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Finding it hard to get started with data?
This framework is your ticket out of the maze. 

The problem is familiar: a lack of awareness, skills and resources makes it difficult for grantmakers 
to embrace opportunities to use data to optimise their operations, automate tasks and 
personalise their promotions and programs.

Collecting data does not automatically lead to improved organisational efficiency and program 
effectiveness. These outcomes require a clear focus on data quality, analysis and use, along with 
relevant training.

This framework reflects our experience working with hundreds of grantmakers across Australia 
and New Zealand who use SmartyGrants, from small community foundations to larger 
philanthropic foundations, corporate funders and all levels of government – each keen to 
understand and measure the impact of their funding programs.

We published a similar framework for not-for-profits (https://smartygrants.com.au/innovation-
lab/resources-not-for-profits/data-capability) in 2020 as part of a suite of resources to improve 
the data capability of the social sector, a mission supported by Equity Trustees. But we know it’s 
not just not-for-profits that need help in this area. Grantmakers are also seeking to improve their 
data capabilities. To support this, we redesigned our framework with grantmakers in mind. 

We identified the six types of data that grantmakers most often work with – such as needs, grants, 
and impact data – and then mapped these onto a hierarchy of what organisations can actually 
do with the data. 

The resulting matrix can help frame an organisation’s efforts to identify its strengths and 
weaknesses, as well as shape its longer-term data strategy and goals.

Of course, creating a data culture and data capabilities is not like turning on a light switch – it 
takes time, effort and reflection. 

We hope this framework will kickstart the conversation in your organisation.

https://smartygrants.com.au/innovation-lab/resources-not-for-profits/data-capability
https://smartygrants.com.au/innovation-lab/resources-not-for-profits/data-capability


The framework
What do we mean when we say data? And what are the implications of its use in your 
organisation?

Our framework outlines the types of data that usually exist in organisations that administer 
grants. It shows how funders can maximise their social impact by building the skills and 
capabilities required to effectively manage their data.

Grantmaking organisations most often work with data that can be grouped into six categories: 
promotions, people, operations, needs, grants, and impact. These six types of data are 
represented on the horizontal axis of the framework below.

With each of these types of data, we’ve looked at what an organisation can do with them. The 
vertical axis represents these activities: collect and store; process and explore; report and visualise; 
and learn and optimise.

The framework is intended to help frame your thinking and simplify your approaches. In the 
following pages, we define and describe each aspect of the framework. Later, we provide an 
example to illustrate how this framework can be used in your organisation.
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“The framework shows how funders  
can maximise their social impact by building  

the skills and capabilities required to  
effectively manage their data.”
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Common data sources
These data sources serve two broad purposes: the first three kinds of data have the potential 
to make your organisation more efficient, while the last three can make your programs more 
effective.

NEEDS GRANTS IMPACT{                                                                              
EFFECTIVENESS

The six data sources most often used by 
grantmaking organisations

EFFICIENCY
Greasing the wheels 

Promotions
This data refers to activities undertaken to promote your organisation and its 
programs. It covers data on digital marketing including website traffic, social media, 
and email campaigns, as well as traditional marketing means like posters, flyers, 
and community noticeboards. Also under this umbrella are information sessions, 
training, community consultations, and logistics such as catering and travel.



Battle of the datasets

Quantitative (numbers) or qualitative (words) data: which is more important?

This is a trick question, of course. Both are valuable for building a holistic representation 
of your organisation’s activities and impact. Some stories are best told through statistics, 
while others come to life when you include a human narrative.

Techniques for analysing text have advanced in leaps and bounds in recent times. 
These advancements have opened opportunities to analyse qualitative data at scale; for 
example, by using automatic labelling and thematic analysis.

People
Your organisation’s data about people extends beyond your staff to those who your 
organisation reports to and supports. People data refers to individual stakeholders 
including applicants, grantees, beneficiaries, assessors and decision-makers, board 
members, and members of the public, as well as local community groups, peak 
bodies, and businesses. 

