the questions require answers that will be difficult to provide with complete certainty. 
Informed guesses, backed by available information and candor, will form the basis for many responses. 

Self-scored evaluations are inherently influenced by the perspective of those completing the assessment and, 
as such, scores from different projects might not be fully comparable. But scores are also useful simply as a 
starting point for conversations among stakeholders.

 ▪ Outcomes-based models: Funding mechanisms that tie at least a portion of funds to the achievement of outcomes 
that are verified through some form of evaluation.

 ▪ Pay for success: An outcomes-based model in which funding is raised through third-party investors to implement 
an evidence-based social program. If agreed project outcome targets are met at the end of a specified period (as 
measured by an independent evaluation), an end payor (typically government) will repay the investors with interest.  
If they are not met, investors take the loss.

 ▪ Program: Also known as an intervention, a program encompasses specific activities and other inputs that are 
delivered in a specified way and intended to yield specific improved outcomes in a target population. Different types 
of programs might be funded through a pay for success model: “Proven” programs, or those that have demonstrated 
success through evaluation, might be scaled or replicated. “Promising” programs, or those that have a compelling 
theory of change but minimal rigorous research demonstrating their effectiveness, might be tested. The Nurse-Family 
Partnership (NFP) program, for example, provides home visits by registered nurses to low-income first-time mothers.2 

BOX 1 

Key Terms 

2 “About Us,” Nurse Family Partnership, accessed June 11, 2019, https://www.nursefamilypartnership.org/about/.
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 ▪ Project: This refers to the entire endeavor, including the program, contract, outcome payments, and other 
constituent parts. For example, South Carolina launched a $30 million pay for success project3 that aims to scale NFP 
programs to serve 3,200 first-time low-income mothers to improve child health outcomes over five years. 

 ▪ Service provider: The service provider implements the program within the context of the project. Providers are 
typically independent nonprofits or coalitions, but they can also be government organizations or university-affiliated 
entities. For example, the South Carolina Department of Health and Human Services is the lead service provider in 
the NFP project.

 ▪ Output: This refers to what is directly produced or funded by the program, including activities. For example, in the 
South Carolina NFP project, the output is number of nurse home visits.

 ▪ Outcomes: Observable changes (e.g., improved academic achievement) measured through a clear metric (e.g., a 
standardized test). In South Carolina's NFP project, for example, the outcomes include a reduction in preterm births 
and a reduction in child hospitalization and emergency department usage.

 ▪ Impact: The degree to which these observed outcomes can, through rigorous evaluation, be attributed to the 
program. South Carolina's NFP project, for example, uses a randomized controlled trial to discern the impact of  
the program.

3 See “South Carolina Nurse-Family Partnership Project,” Urban Institute Pay for Success program, accessed June 11, 2019,  
https://pfs.urban.org/pfs-project-fact-sheets/content/south-carolina-nurse-family-partnership-project.



Before any project begins, it is important to clearly define the 
problem you’re trying to solve, the people that may benefit, 
and the outcomes you want to improve. Defining all three 
requires a thorough review of the available data, grounding the 
project in the immediate context and ensuring evidence guides 
decisionmaking.4 This is an essential first step that project 
teams should take before advancing to other elements of 
project construction.  

SECTION ONE:  
PROBLEM DEFINITION

4 The extent of the data review will vary by site, but review should attempt to include individual-
level datasets that span multiple agencies (rather than just aggregate data).
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KEY AREA QUESTION SCORING GUIDE

Using data to 
identify an  
issue

Have stakeholders reviewed5 state or 
local data to identify a clear problem to 
address?

3 – Yes, a problem has been identified after a review 
of local data.

1 – Yes, a problem has been identified but not based on 
local data.

0 – No, a problem has not been identified yet. 

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?
At the core of an outcomes-based project is a difficult social problem, such as criminal recidivism or homelessness, that needs to 
be addressed. If a problem has been identified, reviewing local data confirms that the scope and scale of the project matches the 
perception. If a problem has not been identified, reviewing data helps illuminate where stakeholders should focus. Data can come from 
different sources as well, including quantitative data from public systems and qualitative data from the community members.

1

5 A strategic review involves carefully and comprehensively identifying, cataloguing, and assessing existing relevant data sources to understand their 
quality, scope, and limitations, as well as using this information to inform decisionmaking. 

SECTION ONE: Problem definition

KEY AREA QUESTION SCORING GUIDE

Using data to 
identify the 
people to connect 
to services

Have project planners reviewed state 
and local data to identify a group of 
people to connect to services  
(i.e., a target population)?

