
Does Capacity Building Make A  

Difference? Master Class 
 
“I’ve had my capacity built in evaluating capacity building” 

 

At the second of ESS’s programme of master classes, funders had an 
opportunity to explore, share and learn about methods, tools and approaches 

for measuring the difference they make through their ‘more than money’ 
activities. 

 
Delegates represented capacity building funders with a remit of giving small 

grants with a specific theme, through to funders with a broader mix and scale 

of grants and grant-holders. There was also an interesting variety of roles 
including senior grant and development officers as well as a communications 

executive. 
 

At the end of the masterclass we posed the question: what do you think 
would be helpful to share with other capacity building funders? The 

group thought the process we took them through was helpful and could help 
other funders think about the evaluation of their capacity building too.  

 

So here it is: 
 

When asked the question ‘what does capacity building mean to 
you?’ answers included: 

 

Stronger – more robust – more sustainable 
– bespoke assessment – networking and 

peer support – training – guidance – best 
practice – advice and signposting – with 

them not to them. 
 

 
When asked ‘why capacity build?’ funders 

told us: 
 

So organisations can: do more – work better for their 
beneficiaries – achieve their outcomes – become mainstreamed – increase own 

capacity as a funder – increase own sustainability as a funder – get bigger 
picture – avoid dependency – get better evidence. 

 

What difference do we want to make through our capacity building? 
 

Funders spent time writing outcomes for their support and were invited to 
consider them from the angle of their own performance as a funder as well as 

the performance of the organisations they support. For example: 
 

Supported organisations improve their governance (funded project) 
 

We will have a stronger evidence base for the contribution third sector 
organisations make (funder) 

 

Funder’s Question: 
Do we need to distinguish 

between building capacity 

(i.e. time, staff, resources etc.) 

and building capability (i.e. 

helping people develop their 

skills)? 
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Using a logic model framework in this session helped funders work out the 
journey of their short, medium and long term capacity building outcomes. It 

also helped them consider ‘what is the problem we’re trying to solve by 
providing capacity building support’? and focus on what changes are within 

their power to effect. 
 

CAPACITY BUILDING: THEORY OF CHANGE 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

Funders that had the opportunity to work regularly 
and closely with organisations over a sustained 

period of time explored outcomes around trust 
and confidence. We discussed how their ‘with 

you, not to you’ approach gained them respect 
and a healthy working relationship. One funder 

went away with: 
 

 
 

Supported organisations will have increased confidence in their skills 

and ability to develop their service independently 
 

Funders felt that their underpinning values and approach were at the heart of 
their success and contributed to their unique selling point. Without trust there 

is little hope of meaningful capacity building; funders felt they needed to 
collect better evidence of these softer outcomes. 

 

Funder’s 
Question: 

How do we measure 

the soft outcomes of 

our approach? 

Situation / 
Need 

_____ 
Organisations / 
projects 
demonstrate a 
lack of 
sustainability 
 
 
 
 
 
We need 
increased 
evidence of 
third sector 
contribution in 
this area of  
work 

Resources 

____ 
Grant officers 

Training 

Networks 

Associate 

support (e.g. 

ESS) 

 

 

 

Grant officers 

Project 
reports 

Networks 

Events 

Research 

Activities 

____ 
One to one support 

Governance / 

funding /evaluation 

/ business 
development etc 

Workshops/training 

Networking & 

events 

 

Evaluation fr’work 

Evidence analysis 

Learning sets 

Sharing learning 
with other 

stakeholders: 

funders, Scottish 

Gov, research 

partners, 

professionals 
 

Beneficiaries 

____ 
Funded 

organisations 

Service–users 

Wider 
community 

Us as a funder 

 

 

 

Us as a funder 

Other funders 

Scottish Govt 

Local 
authorities 

Third sector 

Outcomes 

Short 
Term 

Organisations 

will have:  

increased 

skills and 

confidence in 
our support 

 

 

 
We will: 

Build strong, 

trusting, 

equal 
relationships 

with funded 
organisations 

Medium 
Term  

Organisations 

will have: 

improved 

systems and 

business 
development 

 

 

 
We will: 

Increase our 
knowledge and 

evidence base 
for the impact 

of specific areas 
of work 

Long 
Term 

Organisations 

will have: 

increased 

sustainability 

 
 

 

 

 
We will: 

Increase our 

own 

sustainability 
and have 

greater 

influence over 

policy and 
practice 

Assumptions 
Funded organisations want our help 

 
We are best placed to provide this help 

External factors 
Other support partners may give conflicting 
guidance 

Short term funding  
Changes in policy 
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It works best when funders and funded 

organisations work together to solve problems.  
 

Harmonising Reporting 

 

 
 

 
 

What evidence do we have that our support makes a difference? 
 

 
After identifying indicators for each 

of their outcomes (“what should we 

measure to find out if…?”), delegates 
reflected on when and how they 

collect information about this. 
 