Operations
If an organisation were a car, its operations data would be its service logbook. We’re 
talking about data related to contracts, income, expenditure, assets, property, 
security, privacy, risk and so on.

 

EFFECTIVENESS
Making a difference

Needs
This category encompasses contextual data related to your organisation’s purpose 
and its mission. Needs data can include public datasets and demographics relevant 
to targeted groups, and market analysis about changemakers doing similar work. It 
can also include surveys and requests for support.

Grants
This data pertains to your funding programs. It can cover a wide range of 
information, from planning and design through to assessment and evaluation. It 
serves a variety of purposes, including informing improvements and identifying 
outcomes. Application and acquittal forms and reports are considered grants data, 
as well as activities, events, logistics, and outputs relating to your grant programs.

Impact
This is information gathered to measure, track, and benchmark your outcomes 
and impact, and those of your grantees. It includes metrics, indicators, surveys, case 
studies, and evidence showing changes in knowledge, attitudes, or behaviour. It will 
inform your organisation’s theory of change, and its mission and vision, and will likely 
be cross-analysed with needs, grants, and people data to ensure your programs 
remain aligned to your mission. 



A hierarchy of data-use goals

What can you do with the data?
Now that we’ve described the different types of data your organisation may be working with, we 
move on to what you can do with the data. 

Your data goals will depend on your objectives, activities, and skillsets. Maslow famously proposed 
that humans need food and warmth before they are motivated to achieve self-fulfilment.  
Our framework’s vertical axis, represented below, is based on a hierarchy analogous to Maslow’s 
hierarchy of needs. It’s essential that you have experience and the right infrastructure in place in 
the lower rows before you attempt to execute upper-level projects.

What follows are examples of some activities from each level of the pyramid that you might 
already be doing, and some that you might embark on in the future. 

But as with any analysis, it pays to collect the data intelligently. Careful design of your 
application forms in SmartyGrants can make qualitative analysis more straightforward. 
For example, consider using multiple short specific questions (rather than a single open-
ended field) when seeking feedback from applicants or asking about risks and issues they 
are facing. This mitigates the need to parse and categorise large chunks of text when it 
comes time for analysis. Note, however, that this approach needs to be balanced against 
the actual and perceived burden of the form. Only collect data that you will really use!

LEARN & OPTIMISE

REPORT & VISUALISE

PROCESS & EXPLORE

COLLECT & STORE



Collect and store
This level is the foundation of any data 
initiative. What information is your 
organisation gathering? Where is it being 
stored? Is it contained in one central 
database, or across multiple platforms?  
If your organisation is large, your data 
might be siloed. And is it electronic or in 
hard copy?

As you consider each of these questions, 
remember that decisions you make at 
this level will have flow-on effects through 
the rest of the process. For example, the 
design of your application forms will 
determine the quality of the data you 
collect and analyse. Secure storage of the 
data will help ensure the privacy of the 
individuals and organisations who own 
the data. And transparency throughout 
the process will ensure the integrity of the 
data owners is maintained.

Below, as we scale the data-use pyramid, 
we will use SmartyGrants as an example of 
a collect-and-store tool.

Developing data capability  
and finding the right skills

Developing your organisation’s data 
capabilities and projects requires a variety of 
skills. The Department of the Prime Minister 
and Cabinet’s Data Skills & Capability 
Framework, designed for use by the 
Australian Public Service, is a good reference 
point. The framework identifies five roles that 
have a place on many data projects. They 
are data analyst, data scientist, data policy 
and law expert, data infrastructure engineer, 
and data architect. This isn’t to say that every 
project will require all of these roles – but the 
list of roles can provide vocabulary to help you 
find talent when a project calls for it. Missing 
from the list is a vital role in any data team 
– that of subject matter expert. A subject 
matter expert is just that – an expert on a 
particular subject. Subject matter experts 
could include your applicants, grantees, 
beneficiaries, and other stakeholders involved 
in the grantmaking process. 

