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Ready, Aim, Fire – Developing a Local Funding Strategy

Get Ready 

Justify

Funders want to know that you have taken a careful look at your needs. Review previously completed needs assessments done in your community in the past few years. Instruments such as Youth Risk Behavior Surveys provide valuable information regarding trends, changes and gaps. Utilize these to make your case. Do you own quick needs assessment with staff and stakeholders? Survey Monkey is a free tool to use to ask staff what they consider the weaknesses or challenges. Statements in your narrative such as “75% of all teachers surveyed stated that they are lacking access to fitness equipment necessary to keep students in classes of 25 or more active for a period of time necessary to increase heart rate” are extremely valuable.

Clarify

Prepare the following documents as internal resources which will be invaluable when you begin writing applications or asking for donations. The work you put into preparing them will help you clarify and refine your pitch and make you work on each application easier and faster.

1) A Written Funding Plan

The written plan will help you stay on “mission” when seeking funding. As you begin to learn about different grant opportunities, it is easy to drift from your core work in order to align with the funder’s goals. This is simply chasing the money and is not a sustainable or healthy approach.  If you hear yourself saying, “Hey look! They are giving a $3,000 grant to create a meditation garden” when your mission or goal of funding is to increase the minutes students are in their target heart rate zone, you have been bitten by the allure of money and entered the dangerous “mission drift” zone.

Your plan should answer these questions:

· Does what you are asking for fit within the long-range plan for your overall program? 

· Does it fit within the long-range plan of your school or agency? 

· A long-range strategic plan shows you’ve done your research, gathered input from others (see survey suggestion above) and have a plan. Although funders may never ask to see it, being able to reference a long-range plan will instill confidence in both donors and local funders.
2) Put It In Writing
Develop a brief summary that answers these critical questions regarding the funding you are seeking:

1. What is the problem or challenge you are trying to resolve? (And why should anyone care)

2. Who is the target population that will be served and why do they need service? (Be specific)

3. What is the solution to the problem and how (specifically) will the target population benefit (or improve)? (350 middle school students will increase physical activity by 20 minutes daily by participating in …….”)

4. What barrier(s) are preventing you from implementing the solution? (Generally this is the money question but break it down into things like “access” -The equipment that we currently have is old and broken and there is not enough to allow all children to participate within the time available. Purchasing xxxx will provide enough equipment so the entire class will be able to be active for the full 30 minutes of class time).

5. Will the implementation of this program address larger issues in the community such as attendance, graduation rates, teen pregnancy, violence prevention? 

6. How much is needed and what will you buy with the money?

7. What will happen if you don’t get the money?

3) Collect heartwarming testimonials, case studies, pictures and quotes about how your program has helped or benefited the target population already and how more funds will improve or build on those outcomes. Remember, everybody loves to help puppies and children!

4) Create a wish list. 
Ask teachers, youth workers, etc. to identify any and all needs that will help them reach the goal or solve the problem, no matter how large or how small. This will help you begin to develop your budget. Also, get the wish list into the community. Post it on your Facebook page, write a letter to the editor of the paper, and include it in your newsletter. Many people or groups like to give something tangible (instead of money) and will be quick to give when it is “easy”.

Aim

1) Develop A Target List 

This is an on-going list of all the funding sources you can find. It will grow and evolve over time. Start by searching on the web. Check banks that have branches in your area, service clubs (Rotary, Kiwanis, etc.) and businesses in your area to see if they have formal charitable giving programs. If there is a large employer, check to see if they have a program. The best way to begin searching is to use the words “Charitable Giving” or “foundation” along with the name of the business and/or the name of your community. For example “US Bank Charitable Giving” takes you to their grant application page. Another way to start a search is to read the annual report of large non-profits in your area and see who they get funded from, then go to their websites to learn more about how they give money.

Search for local foundations or foundations that serve your geography.  

Be sure to research and understand their priorities. There is no point submitting a formal application for fitness programming to a funder who states their priority is animal welfare.

Talk to people and ask them if they know of prospective funders. 

Collect and organize important info including “name of organization”, “grant due date”, “priority funding areas”, “website” and any relevant contact names you can find. Excel is a great way to track these. 

Consider how what you are asking for can align with solving problems or trends that are getting a lot of attention in your community currently such as teen pregnancy prevention, conflict resolution, reducing gang involvement, obesity prevention, substance abuse prevention, test scores, truancy or graduation rates and make that connection for funders. 

2) Create a Team

Be innovative. It can be hard to search for funding when you have so many other things to do. Consider involving volunteers. 

Seek a champion or champions. Someone on staff or from the community, who is passionate about your program, had a good experience with it or is really well connected. Educate them (using all the documents your prepared in advance) give them a target list and provide support and encouragement as they take your message of need into the community. These can be business people, parents, teachers and sometimes administrators. 
Engage people who you know are connected, not afraid to ask for money and who are advocates for your program and services. Use the one pager to educate them about what you are seeking and why. When someone is well informed, the “ask” is more likely to roll off their tongue in conversation at parties, business meetings and in casual conversation. Tell them that you specifically invited them to help you! People love to feel needed, valued and appreciated. They will help you spread the word and connect with funders and donors who may be able to make it a reality.  

Share the target list with them and check to see if anyone has any contacts (a great example is if someone’s father is on the board of the local bank or someone’s aunt serves on the board of a local foundation).  You aren’t specifically asking them to “ask” for the funds, but instead to ask “how” to apply for the funds.  Frequently this will result in a supported application or a short cut to the consideration pile.

