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Abstract
Evaluating the impact of sport for development is fraught with practical and methodological challenges.
The evaluator is often presented with complex and messy social realities compounded by ill‐defined
interventions with hard‐to‐follow outcomes. Further, those subject to an impact evaluation can feel under
the spotlight with little contribution to the research programme, which complicates the potentially
informative learning and developmental processes of the evaluation. This article provides an introduction to
ripple effects mapping (REM) as an evaluation technique and draws on the case study of a community‐based,
physical‐activity intervention within the UK. This article will demonstrate the utility of REM as a
co‐productive technique for exploring programme outcomes but also as a tool to capture and understand
the impact of the programme on participants. Through the presentation and analysis of the example REM,
produced collaboratively with programme participants and stakeholders, the discussion illustrates the
suitability and potential of REM as a process evaluation tool. The article presents REM in the context of
evaluating sport for development practices and provides a critique and reflection about the refinement of
REM as a robust evaluation tool.

Keywords
community engagement; evaluation; impact; participatory methods; physical activity; ripple effects mapping;
sport for development

1. Introduction

The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development recognises sport as an important enabler of sustainable
development (United Nations, 2015). A priority area identified by the UN General Assembly is the
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promotion and facilitation of research, monitoring, and evaluation in sports for development and peace
(United Nations, 2022). This priority reflects the need to better understand the potential outcomes and
impacts of community sport‐based programmes, but also why such changes occur and under what
circumstances. However, understanding the “impact” of sport for development and what counts as
“evidence” remains a pressing issue (Adams & Harris, 2023; Coalter, 2013; Daniels et al., 2018; Harris &
Adams, 2016). This article presents a novel approach to understanding impact through the application of
ripple effects mapping (REM) within the evaluation of a national sport for development programme in
England. Given the range of potential outcomes sought through sport‐based programmes for change, it
comes as no surprise that impact evaluation continues to be fraught with a number of challenges. The focus
of this article is to reflect upon and discuss the utility of REM within an evaluation setting and critically
assess the strengths and limitations of the technique. REM workshop results are presented and analysed to
give examples of how outputs may appear and how they can be interpreted, yet also what further methods
can be applied to triangulate findings and add depth. The following section outlines several of these
common challenges, before introducing REM as a technique. The purpose here is not to suggest REM is a
straightforward panacea to remedy the trials and tribulations of conducting robust evaluation, but rather to
demonstrate both its evaluative potential and current limitations. This article is therefore guided by the
following two research questions: How can REM be used to understand the pathways to impact of sport for
development programmes? What are the limitations of REM and how can the technique be further refined
to address these limitations?

2. Literature Review

Evidencing the outcomes and impact of sport for development remains a challenging task. To begin with, the
enduring belief of some practitioners and policymakers in the view of sport as “unambiguously wholesome
and healthy activity in both a physical and moral sense” (Smith & Waddington, 2004, p. 281) is often seen
to negate the need for robust evaluation and evidence. Furthermore, such programmes are interventions in
a messy social context (Daniels et al., 2018), often with “ill‐defined with hard‐to‐follow outcomes” (Coalter,
2007, p. 552). Even when organisations do publicly present their impact, it is common to find that reporting is
characterised by vague programme aims and objectives, limited details on the measurement tools used, and
an over‐reliance on anecdotal and self‐reported evidence (Brazier et al., 2024). Even when the reporting of
evidence is more robust and systematic, in multi‐faceted social interventions it remains difficult to attribute
any measured change to a single programme component (Coalter, 2013) or isolate factors with sufficient
dexterity to prove the direct impact of sport‐based approaches (Lindsey & Chapman, 2017).

Furthermore, the desire for more evidence has often been entrenched within positivist paradigms that
dismiss alternative forms of knowledge and instead promote the desire to generate stronger statistical data
(Haudenhuyse et al., 2012; Piggin et al., 2009). A preoccupation with positivist methodologies in evaluating
sport‐based social programmes has been, in part, according to Kay (2009), a product of the political desire
for evidence‐based policy and increased accountability which encourages the use of measuring methods.
So even with resounding calls for more evidence, in the context of such wide‐ranging, amorphous, and often
contested definitions it is not wholly clear what would constitute proof of success (Coalter, 2013).

