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About this report  

This report shares early learning from the Research Commissioning Centre’s Impact Fund 

pilot, which was designed to help Foreign, Commonwealth & Development Office (FCDO)-

funded research achieve greater policy and practice impact in low- and middle-income 

countries. It is intended for funders and commissioners of research, researchers and 

programme implementers interested in strengthening research uptake and equitable and 

impact-oriented funding models. 
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Executive summary 

Achieving tangible impact from research is critical in a lean funding environment for 

development. In 2025, the Research Commissioning Centre (RCC), with funding and strategic 

oversight from the Foreign, Commonwealth & Development Office (FCDO), piloted a new 

Impact Fund (the Fund). The Fund provides small, flexible grants for FCDO-funded research 

to achieve more impact through policy and practice in low- and middle-income countries 

(LMICs).  

Rather than commissioning new research, the Impact Fund pilot supported activities that 

positioned existing research for uptake, engagement and influence, or assessed the impact of 

past research. Flexible grants of up to £30,000 were awarded through two pilot cohorts. The 

pilot resulted in 15 competitively awarded projects, alongside two directly commissioned 

projects. 

This report shares early learnings from the pilot. The findings are based on an RCC-led review 

of the Fund (including preliminary programme data and documents, surveys and/or a limited 

number of interviews with applicants, reviewers and FCDO and RCC stakeholders). The 

review was followed by discussions with FCDO stakeholders and a series of follow-on 

workshops to finalise changes for the Fund’s next round. 

The findings focus on fund design, demand, application and review processes, equity and 

LMIC leadership, commissioning routes, and operational considerations for future rounds. 

Because most funded projects were still in implementation at the time of the review, the report 

does not assess final project outcomes or impact.  

By publishing the report, we aim to encourage ongoing conversations among research 

commissioners. 

Key findings and next steps  

1. Strong demand and high-quality proposals from researchers demonstrate 

the Impact Fund’s value  

Demand for the pilot suggests the Impact Fund is meeting a clear need within the research 

commissioning landscape. The Fund attracted strong interest, with 52 competitive proposals 

submitted for 15 grants, more than three proposals for every grant awarded. Proposals 

aligned closely with the Fund’s intended purpose and demonstrated strong demand for flexible 

support to help move research into policy and practice.  

 

Next steps  

FCDO has committed to continued funding for the Impact Fund in the coming year. 

Recognising the workload in applying, the RCC will manage demand for the next round and 

look to reduce the oversubscription ratio. 
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2. The pilot surfaced important considerations for balancing risk and impact   

The range of applications highlighted the need to consider how the Fund balances lower-risk, 

highly feasible projects with those offering potentially greater impact but less certainty of 

delivery. Some proposals presented ambitious opportunities for influence but involved more 

complex or uncertain pathways to impact, raising important questions about how differing 

combinations of risk and reward are assessed in funding decisions.  

3. Progress on LMIC institutional leadership and equity is encouraging, but 

structural challenges remain   

Forty per cent of awarded projects were led by LMIC-based institutions, and sixty per cent of 

total funding was allocated to LMIC-based organisations or sub-grantees. Applicant feedback 

also suggested that resubmission mechanisms have supported learning and proposal 

development. However, institutional location does not equate to decision-making power or 

partnership quality. Assessing equity of partnerships was a challenge, with proposals taking 

varying approaches to describing equity and the criteria were not considered clear enough for 

reviewers.  

 

Next steps  

The perceived balance of risk and impact will be factored into the reviewer meeting and 

decision-making process. For projects ‘on the margin’, where there are differing views on 

whether to fund, this will be used to prioritise opportunities with the potential to be 

transformative. Contracting will include conditions to manage these risks.  

Next steps  

Equity considerations are now embedded throughout the application form, while a 

standalone section for equity and partnerships is retained, and more detailed guidance for 

applicants and reviewers has been developed. The selection criteria and weightings have 

been amended: there is an increase in the weighting for the equity and partnerships section 

of the application, and the introduction of a minimum threshold for equity and partnerships. 

LMIC leadership will continue to be a key consideration when making funding decisions at 

the margin. These changes have been supported by recommendations from consortium 

partner the International Network for Advancing Science and Policy (INASP), as part of a 

review process and inputs from the RCC’s Equity Action Plan Advisory Group (EAP). 

Revise and resubmit options will also be formalised. 
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4. Additional commissioning pathways may strengthen the Fund’s flexibility, 

particularly for retrospective impact assessment 

The pilot was designed to support competitive grants in a one-stage process. This is less 

compatible with retrospective impact assessments, which benefit from specialised expertise 

and the ability to maintain independence.  

5. Grant size and timeframes may constrain delivery  

The median award over pilot Cohorts 1 and 2 was £29,900, with project delivery timeframes of 

around 12 months. Feedback from applicants suggests that the current grant ceiling and 

delivery timeframe may limit the scale and sustainability of some projects, particularly those 

requiring longer-term stakeholder engagement or implementation across multiple locations.  

6. Application, review and operational processes are effective but need to be 

optimised for scale; guidance can be improved  

Applicants and reviewers generally found the grant management system easy to navigate. 

Feedback from applicants and reviewers also suggests that the Fund’s review, feedback, and 

resubmission mechanisms have helped support learning and proposal development. 

However, applicants felt further clarifications would be helpful for the application form and 

budget template, while reviewers found some assessment areas – such as additionality and 

value for money – proved more difficult to assess consistently. Administrative effort remains 

Next steps  

To facilitate retrospective impact assessment opportunities, RCC will pilot the following in 

2026: Introduce a two-stage commissioning process, slightly increase the maximum budget 

for impact assessment projects and develop a separate application and review track. This 

track will also support matchmaking with academics who have relevant methodological 

expertise.  

