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1. Introduction

This guide addresses a core problem for grant givers that occurs when the ‘data
return’ from grantees is unable to guide portfolio-level decision-making about grant
management or future funding. It's a common structural problem for grant givers:
evidence about change is typically produced locally by delivery organisations using
different outcomes, indicators, and measurement tools, while funding decisions are
often taken centrally at portfolio level. Where this occurs, monitoring and evaluation
processes confirm delivery but do not provide a coherent account of whether
investment is producing intended effects across the portfolio as a whole. In these
conditions, grant givers become exposed to operational, strategic, and reputational
(or political) risk because decisions about programme continuity, adaptation, and
investment must be made without evidence that can be interpreted coherently
across funded activity as a whole. This guide responds to this problem — the ‘grant-
giver problem’ - by describing how portfolio-level evaluation strategies can be
designed to support decision-making across heterogeneous portfolios of funded

activity.

The intended audience is grant givers responsible for designing funding programmes,
managing grantee portfolios, interpreting monitoring and evaluation data, and
advising trustees or sponsors on funding decisions. It is particularly relevant where
portfolios include heterogeneous interventions delivered by multiple organisations,
where outcome frameworks are partially aligned but operationalised locally, or
where funding continuation and funding strategy decisions must be taken without

access to comparable outcome evidence across grants.

The guide first makes the case for establishing a portfolio evaluation strategy as a
component of grant programme design. It demonstrates how portfolio-level outcome

frameworks enable heterogeneous interventions to contribute to a shared evidence



base and support defensible decisions about funding continuity, programme
adaptation, or alignment to new investment aims. Three scenarios are presented,
each showing how the absence of portfolio-level evidence affects organisations
operating under different grant-making conditions: a centrally commissioned national
programme; a partnership-based locality delivery structure; and a thematic small-

grants funder operating without operationalised outcomes.

The guide concludes with a practical framework describing how funders can generate
operationally useful data at portfolio-level, through structured evaluation design.
This framework sets out the sequence of steps required to align outcomes, indicators,
tools, and evaluation approaches across grantees before data collection begins,
enabling aggregation across heterogeneous provision while strengthening evaluation
capacity within funded organisations. The final section translates this framework into
a set of implementation recommendations that can be incorporated into grant

processes, reporting systems, and portfolio management practice.

1.1. The Grant-Giver Problem
Grant givers commonly fund portfolios of activity intended to deliver a defined
strategy, thematic priority, or broader area of social change. In many cases, however,
evidence about progress towards these aims is generated locally by delivery partners
using different outcomes, methodologies, tools, and reporting processes - often for
interventions that vary according to length, frequency of delivery, and expected
engagement. Where this occurs, outcome data accumulates as separate programme-
level accounts of change, rather than as a coherent picture of performance across a
portfolio. When evidence is produced in this way, the structure and internal validity
of returned data can prevent funders from interpreting whether, and to what extent,
funded activity is producing its intended effects at portfolio level. Even where
individual grants report credible results about their own delivery, variation in

outcome operationalisation (the indicators used to measure local impact),



measurement practice, and intervention structure (such as length of exposure, or

dose) means that findings cannot be interpreted consistently across funded activity.

This limits the extent to which evidence can support decisions about whether the

portfolio as a whole is achieving strategic aims, whether the mix of funded

interventions is appropriate to the problem being addressed, or whether continued

investment can be justified with confidence. Uncertainty at grant level therefore

accumulates into uncertainty at portfolio level.

In practice, this exposes grant givers to a risk architecture: it creates operational risk

where funders cannot determine whether activity across organisations is functioning

effectively in relation to intended outcomes; strategic risk where it is unclear whether

the overall pattern of investment is advancing the objectives it was designed to

support; and, in some contexts, political or reputational risk where funding decisions

cannot be justified clearly to trustees, sponsors, partners, or the public. Table 1,

summarises each risk type below:

Table 1 — A funder risk architecture

Risk Type Definition

Example

Uncertainty about whether funded
Operational activity across organisations is

risk producing intended outcomes in
relation to portfolio objectives.

Multiple mentoring programmes report
participation and engagement data, but
use different outcome definitions and
measurement approaches, making it
unclear whether young people’s
wellbeing or behaviour is improving
across the portfolio.

Uncertainty about whether the
overall mix of funded interventions
Strategic risk is appropriately aligned with the
problem the portfolio is intended to
address.

A funder continues investing in
awareness-based provision across
several organisations, but cannot
determine whether these interventions
contribute to behavioural change
compared with more intensive delivery
models elsewhere in the portfolio.

Uncertainty about whether funding

Political/ decisions can be justified externally
Reputational when programme performance is
risk scrutinised by trustees,

Government, donors, or the public

External scrutiny emerges when a major
funding stream cannot demonstrate
consistent evidence of benefit across
funded organisations despite substantial
investment.




Where portfolios are expected to demonstrate contribution to defined areas of
change, the absence of evidence that can be interpreted consistently across funded
activity becomes a structural limitation on decision-making rather than a technical

limitation of individual evaluations.

2. Why This Matters: Risk in Portfolio Decision-Making

Grant givers often need to make decisions at the level of portfolios rather than
individual grants. Decisions about whether to continue funding particular
organisations, expand or reduce investment for particular intervention types, or
maintain a strategic funding role in a given area all depend on the ability to interpret
evidence across funded activity rather than within single programmes alone. For this
reason, the usefulness of evaluation evidence in grant giving depends not only on
whether data is returned by delivery organisations, but on whether that data can be
interpreted consistently across grants in relation to the outcomes a funder is
attempting to achieve. In this context, data quality is best understood in relation to its
interpretability at portfolio level. Evidence that is credible within individual delivery
settings may still be difficult to interpret across a portfolio where outcomes are
defined differently across grants, where measurement approaches vary between
organisations, or where interventions differ substantially in structure and exposure.
When this occurs, outcome data accumulate as separate programme-level accounts
rather than as evidence capable of supporting judgements about how funded activity

is performing as a whole.

The operational consequence is that funders cannot simply rely (or over-rely) on
selected examples or individual project results to understand whether investment
across a portfolio is working as intended. Instead, they require evidence that
supports day-to-day decision-making across funding relationships. This includes

decisions about which organisations to fund, whether to fund them again, whether



particular intervention types should continue to receive investment, and whether

funding strategies remain aligned with the problems they are intended to address.

