Service Design for Funders

What is the problem we are trying to solve?
Hyphen8 works with over 100 non-profits in the UK, many of whom are funders, or do some
sort of grant-making. Through the work we do we have a great vantage point from which to
see the way in which different funders approach similar challenges.
Grant-making sounds like it should be really straightforward. You have a pot, or various pots, of
money, and you have the brilliant job of being able to give it out to people to use for good causes.
Anyone who has worked in funding will know that it can often feel far from straightforward
though, especially as processes evolve and get added to over time.

Who is involved?
Depending on the size of a grant-maker,
there can be a wide range of people who
have a stake in the funding processes and
the systems that support them. Including a
lot of internal and external people such as
the finance team, data and evaluation teams,
grants teams running individual programmes
and the communications and marketing
teams who run the website.
As well as external people such as the grant
applicants and grant holders themselves,
those who provide the funding, those
who help to assess applications and the
beneficiaries of the funding.
Trying to account for all the requests of all
these people can lead to very complex
systems and processes. Over time, data fields
get added in response to a request from a
team, new programmes get set-up, and more
questions get included in the forms.
When we are working with a funder it is not
uncommon for us to hear things like:
There are lots of fields in our funding
system that we don’t use anymore. In
fact no-one quite knows why we asked
for that data in the first place.
We ask for this budget data but we
rarely look at it as we don’t have time
due to the volume of applications we
get
We would like to make our processes
simpler but we’re not sure we can as all
our programmes have specific needs
Whether you’ve got a complex set of existing
processes you want to improve, or are setting
up a funding process from scratch, it is worth
thinking about service design.

What is service design and how can it apply to
funding?
Service design is the design of services. That could be any service, from renewing your passport
to booking a holiday. If we think back, we probably all have memories of encountering good and
bad services. That time we tried to do something online and the fields kept erroring, or the form
crashed, or we were on hold in a phone helpline for hours.
As funders, we offer a service. That service may be managed by various different people as
the application passes through the assessment, decision and monitoring stages, but to the
individual applicant, they are accessing a service. They are trying to get money to do something
great.
Taking a service design approach means putting the needs of those applicants/future grantholders, at the centre of the design process. It’s hard work as it means being prepared to change
current ways of working, and current ways of thinking, but it’s hard work that’s worth it. It can
lead to:
An improved experience for grant applicants and grant holders
Less time spent on administration (by you and your applicants/grant holders)
A simpler, more efficient system, which is easier to maintain over time
Easier access to data to inform your grant-making

What can this look like in practice?
Many funders we work with are stretched for both time and money. But even with small
amounts of both, you can take steps towards improving your service.
The most important thing you can do if you’re not sure where to start, is to talk to those who
access your service, and importantly to those who don’t access it but who you would like to
fund in future. By that we mean those groups that either don’t apply, or apply and keep being
unsuccessful. Poor services and poor service design exclude and harm people. Finding out why
they aren’t currently accessing your funding can give you great insights into how to improve
your service.
One approach that we like to use is to undertake some active observation of people using
an existing service. Let’s say for example, we want to learn about how people are finding the
experience of applying for funding. Watching them complete an application form, and asking
them to talk out loud as they complete the form, can be really informative. While you watch you
can notice where they are encountering challenges. For example:
Are they having to click back and forward between pages unnecessarily?
Are they struggling to complete a particular question?
Are they finding that none of the options in the drop-down list apply to them, or that they
want to select two but are being forced to give you only one?
Even if they appear to complete the form with no problems, a session like this can be a great
chance to ask them what they would change if they could. In one particular case we picked up a
theme of the form being simple to complete but applicants feeling like it restricted them in such
a way that they couldn’t really tell the proper story of what they were trying to do. This led to
high levels of frustration. Some simple changes to the form meant this could be improved which
in turn meant the funder was able to make better assessments and ultimately better funding
decisions.
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Joining things up
As well as talking to applicants and grant-holders, talking to all those with a stake in the
system is also key to ensuring a good service. For all funders, there are certain things that
have to happen to fulfil legal or externally enforced data requirements or due diligence. We
can’t design a service without taking these things into account.
As we gather information on all the transactions and processes that are required, it’s good
to take the opportunity to challenge whether they are all needed. Sometimes we discover
elements of due diligence that aren’t really needed, they have just grown up over time
and become accepted practice! It’s also good to think about the way in which any of those
processes could be re-designed or adapted to make it easier for the user, and to ensure the
service makes sense. None of us like the feeling of being passed from one team to another
when we’re trying to accomplish a task. In the same way, if our funding processes are
developed well, our applicants won’t realise that their application has been passed from one
team to another along the way, their experience will be seamless.

A continually improving service
Taking a service design approach to your grant-making, is a lot about the mindset you and
your team bring to it. When we think about a service, it’s something that should continually
improve and develop over time. We expect our bank or our social media apps to continue to
improve over time in response to user feedback. The same should apply to our funding.
Rather than set-up a programme (however well researched) and then just assume it’s fine,
taking a service design approach means continually being prepared to listen to user feedback
and keep improving and changing the design of your service over time.
In a busy funding world, service design might feel like an extra ‘thing’ you just don’t have time
for, but from our experience of working with funders, we’ve seen the value it brings.
No funder wants applicants to waste time on unsuccessful applications.
No funder wants to exclude the people it’s trying to reach.
All funders want their teams to be engaged in supporting the charities aims rather than
spending unnecessary time on broken or poorly design admin processes.
Putting user needs at the heart your funding design and considering the full end-to-end
service of what you offer can help you over-come common funding pitfalls and ensure
effective and efficient services.

Find out more about our service design consultancy
hyphen8.com
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