
 
 

  

  

 

 

Impact evaluation outline 

Introduction 
The Reading Agency is a small, dynamic, “think and do” charity (registered charity number 1085443) with a 
strong social justice mission, which is to give everyone an equal chance in life by helping people become 
more confidence and enthusiastic readers. The organisation works with a wide range of partners to develop 
and deliver programmes that have an enormous reach. Many people still struggle to learn to read and 
enjoy reading; reaching these people requires the Reading Agency to use new forms of engagement to 
involve people in inclusive programmes. Furthermore reading is changing – digital technology is 
transforming publishing, delivery and reading models, offering new ways of sharing ideas and allowing 
people to participate in the creative process. 

 
The Reading Agency is ambitious to extend its reach; in 2013/14 the organisation worked with 1.285 million 
people: 

 810,000 children took part in the Summer Reading 
Challenge; 

 100,000 adults with mild to moderate mental health issues 
engaged with Reading Well Books on Prescription in the 
first quarter; 

 260,000 people received books as part of World Book 
Night; 

 50,000 children and adults engaged in reading group 
activities; 

 35,000 emerging adult readers took part in the Six Book 
Challenge; 

 30,000 young people from disadvantaged areas participated in Reading Activists activities. 

The Reading Agency has set ambitious targets for the next four years:  the goal is to reach 10 million people 
by 2018. The charity operates on a mixed funding model, with a current turnover of £2.8m – of which 82% 
is raised annually through earned income, donations, and grants from private trusts and foundations.  The 
Reading Agency constantly needs to fundraise to develop new programmes; extend its reach and ensure 
that it has sufficient reserves to underwrite key operating risks. 

Need 
Many people still struggle to learn to read and enjoy reading, something that can have negative 
implications across their lives: 

 35.2% of the adult population don’t read for pleasure (DCMS Taking Part Survey 2012/13); 

 20% of men and 11% of women with average literacy have never read a book. (National Literacy 
Trust: Literacy Changes Lives 2008); 

 The Progress in International Reading Literacy Study (PPIRLS) 2006 showed that reading for 
pleasure is a more powerful factor in life achievement than socio-economic background; 

 Sue Oakey’s research Weaving Reading for Pleasure into the Skills for Life Adult Literacy 
Curriculum: National Research and development Centre for Adult Literacy and Numeracy 
demonstrated the role reading for pleasure plays in helping people to develop their literacy 
skills.  

  



 

 

 At some point in their lives one in four people will experience some kind of mental health 
problem in the course of a year Office of National Statistics, Psychiatric Morbidity Report 2001. 

 Reading for pleasure has been shown to have a significant impact in promoting mental health 
and well-being: 

- Reading has been proven to reduce stress levels by 68%.1 
- Participation in reading as a leisure activity has been associated with a 35% reduced risk of 

dementia.2 
- Belonging to a reading group and taking part in social reading activity helps people relax, 

combats loneliness and isolation, improves self-esteem and social interaction, builds social 
capital, offers individual therapeutic benefit and supports learning.3 

- Continuing to learn has been identified as a key way for older people to maintain a healthy and 
positive life.4 

The Reading Agency believes that in order to progress as a society people need to be able to read well; it is 
the core underpinning skill which can help people into employment and enable them to manage their lives. 
The Reading Agency delivers five key programmes designed to help engage people with reading:  

 Reading challenges 

 Reading groups 

 Volunteering 

 Promotions  

 Author interaction 

The development of each of these programmes is shaped by both partners and participants and they are 
delivered with a wide range of organisations including public libraries, publishers, cultural and educational 
institutions.  

Impact  
The Reading Agency’s ultimate goal is to help people to feel inspired 
and confident about reading. This can be achieved best outside the 
formal learning environment but in support of it, and can make a 
significant difference to the way in which teachers, librarians, health 
practitioners and youth leaders are trained; it can help to forge new 
partnerships between the public and private sector and at the same 
time it can shape national and local investment in technology and 
infrastructure. Critically it could also shape future engagement by 
people of all ages; building an ownership of their own reading journey. 