However, all is not lost. Those calling for a paradigm shift in evaluating the social impact of sport for
development programmes who want to enable richer interpretations using qualitative participatory methods
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alongside quantitative measures (Levermore, 2011) would likely be encouraged by the burgeoning body of
work that draws upon theory‐based evaluation methodologies. This work aims not only understand if a
programme works, but why, for whom, and in what circumstances (Coalter, 2012; Daniels et al., 2018; Harris,
2018; Verkooijen et al., 2020). The emerging generation of insights around the social processes and
relationships within sport for development programmes has coincided with more critical questions about the
role of the evaluator. There is a recognition that the exertion of power pervades all aspects of the evaluation
process including the production and dissemination of knowledge (Adams & Harris, 2014; Kay, 2012;
Lindsey & Jeanes, 2023). As such, approaches that enable greater collaboration between researchers,
policymakers, and participants throughout the evaluation have been advocated on the basis that they
provide a fertile basis for evaluation‐as‐learning (Brazier et al., 2024; Harris, 2018; Mansfield, 2016; Shulha
et al., 2016). The following section outlines the innovative and participatory REM technique adopted within
the evaluation of a nationwide sport for development programme. This technique enabled the collection of
rich insight into essential programme processes and indicative outcome pathways, whilst also remaining
sensitised to how evaluation exercises are influenced by different stakeholders’ perspectives about the
purpose and utilisation of evidence.

REM has recently gained popularity among those seeking to understand the impacts of complex social
interventions. REM has been used to explore intended and unexpected programme impacts within the fields
of health promotion (Nobles et al., 2022b; Washburn et al., 2020), education (Peterson & Skolits, 2019),
inequality and poverty alleviation (Welborn et al., 2016), community development (Sadeghzadeh et al., 2022;
Taylor et al., 2020), and physical activity provision (Nobles et al., 2022a; Rodriguez Espinosa et al., 2023).
While there are variations as to how the method is employed, especially in the analytical stages (see
Chazdon et al., 2017; Nobles et al., 2022b), the cornerstone of the technique is participatory workshops
with stakeholders who have had significant engagement and experience of the programme. REM explores
programme implementation from multiple perspectives, and as such typically aligns with interpretivist social
research (Taylor et al., 2020). REM, according to Chazdon et al. (2017), is highly influenced by appreciative
inquiry. Early approaches to REM have typically included peer‐to‐peer interviews at the start of the session
where participants (in pairs) are given an interview guide and take turns interviewing one another. This
allows participants to share their perspectives of how a programme has impacted them, a meaningful
experience, or indicate changes that they have viewed or experienced as a result of the programme. These
stories are then relayed back to the entire group as the evaluator/facilitator supports respondents to
co‐produce a visual map illustrating the development and interconnection of these stories. However, not all
REM workshops follow the peer‐to‐peer approach, especially those that involve the ongoing maintenance of
a map over weeks and months (see Nobles et al., 2022b). Chazdon et al. (2017) advise facilitators to provide
an interview schedule for participants and in some instances detail how an initial “set‐up” presentation at the
beginning of a REM workshop can be used to coach novice interviewers on the basics of qualitative
interviewing. Further details on peer‐to‐peer interviewing will be discussed in the methodology section.

Chazdon et al. (2017) outlined three mapping approaches (web mapping, in‐depth rippling, and theming and
rippling) and utilises the community capitals framework as a primary framework for analysis (see
Sadeghzadeh et al., 2022; Welborn et al., 2016). Recently, Nobles et al. (2022b) added a fourth timeline
approach which they argue is more familiar to practitioners and helps to outline impact pathways over time.
In many cases REM workshops are performed retrospectively, however, Nobles et al. (2022b) argue that
mapping activities should run concurrently at regular intervals adding a prospective element rather than
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being purely retrospective. This is in part due to feedback by REM participants that sessions have acted as a
reflective tool helping them to identify impactful aspects of their work. As Taylor et al. (2020) note, REM
sessions aided participants in unpacking and sharing the intricacies of their work, building a sense of
collective understanding, and coalescing around programme goals. To date, the pairing of REM with
traditional qualitative methods has yet to be explored by sport for development researchers. Conducting
REM workshops in combination with in‐depth qualitative work can help to unpack the nuance of
decision‐making and experience which may not always be surfaced during a REM session. Utilising REM to
explore the programme’s impacts (retrospectively and prospectively) can support an analysis of contribution
as researchers can examine the context that programme impacts occur within. This can help to produce a
rich and informative picture of the intervention’s impact that is readily communicable to other stakeholders
and funders.