3 – Yes, a target population has been identified after a 
review of local data.

1 – Yes, a target population has been identified but not 
based on local data.

0 – No, a target population has not been identified yet. 

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?
Although some problems affect the entire populace equally, many do not. Subpopulations may be at greater risk for poor outcomes.
Focusing on a specific population for the outcomes-based project, and identifying this population after consulting local data,  
is important for reaching those most in need and for designing a program tailored to their unique characteristics.

2
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KEY AREA QUESTION SCORING GUIDE

A shared vision  
of success

Have stakeholders identified  
preliminary target outcomes for the 
target population?

2 – Yes, stakeholders have a sense of what outcomes they 
want to change in relation to the target population and 
identified program.

0 – No, stakeholders are unclear on what outcomes or 
changes they want to see in relation to the target  
population and identified program. 

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?
Stakeholders should have a sense of what outcomes they want the project to achieve in order to help select and/or design a program 
that will deliver them. Every outcomes-based project needs to establish a clear, measurable vision of its overall objective. For example, 
projects can focus on outcomes such as improving pre-K readiness, decreasing recidivism, or increasing housing stability for people 
experiencing homelessness. Although governments will typically take the lead in setting this goal, the goal should be informed by 
conversations with stakeholders and reflect a shared objective.

3

KEY AREA QUESTION SCORING GUIDE

Current services 
that address the 
problem 

Have stakeholders assessed what 
resources government and others are 
currently allocating to address  
the issue?

2 – Yes, stakeholders have developed a thorough 
understanding of resources (public, private, and 
philanthropic) being used to address the identified 
problem.

1 – Yes, stakeholders have developed a rough estimate  
of resources currently spent on addressing the problem. 

0 – No, stakeholders have not attempted to calculate  
what is currently being spent to address this problem. 

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?
As part of establishing the status quo (i.e., baseline), government should understand what’s currently being done to remediate the 
problem. This baseline should account for government programs and services as well as any private or philanthropic spending.  
This exercise, ideally undertaken collaboratively with community partners, helps stakeholders develop a complete picture of what 
current service provision looks like and enables them to identify service gaps.

4

6 For a guide to engaging communities, see Chicago Beyond, Why Am I Always Being Researched? Equity series volume 1 (Chicago: Chicago 
Beyond, 2018). https://chicagobeyond.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/ChicagoBeyond_2019Guidebook_19_small.pdf. 

SCORE             / 10     

To improve your score in this section, the project should pause and consider where an outcomes-based approach is most 
needed. This should be a collaborative process that fully engages the community in defining the problem, asking questions such as, 
“What are the biggest and most challenging social issues we’re facing in the jurisdiction?” “What population groups have been hard 
to reach with business-as-usual programs?” and “What data exist to help us validate our perception of these problems and to help us 
better understand the issue and those affected by it?” Working with the community to identify need and priorities helps ensure local 
wisdom and knowledge is leveraged and that a more complete picture is revealed.6 Once at least one area of need is identified,  
the project should turn to data to further validate those areas and better understand the scope and impact.



At the center of every outcomes-based project is a program  
that aims to measurably improve the lives of a specific population 
using evidence-based approaches. The success of the project 
hinges on whether the program positively changes outcomes  
for those who receive services. This section helps projects 
evaluate the strength of a program.  

Program evidence can range from rigorous (multiple high-quality 
evaluations establishing impact) to tentative (a logical framework 
showing how the program might yield results). The projects best 
suited to an outcomes-based framework typically fall somewhere 
in between: they have some evidence of impact but still need 
to conclusively establish that they cause the desired outcomes 
for the target population in a given location. Truly innovative 
programs with limited evidence may still qualify, but they may 
score poorly on some of this section’s questions. Outcomes-
based projects can help these low-evidence programs build 
an evidence base, but such projects also carry higher risks. 
Regardless, stakeholders should strongly reconsider programs 
that receive negative scores on questions in this section.

SECTION TWO:  
PROGRAM STRENGTH
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KEY AREA QUESTION SCORING GUIDE

 
 
Clear theory 
of change7

Does the program have a clear and 
compelling theory connecting the 
activities, outputs, and outcomes?

4 – A clear and compelling theory of change links  
program activities or outputs to outcomes.

-4 – No theory of change links program activities or 
outputs to outcomes, or the theory of change has 
significant gaps.

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?
Programs should be able to articulate a theory of change, meaning how they use activities and outputs to yield the intended 
outcomes. A strong theory of change signals clarity about the goals of a program and its ability to be evaluated for its intended 
outcomes. These outcomes should have a time frame congruent with the chosen funding model (for example, many PFS projects have 
a 3- to 10-year time frame). 