The pilot targeted direct commissions for several opportunities that arose outside of the pilot 

funding windows. While setting aside projects for direct commissioning brings flexibility, the 

approach could favour applicants with direct relationships with FCDO, and clear criteria are 

needed to ensure fairness and consistency. Direct commissioning pathways will not be an 

immediate priority, though these opportunities may be considered in the future, with more 

robust criteria for sole-sourcing.  

Next steps  

The new round of funding will offer a maximum budget of £33,000, a 10% increase. There 

was not considered to be sufficient evidence to warrant a larger increase to the Impact 

Fund budget ceiling. Some flexibility will be considered for project timelines exceeding 12 

months. The budget ceiling will be further explored following the next round of funding, with 

targeted data collection to support this analysis.  
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relatively high in proportion to grant size, though this may be justified given the Fund’s 

strategic objectives and potential impact.  

 

 

 

 

  

Next steps  

RCC has refined Impact Fund processes, including the application form, budget and 

guidance documents. New weightings for the scoring criteria have been agreed to simplify 

the approach. Structured templates have been developed, including the research uptake 

case study (the main required deliverable for the Fund) and further work is underway to 

design reporting outcome measures. The team will aim to ensure that at least one reviewer 

per proposal has relevant thematic expertise.  
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1. Introduction and background 

1.1 The research–to-impact challenge 

FCDO invests significantly in development research through programmes managed by its 

research division. While FCDO expects researchers to undertake uptake and impact activities 

in the grant, resources for impact-focused activities are often limited once core research 

delivery concludes. As a result, promising opportunities to support uptake, engagement, or 

policy influence may go unfunded despite requiring only modest additional investment. 

Generating high-quality evidence is essential to achieving development impact, but evidence 

alone is rarely sufficient to drive change. Research must also be translated into accessible 

formats, shared through appropriate channels, and actively engaged with policymakers, 

practitioners, and other decision-makers. These activities require dedicated time, expertise, 

and resources that may fall outside the scope of traditional research grants. Researchers may 

also lack the communications support, networks, or flexibility to pursue emerging policy 

opportunities once research programmes have formally ended. 

1.2 The Impact Fund response 

The RCC Impact Fund is designed to enhance the real-world impact of FCDO-funded 

research in LMICs. Impact includes shaping policy or practice towards relevant and 

sustainable change. To inform the design of the Impact Fund, the RCC conducted a 

benchmarking study of six other impact funds across the United Kingdom, the United States of 

America, the Netherlands and Hong Kong. By awarding flexible grants of up to £30,000 during 

the pilot, the Fund aims to position research for uptake or to assess its impact retrospectively. 

The relatively small grant size is intended to reduce administrative burden through short 

turnaround times. Eligible activities for the pilot included: 

• Research translation, such as creating tools, policy briefs or other outputs for 

different audiences. 

• Engagement and communication, such as knowledge-sharing events, building 

networks or creating platforms for dialogue between researchers and users. 

• Sustainable impacts, including local capacity building or establishing long-term 

partnerships to help research inform practice. 

• Conference participation to influence policy or practice: participating in high-profile 

conferences, especially for researchers in LMICs or early career researchers. 

• Retrospective impact assessment, such as contribution tracing: generate insight 

on past impact. 

1.3 The Impact Fund pilot 

There were two cohorts in the pilot. Cohort 1 was commissioned from May to July 2025 and 

resulted in six competitively awarded projects totalling £178,505, followed by Cohort 2, 

commissioned from September to November 2025, with nine competitively awarded 

projects totalling £224,422. All projects have progressed to implementation.  
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1.3.1 Nominations to apply 

FCDO research teams were asked to nominate a small number of closed programmes or 

projects to participate. Across the pilot cohorts, there was outreach to six FCDO research 

programmes and three projects. In addition, several applicants from Cohort 1 were invited to 

revise and resubmit during Cohort 2. 

1.3.2 Application criteria  

Applicants submitted proposals via the RCC grant management system. The criteria and 

weights applied during the pilot are detailed in Table 1 below. Following Cohort 1, additional 

selection criteria were added for Equity, and the weighting was altered with the introduction of 

Value for Money (VfM) criteria. The criteria and weights for Cohort 2 are detailed below. 

Table 1 

Impact Fund selection criteria and weights, pilot Cohort 2  

Criterion  Weight  Intended Purpose  

Impact Potential  35%  Scale of impact and likelihood of influencing policy or 
practice  

Feasibility  25%  How possible are the activities proposed in terms of scope, 
ambition and context, and does the team have the capacity 
to deliver the proposed activities  

Additionality  20%  Would activities occur without Fund support?  

Equity & Partnerships  10%  LMIC leadership, equitable partnerships and equity with 
respect to the activities themselves  

Value for Money  

(This criterion was only 
introduced for Cohort 2) 

10%  Justification of the proposed budget 

1.3.3 Reviews and decision-making 

For the review process, three reviewers were assigned to each proposal, with at least one 

external reviewer. Reviewers independently assessed proposals and contributed to panel 

discussions, with FCDO joining in the latter. The review process consisted of the following 

roles: 

• RCC staff with sectoral and methodological expertise served as internal reviewers 

who scored proposals independently and participated in panel discussions.  

• Independent experts with sectoral and methodological expertise and external to the 

RCC served as external reviewers; they also scored proposals independently and 

participated in panel discussions. 

• The RCC Academic Director reviewed proposals independently, chaired the panel 

discussions, resolved contested cases, and made funding recommendations with the 

support of the RCC technical team. 

• The FCDO Impact Fund representatives acted in a challenge function and confirmed 

final funding decisions. 



