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Introduction 

The Most Significant Change (MSC) model utilizes a participatory approach to assess impact.  

The MSC project, developed in partnership between Manchester Metropolitan University 

(MMU) and Voluntary Youth Manchester (VYM), aims to engage systematically with young 

people and practitioners’ sense of what it is they gain from participating in informal youth 

work processes, founded on the relationship that is fundamental to youth work practice.  

The methodology was initially developed in the context of development work in Africa, Asia 

and Latin America, which aims to create sustainable development which addresses the 

needs of local people, and move in the direction of greater equality. 

Stories are generated within the projects and shared in a brief written form.  From these 

accounts from young people, it becomes possible to give an account from the ground up of 

the impact of practice.  These outcomes can then be interpreted – at the level of a local 

authority’s commissioners or of other funding bodies – in relation to other grids of desired 

policy outcomes. 

A key strength of this model is that it enables the showcasing of the work of small 

community based organisations on a citywide basis and the contribution which they make 

to impact, which can be presented on an annual (or even quarterly) basis. 

This guide to using the Most Significant Change model is informed by the experience of an 

informal VYM/MMU Outcomes Working Group that has discussed, developed and 

subsequently applied the method with the young people with whom they work.  It was 

further refined by a wider group of youth workers unfamiliar with the model to ensure that 

the model and guide is accessible to all youth workers.  

The guide is divided into 4 main sections: 

1. Background to the model 

2. Things to think about in preparation and delivery of MSC 

3. Case Studies - worked examples 

4. Why use the Most Significant Change model 

The VYM/MMU Outcomes Working Group continued the work begun in 2013/14, 

developing understanding of the tool through a Youth & Community MA Research project in 

Spring 2015, culminating in a Moderation session in March 2015.  It is hoped to build on this 

and regularly meet to moderate and analyse the ‘learning stories’ on a 2-3 monthly cycle 

with support from sector and academic colleagues and increasing expertise from the ESRI 

Research Institute at MMU.   

Janet Batsleer, MMU 

Ross Grant, VYM 

March 2015 
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Section 1 

BACKGROUND 

The Most Significant Change Technique is a model which was developed by Rick Davies and 

Jess Dart (2005) in the context of development projects internationally, details of which can 

be found at: https://www.kepa.fi/tiedostot/most-significant-change-guide.pdf.  A 

partnership of international agencies sponsored the development of a tool that sought to 

meet some of the challenges associated with monitoring and evaluating complex 

participatory rural development programmes, while confronting the dominant assumption 

that quantifiable outcomes are more valuable than anecdotal, story-driven evidence of 

impact. 

It has been further developed in the context of  Youth Work by Sue Cooper in relationship 

with the Regional Youth Work Development Unit in the South West (see Cooper, S. [2011] 

‘Reconnecting with evaluation: the benefits of using a participatory approach to assess 

impact.’ In Youth & Policy 107, pp. 55-70).  It has now been further developed by Voluntary 

Youth Manchester and Manchester Metropolitan University in partnership with voluntary 

youth organisations working in Manchester.   This guide outlines some issues we have 

encountered in developing it thus far, and offers guidance to potential users / researchers in 

applying it in their practice. 

There are 10 steps to the process as defined by Davies and Dart and we have translated this 

into the Youth Work context. 

1. Getting started: establishing champions and getting familiar with the approach - In a 
Youth Work context, this means finding someone in the youth work project who will 
undertake this as part of their work. 

2. Establishing ‘domains of change’- This means identifying how your youth project as a 
whole is trying to make a difference in young people’s lives in the City of 
Manchester. You might want to refer to your Organisation’s aims to help with this. 

3. Defining the reporting period - You need to decide how frequently stories will be 
collected and how often the peer review meetings will happen in your project.  VYM 
suggests that there will be an annual reporting period with VYM publishing an annual 
report on the process. 

4. Collecting stories of change - Most of the notes associated with this guide are about 
this. 

5. Reviewing the stories within the organisational hierarchy - The timeline which you 
will be joining includes the opportunity to give feedback to your Board of Trustees or 
other managers who will choose which stories VYM peer review will focus on. 