1

7 See Organizational Research Services, Theory of Change: A Practical Tool for Action, Results and Learning (Baltimore: Annie E. Casey Foundation, 
2004). http://www.focusintl.com/RBM020-aecf_theory_of_change_manual.pdf.
8 Justin Milner and Matt Eldridge, “From Evidence to Outcomes: Using Evidence to Inform Pay for Success Project Design” (Washington, DC: Urban 
Institute, 2016). https://pfs.urban.org/evaluation-toolkit/content/evidence-outcomes-using-evidence-inform-pay-success-project-design.
9 For more details on what a rigorous evaluation entails, see Kelly A. Walsh, Rebecca TeKolste, Ben Holston, and John K. Roman, “An Introduction  
to Evaluation Designs in Pay for Success Projects” (Washington, DC: Urban Institute, 2016). https://pfs.urban.org/evaluation-toolkit/content/
introduction-evaluation-designs-pay-success-projects.

SECTION TWO: Program strength

KEY AREA QUESTION SCORING GUIDE

Evidence base

What is the program’s history of 
evaluation?

3 – Multiple rigorous, independent evaluations have 
been conducted on the intervention showing, on balance, 
significant positive intended outcomes.

2 – One prior independent evaluation of the program  
has been conducted showing, on balance, statistically 
significant positive intended outcomes.

0 – No high-quality independent evaluations have been 
conducted showing the program’s outcomes.

-2 – Existing evidence suggests the program has, on 
balance, neutral outcomes (i.e., no impact either way).

-8 – Existing evidence suggests the program has generally 
harmful outcomes. 

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?
A history of rigorous past research evaluating a program’s outcomes is known as its evidence base. This provides important 
information about the program’s strength and effectiveness.8 An evaluation’s rigor is determined by several factors, such as the type  
of research design, the size of the sample, the selection of an appropriate comparison group, and the use of suitable outcome 
measures.9

2
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SCORE             / 10     

To improve your score in this section, you may want to consider other potential programs. For many issues, several proven  
and promising programs have already been rigorously evaluated. Local resources, such as service providers already working with  
the target population or issue area and universities (or similar institutions) that have the same expertise, may be good resources  
to consult. Additional resources, including national clearinghouses and databases that highlight effective programs, could provide  
additional ideas.12

KEY AREA QUESTION SCORING GUIDE

Ability to  
measure quality  
of implementation

Does the program have clear metrics to 
measure program delivery and model 
implementation fidelity? 

1 – Yes, the program has clear metrics or processes that 
parties agree will ensure quality of implementation.

0 – No, the program does not have metrics or processes 
that ensure quality of implementation.  

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?
Implementing a project in a manner consistent with what the evidence base (or theory of change) suggests is important for maximizing 
the program’s positive impact. It can also serve as basis for one end of a legal agreement (i.e., is the service provider doing what they 
told the government and investors they would?). Quality control measures, including a periodic review of activities, help ensure this 
adherence.11

4

KEY AREA QUESTION SCORING GUIDE

Program Costs

Do you have data on the costs of 
implementing the program? 

2 – Yes, general data are available on program costs.

0 – No, program cost data are unavailable.  

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?
Understanding project costs is a key step in determining whether a project is feasible and for appropriately budgeting and sizing the 
project during design. Doing both requires access to accurate, local cost data on relevant cost items.10

3

10 See Harry Hatry, Matthew Eldridge, Arden Kreeger, and Reed Jordan, “Making Sound Cost Decisions in Pay for Success Projects: Estimating 
Costs and Determining Success Payment Rates” (Washington, DC: Urban Institute, 2017). https://pfs.urban.org/library/pfs-guidance-briefs-and-
reports/content/making-sound-cost-decisions-pay-success-projects.
11 Resources on implementation fidelity include Susan M. Breitenstein, Deborah Gross, Christine Garvey, Carri Hill, Louis Fogg, and Barbara 
Resnick, “Implementation Fidelity in Community-Based Interventions,” Research in Nursing and Health  33, no. 2 (April 2010): 164–73; and chapter 
5 of Dean L. Fixsen, Sandra F. Naoom, Karen A. Blase, Robert M. Friedman, and Frances Wallace, Implementation Research: A Synthesis of the 
Literature. Publication 231 (Tampa, FL: University of South Florida, Louis de la Parte Florida Mental Health Institute, 2005). 
 
