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How to measure client outcomes

Conducting surveys 

This briefing will cover the things you need to consider 
when preparing to survey your clients. For examples of 
surveys developed by the agencies we worked with, see 
the table of outcomes resources 

Be proportionate

The type of survey you use should depend on the type 
of advice you give and how you give it. One-off phone 
advice will need a different approach to a specialist level 
case which has taken 9 months to complete. 

As a rule, the amount of feedback you get from a client 
will be in proportion to the level of interaction you have 
with them. It is unlikely, for example, that a person who 
has received 10 minutes of advice over the phone three 
months ago will want to talk to you for half an hour about 
its outcomes. 

This document is part of the series How to measure client outcomes produced by 
Advice Services Alliance as part of the Working Together for Advice Project.  The whole 
series can be found at www.asauk.org.uk/adviceoutcomes.
ASA is a Company Limited by Guarantee, registered in England & Wales no. 3533317.  
6th Floor, 63, St Mary Axe, London EC3A 8AA.  Charity no.1112627.

http://www.asauk.org.uk/fileLibrary/pdf/Table_of_outcomes_inc_LINKS.pdf
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Where your interaction with the client is limited in this way you 
should try to get feedback from them immediately or within a few 
days of them getting advice. You should also think carefully about 
the number of questions it is reasonable to ask. You may want to 
limit the survey to 4 or 5 short questions. 

Where your interaction with your clients takes place over a longer 
period or involves specialist advice, it is likely that you will be able 
to collect more information and you may even be able to interview 
your clients more than once to track changes that take place over 
time, as a result of the advice you give. 

One questionnaire or two?

You will need to decide whether you want your clients to complete 
a questionnaire on just one occasion or on two occasions. Many of 
the agencies we worked with chose to interview their clients twice. 
They hoped that by doing so they would be able to show a change 
in their clients over time, as a result of having received advice. 
Other agencies chose to survey their clients on one occasion only. 
They asked their clients to think back to their situation before they 
had received advice and reflect on whether receiving advice had 
brought about a change in their situation or in how they felt. 

Both methods worked well. When deciding, you should bear in 
mind the need to be proportionate. Therefore if you only give one-
off advice, interviewing clients twice is probably not appropriate. 

You should also think about whether you have the staff time to 
carry out two rounds of surveying and whether you think you 
will be able to stay in touch with clients in between the two 
rounds. Some of the agencies we worked with that used two 
questionnaires said that they would opt for the single questionnaire 
in the future as they found it was very difficult to stay in touch with 
clients for the purpose of doing a follow-up questionnaire. 
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What to ask

You probably already have a pretty good idea of the questions you 
want to ask. Clients tend to give informal feedback about how their 
advice agency has helped them. Developing a questionnaire is 
simply a method to capture this information in a formal way. 

You might also want to give the information to funders and so you 
will probably want to tailor the questions to cover your funders’ 
interests. The agencies we worked with all tended to cover: 
health, stress, confidence, and relationships with family and 
friends. However, there may be other topics that are important 
to your clients. Once you have a first draft of your questionnaire, 
it’s a good idea to try it out with a couple of clients and ask them 
whether there are any areas that it doesn’t cover that they would 
like to comment on. 

Before drafting your questions you should think carefully about 
whether your clients will be able to answer them. Where the 
advice has been one-off or where your contact with the client 
is limited they may not have experienced much change in their 
health or confidence or other areas listed above. In this situation 
it may be better to ask whether, after receiving advice, the client 
understands their situation more clearly and feels better able 
to deal with their situation, rather than asking about changes to 
health or relationships. 
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Writing questions – Dos and Don’ts
Do

• Include questions that can be answered by selecting a mark 
on a scale e.g. ‘on a scale of 1 to 5 how would you rate your 
confidence to deal with your problem, where 1 means low 
confidence and 5 means high confidence’. The advantage of 
these questions is that they are usually easier for the client to 
complete and easier to analyse and report on. 

• Think about including open questions such as ‘Can you tell 
us how the problem you are facing has affected you.’ Open 
questions allow people to raise the issues that they think are 
important. Therefore answers to such questions can provide 
more detailed information than 1-5 scale questions and new 
insights that you haven’t anticipated. However, responses 
to these questions are harder and more time-consuming to 
analyse and it is best not to build a questionnaire entirely 
around them.

• Think about the best order for your questions. We found 
that clients were comfortable to talk about their health at the 
start of an interview. People tend to find questions relating to 
relationships a bit more intrusive so it’s better to leave these 
until later in the questionnaire when clients are more relaxed.

• Explain technical terms and avoid acronyms such as DLA or 
DWP. 

• Consult staff on the questionnaire content to ensure it covers 
the areas of clients’ lives that they think are most likely to be 
affected.

• Consult clients on the questionnaire content.

• Test your questionnaire with a couple of clients to check 
how long it takes to answer and if the questions are easily 
understood. If they have difficulty understanding something, ask 
them how it could be phrased more clearly.
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Don’t

• Use vague or ambiguous questions such as ‘Do you feel 
better’? Better means lots of different things to people. 

• Use jargon such as ‘community engagement’. Few people will 
know what this means.

• Use leading questions such as ‘Do you agree this problem 
makes you more stressed?’

• Combine questions e.g. ‘Did this problem affect your 
relationship with your children and did it cause you to feel 
anxious?’