3. Methodology

3.1. Case Study Selection

The case is a national physical activity programme that aims to increase physical activity levels in deprived
communities in England. The overarching management structure of the national programme consists of
25 local project areas which are managed locally by a consortium. Within the consortia is one lead
organisation (LO) where the two main job roles are housed—the strategic lead (who oversees the general
trend and vision of the project) and the project lead (PL), who does the day‐to‐day engagement and
coordination of the project. Nationally, the programme has adopted a place‐based approach which can be
understood as part of the general trend towards localism within developmental approaches at the national
level of policy (Weck et al., 2021). Place‐based approaches signify a reliance upon key local actors
(place‐partnerships), specific place‐based regeneration strategies (utilising the facets of culture as
pro‐development tools, for example), local level empowerment, and adopting strategies that are
contextualised to the socio‐cultural, geographical environment in which they are meant to perform.
The above‐noted strategies are all meant to combat social exclusion to work strategically with localities on
the basis of their strengths and weaknesses (Weck et al., 2021).

At the national level, there was originally a strategic preference for football‐focused activities, though in
practice this is very loosely applied at a local project level. After 18 months of delivery, the national
programme had delivered over 10,000 sessions and had a total of 118,000 attendances with 8,800 unique
individuals, 71% of whom lived in England’s most deprived wards (defined by a high Indices of Multiple
Deprivation score). The purpose of this evaluation was to capture reported programme outcomes and
impacts and understand how and why these occurred at a local project level. Not all project areas were
selected for in‐depth REM case study work. Local projects were selected on the basis that they (a) showed a
commitment to community engagement, often through innovative practice, (b) demonstrated success in
engaging typically ‘hard to reach’ groups in physical activity, and (c) the degree to which the project
contributed towards the national strategic outcomes.

This article presents the findings from a project we will call here Active Ladies (AL). Within the AL project, over
85% of participants are from Global Majority backgrounds (e.g., Black/Caribbean, Pakistani, Bengali, Arab,
Indian, and “other Asian backgrounds”). The AL project was alone responsible for 30% of all participation
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from Global Majority women across the entirety of the 25 national programmes (as of September 2023 data).
Furthermore, AL is the only project to hire a Muslim woman for the pivotal job role of PL. This was identified
as significant because it reflected the place‐based approach and ethos of the national programme in working
with predominantlyMuslim women, but also marked a change from the systemic issue of underrepresentation
in sports development recruitment (Whitley & Welty Peachey, 2020). So this case was not selected on the
basis of being representative of national provision; that is to say that the AL project was selected “not in the
hope of proving anything, but rather in the hope of learning something” (Eysenck, 1979, p. 9).

3.2. Recruitment

Sampling protocol for REM sessions suggests that participants should have high involvement with the project
either as managers, participants, or wider stakeholders (see Chazdon et al., 2017). In retrospective impact
mapping, a varied sample of project stakeholders is preferred (see Chazdon et al., 2017) while in concurrent
timeline mapping (see Nobles et al., 2022b), smaller managerially focused groups are suggested. Following
Chazdon et al. (2017), this evaluation included a range of stakeholders to capture a holistic snapshot of the
AL project (see Table 1). The lead researcher developed a REM participant information sheet and relied upon
the PL to disseminate this and recruit participants. The PL acted as the gatekeeper for participant
recruitment and worked with the research team to finalise the range, experience, and background of desired
participants. Prior to beginning fieldwork the evaluation research was granted ethical approval through their
university ethics process. All evaluation participants were given an information sheet outlining the
evaluation, their right to withdraw and how to do so, and details on how information would be used. It is
worth noting that participation in the evaluation for the AL project is part of the contractual obligations for
local projects in direct receipt of programme funding. However, the inclusion of all others (e.g., session
participants) was entirely voluntary.

Table 1. REM session participants.