A useful test of data quality at portfolio level is whether returned evidence is
operationally useful for decision-making. For grant funders impact data is
operationally useful when it can be interpreted consistently across grants and
aggregated in relation to portfolio outcomes or intended areas of change. Where
evidence satisfies these conditions, it allows funders to understand how activity
across organisations contributes collectively to strategic objectives rather than only
how individual programmes perform in isolation. For evidence to be operationally
useful in this sense, it must therefore also be internally valid in relation to the
outcomes it is intended to measure. Problems of internal validity arise where
outcomes are left to delivery organisations to define, where outcomes are specified
at a high level but operationalised differently across grants, or where measurement
approaches remain open even when outcome frameworks are shared. In each of
these cases, funders cannot be confident that returned data measure the same
underlying outcomes across funded activity, limiting the extent to which findings can

be interpreted at portfolio level.

3. Evidence Review: Addressing the Grant Giver Problem

For this guide, a literature review was undertaken to explore the approaches grant
funders have taken to address the problem of evidence generation across portfolios
of funded activity. This review of 29 studies exploring evaluation practice across
philanthropic and portfolio-level grant funders found that funders’ solutions fell into
one of eight solution ‘themes’, reflecting their understanding of the challenge they
face based on their grant-giving strategies, the interventions funded, and the ability
of grantees to manage impact data reporting. These are addressed in turn in the

sections below: (3.1) Governance and Accountability; (3.2) Reporting and



Measurement Standardisation; (3.3) Methodological flexibility; (3.4) Learning
Strategies; (3.5) Data Integration; (3.6) Framework Design; (3.7) Capacity Building;

and (3.8) Outcome-Focussed Reporting.

None of the studies directly examined a specific risk-exposure issue, instead reporting
their approach in the context of the practical issues of bringing impact data across a
diverse and often heterogeneous portfolio of funded activity. Table 2, below, shows
how, across each of the eight themes, funders were exposed to one or more of three
risk types based on their response to the challenge of poor quality or inconsistent

data returns from grantees.

Table 2 — Risk Exposure

Theme and section

Primary Risk Exposure

Governance (3.1)

political + operational

Standardisation (3.2)

strategic

Method flexibility (3.3)

operational + strategic

Learning strategies (3.4) strategic
Data integration (3.5) operational

Framework design (3.6) strategic
Capacity building (3.7) operational

Outcome focus (3.8)

political/reputational

3.1. Governance and accountability
Where studies described funders responding to the grant-giver problem through
governance and accountability reforms, they typically focused on clarifying
evaluation responsibility, reporting expectations, and transparency across funding

relationships (Anheier & Leat, 2013; Dahler-Larsen, 2023; Foundation Practice Rating,



2022; Williamson & Kingston, 2021). Comparative work on foundation transparency
practices (Foundation Practice Rating, 2022), for example, described the introduction
of structured disclosure standards intended to improve consistency in reporting
expectations across organisations, while Williamson and Kingston (2021) described
attempts to formalise responsibility for defining outcomes and interpreting evidence
at funder level rather than leaving these decisions entirely to grantee programme
teams. These responses improved clarity around evaluation responsibility and

disclosure expectations.

While important because they made evaluation responsibility, reporting
expectations, and disclosure arrangements more explicit across funding relationships,
these reforms did not in themselves guarantee that evidence generated across grants
would be sufficiently comparable to support a coherent portfolio-level interpretation.
Foundation Practice Rating (2022), for example, showed substantial variation in the
extent to which funders disclosed strategy, outcomes, and evaluation expectations,
suggesting that reporting requirements often remained insufficiently specified to
support consistent interpretation of evidence across funded activity. In this sense,
while governance reform reduced ambiguity around responsibility, funders still could
not clearly tell what the evidence across grants added up to. This left open the
question of whether a portfolio aligns with its intended aims, and weakens the basis
on which later decisions can be defended. Williamson and Kingston (2021) described
a similar outcome by attempting to formalise responsibility for defining outcomes
and interpreting evidence at the funder level. In their case, however, clearer
governance arrangements of this kind still did not in themselves ensure that impact
evidence generated across grants was comparable enough to support coherent

portfolio-level interpretation.
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3.2. Reporting and measurement standardisation
Whereas governance and accountability responses sought to make reporting
responsibility clearer, reporting and measurement standardisation addressed a
different exposure - the risk that portfolio evidence would remain difficult to
interpret because grantees were measuring and reporting impact in inconsistent
ways. One way that some funders looked at this element of the grant-giver problem
was to improve the consistency of reporting and measurement across funded activity.
Here, the response was to introduce shared indicators, harmonised tools, and more
standardised reporting structures so that evidence returned by grantees could be
compared more easily across programmes (Barbetta; Benjamin, 2023; Cunha et al.,
2025; Oehlsen, 2024). The underlying problem here, however, was not simply that
grantees were returning too little data, but that they were doing so through bespoke
templates, locally defined indicators, and different measurement approaches, making
across-grant interpretation difficult. Standardisation therefore offered a way of
bringing greater order to portfolio evidence by aligning how change was described
and reported, and this enabled funders to improve consistency in the structure of
reporting. In that respect, this response was effective in reducing some of the
fragmentation associated with grantee-level data returns - shared indicators and
harmonised tools made it more plausible that evidence from different grants could
be read against a common reporting frame, while also reducing some of the
duplication and inconsistency that arose when each organisation developed its own
measurement system. This, however, was only partially successful. It did not, in itself,
resolve the underlying exposure funders face when apparently comparable reporting
sits on top of materially different interventions. Standardised measures in these
studies did not remove variation in programme structure, exposure, intensity, or
position within a wider results chain. Where unlike interventions were being reported
through aligned measures, funders still could not safely treat differently measured
programmes as though they were directly comparable. This left funders less able to

determine whether different intervention types were contributing appropriately to
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portfolio aims. In this sense, standardisation improved the structure of reporting
without removing the conditions under which portfolio-level judgements could

remain harder to defend under external scrutiny.

