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About 
 

This e-book is designed to help charities and other not-for-profit organisations to commission and 
manage external research and evaluation projects. 
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About Ruthless Research 
 
Ruthless Research is an Edinburgh-based independent research consultancy, through which Ruth 
Stevenson provides a range of qualitative and quantitative research solutions to help organisations 
that work for the benefit of the community to become more sustainable. 
 
Contact Ruth Stevenson 
 
Phone: 07884 023 781 
Email: ruth@ruthlessresearch.co.uk 
Website: www.ruthlessresearch.co.uk 



ruth@ruthlessresearch.co.uk    Ruth Stevenson www.ruthlessresearch.co.uk 
 

- 3 -  

Deciding to undertake a research project 
 
Undertaking and utilising research and evidence can play a vital role in the success of any not-for-
profit organisation.  A focused and systematic research project generates useful evidence, which 
enables organisations to make evidence-based decisions.  As a consequence of collecting 
evidence, a not-for-profit organisation can make confident decisions, develop beneficial and 
relevant services, and make the best use of their resources.  Research can help a not-for-profit 
organisation to succeed in the following ways: 
 

 Planning or testing out potential strategies, projects, services or initiatives; 
 Evaluating and identifying the impact of existing strategies, projects, services or initiatives; 
 Finding out what service users, customers, audiences, staff members or funders think; 
 Testing or developing marketing and communications; 
 Scoping out data to support an idea or hypothesis; 
 Or simply answering burning questions about anything and everything! 

 

Deciding who should do your research 
 
Having identified the need for research, a not-for-profit organisation will need to decide who 
would be best placed to undertake the research project.  Should you do the research in-house, 
employ a freelance researcher, or use a research agency? 
 
In times of austerity it can be difficult to justify outsourcing work to an external party, however 
outsourcing is likely to be the most efficient and effective solution if you have a skills gap in your 
organisation (i.e. no experienced researcher in-house) and if the research will be a one-off self-
contained project.  Additionally, an experienced external researcher has no stake in your 
organisation meaning that they can provide ethically sound and independent research which not-
for-profits, funders and the wider public can be assured is robust and unbiased. 
 
The following matrix provides some guidance on selecting an appropriate researcher for your 
project, with considerations based around resources and priorities. 
 

Consideration In-house 
researcher 

Freelance 
researcher 

Research 
agency 

If you have existing specialist skills in your 
organisation 

   

Available budget  Cost is in staff 
time 

Relatively low 
cost 

Likely to be 
higher cost 

If the required research methodology or 
analysis will be complex 

   

If findings need to be independent, 
unbiased, and meet professional standards 

   

If it may be advantageous to employ a ‘big 
brand’ researcher that others have heard of 

   

 
Making a selection on this basis helps to filter the vast range of potential suppliers down to those 
who will best meet your needs and expectations for a given project. 
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Preparing a Brief 
 
If you decide to use a freelance researcher or a research agency to undertake your research 
project, you should think about and set out what you need and what you hope to achieve. If this is 
not done thoroughly it will be difficult to select the right researcher for the job, and down the line 
it will be difficult to guide their work and judge the quality of their outputs. 
 
Communicating your needs and expectations to potential suppliers is called Briefing, and this 
process is typically supported by a briefing document (a Brief) which you will need to prepare. 
 
A Brief should be a few pages long, and in it you should tell researchers what you need: 
 

 The background and context (about your organisation, and any relevant projects, services 
or funders relating to the research project) 

 The aims and objectives of the research (why you want to do it and what you hope to get 
out of it) 

 The required methodology (but only if you have one in mind – the researcher will propose 
a methodology) 

 The required outputs (report, summary, presentation, website, blog post, journal article…) 
 Any other special requirements that the supplier should demonstrate (subject matter or 

methodological experience, personal qualities or qualifications, location, equipment) 
 Your timescales for the research (specific milestones, when it must be complete, relevant 

key dates such as Board meetings, launches or events) 
 Your budget (this helps the researcher to gauge the scale of the project and means you are 

judging all submissions against the same metric) 
 Your contact details 
 Next steps (e.g. timescales and submission requirements) 

 
Recipients of the Brief will prepare a proposal for you based on the information that you provide, 
describing how they would undertake your research project. 
 
