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The future of
grantmaking
Our Community’s “chaos controller” kicks off our innovation
edition by explaining how your Australian Institute of Grants
Management (AIGM) and sister enterprise The Innovation Lab
are driving grants improvements like automated shortlisting,
AI-driven classification, smart maps and an outcomes engine.
By Kathy Richardson, Our Community Executive Director
I want to start by making a confession. I’m a grant nerd.
For five years I edited The Australian Best Practice Grantmaking
Quarterly, the predecessor to Grants Management Intelligence, both
devoted to the art and practice of grantmaking. I helped found the
Australian Institute of Grants Management (AIGM) and was part of the
team that envisaged and built SmartyGrants.
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I’ve read auditors’ reports that have picked grants practices apart and
I’ve listened to so much grantseeker “grants rage” that my straight hair
turned curly. I’ve listened to grantmakers’ “grants rage” too, at countless
conferences, events and AIGM Musters. Before I joined Our Community in
2003 I had no idea that there was such a thing as a grant. But over the
years this whole grantmaking thing has gotten under my skin.
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As a result, I now care deeply about the work, and I understand how hard
it is, and how rewarding it can be. Above all, I understand the enormous
difference grants can make to the world when you get it right.
While I accept I’m no grants oracle, I’ve been able to develop a bird’s eye
view of the sector during that time. Turn the page to see what I’ve learnt.
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Sharing was high on the agenda at the “hot spot” sessions at the annual Grantmaking in Australia conference.

} Future focus

The grants industry: How far
we’ve come
By Kathy Richardson, Our Community Executive Director

Grantmakers like to say, “If you’ve seen one
grantmaker, you’ve seen one grantmaker.”
Each one tells us that they're unique. But if
you take a broader look, you will see that
you’re more alike than you think.
But before we look to the future, let me make a
few observations about the journey here.

Siloes breaking down
The rigid lines that once separated grantmakers
are dissolving. Once, philanthropic, corporate and
community grantmakers didn’t associate with
government grantmakers, and vice versa. They
just didn’t think they had anything in common.
But it also meant opportunities for sharing
information, lessons and even funding were lost.

A grantmaking community
Fifteen years ago, it was hard to find a
community of grantmakers. Philanthropy was a
thing, but government grantmakers, by and large,
tended to define themselves through other roles,
such as community development officers or
economic development officers or administrators.
Back then, people were scared of putting
themselves out there as people who knew a thing
or two about getting money from A to B.
That’s changed. And our most recent sold-out
conference was evidence of that, where the one
thread that drew those delegates together was
delivering money via grants.
It may seem a subtle change, but I think it’s
significant. It’s an acknowledgement that
grantmaking is a profession, and some would say
an art. That there are particular skills involved,
and you can be good or bad at it. And that factor
– how well you do it – can make an enormous
difference to how much value is derived from
those precious funds that are offered up to the
cause.

Kathy Richardson is Our Community’s Executive
Director and confesses to "grants conversion".
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Leading grantmakers Peter Cornish of the SA Office for Recreation, Sport and Racing, Judy Satrapa of the
Australian Research Council and Karin Churchill from Screen Australia at the Tribal Gathering for State and
Federal Grantmakers at our recent conference.

We still have a bit of a way to go on that front, but
I do think we’re making progress.

Higher standards, better governance
The field has largely moved on in terms of
governance, with discretionary funds (councillor
or MP slush funds) and election war chests
becoming harder to find.
Guidelines are becoming clearer – at the AIGM
we’re now mostly able to draw a line from policy
outcome goals to application and assessment
forms.
Grant rules are clearer now – people know more
about timelines and process. And the outcome
of that is – generally – fairer, more transparent,
more effective grantmaking.

More respectful relationships
We’ve also seen an erosion of once widespread
“master-servant” relationships between
grantmakers and recipients. Grantmakers largely
seem to have come around to the view that
their grantees also have skin in the game and
something valuable to offer.
At the AIGM we often hear from grantmakers
asking how to do a better job of working with
grantees, and to ease their administrative load.
Grantmakers are also taking note of the clarion
call from grantseekers to improve feedback
about unsuccessful applications. There’s still work
to do, but the situation is improving, and I have
observed a genuine desire by most grantmakers
to improve.

Watch now: Kathy explains the activities of the
Innovation Lab.

Embracing technology
Technology has played a big role in the changing
grantmaking landscape over the past decade
and a half. Our annual grants survey noted
in 2013 that grantseekers’ preferences for
application forms had shifted to online forms, and
most grantmakers have responded.
Most grantmakers have made the shift away
from paper and spreadsheets, and into online
systems like SmartyGrants, creating enormous
efficiencies. That has led to a greater awareness
of, and emphasis on, data governance. We’re
part of that discussion, given that we hold so
much of the data that you and your grantees
produce through the SmartyGrants system. We
talk about data governance and ethics daily at
Our Community, and we are working hard to stay
well within the lines of what grantmakers and
grantees rightly expect.
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ELooking ahead

Top trends in the sector: how
the AIGM is involved
By Kathy Richardson, Our Community Executive Director

A focus on evaluation, grantmaking
networks, a common language for
assessment and measurement, and good
data. Kathy Richardson scans the horizon
for grantmakers.