3.3. Methodological flexibility and mixed-method design
Studies describing funders’ responses to the grant-giver problem through flexibility in
evaluation design typically did so in recognition of the fact that some funded
interventions changed as they developed, worked differently in different settings, or
were not stable enough to be evaluated through a single fixed design (Cabaj et al.,
2022; Copestake, 2024; Stern et al., 2012; Fraser et al., 2018). In the studies
reviewed, the response was not to impose uniform evaluation requirements across
grants, but to allow variation in the methods used according to the learning needed
at different stages of the intervention's development, based on what the funder
wants to know about how the intervention produced change, and its delivery
context. Cabaj et al. (2022), for example, argued that early-stage social innovation
prototypes required adaptable evaluation designs because the point of piloting was
to generate rapid learning about whether an idea warranted further development
rather than to produce definitive claims about effectiveness. Copestake (2024),
similarly, distinguished between quant-led and qual-led mixed-methods models,
showing that different designs were appropriate for different kinds of interventions

and causal questions.

This enabled funders and evaluators to align evaluation design more closely with the
realities of delivery and, in that respect, was effective in supporting more
proportionate and context-sensitive forms of inquiry. Flexible design could produce
stronger local explanations, better fit between method and intervention type, and
more credible learning where programmes were exploratory, adaptive, or
institutionally complex. Again, however, this did not in itself resolve the underlying

exposure funders faced, where portfolio-level judgement still depended on evidence
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produced through non-equivalent designs. Where grants were evaluated through
different methodological designs, with different standards of inference and different
forms of evidence, funders still could not place findings from across funded activity
on a common interpretive footing. This narrowed what funders could say with
confidence about the relative contribution of different intervention types and about
how the portfolio was performing as a whole. In this sense, methodological flexibility
improved local fit without removing the conditions under which portfolio-level claims

could remain harder to defend under external scrutiny.

3.4. Learning and adaptation systems
The previous sections addressed the grant-giver problem through flexibility of design,
with the outcome that evaluation could be better aligned to the realities of different
interventions, although without resolving the wider difficulty of interpreting
heterogeneous evidence coherently at portfolio level. For studies describing the
introduction of learning and adaptation systems in response to the grant giver
problem, the response was to embed evaluation more directly within organisational
learning, strategy, and decision-making processes — through embedding evaluation in
routine practices such as learning sessions, reflective reviews, internal reporting
cycles, and decision-making processes. Here, the underlying risk was that evaluative
information might be produced across a portfolio without being used in ways that
informed strategy, adaptation, or cumulative learning. A number of studies therefore
described funders developing learning processes intended to improve the circulation,
interpretation, and use of evaluation evidence across organisations and within
foundations themselves (Coffman et al., 2013; Patrizi et al., 2013; Preskill & Mack,
2013; Gienapp et al., 2017). In these reviewed studies, the response was to
strengthen learning loops between grantees, align data collection and reporting to
shared evaluation questions, and create systems through which evidence could feed

more directly into strategic decision-making processes.
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These responses enabled funders to move beyond evaluation as a standalone
reporting function and, in that respect, were effective in improving the organisational
use of evidence - Coffman et al. (2013) showing that expanding evaluation functions
were increasingly tied to learning, performance management, and strategy, and
Patrizi et al. (2013) arguing for strategic grant-givers to learn from practice rather
than treat strategy as fixed (Preskill and Mack (2013), similarly, proposed integrated
strategic learning and evaluation systems designed to connect evaluative information
more directly to decision-making). In each case, however, these approaches did not
in themselves resolve the exposure funders faced where the evidence being
circulated and used remained fragmented, uneven, or non-comparable across grants.
Where learning systems improved the use of information without ensuring that the
underlying evidence base could be interpreted coherently at portfolio level, funders
still could not turn the evidence being shared into a clear overall view of what the
portfolio was showing. This left portfolio-level alignment more difficult to establish,
even where evidence was circulating more effectively through the system. In this
sense, learning systems improved organisational reflection without removing the
conditions under which broader performance claims could still be harder to defend

under external scrutiny.

3.5. Data infrastructure and integration
Where studies described funders responding to the grant giver problem through
improved data infrastructure and better integration across platforms, they typically
focused on the technical problem that relevant information was distributed across
disconnected systems, organisations, and reporting channels rather than being
available through a coherent data architecture (Leslie et al., 2022; Centre for
Evaluation Innovation, 2023; Preskill & Mack, 2013; Bixler et al., 2018; Chipimo et al.,
2025). Here, the response was to improve interoperability between grantees by
strengthening data-sharing arrangements and developing better integrated processes

through which evidence could move across organisations and institutional settings.
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Bixler et al. (2018), for example, framed this as a regional data ecosystem problem,
while Leslie et al. (2022) examined the wider governance implications of fragmented

and opaque data processes.

Taking this approach enabled funders to improve access to data, strengthen data-
sharing processes, and build more robust systems for storing, sharing, and using
information — a response that was effective in addressing the problem of technical
fragmentation that limited the availability of evidence across complex systems — but
did not in itself ensure that what was being shared was defined, measured, or
governed in comparable ways. Leslie et al. (2022), for instance, showed that data
flows and system interoperability do not on their own secure coherence or
accountability, while Bixler et al. (2018) made clear that data only becomes useful for
decisions when it is clearly presented, properly discussed, and consistently
understood. Where integrated infrastructures improved connectivity without
standardising the meaning of the evidence moving through them, funders could
connect the data systems, but still could not be sure the data meant the same thing
across grants. This reduced the extent to which funders could show how different
forms of funded activity related to portfolio aims. In this sense, data integration
improved technical access without removing the conditions under which portfolio-

level interpretations could still be harder to defend under external scrutiny.