6. Providing stakeholders with regular feedback about the review process - It also 
includes feedback to those who have taken part. The process will generate shared 
themes for recognising how the sector itself identifies the outcomes of the work. 

https://www.kepa.fi/tiedostot/most-significant-change-guide.pdf
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7. Setting in place a process to verify the stories if necessary - There will be three 
meetings a year to moderate and verify the process of choosing which stories to 
highlight. Follow-up enquiries will then be made for the stories chosen, through a 
peer review process. 

8. Quantification - There are a number of methods of quantification that can be used, 
although this approach relies primarily on qualitative methods 

9. Conducting secondary analysis of the stories en masse - Working with the University 
allows us to use secondary analyses of all the stories and to locate them in wider 
research know ledges. 

10. Revising the MSC process. The method will be reviewed as part of the action learning 
of Voluntary Youth Manchester. 

Timeline 

 
 

 

Collect stories 

July Moderation 
meeting 

Collect stories 

October 
Moderation 

meeting 

Collect stories 
January 

Moderation 
meeting 

Collect stories 

April Moderation 
Meeting 

Annual Review / 
report - feedback 
to stakeholders 
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Section 2 

CONSIDERATIONS IN USING THE MSC MODEL 

PRIOR TO IMPLEMENTATION: 

In order to identify the appropriateness and suitability of using the MSC model there are 

some key factors for practitioners to consider: 

- Ensure that MSC is the accepted and translatable method of recording evidence of 

outcomes in your organisation and agree how the learning will be applied? 

- MSC is founded on youth work methodology and so colleagues and managers, 

especially those with little or no youth work background, will need to comprehend 

the approach in order for this model to add value and be fully utilised within your 

organisation. 

- This Guide is a starting point to understanding the MSC model and you will need to 

apply this technique in order to become more familiar and confident with the 

approach and how it can be developed. Try using it with colleagues first if this helps. 

It is also key to find pathways whereby learning around the MSC technique can be 

embedded within the Youth Work training and practice of your organisation. 

- Consider who is gathering the story and whether they have a good, existing 

relationship with young people. Factors to be aware of include trust, distance 

between young person and interviewer, whether young people will want to please 

(or otherwise) and how power is balanced. 

- The demographics and diversity of young people and culture of the setting are all 

important factors to capture so consider how you will best record this. 

- To ensure that MSC is used to gather a fully representative sample of young people’s 

stories, be mindful as to whose stories you are gathering and how you can enable 

less heard stories to be included. Remember, one purpose of generating outcomes 

evidence should be the collection of information to learn from and strengthen future 

practice.  

- Find a format of recording MSC that feels most appropriate and comfortable, e.g. 

writing as a paragraph of text or Q&A table layout. Whichever way it will be helpful 

to ensure a single approach for each story collected. That said a mix of methods may 

be used to make the process more accessible e.g. audio, animation, film, illustrations 

etc.  

- Writing young people’s stories verbatim is essential to capture their story in their 

words. Workers can add their own annotations and reflections afterwards to bring in 

their understanding of the stories context or the relationship between young person 

and worker, so long as the distinction between each is clear.  

- Workers should have regard for honest and open dialogue and should understand 

their own and their organisation’s intentions for capturing these stories. 
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GATHERING STORIES: 

- Make sure you have a clear understanding of the Most Significant Change model, 

why you are using it and the meaning of 3 key words for all involved in the story 

collection process. 

- Be mindful to avoid questions that lead the direction of the story or the storyteller as 

opposed to questions that seek to draw out clarification and deeper meaning.  

- The story is only a snapshot of the young person’s life. The young person must be 

enabled to identify how their involvement in your organisation has contributed to 

the change/s they speak of.  

SPECIFIC QUESTIONING TECHNIQUES 

There are certain fundamentals about any research process whether undertaken by 

academics or frontline workers, these being preparation, delivery and reflection.  In certain 

circumstances, where a young person may be relating a particularly traumatic period of 

their life, the respondent may also need preparation and reflection time.   

In questioning it is important that the worker/researcher: 

 Explains their role and intentions clearly and confirms understanding before 

proceeding.  (They should be clear about this, in their own mind and in interaction 

with young people).  They must also be clear about how the information will be used.  

The process must reflect an ethical approach that fosters trust, and addresses 

consent and confidentiality.   