From Research to Impact  11 

Lessons from the RCC Impact Fund Pilot 

• The RCC Research Manager ensured focus on eligible proposals and provided 

technical support throughout the review process, and the RCC Programme Manager 

coordinated review workflows, timelines and panel materials, and managed conflict of 

interest declarations. 

Reviewers scored proposals for each assessment category and assigned an overall 

recommendation of whether to fund, with Yes, Maybe or No. The RCC compiled reviewers’ 

scores and comments and ordered proposals by those with clear consensus to fund, those 

with conflicting views and those with clear consensus not to fund. The ordering of proposals 

was informed by the recommendation to fund (i.e. whether all reviewers recommended 

funding), and the average weighted scores for each proposal. The review meetings focused 

on proposals where there was less clear consensus on whether to fund, and if so, under what 

conditions.  

The RCC leveraged its RCC Consortium for the reviewer pool, with 11 reviewers participating 

on behalf of 7 organisations across LMICs and high-income countries.1 Cohort 2 took steps to 

further align relevant thematic expertise with at least one assigned reviewer. Using the inputs 

from the reviewer discussions, the RCC suggested a subset of proposals to fund. These were 

discussed in a follow-on decision meeting with FCDO. FCDO raised follow-up questions, 

acting as a challenge function in the final decision phase, with group consensus shaping the 

final set of awards. 

1.4 About the Impact Fund Pilot Review 

To inform strategic decisions about the Impact Fund’s future, we explored: 

• the extent to which the Impact Fund design met its objectives;  

• how the pilot application and review process functioned;  

• what scale-up of the Impact Fund would require;  

• the extent to which the pilot was LMIC-led and promotes equitable partnerships; and  

• reflection on early implementation of funded projects.  

We reviewed programme data and documents, analysed survey responses from applicants 

and reviewers, and conducted a limited number of interviews with applicants, reviewers, and 

FCDO and RCC stakeholders (see Appendix 1 for more details). As the Impact Fund is in the 

early stages, the review focused on early learning from processes and design and will be 

updated as projects are implemented. 

 

1 Reviewers represented the following organisations: American University of Beirut, BRAC University, Institute of Development Studies, 

University of Cape Town, University of Ghana, University of Manchester, and the GRTD Research Commissioning Centre. 



From Research to Impact  12 

Lessons from the RCC Impact Fund Pilot 

2. Findings and next steps  

2.1 Strong demand demonstrates the Impact Fund’s value 

Strong demand for the pilot, with high-quality proposals, demonstrates the value of the Impact 

Fund. The Fund attracted strong interest, with 52 competitive proposals submitted for 15 

grants, which is more than three proposals for every grant. Cohort 2 alone received 28 

proposals from 25 distinct organisations. 

Awarded projects aligned well with FCDO priorities, with distribution across priority countries 

and regions, and recent FCDO programmes. See Appendix 2 for more information about the 

funded grants. While it is too early to assess outcomes or impact, project status reports 

indicate activities are proceeding broadly as planned. 

Most awarded projects are in Sub-Saharan Africa or Asia: 

• Sub-Saharan Africa (Chad, Kenya, Nigeria, Sudan, Uganda): 6 

• Asia (Bangladesh, Indonesia, Maldives, Nepal, Pakistan, Sri Lanka): 6 

• Global or Fragility or conflict-affected areas: 3 

Across all competitive proposals received, applications came from 22 countries, with half in 

Sub-Saharan Africa (Table 2). South Asia is also well represented, with fewer applications for 

Southeast Asia and South America. 

Table 2 

Distribution of Applications by Region 

Region Count % 

Sub-Saharan Africa 15 50 

South Asia 8 27 

Multi-country/cross-region 4 14 

Southeast Asia 2 7 

South America 1 3 

 

Funded projects are spread across thematic areas. A third of projects (five out of 15) address 

transport and urban mobility, with health and nutrition (three) and climate and the environment 

(three) being the next most common themes, followed by humanitarian response (three) and 

energy systems (one). 

2.1.1 Types of activities 

Most projects incorporate multiple impact activities. For example, five of the competitively 

awarded projects combine policy engagement and capacity building, while four projects 

combine research translation with another activity, such as policy or other stakeholder 
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engagement. Of 52 proposals, we received only two applications for retrospective impact 

assessment; one of these was funded.       

2.1.2 Examples of projects 

Policy engagement:  

• Strengthening policies to address gender-based violence in public transport in Kenya, 

Nigeria and Zambia 

• Motorcycle taxi regulations in Nepal  

Convening stakeholders:  

• Grid interconnection dialogue in South Asia  

• Humanitarian response dialogue in Chad  

Sustainable impacts:  

• Scaling digital decision-support for clinicians managing severe malnourishment in 

Nigeria  

Capacity building:  

• Waste to wealth model capacity building in Kenya 

 

  

Next steps  

FCDO and RCC have agreed to continue the Impact Fund for the coming year, and the 

RCC will continue to assess outputs and outcomes from the Impact Fund portfolio as the 

existing set of grants reaches completion. The RCC will also develop a separate track for 

retrospective impact assessment, as detailed in section 2.5. 

Application weighting and scoring has also been updated to optimise and better focus 

reviewer discussions (Table 3). While the five selection criteria from the pilot remain 

important, additionality will be assessed initially before proceeding to full review, with 

stronger weighting and a review focus on impact potential, equity and partnerships.  
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Table 3 

Updated weighting and scoring for the Impact Fund 

Element 
Weighting and 
scoring 

Update What it assesses 

Additionality screen 
Green / 
Amber / Red 

Removed from 
numerical scores 

Initial check for whether the proposal meets 
the additionality requirement before 
proceeding to full assessment. 