Outcomes the big move in
grantmaking
My top pick on this front is the sharp reorientation
towards outcomes-focused grantmaking.
Nobody knows precisely how much money is
given away in grants each year in Australia,
though by pulling together figures from various
sources, we’ve come up with an estimate of
about $80 billion.
We all have an obligation to make sure that
that money is going to the right places, for the
right projects, and to know if we are creating the
outcomes we’re aiming for.
That’s not to say that no one can ever try
anything new or risky – I’m a big fan of innovation
– but I think that people are growing intolerant of
programs that just throw money at the wall to see
what’ll stick.
And with better and better evaluation models and
data collection and analysis tools coming online
all the time, we’re really running out of excuses.
We are working on a system to help grantmakers
and grantees to learn more about outcomes, and
to use that knowledge to make better funding
decisions.
We’ve called that tool the Outcomes Engine and
we plan to have have something pretty exciting
to show you next year. Obviously, we’re taking our
time with this one, because it’s very easy to stuff
it up. Contact us if you’d like to know more. Part
of the project involves mapping, which I’ll discuss
later in this article.

Special report: How do you measure up? The evaluation
edition (Grants Management Intelligence, April 2018).
Download your copy from the AIGM website now.

This includes infographics, short and often
animated videos, and “scrollers” such as those
used on news sites.
Grantmakers, too, are starting to benefit from the
growing ubiquity of data visualisation tools.

Visualisation changing the way we
see data

One of our first efforts was to release a
dashboard into SmartyGrants last year showing
insights about application submission numbers,
application approval and submission rates,
which focus areas money is flowing to, and
which population groups are benefitting. We’re
expecting to add more “widgets” as we can.

Visualisations are reshaping how we perceive the
world and helping us make more sense of all the
data we’re all producing every day.

Our newest tool is SmartyGrants Maps, part of the
Outcome Engine project, which lets grantmakers
see their grants geographically, whether across
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New dashboard-style data tools such as this SmartyGrants tooll can help grantmakers see more clearly - and
quickly - where their money is being distributed.

a region or a particular point. We expect the tool
will enable grantmakers to learn about overand under-funded areas, or areas with unusual
application levels.

Collegiality
Many grantmakers are natural connectors and
collaborators. But this impulse appears to be
growing, with more openness to initiatives to
share resources, contacts and knowledge.
Our sold-out conference was a strong indication
that people want to learn from their peers, while
our networking events and Grantmaker Musters
across Australia and New Zealand are well
attended.
There has also been a spike in activity on our
online grantmaking forum. AIGM members and
SmartyGrants users have free access to the
many good discussions about issues such as
speeding up processes, tracking KPIs and many
more.

Our existing lists classify subjects, populations
and organisations, but future lists will also
classify grantmakers (by size, sector, subject
and population areas) and funding types, and
we’re adapting the system for our New Zealand
cousins.
We’re using CLASSIE to create dashboards to
show at a glance what funding practices look like.
And importantly, if we’re all using the same basic
system of classification, we can start charting
cross-sector and intra-sector trends.
Data from recent CLASSIE trials – particularly
those involving local government grantmakers,
who often lead the way – is starting to paint
a picture about funding trends. We now know
that children and youth are the most commonly
targeted beneficiary populations for local
government grantmakers who use CLASSIE
standard fields.

Data and tech: Come up to the lab
Much of our most interesting work involves data
science initiatives, driven by members of our
Innovation Lab. You can read more about their
activities elsewhere in this edition, and by visiting
ourcommunity.com.au/innovationlab.

A common language: CLASSIE
Grantmakers have shown a strong interest in
the social sector taxonomy that we developed,
CLASSIE, which is designed to get us all talking the
same language.

Watch now: How CLASSIE works
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The Grants in Australia study comprises a significant body of work of the Innovation
Lab, and informs the work of the AIGM.

And we know that the sectors that are most
commonly funded by those councils are arts and
culture; sport and recreation; and community
and economic development.
Of course, there remain many gaps in the data
which we hope to close as more organisations
get involved.

CLASSIEfier: A helping hand for
grantmakers
A related project, CLASSIEfier, is in the hands
of Innovation Lab data scientist and former
astrophysicist Paola Oliva-Altamirano.
CLASSIEfier is an algorithm being developed to
teach a computer to “read” a grant application to
tell the grantmaker what subject and population
group the applicant is targeting.
This automatic classification system has multiple
applications, one of which is sorting historical
records to uncover funding trends.
This challenging project has seen Paola
recognised in an international fellowship which is
helping push this effort.

