
The Social Impact of the Housing  
Resource Line: A one year analysis  
using social return on investment 

(SROI)



Introduction

Investments in businesses serve the purpose of generating a financial return. A 
financial return helps determine what the value of an investment turned out to be. For 
instance, a $80,000 investment in manufacturing equipment that generates $100,000 
in revenue results in an ROI of 5:4, or $20,000. 

In the nonprofit sector, determining value is not as simple. Since nonprofits typically 
do not generate revenue, the traditional return on investment (ROI) measure is not 
applicable. This leads to the work of nonprofits often being under-valued, given the 
lack of an effective way to measure their impact. 

• How can funders measure the value of an investment in the community, where 
impacts include reduced housing instability or improved mood? 

• How can nonprofits better understand the value of their programming without 
judging success by generated revenue? 

• How can local governments understand the public cost savings of investing in 
nonprofit programs?

Such value can be determined by employing a measure called social return on 
investment (SROI). When an activity results in community or individual improvements, 
there is a social value. 

The Housing Resource Line (HRL) receives roughly 7,000 calls in a year. The HRL 
generates social value in many ways, including:

Typically, there is no means to track the financial benefit of these outcomes, until 
we apply SROI1.

1 SROI and Performance Measurement. Public Management Review.



How SROI Works

SROI assigns a financial value to nonprofit activities that otherwise could not be 
monetized2. For example, when a caller is provided with legal aid or financial 
assistance, the cost of an eviction is saved.  Or when a caller in crisis is de-escalated 
and will not require hospital admittance, the cost of emergency medical service 
and/or police response is avoided. 

SROI Process

There are six key steps to performing SROI3:

In the first step of the SROI process, it is important to understand the audience and 
focus of the analysis. Doing so helps establish the purpose of conducting the analysis. 
The HRL audience consists of funding partners and local governments. These two 
groups have not only invested in the HRL program, but also have significant stakes in 
the value that is generated by the program.

A stakeholder is any entity or individual that experiences a gain due to the services 
provided by the HRL. Some SROI analyses use a combination of direct gains and 
indirect gains to determine stakeholders. *For the purposes of this report, only 
stakeholders who received a direct benefit resulting from the HRL service are 
considered. 

2 Financial Proxies for Social Return on Investment Analyses in Saskatchewan. Community-University Institute for 
Social Research.
3 Social Return on Investment. New Philanthropy Capital.



A major component of conducting a SROI analysis is mapping program outcomes. 
Outcomes are the by-product of inputs (staff, equipment, other resources used in 
service delivery) and outputs (program activities)4. The table below, known as a logic 
model, illustrates the progression of outcomes for the HRL:

4 Managing and measuring performance in public and nonprofit organizations: An integrated approach. Pois-
ter & Hall. 2015. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass



To understand the monetary value of the final outcomes selected from section two, 
it is critical to assign financial proxies to each outcome. A financial proxy helps to 
quantify actions or results that typically are unable to be monetized. The selected 
proxies are based on a review of SROI literature5, recent research by housing 
stakeholders, and a combination of national, regional, and local data sets. 

5 Financial Proxies for Social Return on Investment Analyses in Saskatchewan. Community-University Institute for 
Social Research.



Once proxies were assigned, the total 
inputs of the HRL (the money required 
to operate the program) was totaled 
against the program’s outcomes. Inputs 
can include personnel, technology, 
equipment, etc. For the HRL, program 
inputs are noted to the right:

Deadweight & Attribution

Accounting for deadweight is one of the most essential facets to achieving an 
accurate SROI analysis. To arrive at an appropriate, justifiable conclusion, it is vital to 
incorporate deadweight. Deadweight is the measure of how much of an outcome 
would have occurred in the absence of an activity or program6. 

For example, if the HRL did not exist, what is the likelihood that an individual would 
have been able to get connected to rental assistance? If a caller is able to reach 
out to three different organizations to arrive at the same destination, then there is a 
chance that the outcome would not have been lost if the HRL did not exist. 

Since the HRL is an information and referral service, and not a direct service provider, 
a much higher deadweight percentage was applied. 
The total benefit, or social value generated by the HRL program before accounting 
for deadweight, totaled $13,801,733.52. 

After accounting for deadweight, the program’s total benefit drops to $1,380,173.35. 

It is important to note that this is an extremely cautious application of deadweight, 
meaning that the value of the HRL in this analysis has likely been understated.  

Total benefits generated 
were then divided by the 
total input costs of the 
HRL to determine the SROI 
ratio. 

6 Social Value International.



The financial proxies were adjusted for each outcome in the low value scenario and 
the high value scenario to determine the SROI in both circumstances.

Therefore, the SROI analysis for the HRL ranges from $1.91 to $8.07. The narrow range 
is a testament to the value of the program not being overstated during the analysis. 
Having a much smaller range elevates the confidence level in reporting the social 
value of the program because the results are not accompanied by wide margins of 
error or subject to overestimation. 

Sensitivity Analysis

To safeguard against outliers and ensure accuracy, a sensitivity analysis was 
performed. This analysis takes into account both higher than and lower than 
projected figures to provide a range of the value generated by a program. As a 
result, a low value, moderate value (used for the SROI analysis), and a high value of 
the HRL program is demonstrated in the sensitivity analysis below:

As with any effective performance measurement tool, the SROI analysis must be 
consistently monitored and updated. In the nonprofit sector, outcomes can change 
as rapid as daily, which can ultimately impact the social value of a program. This 
analysis covers a specific time frame of the HRL, spanning from September of 2020 to 
August 2021. But the results of this analysis will not remain the same forever. The SROI 
should be updated at least quarterly to ensure proper program performance is being 
achieved and impact is effectively measured. 
 
Hence the results of this report are only pertinent to the time period during which the 
outcomes occurred. 
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Conclusion 

Despite being a newly created program with few expectations to predict 
performance, the HRL was able to benefit not only callers, but also local 
governments, health systems, landlords, service providers, and many other 
stakeholders in the Richmond community.
 
These benefits, through this analysis, have been quantified to represent a 600% social 
return on investment, or 6:1 ratio. This is expressed by the prevention of evictions, 
reduced strain on health and public safety services, and through maintained housing 
stability. 

Ultimately, what this analysis demonstrates is that by investing in housing upfront, there 
is tremendous value to the larger community and significant cost savings in both the 
short and long term.  

Thank you to the supporters of the HRL


