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1. Executive Summary 

The Big Lottery Fund is in a unique position. It is an organisation that can 

mobilise a wealth of resources to benefit those most in need; it can reach 

into networks across all levels of the voluntary and community sector, 

spreading the effects of good grant-making practice across the country. The 

decisions that it takes around open data will therefore be watched closely, 

and will be seen as an exemplar and catalyst for change both in the UK and 

internationally. 

The Fund have set out a clear ambition to open up culturally in the coming 

years and to make much more of the large amounts of data and evidence it 

generates and gathers every day. It therefore makes sense to put the 

exploration of using open data at the heart of this change, as it offers an 

exciting and practical opportunity to re-define relationships between the 

Fund and its stakeholders through sharing data more openly and effectively, 

as well as influencing the wider voluntary and community sector. 

The challenge, as with any programme of change, will be how to effectively 

test out new ideas and systems before planning delivery at scale, how to 

manage risks and how to embed new, more open behaviours. 

Our research has shown support for the Fund to explore and develop a 

measured strategy for future open data releases, and has uncovered a range 

of innovative ideas around how to best use that open data to generate new 

insights.  

The potential benefits of open data reach beyond the organisation in several 

ways. A collaborative, user-centred approach to developing the open data 

strategy would fit well with the aims and values laid out by the Fund; 

particularly around using resources well, sharing knowledge and learning, 

and acting as a catalyst for others. Open data available digitally would also 

influence open communication and ease of digital access to information. 

Qualitative research was conducted to explore the potential for open data to 

benefit the Fund and its stakeholders, and the research generated  a series of 
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recommendations which are categorised as ranging from quick wins, to 

potential pilots, to strategy development. These recommendations are 

summarised in the table below, and detailed in section 7 of this report. 

1.1 Summary Recommendations 

Quick wins & 

immediate 

considerations  

Pilots, learning & 

capacity building 

Strategic action & 

sector leadership 

 
Low-cost actions that can be 
taken directly by the Fund over 
the short-term to unlock the 
benefits of open data, and lay 
solid foundations for the future.  

 
Actions that merit further 
exploration and pilot 
engagement: building the 
capacity of the Fund to develop 
further open data-enabled 
projects in future. 

 
Opportunities to embed open 
data in the Fund strategy, and 
to use open data practice and 
technology catalyse change 
across the sector, and to shape 
the Fund’s relationship with the 
sector.   
 

 
1: Establish strong senior 
leadership for open data work 
 
2: Improve beneficiary location 
data 
 
3: Update application 
processes to gain consent to 
share data about applicant 
organisations, and to clearly 
flag personal addresses 
 
4: Proactively publish to the 
360 Giving standard and 
improve the depth of grant 
data made available  
 
 

 
5: Drive innovation & promote 
data re-use 
 
6: Invest in staff data literacy 
and analysis capacity 
 
7: Improve management of 
taxonomies and identifiers 
 
8: Release aggregated 
application & enquiry data 
 
 

 
9: Increase sharing of research 
& evaluation data 
 
10: Sponsor development of 
tools for answering common 
questions both for internal and 
external use 
 
11: Develop an open-by-
default policy including areas 
such as investment data ie. 
holdings and asset ownership 
as well as social & 
environmental impact 
 
12: Develop open data impact 
evaluation pilots 
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2. Introduction  
 
Every day, the Big Lottery Fund generates data about grantees, makes decisions based upon that 
data, awards funds and gathers further data to assess impact. This data comprises raw numbers, 
names, addresses, full evaluation reports and supporting documents, as well as graphs and pictures. 
It is often centred on the grants given, but also goes much wider into contextual data and the grant 
making environment. 
 
Elsewhere in the grant making sector are thousands of other grant-makers gathering and processing 
very similar data about grantees or gathering other types of detailed data.  Everyone works 
independently, creating considerable duplication of efforts to capture data to inform grant making 
and strategic direction.  Whilst cultural and business practices contribute to this behaviour, they are 
also reinforced by the lack of technical compatibility between systems  
 
‘Open data’ provides an opportunity to put all of this data in a simple common language so that data 
published by one organisation can be easily read and understood by the systems of another.  Rather 
like medieval diplomats all speaking Latin or all websites using compatible versions of HTML or 
indeed, all shops using the same currency. Associated with the simple technology of open data is a 
set of behaviours that reinforce cultural openness and collaboration for the common good; for 
example by systematically publishing data, and analysing that data in context. This behaviour may 
offer a way to help leaders address culture change and business process issues alongside the 
technical solution. 
 
The UK is a world leader in open data technology and practice.  The coalition and the preceding 
Labour government led the way in defining open data standards and practices, championed by Sir 
Tim Berners-Lee.  All major parties have a commitment to open data in their manifestoes.  The 
international grant making sector in the UK has become a world leader in openness through the 
creation of the IATI standard for data tracking aid grants, championed by UK charity Publish What 
You Fund.  Yet the domestic grant making and voluntary sectors in the UK seem to be behind in the 
openness of their data and practice. 
 
However, the benefits of open data technology and practice to the sector could be huge.  It isn’t 
hard to imagine a world where grant makers simply publish a standardised spreadsheet of their 
grants data – then grants could be searched instantly online.  This would reduce burdens on the 
Fund, other grant makers, applicants and grantees as they do their diligence on applications, and 
would provide excellent opportunities for new insight to researchers and government.   
 
The Fund has to date been a leader in releasing open data, publishing the largest catalogue of open 
grant-making data ever seen in the UK, over £4.9bn over 20 years and working to publish to the 
360Giving open data standard. This data publication has been well received to date, and is a 
foundation which can be built upon further. However, putting more data online is not simply a 
‘good’ in and of itself: the value of open data for the Fund and the wider sector will be realised 
through the Fund identifying the most important datasets, and establishing effective methods to 
capture, share and use data in general, and then identifying how best to open for a wide range of re-
use.  
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Through exploring a range of questions with stakeholders, the research has highlighted that an 
appetite for the Fund to develop its approach to open data further. Interviewees identified a range 
of options ranging from improving access to application data, to enabling easier search and analysis 
of the Fund’s data, to working with other bodies, including funders, to generate datasets that 
provide helpful context to the Fund’s grant making and activities. 
 
This report has been produced at a time when the Fund  ismoving towards delivering on the new 
strategy to ‘put people in the lead’, and so provides a timely opportunity to put a number of the 
Fund’s values into operation through exploring usage of open data.  Additionally, the Fund staff who 
informed the development of this report are enthusiastic to share their knowledge, to build skills 
and learn more about working with open data, and to discover better tools to collaborate with 
others, whether funding bodies or awardees.  Interviewees also acknowledged that this great 
interest in using data must be balanced with practical considerations and risk management. To 
understand how best to take these ideas forward in a balanced and practical way, we have divided 
the report’s recommendations into categories for immediate action ’quick wins’, potential pilots, 
and longer term considerations. 
 

2.1 Understanding Open Data 

Open Data is defined as data that is: 
 

 Published proactively – and made available online; 

 Provided in machine-readable formats – for example, as spread sheet files, rather than as 
PDFs and print-outs; 

 Provided for re-use – usually through an explicit license statement that gives re-use rights; 
 
In addition, best practice principles for open data cover the importance of: 
 

 Timely publication – regularly releasing and updating data; 
 

 Comprehensive and detailed data – providing disaggregated data whenever possible, 
subject only to constraints from respecting privacy; 
 

 Using common formats and standards – including the growing range of thematic open data 
standards that exist for the non-profit sector.  
 

 Respecting privacy: By default, only non-personal data should be published as open data, 
and data specifically about individuals should only be published with their explicit consent.  

 
The concept of open data responds to the growing recognition of the strategic and social value of 
data: data that is shared, and that supports innovation and collaboration, could also support better 
decision making and understanding of social impact.  
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Open data impacts  

 
The UK government first started exploring open data in 2007, with the Power of Information Review: 
recognising the value locked up in government data. Since 2009, successive governments have 
committed to making the UK a leader in open data, pioneering the 2013 G8 Open Data Charter (REF) 
which outlines the principle of ‘open by default’: shifting from an approach of secrecy and hoarding 
data, to one in which third-parties are encouraged to re-use, analyse and find value in government 
data. In 2011, the International Aid Transparency Initiative launched an open data standard for 
capturing information on International Aid flows, supporting aid donors to coordinate activities 
better, and enabling beneficiary countries to spend less time wrestling with information on incoming 
funds, and more time using information to inform their planning and budgeting.  
 
In the domestic grant-making sector, the 360 Giving Data Standard has been developed to support 
open data publication of grants information. The Fund made its first tentative data release to the 
draft version of this standard 18 months ago. Now Esmee Fairbairn, Dulverton, Baring Foundaiton, 
Paul Hamlyn, Nesta, Nominet Trust are publishing, or preparing to publish, to the 1.0 standard, and 
eight Sainsbury Family trusts are even publishing grants in real-time as information is  entered into 
their internal database. Several companies are now seeking to build products with this standardised 
data to help grant makers and grantees do their jobs better. Recently, the Charity Commission have 
launched a beta website which provides easier access to data profiling charities, and NCVO are 
developing a range of open datasets alongside their annual almanac, helping seed an ecosystem of 
VCS data.  
 