At this stage you might like to think about what your priorities are for selecting the best researcher 
for your research project.  Many not-for-profits prepare a short scoring sheet which they will later 
use to judge each of the proposals that they receive against one another.  Priorities and scores will 
depend on the needs of your organisation, but a typical scoring sheet might look like this: 
 

Priority Maximum score 

Understanding of the Brief 10 

Proposed methodology 30 

Skills and experience of researchers 30 

Value for money 30 

 
It makes sense to consider this at the earliest stage, as you can include the scoring sheet within 
your Brief to enable researchers to tailor their proposals accordingly. 
 
If this all still seems like a daunting process, most friendly freelance researchers or research 
agencies would be happy to meet with you (with no obligations) to discuss your needs and to 
facilitate this process. 
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A note on procurement 

 
Some not-for-profits (or their funders) will have existing procurement processes and policies, so it 
is advisable to look into these at the earliest stage.  It may be necessary to tender externally, or to 
use a particular mechanism for shortlisting.  Alternatively, you may be free to go directly to a 
known researcher of your choice.   
 
Beware!  Procurement can be a time consuming activity for a not-for-profit organisation so be 
sure that you build enough time into your calendar for all of the elements of the process. 
 

Managing a tendering process 
 
The next step is to distribute your Brief and invite responses, and this is called Tendering.  
Tendering involves contacting specific researchers or research agencies and asking them whether 
they would like to be considered for your contract, or issuing a public ‘Invitation to Tender’ 
soliciting proposals for your research project.   
 
To issue an Invitation to Tender you will need to prepare a paragraph or two describing your 
research project, and post it on your website, and on e-bulletins / job boards / forums for your 
sector along with an instruction to email you for more details.  Researchers that think they are 
suitably qualified to take part in the process will find you through their own mechanisms, and will 
let you know that they are interested in tendering.  You can then send interested parties the full 
written Brief.   Set a deadline, perhaps giving researchers two to three weeks to respond with a 
proposal outlining their suggested methodologies and costs.    
 
If you already have a relationship with a researcher or agency, you can send them your Brief 
directly, either as part of or instead of the Invitation to Tender. 
 
The full proposals that you receive back could each be around 30 pages long, so consider whether 
this is what you need and if you have the time to read them all.  If not, impose a word limit 
(perhaps 2,000 words) or page limit (perhaps 10 pages) for proposals and detail this in your Brief. 
 
If you issue a public ‘Invitation to tender’ you might receive 30 proposals back, so it may be better 
to add in an ‘Expression of Interest’ stage.  In your public notice, ask interested parties to explain 
their relevant skills and experience in one page and get back to you by a specified date.  From 
those who get back to you, shortlist three to five suppliers whose skills and experience appear 
most relevant, and forward your Brief to them. 
 

A note on where to find researchers 

 
If you would like to search for specialist research agencies, or researchers in your area, the 
Research Buyers Guide is a good place to start.   
 
Alternatively, do a Google or LinkedIn search for local or specialist researchers, or ask for 
recommendations within your network. 

http://www.rbg.org.uk/
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Selecting the best researcher for your organisation 
 
When your deadline arrives and you have received your proposals, you will need to use these to 
choose a researcher or research agency to undertake the project.  You will be looking to identify 
and select a researcher or research agency that has the expertise and experience to deliver a high 
standard of research to your specification, and will do so with minimum inconvenience to you. 
 
First have a flick through the proposals and ensure that each one broadly makes sense, meets your 
selection criteria and falls within your budget.  Set aside those that do not do this. 
 
Next, have a thorough read through the proposals that remain.   
 
If you have prepared a scoring sheet you can fill this in as you read the proposals, and use this to 
select the best researcher or research agency for the job by identifying the one that receives the 
highest score against your pre-identified priorities.   
 
You might also like to consider the following issues as you do so: 
 

 Does the style and tone of the proposal fit in with your organisational ethos? 
 Does the style and tone of the proposal make you think that you can personally work with 

the researcher? 
 Does the researcher have professional memberships? (Market Research Society, Social 

Research Association, Association for Qualitative Research) 
 Which researcher is offering the best methodology? (the most interviews, the most senior 

staff, the fewest compromises) 
 Which researcher is offering the best project management? (frequency and type of 

contact, number of meetings) 
 Which researcher assures you of the best quality standards? (sign offs, archiving, back 

checking, MRQSAB or ISO accreditation) 
 Which researcher assures you of the best ethical standards? (treatment of respondents, 

working with vulnerable individuals, criminal record checks, data protection) 
 Are there likely to be any hidden costs? 
 Are you being ‘tied in’ in some way? (Will you be using a copyrighted methodology, 

meaning that you will have to go back to the same supplier in the future?) 
 Overall, which researcher do you believe will add the most value to your project? 