Stakeholder group Number Position/role/experience Rationale

LO 5 PL and consortium members Understanding planning and project
development

National leadership team 1 Programme manager Key relationship manager between
project and national team

Project participants &
volunteers

8 Project attendees Understanding beneficial project
actions and impact on participants

Local voluntary, community
and social enterprises

5 Representatives from partner
community organisations

Understanding relationships
and impacts

3.3. Conducting a REMWorkshop

The REMworkshop explored here lasted approximately two hours and began with peer‐to‐peer interviewing,
followed by the main participatory mapping exercise, and then ended with a reflection activity to identify
key impact pathways. The lead researcher began the workshop with a ten‐minute presentation about the
workshop’s goals and agenda. Participants were then put into pairs and providedwith a peer‐to‐peer interview
schedule for quality assurance. The schedule had one leading question and follow‐up prompts:
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• Can you think of an event or an experience related to your involvement with the project that you are
really proud of?
— What happened, what did you or others do?
— Who was involved/impacted? What was their response?
— Are you doing anything different now as a result of this?
— What surprised you about this?
— If you could summarize, what is the main point of learning in this story?

Participants were instructed to find an interview partner they hadn’t worked with recently and given
7–8 minutes each to interview one another. They were asked to listen “with purpose,” take detailed notes,
and ask follow‐up questions. Stories were then relayed back to the whole group with the lead researcher
acting as facilitator during the radiant mind mapping exercise. Following Nobles et al. (2022b), key events
were mapped along a timeline during the REM workshop and the researcher facilitated a group discussion
that explored the story of the AL project from a multitude of perspectives. The researcher recorded events
but also included qualitative comments where further context was needed, or to highlight significance.
Participants, towards the end of the REM session, were asked as a group: What is the central, or most
significant part of this story? Time was given to explore their responses. The result of the above process was
the production of a REM vignette that explores not just what or how something was done, but why those
activities were significant in the eyes of the participants. Hence, the approach contributes to the ongoing
evolution of REM as an approach but also aligns with Taylor et al.’s (2020) claims of REM’s power as an
interpretivist tool to explore meanings within a given context (for further comprehensive practical guidance
on conducting a REM workshop see Chazdon et al., 2017; for specifics on the timeline approach adopted
here see Nobles et al., 2022b). Finally, the facilitator endeavored to adopt a reflexive approach, interrogating
one’s privilege and positionality which are identified as essential in utilising REM within this evaluation of
sport for development, enabling the researchers to be sensitised to evaluator‐respondent power relations.

3.4. Additional Data Collection and Analysis

A digitised version of the hand‐captured REM output was created using Miro, a free mind‐mapping software
programme, which was preferred over other options (Vensim or XMind) due to its ease of use. As discussed
above, the workshop recorded not just events, but participants comments and interpretations of these events
(although not verbatim). Analytically, the research process embedded into its approach the most significant
change (see Chazdon et al., 2017) approach which highlights the central or most important thematic construct
of the REM workshop. In this article, the researchers have not veered from this theme of the right person (see
Figure 3 and Section 4.2.2) as this was viewed as the agreed central aspect the REM map and was a thematic
construct co‐produced with those present.

The REM output and its findings (impact pathways) were then the focus of follow‐up qualitative fieldwork,
thereby adding a greater degree of rigour and robustness to the evaluation through the triangulation of
methods (Tracy, 2010). A two‐day follow‐up site visit included eight formal semi‐structured interviews with
other programme staff and participants, and four site visits to observe key project delivery spaces and
sessions—which also entailed ad hoc informal conversations about the programme with those in attendance.
Interviews were audio recorded and transcribed verbatim while field notes were taken by hand and also
transcribed. Predominantly, and for the purposes of this article, qualitative materials were process‐coded to
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understand where on the timeline the comments fit. Important qualitative comments were selected to be
included on the map in Miro based on the criteria of adding important context or significance. For example,
Figure 2 is a timeline adaptation of interview material with the director of the LO which tells the story of the
initial consultation period and how the findings underpinned approaches taken within the project (thus
adding both context and significance to later temporal events). The purpose of this tranche of fieldwork was
to rigourise and establish the credibility of the key impact pathways identified through the REM session,
whilst also adding a richer understanding of the impact and value of the programme for participants and
other stakeholders. Crucially, follow‐up fieldwork enabled the evaluation team to add further details to the
digitised map, strengthening and enriching the value of the map as an interpretive impact assessment tool.

