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Introduction 

 

In April 2023, the Architectural Heritage Fund (AHF) launched a new five-year Strategy focused on 

delivering against three core aims. These aims – Fund, Support and Inspire – capture the various 

elements of our activity that help communities conserve and adapt historic buildings for reuse. 

 

As a second step in implementing our new Strategy, we revisited our existing evaluation framework, 

which has guided our reporting since 2020. This framework had clear strengths in distinguishing 

between, on one hand, the direct outcomes our support has on helping projects to progress through 

their development, and on the other, the indirect impacts that our support enables projects to 

create within their communities. However, grant and loan beneficiaries frequently tell us how much 

they value the advice and guidance our team provides. This non-financial support may range from 

guidance on different governance models to suggesting which elements of project development are 

most critical at each stage to signposting other funders and sense-checking business plans. Our 

existing framework did not allow us to systematically capture the impact of this non-financial 

support on project outcomes. 

 

Therefore, in Autumn 2023, we began work to update our evaluation framework to better fit our 

new Strategy. This included refining our Key Performance Indicators that show the direct outcomes 

of our support on projects and indirect impacts within communities. The new framework has also 

been designed to better assess the effect of the non-financial support provided by our team. Our 

new framework has been fully in operation since April 2024. Its development, purpose and our 

expectations for what it will help us to understand, are detailed below. 

 

Every aspect of the framework is rooted in our Values of being: Enabling, Collaborative, Expert, 

Grounded and Inclusive. 
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The AHF’s New Evaluation Framework 

Our new Strategy focuses on three core areas of work: Fund, Support and Inspire. All of our efforts 

are directed towards empowering communities across the UK to regenerate and maintain the 

historic buildings they value, benefitting the people, the place and the planet. This goal guides all 

our activity, including our grants and loans programmes, the advice we provide to project teams 

working at all stages in the project lifecycle, and our partnerships. Our new framework will enable 

us to better capture and understand the impact of our non-financial support on projects’ abilities to 

move forward along the lifecycle. 

 

Development 

During the Autumn 2023 to Spring 2024 period, we collaborated with impact specialist consultant 

Hannah Stranger-Jones and a team from across our organisation to develop the new evaluation 

framework. This updated framework includes a new Theory of Change, shown at the beginning of 

this document. Additionally, we have revised and expanded our Exit Survey, which is completed at 

the end of a funded period, as well as our Longitudinal Surveys, conducted five and ten years after 

project funding, to gather more information about the social value projects, supported by the AHF, 

provide to their communities. We have also created a new client journey tool we term a Diagnostic. 

This is completed at both the project inception and wrap-up to gather more detailed information on 

the value of non-financial support in achieving project goals. All of this work is conducted in line 

with our commitment to upholding evaluation and research standards, as detailed in our Statement 

on Evaluation and Research Ethics.  

 

Tools 

The AHF is unique among heritage funders because it provides support at every stage of a project’s 

lifecycle. From the very earliest ideas to fully operational enterprises, our team of regional 

specialists offer guidance alongside our targeted grants and loans. We take pride in being accessible, 

and many projects initiate contact with us by phone, where they receive informal advice and can 

explore their ideas. However, our first formal interaction with project teams occurs through our two

-stage application process. Applicants begin by completing a short Expression of Interest form, and if 

our team confirms their eligibility and assesses that the project has a strong chance of securing 

funding, we then invite them to submit a formal Application. 

• Application—All grant and loan projects must complete our application form, which requests 

detailed information about their heritage building, including its floor space and original use, 

as well as location details like the deprivation level of the project's postcode (based on 

national indices). They are also asked to provide information about their project goals and 

intended use, among other details. 

Data gathered from the Application helps us understand the impacts of our FUND work strand. 
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Our goal with the Diagnostic is to learn more about what specific aspects of project work our 

funding is enabling, where our team is able to offer important guidance, and project status at the 

outset and conclusion of their AHF grant or loan period. 

Additionally, the Diagnostic process also offers an opportunity for sharing knowledge about the 

process of conserving and adapting a historic building for community reuse, and we hope that what 

has primarily been developed as a data gathering tool may also help us to build capacity among less 

experienced groups taking on adaptive reuse projects.  

Data gathered from the Diagnostic helps us to understand the impacts of our FUND and SUPPORT 

work strands. 