Using a pathway graphic (below), 
delegates were able to identify their 

current methods of collecting 
information and plot them on the 

path. This identified where the gaps 
were in relation to their indicators of 

change. 
 

 
 

 

  
  

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
                                                                                 
Consider funded projects’ journey with you in relation to  
each outcome and decide when you need to collect  

information. 

First 
contact 

Application 

Assessment 

Funding 

awarded 
Reports 

Follow 

up 

Supported 
organisations will 

have increased 
confidence in 

their skills and 
ability to develop 

their service 
independently 

We have a 
skilled Board 
of Trustees 

We have a 
fundraising 

strategy 

Our staff 
receive 
regular 

support and 
professional 
development 

We have a 
clear 

evaluation 
framework 

We can make 
confident 
decisions 

End of 

grant 

Observation 

Funders make the same mistake that fundees make – 
we just do it, we don’t stop to think about the impact of 

our support 

http://www.evaluationsupportscotland.org.uk/how-can-we-help/harmonising-reporting/
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Information methods funders are currently using include: 
 

Diagnostic questionnaires – conversations – organisational health checks – 
start of grant inductions – feedback from associates (e.g. Cranfield Trust or 

ESS) – feedback within a report. 
 

A few of those present used an 
existing evaluation framework 

such as Learning, Evaluation 
and Planning (LEAP). In most 

cases it was acknowledged 
that a lot of change was 

perceived through observation and 

on-going conversations over the support period. Delegates identified that they 
needed to get better at capturing examples of quotes and observations relating 

to their indicators. 
 

The question arose: ‘how do we get honest feedback about our support?’  
(It was acknowledged by all present that  

funded organisations are unlikely to ‘bite  
the hand that feeds them’ by giving 

negative feedback or even turning the 
offer of support down.) 

 
Good examples included: 

 
A Capturing the Change event  

Focus groups speak to neutral facilitators 

combining scoring the support elements with 
open questions for discussion. Responses are fed 

back anonymously. 
 

Anonymous surveys 
Survey monkey or similar to be issued at the beginning, middle and end of the 

support. 
 

Fund reports 
A section included in reporting templates asking for feedback on support. 

Although it was flagged that grant-holders were unlikely to be negative, it 
sends out a good message and enables organisations to suggest what support 

would be of most value in the future. 
 

Learning set 

A regular group that works with the funder to explore learning and evidence 
around a specific work stream. 

 
This was explored further during the afternoon’s input of insights from The 

Alliance Self Management IMPACT Fund Learning Set facilitated by ESS, 
which explored how to build good relationships between funder and funded. 

Seven funded projects with different levels of experience were invited to join. 

Observation 
Larger funders with a broader grants remit 

tend to put a lot of effort into the early stages 
of capacity building – the assessment and early 

development phase. Funders also need the 

capacity to capacity build! 

 Funder’s 
question 

How do we get honest 

feedback from the 

organisations we 

support? 
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“The exercise might only 

have benefitted from a few 

other organisations to 

broaden the discussion.” 

“Good day with good 

discussion.” 

“We did practical tasks 

that I can confidently go 

back and do with others.” 

The Alliance were not present at the first meeting which allowed projects to 
feel safer about being open and honest.  

Capacity building emerged as a central topic.  The group produced a document 
which reflects the funded organisations’ perspectives. (Available on the ESS 

website here). The top tips are for funders to remember that: 
 

 projects might not have the capacity to have their capacity built 
 projects may be offered capacity building opportunities by other funders 

 many projects feel unable to turn down capacity building opportunities in 
case it has an impact on how the funder views them (none of the invited 

members of the learning set felt able to say “no”!) 
 projects’ needs may change over time, so it might be worth revisiting the 

assessment of what might be useful for them 

 projects need clear information about the potential benefits of 
opportunities in order to make decisions  

 opportunities might be most appropriate for someone other than the 
main contact so encourage information to be forwarded 

 
The IMPACT Fund felt that the learning set was a useful way of evaluating their 

capacity building programme and would potentially use it again. 
  

 
Next steps 

 
Delegates had an opportunity to consider the learning from the day and how 

that might impact on their logic model. They were invited to think about the 
assumptions they might be making e.g. organisations want our support 

and also what external factors might help or hinder their capacity building. 

 
Next steps for those present included: 

 work on the logic model with key people in my team  
 review our internal systems for collecting evidence of our impact 

 identify what is inherent but not extracted 
 start a hurrah folder to celebrate successes 

 check if we’re using our indicators (to ensure we’re asking the right 
questions) 

 work out what evidence we are missing 
 check with team that we all understand what we mean by evaluating 

capacity building 
 identify what we do already that works 

 ensure we are aligning our vision with the organisations we support 
 

 

 

 

“Thanks you for an 

enjoyable and interesting 

workshop! Lots to take back 

and think about.” 

http://www.evaluationsupportscotland.org.uk/media/uploads/in_funded_orgs_words.pdf