 Makes best use of prompts. Use the 4 Ws as much as possible, hence: ‘In your life 

now, what is the most significant…’, ‘Over the last month…’, ‘What has been the most 

significant change in your quality of life over the last month?’ ‘How has it changed?’ 

‘Why?’, ‘What has happened / changed?’ When? ‘Who helped to make the 

change(s)?’ ‘What did you learn?’ [The youth worker/organisation may or may not 

have contributed to the changes, but all change should be acknowledged] 

 Ensures that they do not introduce their own words or bias the answer, as much as 

possible reflecting the individual’s own verbatim language.  Avoid using jargon which 

can tap into the young person’s awareness of ‘loaded’ terms such as ‘wellbeing’ or 

‘self-esteem’ which detract from a thoughtful and emotionally considered response. 

Using a variety of methods and visual aids such as photos for young people with low 

literacy or confidence can elicit more in depth responses and trigger memory and 

provide a clear image of an event or conversation.  

 Ascertains basic information re ages, gender, etc - background make-up of individuals 

or group. 

 Allows the individual to reflect on their circumstances and their journey to the most 

significant change in their life 



 

7 | P a g e  
 

 Considers the meanings of words used.  ‘Significant’ may not mean anything to the 

young person, but it will be the researcher/worker’s role to assess this based on 

their relationship with the young person.  Each time the interview takes place will be 

a different experience.  ‘Change’ could be recent or over a long time. 

 Recognises the importance of not being manipulative or using judgemental 

terminology. 

ANALYSING THE PROCESS: 

- Workers’ reflections and insight should be included in write- ups of stories but care 

should be taken to ensure the young people’s own words or the true meaning of 

them are not diluted. Also consider which of your own reflections are relevant to 

record. 

- The MSC story gathering need not be a one off event with a young person but could 

be used to capture stories over time. This may help to draw out further meaning 

from a collection of stories. Either way, showing regard for young people’s informed 

consent of the process and how the stories will be used is vital. Following up with 

young people after their stories have been collected is courteous and also a way for 

them to feel part of the whole process. 

- The interpretation of the stories by the worker and others may impose agendas or 

mean that information is read through professional gaze, which may challenge the 

ethos of the MSC method. 

ETHICS: 

- Appropriate and informed consent should always be gained in line with your 

organisation’s policies. For instance a parent/guardian’s consent may be needed if a 

young person is considered under age. If they are unhappy with the young person’s 

participation in story collecting but young people are willing to share, organisations 

should have a process for addressing this. 

- In the event of any disclosures, workers should be aware of how to assess risk and 

identify appropriate safeguards and methods of dealing with or escalating any issues 

raised. 

- In using this method workers need to balance their accountability towards young 

people, their own ethics, the youth work profession, their organisation and funders. 

Managers must recognise the ethical basis of MSC so that workers do not feel undue 

pressure to identify particular outcomes prescribed by organisations/funders to 

ensure true representation of the stories.  

- As with any data collection, workers should pay due regard to confidentiality (e.g. 

anonymising, secure storage). Ethical principles of youth work, social policy and your 

organisations procedures will inform your conduct to maintain young people’s 

confidence. 
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Section 3 

APPLYING THE MSC METHODOLOGY  

CASE STUDIES – WORKED EXAMPLES 

The preceding chapters outline how to approach using the Most Significant Change model.  

Using the methodology outlined in these chapters three youth workers operating in diverse 

youth work settings engaged with young people to ascertain the most significant change for 

them, and a sample of these are outlined in the following pages. Each approached the task 

in a different way: with young people as individuals, in a pair and in the context of a group; 

and used the method in marginally different ways.  This highlights the varied settings in 

which the methodology can be utilised to gather stories. 

 

 

CASE STUDY 1 

This case study is written as an interview with a young person. 

TM  – Young woman, aged 19 

Background - Young person involved in project exploring young people’s barriers to employment.) 

What has been the most significant change for you in the last month? 

I was offered a job. I have been out of work for a year and was considering moving away to find work 

if I hadn’t got this job. I found out about this job as my mum works at the same place. I had an 

interview for another job in January and it didn’t go well so I prepared for this with interview 

techniques such as doing the research about the job before interview. It was mainly myself that 

helped me to get to this point. It’s important to me because it means I will get my own money and 

can pay my own rent. If this work isn’t successful then I would look to do work involving outdoor 

activities as I’d like to go back in youth work. 