Impact Potential 50% (1-5) Increased weight 
Scale and depth of impact in terms of 
influencing policy, practice, implementation or 
decision-making. 

Feasibility 20% (1-5) 
Decreased 
weight 

Realism of scope, ambition, context, timeline 
and team capacity. 

Equity & Partnerships 20% (1-5) 

Increased 
weight, threshold 
score introduced 
to affect eligibility 
for award 

LMIC leadership, equitable partnership 
arrangements, and equity embedded in 
design and delivery. 

Value for Money 10% (1-5) - 
Budget proportionality: whether the 
suggested spending is justified and aligned 
with activities and expected outcomes. 

Overall 
Recommendation 

Yes/Maybe/No - 
Recommendation for whether to fund the 
proposal. 

 

2.2 Decision-making at the margin 

Generally, more proposals were recommended for funding than funding allowed. After 

proposals with full agreement to fund were identified, a further group of strong proposals 

emerged, for which reviewers differed in their recommendations on whether to fund. For this 

group of proposals, reviewers prioritised additional criteria toward final selection, which we 

define as decision-making at the margin. For example, reviewers further prioritised proposals 

led by LMIC-based institutions and considered the spread of projects across thematic areas 

and geography. 

  

Next steps  

When considering the Impact Fund portfolio and proposals at the margin, RCC will 

strategically prioritise funding proposals that are: a) led by LMIC institutions; and/or b) show 

higher impact potential relative to feasibility. RCC will also avoid over-concentration by 

geography or theme across the portfolio. 
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2.3 Accounting for trade-offs between project risk and potential 

impact 

2.3.1 Risk and reward profiles and impact pathways 

The diversity of proposals submitted during the pilot highlighted the need to consider how the 

Fund balances projects with differing levels of delivery risk and impact potential. Some 

proposals offered highly achievable activities with relatively modest potential for impact, while 

others aimed for more significant change but involved greater uncertainty or dependency on 

external factors.  

Preliminary analysis of Cohort 1 documentation, project types, and contextual factors 

suggests a tendency to favour higher-feasibility proposals over those with greater but less 

certain impact potential. In practice, this may indicate risk aversion. The likelihood of 

successful delivery may be influenced by factors such as the implementing organisation’s 

track record, activity complexity, resource availability, amount of effort needed to build trusted 

relationships and dependence on external conditions. By contrast, impact potential may be 

indicated by a range of conditions, such as scale of potential influence, magnitude of potential 

change, receptiveness among decision-makers or practitioners, alignment with policy windows 

and demand for evidence among intended users. In addition, projects targeting systemic 

change, foundational capacity building or policy influence in contested spaces may struggle to 

demonstrate near-term impact potential compared with proposals with transparent, immediate 

policy windows. 

For example, a structured capacity-building programme to strengthen data literacy may have a 

high likelihood of successful delivery, but a less direct path to impact, as participants must 

apply these skills over time for meaningful change to occur. This contrasts with a gender-

based violence reporting initiative for transportation systems in sub-Saharan Africa, where the 

potential for crowd-sourced data to inform policymaking may be high, but the likelihood of 

influencing policy during the project window depends in part on factors beyond the project 

team’s control. 

While projects vary too significantly to allow straightforward comparison, and further 

implementation data will be needed to better assess these dynamics over time, the pilot 

suggests that these trade-offs were not explicitly considered. The current criteria may 

inadvertently favour ‘low-hanging fruit’ – projects where impact is visible and attributable within 

the grant period – over strategic investments that unfold over longer timeframes or through 

diffuse channels. If the Fund consistently selects proposals with clear, near-term, easily 

assessed impact pathways, it may systematically underinvest in foundational technical work 

that enables future impact or strategic engagement in contested spaces where influence 

unfolds over longer timeframes. Both matter for FCDO’s and RCC's missions. Greater 

consideration of risk and reward during proposal review may help ensure appropriate space is 

given to projects with higher potential impact or less clear impact pathways, even where 

successful delivery is less certain within the grant period. 
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2.4 LMIC leadership and equity considerations 

2.4.1 LMIC institutional leadership 

The pilot shows meaningful progress toward LMIC leadership. Of the 15 competitively 

awarded projects, six projects (40%) are led by LMIC-based institutions.2 Another indicator of 

LMIC leadership is the breakdown of grantee budgets between LMIC and HIC institutions. 

Available data from grantee budgets suggests that over 60% of Impact Fund funding will go 

directly to lead institutions or sub-grantees in LMICs.3 Additional funding is also being directed 

to LMICs through staff or consultancy contracts held by HIC institutions.   

However, institutional location alone can understate or overstate the proper distribution of 

decision-making power. Some nominally LMIC-led proposals involve substantial intellectual 

direction from UK-based collaborators. In contrast, some HIC-led proposals feature genuine 

partnership with LMIC institutions that may not hold formal lead status. Assessing the quality 

of partnerships—beyond counting institutional headquarters—remains a challenge.  

Going forward, the RCC aims to provide targeted guidance and support for LMIC applicants, 

though we will need to appropriately manage expectations and further pilot this support. 

Targeted guidance could include information sessions specifically for LMIC-based 

organisations, and pre-submission consultations with LMIC applicants to address questions. 

The RCC will also formalise a revise-and-resubmit option for applicants, with guaranteed 

funding for when most reviewers recommend funding for the resubmission. This will allow 

reviewers to identify promising proposals with specific issues that reviewers believe can be 

rectified. However, as observed during the pilot, enabling a revise-and-resubmit option will 

require additional support from RCC to identify and match applicants with specialists, as well 

as reviewer support to guide applicants through resubmission. 