4. Findings

4.1. Participant Experiences of REM

Participant reflections indicated that the session generated significant enthusiasm, a sense of momentum
and pride in the project’s efforts. For example, the PL described that the REM workshop helped validated
her approach:

The mapping exercise, bringing everyone together, was very impactful. I think it validated how I’m
talking about the project…to know the feelings of other people really did validate for me that actually
I’m on the right track. (PL)

Project participants also reflected positively. Given their evident feelings of affinity and connection to the
AL project and the impact it has had on their lives, REM provided a space for them to speak openly about
their experience and for it to be valued. For example, the participant comment below, shared among the
group and reiterated during an audio‐recorded interview, indicated how motivated she was to speak on the
project’s behalf.

For me, this project gave me the first step to change my life. It was the first step in a new virtuous cycle
for me. That is what I want to say and coming here to say it to everyone today, it is my joy.

From a strategic perspective, the REM workshop helped to solidify perspectives about how the project was
having an impact. As the project’s strategic leader described:

I think it’s taught us a lot of lessons. Like me personally, the team, but also organisationally as a whole.
I’ve got absolute faith in the way that the project works, but I think the workshop has just helped to
solidify that perspective.

In all, REM was viewed favourably by participants and especially by the project’s leadership team who
identified its capacity to stimulate learning and reflection and to solidify perspectives about what has
worked well thus far and why.
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4.2. REM as a Process Evaluation Tool

The REM workshop provided a thorough insight into the perceived project processes and key impact
pathways. The REM output is demonstrated in Figure 1—provided here not to offer any specific reading, but
rather to illustrate the volume and nature of the information generated. The timeline can be identified
running horizontally through the center of the map, with multiple ripples coming off with additional details.

Figure 1. Picture of anonymised ripple effects map produced during the research workshop.

Ripples indicated that where outputs and outcomes were achieved, this was often due to a process of
building stronger relationships with trusted community organisations and utilising familiar and trusted
community spaces for delivery; making activities more accessible and reducing perceived cultural barriers.
This finding is consistent with other examples of community‐based physical activity programming (Bates &
Hylton, 2021). The map also illustrated a key impact pathway: recruiting staff who “represents the
community” with lived experience of social, cultural, and gendered barriers to participation. The AL project
helped the LO to realise the benefit of adopting a “grow your own” policy which now sees the LO committed
to hiring 20% of staff from within the target community. The reason for this was participants’ emphasis on
important processes such as having “staff that represents the community,” “working around prayer times or
caring duties,” “focus on inclusivity,” and “increased control and choice about how and how often to
participate.” The overarching finding from the REM workshop was that the participants trusted the
programme and felt a connection to it. One of the primary project inputs that have led to this was identified
as the “culturally appropriate” PL who implicitly understood their needs and could shape the programme
accordingly. As such, the following section details two impact pathway ripples central to impact: (a) the
project’s initial community engagement processes and (b) the project’s successful recruitment of an
appropriate candidate into the PL role.
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4.2.1. Community Engagement Processes

Interviews conducted with other project participants following the REM workshop strengthened the original
findings of the ripple effects map. The lived realities of local women were often characterised by high rates
of social isolation, domestic violence, mental health issues, and the resulting low physical activity rates due
to feeling unsafe doing activities outside the home and the stigma attached to women’s exercise. Building
trusting relationships was therefore essential, as the director of the LO explains:

The City Council was keen to bring in external consultation to do the in‐depth consultation research,
I was totally against that. I wanted the funding to make a difference rather than just paying someone
to parachute in and take the money….So we gave the funds to food banks to restock their stores; in
return theywould complete the in‐depth community research for us.We knew that our target audience
were utilising food banks, and because these are trusted organisations, they were able to do a really
detailed consultation report….Positive outcomes from this process were that we were able to support
food banks, we got high‐quality consultation that we are still using today, [and] the process helped us
to become the leading organisation for the project.

This key impact pathway and the associated outcomes are represented in Figure 2. Giving directly to food
banks for a quid pro quo exchange while cutting out external consultants, demonstrated a commitment to
a trust‐building process in the eyes of local individuals and organisations. This unconventional community
engagement led to a second impact pathway (Figure 3) and the creation of a women’s only project, sensitised
to the cultural and social needs of the community (e.g., breaks for prayer, working around caring duties), and
led by a local Muslim woman with a professional background in counselling and social work.