3.6. Framework design
In the previous section, the grant-giver problem was looked at through the
architecture of data systems, whereas studies that focused on framework design
explored it through the process of linking results together across different levels of
change. These studies described scenarios where funders and evaluators had
developed tiered frameworks, results chains, and system models to clarify how
project-level activity related to wider programme or fund-level objectives (Ebrahim &

Rangan, 2014; Frontier Economics et al., 2023; Ferris & Williams, 2010; Ashley &
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Faulk, 2014). For these studies, the response to the problem was to structure the
relationship between outputs, outcomes, and wider impacts more clearly, so that
evidence generated at one level could be located more realistically within a broader
account of change. Ebrahim and Rangan (2014), for instance, argued that different
organisations should be measured according to their place in a wider results chain,
while Frontier Economics et al. (2023) distinguished explicitly between project-level
and fund-level elements in their evaluation of the Strength in Places Fund. Taking this
approach enabled funders to improve alignment between grant-level reporting and
wider strategic objectives and, in that respect, was effective in clarifying what kinds
of change different actors could reasonably be expected to evidence - results
frameworks could reduce category confusion, separate project-level outcomes from
system-level impacts, and provide a more orderly structure for organising evidence

across portfolios.

Despite these responses, however, data generated across different intervention types
still could not be interpreted collectively. Frameworks could show where different
grants sat within a broader logic of change without ensuring that the evidence they
returned was directly comparable or cumulatively interpretable. Where frameworks
improved structure without resolving equivalence, funders had a clearer structure for
organising evidence, but still could not compare results across intervention types on a
like-for-like basis. This left the wider configuration of funded activity harder to
interpret in relation to portfolio aims in practice. In this sense, framework design
improved the organisation of evidence without removing the conditions under which

funder-level judgements could still be harder to defend under external scrutiny.

3.7. Evaluation capacity building
Studies that described funders responding to the grant-giver problem by supporting
their grantee to develop more robust evaluation tools and processes addressed this

directly by addressing the uneven capability of grantees to design, implement, and
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use evaluation data in ways that met funder expectations (Benjamin, 2023; Ricciuti &
Calod, 2018; Zandniapour & Deterding, 2018). Studies described organisations
strengthening staff skills, improving evaluation infrastructure, offering hands-on
technical assistance, and building systems through which grantees could generate
and use outcome evidence. Zandniapour and Deterding (2018) showed how the
Social Innovation Fund combined funding with technical assistance, evaluation
feasibility, and common planning tools to strengthen evaluation readiness across a
dispersed portfolio. Benjamin (2023), similarly, described how evaluation demands
often exceeded the organisational infrastructure available to nonprofits and therefore
required support rather than simple compliance. Both these approaches enabled
funders to improve the local quality of evidence production and addressed some of
the practical weaknesses that limited grantees’ ability to engage productively with
evaluation. Whilst capacity building could strengthen data systems, staff confidence,
evaluation literacy, and the overall ability of grantees to produce more structured
evidence about outcomes, these gains did not, in themselves, resolve the underlying
exposure funders faced — especially where project-level evaluation still produced
heterogeneous forms of evidence across a varied portfolio. Better local evaluation
capability did not automatically establish alighed outcomes frameworks, shared
measures, or common standards of outcome interpretation across grants, and where
capacity building improved study quality, it did so without resolving cross-grant
equivalence. Funders did have better quality evaluation at project level as a result,
but still could not combine that evidence into a clear portfolio-wide judgement. This
meant that stronger project-level evidence still did not show clearly how different

intervention types related to portfolio aims.

3.8. Outcome-focused reporting
Outcome-focused reporting was the focus of one review study that looked at the
grant-giver problem as an issue of what funders asked to be reported. Here, the risk

exposure was that activity-focused accountability would generate large volumes of
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information about delivery without showing whether funded work has produced
meaningful change. The response here was to shift the emphasis of reporting away
from outputs and toward outcomes and social impact (von Schnurbein, 2016). The
argument put forward was that output-focused reporting could not answer the
central evaluative question of whether philanthropic action had made a difference,
and that assessment therefore needed to focus more directly on changes for
beneficiaries and society. Focusing on outcomes rather than outputs enabled funders
to improve the relevance of the information they sought and in doing so refocused
evaluation beyond simple quantification of deliverables to an outcome-focused
reporting model that was capable of producing a more credible account of intended
change that better aligned performance reporting with the stated purpose of

philanthropic funding.

A stronger focus on outcomes for these studies would not automatically establish
how those outcomes should be standardised, compared, or aggregated at the
portfolio level, and this was the case for this study too. Where funders moved from
outputs to outcomes without resolving these underlying issues, they had more
relevant outcome data, but still could not compare or aggregate it confidently across
the portfolio. This left unresolved whether the portfolio as a whole was advancing its
intended aims. In this sense, outcome focus improved the relevance of reporting
without removing the conditions under which portfolio-level claims could still be

harder to defend under external scrutiny.

4. The Case for a Portfolio Evaluation Strategy

For funders to be able to make and take decisions about investment across
heterogeneous grants, they must first establish portfolio-level evaluation strategies
that guarantee basic minimal standards about data quality and validity, and that

allow impact data to be coherently aggregated. What the reviewed studies showed is
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that funders commonly respond to the grant-giver Problem through improvements to
either reporting frameworks, indicator alignment, governance arrangements, learning
systems, data infrastructure, and evaluation capacity across grantees (often in
combination), but that they were not able to fully resolve the underlying problem -
that evidence is generated at project level while funding decisions are made at
portfolio level. Across the studies, fragmented reporting structures, heterogeneous
indicators, disconnected data systems, variation in evaluation capacity, and
differences in intervention structure and delivery context each limited the extent to
which outcome evidence could be interpreted consistently across funded activity. As
a result, funders could not fully rely on grantee-level evaluation alone to determine

whether investment across a portfolio is producing intended benefits.

A portfolio-level evaluation strategy structures how outcomes are defined,
interpreted, and evidenced across funded activity so that heterogeneous provision
can contribute to a shared set of outcomes in order to provide an account of change
and support portfolio-level decision-making. In practice, an evaluation strategy needs

to:

1. Define outcomes at portfolio level rather than project level
Specify how different interventions contribute to portfolio outcomes

Prescribe acceptable forms of evidence across intervention types

P W N

Align measurement to an intervention's duration, length of session, and

frequency of delivery (length of exposure, intensity, and dose)

5. Ensure evidence generated across grants can be interpreted on a consistent
basis, and against fully operationalised indicators

6. Enable aggregation across heterogeneous service models without requiring
uniform methods of data collection

7. Distinguish where indicators can be compared directly and where impact

needs to be interpreted within intervention types
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8. Ensure that the data return to funders supports portfolio-level decision-
making rather than grant-level reporting alone

9. Reduce operational uncertainty about whether funded activity is producing
intended change across delivery contexts

10. Support strategic judgement about whether the mix of funded interventions is
appropriately aligned with the problems the portfolio is intended to address

11.Provide a defensible evidence base for external accountability and justification

of funding decisions to trustees, sponsors, partners, and the public.