Across the world, open data on the VCS has had both anticipated, and unexpected consequences. In 
Canada for example, detailed charity information as open data has enabled the consultancy Ajah to 

Information 

•Big Lottery Fund 
works with a 
wealth of 
information, from 
enquiries and 
grant 
applications, 
through to 
community 
profiles, research 
and evaluation 

Data 

•Storing information as 
structured data makes it 
easier to search, filter, 
analyse and interrogate.  

•Businesses & 
governments 
increasingly realise the 
value of data to improve 
their operations. 

Open Data 

•Open data is data that is 
made available for 
anyone to re-use: placed 
online in machine-
readable, openly licensed 
formats.  

•Open data helps unlock 
the full value of datasets. 
Open datasets can act as 
important public goods. 

Re-use, analysis & 
innovation 

•Open data re-use occurs 
both inside and outside of 
an organisation.  

•Staff can more easily work 
with their own data, and 
third-parties can innovate 
with data, creating new 
tools, services and analysis 
that brings value to the 
whole sector. 
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provide an analysis product for the sector, showing detailed information on funding flows 
http://ajah.ca/ . Open charity data was also used in Canada to detect potential cases of charity law 
abuse, leading to cases of corruption being  brought to auditors attention. 
 
However, open data is not just about putting data online: to fully unlock the benefits requires a 
strategic approach. This report sets out such an approach for the Fund1. 
 
 
 
  

                                                           
1 http://eaves.ca/2010/04/14/case-study-open-data-and-the-public-purse/  

http://ajah.ca/
http://eaves.ca/2010/04/14/case-study-open-data-and-the-public-purse/
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2.2 Research overview & methodology 

 

The following sections outline a set of areas that the Fund should consider when creating a data 
strategy across its areas of operation, with a particular focus on unlocking the value of open data. 
They draw on research conducted in April and May 2015 through engagement with a wide range 
of expert interviewees, Fund staff, and partner organisations.  
 
The focus of this research is to take stock for the Fund and to assist in outlining the decisions 
required to move forward with development of a suitable strategy for open data. It responds to six 
key questions: 
 

 What awareness is there of the data that the Fund currently holds? 

 What demand is there for data from the Fund? From who and for what reason? 

 What additional data would others find useful? 

 How would this data be used? What benefits are there to the recipient, broader VCSE or 
others to publishing this data? 

 What are the sensitivities to publication of some data sets, for example data on applications 
that are unsuccessful? 

 What safeguards such as delays, anonymisation or aggregation could be used to overcome 
these sensitivities and how effective would they be? 

 
Methodology 

 
This research has been carried out by a partnership between Nesta, Talk About Local and Practical 
Participation. It is a qualitative and exploratory piece of work and not intended to be exhaustive, but 
rather to generate points for potential action. 
 
We gathered our information through four key activities, See Appendix 1 for list of participants. 
 

i) Data mapping workshop and interviews with the Fund staff 
To understand the potential for open data to be generated and made useful in future for the 
Fund and stakeholders, we first needed to understand what data is gathered and how it is 
used. We worked with 12 Fund staff to map out the general data management systems and 
practices across the Fund as they currently stand. We also spoke to stakeholders to find out 
more about what Fund data they were currently aware of.  
 

ii) Light touch analysis of existing data 
We explored existing open data published by the Fund, exploring download statistics and 
access statistics from data.gov.uk, and identifying a range of existing cases of re-use of the 
data. 

 
iii)  Interviews with external informants 

Using a semi-structured interview method we spoken to  14 people from a wide range of 
backgrounds in order to understand their awareness of existing Fund data, their interest in 
using the Fund data in future, and the elements that they felt were important in terms of 
how data should be provided.  
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iv) Development of illustrative use-cases 

When we spoke to different potential user groups, we formulated some of their current 
ways they use the data in specific instances. We then developed scenarios where the data 
could be gathered, managed or published differently to create new benefits. Four examples 
are identified in section four below. 
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3.0 Mapping data flows: Foundations for openness 
 

In this section we explore how key datasets are managed at the Fund. Mapping current data 
practices builds an understanding of quick-wins, and longer-term challenges for opening data, and 
highlights areas where an open data strategy can bring the greatest benefits. 

 
3.1 What data does the Fund hold and how is it managed? 

 
Summary 

The Fund holds data from a number of areas: 
 
Programme development: research data, collected, cleaned and synthesised from external sources. 
 
Outreach and engagement: records on engagement with potential grantees, including information 
on need, engagement events and future opportunities.  
 
Applications and Awardees: including data on applicant organisations, grant purpose, grant and 
finances. 
 
Evaluation and Research: including structured and semi-structured information on outcomes and 
impacts. 
 

 
The Fund receives Information that is generated across all areas of its work. Not all of this is 
captured as structured data, though much is. Although there are a small number of core databases 
used by the organisation, data is not always joined up between these different systems. Staff in 
different programmes have created a range of small databases and datasets to help them in their 
day-to-day work.  
 
We identified data management in the Fund in four key areas: programme development; outreach 
and engagement; applications and awardees; and evaluation & research.  
 

i) Programme development 
Policy officers make use of data from inside the Fund and from external sources to 
develop new programmes, or to inform the strategy of existing programmes.  
 
In this process, officers may clean up, curate and restructure data in order to produce 
their reports and presentations. However, this data use primarily results in internal 
documents, but rarely results in the Fund re-publishing data for others to draw upon.  
 

ii) Outreach and engagement 
Outreach staff have developed detailed local profiles to inform their work, building on 
public data and the Fund data. The Early Contact team field enquiries from potential 
grantees, capturing information in a helpdesk system. Outreach staff attend a wide 
range of events, and organise information activities. These are scheduled and managed 
locally, and the information captured varies from case to case.  
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iii) Applications and Awardees 
Fund grant application forms capture substantial detail about applicant organisations, 
including under-the-radar ,un-registered charitable organisations2. Application 
information is generally captured on PDF forms, and transferred to the recently 
implemented Funding Management System (FMS) database, with a human check on the 
data taking place. The application workflow, award information and payments 
information is all captured in FMS.  
 
Monitoring and outcomes information captured in FMS varies substantially between 
programmes, and often monitoring is semi-structured, or customised to each grant. This 
can make interrogating data for custom analysis, such as assessing the cost-effectiveness 
of different interventions challenging.  
 
However, some programme areas have created separate databases, or use spreadsheets 
and documents on a shared drive to capture and record further information about their 
decision making processes, and support their own analysis of grants.  
 
Current data from FMS is regularly synchronised with a reporting system (FRS) system, 
which also contains legacy data, and which supports more flexible analysis and reporting 
than the Funding Management System, including performing word searches.  
 

iv) Evaluation and Research 
The Fund commissions independent research, as well as carrying out outcomes based 
evaluation of its own programmes. Officers respond regularly to internal and external 
requests for information - ranging from break-downs of funding by constituency, to 
information about success rates of applications from particular groups, or for particular 
kinds of activity. Internal performance and management information may also be 
regularly used to check on staffing capacity and response times. 
 
 

In addition to these areas, the Fund may also hold structured data on:  
 

 budgets & spending;  

 contracting;  

 property ownership and assets;  

 investment portfolios, for example through the National Lottery Distributors Fund (NLDF) or 
other investment funds held;  

 website and social media analytics; and  

 environmental performance (energy use, transportation use). 
 

                                                           

2
 Kane, David –Mining the grant makers in Baeck, P. (2015). Data for Good. (NESTA) 
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These are all types of data that other organisations have published, and which government guidance 
to local authorities and government departments encourages publication of. Data standards exist for 
many of these categories of data.  
 
Applications and organisations: a rich resource about the sector 

 
The Fund receives thousands of applications a month, many from community groups and non-
registered bodies, with a particularly high volume through Awards for All. Application forms ask for 
details about the name, finances and governance of applicants.  
 
Few other organisations have such a broad dataset of organisations as could be pulled out of these 
application forms. For local infrastructure organisations, researchers or government looking to 
understand the voluntary and community sector, this data has significant value. For example, 
through providing up to date, nationwide information about where demand for funding is coming 
from, and the key topics that are being focused on by those seeking funds at a neighbourhood level. 
NCVO have demonstrated how the Fund grants data (made available through 360 Giving tools) can 
be used to identify many ‘Under the Radar’ organisations, not formally registered with the Charity 
Commission or other bodies. See “Baeck, P. (2015). Data for Good.” ( Nesta) for a case study of this 
work.  Selected data on organisations applying for funds, as well as existing information on those 
awarded grants could substantially deepen this analysis. 
 
However, at present this information is not publicly available and so cannot be used for wider 
benefit. If the Fund were to release some of this data, considerations would include: how to inform 
the grant recipients, careful management of private information, which fields could be released, and 
the right level of disaggregation for trend information.  

 
Categories & identifiers 

 
At present, although using a common core set of classifiers, different programmes make additional 
use of a range of different classification schemes to categorise application themes, beneficiaries 
groups and results. Data is often taken out of central systems into local datasets to enable staff to 
work with it, and sometimes the link to central organisation or grant records may be lost in the 
process, making it trickier to link this data up in future. In any large organisation, the presence of 
multiple classification schemes, and many different extracts from a dataset, are common.  
 
However, with careful management and the right culture, opportunities to join-up data can be 
promoted. 
 
Tools such as Pool Party provide a powerful environment for maintaining taxonomies and mapping 
between different terms: publishing identifiers for each category on the web as a public good. 
Rather than requiring the development a single comprehensive taxonomy, they allow linkages to be 
made between teams, and make it easier for staff to re-use existing classifications, or modify them 
to their needs.  
 