 

2 Cohort 1: IRADe (India), Islamic University of Technology (Bangladesh). Cohort 2: PT Solusi Sirkular (Indonesia), Takataka Ni Mali 

Foundation (Kenya), Transport for Cairo (Egypt), Real Medicine Foundation Pakistan. 

3 Of the £402,825 awarded through the Fund as of January 2026, £240,945 (approximately 60%) was allocated to Global South partners, 

with £161,880 (40%) allocated to Global North partners. 

Next steps  

As noted above, reviewers will be encouraged to highlight projects they believe have 

greater impact potential but where feasibility is less certain. This will then be one of the 

factors considered for proposals at the margin. RCC will also identify cases where an 

additional expert’s review could better inform decision-making about the project’s feasibility. 

The RCC aims to open space for potentially transformational projects through this 

approach. To manage risk, funding tranches may be contingent on specific milestones 

being met, such as securing agreement from external actors. 
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2.4.2 Equity and partnerships 

Proposals addressed equity in diverse ways, and reviewers found that the guidance lacked 

clarity for scoring equity consistently. In the pilot, applicants were asked to explain how their 

project would address equity and inclusion with respect to the research team and project 

delivery. Research team includes composition and responsibilities of team members, 

partnerships or stakeholder engagement, and LMIC representation and leadership. Delivery 

concerns how the project can address structural inequalities that confer unfair advantages for 

some groups and disadvantages for others. For example, their research uptake goals could 

consider underrepresented groups or aim to influence policy to address structural 

disadvantage.  

Document review of the equity section submitted within the applications revealed significant 

variation. Indications of stronger and weaker applications include: 

• Stronger: Specific commitments around decision-making authority, budget allocation 

to LMIC partners, capacity building activities, and/or measurable targets. These plans 

articulated how partnerships would function differently. 

• Weaker: Described existing partnerships without identifying changes, focused on 

representation without addressing power dynamics, or lacked specific or measurable 

commitments.  

Document review also revealed a tension in the equity and partnerships criterion. At 10% 

weight, equity considerations can be outweighed by strong scores on other criteria. A proposal 

scoring 5/5 on impact potential and feasibility but only 2/5 on equity would still rank highly 

overall. This may conflict with both FCDO’s and the RCC’s commitment to equitable research 

partnerships and promoting LMIC leadership.  

Without standardised equity requirements, reviewers face challenges in consistently 

assessing equity across proposals. In interviews, reviewers suggested that equity was 

complex, in part because proposals addressed it in various ways (e.g., geographic equity, 

gender, vulnerable groups), and that an ideal standard may not be clear. Another reviewer 

defined equity to include LMIC leadership. The quality of partnerships may be indicated by 

partners’ proportion of the budget or decision-making arrangements, which were not explicitly 

requested in the pilot application. Without clearer standards and incentives, equity risks 

becoming a compliance exercise rather than a substantive driver of partnership quality and 

impact. As a next step, RCC will standardise the equity section in applications and refine 

assessment criteria. 
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2.5 Commissioning approaches and grant structure 

2.5.1 Commissioning models and retrospective impact assessment 

The RCC found that the competitive application process for previous FCDO research grantees 

is less compatible with retrospective impact assessments. In addition to receiving few 

retrospective impact assessment applications during the pilot, such projects may need more 

time, resources, methodological expertise and independence.  

During the pilot, RCC also directly commissioned two projects, which we defined as an FCDO 

colleague nominating a grantee for an Impact Fund project outside of a formal application 

cycle. One project was a results-based finance for school drinking water providers in 

Bangladesh. The grant was for £50,000, above the grant ceiling for competitive applicants. 

The project does not fit neatly in existing Impact Fund categories. Instead, it aims to build on 

previous FCDO-funded research to further scale results-based finance, delivered alongside 

technical support to improve the reliability of climate-resilient drinking water in schools. While 

setting aside projects for direct commissioning could enable greater flexibility, the approach 

could favour applicants with direct relationships with FCDO, and clear criteria are needed for 

FCDO colleagues and prospective applicants.  

Next steps  

Drawing on review findings, consultations with the RCC’s EAP Advisory Group and input 

from consortium partner INASP, the RCC is implementing a combination of approaches 

described below.  

• RCC will increase the weighting of the equity section (see Table 3), introduce a 

threshold score that will make proposals ineligible if they score below a minimum 

standard, and embed equity as cross-cutting in the application form. For example, 

the updated form includes questions about equity as they relate to project impact 

potential and feasibility.  

• RCC will strongly encourage LMIC leadership of proposals, with justification 

otherwise. The extent that a project is LMIC-led (and/or the extent of risk for 

completing the project) will be used as criteria for selecting remaining projects where 

consensus for funding is not unanimous. 

• RCC will clarify guidance and training with reviewers about possible dimensions of 

equity with examples. Possible indicators include, among others, the extent of 

decision-making and budget allocation planned for LMIC partners, the rationale for 

which partners lead which activities, and commitments to equitable data ownership, 

publication authorship and recognition. 
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2.5.2 Call management 

The pilot found inefficiencies in the call management process. The pilot call management 

process involved coordination between the relevant teams in the FCDO Research and 

Analysis Directorate (RAD) (formerly the Research and Evidence Directorate) and the RCC. It 

was agreed that eligibility would first be limited to research completed in the past three years. 

FCDO colleagues then identified programmes or projects to be considered eligible for the 

RCC to coordinate outreach. Approaches for identifying and inviting prospective applicants 

varied by RED/RAD team. In practice, the invitation process was uneven, while some 

invitations occurred later in the application window. In some cases, the RCC needed to further 

confirm the eligibility of applicants who received FCDO invitations. Call management 

challenges may intensify with scale.  