Process and explore
Here you’re starting to interrogate and sort your data, and perhaps classify it. This step requires 
getting the data into a useable state (i.e. processing the data), exploring its main characteristics, 
extracting basic insights, and identifying patterns that may trigger further questions. 

If you’re looking at data relating to your grants program, questions you might ask include:

•	 What does our data look like, and what is it telling us?

•	 What was the applicant submission rate for our most recent round? 

•	 How long does this form typically take to fill in?

•	 How long did we take to complete the assessment process for this program?

•	 Are there more applications this year than last?

•	 Do we receive more enquiries or support requests from some groups than others?

•	 What percentage of grantees are failing to acquit on time?

•	 Do we have a hunch about something, but no data to back it up?

https://www.pmc.gov.au/sites/default/files/publications/data-skills-capability.pdf
https://www.pmc.gov.au/sites/default/files/publications/data-skills-capability.pdf


Documenting these questions as they arise will help inform the design of future grant rounds 
and processes. Remember how we said earlier that decisions at each level will affect the next? It’s 
useful to take a holistic overview, keeping all levels in mind as you scale the pyramid to ensure the 
data you collect is both useful and useable (more on that below).

Report and visualise
At this level, you’re starting to paint pictures with your data, such as reports and visualisations 
that communicate what the data is telling you. If you find yourself regularly asking some of the 
questions in the previous step, you may benefit from creating reports or visualisations so the 
information is at your fingertips. 

You can aggregate results across your programs, establish benchmarks, compare your results to 
those of other organisations or trends in the population, and provide context to the insights your 
data is providing. If you use grant application management software like SmartyGrants, you might 
be pulling reports and making them into charts and tables that communicate insights to your 
ministers or grantees or beneficiaries (or just to yourself). These reports would ideally feed into a 
real-time dashboard – drawing from data sources like SmartyGrants – rather than a point-in-time 
document. Nevertheless, smaller grantmakers should not disregard basic tools that are accessible 
to you now. The charts tool in Microsoft Excel, for example, can help convert data into useful 
charts in very little time.

Learn and optimise
This is where data science really takes off. Here, at the top of the pyramid, you’re learning from 
your data and using it to influence your decisions, make predictions, and drive better practice. 
You can also use it to streamline manual tasks, making your organisation more efficient. 

Some use cases for data science in the grantmaking process:

•	 Grant matching: suggesting applicants from past rounds to approach to apply for future 
rounds

•	 Automated scoring or short-listing of applications

•	 Classification: both to enhance your reporting and visualisation, and to identify grants 
related to specific subjects or beneficiary groups

•	 Portfolio optimisation: help select the best grants (or best combination of grants) to fund 
given a target funding ratio.

•	 Automation: eligibility checks, form-filling, scheduling, and flagging unusual applicant 
behaviour.

Another goal at this higher level is to learn and improve practice. Well-collected and sensibly 
processed data can be used to feed statistical models to make predictions about your data, and 
test theories. Organisations with more advanced data capabilities might conduct text analysis or 



use predictive models to provide recommendations on what to do next (or better). Algorithms 
can be used to identify patterns by evaluating features of inbound data and grouping them with 
other similar data for analysis. Personalisation tools can be used to tailor an applicant’s experience 
according to their needs. Having lots of data is helpful here, but quantity is not a panacea: you will 
need to consider biases in the data, how models will be maintained and how humans will use 
the models to make decisions. 

Useful and useable – what’s the difference?

What do we mean when we say ‘useful data’? Useful data is data that is being collected for 
a specific purpose. In the context of a grant application form, this means only asking the 
questions you need to ask to successfully assess an application. Never ask a question on 
an application form if you don’t know whether or how you will use the answers. Onerous 
application forms are one of the biggest complaints heard from grantseekers. 