 
The Reading Agency is committed to evaluating the quality of its programmes and assessing the impact of 
each one. To date this has principally been done on a programme by programme basis and usually either at 
the beginning or end of a project rather than as part of an on-going process. This evaluation has focused on 
quantitative research (based on scale and reach) and case studies. This is in-line with the majority of 
research undertaken by other charities working in this field, which has tended to focus either on need or on 
the impact of particular programmes. Where evaluation research has looked at the impact of programmes, 
reports have been dominated by case studies and outputs. In the same way, whilst there is a great deal of 
research looking at what is happening in schools and formal education these tend not to make links to 
reading for pleasure outside the classroom and the difference that this can make to people’s reading skills 
and enjoyment of reading. 

                                                           
1 Forget music, walking and the British cuppa; losing yourself in a book is the best stress buster, Galaxy 2009 at 
www.telegraph.co.uk/health/healthnews/5070874/Reading-can-help-reduce-stress, March 2009 
2 Leisure activities and the risk of dementia in the elderly, Verghese, J. et al in New England Journal of Medicine 2003,  348:2508-2516 
3 Reading the Situation, Book Reading and Public Library Use, The Reading Agency/BML, 2000; Reading Groups and Public Library Research, The 
Reading Agency/BML, 2002; A National Library Development Programme for Reading Groups, The Reading Agency, 2004, Literacy Changes Lives, 
Dugdale and Clark, National Literacy 
4 Living Well in Later Life, The Older People’s Programme, 2002 

http://www.telegraph.co.uk/health/healthnews/5070874/Reading-can-help-reduce-stress


 

The above means that whilst the Reading Agency has a good insight into the impact in relation to some 
aspects of its programmes work, both the organisation and the wider sector lacks a robust overarching 
framework which can be used to evaluate the impact of all its work and to capture outcomes as well as 
outputs.  

As such, the plan is for The Reading Agency to work with a University to develop a new evaluation 
framework in the context of a peer-reviewed university led programme that would have the academic 
rigour needed to drive improvement both in its own work and across the sector more widely. This new 
framework will provide a model of best practice which we believe would be sought after by a huge 
audience across the UK and internationally.  

Context 
The Reading Agency would like to base this evaluation on a model created in 1990s by its Chief Executive 
Sue Wilkinson in her previous role as Director of Policy at Museums Libraries and Archives (MLA). Sue 
commissioned the University of Leicester to support the MLA to create Inspiring learning for All a national 
framework for measuring the impact of cultural learning - www.inspiringlearningforall.gov.uk  

This framework is still used all over the world as well as in the UK. Sue Wilkinson has given presentations 
about the impact at conferences in Iran, the US, and across Europe and receives regular requests to use the 
framework from a wide variety of countries. It has been used to assess the impact of a national museum 
programme, Renaissance in the Regions, resulting in a massive increase in government investment. This 
demonstrates the value and benefit of creating a national evaluation framework which uses the data from 
a wide variety of organisations to drive best practice and secure investment for the sector nationally and 
internationally.  

The Reading Agency aspires to develop a similar model that will measure 
the impact of interventions designed to build people’s confidence and 
skills around reading and to assess how they use this information to 
make decisions about their lives, health and happiness. In particular it 
will provide information regarding the most effective ways of:  

 Reaching the people who struggle with reading; 

 Engaging people with reading and supporting them on their “reading 
journey”; 

 The impact reading for pleasure and information has on people’s 
skills, health and well-being. 

The Reading Agency’s ambition is to use this information to drive improvement in its practice; to extend its 
reach and to develop new partnerships and new approaches to delivery which will bring wider benefits to 
the sector. It will also give credibility and weight to the charity’s work, allowing it to showcase it across the 
UK and internationally. 

Outcomes 
By the end of 2018 the Reading Agency will have achieved the following outcomes from this activity: 

 Proven and demonstrated the positive impact of reading for 
pleasure on people’s health and well-being and levels of 
attainment in other areas of their lives. 

 Established a new framework that will inform the development 
of a model of best practice for creating and delivering 
programmes that encourage reading for pleasure. This model will 
have application both within the UK and overseas.  