 
If you still find it difficult to choose between researchers, or if you prefer to meet the researchers 
in advance of selection to be sure of best fit, it is acceptable to invite potential suppliers in for a 
short face-to-face interview.  For efficiency it would be advisable to limit this to a shortlist of 
potential suppliers (perhaps the top three). 
 
It is also acceptable to go back to a researcher and ask for a revised proposal if the original does 
not fully meet your needs.  However, normally this would be done at an initial Briefing meeting 
after the researcher has been commissioned. 
 
Do not forget to drop an email to unsuccessful researchers to let them know that they have not 
won the contract.  They may appreciate some feedback if you have the resources to give it. 
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Starting the research project 
 
At the start of the project it will be your responsibility to set up a Briefing meeting, where your 
team and the supplier meet together to make any final tweaks to the methodology, agree 
timescales, and answer initial questions.  This is a vital meeting, as this is where expectations for 
the project will be agreed by both parties and where the tone for the relationship will be set. 
 
If contracts are required, these can be brought to the Briefing meeting to sign.  The procedure for 
this can vary as some not-for-profit organisations will have standard contracts in-house, and some 
researchers will have their own contracts to use.  Alternatively, some not-for-profit organisations 
and researchers may be happy simply to exchange emails confirming that the work outlined in a 
proposal has been commissioned. 
 

Managing the research project 
 
From this point you are the ‘Client’ which means you have control over the project and you have 
the ultimate power of veto on any task or decision.  Saying that, you should not need to prompt 
the researcher to get the work done – as outlined in their proposal - on time and on budget.  At 
any point, it is acceptable for a Client to ask questions or request changes but in some cases there 
may be ethical reasons for doing things in a particular way, so issues will be resolved through 
discussion and mutual agreement.   
 
During the course of the project, you will want to be assured that it is progressing.  Think about 
your own working style, and how you might need to report on progress internally and to funders.  
With these issues in mind, let the researcher know the information that you will need from them, 
along with your required frequency and method of communication.  Tell the researcher if you 
have any unusual preferences or working patterns that might influence communication.  
Depending on the length of the project, a weekly or fortnightly update by email or phone is likely 
to be sufficient.  You will probably want to be updated on progress against targets (e.g. number of 
interviews completed) and milestones (e.g. research tasks completed).  You might like to request 
interim meetings or reports, but bear in mind that these may add cost through researcher time. 
 
During the project the majority of the tasks will be undertaken by the researcher.  However, as the 
client you will also have some responsibilities.  You may need to provide background information, 
or source contact details, or ‘sign off’ key documents such as questionnaires to confirm that you 
are happy for them to be used.  These responsibilities will usually be outlined in the proposal and 
agreed at the Briefing meeting.  Ensure that you familiarise yourself with these responsibilities, 
agree realistic timescales for them, and block out time in your calendar to complete the tasks.  Be 
aware that any delay from your end will be likely to hold up the remainder of the research.  
 

Closing the research project 
 
The research project will come to an end when all of the agreed outputs have been completed to 
your satisfaction.  You might like to request a debriefing meeting towards the end of the project to 
discuss the research findings, tie up any loose ends, and provide feedback to the researcher.  As 
the client, it will then be your responsibility to close the project.  You will need to ‘sign off’ any 
final outputs such as reports, confirm by email that all tasks have been completed to your 
satisfaction, and arrange payment for all invoices relating to the work. 
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SAMPLE: Invitation to Tender  
 
Invitation to Tender: Project Happy impact evaluation 
 
Edinburgh Theatre is a large arts venue in Edinburgh.  Between 2011 and 2013 Edinburgh Theatre 
has been running an outreach project called Project Happy, funded through the Loadsa Money 
Fund.  Project Happy aims to improve the mental health of vulnerable adults in Edinburgh by 
supporting them to attend creative activities at the venue.  Edinburgh Theatre would like to 
commission an independent researcher or research organisation to evaluate the process and 
impact of Project Happy.   It is anticipated that the evaluation will be largely qualitative, and will 
focus on research with key stakeholders.  The fee for the work will be £5,000 inclusive of VAT. 
 
If you would like to receive tendering information for this research project, please email Sally 
Bowles (sally.bowles@edinburghtheatre.org) before 10th July. 
 
