
 

Evaluating large programmes 
Lessons from Supporting Voluntary Action 

 
Background 
 
Supporting Voluntary Action (SVA) was a programme to strengthen local support for 
the voluntary and community sector in Scotland.  The BIG Lottery Fund invested £8.2 
million in the programme which ran from 2007 to 2013.  It aimed “to bring 
sustainable improvement, build capacity and increase effectiveness through 
engagement and collaboration between local voluntary sector support networks” – by 
the end of the programme the focus was on third sector interfaces (TSI). 
 
Monitoring and evaluation was led by the SVA programme team at SCVO with the 
support of a Monitoring and Evaluation Advisory Group (MEAG) and of Evaluation 
Support Scotland.   Our approach was largely to build in self-evaluation to all strands 
of the programme.  We also commissioned external evaluation and external data 
collection. 
 
Monitoring and evaluation in SVA was a challenge.  We had to collect and analyse 
evidence of change across diverse and independent infrastructure organisations and 
through them to the wider third sector.  Our ability to collect data was affected by 
many external factors.  TSIs were themselves undergoing significant dynamic change. 
 
This briefing note is drawn from a review by MEAG in June 2013 following the 
completion of the final evaluation.  We concluded that some aspects of SVA 
monitoring and evaluation had gone very well.  Other aspects were less successful 
and, with the benefit of hindsight, we could have acted differently. 
 
So this briefing note sets out 10 lessons from our experience.  It is aimed at people 
who are devising evaluation plans for large and complex programmes.   
 
 
The lessons 
 
1. Do a stakeholder analysis and write a stakeholder management strategy   

Be as explicit as possible from the start about  
• who is (or needs to be) interested in the programme evaluation (and their 

expectations) 
• who will have to provide data for the evaluation (and their capacity to do so).   

You may need to build in strategies or incentives to manage stakeholders so the 
evaluation is kept on track. 

 
2. Agree a shared theory of change across all stakeholders  

This process must involve all organisations delivering and funding the programme.  
If stakeholders do not share the theory of change be open about that. 

 
3. Write an evaluation plan based on the theory of change  

From our experience it is wise to put in place an outline plan at the start.  Do not 
pin too much down right at the beginning and be prepared to develop your plan 
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over time in line with programme delivery.  If (when!) the programme changes 
some parts of the evaluation might need to adapt.  You should also issue guidance 
for stakeholders about the evaluation plan.   

 
4. Set measures for programme delivery    

It is important to focus evaluation on outcomes (as we did in SVA).  But SVA was 
about change management so our evaluation strategy should also have contained 
measures about change management and measures about the impact of the 
programme as a whole - as distinct from its constituent parts.   
 

5. Have a risk management strategy for the evaluation   
One risk is that data, including baseline, is not collected or is not of sufficient 
quality.  Another risk is that programme decision-making or reporting get in the 
way of evaluation and learning.  Mechanisms to manage those risks could include: 

• a sufficient dedicated resource to oversee on-going data collection 
• putting monitoring and evaluation requirements in subcontracts and grant 

agreements (including possibly penalties for non compliance) 
• sharing learning from evaluation as you go along to influence programme 

development and to show the benefits of evaluation itself 
• making sure that what programme funder asks for in terms of reporting is 

the same as the measures in the evaluation plan 
 

6. Make a clear link between monitoring/evaluation and decision-making  

• That means knowing who makes decisions on the programme and feeding 
them learning from the evaluation on a regular basis so that learning is 
embedded and acted on and decisions are evidence based. 

 
7. Have a dedicated monitoring and evaluation function  

An advisory group can provide expertise to manage evaluation activities and to 
reflect on learning.  But you also need dedicated officer time.  It is helpful to 
consider whether to include an on-going role for an external evaluator.   

 
8. Have a sufficient budget for monitoring and evaluation  

SVA spent about 1% of its budget on monitoring and evaluation (not including 
SCVO staff time) which on reflection may not have been enough to fund the level 
of data collection and reporting we needed. 

 
9. Use a mixed methods approach to data gathering 

In SVA we used a range of methods including one off surveys, data collection as 
part of project delivery and longitudinal case studies.  This worked well for us but 
we could have put in place better mechanisms analyse and pull data together.   

 
10. Build in capacity building as part of the evaluation plan 

Provide evaluation training and support so that people involved in delivering the 
programme (and funding the programme) have the skills, confidence and 
understanding to set, measure and reporting on outcomes.    
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