 

  

Next steps  

The RCC will introduce two-stage commissioning for retrospective impact assessment as a 

separate workstream in parallel to the next application round. The first stage will consist of a 

lighter-touch concept note. The RCC is developing a review and decision-making process 

for progressing applicants from the first to the second stage, will introduce a tailored 

application form, and may increase the funding cap based on project proposals. The RCC 

will also offer to match projects with methodological experts.  

Next steps  

RCC has implemented an updated process with FCDO research teams. This includes 

establishing a more structured and streamlined nomination process for future rounds, 

earlier programme identification, clearer timelines for nominations, and centralised outreach 

to prospective applicants. 
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2.5.3 Grant size and timeframes 

The median award over pilot cohorts 1 and 2 was about £29,900, with project delivery 

timeframes of about 12 months. Following feedback from a limited number of interviews with 

previous applicants, the RCC revisited the grant budget limit and timeframes and considered 

pros and cons for increasing both (Table 4 below). 

Table 4 

Pros and cons for increasing Impact Fund budget limit and delivery timeframes 

 Pro Con 

Increase 
budget limit 
(from £30,000) 

Increased potential for multiple types of 
uptake activities 

Potential expansion of engagement with 
more partners and countries 

Could support expanded project scope 
and/or longer-term engagement 

Potential to embed personnel with 
government departments 

Avoid drawing extensively on in-kind 
contributions 

Strong demand currently for £30,000; we 
expect projects to achieve impact within 
this limit of £30,000 

Current limit: Efficient delivery in LMICs 
may be feasible when converted into local 
currency and incentivise LMIC-led 
proposals. 

Increasing budget limit would reduce # of 
projects that can be funded.  

High demand may signal current limit is 
considered adequate. 

Increase 
delivery 
timeframe (from 
1 year) 

Enable more meaningful monitoring and 
learning 

Improve understanding of uptake 
successes and challenges 

Better align delivery with longer-term 
strategic priorities 

Build or sustain relationships and 
leverage emerging opportunities 

Some projects can achieve impact within 1 
year; extending could make delivery 
unnecessarily slower 

A longer timeframe could increase 
management costs 

4 

 

  

 

4 Bank of England inflation calculator, https://www.bankofengland.co.uk/monetary-policy/inflation/inflation-calculator, Accessed 3 June 

2026. 

Next steps  

The RCC will increase the budget limit to £33,000. This is a 10% increase, which is above 

the average annual UK inflation rate of 2.7% from the start of the pilot in May 2025 to April 

20264 but only represents a small increase in relative terms. While project delivery within 12 

months remains a priority, there will be some flexibility for longer timelines where project 

teams have a strong rationale. During the next round of the Impact Fund, the RCC will 

collect more detailed information about the extent to which applicants found the budget limit 

sufficient or insufficient to support all anticipated costs.   

https://www.bankofengland.co.uk/monetary-policy/inflation/inflation-calculator
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2.6 Application and reviewer materials and operational delivery 

Applicants and reviewers generally found the electronic grant management system easy to 

navigate, with improvements observed between Cohorts 1 and 2. However, there remained 

areas for improvement for application and guidance materials. For example, applicants 

suggested clarifications for the application form and budget template. 

Reviewers found that some areas proved more difficult to assess consistently. Proposals 

recommended for funding in Cohort 2 averaged higher scores than those not recommended, 

with approved proposal scores ranging from 4.42-4.6 across all assessment categories (on a 

scale of 1-5). This indicates that the review process is functioning as intended to differentiate 

proposal quality. The Yes, Maybe or No ratings capturing the overall recommendation to fund 

were found to be useful for reviews and decision-making and will be retained. However, 

standard deviations of 0.9-1.3 across numerical categories (regardless of recommendation to 

fund) indicated substantial variance in scoring. While some variance is expected, as reviewers 

bring different perspectives, high variance suggests an inconsistent interpretation of the 

criteria. Reviewers identified equity and additionality as particularly challenging to assess 

consistently.  

While operational delivery is functional, the pilot model was not optimised for scale. 

Administrative effort per grant was relatively high (Table 5), and some processes remained 

manual.   

Table 4 

Distribution of functions across staff 

Function What It Involves Pilot Experience 

Call management Drafting calls, outreach and addressing queries; 
sending invitations to prospective applicants; 
verifying eligibility; running Q&As; and 
troubleshooting challenges relating to the grant 
management system. 

Time-intensive at pilot scale. 

Application 
processing 

Receiving, screening and assigning to 
reviewers. 

Some manual workarounds were 
needed. 

Review coordination Recruiting reviewers, assigning, follow-up and 
quality checks. 

Time-intensive. 

Panel/decision-
making 

Synthesising reviews, convening panels, 
communicating decisions, drafting and 
disseminating feedback, awarding conditions, 
and communicating outcomes to FCDO 
stakeholders. 

Functioned at pilot scale. 

Grant management Contracting (due diligence, delivery and 
disbursement planning and budget alignment), 
project management, risk mitigation and 
monitoring, processing payments, reporting, 
managing quality assurance, and amendments. 

Each grant requires ongoing 
attention. Economies of scale 
less feasible as implementation 
and contracting vary 
considerably by grant. 

Monitoring and 
Learning 

Capturing lessons, supporting evidence 
generation. 

Some capacity in the pilot, but 
limited structures moving 
forward. 
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Conclusion 

The Impact Fund pilot suggests that small, flexible grants can play a useful role in helping 

FCDO-funded research move closer to impact through policy and practice. The pilot also 

showed that the design of such funding matters. Assessment criteria need to balance potential 

impact with feasibility, while equity needs to be clearly defined to ensure consistency and 

fairness for applicants and reviewers. Different types of impact activity may require different 

commissioning routes, and optimising call management and review can free up staff time and 

capacity.  

