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1 Who should use this guidance? 

As part of the final self-evaluation, you are asked to reflect on whether your project has brought about 

benefits at a reasonable cost – that is, assess its value for money. This supplementary guidance that should 

be read alongside the self-evaluation toolkit discusses the techniques and skills required to complete a value 

for money assessment. Given the scale of projects, the value for money assessment is not intended to be 

overly technical. However, the techniques and skills discussed in this guidance are transferrable and can be 

used for other interventions meaning that all projects should find some use. 

2 Brief overview of value for money assessments 

A value for money assessment considers whether the project has brought about benefits at a reasonable 

cost. They are usually described in terms of the ‘three Es’ – economy (doing things at the right cost), 

efficiency (spending on the right things) and effectiveness (achieving the right things). Each component 

answers different key questions and have different approaches for assessing value for money as illustrated in 

Figure 1. 

 

Figure 1: Overview of the value for money assessment 

 

Economy
  

•'Doing things at the right cost' 

• Key questions: Are the activities expensive? How do the costs compare with other interventions? 

• Approach: cost-effectiveness analysis 

• Output: unit cost of activities 

Efficiency 

•'Spending on the right things' 

• Key questions: What is the unit cost of an output? How does this compare with other intervetions? 

• Approach: cost-effectiveness analysis 

• Output: gross/net unit costs of outputs and outcomes 

Effectiveness 

•'Achieving the right things' 

•Key questions: Do total benefits exceed total costs? What is the return on investment? 

•Approach: cost-benefit analysis 

•Output: monetary value of benefits, net present value, benefit-cost ratio 
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It is expected that all projects will assess the economy aspect by calculating the unit cost of activities. Those 

with strong impact data and a suitable comparison group should also aim to complete the efficiency aspect 

by calculating the unit cost of outputs and outcomes. Finally, whilst projects are encouraged to complete 

the value for money assessment as much as possible, it is not expected that projects will conduct a cost-

benefit analysis. Therefore, this guidance will focus on cost-effectiveness analysis and unit costs. 

3 What are unit costs? 

These are quite simply the cost of one unit, where a unit can be (i) an activity delivered such as a day or 

hour of teacher CPD, (ii) an output such as number of teachers trained or (iii) an outcome achieved for 

example an increase in teacher subject knowledge. They are calculated by dividing total cost by the total 

number of units achieved.  

Unit costs are helpful for understanding project costs because they take scale and outcomes into account. 

Because of this, they can be used to compare costs across similar projects that may operate on different 

scales to see whether one has achieved results at more or less cost than another. Generally if the unit costs 

for achieving a particular outcome (e.g. a one level increase in pupil attainment) in one project are lower 

than in other similar interventions, this implies that that project delivers better value for money (and vice 

versa). 

4 How to calculate unit costs 

To calculate unit costs you will need these pieces of information: the cost of delivering your project and the 

number of activities and outputs delivered or the change in outcomes achieved. 

4.1 Establishing your costs 
You should have already reported the total costs you incurred for your project in section 5 of your 

evaluation report. This figure should include everything from planning, management, activities and 

evaluation. For a value for money assessment, we are only interested in the cost of delivery as this is most 

salient for comparing your project with others. Generally, delivery costs are those that contributed to the 

activities, outputs and outcomes. Therefore, this includes staff, training and participant costs for example. 

However, evaluation costs are not usually considered project delivery costs as they did not result in the 

outputs or outcomes, but instead reflected on their achievement (among other things). Overall, things that 

may and may not count as a delivery cost are shown in Table 1. 

Table 1: Project delivery costs 

Potentially project delivery costs Potentially not project delivery costs 

Direct staff costs Evaluation costs 

Direct delivery costs Comparison group costs 

Management and administration costs  

Training costs  

Participation costs  

Publicity and marketing costs (project dependent)  

Teacher supply/cover costs  

Other participant costs  

Total project delivery costs Total non-delivery project costs 

Note: Total project delivery costs plus Total non-delivery project costs should equal total costs in section 5 of the evaluation 
report. 
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In practice, the total project delivery cost should be equal to the total actual spend figure less evaluation 

and other non-delivery costs reported in section 5 of your evaluation report. Nonetheless, you should make 

it clear as to what costs have been included and excluded. 