12 For example, consider the evidence-based policy clearinghouses at “Benefit-Cost Results,” Washington State Institute for Public Policy,”  
accessed June 11, 2019, http://www.wsipp.wa.gov/BenefitCost; and “Results First Clearinghouse Data,” Pew Charitable Trusts, June 23, 2015,  
https://www.pewtrusts.org/en/research-and-analysis/data-visualizations/2015/results-first-clearinghouse-database.



Outcomes-based projects will likely include a contract with a 
service provider. The provider is responsible for implementing 
the specific program. This includes enrolling the target 
population, delivering services, and monitoring the program. 
Providers are an important stakeholder and should be involved 
at key stages of project design, negotiation, implementation, 
and evaluation. The strength of the provider (its capacity, 
experience, capability, and other attributes) is a critical 
component of the project’s overall strength. If a project has 
multiple service providers, this section can be completed  
for each.

SECTION THREE:  
PROVIDER STRENGTH
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KEY AREA QUESTION SCORING GUIDE

Leadership 
commitment

Are senior leaders from the provider 
organization committed to the 
development of the outcomes-based 
project?

2 – Yes, the provider’s leadership has expressed strong  
and consistent commitment to the project.

0 – No, the provider’s leadership has not demonstrated 
strong and consistent commitment to the project.

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?
Project development often requires significant time from provider organizations. Service provider leadership can boost the partner’s 
commitment to and engagement with the project. Questions to consider when assessing this include the following: Does their 
leadership have experience, background, or education in evidence-based programming? What time commitment are they willing to 
personally invest? How does this project align with their goals and strategy for their organization? Are they willing to partner closely 
with leads from the public system to establish outcomes targets?

1

KEY AREA QUESTION SCORING GUIDE

Strong 
organizational 
capacity

Does the provider have the 
organizational capacity to manage   
financial, data, and program operations 
for an outcomes-based model?

2 – Yes, the provider has the capacity to implement this 
project and a strong track record of successfully 
implementing evidence-based programs generally.  
They can create a detailed operations plan and have  
done so in the past.

0 – No, the provider lacks a strong organizational 
infrastructure to manage an outcomes-based project. 

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?
A fundamental metric to assess the strength of a service provider partner is its ability to successfully implement evidence-based 
programs. This draws on a review of their track record and an assessment of their current capacity.13

2

SECTION THREE: Provider strength

13 See Brian Bieretz and Matt Eldridge, “Building an Outcomes Orientation for Service Providers” (Washington, DC: Urban Institute, 2019); 
Katz, Jason, Michael Marks, Hanno Petras, Jennifer Loeffler-Cobia, and Barbara Broman. 2017. "Service Provider Readiness for Pay for Success 
Initiatives" (Washington, DC: American Institutes for Research).
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KEY AREA QUESTION SCORING GUIDE

Program 
measurement  
and management

Does the provider have the systems 
and capacity to collect and analyze  
data on the delivery of programs  
and services?

2 – The provider has systems and capacity to collect and 
analyze data on program delivery to monitor activities or 
outcomes and inform decisions.

0 – The provider does not have systems or capacity to 
collect or analyze data on program delivery. 

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?
Collecting and analyzing program data (i.e., activities and outputs) helps providers deliver quality services and ensure implementation 
fidelity. Having the data infrastructure and the dedicated staff or leadership time to analyze those data can inform key program 
decisions and help solve the challenges projects will inevitably face.  

3

KEY AREA QUESTION SCORING GUIDE

Willingness to 
engage in program 
evaluation

Does the provider demonstrate an 
interest and willingness to evaluate  
its program?

2 – The provider is willing to engage in a program 
evaluation as needed under the terms of the project and 
has past experience in program evaluation.

1 – The provider is willing to engage in a rigorous 
evaluation but does not have past experience.

-4 – The provider is not willing to engage in a evaluation 
and does not have past experience.

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?
Program evaluation may be an important part of an outcomes-based project. For example, a rigorous evaluation is required in PFS 
projects to determine outcome payments. Providers that rigorously evaluated their programs in the past may have difficulty executing 
a strong evaluation. At a minimum, providers should indicate enthusiasm to undertake and support an evaluation if required by the 
project design.14

4

14 For more details on what a rigorous evaluation entails, see Kelly A. Walsh, Rebecca TeKolste, Ben Holston, and John K. Roman, “An Introduction 
to Evaluation Designs in Pay for Success Projects” (Washington, DC: Urban Institute, 2016). https://pfs.urban.org/evaluation-toolkit/content/
introduction-evaluation-designs-pay-success-projects; and Justin Milner and Kelly Walsh, “Measuring Success in Pay for Success: Randomized 
Controlled Trials as the Starting Point” (Washington, DC: Urban Institute, 2016). https://www.urban.org/research/publication/measuring-success-
pay-success-randomized-controlled-trials-starting-point.
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KEY AREA QUESTION SCORING GUIDE

Experience with 
performance-
based government 
grants of contracts

Does the provider have experience  
with performance-based grants  
or contracts?