5. The grant-giver problem in practice: three scenarios

The following scenarios illustrate how portfolio-level evidence problems emerge
under different grant-making and programme management approaches. Although
each describes a different institutional environment, all three involve organisations
remaining accountable for programme performance without possessing aggregatable
evidence capable of supporting coherent portfolio-level interpretation of impact. The
issue in each case is not simply the absence of data, but the inability to generate
comparable evidence across heterogeneous portfolios of funded activity. The
scenarios are presented as illustrations of different portfolio evidence architectures
rather than descriptions of specific organisations. Scenario 1 describes a case where
operational portfolio management responsibility sits with the delivery organisation
while evaluation remains the responsibility of an external body — here, a sponsoring
Government department. Scenario 2 describes a programme operating with shared
outcomes but fragmented local operationalisation of indicators and measurement.
Scenario 3 describes a thematic grant-making model in which outcome definition and
measurement design are delegated largely to funded organisations. Across all three
scenarios, evidence accumulates in fragmented forms that cannot be aggregated into
a coherent interpretation of portfolio performance. Organisations therefore become

unable to compare interventions consistently, assess relative effectiveness across
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programme models, or construct defensible portfolio-level accounts of impact

capable of supporting operational and strategic decision-making.
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5.1. Scenario 1 — An Arms-Length Grant-Giving Body

Scenario 1 illustrates the grant-giver problem within a large arm’s-length national
youth programme deliverer responsible for managing public funding through regional
and local delivery partners. Although the organisation retained responsibility for
programme design, provider management, and portfolio development, evaluation
budget and decision-making remained within its sponsoring Government
department. Responsibility for managing programme performance therefore became
separated from responsibility for defining how programme performance would be
evaluated and interpreted. Over time, the programme expanded from a relatively
uniform model into a heterogeneous portfolio combining multiple intervention types
and community-based delivery partners. Evaluation coverage did not expand
alongside this diversification of activity. Evaluation activity remained externally
commissioned and structured primarily around departmental and political oversight
rather than operational portfolio management. As a result, the organisation
accumulated substantial quantities of monitoring and evaluation information without
possessing an evidence framework to support operational-level interpretation.
Delivery monitoring processes supported delivery reporting more effectively than
comparative interpretation of programme effectiveness across providers or delivery
strands. Directors therefore remained accountable for explaining programme

performance without controlling the evidence used to interpret that performance.

The table below summarises the structural conditions, operational consequences,

decision-making implications, and associated risks created by this form of portfolio

evidence architecture:
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Scenario 1 — Arms-Length Grant-Giving Body

Arm’s-length national youth programme grant-giving body responsible for managing public funding to support the delivery of youth provision through a network of regional and local delivery
partners. Strategic oversight and evaluation responsibility sat with the sponsoring government department, while operational responsibility for programme design, provider management, and
portfolio development sat with the delivery body itself. The original programme model centred on a single-model intervention evaluated primarily for Ministerial assurance purposes, but the
portfolio later expanded into shorter and more heterogeneous forms of community-based provision delivered through multiple partners. Evaluation coverage, however, did not expand alongside the
changing delivery structure, and internal monitoring systems remained designed primarily for delivery reporting rather than portfolio interpretation. Externally commissioned studies addressed
departmental oversight more effectively than operational portfolio management. As a result, the organisation managed a national grant-funded programme portfolio without controlling the
structure, timing, or scope of the evaluation evidence used to interpret its performance. Directors remained accountable for portfolio performance without access to integrated portfolio-level
evidence. s

Core Structural Challenge

Accountability for portfolio performance and strategic
decision-making sits with the delivery organisation, while
authority over evaluation design and primary evidence
generation sits with the sponsoring government
department.

Monitoring data exists across the portfolio, but
heterogeneous programme models, indicators, and
reporting systems support contract management more
effectively than portfolio-level interpretation,
comparison, or strategy development.

As delivery expands across regional and community-
based provision, directors remain responsible for making
operational and strategic decisions without integrated
evidence capable of identifying which interventions work
or where delivery quality varies.

Operational Consequences

Outcomes cannot be reliably compared across
intervention types.

Variation in delivery quality between providers cannot be
systematically compared or measured.

Programme models cannot be assessed for relative
effectiveness or comparable value for money.

Senior leadership lacks a reliable understanding of
portfolio performance as a whole.

Decision-making relies heavily on fragmented monitoring
returns and top-level external impact studies.

Partial evidence is treated as equivalent to understanding
programme performance.

Fragmented evidence systems support the impression
that sufficient insight into effectiveness exists despite
incomplete coverage.

Implications for operational decision-making

Directors cannot draw on integrated operational evidence
to influence decisions made within the sponsoring
department.

Civil servants rely on isolated research outputs rather
than portfolio-level evidence of what works and why.
Directors receive programme reports shaped by
fragmented evidence coverage.

Directors cannot construct a coherent ‘defence narrative’
explaining how the portfolio contributes to outcomes.
Strategic decisions are made without comparable
evidence across intervention strands.

Portfolio performance cannot be interpreted consistently
across providers or programme models

Decisions about delivery strategy rely on partial evidence
rather than integrated portfolio understanding.

Risk exposure

Operational risk emerges where the absence of a shared portfolio-level outcomes framework and aligned indicators across delivery partners prevents directors from identifying variation in
delivery quality across providers or comparing outcomes across intervention types.
Strategic risk emerges where the absence of a portfolio-level evaluation strategy linking intervention strands to common objectives prevents directors from demonstrating whether changes in
delivery strategy represent an effective use of public funding, while departments cannot demonstrate whether programme design choices, delivery changes, or funding allocations represent

an effective use of public funding across intervention strands.

Reputational risk emerges where evaluation design and primary data generation sit outside organisational control, while directors, ministers, and departments remain accountable for
explaining programme performance and strategic decisions without access to portfolio-level evidence capable of supporting a coherent and defensible account of programme effectiveness.