For identifying application and grants, the 360 Giving project places emphasis on creating unique 
global identifiers that can be used to refer to a specific grant across many different databases and 
documents. Encouraging awareness of globally unique grant identifiers by both staff and grantees 

http://www.poolparty.biz/
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means that reports, social media and data about a grant can all be pulled together using search and 
other digital tools. 
 
If grantees are aware of their grant identifier, and are encouraged to include it when crediting the 
Fund, the opportunity to discover more of the media and report grantees are generating is 
increased. For example, if the footer of a report includes the unique grant identifier of the funding 
grant, it can be more easily discovered through an online search for materials related to the grant, or 
through a search of the network drive folders in the Fund for documents that have been shared by 
grantees.  

 
 

3.2 What open data does the Fund currently publish? 
 

Further to the data described above, the Fund already publishes a number of open datasets, 
including grants data from 2004 to 2014, and a number of survey datasets from Fund commissioned 
research.  
 
This data is made available on the Fund website with accompanying documentation3. 
 
Six datasets (some overlapping) are also listed on the data.gov.uk website4 including: 

 Grants data, 

 Research data on the Fund’s impact upon the third sector and  

 VCSE readiness for social investment,  

 Three staffing and organogram datasets.  
 
All of these data types are licensed under the Open Government License5. 
 
An extract of the Fund’s grants data is also made available through the Department for Culture 
Media and Sport (DCMS) Lottery Grants Search, and a number of other government lottery websites. 
This extract is generated from regular submissions from the Fund to DCMS, with specific 
requirements about when grants are included that mean this dataset does not directly match the 
Fund open data. This database has been used by a number of different third parties to create 
websites offering information on lottery grants.  
 
 
  

                                                           
3 See https://www.biglotteryfund.org.uk/research/making-the-most-of-funding/open-data 
4 See http://data.gov.uk/data/search?publisher=big-lottery-fund&q=big+lottery     
5
 See https://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/doc/open-government-licence/version/3/  

https://www.biglotteryfund.org.uk/research/making-the-most-of-funding/open-data
http://data.gov.uk/data/search?publisher=big-lottery-fund&q=big+lottery
https://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/doc/open-government-licence/version/3/
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4.0 Data users & demand 
 
In this section we explore both current users of data from the Fund, and potential future users. 
We also explore what may be required to unlock greater potential from Fund data over time.  
 
Open data reduces the friction involved in reusing data. By this we mean that people can more easily 
discover, assess and draw upon data when it is made available as structured open data. We found 
many different communities who could gain value from the Fund data: and we have identified a 
number of specific elements that would make the Fund data more useful to them. The groups we 
explore are: 
 

1. Big Lottery Fund Staff 
2. Applicants and grantees 
3. Funders 
4. Researchers 
5. Journalists 
6. Infrastructure organizations 

 
The profiles listed below are not exhaustive, but illustrate some of the existing awareness and uses 
of the Fund open data, and ways it could be used in future, as well as considering some of the 
challenges that will need to be addressed.  
 
 
 
User group 1: Big Lottery Fund Staff 

Awareness 
Fund staff are aware of the data that is captured by the organisation and held in centralised 
databases. Staff primarily access it through internal systems or making requests of data 
management colleagues. However, there is also a range of data that is created and managed locally 
by different teams, which all staff may not be aware of. Some of this locally created data may have 
relevance to other teams if it were made more visible. 
 
User demand 
Staff want to be able to bring together data from different sources: mapping Fund and third-party 
data together. Visualising data in maps, and providing simple drill-downs would be useful for staff, as 
they would be able to match the Fund grant data against data on local authority funding and other 
grant-maker activities to see if funding ‘hot spots and not spots6’ are down to other resources being 
available, or some other barrier that prevent applicants putting forward proposals. With open data 
staff could use off-the-shelf and free online analysis tools for some of their work. 
 
Staff also want to be able to join-up data across different parts of the organisation, including 
following through the process from initial enquiries through to applications, awards and future state 
of an organisation. This is currently not possible to do. Staff often need to access a mix of data that 
can be public (e.g. awarded grants; decisions already made), and data that cannot be open data (eg. 
applications in progress; personal information on applicants). 

                                                           
6
 I.e. Locations where funding appears to be more limited than neighbouring areas.  
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Challenges 
Staff inputting data do not always see the importance of maintaining data quality. Skipping over 
detailed decision-making about how to categorise a grant entry, or entering only partial address 
details, for example, may save a few minutes of data-entry time, but will have substantial 
consequences for the ability of the Fund to perform in-depth analysis of data later on. Creating 
positive feedback loops that keep the quality of data high is important: making staff aware through 
both technical systems (e.g. dashboards and maps that visually improve as data quality improves), 
and management approaches, demonstrating the importance of their data entry activities in 
generating accurate and timely information for decision making.  
 
Staff often lack the time to experiment with different data analysis tools: although there is a wealth 
of data management skill within the Fund to be tapped into. Opportunities for peer-to-peer learning 
could be created to support a culture of collaboration and continuous learning around data.  
 
 
 
 
User group 2: Applicants and grantees 

 
Awareness 
Applicants have limited awareness of the existing grant-making data released by the Fund. The past-
grant information pages account for less than 7% of page views on the Fund website7. The Fund 
datasets on Data.gov.uk have received over 600 downloads, although many of these were at the 
point the data was first launched8, and there has been limited sustained use. 
 
User demand 
Applicants are interested in understanding who else in their sector or area has applied for or 
received the funding from the Fund. For example, Home Start schemes in one area wishing to 
understand which other schemes have been awarded funding from various funding bodies or 
applicants looking to find new collaborators outside the usual networks of known partners they turn 
to. 
 
Grantees see a potential role for the Fund in improving the quality of data use in the sector: 
encouraging applicants to show how they are using data to inform their work, and sharing data on 
their outcomes using common frameworks.  
 
One applicant we spoke with would be happy to see more information on unsuccessful applications 

                                                           
7 Based on pageviews for /funding/search-past-grants (5.25%) and to specific grant information 
pages (1.03%) for the period 1st January - 31st March 2015. Total pageviews in this period were just 
over 1m. No individual grant information page received more than 90 pageviews during this period. 
During the same period the ‘open data’ page on the THE FUND website received 280 page views.  
8 Data from http://data.gov.uk/data/site-usage/ indicates that since mid 2012, THE FUND datasets on 
Data.gov.uk have received around 1600 visits, with over 730 downloads, predominantly of the grants 
data. Given the nature of open data, each download may account for one or more re-users, as the 
data can be further redistributed through third-parties.  

http://data.gov.uk/data/site-usage/
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published, along with brief reasons why: arguing that this would strengthen the sector and quality of 
applications. However, Fund staff felt that  other applicants may be concerned about this, suggesting 
there is no default position on this issue – and it is worthy of further investigation.  
 
Challenges 
 
There are some concerns that applicants may use information to tailor their grants to what they 
think the funder wants, rather than what they need: undermining the key strategic concept of 
‘people in the lead’.  
 
User group 3: Other funders 

 
Awareness 
Many funders are aware of the Fund’s key role in the sector, and draw upon information from the 
Fund as part of their due diligence. Knowing someone has been funded by the Fund, how much for, 
and whether it was restricted/unrestricted funds is of considerable interest to some funders in 
assessing applications. Some funders draw on data from the Fund as a source of organisation 
identifiers to look up and re-use in their own data, as the Fund’s data is one of the few datasets to 
include official identification numbers for unregistered non-profits and informal groups (such as 
Exempt or Excepted non-profits, or Industrial and Provident Societies). 
 
User Demand 
Funders are interested in understanding patterns of funding in different areas and sectors. They 
want to understand not only the organisations that grants went to, but where projects were 
implemented and the location of beneficiaries (e.g. which schools was a project delivered in). Real-
time information could also be valuable: for example, showing an uptick in applications for a 
particular issue, and indicating a growing need that funders should collaborate on. Thematic 
networks would benefit from in-depth Fund data on particular issues and sectors. Funders are also 
interested in sharing evaluation information.  
 
Challenges 
For other funding bodies to find the Fund data useful, methods of filtering and drilling into the 
diversity and volume of grants made by the Fund were seen as an important factor, currently not a 
function that is available. The ability to use data for more advanced purposes than landscape 
reviews was an important factor for other funding bodies, for example evaluation of impact in a 
particular sector or location. 
 
 
User Group 4: Researchers 

 
Awareness 
The Fund data is of particular interest to researchers of the charity sector. For example, researchers 
in Bristol have looked at whether lottery funding ‘crowds out’ other funding9. However, none of the 

                                                           
9 Do grants to charities crowd out other income? Evidence from the UK (2013) Jim Andreoni, Abigail 
Payne and Sarah Smith  http://www.bristol.ac.uk/media-

library/sites/cmpo/migrated/documents/wp301.pdf  

http://www.bristol.ac.uk/media-library/sites/cmpo/migrated/documents/wp301.pdf
http://www.bristol.ac.uk/media-library/sites/cmpo/migrated/documents/wp301.pdf
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academic researchers we interviewed had directly used the Fund’s grants data as yet, although they 
were aware that the grants data was available. However, NCVO have made research use of Fund 
grants data to identify under the radar organisations10. Web Analytics suggest very low awareness of 
the open research datasets the Fund has shared. 
 