How has being in this project linked to this? 

I’ve been doing youth work before and being involved in Talent Match gave me more hopeful that I 

& the project would help more young people into work. 

What do you think of the method? 

I was fine with the question, I understood it but it threw me when I was asked what my 

understanding of the word significance was. 
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CASE STUDY 2 

This case study is written from the perspective of the young person within a larger group. 

At the age of 15 I joined Me1 PPD and in June 2012 I took part on a 6 week workshop. I have joined 

the Youth group as a Group Leader in October 2012. I feel my self- confidence has grown. Before, I 

would keep things in, not talk to people.  I have more confidence from being and know you can 

achieve anything and being involved makes you feel like you can. I’m 16 now starting to think I am 

good, and not think negative, understanding ‘ME’ and value my worth. I enjoyed working with 

people who are non-judgemental. 

I now feel more motivated to keeping fit as had funding support for gym pass, it really helped. My 

confidence has increased. E,g taking part on a Music Workshop doing DJing and Spoken Word to 

produce a Song, I spoke words /put vocals on a track which I would not have done before this was 

due to people who we work with are caring, helpful and supportive. 

Through group work, identified the following most significant changes: 

 Ability to make informed choices, Become more wiser 

 Goal setting 

 Gaining leadership skills project planning skills, personal responsibility improved 

 facilitating 

 creative and having a Purpose, ownership 

 Conduct PRIMARY research 

 Community involvement and voluntary engagement, Participation 

 Worked positively as a team 

 Increase in self-esteem  

 Improvement to their fitness 

 Development of basic life skills (Time management, handling monies and 

communication skills) 

 understanding of the connection of political and social issues 

 Learn new things and new places (attend events@ Theatre) 

 Built personal commitment 

 Building formal relationships/ Building positive relationship/Interacting with others, who 

usually don’t interact with.  Feel confident to talk to others(social skills) 

 

CASE STUDY 3 

This case study is written as an overview of the work from the perspective of the worker. 

CARL, Young man, aged 17  

Background  

Carl first came to WAC two years ago with 4CT as part of a pilot National Citizenship Scheme. Then 

again when he was on a scheme for unemployed young people run by Manchester College at the 
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Roundhouse. His group had been offered several free canoeing sessions courtesy of the Ending 

Gangs and Violence grant administered by GMYN.  

Our youth workers saw Carl was uncomfortable in these sessions as he didn’t fit with the other 

young people and the Manchester College worker explained he had a more serious take on life. A 

conversation developed about volunteering and this maintained his attendance at the canoeing 

sessions even though he’d ceased to go to the other parts of the course.  

He started as a WAC volunteer in May. Since then he has moved into his own flat, quite a big step as 

he comes from a family of ten children. Carl left school at fifteen when his father died. Since then 

the family have struggled financially as well as emotionally. 

Carl’s Most Significant Change 

Carl came up with one main change and a list of things during our chat. The ones with an asterisk*, 

are the ones that came after Kate said something that may have prompted/reminded / given 

permission or simply was the next thing he would have said anyway. This is in the order he said 

them: 

 More confidence 

 Getting to know about other people’s lives* 

 Different things suit different people 

 Was lost, didn’t know what to do 

 Didn’t feel happy with Manchester College group, feel comfy here ‘I felt in the wrong place 

and you only need one cv’ 

 Getting support from others* 

 Can talk better to people. ‘My mate is ADHD, proper crazy sometimes so I know how to deal 

with him so have used that with groups. But with him I sometimes sit on him, I wouldn’t do 

that here’ 

 Not so scared 

 Moved house to flat 

 Missing siblings – good and bad, lonely 

 Interesting all the disabilities* 

 Helping others makes you look at yourself* 

 Sometimes shy with groups. Good that such a lot of different ones so if one difficult like hard 

lads, same age, next group is very different 

 Like Sunday Fundays (WAC junior youth and play club)* 

 ‘Left school with nowt. Left in year 10, no work experience, nowt’ 

 Maybe get apprenticeship 

 Maybe youth work training*. Way in (Access Course – Kate said she’ll look at with Carl) 

This led into general discussion about youth work and similar work, the economy and how I’d started 

on Job Creation many years ago. How some people just know what they want to do, other stumble 

on it and many just earn money or not! This felt like a good way to end the discussion. 
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Why use the Most Significant Change Model. 