4.2.2. Recruiting the “Right Person”

Figure 3 illustrates the recruitment process and chain of events leading to the successful launch of the
AL project (red timeline), the significance of which cannot be understood without recognising the
processes leading to it. The appointment of a PL with no prior professional experience in the field of
community sport was unconventional, but given the challenge of engaging this target group in the past, the
director of the LO and the strategic leadership team made a choice to hire based upon the consultation
results rather than conventional wisdom (e.g., an essential requirement of sports qualifications and/or
football‐based experience):

Previously, we haven’t had much visibility among Muslim audiences so we’ve had a difficult time
reaching them. Historically we would have hired based on qualifications, so this is a big change and
we wanted to break down the barriers to employment and empower the person who had the right
attributes. (strategic lead)

However, as the appointed PL described during the REM workshop, she “already felt a barrier” when the
director initially attempted to recruit her (blue timeline). Growing up near a Premier League football club
stadium had meant traumatic memories of football‐based violence; as a Muslim she associated football with
feelings of fear and exclusion. However, AL community engagement processes and their focus on trust building
helped her to see their authentic community‐centered intentions. This ripple illustrates the importance of the
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Community
Engagement
Grant awarded
Winter, 2021

Community Engagement
Grant distributed between
local organisa!ons to
replenish food bank stocks

Local organisa!ons
complete detailed
community research,
aiding par!cipants to fill
out forms and even
translated into different
languages.

Local Charity
becomes lead
organisa!ons for the
project Jan. 2022

Consulta!on Results:

The target audience became women of all ages who showed the greatest need.
The consulta!on showed that:
   1. Women wanted to and needed to exercise and socialise with other females.
   2. They wanted the programmes to be on their doorstep.
   3. They wanted childcare and cultural barriers or understanding to be
   3. considered.
   4. They wanted to engage with people in the program who looked like them,
   4. spoke like them, dressed like them.
   5. They wanted physical ac!vity support but also support with their mental
   5. health and overall well-being.

Recruitment and
Project Launch

Figure 2. Community engagement impact ripple.

The ‘Right Person’ — the project lead
   • Cer!fied counsellor
   • Founder of a local community
   • organiza!on based in target area
   • Has over 8 years experience engaging
   • the community and working around
   • social issues such as knife crime and
   • an!-social behaviour

Ac!ve Ladies begins works harder to
recruit the candidate (recently qualified
as a social worker)
   • took her to see a match, her first
   • experience of seeing live football
   • let her choose her ideal start date start
   • in (August, 2022) and other aspects of
   • the job

Spring 2021 — “It all Stated with a game
of Rounders in the park”

The PL and M., a volunteer, begin
engaging mothers from the area using
rounders to open up discussions about
domes!c violence and youth knife crime.

Momentum and ‘authen!c
creden!als’ helped to convince
the candidate it was worth
exploring the opportunity of
the job role.

Ac!ve Ladies Full Launch,
September 2022
Lenght of Time — 6 months
to hire the ‘right person’

Hiring based on target
audience needs

The first round of
recruitment turns down
mul!ple candidates who
have extensive football-
based experience.

Held early public engagement
mee!ngs and took a par!cipant
generated name — Ac!ve
Ladies so" start May, 2022

Began with engagement ‘field
tripes’ to premier league team
training grounds, !ckets to
matches during Ramadan.
Primary objec!ves — build trust,
be welcoming, listen and
understand barriers.

Candidate ini!ally declines the role
“To be honest, when I first saw the job
advert, I already felt a barrier. But I was
really encouraged and they helped me
to see that they were authen!c with
their inten!ons.”

April, 2022 First consor!um mee!ngs

Change the name of the project
Changes to contract and job role of Project Lead to make
it more appealing to someone from the target audience
   • Dropeed football from the wording
   • Doesn’t need to be full !me hours
   • Is flexible and can work around caringresponsabili!es
   • Lack of qualifica!ons not viewed as a barrier
   • Communicated that candidate needed good 
   • knowledge of the local area/languages/culture etc.

Recruitment and
Project Launch

Figure 3. PL recruitment impact ripple.
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lived experience and cultural knowledge that the PL brough into the project, without which it remains to be
seen how the AL would have engaged the target community, and produced the outcomes and impact that
it has today. Crucially, REM enabled the evaluation team to understand the messy recruitment process that
contributed to the project’s outcomes; a key impact pathway that could easily be omitted by more narrow
outcome‐focused evaluation methods.