User Demand 
Researchers are particularly interested in the ability to link grant data to charity registers and other 
sectoral data. The breadth of the Fund data was noted as making it particularly valuable for 
research: few other countries have funders with such a broad reach across geography and sectors. 
Researchers may also be interested in opportunities for qualitative analysis of grant descriptions and 
free-text, and in having structured classifications of grants and organizations. For researchers, real-
time data may be less important than having reliable snapshot releases of data they can measure, 
for example for those interested in mapping the wider voluntary sector’s activities. Good 
documentation of the data is important. 
 
Challenges 
Many research questions can be addressed with good quality and well-documented open data. 
However, sometimes researchers may want access to more sensitive data that could be securely 
shared, but not openly published. For example, there may be sensitivities when trying to understand 
important issues such as the financial health of the sector, or funding activity taking place to support 
vulnerable individuals.   
 
 
 
 
User Group 5: Journalists 

 
Awareness 
Journalists are increasingly exploring ‘data journalism’ - strengthening their stories with analysis of 
public datasets. We found evidence of stories based on Cabinet Office grants data, but did not 
identify existing journalists use of the Fund open datasets. Journalists may already get information 
from the Fund through the communications team and FOI requests.  
 
User demand 
Third-sector journalists are interested both in specific funding announcements, and in trends. Having 
both data, and ready-made visualisations for re-use on the web would enable journalists to provide 
more context to their stories: “Stories are better with cold hard facts. A charity will often say we’ve 
got this £500k grant - but with more data can tell a better story. You can get a big sector overview of 
what general trends.”  
 
The Fund data could be particularly valuable in increasing coverage of small organizations. As one 
interviewee explained: “Unregistered charities are a bit of a blind spot for us. We tend to write 
mostly about medium and large charities.”, yet, as detailed below, Awards for All data could do a lot 

                                                           

10
 See Baeck, P. (2015). Data for Good (NESTA) 
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to illuminate activity in this sector.  
 
Challenges 
Context is particularly important for journalists using data: if data is just dumped online without 
context or explanation it is open to misinterpretation, or to just being under-used. Thinking about 
how the release of data fits into a communications strategy, and how those using data can follow up 
with any questions they have, is important. If data contains only ‘stats’ without any ‘stories’ it could 
bias coverage in that direction. Including narrative free text in datasets, and links to media and social 
media could help address this.  
 
 

 

User group 6: Infrastructure organisations 

 
Awareness 
We spoke to two bodies, NPC and NCVO, who were very much aware of data and encouraging both 
funding bodies and grant-seekers to understand and use data. However, they recognised that this is 
a challenge for the sector both in terms of skills and in terms of time and resource constraint. 
 
User demand 
NCVO had already used the Fund’s data to conduct some analysis on ‘below the radar’ grants11. 
Charity commission data is another key dataset that was mentioned alongside the Fund data in 
terms of significance of scale being ‘game-changing’. 
 
Infrastructure organisations are interested in understanding the wider system of the voluntary and 
community sector, how funding flows, how organisations relate to each other, the journey of funded 
bodies through different grant funders: all with the ultimate aim of improving the function of the 
voluntary sector.  
 
Challenges 
The challenge of linking data from the Fund to other datasets to give added context was mentioned 
as being a major consideration when planning for the future analysis of the sector. For example, 
interviewees spoke about the importance of linking the Fund’s grants data to charity commission 
data or other funders’ data sets; as well as looking at how impact metrics can add deeper 
understanding to a particular area of interest. Making these linkages requires the consistent use of 
identifiers for organisations and sectors, alongside free-text names.  
 
It is clear that both the Fund staff and stakeholders recognise there are many ways to make more 
effective use of data, and open data publication. Internally, the question is more around how to best 
use that information to make the most of it for grant recipients, within the constraints of time and 
budget for staff. Amongst the Fund staff there was an emphasis on generating less data and using 
the data gathered more effectively12, but there was less clarity on how to prioritise what data to 

                                                           
11

 Kane, David –Mining the grant makers in Baeck, P. (2015). Data for Good. (NESTA) 
12

 For example, one participant noted substantial data collection about staffing in funded organisations, with 

the reporting used as a tool for ensuring compliance with The Fund’s requirements, but the captured data 
being put to very limited use by the organisation.  
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gather, and what level of detail or quality to focus on, and for what/whose purpose data should be 
optimised. 
 
 
Data users 

In addition to the user groups identified above through our interviews, there are a number of social 

enterprises and apps emerging that are working to make best use of grants data, including: 

 BeeHive, developed by The Foundation (formerly Forward Foundation), is a sophisticated 

prototype service ‘Beehive’ which analyses grants UK 360giving open data for trends in 

funding and provides information to both applicants and grant-makers to support more 

effective matchmaking of applicants and funders. 

 Ajah, in Canada, provide a service called Landscape which analyses open data on grants 

provided by the Canadian government (which collects individual grants for tax purposes), 

blending this with other data about grant makers to provides a sophisticated service for 

grantees. 

 360 Giving has developed a demonstrator product - Grantnav -  that provides sophisticated 

yet easy to use search and data downloads using 360giving open data – including data from 

the Fund. This includes a prototype funding overlap map that has proven popular with 

funders. 

 

 

 

Image: Screenshot taken from 360Giving showing prototype open data visualisation 

 

 

 

http://www.beehivegiving.org/
http://landscape.ajah.ca/
http://www.threesixtygiving.org/
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4.1 Looking ahead – illustrative use cases 

The ideas below have been developed as illustrative use-cases. They are  inspired by conversations 

and ideas from the interviewees spoken to, but do not represent specific endorsed solutions, nor do 

they aim to cover the full breadth of possibilities available to the Fund. Rather they aim to act as a 

starting point to help the reader imagine and contextualise the potential of changing the way the 

Fund manages data in future.  

Use case #1  

MP query to the Fund staff 

 

Current Step by step process 

1. Question received from an MP asking ‘Impact and Influence’ team ‘how many projects have 

the Fund funded in my constituency - including all funding and descriptive information on 

activities carried out and groups who have benefited from the grants since 2012 - and based 

on the location of the beneficiaries of the work (rather than location of the fund receiver). 

2. The team would query the Funding Management System database ‘reporting’ section; then 

would cross check with the Funding Reporting System for the older data once it is uploaded 

3. Report would be provided back to the Impact and Influence team. 

 

Current challenges 

 The team would only be able to run a certain scale of batch query using the current system - 

whether looking for a number of postcodes or a number of grants programmes (result being 

only a partial picture of funding - and potential for  cold spots to be identified inaccurately) 

 Making the funding databases easier to access and more flexible searching and comparisons 

would be helpful. 
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Potential Future process  

Granular data on location is gathered at time of grant being awarded, and published as open data in 

a searchable database13. 

MP staff able to directly generate reports on their constituency grants by requesting from the portal.  

1. MP office directly accesses data 

2. Creates search filter and downloads report 

 

Potential Benefits  

 Save staff time to do added value work with beneficiaries, increase transparency and 

accessibility of the Fund to stakeholders 

 There is potential to track the users of the site as they generate their own queries. This would 

help to better analyse the queries that people make on the Fund data. 

 

 

Use case #2 

Grant seeker  

 

Current simplified step-by step process 

1. Grant seeker goes to the  Fund website and gets further information on how to apply 

2. May call the Fund  for further conversation about eligibility 

3. Completes application form and submits to the Fund for assessment 

4. Forms are assessed by the Fund and a result is given 

Challenges 

 Grant seeker cannot see context of their application; for example what types of application 

have been successful or unsuccessful in the past, are there similar organisations who have 

received funding in the past.  

                                                           
13

 It can be important to distinguish different aspects of location, and different levels of location granularity 
and accuracy. For example, separating the address of the recipient organization, the address of service delivery 
(of which there may be many), and the catchment area of beneficiaries/service users for a grant. Addresses 
can be geo-coded to provide latitude and longitude geographic co-ordinates, and freely available open data 
services exist which can identify the local authority, parliamentary constituency, region (etc.) of any UK 
address. For recording the relationship between a grant and a local area, gazeteers can be used. The 
International Aid Transparency Initiative has developed a geocoding methodology which includes precision 
codes to indicate how precise location information is.  
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 If an unsuccessful bid, may only receive limited feedback 

Future process 

1. Grant seeker goes to the Fund website and gets further information on how to apply 

2. Can see some information around successful and unsuccessful bids 

3. Can see who else has applied and been successful and unsuccessful in the past 

4. May or may not call the Fund for further conversation 

5. Discusses potential bid in online forum or via webinar 

6. Completes application form and submits to the Fund for assessment 

7. Forms are published along with some feedback for all to see 

 

Potential Benefits 

 Cuts down on time spent by the Fund staff discussing eligibility and feedback 

 Helps grant seekers ensure they are suitable for the fund in question, saving their time 

 More appropriate bids generated – applicants less likely to ‘get wrong end of stick’ 

 Enables similar organisations to become visible to each other through bidding for the funds 

and then to discuss bids in online forum or via a webinar, if they are encouraged to do so as 

part of the process.14 

 

 
 
 

Use case #3 

Non-lottery grant maker or the Fund staff wants to do 

learn more about an applicant 

 

Current process 
Uses multiple methods 

1. Inquires made personally to colleagues 
2. Inquiries made personally through donor networks   
3. If aware - accesses DCMS website and enters name in recipient search. Limitations of search 

function means may be some tweaks required to find the correct grantee 
 
 

                                                           
14 For observations on the use of mutual support forums in public administration see Perrin 2011 ‘100 million 

comments a year mutual support and advice in a shrinking state’ - 
http://talkaboutlocal.org.uk/mutualsupportforums/ 
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Current challenges 

 Time consuming  

 Can only do limited word search on DCMS database of lottery distributers – no complex 
searches possible, not possible to link to a search.  