2 – The provider has experience with performance-based 
grants or contracts.

0 – The provider does not have experience with 
performance-based grants or contracts. 
 

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?
Experience with these types of contracts demonstrates a track record with the expectations and accountability that will accompany 
outcomes-based projects. But a lack of experience in performance- or outcomes-based projects should not be disqualifying. Rather, 
it may point to a need for public systems or philanthropic partners to build service providers’ capacity to engage in outcomes-based 
projects through workshops, training and technical assistance, and other types of support.

SCORE             / 10     

To improve your score in this section, consider working with providers to strengthen any of the individual areas of weakness. 
This dialogue, particularly if the provider already has a good working relationship with the other stakeholders, could yield meaningful 
improvements and prove mutually beneficial for both the project’s viability and the provider’s capacity. Stakeholders may also wish to 
consider other service providers who do meet these standards.

5



Outcomes-based program delivery requires time, resources, 
and the focused attention of public leaders and the systems 
they direct. Public systems can include state or local education 
agencies, child welfare agencies, juvenile and adult justice 
systems, public health systems, and more. In all outcomes-
based projects, public systems and their leaders play an 
important role in helping to design an approach and navigate 
the many hurdles that might stand in the way. For PFS projects 
in particular, public systems are typically the “payors”—that 
is, under PFS, the government agencies agree to be the 
ultimate guarantor for payment if the outcomes for the target 
population are achieved.

SECTION FOUR:  
PUBLIC SYSTEM 
PARTNERS & 
COMMITMENT 
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KEY AREA QUESTION SCORING GUIDE

Public leadership 
commitment 

Are political or public system leaders 
committed to the development of the 
project?

2 – The project has clear support from both a political 
leader and a senior official from a relevant government 
department.

1 – The project has clear support from either a political 
leader or a senior official from a relevant government 
department.

0 – The project does not have clear support from a  
political leader or a senior official from a relevant 
government department.

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?
Outcomes-based projects can be complicated departures from the status quo of government procurement, and they often require 
strong support from government leadership to be fully successful. Having support from political and departmental leadership helps 
make the project a priority for everyone involved.

1

KEY AREA QUESTION SCORING GUIDE

Public system 
staff capacity and 
commitment

Have managers and staff from the 
relevant public agencies committed time 
to help design, manage, and monitor 
the project?

2 – The government partner is able and committed to 
provide the project with time from staff who have the 
appropriate skills and seniority.

0 – The government partner is unable to commit time for 
relevant staff to the project.

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?
Outcomes-based projects can be time intensive for government partners. Responsibilities include designing the project and program, 
developing contracts, coordinating across systems, monitoring program implementation, and using information gained through the 
project to inform practice. Each stage of the process will require staff members with appropriate skills (e.g., project management and 
design) and leadership. Projects will be especially well-served to have a single person chiefly responsible for its management.

2

SECTION FOUR: Public system partners & political landscape 
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KEY AREA QUESTION SCORING GUIDE

Stable leadership 
and support

Can you expect sustained government 
leadership and support for the project?

2 – The champions for the project (typically the executive 
or public systems leaders) will remain in their office for the 
near future (two or more years).

0 – No, there is reason to believe the current executive 
support may waver in the short to medium term (e.g., 
current executive leaders are term limited and there is a 
new election the following year, or public systems leaders 
are likely to depart).

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?
Stable leadership helps ensure organizational momentum and political support for projects. Commitments made by one administration 
may not be honored by a future administration (or even the same one) if political priorities change. For PFS projects especially, 
providing assurance of stable leadership support is important to secure investors.

3

KEY AREA QUESTION SCORING GUIDE

Experience with 
outcomes-based 
projects

Do the public systems and staff have 
experience putting together outcomes-
based projects? 

2 – The public agency partner has more than five years 
of relevant experience with outcomes-based grants or 
contracts.

0 – The public agency partner does not have experience 
with performance-based grants or contracts or has 
negative experiences.