RCC and FCDO are using these lessons to strengthen the next phase of the Fund. Changes 

include revised scoring criteria, clearer equity requirements and guidance, a separate planned 

route for retrospective impact assessment, and more streamlined application and review 

processes.  

As funded projects complete, further analysis will be needed to understand outcomes and 

refine the model. RCC and FCDO will continue to use learning from implementation to 

strengthen the Impact Fund and inform wider approaches to investing in research impact.  

 

  

Next steps  

To make the application process more user-friendly, the RCC simplified the application form 

and budget template, reduced duplication across the forms, and developed additional 

guidance for applicants to better demonstrate additionality, equity considerations and value 

for money.  

For reviewers, the review criteria and weighting were revised to better reflect the Fund’s 

focus, while additional guidance on assessing equity and partnerships and other categories 

will be incorporated into reviewer materials and training. Clearer guidance and reviewer 

training sessions are hoped to reduce the variability in scores. The RCC will expand the 

reviewer pool, including identifying relevant expertise based on applications received.  

RCC will further systematise core operational processes, including contracting, project 

reporting and disbursements, and will improve the use of applicant and review data for 

monitoring and learning. The RCC is continuing to refine reporting outcome measures. For 

example, the RCC is refining templates, including a research uptake case study for 

awardees to demonstrate impact. 
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Appendices 

Appendix 1. Impact Fund pilot review scope and methodology 

Data Sources 

This review draws on multiple quantitative and qualitative data sources, detailed below.  

Administrative data comprises the core quantitative foundation. This includes the complete 

set of 25 Cohort 2 proposals, 87 external reviews with associated scores and 

recommendations, and tracking data for 15 funded projects across both cohorts. 

Applicant and grantee feedback: All Cohort 1 and 2 applicants could provide optional 

feedback on system usability and navigation at the end of the application. All Cohort 1 and 2 

applicants were also emailed a survey about the application experience, partnership 

structures, and perceptions of Fund value. They were contacted about the opportunity to 

participate in a semi-structured feedback interview that delved further into these topics. We 

analysed post-submission applicant feedback (n = 43), survey responses from applicants (n = 

11), and interviews with applicants who were not selected for funding (n = 1) and grantees (n = 

3). 

Reviewer feedback: All Cohort 1 and 2 reviewers were offered (via email) a survey and the 

opportunity to participate in a semi-structured feedback interview. The survey covered 

workload, clarity of criteria, scoring challenges, and suggestions for improvement. We 

analysed survey responses from reviewers (n = 5) and interviews with external reviewers (n = 

3). 

Stakeholder feedback was collected from FCDO representatives through semi-structured 

interviews (n = 2) to gather qualitative insights on Fund design, implementation, and potential 

improvements. 

RCC staff feedback: We conducted one semi-structured interview with RCC project 

management staff about contracting for the Impact Fund.  

Document review encompassed the Fund’s call for proposals, application guidance, review 

criteria and scoring rubrics, application forms, and programme documentation. This enabled 

assessment of design coherence and clarity of the assessment criteria.  

Analytical Approach 

The review employed a mixed-methods approach, integrating quantitative and qualitative data 

to triangulate findings. 

Quantitative analysis comprised several components: 

• Descriptive statistics for application and review data: proposal volumes, 

geographic distributions, institutional types, and activity categories. These characterise 

the applicant pool and funded portfolio. 
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• Score analysis: calculation of means, standard deviations, and distributions for each 

scoring criterion; comparison of scores between funded and unfunded proposals; 

analysis of score variance to assess reviewer consistency. 

• Inter-rater reliability: where multiple reviewers assessed the same proposal, we 

examined score convergence to identify criteria with high vs. low agreement. Higher 

variance indicates potential interpretation challenges. 

• Cross-tabulations: examining relationships between proposal characteristics (LMIC 

leadership, activity type, geographic focus) and review outcomes (scores, funding 

recommendations). 

Qualitative analysis followed a thematic approach: 

• Interview analysis: semi-structured interviews were analysed using framework 

analysis, with themes derived both deductively (from the review questions) and 

inductively (from emergent patterns). Key themes included the additionality 

interpretation, the operationalisation of equity, and process improvement opportunities. 

• Survey open-text analysis: free-text responses from applicant and reviewer surveys 

were coded thematically to identify recurring issues, with attention to both frequency 

(how often an issue was raised) and intensity (how strongly it was expressed). 

• Document analysis: application materials were reviewed against stated criteria to 

assess clarity and alignment. 

• Triangulation was central to the analytical strategy. Findings were strengthened when 

multiple sources converged (e.g., both reviewers and applicants identifying 

additionality as challenging; both survey data and interviews highlighting budget 

template concerns). Where sources diverged, we explored potential explanations and 

noted uncertainty. 

• Synthesis moved from data to findings through an iterative process. Initial patterns 

were identified in individual data sources were tested against other sources, refined 

based on stakeholder input, and consolidated into findings that address the review 

questions. Each finding is grounded in specific evidence, with the strength of evidence 

characterised (strong triangulation vs. single-source indication). 

Limitations 

Limitations are detailed below. Despite these limitations, the multiple data sources and 

triangulation approach provide an adequate basis for the findings and recommendations that 

follow. 

Timing constraints. Cohort 1 projects are still in implementation, precluding assessment of 

outcomes or impact. Cohort 2 funding decisions were in process during the review, limiting 

follow-up with applicants. The review captures a moment in time rather than a completed 

programme cycle. 