 Data is obtained in retrospect - not up to date and may be patchy 

 

Potential Future process 
1. Funder has awareness of the Fund data being used as part of wider data initiatives in the 

sector through open data publication networks such as 360Giving  
2. Funder explores the apps created  through open grantmaker data and selects appropriate, 

updated tool 
3. Funder runs a bespoke search (including offering search by company or charity number).  

enabling them to quickly find open data on grantee 
4. Obtains a free digital report on the charity including graphics generated from a range of data 

sources 
 

Potential Benefits 
 

 Saves staff time in researching individual grant recipients 

 Enables the sector to collaborate and spot opportunities to work together 

 
 

Use case #4 

Grant giver wants to research a new grant area that 

their trustees have identified – interested in what 

the fund grants in this area. 

 

Current process 
Uses multiple methods: 

1. Reads online reports 
2. Speaks to colleagues inside their organisation 
3. Reaches out to experts and to personal contacts at other grantmakers or relevant bodies 
4. Attends relevant conferences and donor collaboratives  
5. If aware of DCMS database, may make limited searches of DCMS database trying to find the 

limited available information on what other lottery bodies have previously funded 
 

Current challenges 
 

 Time consuming 

 Relatively patchy information accessed 
. 
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Future process 
1. Funder has awareness of the Fund data being used as part of wider data initiatives in the 

sector through open data publication networks such as 360Giving  
2. Funder explores the apps created  through open grantmaker data and selects appropriate, 

updated tool 
3. Able to use an online community around one of the services to get in touch with another 

grant maker and some potential beneficiaries in the target area. 
4.  Can generate a report from desk research to complement other research 

Potential Benefits 
 

 Saves time, enabling better use of time for face to face work 

 Helps to generate a fuller picture of grant making in a specific sector 
 

 
 
 
 

5. New Opportunities 
 
In this section we summarise the new opportunities that open data presents to the Fund, before 
reviewing a number of key risks to address: outlining a risk management approach to navigate 
these.  
 
As the use cases above show, there is a wide range of interest in the potential of the Fund data, 
whether for aiding collaboration between funders and improving understanding of the sector, or 
helping grant seekers understand how to engage more effectively with the Fund, or raising the bar 
on data management and open data practices across the voluntary and community sector. However, 
present levels of awareness of the Fund data are relatively low, as are levels of re-use. This suggests 
that an open data strategy needs to involve more than just publishing data, and needs to integrate 
with the new strategic framework goals: focussing on targeted activities to drive the release of data 
through problem-solving projects and pilots that put people in the lead.  
 
As Jeni Tennison of the Open Data Institute explained:  
 

 “For Open Data to be useful long term it has to be sustainable - and that means you have to 
have real buy-in from the organisation and real benefits back to the organisation.”  

 
To secure these benefits, the Fund can look to: 
 

 Adopt common standards 
 

 Collaborate on common tools for working with data 
 

 Exploring opportunities for pooled impact and evaluation data 
 

 Raise the bar through playing a leadership role 
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Using data to catalyse community action, support coordination, and help both the Fund and the 
sector make better use of data involves short and long-term organisational change.  
 

5.1. Adopting common standards 
 
The theme of funding bodies collecting more data than they can realistically use is one that was 
reflected in the research. It is not just an issue for the Fund but for many public bodies and grant 
makers that are required to perform an oversight role when distributing funds. “There is obviously a 
link between trying to make sure what we collect is useful and that we do something with it. We 
collect a huge amount of data and information from grant funded organisations that we do nothing 
with.” (Fund staff) 
 
The high volumes of data and comparatively low levels of available staff time, mean that a new 
solution to this is required. Standardised, open data allows many people outside the organisation to 
contribute to understanding it.  Bringing more diverse points of view and different user needs to 
bear on the Fund’s data allows more knowledge to be derived from it for common good. Standards 
lower the cost of making data re-usable, representing tried and tested good practices for data 
publication.   
 

“This (open data) is something we should be doing and should be progressing - I recognise there 
are challenges and sensitivities, but we need to embrace it. We have missed a beat on the 
opportunity to inform practice. I think open data would strengthen our hand.” (Fund staff) 
 
The Fund already publishes some grants data to a .csv format, although this is a sub-set of the data 
held internally. Adopting common standards would guide the Fund on which new fields of data to 
publish, and how to map this to a common structure. Best practices for publishing open data on the 
web increasingly recognise the importance of publishing in different formats for different groups of 
users15, including creating simple interfaces driven by open data to allow people to search and 
analyse the data. 

 
“Many of the re-users that you really want to target are not going to be data-heads. CSV files 
are not going to be very satisfying. As well as providing CSV you could provide a presentation 
format that is a spreadsheet format - with formatting in, and multiple tabs to supply 
different sets of data.” Jeni Tennison, The Open Data Institute 
 

The 360 Giving Open Data Standard for grant making data provides tools for converting between 
CSV, spreadsheet and structured JSON data (preferred by developers, and easily made into APIs16), 
meaning that publishing to the standard in one format makes it trivial and low cost to also provide 
data to users in other formats.  
 

                                                           
15

 Best Practice 14: http://www.w3.org/TR/dwbp/  
16

 API stands for Application Programming Interface and is a way for digital systems to query data across the 

web, fetching just the sub-set of data they want. They reduce the barriers to web developers drawing upon 
data.  

http://www.w3.org/TR/dwbp/
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5.2. Collaborating on common tools 
 

Grant seekers were particularly interested in search functions that might offer features not currently 
available through the Funds own past grant search, including faceted search that allows them to 
drill-down into grants information, and visualisation tools that allow interactive filtering of grants 
information by geography (via a map interface), value, dates and type of recipient organisation. The 
ability to search data across different funders was also of considerable interest to grant seekers. 
Staff also outlined a range of data analysis requirements not currently met by existing tools, or seen 
as tricky to achieve directly.  
 
Some prototype tools using 360 Giving Data have been created (e.g. GrantNav17), but there are still 
substantial gaps in terms of platforms for making the most of data in the sector. Many of the tools 
the sector needs are not expensive or complex, but the market for innovative technology services in 
the VCS is not well developed. As a result, the Fund support for open source tools to work with both 
their own data, and with data from across multiple funders, could help catalyse the creation of a 
wider ecosystem of tools with benefits both internally, and for the whole sector.  
 
Developing analysis tools based on open data, and open source technology, will allow different 
needs to be incorporated into them. For example, some funders are interested in different ways of 
‘slicing’ the published data; by geography or by theme. 
 

5.3. Collaborative impact and evaluation data 
 

There are a number of areas where data sharing lies at the heart of a more open and engaging 
relationship with grant-holders and the wider sector. One of these concerns impact and evaluation 
data. 
 
An open data strategy need not just be about the Fund publishing open data, but can also involve 
helping to broker data collaborations. Lucy Bernholz of the Stanford University Center on 
Philanthropy and Civil Society gave the example of Co-Metrics which provides tools and shared 
metrics to help co-operatives evaluate their performance and engage in peer-learning, whilst 
funders can pull out the analysis they need from the platform, without placing extra monitoring 
needs on grantholders. Jack Scott of Home Start Sheffield, a Fund grantholder, described a similar 
approach amongst Home Start schemes, whose use of a common monitoring system could enable 
comparative evaluation of funding support. 
 
Most systems of this nature are not currently providing open data, but could do if there was funder 
interest and support. Rather than one-size-fits-all monitoring, open data could support creation of 
impact capture tools that enable thematic and sector-based collaborations focused on the data that 
matters most to their specialist area – such as BMA (Black Male Acheivement) Funders.   
 
As one staff member noted “If I was to publish an evaluation or report I would have to make that 
available to the public in a way that would take a lot of work. But if we could re-align things then 

                                                           
17

 http://lin-360giving.aptivate.org/  

http://bmafunders.org/
http://lin-360giving.aptivate.org/
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those projects would have been able to put their data into a system that both they and us could see - 
including information about their beneficiaries, their costs etc.”.  (the Fund staff)  
 
Of course this short statement represents a significant amount of work to make that happen, but the 
aspiration to put the projects in control of their data, and to align internal and external needs is a 
compelling one.  
 
Open impact data 

 
There is significant future potential for opening up impact data, both to help grant recipients learn 
from those who have already received funding, and for other funding bodies including the Fund to 
understand the wider context around the impact of their funding. A notable example from the USA 
is WASH (Water Access Sanitation and Hygiene) funders – who look at coordinating impact data 
around water access, sanitation and hygiene.  
 
Although standardising grant classification and impact indicators across the diverse portfolio of a 
funder like the Big Lottery Fund is unrealistic, small networks of grant-makers or grantees can work 
together on common metrics, and information systems for capturing their impact information. For 
example groups such as WASH are experimenting with data collaboratives across donors in the US. 
This requires funders to be willing to be flexible and collaborative in the evaluation information they 
request, working with grantees to identify the most useful indicators, and ‘pulling down’ data from 
shared information systems, rather than asking for grantees to engage in additional form-filling.  
 