The key strengths of this tool are that it is flexible, participative and qualitative. At a joint 

VYM/MMU workshop held at Manchester Metropolitan University in November 2013, the 

following benefits were identified - for organisations, for individual workers, for youth work 

practice and for funders / commissioners: 

Organisations 

 Enables youth work organisations to be accountable to their profession, values and 

ethics of youth work and be accountable to their peers via the peer review process. 

 Improves quality of work – as part of wider work around evaluation and impact. This 

enables youth workers to create even tighter projects which are based on what 

young people identify they would value, enjoy and want to participate in. 

 A whole organisation approach – trustees, managers, frontline workers – increases 

trustees’ practical knowledge of young people’s experience of the service and day to 

day running of service which informs strategic decision-making. 

 

Workers 

 Workers feel valued as practice reflects their discipline of youth work. 

 Improves workers’ research skills – we get better at asking the right questions. 

Honest critical practice. 

 

Practice 

 Integrated into youth work practice – is not ‘extra’ work. 

 Is congruous with youth work practice so workers are more inclined to be positive 

about implementation. 

 Good source of first person qualitative evidence.  

 This work is a partnership with Manchester Metropolitan University and is linked to 

an online portal which will enable practitioners and academics to capture locally 

situated evidence share knowledge. 

 Is founded in larger scale research and has been tested in another area of the UK. 

This provides a strong evidence base and contributes to national learning around 

impact and outcomes in youth contexts. 

 Encourages practice sharing – something that is consistently identified by workers as 

needed more and valued as part of youth work (currently decreasing as perceptions 

of best use of time are more affected by reduced budgets/external pressures of 

funders). 
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Young People 

 Positive impact on young people’s participation – everyone involved is valued, taken 

seriously and recognised for their contribution. 

 

Funders/commissioners 

 A good fit with ‘social value’ -  as funders become clearer about where they will take 

the social value agenda in commissioning, youth work organisations have a source of 

evidence that provides a good fit with the work and values of their organisation. 

 Provides good evidence for social audits/accounting - fits with developments from 

funders. 

 It is participatory, impact driven and flexible in its application. Outcomes can be 

evidenced and linked to multiple funders’ requirements during the interpretation 

stage of the process. 

 Depth of knowledge of what works – young people, workers and external factors vs. 

case studies (which provide ‘professional’ view – for rather than with, even if well 

intentioned). 
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FURTHER READING 

Cooper, S. (2011) ‘Reconnecting with evaluation: the benefits of using a participatory 

approach to assess impact.’ In Youth & Policy 107, pp. 55-70 

The Barefoot Guide – see http://www.barefootguide.org/ 

World Café Method – Animation scribers – see http://www.theworldcafe.com/method.html 

IDYW Stories ‘This is Youth Work’ Booklet and Video – see 

http://www.chooseyouth.org/assets/documents/this-is-youth-work-book.pdf 

Tony Taylor discussion in Bolton & Wigan Summer 2013 

http://www.indefenceofyouthwork.org.uk/wordpress/?p=3827  

http://www.indefenceofyouthwork.org.uk/wordpress/?p=3841  

Threatening Youth Work : The Illusion of Outcomes 

‘Threatening Youth Work: The Illusion of Outcomes’ Chatting Critically about Outcomes  
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enthusiasm and substantial intellectual engagement in the development of this tool: Myrtle 

Finley, GMYN; Tess Gregson, 42nd Street; Lilian Pons, WAC; Lisa Samuel, ME1. 

Thanks also to Kate Paxton, Manchester Settlement (David Watkins), Hideaway Youth 

Project (Julie Wharton), 42nd Street (Tess Gregson) and WHIZ Youth Project (Alison 

Chisholm) for trialling the tool as part of Kate’s MA Research in 2015. 

 

http://www.indefenceofyouthwork.org.uk/wordpress/?p=3827
http://www.indefenceofyouthwork.org.uk/wordpress/?p=3841
http://www.indefenceofyouthwork.org.uk/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2013/09/Threatening-YW-and-Illusion-final1.pdf
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Learn 

Rigorous 
preparation 

Well judged 
questions 

Reflect 

Share 
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