Meanwhile, useable data is data that has been collected in such a way that it can be 
analysed effectively. The structure and design of your forms will determine how easily you 
can process, explore, report on, and visualise the data you have collected. As you reach 
a higher level of sophistication, any algorithms you use will need to be trained on large 
datasets of good quality to be used effectively (and ethically). If your data is messy or 
unstructured, you will find it difficult to execute learn-and-optimise projects. 

Get in touch if you have questions about reporting or other data science consulting services 
SmartyGrants provides for grantmakers. 

https://smartygrants.com.au/articles/grants-rage-is-on-the-rise-and-heres-how-we-plan-to-stop-it?
https://smartygrants.com.au/contact-us


Scaling the pyramid 
To understand the process of scaling the pyramid, imagine your organisation is administering a 
program via SmartyGrants. 

Collect and store
In SmartyGrants, you can design and build application forms from scratch or use form templates 
that have been refined by grantmaking experts. If you’re starting from scratch, SmartyGrants 
default standard fields (commonly asked questions) can be used for capturing information, or you 
can create your own fields. 

Before you start building your forms, take a moment to think about what you’d like to know 
about the grant you’re administering; then work backwards from that point to capture the right 
data. For example, if you want to know which types of organisations applied for your grant, you’ll 
have to ask a question that helps sort applicants into types. If you want to know where grantees 
are located, you’ll have to ask for their address in the application form. Our Grantmaking Toolkit 
covers the things to consider when establishing a grant program. Topics include identifying roles, 
desired outcomes, and mission alignment, and what information will need to be collected from 
applicants to deliver those outcomes.

Once you’ve built your application form with the above in mind, you’re ready to publish the 
grant round and application form and promote it to your target applicants. As applications are 
submitted, the application page will list all applications made to your grant round. From there, 
you can quickly see which stage of the process the application has been assigned to. A typical 
grant round might include eligibility screening, contracts and payments, assessment, and 
acquittal. The grant manager can record a decision regarding the success of an application, 
depending on whether it has been approved, declined or withdrawn, or remains undecided. 
This is a simple but powerful example of how SmartyGrants can be used as an intelligent and 
effective collect-and-store tool for your grant programs.

The form builder includes questions to ask your applicants:

https://smartygrants.com.au/help-sheets/smartygrants-grantmaking-toolkit


The application page lists all applications made to your grant round:

Process and explore 
At this stage – as applications are lodged and assessed, money is distributed to successful 
applicants, and unsuccessful applicants are notified – you might begin processing the 
applications you’ve received to identify patterns or themes. Though much of the data processing 
is automated for SmartyGrants users, there is still value in having a human look at (explore) the 
data and ask intelligent questions. For example:

•	 Did we receive more applications than last time, or fewer? Why might that be?

•	 Did we receive significantly more, or fewer, submissions from organisations located in a 
particular geographical region or from a particular population subgroup? You might explore 
why this is occurring, and whether you need to target specific areas for future rounds.

•	 How many unsubmitted applications did we receive? You might ask whether the application 
process was too onerous, the guidelines unclear, whether there was too much jargon, or 
whether the forms were hard to understand. Or is there another explanation for the number 
of unsubmitted applications?

•	 Did funding requested exceed the amount available? If your program is radically over- or 
under-subscribed, you may ask whether your outcome goals were too lofty or not ambitious 
enough, or your eligibility requirements are too tight or too loose, or your budget is too 
generous or not generous enough for the demand.

Once you get started, you’ll find that the list of questions you can ask to explore your data is 
limitless – it may help to refer to your outcomes goals to prioritise. It’s at this stage that you might 
begin to see the value of establishing a good data foundation at the collect-and-store level. 



A benefit of the SmartyGrants default standard fields in your application forms is that they belong 
to a common data structure that can later be used for cross-program reporting. If the data is 
unstructured and messy it becomes infinitely more difficult to process and explore your data – a 
bit like comparing apples to oranges.