23




5.2. Scenario 2 — Partnership Grant giver (Embedded Evaluation System)

Scenario 2 illustrates the grant-giver problem within a partnership grant-making
programme delivered through regional delivery networks composed of multiple
voluntary and community sector organisations operating across heterogeneous local
contexts. Unlike Scenario 1, this programme operated with a centrally defined
outcomes framework and associated indicator structure. However, delivery
organisations retained substantial autonomy over how indicators were translated into
local tools, surveys, and reporting systems. As a result, outcome measurement
became operationalised differently across providers and regional networks despite
the existence of shared programme outcomes. Measurement methods, survey tools,
and reporting approaches varied substantially between organisations, while
indicators were adapted independently to reflect local delivery priorities and
operational contexts. Comparable outcome evidence therefore did not emerge
consistently across the programme portfolio despite the presence of an apparently
aligned evaluation framework. The programme consequently accumulated
substantial quantities of monitoring, survey, and qualitative evidence without
possessing mechanisms capable of aggregating this information into coherent
portfolio-level interpretation. Programme managers therefore remained unable to
assess reliably whether locally designed interventions collectively represented an

effective programme strategy or produced meaningful portfolio-level change.

The table below summarises how the fragmented operationalisation of outcome

measurement shaped programme interpretation, decision-making, and portfolio-

level risk:
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Scenario 2 — Partnership Grant Giver (Embedded Evaluation System)

A partnership grant-giver operated a multi-agency locality-based funding programme delivered through regional delivery networks. Locally designed interventions were delivered by multiple
voluntary and community sector organisations operating across heterogeneous hyperlocal contexts. The programme operated with a centrally defined outcomes framework and associated indicator
structure. However, delivery organisations were given autonomy over how indicators were translated into local tools, surveys, and reporting systems, resulting in fragmented and non-comparable
evidence across regional delivery networks despite the existence of shared outcomes. As a result, tools, surveys, and reporting systems differed between providers; comparable outcome evidence
could not be aggregated across the portfolio; monitoring and qualitative evidence existed in substantial quantities but remained fragmented across regional delivery networks; and the programme
approached continuation decisions without defensible portfolio-level impact evidence.

Core Structural Challenge

o Outcomes were defined centrally but operationalised
independently across delivery organisations.

o Delivery partners translated indicators into locally defined
tools, surveys, and reporting systems.

e Measurement methods differed substantially between
organisations and regional delivery networks.

o Indicators were selected independently rather than
through coordinated portfolio-level design.

« Indicators were not consistently translated into
measurable survey questions or structured outcome
tools.

e Evidence accumulated across providers and regional
delivery networks without mechanisms capable of
portfolio-level aggregation or interpretation.

e Monitoring and qualitative evidence existed in substantial
guantities but could not be assembled into a coherent
portfolio-level interpretation.

Operational Consequences

Comparable indicators did not exist consistently across
regional delivery networks.

Programme managers could not compare outcomes
across providers delivering similar interventions.

Regional managers could not assess whether locally
designed interventions operated effectively as a
coordinated programme.

Performance interpretation relied heavily on narrative
reporting rather than structured outcome evidence.
Operational oversight depended largely on trust in
delivery reports rather than verifiable measures of
change.

Independent indicator selection produced uneven
evidence coverage across the outcomes framework.
Large parts of the outcomes framework remained unused
across the portfolio, limiting interpretation of programme
objectives.

Implications for operational decision-making

The Grant giver could not determine whether the
localised intervention model represented an effective
programme strategy.

No comparable evidence demonstrated whether locally
designed interventions collectively produced meaningful
portfolio-level change.

Portfolio-level programme theory could not be tested
using available evidence.

Strategic decisions regarding continuation, redesign, or
termination lacked a reliable empirical foundation.
Portfolio-level impact evidence became necessary within
the remaining programme period to support continuation
decisions.

Decision-making, therefore, relied on fragmented
provider-level evidence rather than integrated portfolio
interpretation.

Strategic programme interpretation became constrained
by the structure of the evidence architecture itself.

Risk exposure

e Operational risk emerged where the absence of comparable indicators across regional delivery networks prevented programme managers from determining which interventions were
producing measurable change prior to continuation decisions being required.
o Strategic risk emerged where fragmented evidence prevented the Grant giver from demonstrating whether locally designed interventions collectively justified continuation of the hyperlocal

delivery model as an overall programme strategy.

» Reputational risk emerged where continuation decisions approached without defensible portfolio-level impact evidence exposed the programme to challenge regarding value for money,
programme effectiveness, and the justification of continued public investment under conditions of external scrutiny.
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5.3. Scenario 3 — Standard Grant Funder (Theme-Based Strategy)

Scenario 3 illustrates a portfolio evidence problem emerging within a standard grant
funder operating a small-scale programme structured around broad thematic
priorities such as youth, disability, or community wellbeing. Unlike Scenarios 1 and 2,
the organisation did not operate with either a shared outcomes framework or a
coordinated indicator structure capable of supporting portfolio-level interpretation of
impact. Instead, funded organisations were responsible for defining their own
expected outcomes, indicators, and measurement approaches within grant
applications and reporting processes. As a result, evidence accumulated across
funded activity in fragmented and non-comparable formats. Indicators, survey tools,
reporting systems, and measurement approaches varied substantially between
projects according to organisational capacity, delivery context, and programme
design. Monitoring and end-of-grant reporting therefore functioned primarily as
accountability mechanisms confirming delivery activity rather than as components of
a coordinated portfolio-level evaluation system. Trustees and programme managers
consequently relied heavily on narrative reporting, case studies, and headline activity

metrics when interpreting programme performance across funded activity.

The table below summarises the structural and operational consequences of

operating a thematic grant programme without shared portfolio-level outcome

measurement.
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Scenario 3 — Grant Funder (Theme-Based Strategy)

A grant funder operated a small-scale grants programme structured around broad thematic priorities such as disability, youth, or community wellbeing. Strategic direction was defined through broad
thematic areas rather than operationalised outcome frameworks capable of supporting portfolio-level interpretation of impact. Grants were typically small in value and funded organisations were
responsible for defining their own outcomes, indicators, and measurement approaches, resulting in heterogeneous reporting systems and fragmented evidence across funded activity. This resulted in
substantially different indicators and measurement methods across projects; monitoring returns that focused on delivery confirmation rather than outcome interpretation; portfolio evidence that
accumulated in fragmented and non-comparable formats; trustees interpreting programme performance largely through activity metrics, organisational credibility, and narrative reporting rather
than comparable portfolio-level outcome evidence.