Tessa the Assessor: Assessing grants
quickly
Through this project we’re hoping to use machine
learning to speed up the assessment process,
automating the parts of that task that lend

themselves to algorithmic sorting.
The project reminds me of a quote that an
American grantmaking peak body used in a
training session: “Can something do my work, so I
can do my job?”
That sums up what we’re trying to achieve with
Tessa: getting a machine to do some of the
drudge work, so you can concentrate on the parts
of your job that add value.

Chasing the evidence for impact
This year, we’ve been working with The Channel,
a giving circle that focuses on the LGBTQI+
community. And it’s a project we believe will have
applications across the social sector. (Read
more about this project on page 23.)
The Channel has been working with data scientist
Joost van der Linden to interrogate the LGBTQI+
landscape. The hunch is that this community is
being under-funded, and if that’s the case, The
Channel will have the evidence it needs to lobby
for change.
A side-benefit is that we have developed a
system for combining data from multiple sources
– the ACNC, GiveNow, SmartyGrants, and our
own Funding Centre database – to paint a really
interesting picture of the funding landscape,
using CLASSIE classifications, of course. We
hope to apply those tools to other subjects and
population groupings over the next year or so.
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Gender analysis
We’re strong supporters of gender equality at Our
Community, and our work has included adding
gender lens questions and a gender lens widget
to SmartyGrants, as well as providing supporting
materials for grantmakers and grantseekers.
This year we also analysed SmartyGrants grant
application data in terms of potential gender
bias in the awarding of grants. Among our key
findings, we found that women submitted far
more grant applications than men, but men were
more likely to lodge $1 million+ applications.
Success rates were about equal. To read more
about the study, click here.

Grants in Australia research study
Another project we’ve been working on is
the Grants in Australia research study, which
featured heavily in the August 2018 edition of
Grants Management Intelligence. Read more at
ourcommunity.com.au/grants2018.

'Can something do my
work, so I can do my job?'
In that way, we’ll find the sweet spot between
respecting grantseekers’ capacities and needs
and serving the requirements of grantmakers
themselves, including as we make that tricky shift
to outcomes-focused grantmaking.

This is an edited version of a presentation made
to the 2018 Grants in Australia conference.
Delegates are able to download presentations
from most of the speakers. Contact service@
ourcommunity.com.au if you haven’t received
the appropriate web link.

Why we’ve got to do this together
Finally, as we continue to improve our tools, we
hope AIGM members will take a keen interest and
help us to achieve our goals by using our tools
and telling us what you really think about them.

MORE INFORMATION

And I really do believe that being collegiate will
serve us well. Turn up, share your pain and your
triumphs, and contribute to the conversation and
to the development of the field.

Grants in Australia study: Download the full
report

Innovation Lab: Read more about the data
science division of Our Community

P Video snapshot

Can grants be gender bent?
MORE INFORMATION
The role of gender in the awarding
of grants (summary and full PDF
download here)
Grants Management Intelligence:
How to be a gender-wise grantmaker
(PDF download)

Watch now: What’s a gender lens? And, could you use
one? Find out in our two-minute explainer.
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The Grantmaking in Australia conference remains the premier event for professional grantmakers in Australia
and New Zealand

$ Grantmakers

Grantmakers look to future at
sold-out conference
By Matthew Schulz, journalist, Our Community

The two-day ‘Prepare for Impact’
Grantmaking in Australia conference at
Melbourne’s RACV club in August sparked
powerful and long-lasting insights for
hundreds of leading grantmakers from
around Australia and New Zealand..
The sold-out conference tackled the big issues
facing funding professionals from the government,
philanthropic, not-for-profit, and corporate
sectors.
They explored data, evaluation, change,
technology, processes, grants promotion, grants
design and review, feedback, and much more.
Many of those themes also infused the “tribal”
sessions for local, state and federal sectors, the
sneak peeks into the latest developments to the
SmartyGrants platform, and the extended chances
to network.
Delegates agreed they felt a buzz from rubbing
shoulders with like-minded professionals who
understand the tricky challenges and the triumphs
that come from overcoming technological,
political and funding pressures.

Highlights from the ‘Prepare for
Impact’ grantmaking conference
Delegates can access presentations online, but
here are some of our favourite moments.
Keynote speaker Dr Rory Gallagher of the
Behavioural Insights Team Australia spelt out an
assessment practice he summarised as “test,
learn and adapt”.
He said good empirical data generates insights
into human behaviour that will better direct
funding, based on evidence.
He busted false assumptions that could lead to
failure, such as the US-based “Scared Straight”
program that sent ex-cons to speak with juvenile
delinquents to put them on the right path, only to
increase crime. (Read more on page 12)
Appropriately, that was followed by a grants
evaluation panel featuring Terri Eggleton of
New Zealand’s Bay Trust, Mary Jane Warfield of
Regional Arts Australia, and Natalie Egleton of the
Foundation for Rural and Regional Renewal (FRRR),
who spelt out the time and investment needed to
undertake evaluation properly.
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Grantmakers at the AIGM conference are well known for their tendency to share their best ideas.