Sample sizes. Interview and survey samples, while adequate for qualitative insight, are too 

small for statistical generalisation. Findings should be interpreted as indicative of patterns 

rather than precise population estimates. 
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Selection effects. Survey respondents may differ systematically from non-respondents. 

Interviewees were selected based on availability and engagement, potentially 

overrepresenting more involved stakeholders. 
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Appendix 2. Awarded Impact Fund pilot projects by geography 

Africa 

Project Title Lead Organisation Countries Project Summary 

EMPOWER III – 
Strengthening Gender-
Based Violence 
Reporting in Public 
Transport in Sub-
Saharan Africa 

SLR Consulting 
Limited 

Nigeria, 
Kenya, 
Zambia 

Strengthens reporting and prevention of 
gender-based violence in public transport 
systems. 

RISQ Digital: A Clinical 
Decision-Support Tool 
for Severe Illness in 
Malnourished Children 
in Nigeria 

ALIMA – The Alliance 
for International 
Medical Action 

Nigeria Deploys a digital clinical decision-support 
tool to improve treatment of 
malnourished children. 

HyCRISTAL Impact 
Evaluation: Assessing 
Long-Term Climate 
Resilience Outcomes 
in East Africa 

University of Leeds Kenya, 
Uganda 

Evaluates the long-term impact of 
climate resilience programming in East 
Africa. 

Antenatal Couples 
Counselling to Improve 
Birth Planning and 
Family Planning 
Uptake in Uganda 

University of 
Southampton 

Uganda Improves maternal and reproductive 
health outcomes through antenatal 
counselling. 

Catalysing Circular 
Economy Models 
through Waste-to-
Wealth Systems in 
Kenya and East Africa 

TakaTaka Ni Mali Kenya, East 
Africa 

Strengthens circular economy systems 
and scalable waste-to-wealth solutions. 

Results-Based 
Finance for Climate-
Resilient School Water 
Systems in 
Bangladesh (SafePani) 

Uptime Catalyst 
Facility 

Bangladesh Supports safe drinking water delivery 
systems in schools and clinics through 
results-based financing. 

 

Asia 

Project Title Lead Organisation Countries Project Summary 

Multi-Tiered 
Engagement for Safe 
and Inclusive 
Integration of Three-
Wheelers in 
Bangladesh’s 
Transport System 

Islamic University of 
Technology 

Bangladesh Supports the safe and inclusive 
integration of three-wheel vehicles into 
Bangladesh’s transport system by 
translating transport research into 
practical policy and infrastructure 
recommendations. 

Establishing Safer 
Motorcycle Taxi 
Operations in Nepal’s 
Provinces 

University of the West 
of England, Bristol 

Nepal Provides provincial governments in 
Nepal with evidence-based 
recommendations to support safer 
regulation of motorcycle taxis. 



From Research to Impact  27 

Lessons from the RCC Impact Fund Pilot 

Extending Grid 
Interconnection of the 
South Asian Grid to Sri 
Lanka and the 
Maldives 

Integrated Research 
and Action for 
Development (IRADe) 

Sri Lanka, 
Maldives 

Explores opportunities to expand South 
Asia’s regional power grid connectivity. 

ART-TB Impact: 
Translating Research 
into Community-Led 
Action to Reduce 
Tuberculosis Stigma 
and Poverty in Nepal 

Liverpool School of 
Tropical Medicine 

Nepal Translates research on socioeconomic 
support for tuberculosis patients into 
community-led interventions. 

Scaling Reuse Impact: 
Translating Circular 
Economy Evidence 
into City-Level Action 
in Indonesia 

PT Solusi Sirkular 
Indonesia (Alner) 

Indonesia Advances in circular economy practices 
and waste reduction systems in 
Indonesian cities. 

Inclusive Health 
Councils: Advancing 
Women’s Equity in 
Primary Healthcare in 
Pakistan 

Real Medicine 
Foundation Pakistan 

Pakistan Strengthens women’s access to 
equitable primary healthcare in rural 
Pakistan. 

 

Multi-Regional  

Project Title Lead Organisation Countries Project Summary 

Data Literacies in 
Displacement (DLiD) 

The University of 
Warwick 

Nigeria / 
Global 

Improves data collection and use in 
humanitarian response settings. 

Bridging Research and 
Humanitarian 
Response for an 
Evidence-Based 
Approach to 
Displacement in the 
Chad-Sudan 
Borderlands 

Stockholm International 
Peace Research 
Institute (SIPRI) 

Chad, 
Senegal, 
Singapore, 
France 

Develops practical tools for humanitarian 
responses to displacement. 

Capacity Development 
Manual for Transport 
Institutions 

Transport for Cairo Ghana, 
India, 
Pakistan 

Develops tools and manuals for 
sustainable transport planning capacity 
building. 

Learning from 15 Years 
of Research on 
Fragility and Conflict 

Institute of 
Development Studies 

Global Synthesises lessons from research on 
fragility, conflict and violence. 

Young Lives Global 
SDG Life-Course Data 
Lab 

University of Oxford Ethiopia, 
India,  
Peru, 
Vietnam 

Uses longitudinal data research to 
support SDG policy and development 
strategies. 
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Acronyms 

 

EAP   RCC Equity Action Plan       

FCDO   Foreign, Commonwealth & Development Office  

INASP  International Network for Advancing Science and Policy 

LMIC   Low- and middle-income country       

RCC   Research Commissioning Centre  

VfM   Value for Money       

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Contacts 

For more information on this review or RCC programmes or commissioning, please email 

rcc@3ieimpact.org with ‘Impact Fund’ in the subject line.  

mailto:rcc@3ieimpact.org%20with%20‘Impact%20Fund’%20in%20the%20subject%20line.

