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The Wooden Canal Boat Society   

Based on Wilson & Bull (2013) “SROI in practice”, Social Enterprise Journal, 9(3): 315-25.
In the case study, Wilson and Bull explain the public funding sought by the Wooden Canal Boat Society (WCBS) for the restoration of a wooden canal boat used to improve community health and well-being. WCBS engage people recovering from mental ill-health by offering skippering, rides and short breaks. In the case study, the local authority in the Tameside borough of Stockport (England, UK) became involved in the project from its infancy. The adult social care commissioning team began to explore new ways of commissioning in a political climate of social care personalisation. After the introduction of personal budgets, service users have the financial resources to control their own care provision. When the commissioning team met WCBS, there was a focus on illness prevention and care diversification to lighten the load on traditional care centres.     
The Wooden Canal Boat Society were made aware of funding from their local authority for health and well-being services. Dave Wilson of the Commissioning Team explains that WCBS had estimated the restoration at £128,000.  A bid was rejected by the funders, because the social benefits were unclear. The WCBS were boat people whilst the commissioning team were care commissioners. There was little common language shared between them. The commissioning team required evidence in a language they understood and the WCBS needed to prove impact to persuade funders to invest public money outside of their comfort zone. Interest within Tameside Council in the SROI model was growing and so the team got directly involved with WCBS to develop an SROI forecast - both sides were able to learn something from the exercise.
At the WCBS a 3 person working group set about an SROI forecast. The trio represented WCBS, the Council and a sector support agency. From the outset it became clear that rigour was an issue; time constraints, proxies and attribution issues might undermine the credibility of the forecast. The team planned for people with mental health issues to be involved in every step, from restoration of the boat, working alongside boat restoration engineers (boat builders) as well as passengering (boat users) once restored. The numbers were too great to count, the mental health issues too varied, the impact too unwieldy. They decided to focus on one type of person - the boat users, disregarding boat builders in the forecasting process. Upwards of 30 stakeholders were invited to be part of the analysis. This compromised the forecast ratio, but made the plan more manageable. 
The WCBS SROI project was complex, their Excel skills were put to the test to develop a meaningful ratio and "there was a certain amount of manipulating the figures as the working group went through the analysis. Foremost in the minds of those in the working group was a final ratio that looked reasonable and realistic" (Wilson & Bull, 2013, p. 322). Despite a flawed and somewhat compromised impact assessment, they arrived at a ratio of 1:4. For every £1 of investment, there would be £4 worth of savings across state services. The team acknowledge and are clear that the ratio would not stand up to close scrutiny. The exercise highlighted the challenges of proportionality and attribution.  But they also concluded that the learning process was as important as the ratio itself.  The SROI project turned out to be the tipping point in the bid. After a second proposal, they secured funding for the project. 
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