 
 

5.4. Raising the bar – the wider influence of the Fund 
Data quality and quantity is a challenge for those seeking to understand the scope and activities of 
the grant-making sector in relation to the VCS it seeks to benefit. The Fund could play a key role 
here. As one grant recipient put it: “I think the Lottery should be driving this and raising the bar on 
use of data in the sector. Use of data in the sector is not good - the Fund should be insisting and 
demanding on high quality data.”  
 
Dan Corry of New Philanthropy Capital explained: “We want philanthropic data to flow to places 
where it can do most good… Anything Big Lottery can do with its data to enable that system to work 
more efficiently and to help more people with the same money. “If the Fund doesn’t do all this stuff 
then you will never get anyone else to do it. It’s far too easy for everyone else to hide and say they 
will wait until they do it.”   
 
Interviewees were aware that the reality of the current state of open data in terms of quality and 
quantity of what is published, means that this is an aspiration – it was recognised by several bodies 
that ‘doing something’ towards moving in the direction of this vision was important.  
 
“We looked at the 360giving standard - what we like is it is not perfect yet - but it is happening, it is 
happening and moving ahead. We are now in a place where we are happy to give 360Giving our data 
and to publish to the standard.” Gina Crane, Esmee Fairbairn 
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Although the ‘gold standard’ would be to better understand which outcomes can be attributed to 
which funded activities – realistically, this is something that must be developed carefully in 
collaboration over a period of time. In the shorter term, it should be possible to use open publication 
to provide a solid starting point for deeper collaboration through creating shared understanding of 
where money is and is not flowing to; creating a strong foundation to build upon further. 
 

6.  Risks and considerations 
 
This section looks at potential risks, sensitivities and challenges to be addressed in developing 
sustainable open data activities.  
 
The Fund have indicated an interest in taking a risk management approach to testing innovations, 
rather than risk aversion. We examine risk management techniques following the long standing 
advice of the National Audit Office and HM Treasury on management of risks to create public 
benefit, and discussion below is based on a progressive approach. Recommendations additionally 
focus on how to test ideas and learn from them rather than taking a risk avoidance approach18. 
 

6.1. Personal data 
 
Many of the applications recorded in the Fund systems will be linked to the personal address of 
applicants. This is particularly the case for Awards for All data. The Information Commissioner has 
ruled that this constitutes personal information. Applications may also contain other personal 
information that should not be disclosed without individuals’ consent.  
 
Knowing the location of grant recipient organisations, and grant activities, is particularly important 
for many uses of grants data, so there can be a tension here between user demand, and respecting 
the privacy and personal data of applicants. This data risk can be managed in three main ways: 
redaction, aggregation or seeking permission. 
 

 Redaction involves removing all address data from published files. This has been the 
approach adopted by the Fund in the past.  
 

 Aggregation involves publishing data at a lower level of granularity. For example, instead of 
publishing a full address & postcode, only the first digits of the postcode might be published, 
or the postcode mapped to a constituency or region before publication. This may require 
extra technical steps when publishing data.  
 

 Seeking permission involves providing an opt-in for applicants to indicate whether their 
address can be shared, or to flag whether it is a personal address or not. 

 

                                                           
18 See 
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/220647/orange_book.p
df 

 

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/220647/orange_book.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/220647/orange_book.pdf
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The right approach might vary between programmes. For example, the Heritage Lottery Fund have 
judged that they do not make grants to individuals, so addresses in their data are not likely to 
constitute personal data, allowing them to publish detailed address data. This approach may apply 
to some Fund programmes, though not to Awards for All.  
 
Where relevant, the Fund could adopt an aggregation approach for historical data, resorting to 
redaction when this is not possible. Looking forward, a permission-seeking approach may be most 
appropriate to integrate into contractual processes, as is the case already in the Fund services 
contracts.  
 

6.2. Balancing varied priorities; accountability, 
transparency, fairness and practicality 

 
Fund staff we spoke to felt the weight of their responsibility to be fair in decision making, whilst also 
balancing the need for accountability and providing useful feedback where possible. These decisions, 
staff were keen to point out, also needed to be taken in a context of time and resource pressure. 
 
“Transparency is important - but not just of the data but also about how we reach decisions. Some of 
the transparency might have unanticipated consequences. We have quite closed processes that are 
there to protect us a little bit. There are some funders who will shake your hand and if they like you 
give a grant. But we’re not in that position - because of scale and dealing with public money. 
Application forms are there so we do things fairly.” (Fund Staff) 
 
Interviewees recognised the need to balance these issues when taking decisions around publication 
of open data. It is clear that the Fund staff and grant applicants are pressed for time, so there is an 
important balancing act to be done when considering how to prioritise. 
 
“We do lots of things that are not very valuable. Need to think about things we might stop doing. 
Funding teams - over last year spent 80% of time on assessment and crisis management, but 20% of 
time on grants management – we should be learning something from investments approach.” (Fund 
staff) 
 
One of the areas mentioned for possible exploration in relation to this would be how to reduce time 
spent on coding of data, aiming to increase time spent by staff on working with grant recipients. One 
way of doing this may be through making data more searchable and flexible, possibly through 
opening it to third parties; another may be not coding the wide variety of data - unless actively used. 
 

6.3 Misinterpretation or abuse of data 
 
Interviewees expressed a number of concerns about the potential for data to be misinterpreted. 
These related to: 
 

 Application Data. In discussions of whether or not full application data could be published, 
staff noted that “there might be lots of reasons for not getting funded – you can’t conclude 
anything from that. There is potential for that information to be misunderstood.” This 
informs the report recommendation that only aggregate application information is 
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published by default, with any further application data shared on an opt-in basis.  
 

 Media misinterpretation or attack. A couple of our interviewees mentioned the risk of 
people seeking to use grant data to attack the Fund in a sensationalist or political way.  One 
interviewee said that this was ‘overblown’, a malicious body would attack regardless: and 
that hiding data would just make things more ‘sensational’.  Another noted that that the 
ferocity of tabloid attack, which the Fund has not suffered under its current management, 
should not be underestimated, but that it was still worth publishing for the good it could do. 
 

In the case of risks of media misinterpretation of data, it is important to consider how 
communication teams are equipped to handle data-related enquiries, and to proactively respond to 
any stories that arise drawing on Fund data.  
 

6.4. Cultural considerations 
 
There are a wide range of cultural and behavioural aspects to data gathering, sharing and publication 
that emerged through the research; from the Fund’s own internal culture, to other funding bodies to 
grant seekers and the wider VCS.  
 
There was a recognition for the Fund to embody an open culture internally if they are to embrace it 
externally. 
“One of the things that culturally I think we’re not terribly good at is getting back to people about 
where that stuff has gone and actually -  I’m not sure that the organisation is that good for doing it 
for its staff, let alone for external people.” (Fund staff) 
 
This picks up on the wider theme of how the Fund could instigate wider sector collaboration 
amongst funders; for example one foundation acknowledged that ”it is a missed opportunity to do 
data in this sector independently - we need to work together. However… we who work in this sector 
know every Foundation considers itself unique and different - and there is also the factor that we 
don’t want to open the floodgates to a wide range of funding requests.”  
 
The challenges of building a strong culture of openness and collaboration should not be 
underestimated, and requires committed and sustained leadership.  
 
Grant seekers we spoke to also mentioned the culture of collaboration in the VCS when seeking 
funding. The idea that access to open data could help collaboration amongst grant seekers was a 
theme amongst those we spoke to; “ It would help for collaborative bid writing when putting an 
application together - in the past we have done that with people we know - but it would be good to 
look at new people.” (Grant holder) 
 

6.5. Technology and implementation issues 
 

The Fund has experienced recent challenges around IT system changes and may, as a result of this, 

be wary of making further changes to data management practices.  However, this research 

demonstrated a range of things that could be explored without making extensive changes to existing 
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management systems in the short term. The report’s recommendations are designed to be flexible, 

and as such would not require significant system changes if the work is carried out using agile 

techniques for testing and developing a suitable open data strategy.  The detailed considerations 

and planning for change go beyond the scope of the research report, but are important for Fund 

staff to consider when making decisions around knowledge management and grant management 

changes across the wider organisation.   
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7. Recommendations 
 
In this section we outline three sets of recommendations: immediate considerations & quick wins; 
pilots, learning & capacity building ; and strategic actions & sector leadership. 
 

Quick wins & 

immediate 

considerations  

Pilots, learning 

& capacity 

building 

Strategic action 

& sector 

leadership 

 
Low-cost actions that can be 
taken directly by the Fund over 
the short-term to unlock the 
benefits of open data, and lay 
solid foundations for the future.  

 
Actions that merit further 
exploration and pilot 
engagement: building the 
capacity of the Fund to develop 
further open data-enabled 
projects in future. 

 
Opportunities to embed open 
data in the Fund strategy, and 
to use open data practice and 
technology catalyse change 
across the sector, and to shape 
the Fund’s relationship with the 
sector.   