The SmartyGrants Round Summary page displays key stats relating to a 
grant round:

Report and visualise
Your next step might be to generate reports or visualisations to evaluate and communicate 
outcomes. In SmartyGrants, the Round Snapshot Report or live dashboard, which provides 
information about submission rates, funds requested, geographic location data and more, might 
suffice to answer your questions. You can also create your own report templates to run reports 
and extract data on the information you’re interested in. 

There are additional tools in SmartyGrants to help you visualise and make sense of your grants 
data. For example, the Maps tool plots project and applicant addresses on a map and within 
various boundaries (e.g. state, postcode, federal or state electorate, local government area, and 
remoteness index). Another SmartyGrants tool called the Outcomes Engine can collect outcomes 
data from grantees and start tracking the impact of your grants immediately. 

You can create your own reports by porting data from SmartyGrants to Excel, and on into 
reporting and visualisation tools like Power BI and Tableau, to include pivot tables, charts, and 
other visualisations that communicate your impact in different ways. You might overlay your data 
with information from other sources, such as demographic or location data from the Australian 
Bureau of Statistics, or the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). 



To design useful reports and dashboards we recommend thinking about these questions:

•	 At what stage(s) of the grants lifecycle will this report or dashboard be used?

•	 Who is the audience for this report or dashboard?

•	 What questions is the audience trying to answer?

•	 What data is needed to answer these questions, and which fields have been used to capture 
this data?

•	 How often does the report need to be generated and through which channels will it be 
shared?

There are a variety of opportunities for visualising and reporting on your grants data, depending 
on the scope of your project and the skills you have on hand. More data sources will often result in 
better insights about your program – but remember to only gather information that is useful.

A quick round snapshot is available from your specific Round page:

An example of SmartyGrants Outcomes Engine survey data being connected 
to a Power BI dashboard to show outcomes for an arts and culture program:

Aesthetic Enrichment Creativity Stimulated

Participants 
surveyed

Participants who 
experienced the outcome

Enhanced social connectedness Feeling valued

Participants 
surveyed

Participants who 
experienced the  
outcome

Outcomes by number of participants - Arts & Culture mock program
For Grant Evaluation Teams - Data was collected using the Outcomes Engine

7930 1366

19165040

4597

3905

753

950

100% 100%

100% 100%

58% 55.1%

77.5% 49.6%



A sample report which includes metrics on the outcome goal ‘Increased 
participation in arts and culture’ for an arts and culture program, derived 
from the SmartyGrants Outcomes Engine:

Learn and optimise
You don’t have to stop at reporting. At the apex of the pyramid, there are several data science 
techniques relevant to the grantmaking process. Some can be used to make your grantmaking 
more effective. You could use the insights into your program as inputs to a model (a tool that 
can process data and return results), allowing you to learn and predict variables to improve your 
grantmaking. An example of this is the auto-classification tool CLASSIEfier, which was built by 
SmartyGrants to process text contained in grant applications and return results about which 
sectors and beneficiaries are being funded. This helps grantmakers take a bird’s-eye view of their 
grant programs, benchmark against others, identify gaps and imagine ways to improve. 

You could also conduct experiments to see what works best. For example, you could run two 
consecutive grant programs designed slightly differently to see which one receives more (or 
better) applications. From this you can begin to learn while in the process of doing.  

Other techniques can be used to make your organisation more efficient. For example, you 
could look for ways to optimise your processes. This might involve automating some tasks – 
including classification, eligibility checks, assessment, shortlisting, and flagging unusual applicant 
behaviour. The SmartyGrants team is working hard on building some of these data science 
features into the platform to make advanced analysis more accessible to all grantmakers.



Automated processes can multiply the impact of your grantmaking team by helping you make 
data-informed decisions. However, remember how we mentioned that lots of data is helpful, but 
quantity itself is not enough? The quality of the data being fed into models is important too. You 
will need to consider factors such as biases in the data, how models will be maintained, and the 
ethical implications (and risks) of using the models to make decisions. 

