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Simmer a Stew

S is for Study the funders.
I is for Initial contact.
M is for Maintaining contact.
M is for Meeting and Making friends.
E is for Educating them.
R is for Report and Renew.
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Study the Funders

Identify Prospects
Who is funding your friends?
Who says they are interested in your issue, your constituency, your locale?

Analyze their interests
Read their guidelines.
Read their annual reports.
Read who they actually fund.

Find Mutual Friends
Foundation board members
Other grantees
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Sources of Information
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The Foundation Center
http://foundationcenter.org/findfunders/

Searchable data base available for an annual subscription fee 
ranging from :

$19.95/mo or $179.95/yr for “Basic” to 
$195/mo or $1,295/mo for “Professional”

Search by funding interests, geographic limitations, types of 
support, and other factors.

Free tutorial lets you practice using the data base before deciding 
whether to subscribe.

http://foundationcenter.org/findfunders/
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Sources of Information
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Fundsnet Services Online
Free, but limited search capability.
Includes corporate giving programs.
Broad categories like “education.” But short one-paragraph 
descriptions of a foundation’s interests and a link to its website.
http://www.fundsnetservices.com/searchresult.php?sbcat_id=6



Sources of Information
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Federal Tax Return – Form 990
If you know what foundation you are interested in.

Available free at Foundation Center website
Lists all grants, grantees and amount in past year.
Board of Directors
Top staff
How much money foundation has and where invested



Initial Contact
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The Query Letter – 6 paragraphs in two pages.

1. To inquire about the foundation’s interest in helping to 
address an important issue with a timely grant.

2. What is this about, who is affected, and why is it important?
3. What can be done about it?
4. Why is your organization in a position to accomplish this?
5. How would such a grant fulfill the foundation’s priorities?
6. Your tax status, governance, capacity.
7. No more than one attachment.



Maintain Contact
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Even if you get a rejection letter – “No” often means “Not now.”

Read carefully for reasons why you were rejected.  

Send newsletter, short updates.
Inform them of significant new developments that may affect the 

reason for your rejection.



Meet and Make Friends
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What you want to communicate during a meeting
You do good work.  You have accomplishments.
You can make good use of their money.  You have a plan.  It’s 
doable.
You are not desperate.  You have good financial support from your 
grassroots donors, from other funders.  Funders fund strong 
organizations, not weak ones.
You have strong roots, and a strong governing board.  Funders want 
to see commitment from people other than paid staff.
You know the rules of non-profit life (lobbying, public support).



Meet and Make Friends
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What you want to learn during a meeting.

Listen for key words and phrases – how they say things.  You need to learn to say your 
ideas in words they understand.

What worries them about you and your project?  Don’t run from it.  Talk about it.  
Address it.

What mistaken impressions do they have about you and your issues?  You don’t have to 
deal with it at the meeting, but you will sooner or later.

Will the foundation staff favorably receive your proposal?  How big a grant can they 
consider?  Timeline (proposal deadline, review process, site visit, Board decision)?



Educate Them
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The proposal
One way or another, all proposals answer these questions:

1. What’s the matter and why does it matter? (Problem)
2. What needs to be done about it?  (Objectives)
3. How will you get it done?  (Work Plan – who, when, what, where)
4. Why are you the one to do it?  (Organizational strengths, capacity, record)
5. How much will it cost, and how much do you need? (Budget showing

expenditures and revenue and how much you need from this funder)
6. How will you know what you have accomplished (Evaluation)



Proposal Writing Tips
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1. Include a summary, written last, short, covering in a sentence or two each of the 
six questions.

2. Do not write for scholars or poets.  Write lean, muscular sentences in plain 
language.  If you are going to dazzle them, dazzle them with clarity.  Get it?

3. Follow instructions.  If they limit you to six pages, don’t write six and a half.
4. Write about the needs of the people you serve, not about the organization’s needs.
5. Tell them the people you serve are taking responsibility, not hoping the foundation 

will do it all for them.
6. Write with confidence that you shall overcome, not with desperate fear you won’t.
7. Connect the needs of the people you serve to the foundation’s values and priorities.
8. Sell them success, not pity.
9. Keep objectives manageable, not overly ambitious.
10. Use data to support claims, but do not overdo it.  A lot of numbers does not 

substitute for a lot of clear thinking simply expressed.



Educate Them 
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The Site Visit

Purpose is usually to verify impressions foundation staff have formed about 
you and your project and get answers to questions raised by proposal.

Usually means they are favorably inclined to fund.

Always try to get them to meet “real” people in “real places.” If you can get 
mud on their shoes, you will probably get money.



Report and Renew
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Once funded, gaining a second and third grant is usually easier, if you:

1. Stay in touch
2. File reports on time
3. Do candid self-assessments (we’ve learned how we can do better)
4. Spend the money the way you said you would, keep good track of it. 
5. Don’t be a pain in the neck – avoid asking for extensions, modifications, budget 

adjustments, early renewals.  If you have to do any of these things, talk about them 
first, with plenty of advance.

6. Keep your nose clean.  Know the rules about things like lobbying and follow them
7. File renewal requests in a timely way.  No surprises.



The Final Secret
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Do good work.

Nothing makes foundation fund raising 
easier than a reputation for effectiveness 

and success. 
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