 
1: Establish strong senior 
leadership for open data work 
 
2: Improve beneficiary location 
data  
 
3: Update application 
processes to gain consent to 
share data about applicant 
organisations, and to clearly 
flag personal addresses 
 
4: Proactively publish to the 
360 Giving standard and 
improve the depth of grant 
data made available 
 
 

 
5: Drive innovation & promote 
data re-use 
 
6: Invest in staff data literacy 
and analysis capacity 
 
7: Improve management of 
taxonomies and identifiers 
 
8: Release aggregated 
application & enquiry data 
 
 

 
9: Increase sharing of research 
& evaluation data 
 
10: Sponsor development of 
tools for answering common 
questions both for internal and 
external use 
 
11: Develop an open-by-
default policy including areas 
such as investment data ie. 
holdings and asset ownership 
as well as social & 
environmental impact 
 
12: Develop open data impact 
evaluation pilots 
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7.1 Quick wins & immediate considerations  
Our research highlighted a number of areas where progress could be made relatively quickly 
towards a decision. We recommend these areas are considered at the next appropriate decision 
making meeting. 
 
 
Recommendation 1: Establish strong senior leadership for open data  

A clear way to take this forward would be to appoint a senior team member and Board member to 
oversee data work and oversee integration of this into strategic planning through the Fund’s grant 
making enabling strategy. 
 
The Fund has good systems in place to support open data publication, and the Fund staff we met 
with were skilled up to provide it, as well as enthused by the chance of moving to a more open 
approach. But they are professionally cautious, as is common in a public body. To unlock the benefits 
of open data for the Fund, clear repeated leadership signals and incentives are required, building on 
the Chief Executive’s clear direction for an open culture, as set out in a number of recent interviews 
and blog posts19. Clear responsibilities for data need to be established in the leadership team, and 
cascaded through the hierarchy; for example ensuring that data is accurately generated and openly 
shared where possible, and that privacy is respected where required  
 
Once a culture is established that empowers staff to experiment and innovate with open data, senior 
leadership is also needed to link this innovation with the core strategy of the Fund. This would 
include connecting to other bodies and ensuring that the opportunities to use data & technology to 
drive a more effective, innovative and responsive, people-led sector are identified, amplified and 
harnessed. 
 
 
Recommendation 2: Improve beneficiary location data  

 
Funders want to know where grants are making a difference, and many of the enquiries the Fund 
has to field from MPs, media and other parties relate to location. The Fund captures but does not 
publish postcode data about where a grant’s impact would be felt.  When publishing data the Fund 
should show where the impact of the activities would be felt, as well as the location of the 
organisation funded to carry out the work. Ensuring that this is reflected in application forms and 
data capture is essential to making this as clear as possible. Privacy issues must be managed as part 
of this process as above. 
 
The 360 Giving Data Standard provides a way to provide standard, detailed location data on 
beneficiaries. This includes multiple locations, and multiple classifications of location, from point 
locations on a map, through to parliamentary constituencies, wards and census output areas. For 
this reason it may be worth exploring further as part of the wider and ongoing discussions on 
improving location data. 
 

                                                           
19 E.g. http://newstartmag.co.uk/features/q-a-with-dawn-austwick-building-an-open-source-bottom-up-

funding-model/ and http://www.thirdsector.co.uk/big-lottery-fund-plans-share-data-help-grant-
making/finance/article/1215390  

http://docs.threesixtygiving.org/
http://newstartmag.co.uk/features/q-a-with-dawn-austwick-building-an-open-source-bottom-up-funding-model/
http://newstartmag.co.uk/features/q-a-with-dawn-austwick-building-an-open-source-bottom-up-funding-model/
http://www.thirdsector.co.uk/big-lottery-fund-plans-share-data-help-grant-making/finance/article/1215390
http://www.thirdsector.co.uk/big-lottery-fund-plans-share-data-help-grant-making/finance/article/1215390
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Recommendation 3: Update application processes to enable 

appropriate data publication 

 
At present, the Fund captures much data that is of considerable wider value, including detailed 
profiles of the governance and activities of applicant organisations, and geographical data about 
grant locations, but that cannot easily be published because: (a) there is no flag within key databases 
to distinguish personal addresses from organisational addresses; (b) there is no opportunity for 
applicants to opt-in to the wider sharing of their data (c) some data that is gathered may not be 
utilised fully.  The Fund should continue efforts to ensure that all relevant data is entered by the 
applicant digitally as they apply, transitioning to a fully ‘digital by default’ system.  This will improve 
data accuracy beyond location. 
 
 
In particular: 
 
The Fund should add a screening question to application forms and the data entry system to 
record when an address belongs to an individual, and so should not be disclosed in full. Until the 
tick-box comes into effect, the Fund should continue its current practice of redacting detailed 
addresses wholesale when publishing data from grant programmes such as A4A, which are more 
likely to contain personal address data. This work-flow change may take a little time to implement.  
While waiting, the Fund should segment its grant data for publication by grant scheme into those 
that might contain personal address data (principally A4A) and those which don’t.  For the latter it 
should publish its existing address data both going forward and retrospectively. 
 
The Fund should offer an opt-in for applicants to have their organisational profile details shared 
within an open dataset, including key details on organisation start date, size and area of operation. 
Over time, this will build up into a dataset of considerable value to the wider sector, including other 
grant-makers and researchers. 
 
After at least 100 organisations have opted-in to having their organisation profile details being 
published, the Fund should provide the first version of this open dataset, including its own identifier 
number for each organisation where these organizations are not otherwise registered.  
 
The Fund should review what data is gathered from applicants and to what level of detail, if that 
data is not used in some way, or shared for public benefit, reassess on a case by case basis whether 
to continue to collect it.  
 
The Fund should review and update its legal disclaimer on application forms and processes to ensure 
that it has permission to publish both data and also reuse information in new ways.  This will cover 
issues of copyright, which will exist in original non-factual text entered by the applicant as well as 
data protection etc. 
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Recommendation 4: Proactively publish to the 360 Giving standard and 

improve the depth of grant data made available 

 
The Fund is already making grants data available, but does not currently use the 360 Giving Data 
Standard. This creates an extra hurdle for re-users to interpret and integrate the data into their 
existing activities. 
 
The Fund should adopt the standard to publishing data, and should develop a process for regular 
publication (ideally monthly, or more frequently, integrating this with the regular supply of data to 
DCMS). Data should be updated on the data.gov.uk website and registered with the 360 Giving 
directory of datasets (http://data.threesixtygiving.org). 
 
The Fund should explore opportunities to also include more in-depth information in published files, 
including: beneficiary location data, key milestone dates for grants, grant classifications, and 
disbursements to grantees. 
 
In addition: 
 
The Fund should revisit earlier pilot work to publish International grants to the International Aid 
Transparency Initiative (IATI) standard, and should make this data available through the IATI 
Registry. 
 
The Fund should work with DCMS so that its regular submissions to the DCMS lottery database can 
be made using the 360 Giving Standard, streamlining the process of providing this data. 
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7.2 Pilots, learning & capacity building 
Research highlighted a number of areas that merit further exploration. These can be approached 
through carrying out, and rigorously assessing, pilot activities, as well as through a focus on 
building the staff capacity to work effectively with open data.  
 
Some of these ideas are based on ideas generated by staff of the Fund, and others on stakeholder 
input – or a combination of the two. 
 
 
Recommendation 5: Drive innovation & promote data re-use 

 
Our experience of opening up data in many sectors is that publishing alone isn’t enough: particularly 
for early publishers.  Data publishers need to catalyse the ecosystem of data use.  This is particularly 
the case in sectors where there has historically been a dearth of data.  It is in part market stimulation 
and in part marketing to make people aware that there is data to use. The Fund could explore how 
to make better use of the existing published data through a range of methods in combination: 
 

 Hackathons and creation events – where people are encouraged to come up with products or 
concepts using data; 

 A data dive – which takes a detailed look at one data set or focussed on solving a specific 
problem with available data; 
 

 Call for proposals for grant funding for concept development – these can be relatively small 
amounts say £15,000 potentially managed within an existing programme 
 

 Supporting the development of shared open source tools for the sector and meeting internal 
data use needs through sponsoring development of open tools. For example, working with 
partner organisations to create mapping tools for visualising and exploring open grants data.  
 

 Working with a partner such as the Open Data Institute, an academic group such as those at 
Kent, CASS, Birmingham and Bristol, NCVO to stimulate ideas 

 

 Incorporating elements on the use and further sharing of open data within tenders to buy data 
services for the Fund and other Lottery distributers. For example, asking research projects to 
draw on Fund open data, and make their research results available as open data also. 

 
 
 
Recommendation 6: Invest in staff data literacy and analysis 

capacity 

There is a wealth of knowledge and skill in the Fund to support the effective use of data: yet this is 
not always mobilised as effectively as possible, and there are cases where staff are not taking 
advantage of free, open source, online tools that could support their work. For example, being able 
to use web services to easily map between beneficiary postcodes or point locations and 
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parliamentary constituencies; and to pull out  data about those different localities from existing 
open datasets.  

Staff are often also finding their own approaches to solve data-related challenges they face, but are 
not always finding the right fora to share this learning with others. A capacity building programme 
may include: 

Formal training sessions on creating, publishing and using open data, as well as induction training on 
general principles of good open data management, helping staff entering data to understand the 
importance of their work to the wider business and sector.  
 
In addition, integrating elements on open data in training on data protection (and vice-versa) can 
ensure that the potential for confusion over the exact requirements of data protection rules does 
not inhibit a culture of openness, nor that work on open data leads to inappropriate sharing of 
personal information.  
 