Core Structural Challenge Operational Consequences Implications for operational decision-making

Strategic priorities were defined thematically rather than
through operationalised outcome frameworks.
Applicants defined their own expected outcomes,
indicators, and measurement approaches. ¢ Indicators
differed substantially between funded projects and
programme areas.

Measurement tools varied according to organisational
capacity and project design.

Monitoring returns and end-of-grant reports functioned
primarily as accountability records rather than shared
learning systems.

Evidence accumulated across funded projects without
mechanisms capable of portfolio-level aggregation or
interpretation.

Reporting systems confirmed delivery activity but did not
support interpretation of outcome change across the
portfolio.

Outcomes were defined differently across funded
projects, preventing comparison across portfolio activity.
e Indicators and measurement methods varied
substantially between grantees and programme areas.
Data returns arrived in fragmented and heterogeneous
reporting formats.

Monitoring evidence could not be aggregated
consistently across the grant portfolio.

Portfolio-level impact could not be interpreted using
existing reporting systems.

Story-based reporting substituted for comparable
portfolio-level outcome evidence. ¢ Portfolio evidence
remained fragmented and non-comparable across funded
activity.

The organisation could not demonstrate how funded
activity collectively contributed to strategic priorities.
Portfolio-level programme theory could not be tested
using available reporting systems.

Strategic decisions regarding continuation or adaptation
of funding priorities lacked an empirical foundation.
Public claims regarding programme impact could not be
supported through comparable outcome evidence.
Trustees relied heavily on project-level narratives rather
than portfolio-level interpretation of impact.

Strategic programme interpretation depended largely on
monitoring returns and organisational credibility
assessments.

Portfolio performance could not be interpreted
consistently across funded projects or thematic areas.

Risk exposure

Operational risk emerged where heterogeneous indicators and measurement approaches prevented trustees and programme managers from interpreting outcome change consistently across

funded projects.

Strategic risk emerged where the absence of portfolio-level outcome evidence prevented the organisation from demonstrating how thematic funding priorities collectively produced

measurable change across funded activity.

Reputational risk emerged where reliance on case studies, narrative reporting, and headline activity metrics exposed the organisation to challenges regarding the overall effectiveness and
value of its grant-making strategy under conditions of external scrutiny.
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6. The Toolkit - A Framework for Generating Portfolio-Level
Operationally Useful Data

As the preceding scenarios show, where outcome frameworks, indicators, and
measurement approaches are not aligned across funded organisations, evidence
accumulates as separate programme-level accounts rather than as a coherent basis
for interpreting portfolio performance. In these conditions, decisions to continue
grant funding or not, adjustments to strategic direction, and public accountability
must be undertaken without access to outcome data that can be interpreted

consistently across grants.

The table below sets out the sequence of steps a grant funder should follow in order
to generate outcome data that can be interpreted consistently across a portfolio of
funded activity. In many grant programmes, evidence is produced independently by
delivery organisations using locally defined outcomes, indicators, and tools. While
appropriate for project-level learning, this prevents aggregation at portfolio level. The
stages below therefore describe a structured process through which grantees are
onboarded into a shared evaluation framework, so that the data return to the funder
is comparable, internally valid in relation to funder outcomes, and usable for
portfolio-level decision-making. Framed in this way, portfolio evaluation operates as a
form of evaluation onboarding rather than as a reporting requirement imposed after
delivery begins. It establishes common expectations about outcomes, indicators,
tools, and evaluation approaches before data collection takes place, allowing
heterogeneous interventions to contribute to a single evidence structure. This
process also functions as a quality assurance mechanism: it improves the
interpretability of evidence for the funder while strengthening evaluation capacity
within funded organisations. As a result, the approach produces value both through
the portfolio-level data it generates and through the legacy it leaves with grantees
and the wider sector in the form of strengthened frameworks, tools, and evaluation
practice.
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Stage

What the grant funder should do

Tool

Evaluation requirements pack issued

Specify what evidence the grant is expected to return and how this will be interpreted at portfolio
level, including whether outcomes are predefined, locally operationalised, or to be developed
through the onboarding process

evaluation requirements pack template

Initial evaluation design meeting

Agree on the expected data return, clarify the structure and exposure of the intervention, and
confirm whether the grantee already has an outcomes framework that can be aligned to portfolio
outcomes or requires development through the onboarding process

initial evaluation design meeting template

‘Evaluation readiness’ audit

Assess whether the grantee already has outcomes frameworks, indicators, tools, data collection
processes, and staff capacity sufficient to support portfolio-aligned evaluation, and identify where
additional development is required before evaluation design proceeds

evaluation readiness audit checklist

Capacity building (as required)

Support development of outcomes frameworks, indicators, tools, and evaluation processes where
these are absent or misaligned

face-to-face evaluation development session
modelled on consultancy practice

Outcomes development/alignment

Align grantee outcomes with portfolio outcomes while allowing for differences in language and
intervention role

indicator equivalence and construct mapping
matrix

Indicator and tool review/refinement

Confirm indicator validity, review survey wording, and ensure tools measure agreed constructs
consistently across service provision

indicator and tool review guide

Evaluation approach design

Agree on appropriate methods based on intervention exposure (e.g. pre/post, periodic tracking, or
qualitative approaches) and define how the sample will be constructed (e.g. whole cohort, rolling
participants, or structured subsample)

evaluation design template including sampling
construction

Data collection

Oversee the implementation of agreed tools at appropriate points within delivery

standardised survey/topic guide / other
qualitative evaluation templates

Data analysis

Interpret returned data against agreed outcomes

analysis plan template

Portfolio aggregation

Combine evidence across grantees within a shared outcomes structure

portfolio aggregation platform (e.g. Excel
workbook)

Portfolio reporting

Produce a portfolio-level account of performance in relation to strategic objectives

portfolio reporting template

29




7. Recommendations (what funders need to do)

This set of recommendations and associated resource requirements sets out a
structured approach for grant funders to generate portfolio-level evidence that can
be interpreted consistently across heterogeneous funded activity: it addresses the
common pitfalls identified in the evidence review - fragmented outcomes,
inconsistent measurement, non-equivalent methods, and disconnected data systems
- by defining outcomes, indicators, tools, and aggregation rules before data collection
begins. By doing so, it enables data generated at project level to contribute to a
coherent portfolio-level evidence base capable of supporting operational, strategic,

and accountability decisions.

