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Small and Simple 

Evaluating small grants – a briefing for funders 
 
 Background 

Evaluation Support Scotland (ESS) works with the third sector and funders so 
that they can measure and report on their impact and use learning to improve 

policy and practice. 
 
Most funders are interested in process or activity questions such as: How much 

money did we give? What stuff did we fund? Did we do a good job making 
grants?  

 
But many funders are increasingly interested in more complex questions such as:  
Did our funding make a difference?  What should we fund in the future?  What 

learning can we share? 
 

ESS’s Funder Learning Programme brings together people from funders in 
workshops, masterclasses and events to share evaluation best practice.  

 
The Small and Simple masterclass on 8 October 2014 considered “what is good 
enough evaluation for small grants?”  This briefing note is for funders.  We 

share key points from the masterclass and from the funders who took part. 
 

 

 What is a small grant and why make one? 

Mostly a small grant is between £500 and £10,000. Some funders run separate 
small grants programmes.  For others a small grant is their normal award.   
 

Funders think small grants are good because they are accessible with simpler, 
less intimidating processes and quicker decision-making.  Funders think small 

grants often offer value for money.  A little goes a long way.  Small grants can 
provide “social glue” for community or volunteer-led activity. 
 

 

 Why evaluate small grants? 
 
 

 
 

 

Our Trustees want to know what 

difference the money made 

To ensure we are meeting our 

charitable objects, mission 

statement or organisational 

outcomes 

 

To meet accountability 

requirements 

 

If we are distributing someone 

else’s money evaluation is a 

condition of that funding 

 

To generate case studies 

for knowledge sharing 

 

To show others who we are 

and what we achieve 

 

To inform future 

decisions / shape future 

programmes 

 

To build capacity of 

grantees 

 

To give feedback to 

donors 
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Use an intermediary or 
local organisation to give 

feedback 

 

 What makes evaluation challenging? 
 

 Keeping evaluation requirements proportionate.   

 Understanding what is good enough evaluation or evidence. 

 Aggregating evidence and learning across a diverse range of funded projects  

 Getting reports from grantees (they find evaluation difficult or just don’t 
keep in touch) 

 Your small grant might be a contribution to a larger project.  Do you ask for 
a report on what your money paid for or the whole project or both?   

 
 

 Evaluation top tips  
 

1. Only ask for information you will really use.  

2. Use simple language.  Ask grantees to tell you 
simply “what they did” “what difference did they 

make” and “what did they learn?” 

3. Encourage grantees to collect data and feedback 

as they go. 

4. Encourage service-users’ views if possible – 
stories of their experience of the project 

5. Give guidance on what you want in a report and 
what you will do with the information.  

 
 

 Small grant reporting – different ways to do it 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

The most common way to report is the end of grant report.   
 

If you have a form check that you are only asking simple questions (see top tip 2 
above).  Is the form short (ideally a single piece of paper)?  If you don’t have a 
form you could co-design one with some grantees.  If you do have a form you 

could ask for feedback on how easy it is to complete.    

Bring grantees together to feedback to 
each other and the funder on their project 
 

Report along the 

way – regular 
short ‘how’s it 
going’ updates – 

perhaps uploaded 
to a webpage  

 

Social media hubs 
 

One to one 
meetings or phone 

call – random 
sample of you don’t 

do them all 
 

Photographs / DVDs 

 

Two funders: one report 
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 Reporting as a funder 
 

Here’s an approach you could adapt to pull together learning and evidence from 
a set of small grants (it’s drawn from Scottish Borders Council small grants): 

1. Develop a simple outcome focussed coding system.  An outcome code might 
be “increasing community cohesion” or “improving the environment” or 
“reducing isolation”  “increasing sport or physical activity”. 

2. Read each grantee’s end of grant report and give it an outcome code(s). 

3. Score each grantee’s report, for example “did not meet outcome”, “achieved 

outcome”, “strongly achieved outcome”. 

4. Identify a typical case study from grantees to illustrate each outcome code. 

5. If you know, count up how many people benefitted from each grant. 

6. Turn this into a report.  Share with grantees. 
 

 

 In their own words: funders’ views on evaluating small grants 
 
Funders who came to our masterclass said at the time: 

 

 
 

A few months later we asked for more feedback.  Comments included: 

 “I have started to look at how we evaluate our qualitative data.  Before we would receive lots 

of individual grant reports and look at it in isolation and never how they met our 

outcomes etc.   I've done this by coding the grants by outcome and looking for 

themes.   This is the first time we have done it this way and it is proving to be much more 

useful.  I'm getting a lot more useful information for it and I can see what the bigger 

impact is of our grants collectively … Also, I've made contact with a couple of others on the 

course and that has been useful.  Ruth Kelloe, Paths For All 

  

“We will definitely introduce a report template as currently grantholders are faced with a 

blank page and guidance”.  Anne Pearson, The Robertson Trust 

 
“We are about to enter into an external evaluator set-up and I am keen to apply the 

learning from the session to guide the evaluation team.  The session was great for 

networking as well.  It has created a couple of future potential partners.”   

Claire Bennett, Grow Wild Scotland Partnership Manager 

We are not the only 

funder struggling with 

this!! 

We need a form! 

We need a way to 

capture qualitative 

information. 

 

Simplicity 

is key 
 

Be proportionate in collecting 

information. 

Make more use of qualitative 

information 
 

We are on the right track but we need to reflect 

diversity of project types in our methods 
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 Remaining challenges  
 
For funders that manage other’s money (such as Scottish Government), 

maintaining proportionality can be even harder.  ESS will explore this further 
with Scottish Government and other funders. 
 

“The chance to meet with other funders [is] really useful – for benchmarking but also 

potential ongoing contact.”  Tom Black, Foundation Scotland 

Networking is invaluable.  But it can be hard to make time for networking or 
for reflection.  ESS would welcome feedback on anything we can do to help 
funders make simple improvements, share good practice with each other, or to 

simply celebrate what you already do well  
 

 

 Some other useful documents 
 
 Harmonising Reporting – good practice on making reporting useful and less 

burdensome  

 How Funders in Scotland Measure their Impact 

 Inspiring Impact: Funders’ principles and drivers of good impact practice 

 
 

 
 Other stuff we’d like you to know 

 
This briefing note was possible thanks to funding from The Robertson Trust. 

 
The masterclass was attended by the Big Lottery Fund, Cashback for 

Communities small grants (Youth Scotland), Carnegie Dunfermline Trust, 
Foundation Scotland, Grow Wild Scotland Partnership, Paths for All, The 
Robertson Trust, The RS MacDonald Trust. 

 
If you have comments on this briefing note or suggestions for future topics, 

please email Emma Liddell emma@evaluationsupportscotland.org.uk  
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