 Creation of intranet pages that detail the open datasets produced by the Fund which staff can 
freely analyse using free and open source online tools; 
 

 Peer-learning sessions that allow staff to share knowledge of good data sources, skills for 
working with data, and ideas for future activities; 

This capacity building should focus not only on technical skills, but also on deepening cultures of 
collaboration around data, both within the organisation, and across organisational boundaries.  

 

 

Recommendation 7: Improve management of taxonomies and identifiers 

The Fund should create a central resource listing the taxonomies and identifiers used by the Fund, 
and providing mappings between these. Where possible, these classifications should be published 
openly. This would greatly help both internal and external users of data to be consistent in 
classification use, and to extend existing categorisations to their needs, whilst maintaining the ability 
to map data to common categories.  There is an optimum level of typology or taxonomy when 
labelling data – if there are too many, then most are not used, or only the ones at the top of the list 
presented to the person doing the data entry and if there are too few and they can become 
meaningless.  It would be worthwhile for the Fund to seek advice from information management 
professionals on an optimum taxonomy size and structure. 

Following a pilot, if the Fund could commit to long-term maintenance of a lightweight taxonomy of 
grant and beneficiary purposes, governed in partnership with the wider grant making community, 
we anticipate many funders would opt to use this classification scheme, dramatically increasing the 
linkability of data across the sector.  
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Recommendation 8: Release aggregated application & enquiry data 

The Fund has a colossal data resource in its continuous demand-led schemes such as Awards for All, 
and from its enquiry services.  This provides valuable intelligence on what people are seeking to 
fund: offering an indicator of changing patterns of need. This kind of data can enable an early-
warning system: allowing the sector to be more responsive to trends. For example, an increase in 
applications to support Food Banks in a given area might offer an important flag to encourage 
funders in that area to consider a more strategic response to food poverty issues.  
 
Publishing intelligence based on application and enquiry data could inform the Fund and the whole 
sector around demand for future funding. 
 
There are, however, some sensitivities around publishing application data. Based on dialogue with 
staff, we present a number of options to consider for publication of application data. We particularly 
recommend consideration of options (2) and (3) 
 
(1) No application data published - This is the current situation. Only data from awarded grants is 
shared. 
 
(2) Opt-in for applicants - Provide the option for applicants to opt-in to one or more parts of their 
applications being shared. This might include: details of their organisation being included in dataset 
of organisations known by the Fund; Basic details of their application (date, amount) being shared; 
Full details of their application (e.g. proposed activity & full text) being shared; 
 
Some funders, such as the US based Knight Foundation require grantees to use some of their funds 
to publish their full applications openly - providing a platform to support collaboration and public 
feedback. The appropriateness of this will vary depending on the issue area.   
 
(3) Aggregate statistics - the Fund could provide a regularly updated dataset showing levels of 
applications by locality and theme. If this used some standard taxonomy there is the potential for 
funders to collectively develop an ‘early warning system’ highlighting trends in application patterns. 
  
(4) Make data available in escrow to a trusted third party (e.g. NCVO or an academic research 
center) to analyse it under secure conditions and publish anonymised data to an academic standard. 
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7.3 Long term vision, strategy and leadership 
 
Many of the recommendations above offer the Fund an opportunity to take a leadership role in 
the sector, both nationally and globally. In this section we address further areas where that 
leadership can be promoted through clear strategic action.  
 

Recommendation 9: Increase sharing of research & evaluation data 

The Fund has already made good steps towards making commissioned research data available as 
open data, although this is not yet integrated into the process of all commissioned or internally 
conducted research and data analysis. A notable exception is the Fund’s inclusion of a clause on 
publishing findings from all relevant services contracts as open data. 
 
Staff mentioned a range of research activities that could valuably be made more openly available, 
either through including specific requirements for data to be published under open licenses and in 
machine-readable forms as part of contracts for external research, or through piloting more open 
approaches to internal research. These include: 
 

 Patch Briefs: Fund staff described to us patch briefs that describe the state of play in a given 
geographical area using up-to-date statistics and Fund internal data. Interviewees said that these 
could be valuable to the wider sector in those areas.  The Fund should consider publishing these, 
or extracts from them.  
 

 Surveys & evaluations: the Fund has already published data from a number of surveys and 
evaluations. It can build on this with an open-by-default approach. 

 
The Fund should also continue to maintain an up to date public list of data it holds to help 
researchers and entrepreneurs understand what they can access. This should include lists of access 
databases held by the Fund teams as part of their work. 
 

 

Recommendation 10: Sponsor development of tools for answering common 

questions both for internal and external use 

 
There are a range of common questions the Fund is asked, including requests for break-down of 
funding by parliamentary constituency, or requestsfor information about funding for particular kinds 
of projects and organisations. 
 
Many of these questions could be answered using open data published by the Fund, or using data 
internally in the same format as open data published by the Fund (i.e. even if not making application 
data public, the same tools used for analysing grant data could be used inside the organisation to 
analyse application data).  
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Building on open source technologies, the fund can catalyse greater use of data and intelligence 
across the sector by sponsoring or developing simple online tools that carry out key tasks such as: 
 

 Natural language processing to classify grants – piloting the use of automated tools to extract 
classifications from grant descriptions. This would build on the taxonomy work in 
Recommendation 7 above.  
 

 Running geographical queries on grants – including mapping between beneficiary locations and 
key areas such as parliamentary constituencies.  
 

 Visualising patterns in applications and grant-making – including providing early-warning alerts 
to subscribed individuals.  
 

 Presenting area profiles – automating some of the process of producing patch profiles.  
 
These tools should help streamline the internal work of the Fund, but as open source technology 
contributions to the wider sector, should also stimulate better data-use across the grant-making 
world.  
 
Support for development of these tools could take place through a grant-making activity: but may be 

better approached through strategic small-scale procurement activities. 

 

Recommendation 11: Develop a public open-by-default policy 

A strong theme that emerged from staff and grant recipients was around fairness and accountability 

to the public. Balancing these obligations successfully will be a significant factor in the success of any 

open data publication policy. Development of a high level ‘open by default’ data policy would 

potentially help balance these obligations in a way that can make sense to staff. 

This could potentially be developed into a policy of ‘open by default’; applying the test - If there is no 

clear reason for data to be private, why not publish it? 

This could possibly be applied beyond grant making to take in other forms of data of public interest, 

for example endowment investment data, asset ownership and social & environmental impact.  

It would be a significant cultural step, discussion of which could helpfully stimulate a productive 

debate on the boundaries of and commitment to opening data and culture across the Fund 

 

Recommendation 12: Develop open data impact evaluation pilots 

Philanthropists who were interviewed were particularly interested in having access to Fund outcome 
and evaluation data, and Staff were interested in opportunities to improve the collection and use of 
this data. The nature of impact data held by the Fund, and extent to which it is structured or 
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standardised, varies across programmes, and at present there is very limited use of common 
indicators. However, the prize from being able to improve the effectiveness of grant making, and the 
development of learning across the philanthropy sector through finding approaches to better share 
evaluation data is too great to leave this area unaddressed.  
 
The Fund should consider routinely publishing aggregated evaluation and outcome information as 
part of its open data output. It should not do this without collaboration and codevelopment 
involving both other funders and with grantees. 
 
Specifically, the Fund should work with grantees to identify how grantee level evaluation and impact 
data could be published most helpfully and with sensitivity. 
 
It should explore opportunities for sectoral/thematic collaborations in which grantees are supported 
to develop their own shared evaluation systems, from which the Fund could pull out evaluation 
data: minimising the reporting burden on grantees, whilst increasing the range of high quality 
comparable evaluation and impact data.  
 
This would represent a step-change in empowerment of organisations to define, interpret and 
control their impact data, and as such, would merit a longer term commitment to collaboration and 
co-development. It will not be something that all grantees would engage with – but discovering how 
this could work and the appetite for development would be a ground-breaking discussion. 
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Appendix: Participants  

Individual interviews were carried out with a range of stakeholders; a launch meeting was also held 
with the Fund programme leads, a webinar with two further Fund staff and a data mapping 
workshop with ten more staff from the fund. Thanks go to all for their time and insight.  

Interviewees 

1. Alan Bookbinder : Sainsbury Family Charitable Trust 
2. Alex : SureStart Sheffield, Grant recipient 
3. Anna dePulford : Dulverton Trust 
4. Dan Corry : New Philanthropy Capital 
5. David Clifford:  University of Southampton 
6. Gina Crane : Esmee Fairbairn 
7. Jeni Tennison : Open Data Institute 
8. Karl Wilding and David Kane : NCVO 
9. Kirsty Gillan Thomas – Paul Hamlyn Foundation 
10. Kirsty Weakley – Third Sector News 
11. Lucy Bernholz – Stanford University 
12. Nursel Tas – Awards for All Grantholder 
13. Sam Smith – Med Confidential 
14. Shade Ajigbeda – Awards for All Grantholder 

Big Lottery Fund Staff 

1. Deborah  Hay- Scotland 
2. David Rowlands - Wales 
3. Norrie Breslin – Northern Ireland  
4. Greg Westwood, Funding Manager 
5. Zoe Ivory, Funding Manager 
6. Sean Quinn, Funding Officer 
7. Selina Senior, Corporate Officer 
8. Peter Webster, Senior Systems Analyst 
9. David Parkinson, Policy & Learning Manager 
10. Simon Kuker, Corporate Manager 
11. Nicola Thurbon, Head of Policy & Learning 
12. Michael Wilby, Head of Systems 