5. Discussion

Participation in the REM workshops often stimulated a deeper reflection among participants about the core
purpose of their project, about which activities were impactful, and how collectively the group of
stakeholders valued some outcomes over others. The sessions also generated excitement through a
heightened sense of the project’s impacts seen from multiple perspectives. These are common reflections
that others who have employed REM also report (Chazdon et al., 2017; Nobles et al., 2022b; Peterson &
Skolits, 2019; Washburn et al., 2020). As Taylor et al. (2020) have argued, REM fits well within an
interpretivist paradigm given its ability to incorporate multiple perspectives on an intervention. However,
there is also a risk in presenting these processes in an overly pragmatic way; an attribution‐focused timeline
or the reduction of reported outcomes to a logical nodal structure would omit important contextual
information which enables a thorough understanding of how and why any programme may generate impact.
Therefore, combining the REM workshop with further in‐depth qualitative work was essential to triangulate
details, fact check, and rigourise the ripple effects map. For example, Figure 3 indicates that it took the LO
six months to hire “the right person.” While this important point was captured during the REM workshop,
the follow‐up research added details that were not recorded or reported during the initial REM workshop,
including (a) trust building as a primary objective during recruitment and (b) knowledge of mental health
needs as a central recruitment criteria. These insights helped to demonstrate the significance of the LO’s
actions and how pertinent it was for them to remain true to the original consultation and wait for the right
person. Furthermore, fieldwork clearly captured how the LO managed to recruit a reluctant person in the
first place by being flexible about job roles and working arrangements, making it more appealing to someone
from the target audience, and heightening the importance of cultural and local knowledge as key parameters
for recruitment.

There are temporal challenges with REM. Through the timeline approach specific outcomes (e.g., the launch
of the project after delays) were identified and unpacked to reveal their significance. During the mapping
process, this required a temporal sliding backwards and forwards to understand the messyness leading to the
outcome. Existing iterations of REM seem to suggest mapping as a somewhat straightforward exercise. For
example, Chazdon et al.’s (2017) field guide utilises short‐, medium‐, and long‐term changes of a project and
the leading to salient outcomes being recorded. However, as part of the national‐level evaluation research, it
was found that much of the national programmes results had been achieved through local projects revisiting
and interrogating their organisational structures and preferences (e.g., employment contracts, or the need
for qualifications). Furthermore, the meaningful experiences involved in participant stories often did not
involve identifiable outcomes—rather, session participants identified a sense of emotional connection and
togetherness which grew over time as being central to the successes of the AL project.

Participants also shared opinions and ideas that had no specific moment but were clearly relevant to the
impact of AL. For example, what they learned over the project (personally or professionally) and how that

Social Inclusion • 2025 • Volume 13 • Article 8911 11

https://www.cogitatiopress.com


may affect their lives or work in the future. This mix of timeline outcomes, stories, opinions, and reflections
drove the evaluation and enabled a rich understanding of the project’s impacts over time. As such, future REM
work could be combined with a theory‐based evaluation framework (Weiss, 1995) to generate findings with
greater transferability and resonance beyond single cases. Future applications of REM may find it productive
to use the map and key impact pathways produced during the REM workshop to aid in the refinement of an
underpinning programme theory detailing what works, for whom, why, and in what circumstances (Pawson &
Tilley, 1997; Verkooijen et al., 2020).

More critically, debates about power within REM have not been fully explored and are often overlooked
within evaluation research (Adams & Harris, 2014; Kay, 2012; Lindsey & Jeanes, 2023). As Kay (2012, p. 892)
notes, the process of specifying which knowledge and data to record means that, “[monitoring and evaluation]
systems define knowledge on the basis of external client understandings and requirements that not only have
limited local meaning but also suppress the potential for local alternatives to be expressed.” With this in mind,
the evaluation framework adopted here ensured stakeholders were able to participate in the REM workshop
and subsequent data collection and share their rich and meaningful experiences of the project and its impact
on their lives. The use of REM and subsequent fieldwork enabled the centering of local knowledge, social
connections, and professional practices within the evaluation of impact. While it is not feasible to include
all the contextual information within which a project is situated from one REM workshop, the gathering of
additional qualitative data around key impact pathways was a vital component in establishing a contextual
richness to the timeline outcomes to help stakeholders build a deeper and more robust understanding impact.