 Enabled the Reading Agency to use this framework to develop all 
future programmes in order to maximise the positive impact for participants. 

 Created a framework that will be shared widely within the sector so that all organisations 
working in this field will develop their programmes in line with this model of best practice. 

 

http://www.inspiringlearningforall.gov.uk/


 

Appendix A: The work of The Reading Agency 
 
The Reading Agency runs a wide range of programmes with public libraries and other partners in pursuit of 
its mission to give everyone an equal chance in life by helping people become more confidence and 
enthusiastic readers. 

Some examples of these programmes are:  

 The Summer Reading Challenge – the nation’s biggest reading for pleasure 
programme that involves 12.5% of all primary school aged children through the 
Reading Agency’s partnership with public libraries. Children's reading can 'dip' 
during the long summer holidays and so the Summer Reading Challenge helps to 
tackle this problem by encouraging children aged 4 to 11 to read six books 
during the long break. Over 800,000 children took part in 2013. There is a 
different theme for the Challenge each year and children can read whatever 
they like around this theme – fact books, joke books, picture books and audio 
books – as long as they are borrowed from the library. 

 

  Reading Well Books on Prescription – launched 2013 by Norman Lamb Minister 
for Care and Support and delivered by The Reading Agency in partnership with 
the Society of Chief Librarians and health partners. The scheme has been a major 
good news story for libraries and is fully endorsed by leading health organisations 
with a watertight evidence base working within NICE guidelines. It is already 
having major impact on opening up access to book based Cognitive Behavioural 
Therapy to help people understand and manage their mental health. There has 
been a 145% increase in loans of the professionally endorsed core book list and 
the programme reached 100,000 people in the first three months of delivery. The 
scheme has attracted high levels of media interest and has put libraries on the 
health map for partners and the public. This work is developing important new partnerships for 
libraries, bringing new resources and profile and helping libraries to strategically reposition 
themselves within the local authority and with external stakeholders. Books on Prescription is 
supported by the Royal Colleges of General Practitioners, Nursing and Psychiatrists, the 
Department of Health through its Improving Access to Psychological Therapies Programme 
(IAPT), the British Association for Behavioural and Cognitive Psychotherapies, The British 
Psychological Society and Mind. 

 

 One in six adults struggles to read. The Six Book Challenge 
improves the life chances for people who find reading difficult 
by building their reading confidence and motivation. The 
programme works with over 35,000 people encouraging them to 
pick six reads and then supporting them to read these books and 
record their reading in a diary in order to get a certificate. In 
addition it allows the Reading Agency to showcase important initiatives such as Quick Reads and 
to link with at least ten “emergent reader” publishers annually, promoting their innovative work 
through our unique Find A Read database.  

 

 In 2013/14 the Reading Agency took over responsibility for World Book Night, an 
event which sees 250,000 books, gifted by publishers, given away by volunteer 
reading enthusiasts and institutions. The Reading Agency works with publishers and 
other partners, including the BBC, to increase the number of books. The 
organisations has brought a new element into this programme by encouraging more 
people to get involved by giving away a book of their own on World Book Night to 
help someone else to develop a passion for and love of reading.  

 



 

 The Reading Agency supports over 4,000 reading groups in a variety of different ways. 
Chatterbooks reading groups currently engage over 10,000 children, through 610 
groups in libraries and 120 in schools. The Reading Groups for Everyone website is 
designed to help people find reading groups and to provide those groups with the 
latest free offers from publishers, including books, posters and events with authors.  
 

 The Reading Agency is in the process of working with partners to develop the Reading 
Activists programme which will have a special focus on identifying ways of involving 
more young people in volunteering. The Reading Agency will consult with focus 
groups during 2014 to identify the activities that will attract the most engagement, as 
well as involving them in annual reviews of each strand of the programme’s work. 

 

 In addition, the Reading currently promotes fourteen major reading awards annually 
(including the Baileys Women’s Prize for Fiction, the Spec Savers National Books 
Award and the Folio Prize) and has recently taken over the book selection process of 
the Radio 2 Book Club. 

 
 

 