How many clients to include

Be realistic about how may clients you can involve in the survey. 
A larger sample will take much more time and effort and will take 
away resources from your core work. Rather than starting with a 
large sample, it might be better to start with a small number, say 
10, so that you can understand all of the work that a sample of 
that size generates for you and what kind of information it gives 
you. Once you know that, you can decide whether you want to 
involve more clients the next time.
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Selecting your sample

There are various ways to select the sample of clients to answer 
your questionnaire. Options include:

• Targeting an area of law or type of problem e.g. all debt clients 
or all clients with multiple debts.

• Selecting a particular period e.g. one or two weeks when all 
clients will be asked if they are willing to take part in the survey. 

• Targeting a specific service e.g. selecting an outreach service in 
a hospital and asking all clients over a period of time. 

You will probably want to combine some of the options above eg 
all the multiple debt clients that you saw in July. 

Who should do the surveying?

The agencies we worked with used a range of different people. 
This included administration volunteers, paid staff, law students 
and the consultants working on the project. The person 
interviewing the client should be familiar with the content of the 
questionnaire and be able to clarify the questions if needed. It’s 
also a good idea for the person doing the interviewing to have 
some experience of working with people. The more empathetic 
the interviewer, the more likely the client is to be open about their 
experiences and their feelings.  

Unless there is no alternative, the adviser delivering the advice 
should not conduct the survey. This is because the client may feel 
that they want to please the adviser and therefore exaggerate the 
effect that the advice has had on them.
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However, the client’s adviser should explain to the client that 
the agency would like to collect information from them about the 
outcomes of its work, get the client’s consent to be contacted, 
explain the purpose of the work and if possible who it is who will 
contact them and when. If the caseworker doesn’t do this, it will 
mean that the client is contacted unexpectedly by someone they 
don’t know. They may feel their confidence has been breached 
and this may affect their willingness to answer your questions. 

Things to remember when interviewing 
clients

• explain the purpose of the survey, tell clients how long it will 
take and what the information they give will be used for

• reassure clients that their views will not be attributed to them 
and whilst a report might use quotes it will not name clients

• encourage the client to expand on their answers

• if the client wants to say more about a question that only allows 
an answer on a 1-5 scale, don’t stop them from doing so and 
make a note of what they say 

• take care not to give advice to the client and don’t direct what 
the client says

• thank the client for their time and if applicable, check that it 
is okay to contact the client in the future and check that their 
contact details will be the same.
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When should you carry out the survey?

One-off survey If you plan to survey your clients on one occasion 
only, it is best to do this shortly after your clients have received 
advice. “Shortly after” could mean immediately after. This might 
be appropriate if the client has received a short piece of one-off 
advice. The adviser should ask at the end of the interview if the 
client is able to spend a further ten minutes (or however long you 
think it will be) with a colleague answering some questions about 
how their problem and the advice has affected them.

This approach has some difficulties as clients are often in a rush 
to leave after their interview because they need to get back to 
work or home. Also clients can be a bit overwhelmed by having 
seen their adviser and so are not keen to have to answer more 
questions at that moment. 

Alternatively you could agree to phone clients a couple of days 
after they have received advice at a time that is convenient for 
them. This works well as the client will still have the experience 
of coming to the agency fresh in their mind and will be able to 
comment on the effect it has had on them. 

Two surveys If you are surveying your clients on two occasions 
you should consider carrying out the first survey before they have 
received advice. This will give you information about how clients 
have been affected by their problems and what their state of mind 
is before they receive advice. However, several agencies thought 
about doing this but decided against it as they felt it would be 
insensitive. Clients are often nervous before seeing an adviser 
and their purpose in going to the agency is to get advice; it is not 
to answer questions about their feelings and their personal lives. 
You will have to decide whether it is appropriate in your agency to 
interview clients before they have received advice.

The agencies that felt they could not survey clients before they 
had received advice decided that the best time to interview clients 
is shortly after they have received advice. See above for meaning 
of “shortly after”.

www.asauk.org.uk/adviceoutcomes
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When to conduct the follow up 
questionnaire

If you plan to interview your clients twice, you need to decide the 
best time to conduct the follow-up questionnaire. 

The agencies we worked with took different approaches:

• A CAB that collected outcomes for one-off advice did their 
second interviews two weeks after the first. 

• A youth advice agency, which has regular, ongoing contact 
with their clients gave them an option of when to complete the 
second questionnaire. They ended up getting them all done 
within a month. 

• Law Centres and specialist advice agencies tended to wait 
until cases had closed to do their second interviews. This 
could mean that several months passed between interviews. 
However, clients tended to have had a lot of contact with the 
agency in that time so were still happy to answer questions.

It was more common for agencies to carry out the follow-up 
questionnaires on the phone rather than in person. 

In some cases it was difficult to maintain contact with clients. 
There are some things you can do to prevent this:

• Some clients may be reluctant to answer the phone e.g. if they 
have debts and fear being chased by a creditor. Therefore you 
need to pre-arrange an exact time to call.

• A lot of clients prefer to be contacted during the evening and 
not during the day when they are at work.

• If the time lapse is quite long because the case is taking a long 
time to complete, it can help to give the client a reminder call 
every now and then so that they know you haven’t forgotten 
them and to tell them you will call to do the final interview when 
the case finishes.  

www.asauk.org.uk/adviceoutcomes