6. Conclusion

This article illustrates the application of REM to a process evaluation of a sport for development programme
in England and considers its utility as an evaluation tool. Specifically, the article has examined how REM can
be utilised to identify pathways to impact, provided a reflection on the process of conducting REM
workshops, and illustrated the value of REM as a participatory process. We have further considered the
strengths and limitations of REM and provided approaches for researchers to apply additional,
supplementary methods. This research therefore demonstrates that REM, when utilised within a flexible and
reflexive evaluation framework, offers a participatory impact assessment technique suitable for producing
rigorous research and sensitised to power relations in the production of evidence. The blending of REM with
other evaluation‐orientated methods is a novel approach to evaluation, with limited exploration within
existing REM research. REM workshops are an informative way of gathering rich insights into how
programmes function, and crucially, which activities and processes make the greatest contribution to the
achievement of specific outcomes. The approach used here reflects the concerns of others who have
highlighted the challenge of identifying single programme components that lead directly to outcomes
(Coalter, 2013; Lindsey & Chapman, 2017). Instead, this article advocates an approach that (a) enables the
researcher to work collaboratively with those who know the programme best and from different
perspectives, (b) grasps the complex and interconnected web of factors that coalesce to generate impact
over time, and (c) directs their fieldwork towards establishing the veracity of those ripple effects and
outcomes. It is argued therefore that REM provides both researchers and practitioners with an accessible
and informative evaluation technique for demonstrating and understanding impact, whilst also creating a
basis for organisational reflection and learning.
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The REM example presented in this article illustrates the centrality of recruiting “the right person.” Rather than
the established recruitment practice of prioritising sport qualifications and experience, a mix of similar social
and cultural lived experience was identified through community engagement as essential for engaging the
target community. The REM workshop helped to uncover nuanced details around this recruitment process,
which project participants and practitioners both agreed was a fundamental pathway to impact in the project,
and which was confirmed through the further triangulation of fieldworkmethods. Such findings are consistent
with existing research that highlights the importance of culturally appropriate and empathetic programme
leadership (Alarslan et al., 2024; Coalter, 2012).

The output of the REM map can be useful to organisations both as an internal and external reporting tool.
Internally the REM output can help to evidence key performance measures, especially those that are more
nuanced. For example, the community director of the LO explained to the lead author that “sense of
belonging” for staff and participants is the core aspect of their new strategy and how “moving forward, we
need to evidence that.” The REM output explored here gives strong evidence that staying committed to the
original community engagement results, adjusting internal policies to realise these, and hiring a culturally and
professionally appropriate person has led to a strong response by participants and local organisations who
harbour feelings of trust and emotional connection to the AL project. As such, for external audiences, the
REM output can demonstrate the LO’s level of accountability to the consultation results which clearly
outlines the organisation’s capacity to deliver place‐based projects by highlighting meaningful adjustments
made to stay committed to the consultation. This, in turn, can aid in the process of bidding for future work
which follows similar principles. Finally, as an external communication tool, the REM output can be utilised
as evidence to influence external partners who are reluctant to buy into more unstructured and flexible
approaches to sports development and who may need convincing. Interjecting targeted results from the
REM workshop into this context can provide a powerful justification in support of more flexible, localist
approaches to sports development.

Existing evaluation in sport for development has often been criticised for prioritising measuring methods
that do not capture the crucial but elusive social processes central to understanding change (Kay, 2012;
Long & Sanderson, 2001), or over‐claiming programme impact based on wishful thinking, anecdotal evidence
and personal testimonies (Coalter, 2013; Hartman & Kwauk, 2011). In response, theory‐based evaluation
approaches have been increasingly advocated to better explain how, why, for whom, and in what
circumstances outcome occur (Coalter, 2013; Harris, 2018; Verkooijen et al., 2020). With such critique in
mind, REM could be refined further for use within theory‐based evaluation methodology, enabling
researchers to capture the key components, relationships, mechanisms, and sequences that are identified
within and across pathways to impact. This article has demonstrated how REM can provide a rich and robust
visual aid to prompt such investigation of how and why a combination of activities and processes generated
anticipated (or unanticipated!) impacts. Crucially, this article presents the first application of REM to
understanding the processes leading to outcomes and wider community impact within sport for
development research and evaluation. It is hoped that this article may initiate the beginnings of a
methodological ripple of its own for those interested in further refining evaluation techniques in the pursuit
of a better understanding of sport for development practices, processes, and impacts.
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