 

SAMPLE: Expression of Interest  
 
Expression of Interest: Project Happy impact evaluation 
 
Edinburgh Theatre is a large arts venue in Edinburgh.  Between 2011 and 2013 Edinburgh Theatre 
has been running an outreach project called Project Happy, funded through the Loadsa Money 
Fund.  Project Happy aims to improve the mental health of vulnerable adults in Edinburgh by 
supporting them to attend creative activities at the venue.  Edinburgh Theatre would like to 
commission an independent researcher or research organisation to evaluate the process and 
impact of Project Happy.   It is anticipated that the evaluation will be largely qualitative, and will 
focus on research with key stakeholders.  The fee for the work will be £5,000 inclusive of VAT. 
 
At this stage Edinburgh Theatre would like to invite interested researchers or research 
organisations to submit a brief expression of interest for this research project.   
 
In no more than one page of A4, please provide your contact details and briefly describe your 
expertise and experience relating to: 
 

 Qualitative research 
 Conducting evaluations for arts organisations 
 Working with vulnerable adults 

 
Please submit this expression of interest in electronic format to Sally Bowles 
(sally.bowles@edinburghtheatre.org), by 7th July.   
 
Based on the expressions of interest received, up to five suppliers will be selected to provide a full 
proposal. 
 

mailto:sally.bowles@edinburghtheatre.org
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SAMPLE: Research Brief 
 
Research Brief: Project Happy impact evaluation 
 
Background and context  
 
Edinburgh Theatre is a large arts venue in Edinburgh.  Between 2011 and 2013 Edinburgh Theatre 
has been running an outreach project called Project Happy.  Project Happy aims to improve the 
mental health of vulnerable adults in Edinburgh by supporting them to attend creative activities 
(such as acting, singing, dancing and writing) at the venue.  Project Happy aims to work with a 
total of 100 individual beneficiaries, sourced through five local support groups (Edinburgh Mental 
Health, Edinburgh Disability, Edinburgh Substance Misuse, Edinburgh Unemployed, Edinburgh 
Immigrants).   
 
Project Happy has been funded by the Loadsa Money Fund, and the findings from this research 
project will feed into final monitoring forms provided by the Loadsa Money Fund. 
 
The aims and objectives of the research 
 
Edinburgh Theatre would like to commission an independent researcher or research organisation 
to evaluate the process and impact of Project Happy.   We would like to identify good practice, 
areas for improvement, and the difference that Project Happy has made. 
 
Methodology  
 
It is anticipated that the evaluation will be largely qualitative, and will focus on research with key 
stakeholders.  These will include: 
 

 Individual beneficiaries 
 Workers at participating support groups 
 Strategic and outreach staff at Edinburgh Theatre 
 The Project Happy steering group 
 The funder (Loadsa Money Fund) 

 
Data from internal sources such as outreach worker session notes and beneficiary feedback forms 
will also be made available to the researcher. 
 
Required outputs  
 
A final written report will be required, and this must include an executive summary which can be 
distributed separately.  The researcher or research organisation will also be required to make a 
presentation of key findings to the Project Happy steering group. 
 
Special requirements 
 
The researcher or research organisation should be able to demonstrate expertise and experience 
in qualitative research, evaluations for arts organisations, and working with vulnerable adults. 
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Research project timeline 
 
Key dates for the research project will be as follows: 
 

 Deadline for receipt of proposals: 14th July 
 Interviews (if required): 21st July 
 Briefing meeting: 1st August  
 Draft report to Edinburgh Theatre: 31st November 
 Presentation to Project Happy steering group: 12th December 

 
Budget  
 
The budget for the research project will be £5,000 inclusive of VAT. 
 
Next steps  
 
Please submit a proposal in electronic format to the contact details below, by 14th July. 
 
Proposals should be no more than 10 pages in length, and should outline your proposed 
methodology and cost breakdown for the research project, and your suitability for the role. 
 
Proposals will be scored using the following scoring sheet: 
 

Priority Maximum score 

Understanding of the Brief 10 

Proposed methodology 30 

Skills and experience of researchers 30 

Value for money 30 

 
Interviews may be required for a shortlist of researchers, and these will take place on 21st July.  
 
Contact details 
 
The key contact for this project will be: 
 
Sally Bowles 
Edinburgh Theatre 
1 Edinburgh Road 
Edinburgh 
EH1 1HE 
 
T: 0131 111 1111 
E: sally.bowles@edinburghtheatre.org 
 
 
 