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?
Public systems’ and leaders’ experience with outcomes-based projects can help surmount the many hurdles these projects face. If the 
government partner does not have experience with these contracts, it will need to focus on bringing along service providers and other 
key actors to ensure the development of viable, fair project terms.15

4

15 For information on how procurement and contracting can adopt an outcomes focus, see Rayanne Hawkins and Brian Bieretz,  
“Procuring for Success: Lessons to Support a Shift Toward Procuring Outcomes” (Washington, DC: Urban Institute, 2017).  
https://www.urban.org/research/publication/procuring-success; and Rayanne Hawkins, Brian Bieretz, and Madeline Brown, “Incentivizing  
Results: Contracting for Outcomes in Social Service Delivery” (Washington, DC: Urban Institute, 2019)
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KEY AREA QUESTION SCORING GUIDE

Budget authority 
to pay for 
outcomes

Does the public system have the 
authority to commit funds to paying for 
outcomes (or performance)?

2 – Public system has the authority to connect payment 
for services with outcomes for the duration of the project.

0 – There is no clear and tangible assurance that the 
governments will honor outcome payments if or when the 
time comes to make them. 

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?
In many cases, public systems have the authority to develop contracts and projects that connect payment for services with outcomes. 
For PFS projects and others that require contracts that span several years, additional legislation may be required.16

SCORE             / 10     

To improve your score in this section, stakeholders should first assess what changes are realistic. For example, some political 
challenges may be insurmountable. Other aspects, such as buy-in from key public stakeholders, can be built by committing to a 
dialogue that enables key partners to help shape the project (as practical) and that reflects their inputs.

5

16 See Perry Teicher, John Grossman, and Marcia Chong, “Authorizing Pay for Success Projects: A Legislative Review and Model Pay for Success 
Legislation” (Boston: Third Sector Capital Partners, 2016). http://www.thirdsectorcap.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/05/Authorizing-Pay-for-
Success-Projects-Legislative-Review.pdf.



Although high scores in the first four sections are indicative 
of a good start, what matters most is how those elements 
function in relation to each other—the alignment or fit between 
the various project components. For example, a program might 
have strong evidence of prior success, but was that success 
achieved by a similar group of people? Similarly, does the 
program provider have experience working with the program in 
question? This section is critical to understanding whether all 
the pieces can fit together to form a solid project.

SECTION FIVE:  
PROJECT ALIGNMENT
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SECTION FIVE: Project alignment

KEY AREA QUESTION SCORING GUIDE

The program can 
help solve the 
problem

Is there a logical link between program 
activities and the problem identified by 
the outcomes-based project planners?

4 – It is clear how the proposed program can help solve 
the identified problem.

0 – It is not clear how the proposed program will address 
the identified problem.

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?
Project success requires clear alignment between the proposed program and the identified problem. Unclear links between program 
activities and the outcomes sought can create uncertainty about actual program effectiveness. At best, this measures program 
success by an unfair metric; at worst, it could lead to worse outcomes for the people in a community. 

1

KEY AREA QUESTION SCORING GUIDE

The program can 
serve the intended 
participants

Has the proposed program 
demonstrated the ability to effect 
positive outcomes for people with 
similar challenges  in the past?

4 – The proposed program has worked for similar groups 
of people in the past.

2 – There is no history of positive outcomes for similar 
populations, but there is reason to believe it can be 
adapted to serve the population of interest.

0 – There is no history of positive outcomes for similar 
populations in the past.

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?
Programs that have worked for similar populations and similar contexts likely have a greater chance of success when replicated 
(or tested again) in the outcomes-based project. Programs with a history of effectiveness for one group (e.g., adults) may not be as 
effective when applied to others (e.g., youth).

2
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KEY AREA QUESTION SCORING GUIDE

The provider 
has the capacity 
to deliver the 
program or to  
scale it up

Does the provider have the experience, 
capacity, and skill required to implement 
the program at this scale and in  
this place?

4 – The provider has experience delivering this program  
in this community.

3 – The provider has demonstrated the capacity to 
implement this program or a similar program in  
other places.

-4 – No, the provider cannot demonstrate the capacity to 
successfully implement the program at this scale, with the 
target population, or in the location selected.

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?
Even if a provider has general experience and capacity, experience implementing the specific program identified for the project can 
improve the likelihood of implementation success. If the provider does not have that experience, indicating a willingness to work with 
regional or national training and technical assistance providers can substitute for it. Regardless of their level of experience, providers 
and project planners should consider a pilot period to help improve provider-program alignment. 

3

KEY AREA QUESTION SCORING GUIDE

History of 
public partner 
and provider 
collaboration

Does the public partner have a 
demonstrated record of successfully 
working with the provider or with 
similar providers?