The techniques at the peak of the pyramid – data science – can help us to develop a deep 
understanding of what the data is telling us. They offer exciting opportunities, but their effective 
use relies on good data management practices. The functions at the bottom of the pyramid 
enable the more advanced capabilities higher up.

The CLASSIEfier algorithm works by analysing text in grant applications. 
In this mock data set, CLASSIEfier has identified subjects and beneficiaries 
based on analysing text in the project description field:

An analysis of more than 500,000 SmartyGrants applications used the 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and the SmartyGrants classification 
system CLASSIE to separate grants into social sector subject areas and show 
how the money flowed:

Summary of the data
The figures in this report derive from  

a subset of all SmartyGrants data that  
met our data quality requirements  
(e.g. completion of certain fields).

https://smartygrants.com.au/research/the-future-of-funding-how-well-are-australian-grants-addressing-the-un-sustainable-development-goals


Piecing it all together
How’s your organisation tracking? Where do you want to end up?

Our framework brings together information about the kinds of data you might be working with 
and what you can do with that data. The resulting matrix can be used to start conversations 
within your organisation.

Build a picture
The framework can guide you as you gather information about what your organisation is already 
doing. These results can form the basis of an assessment of your organisation’s maturity in respect 
to data – and help you to set goals for the future.
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Take a systems approach
You can use the framework to start to look at what systems you have in place. How is your data 
managed? Who has access? What skills might be required for work on data projects for each 
area? The ease or difficulty of examining your systems will vary according to the size and type of 
your organisation.

Frame your thinking
You can also map out what questions you’d like to answer, and what data and data capabilities 
you’ll need to do so. Start by asking simple questions – this will make the process less daunting. 
More questions will arise as you continue the process. 
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What’s next?
The SmartyGrants team has been promoting best practices in grantmaking for two decades and 
translating this knowledge into valuable tools for grantmakers to achieve greater impact.

We’ve produced the Grantmaking Toolkit to guide grantmakers to success. We host 
Grantmaking Intelligence, an annual conference for grants professionals, and publish Grants 
Management Intelligence, a monthly newsletter for grantmakers and funders. We also publish 
help sheets, white papers and other resources on every stage of the grantmaking process, from 
planning and design through to evaluation. 

We envision this framework as complementary to these tools and resources.

We also provide information on related topics such as data governance (including ethics and 
cyber security), data handling, and data sharing as we come across it. By pooling data with other 
organisations in your sector, you may be able to generate better insights than you could on your 
own, and benchmark yourself against others. And by teaming up with organisations that hold 
large stores of information, such as cohorts of other funders or government agencies funding 
similar subjects or beneficiary groups, you may be able to learn more about what’s happening in 
the community you’re working with.

We hope that this framework and our other resources de-mystify data concepts for you, and help 
your organisation use data more effectively.

 

The SmartyGrants Innovation Lab is where 
we seed ideas to do old things better or 
new things first.

Our parent enterprise Our Community’s founding aim 

in 2000 was to build stronger communities through 

stronger community organisations. Since 2009, 

SmartyGrants has helped keep the money moving, 

with billions of dollars now moving into the not-for-

profit sector more efficiently.

By forging partnerships with business, government, 

and philanthropy SmartyGrants has accelerated our 

impact and increased our reach beyond our home 

zone of Australia. We’re now servicing grantmakers in 

42 countries around the world.

Now there’s a new currency powering social reform.  

Data is reshaping our world. New tools allow us to 

collect, distil, understand, and act on data like never 

before, hastening the pace of change. We want to 

make sure the social sector can grasp the possibilities 

presented by these new tools.

https://smartygrants.com.au/help-sheets/smartygrants-grantmaking-toolkit
https://smartygrants.com.au/conference