Check to see if anyone has any other ideas. Or if they are willing to share or check in with their own contacts. Some people may be willing to set up an introduction for you but not willing to do the ask themselves. That’s okay. Many service clubs (Rotary, American Association of University Women, Altrusa International, etc.) have small giving programs that aren’t well known and require a member to sponsor the application.  Some grocery store chains, department store chains and sporting good store chains have small giving programs where an employee must sponsor the ask.

Respond positively to every idea presented.  Avoid saying, “Oh we tried that already”.  The person presenting the idea may have a different contact. Or it may be a bad idea but if it is ethical and they are willing to do the legwork, let them do it. 

Check in often with the people who commit to making a connection. Praise them often and publically.

Talk about your plan any chance you get. Write a letter to the editor of your newspaper. Use your testimonials as leverage for submitting to other publications or newsletters. Keep it positive. People love to get on board with positive energy and success. They get sucked in and can’t resist. They shy away messages that make them feel bad or place blame on taxpayers or budgets.

Thank publically and often.  People and funders love to jump in when someone else has made the first commitment. Especially if it is someone they know and respect. One simple reason is that they assume the first person or foundation did all their due diligence and research to verify that your cause is a good one making the decision for them.

Fire

Evaluate opportunities with care and objectivity. There are many grant opportunities and initially it can seem like you should go after all of them.  But it is important to weigh the hidden costs of grants. Grants aren’t free. There is the time that goes into writing the grant. The opportunity cost of what else you could be working on if the grant weren’t taking your time. There is also the report writing that must be done following the award. Sometimes a $3,000 grant can have more reporting requirements than a $50,000 grant. Do you realistically have the time and/or staffing to complete all these requirements?

Do you have buy-in from those who will actually do the implementation? Many times administrators or hired grant writers develop grant applications in a vacuum and when the money comes, along with the requirements and timelines for implementation and data collection, those who do the work resist because they didn’t buy-in from the beginning.

Writing Applications

1. Prepare a Resource File for Applications

Most applications require all the same information (budget, list of board members (if applicable), 990’s, etc.). Begin compiling these documents so you can put you fingers on them easily.  

2. Breaking Down an Application and Create a Timeline with Deliverables

As soon as you find an opportunity to go after, read the ENTIRE application.  Develop a 
task checklist with dates and assign who will complete the task.  If you are doing the whole application, you may want to include dependencies to complete tasks. Set the timeline so that you are ready to send off the completed application at least 5 days before it is due.

3. Be certain not to step on toes! Check to be sure that someone else in your organization isn’t already writing to this funder. It is a painful lesson to have your application completed, head to Executive Director for a signature and discover that the ED already is writing an application for another need in the organization and your work goes into the round file. 

4. Determine who needs to sign the application. It may be you, it may be the building principal or executive director, it may be chair of the board of directors or school board or it may be superintendent.  Many great grant applications never get submitted because the grant writer failed to notice that the application required “school board approval” and it was not possible to get the application on the agenda in time for the grant deadline.  

5. Follow the rules exactly. If they ask for single spaced, 1-inch margins, be CERTAIN that is what you do. If they ask for 5 copies not stapled. Provide that and only that. If the say a maximum of 4 pages for narrative and you can clearly articulate your need in 3 pages, stop at three. Funders read hundreds of applications and deeply appreciate clear, concise writing that makes the case versus words just to fill pages. 

6. If you see terms or jargon that you don’t understand, Google it or check the funders website for clarification. Call the funder as a last resort. Most small foundations don’t have the staff to answer questions. And all foundations resent phone calls for information that can easily be found through research.

7. Don’t leave the budget until the end.  Many people write a beautiful narrative explaining everything they want to do and why and then go to fill out the budget and realize that they can’t justify it or make it match the narrative.  Be certain to check in advance if you need to have a “match”.  If you do need to have a “match”, does it need to be a cash match or can it be “in kind” (staffing, space, utilities).

8. Be realistic. Funders shy away from projects that over promise. They understand that limited dollars will have limited impact. You will not completely end obesity in children in your school with a grant for $5,000 so don’t promise you will. But you certainly will be able to provide equipment that will help teachers keep kids moving for a period of time long-enough to increase heart rates.

9. Include evaluation. How will you prove that the funder’s investment helped solve a problem?

Evaluation can be daunting and expensive, however, even small funders want to know if their investment is working to solve a problem or better outcomes. Data that helps you demonstrate success will help you advocate for further or increased funds. Assessment for small funders should be pretty basic – simple pre and post surveys or using data already being collected (i.e. attendance or minutes of activity).

After you are funded (or not)

1.  Thank the funder. Publically, often and in writing.  Also, update them.  Funders want to hear about how things are going so send copies of your newsletter, share good news and send pictures of the equipment being used. One of the biggest complaints made by funders in recent survey was they don’t hear from those they fund until the next ask for money.  Your funders are your partners. You do the work and they provide the money to get the work done. Treat them as partners.

2.  Be patient.  Most foundations and charitable organizations are working on next year’s list. This means that they frequently have some idea what new programs they will fund this year, what percentage of their dollars need to go to refunding existing grantees and then a little loose change for unanticipated applications. Although you may not get funded this year, your chance of getting funded next year is greater (provided you have a solid application that fits their guidelines).

For More Information Contact;

Skillastics / 670 E. Parkridge, Suite #104 / Corona, CA  92879 / 951-279-3476 / FAX 951-279-3957 / info@skillastics.com / www.skillastics.com
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