Moreover, if you are able to break the project delivery costs to specific activities, then you may be able to 

produce a more detailed cost-effectiveness analysis – see section 6 of this guidance. 

4.2 Estimating the number of units 
Here you will need to identify the activity, output and outcome measures that will be used in the cost-

effectiveness analysis and estimate the number achieved. These measures should be the same as those 

described in your theory of change and used in the evaluation report (see sections 6 and 8). Examples of the 

different types of units that could be relevant to your project are shown in Table 2. 

Table 2: Type of units 

Measure Indicator Example of units 

Activities   

Intensive teacher support - 1 hour/day of teacher support 

Number of workshops - 1 workshop 

Number of conferences - 1 conference 

Outputs   

Number of schools - 1 school 

Number of teachers - 1 teacher 

Number of pupils - 1 pupil 

Teacher outcomes   

Increased subject knowledge Test scores 1% increase in test score 

Delivery of higher quality teaching Teacher observations 1% increase in proportion achieving good 

Use of better subject-specific resources Development of resources 1 resource created 

Pupil outcomes   

Increased educational attainment Levels of progress 1 pupil achieving 1 level of progress 

Increased take-up of specific subjects Number of pupils taking specific subject 1% increase in take-up 

School outcomes   

Greater use of networks Number of lead partners 1 lead partner 

Use of resources by other schools Number of downloads 1 download 

Whilst it is possible to use a number of activities, outputs and outcome measures, it would be ideal if you 

could select the single most relevant measure for the activity, output and outcome for this analysis. In any 

case, the number of units originally targeted (and potentially revised) and the actual number achieved 

should be recorded as illustrated in Table 3. 

Table 3: Example of project units 

Measure Number of units 

Original target Revised target Actual 

Activities    

e.g. training course    

Outputs    

e.g. number of teachers    

(Gross) Outcomes    

e.g. increased teacher subject knowledge    
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4.2.1 Gross and net outcomes 

In Table 3, you should report the number of gross outcomes. This is simply the outcomes before allowing for 

the effect that might have occurred in the absence of your project. For example, this is the change you have 

observed in the treatment group only. 

If your project has a suitable comparison group, you can also estimate the number of net outcomes. These 

are outcomes above and over what would have been expected in the absence of the intervention. This 

added value is of important interest in a cost-effectiveness analysis as it illustrates the price of one net 

additional outcome. You can estimate the number of net outcomes by simply subtracting the number of 

outcomes for the comparison group from that for the treatment group (i.e. gross outcomes less 

counterfactual position) as shown in Table 4. The difference (fourth column) can then be used when 

calculating net unit costs. 

Table 4: Net outcomes 

Outcome measure Number of units 

Actual 

(treatment group) 

Actual 

(comparison group) 

Difference 

[treatment – comparison] 

e.g. increased teacher subject knowledge    

4.3 Unit cost calculation 
Now that we have the total project delivery costs and estimates of the number of activities, outputs and 

outcomes, we can estimate the unit costs. This can be calculated using this formula: 

𝑈𝑛𝑖𝑡 𝑐𝑜𝑠𝑡 =  
𝑇𝑜𝑡𝑎𝑙 𝑑𝑒𝑙𝑖𝑣𝑒𝑟𝑦 𝑐𝑜𝑠𝑡

𝑁𝑢𝑚𝑏𝑒𝑟 𝑜𝑓 𝑢𝑛𝑖𝑡𝑠
 

This should be done for each unit reported in Tables 3 and 4 (the total delivery cost should remain the same 

in all instances). The end result can be interpreted as the cost of successfully achieving one respective unit. 

Table 5: Unit cost estimates 

Measure Unit cost estimates 

Original target Revised target Actual Difference 

Activities     

e.g. training course     

Outputs     

e.g. number of teachers     

Gross outcomes     

e.g. increased teacher subject knowledge     

Net outcomes     

e.g. increased teacher subject knowledge n/a n/a * n/a 

* This is the difference between the actual units for the treatment and comparison groups if available (see Table 3). 