 

 

• Exit Survey—collected from all grant and loan holders, the Exit Survey provides Key 

Indicators focused on the direct outcomes that AHF support has enabled projects to achieve, 

including the status of building ownership; match funding leveraged into the project; the 

nature of building uses; the number of housing units created; the amount of floorspace 

brought back into use; training opportunities for staff within the lead organisation; and the 

impact that AHF support had on the project delivery team’s skills and confidence. New 

questions also seek to understand the indirect impacts that AHF projects have within their 

communities, including the number of community and charitable organisations based within 

buildings and the number using them regularly; and the number of jobs and volunteering 

opportunities created through the development project. 

 

• Diagnostic—Successful applicants participate in a structured conversation when they first 

receive grant or loan funding and again at the end of the funded period. These Diagnostics, 

tailored to each stage of the project lifecycle (from viability to development to capital), aim 

to assess the project's current status and measure progress made across for areas: 

 Governance of the lead organisation, appropriate to the project; 

 Capacity of the project team, with skills relevant to project development tasks; 

 Ownership, or progress towards, of the building that is project focus; 

 Sustainability considerations to maximise the environmental benefit of reuse; and 

 Building information, including condition and other surveys, designs and plans for 

 adaptation, and relevant permissions. 
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The Exit Survey launched in 2020 as a mandatory survey for all grant holders to complete with their 

final grant claim. It is now also completed by loan clients 12 months after receiving their loan. New 

questions have been added to the survey to enhance our understanding of how the buildings are 

being used, particularly as important sites of social infrastructure. The Exit Survey is our most vital 

data collection tool within the new framework, allowing us to gather information from 100% of our 

funding beneficiaries. 

While expanding our Exit Survey to ask additional questions, we were conscious of balancing our 

desire to better understand social infrastructure uses of historic buildings with reporting 

expectations and time commitment for projects we support. Therefore, we have also wholly 

overhauled our Claiming process for grants, significantly shortening the amount of time required to 

complete an interim grant claim by deleting most questions and instead allowing reports created for 

other funders to be uploaded as progress updates. In this way, we hope we have gained new insight 

without adding to the total amount of time our projects spend reporting to us. 

Data gathered from the Exit Survey helps us understand the impacts of our FUND and SUPPORT work 

strands. 

 

 

• Longitudinal Survey—Sent to all projects in receipt of AHF grants or loans at five and ten years 

after their grant period or loan disbursement, this survey provides Key Indicators of many 

indirect impacts that AHF-funded projects are having within their communities. These include 

the nature of building uses, including ‘meanwhile uses’ where conservation works are 

ongoing; the number of jobs and volunteers working from the completed building; as well as 

more direct outcomes our support has had, such as the present status of projects; the current 

ownership status of their building; and the value of funding levered into the project after our 

involvement. The report produced from survey responses also incorporates desk research to 

understand the overall number of projects that have failed or remain active. 

First introduced in our 2020 evaluation framework, the goal of these surveys is to measure project 

progress over the long term. This survey was a key innovation in our previous evaluation framework 

because much of our work focuses on supporting early-stage projects, which are often not fully 

operational until several years after our intervention. Last year, we completed the first phase of our 

Longitudinal Study, covering the period from 2009/10 to 2018/19, and this data was included in the 

2020/23 Impact Report. The new evaluation framework has refined the Longitudinal Survey, by 

incorporating desk research and new questions. 

Data gathered from the Longitudinal Survey helps us understand the impacts of our FUND work 

strand. 
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Inspire 

For the first time, we have also incorporated into our evaluation framework our work to inspire 

policymakers and funders about the potential for heritage-led regeneration to create positive 

change in our communities. We will do this by: 

• continuing to be evidence-led in designing new or expanding existing programmes; 

• sharing case studies that demonstrate the potential of heritage regeneration and impact 

reports that analyse our programme efficacy and delivery;  

• monitoring the success of our communications work to promote stories of heritage 

regeneration within the media; and  

• collecting and sharing evidence to inform new sector-wide funds and policy priorities.   

Data gathered from the Longitudinal Survey helps us understand the impacts of our FUND work 

strand. 

 

 

We hope this update to our Evaluation Strategy will provide us with greater specificity around 

what elements of project development our financial support is making possible, a better 

understanding of the critical ‘added value’ delivered by our team of regional officers, and evidence 

that our team is helping to inspire an improved environment for heritage-regeneration projects to 

succeed.  

We look forward to reporting on this starting in Autumn 2024. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://ahfund.org.uk/news/case-studies/
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