3 – Yes, the government has experience working with this 
provider or a similar provider.

0 – No, the government does not have experience working 
with this provider or a similar provider.

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?
Outcomes-based projects rely on strong partnerships, especially between the government and the service provider. These models 
require a departure from standard service delivery and project management. A record of successful past cooperation and partnership 
between the provider and the government helps establish that the two parties can work together under this new arrangement.

4

SCORE             / 15     

To improve your score in this section, you need to realistically consider the “fit” of all the project’s elements to the context 
and to each other. Even if you score well on each constituent area, if the pieces don’t fit together well, the overall project may fail. 
Stakeholders who score poorly in this section should revisit the issue areas. For instance, if your score for the providers fit with the 
program is poor, consider whether changing or altering either the program or the provider (even if both score well independently)  
is feasible.



Building a strong evaluation into the project design is critical 
and helps set the tone for accountable and evidence-based 
governing. Evaluations are used in outcomes-based projects to 
determine whether the program meets or exceeds its outcome 
goals. The results of this evaluation can be used to trigger 
outcome payments to the provider or to other project funders. 
It can also provide valuable information to the government, 
service provider, and society about whether the program is 
effective or not.

Certain project and program design elements indicate whether 
the program can be evaluated well. These include the ability 
to create a comparison group, the selection of strong outcome 
indicators, and the ability of data systems to provide inputs to 
the evaluation process.

SECTION SIX:  
PROJECT EVALUATION
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SECTION SIX: Project evaluation

KEY AREA QUESTION SCORING GUIDE

The right 
evaluation design 
for the outcomes-
based model

Does the chosen outcomes-based 
model (e.g., PFS or rate cards) align with 
the evaluation design?

5 – Yes, an identified evaluation design will meet the needs 
of the outcomes-based project and inform the planners’ 
shared vision of project success. (e.g., improved outcomes 
or actual impact).

1 – Yes, an identified evaluation design will meet the needs 
of the outcomes-based project, but it is unclear whether  
it is sufficient to inform the planners’ shared vision of  
project success.

0 – No,  there is little alignment between the chosen 
evaluation and the outcomes-based model.

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?
Program evaluation is a necessary element in all outcomes-based projects. For some models, an evaluation that tracks outcomes for 
program participants may be sufficient. But any project that wants to ascertain actual program impact must compare participants 
with some other group. Some evaluation designs are significantly stronger than others because of how this comparison is created. 
Randomized controlled trials randomly place participants into two groups to create a comparison and are the strongest option, but 
they are not required for rate card models. Regardless of the evaluation design selected, all partners must agree and understand its 
limitations and trade-offs.17 

1

KEY AREA QUESTION SCORING GUIDE

Measurable 
outcome metrics

Does the project evaluation include 
clearly defined, observable outcomes 
relevant to the problem and the 
community’s needs?

2 – Yes, the project team has identified measurable 
outcome metrics that align with the goals of the project.

1 – Yes, the project has identified outcome metrics, but 
they are not measurable, not meaningful to the community, 
or not clear.

0 – No, the project has not identified outcome metrics.

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?
The ability to evaluate the program’s success relies in large part on the outcome metrics chosen during the project’s design phase. If 
a metric is unclear or incorrect, confusion or disagreement may arise during evaluation. Good outcome metrics are clear, measurable, 
meaningful, and realistic. Most projects should also focus on few metrics; doing so will minimize confusion or dilution of project focus. 
Engaging an evaluator early in the planning process can help projects select the best outcomes.

2

17 For more on different evaluation models and lessons learned from early PFS projects, please see the briefs available at “Evaluation Toolkit,” Urban 
Institute, accessed June 11, 2019, https://pfs.urban.org/evaluation-toolkit.
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KEY AREA QUESTION SCORING GUIDE

The right data

Do data exist, either in one system 
or across multiple systems, to answer 
questions about the current community 
outcomes (baseline) and about any 
outcomes achieved during and after 
program participation?

3 – Yes, high-quality data exist and evaluators have access 
to the systems necessary to support the evaluation plan.

1 – Yes, these data exist, but they are of unknown quality 
or are not available to evaluators and other program 
partners.

0 – No, no data systems are in place that can support 
measurement of program outcomes.

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?
An important innovation of PFS and outcomes-based models is their elevation of evidence in decisionmaking. And evidence is built 
with data. PFS projects use data to inform decisions and evaluate success at several points in the PFS process and as part of ongoing 
monitoring. The ability to access data among project partners—especially evaluators—is therefore of exceptional importance.  Any 
evaluation is only as good as the data it uses.