5 Commentary on unit costs 

Now that you have calculated the unit costs, it is time to infer and comment on the findings. Going back to 

the broad overview of a value for money assessment using the ‘three Es’, we can now see that the unit cost 

of an activity allows us to answer questions about the economy aspect of the project and the unit costs for 
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outputs and outcomes to answer the efficiency aspect. In both cases, you should investigate the following 

key areas. 

 Are the project activities expensive in comparison with similar interventions? 

 Are the (gross) outputs and outcomes achieved at a reasonable price in comparison with similar 

interventions? 

 Are the net outcomes achieved at a reasonable price in comparison with similar programmes? 

 How do the project’s actual unit costs compare with those originally expected? 

 What are the reasons for any differences? This may include not necessarily comparing like-for-like, 

targeting different groups, varying levels of intensity or the comparable study being out-of-date. 

6 Extension to unit costs 

If you are able to provide a breakdown of project delivery costs to specific activities, you will be able to 

compare unit costs within your project to demonstrate which activity delivers better value for money. In 

essence, you will follow the same approach as that described above (that is, you will need both project 

delivery costs and number of units) but this information will need to be all disaggregated by activity. 

Therefore, the unit cost formula would alternatively be: 

𝑈𝑛𝑖𝑡 𝑐𝑜𝑠𝑡 𝑏𝑦 𝑎𝑐𝑡𝑖𝑣𝑖𝑡𝑦 =
𝐴𝑐𝑡𝑖𝑣𝑖𝑡𝑦 𝑑𝑒𝑙𝑖𝑣𝑒𝑟𝑦 𝑐𝑜𝑠𝑡

𝑁𝑢𝑚𝑏𝑒𝑟 𝑜𝑓 𝑢𝑛𝑖𝑡𝑠 𝑏𝑦 𝑎𝑐𝑡𝑖𝑣𝑖𝑡𝑦
 

Ideally this would reflect the same impact identified in the theory of change and/or the activities which 

were undertaken and evaluated through the evaluation plan. 
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Appendix 1: Roundtable Q&As 

1) Where should I include unit cost information in the final report? 

Please include this information in section 10 of the final report template below your comments on the 

cost of the project. This guidance is provided to give you additional support to further understand 

these costs. 

2) My project is made up of a number of different activities. How many unit costs should I choose? 

This will depend on your project and should be focussed on your main activities, but roughly between 

three and six unit costs. Therefore, it might be useful to refer back to the theory of change and identify 

your key activities. Examples include intensive teacher support, workshops and conferences. 

If you are unable to split the costs between activities, make a best guess or otherwise it may be more 

suitable if you focus on your single most important activity and your total cost. 

3) A large part of my project was to set-up initial infrastructure/a network which most of my costs relate 

to. This means that those taking the project forward will not have to invest this money. Therefore, 

including these costs might artificially inflate the unit costs to continue the project. 

Have a think about what your project aim was – in this case, it was to set up a network/infrastructure. 

You should do the unit costing for this main objective as this is mostly what your project was about and 

will be the most useful for people setting up similar programmes. 

If you are able to split the different phases of work and allocate the relevant costs, then you may wish 

to calculate the unit costings for these different elements. For example, this will allow you to reflect on 

the cost for setting up the network as well as sustaining and continuing the network. 

4) Do I include pro-bono resources and costs for teacher cover in my unit cost calculations? 

Yes, please include all costs that relate to delivery of the activity you are doing including pro-bono 

resources, teacher cover costs and project management costs. You may also need to portion head office 

costs, but make sure you are not double counting anything. 

5) When commenting on the unit costs, is there anywhere I can find comparative information? 

There are a few places you might be able to find useful comparative information including: 

 Education Endowment Fund, Teacher and learning toolkit 

 https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/toolkit/toolkit-a-z/  

 Institute for Effective Education, Evidence 4 Impact (E4I) 

 https://www.york.ac.uk/iee/publications/e4i/  

Another option is to look at similar organisations and see how much they charge for similar services and 

reflect on how this compares to your project. 
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