Trevor Gill Associates: Fundraising Briefing

10 Ways to Radically Improve Your Next Grant Application
This briefing draws on material from the ‘Training People’ one day training seminar, ‘Researching and Securing Grant Aid’ which is facilitated by Trevor Gill – 
see www.trainingpeopleni.com for more info
1. Get Strategic!  Play the longer game…:  In our experience, the organisations that have the most success with their funding applications are the ones who are generally active and well known in their fields of interest.  Organisations who develop their own policies and thinking on major issues in their field, respond to national or local government and other consultations, comment on reports & draft legislation, develop their own campaigning materials and campaigns, get represented on appropriate local, regional or national umbrella bodies, pressure groups, ‘think tanks’, task forces, etc and form alliances and partnerships with other organisations to take forward joint aims often find that this, quite naturally, impacts positively on fundraising.  
2. Think ‘Pareto’:  Also called the 80 / 20 rule, the Pareto Principle states that 80% of fundraised income comes from 20% of fundraising activities.  This applies to funders - 80% of the income you will get from funders will generally come from 20% of all available funders (it may not be 80 / 20 exactly but you get the point!).  Not all funders are equal – identify the largest funders and the ones whose criteria mostly closely matched you work.  Work on those first, concentrate your resources on them, build relationships with key funders before moving on to smaller and ‘less obvious’ ones.
3. Stay close to your clients and your cause:  A fundraiser friend of mine recently came back from Nigeria where he witnessed at first hand the work of his charity in providing educational services to people, many of whom live in poverty. He didn’t stop talking about Nigeria and the people he met there for about 3 months…  The point is that often, as fundraisers, we can become a little jaded and less enthusiastic about our causes and, often, this can show in our fundraising applications.  It might not involve going to Nigeria, but staying in touch with project work, sitting in on client sessions (if appropriate!) and going to see the work of your organisation ‘on the ground’ is an excellent way of retaining enthusiasm which can then be reflected in your funding bids.
4. Remember – ‘People give to people…’:  When considering making an application, one of the first questions to ask is, ‘Is it possible to get a face to face meeting with this funder?’  This kind of personal contact is worth many times more than simply sending a ‘cold’ application.  Organisations often use their contact network (trustees, patrons, committee members, etc) to secure meetings with funders and many organisations work hard to build and maintain an influential contact network.  In our experience, a planned, personal, face to face (often ‘peer to peer’) approach is essential if your organisation is to have continued major success in securing grant aid and major gifts.
5. Clearly define, in compelling terms, the need you are seeking to meet:  If you can’t define the need you are seeking to meet then you don’t have a fundraising proposal!  However, this often a very weak part of written proposals with needs couched in vague or general terms or simply a restatement of the organisation’s aims.
The ‘Needs’ section of your proposal should be a concise, convincing overview of the needs your organisation wants to address and should be about the needs and aspirations of your beneficiaries not about the needs of your organisation.  Any statement of needs should be supported by evidence e.g. authoritative statistics, testimony from people known to be knowledgeable, etc.  You should include information that is as specific as possible e.g. a community group dealing with the needs of a local area will have a more compelling case if they can quote facts and figures specific to their area rather than national statistics (although wider figures may be a good background).

6. Forget about the money! (At least initially…):  When considering making a funding application many organisations start with questions such as, ‘What staff and resources do we need’, ‘How much money do we need?’ and ‘How much money can we get?!’ Although these are important questions they should not be the first ones on your agenda!  In our experience, the primary concern of funders is that your project is well planned and that it will truly make a difference in the lives of your client group (or in your area of interest).  Perhaps paradoxically, therefore, the best way to secure funding is to initially forget about money and resources and concentrate on ensuring that you have a well planned project which effectively meets a clearly identified need.  In making an effective application important questions to start with include, ‘What are we trying to achieve?’, ‘What are the real and positive differences we are seeking to make in the lives of our service users?’, ‘What methods can we use to fulfil our aims?’, ‘How will we know when we are succeeding?’.
There are many good resources to help you systematically think through how to structure a compelling project plan (try typing ‘free project planning for not for profits’ into your search engine to see what turns up!).  Find a good planning system and make it your own.  When you’re satisfied that you have a well planned and worthwhile project your thoughts can then turn to how best it can be resourced!
7. Do your research thoroughly…:  Up to 50% of applications received by funders do not meet their published criteria (ACT - Association of Charitable Foundations).  ACT also state that, “Trusts are deluged with large numbers of poorly targeted and poorly executed applications, making it difficult for trustees to identify those organisations most worthy of support”. Carefully targeted, thoroughly researched and well argued grant applications from appropriate organisations or partnerships are the exception rather than the rule.  This represents a significant opportunity for those organisations prepared to spend time and effort on careful research!  As a minimum you should read the guidelines published by the funder.  Other research methods include:
· Talking to other organisations supported by the funder.  (A good tip for researching funders who might support your cause is to get the annual reports of charities doing similar work to your own – in many cases they will have published a list of funders who have supported them that year).

· Getting funders annual reports and studying past grants.

· Checking if the funder has a web site - increasingly many do.

· Phoning to talk personally to them – if they encourage this then it’s always a good idea to phone, if nothing else this may save you a lot of time and effort spent putting together an application that actually has little chance of succeeding.  Make sure to make an advance note of the main points you want to cover in your call.

8. Use the KISS Principle and avoid jargon and waffle!:  KISS stands for ‘Keep it short and sweet’.  Say what you need to but keep it as concise as possible - you can’t tell the funder everything – so don’t try!  Where there isn’t a form to fill in, use a logical structure - move from the general to the specific and avoid repetition.  Write for the reader – are they an expert in this field or will your proposal be completely new to them?  You should generally avoid jargon.  There may be a few exceptions to this (for example  applications where those assessing the application are aware of accepted and appropriate medical or other terms) but, in the main, your application can only benefit from being written in straightforward, every day language.  This is especially true for trusts and foundations who tend to be generalists rather than specialists.
9. Spend some time on the budget:  In our experience of assessing grant applications for government and private funders, many organisations pluck figures from the air.  Don’t ‘rough guess’ what items might cost –have a logical basis for all your figures.  This may include basing salaries on an appropriate salary scale, calculating office overheads according to past experience, getting quotes from suppliers or basing equipment costs on internet prices.  When noting any income that a project might attract (apart from the grant you are seeking) it can often be appropriate to include ‘in kind’ income – ‘non cash’ resources that your organisation will bring to the project to make it work).  Good examples of this are volunteer time which can be given a monetary value or the time spent by senior staff supervising the project.  Oh…, one more thing, make sure your budget adds up – you’d be surprised at the number that don’t!
10. Ask yourself, ‘Why wouldn’t they fund this?:  Often a good way to strengthen your funding application is to try and ‘pick holes’ in it – a good way of doing this is to circulate a copy of the application to colleagues and further discuss any aspects of the application which strike you as being weak (or not as strong as other aspects).  Having identified the weaknesses you can then work on putting them right.
Did we say ’10 Ways’?  Well, here’s an extra one for you!

11. Let your Uncle Tony read it…:  This is one of our top tips!  When you are satisfied with your application draft, let someone else read it.  Someone outside your organisation, preferably someone from outside the not for profit sector who has no knowledge of the subject matter described in your application.  You will be surprised at some of the things they will point out – for example, you may find that some of the phrases and concepts you take as being fully understandable aren’t in fact that clear!  
Hope this has been helpful - good luck with your future applications!
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