The critical point within this process is Stage 4 (portfolio evaluation strategy design
This is where the conditions for data equivalence across heterogeneous interventions
are established by fixing outcomes, indicators, methods, and aggregation rules in
advance of data collection. Its importance lies in the fact that all major sources of
portfolio-level evidence failure originate from this stage being absent or under-
specified. Where these elements are not defined at this point, data produced across
funded activity cannot be interpreted consistently, regardless of its quality at project
level. Where they are defined, heterogeneous forms of delivery can generate
evidence that is structured, comparable where appropriate, and interpretable at

portfolio level.

1. Portfolio outcomes audit: Map funded interventions against the funder’s
strategic outcomes and identify areas of over-coverage, under-coverage,
duplication, and evidence gaps.

e Resource requirement: A structured audit table mapping each funded
intervention against the outcomes framework, showing which

outcomes are covered, by whom, and where gaps or duplication exist.
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2. Portfolio outcomes framework development: Define portfolio-level outcomes
and specify how different intervention types contribute to those outcomes.
e Resource requirement: A defined outcomes framework with clear
outcome statements, indicator definitions, and guidance on how

different intervention types contribute to each outcome.

3. Shared measurement tools development: Create standardised survey
instruments, indicators, topic guides, and other tools where comparability is
required, and establish a bank of approved measures linked to portfolio
outcomes.

o Resource requirement: A toolkit containing pre/post surveys, indicator
banks, and topic guides aligned to the outcomes framework, available

for all grantees to use or adapt.

4. Portfolio evaluation strategy design: Define evaluation questions, reporting
units, aggregation rules, evidence standards, sampling approaches, and
analysis procedures, and determine how heterogeneous interventions will
contribute to a shared evidence structure.

e Resource requirement: A written evaluation strategy document setting
out evaluation questions, methods by intervention type, data

requirements, and how evidence will be combined at portfolio level.

5. Agree evaluation architecture: Define whether evaluation will occur at
project, programme, thematic, geographical, consortium, or portfolio level,
and specify how findings from lower levels will contribute to higher-level

reporting.
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e Resource requirement: A clear evaluation architecture showing
reporting levels (e.g. project - theme/grouping - portfolio) and how

each level feeds into the next.

Intervention-specific evaluation framework design: Design evaluation
approaches appropriate to different intervention types, delivery models,
exposure levels, and contexts, aligning methods to intervention structure
rather than imposing a single evaluation model.
e Resource requirement: Separate evaluation designs for different
intervention types (e.g. pre/post surveys for fixed-term programmes,

qualitative methods for ad-hoc or ongoing/drop-in provision).

Evaluation readiness assessment: Review existing outcomes frameworks,
tools, indicators, systems, and evaluation capacity, and identify areas requiring
development before implementation.
e Resource requirement: An evaluation readiness checklist or audit
completed with each grantee, identifying gaps in tools, systems, or staff

capability.

. Capacity building and technical support: Support outcome development,
indicator design, tool implementation, data collection, and evaluation practice
through workshops, consultancy support, guidance materials, and
implementation resources.
e Resource requirement: Delivered training sessions, workshops, and
one-to-one consultancy support to help grantees implement evaluation

requirements.
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9. Standardised data collection: Collect outcome data using agreed tools and
methods, aligning collection points to intervention structure and participant
exposure.

e Resource requirement: Grantees administering agreed surveys at
defined points (e.g. start/end of programmes) and collecting

monitoring data in line with agreed protocols.

10. Portfolio evidence aggregation: Combine data within a shared outcomes
architecture and apply agreed rules for interpreting evidence across different
intervention types.

e Resource requirement: A central dataset or workbook combining data
from all grantees, structured by outcomes and intervention type, with

rules for comparison and interpretation.

11. Portfolio analysis and reporting: Report against portfolio outcomes, examine
variation across intervention types, providers, locations, and delivery models,
and generate evidence to support operational, strategic, and accountability
decisions.

o Resource requirement: A portfolio-level report showing outcome
change, comparisons across intervention types, and analysis of what

appears to be working and why.

12. Strategic learning and funding refinement: Use evidence to inform
continuation decisions, adjust investment priorities, and refine portfolio
design, outcomes frameworks, tools, and evaluation requirements for future
funding rounds.

e Resource requirement: Funding decisions, strategy updates, and
revised evaluation requirements based on findings from the portfolio

analysis.
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9. About Community Impact

Community Impact is an evaluation and learning organisation specialising in the
design of portfolio-level evaluation strategies for complex, multi-partner
programmes. We work with funders, commissioners, and delivery organisations to
develop outcome frameworks, measurement tools, and data systems that enable

evidence to be interpreted consistently across heterogeneous provision.

A core focus of our approach is capacity building as a necessary condition for
effective evaluation. Rather than treating evaluation as a reporting requirement, we
embed support for delivery partners within the design of funding programmes
through structured onboarding, tool development, training, and hands-on
consultancy. This ensures that organisations have the capability, systems, and
confidence required to generate high-quality outcome data aligned to funder

requirements.

By combining evaluation design with practical implementation support, Community
Impact enables grant funders to move from fragmented, project-level evidence
towards coherent, portfolio-level insight that is operationally useful, strategically

meaningful, and defensible under external scrutiny.

Jason Pollard, the principal evaluator, has over 20 years’ experience in research,
policy, and evaluation across the voluntary and public sectors, with a focus on
designing evaluation systems that produce operationally useful evidence for
organisations and funders. He holds an MSc in Evidence-Based Social Intervention
from the University of Oxford (Linacre College). His work spans portfolio-level
evaluation strategy, mixed-methods impact evaluation, and capacity building across a
wide range of service areas, including youth provision, education, health, and

community services.
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