3

KEY AREA QUESTION SCORING GUIDE

A realistic plan to 
connect and retain 
people in the 
program

Have the project partners developed a 
plan to recruit participants and maintain 
high take-up rates?

3 – Yes, the provider has demonstrated experience 
recruiting and retaining people in a similar program.  

0 – No, the provider has neither proposed nor 
demonstrated experience recruiting and retaining 
participants with a similar target population.

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?
A vital part of a program’s success is its ability to recruit and retain participants. The provider’s demonstrated experience doing so 
is important. Programs should detail specific actions, a clear use of data, and contingency plans, and they should identify risks and 
management options. If too few people participate in the program, the chance of detecting and measuring success decreases. This is 
especially true if the program effects are expected to be modest. The enrollment plan should be tested during a pilot period designed 
to detect challenges and implement improvements to the enrollment pathways.

4
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KEY AREA QUESTION SCORING GUIDE

Independence

Does the evaluation team have some 
independence from the partners 
expecting to benefit from or pay for  
the program?

2 – Yes, there is a commitment to find an experienced, 
independent evaluator to measure program success.

0 – No, the team will rely on an evaluator with a 
connection to the program or public agency.  

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?
Evaluators are important project partners and their experience, independence, and capacity are critical for ensuring the validity of the 
findings.  Because the evaluation findings may have fiscal consequences, it is important that evaluators operate with some degree of 
independence from parties expected to pay for or benefit from the project. This applies to both internal evaluators housed in partner 
agencies and external evaluators that come from research institutions. A lack of independence will raise doubts, justified or not, over 
the legitimacy and accuracy of the evaluation.

SCORE             / 15     

To improve your score in this section, consider engaging an evaluation expert to inform stakeholders and to advise on the 
evaluation needs of the project and the evaluation design.18 Understand the evaluation needs, advantages, and benefits of the project 
and data capacities and use that to help determine the most appropriate match between the project and a strong evaluation design. 
In addition to the elements highlighted here, it's beneficial to identify an evaluator with experience with the design methodology, 
program area, population of interest, and/or geography (ideally all four).

5

18 Other resources include Kelly A. Walsh, Rebecca TeKolste, Ben Holston, and John K. Roman, “An Introduction to Evaluation Designs in Pay for 
Success Projects” (Washington, DC: Urban Institute, 2016). https://pfs.urban.org/evaluation-toolkit/content/introduction-evaluation-designs-pay-
success-projects; 

Justin Milner and Kelly Walsh, “Measuring Success in Pay for Success: Randomized Controlled Trials as the Starting Point” (Washington, DC:  
Urban Institute, 2016). https://www.urban.org/research/publication/measuring-success-pay-success-randomized-controlled-trials-starting-point; 

Sarah Gillespie, “The Role of Pay for Success Evaluators: Lessons Learned” (Washington, DC: Urban Institute, 2016) https://pfs.urban.org/
evaluation-toolkit/content/role-pay-success-evaluators-lessons-learned; and 

Sarah Gillespie, Akiva Liberman, Janine Zweig, Devlin Hanson, Mary Cunningham, and Michal Pergamit, “Practical Considerations for Pay for 
Success Evaluations” (Washington, DC: Urban Institute, 2016). https://pfs.urban.org/evaluation-toolkit/content/practical-considerations-pay-
success-evaluations.
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This tool outlines important considerations for stakeholders looking to develop a outcomes-based project. 
Each section identifies relative strengths and weaknesses and can help target efforts to improve proposed 
projects. The scores for each section above help provide a barometer of the proposed project’s strength or 
weakness in that area.

Scoring low in one or more sections presents an opportunity to revisit those project components. 
Stakeholders, even those scoring well overall or in any given section, are encouraged to focus on weak 
categories to further strengthen the proposed project and its likelihood of success. A very low score in any 
section could raise concerns about the project’s overall strength, but it is still an opportunity to further help 
the community prepare to tap the promise of outcomes-based models to improve outcomes.

F. Summary

Total assessment score:

SECTION ONE PROBLEM DEFINITION SCORE:               /10           

SECTION TWO PROGRAM STRENGTH SCORE:               /10           

SECTION THREE PROVIDER STRENGTH SCORE:               /10           

SECTION FOUR PUBLIC SYSTEM PARTNERS & POLITICAL LANDSCAPE SCORE:               /10           

SECTION FIVE PROJECT ALIGNMENT SCORE:               /15           

SECTION SIX PROJECT EVALUATION SCORE:               /15         
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