Each outlined the power of understanding your
patch, whether it is knowing where to find and
help the disadvantaged in the Bay of Plenty in New
Zealand; finding the “gold” of artistic stories from
outback and indigenous areas in regional arts; or
discovering, as the FRRR did, that small grants –
properly applied – could have a bigger effect than
large funds.
Our Community’s executive director, Kathy
Richardson, gave a detailed tour of the
technology-driven work of Our Community's
Innovation Lab, where data scientists are
working on such projects as automated grants
classifications and shortlisting, and smart maps
(now in use in SmartyGrants), which are one
component of a bigger “outcomes engine” that will
help to analyse applications and funding patterns.
(Read more from page 2)
After a “brag, learn and steal” session in which
grantmakers freely shared secrets, tech tips and
dealing with the inevitable politics of the industry,
grantmakers were treated to an extended “grants
rage” panel session.

Georgie Bailey, of the federal Department of
Communications and the Arts, tackled the tricky
business of redesigning a grants program,
through the lens of understanding “why”, and had
delegates paying close attention.
Ms Bailey explained the political twists and staffing
issues she faced – not least several portfolio
changes – and the challenge of recasting “vintage
technology”, automating reports and encouraging
staff to let go of “flawed” past processes.
That presentation segued into a panel discussion
in which Ms Bailey was joined by Kate Cash of
Unity Water and Ben Fitzpatrick from the City
of Perth to discuss the often painful process of
transforming a grants program.
Mr Fitzpatrick told the tale of switching from six
separate grants policies to two, comprising just six
pages, and Ms Cash spelt out the power of using
your grantees to spread the message of your
successes on social media and other channels.

Drawing on the recently released Grants in
Australia research study, this reporter revealed
the archetypes of grantseeking success, as well
as trends across sectors, organisational sizes and
funding sources.
Another presentation saw Kylie Cirak and Robert
Palmaricciotta describe the life of a professional
grantwriter, amusing and enlightening delegates in
equal measure. (Read more from page 15)
The City of Hume’s Joel Kimber (formerly of the
Victorian Grants Network) gave a presentation
that was unforgettable, not least for the rewording
of the Spice Girls hit Wannabe to illustrate the
good, the bad and the ugly of grant practices.

Watch now: Conference MC Fiona Dempster sums up
the mood at the event
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SmartyGrants trainer and support staffer Beatrix Neville helped facilitate the hot spot sessions.

Conference a chance for professionals
to refine skills
Conference MC Fiona Dempster said the
annual conference continues to build on the
professionalism of a sector now charged with
managing $80 billion in grants.
“We’ve had over a dozen remarkably skilled,
experienced and knowledgeable grantmakers –
dare we say nerds? And there’s something we can
take from all of them.”
She said outcomes, measurement and impact
would be recurring themes at future events.
“There’s a lot more work to do there, but it’s a point
of fascination to everyone.”
And she said hearing from grantseekers was an
important highlight.
“They told us – yet again – they really want to
get feedback. They want to know whether their
applications worked, where they don’t work, and
how they can improve. And, I think grantmakers
need to keep hearing that message.”
She said the trend towards social media
communication was a new focus for many
grantseekers and grantmakers seeking to
tell their stories, to alert the community to
their achievements, and to encourage other
applicants, and the conference generated the
strong impression it would continue to grow in
significance.

She emphasised the importance of regularly
reviewing and refreshing grants programs.
“You need to be flexible, you need to adapt, and
constantly check what you're doing. Hopefully that
means doing it better next time.”
But overall she pointed to the cooperative and
learning spirit of the event.
“I have found grantmakers to be some of the most
generous people in the world. There's none of this
‘secret squirrel’ thing. If they've learnt something,
they're happy to share it.”
We’ll be sharing more lessons from the conference
with AIGM members in future editions of Grants
Management Intelligence as we digest them
ourselves.

MORE INFORMATION
'Prepare for Impact' Grantmaking in Australia
conference program
Conference presentations (delegates, email
us if you weren’t sent the link)
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P Video snapshot

If you haven’t had time to read our 60-page analysis of the grantmaking and grantseeking landscape in
Australia, why not start with this 84-second snapshot?

Quick flick reveals the secrets of
grants success
Here’s where we quickly explain some of the
15 key findings that form the backbone of
the study, including data that reveals:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Your typical grantseeker
Does size matter when it comes to winning?
What impact does experience make?
What does a successful grantseeker look like?
What does a struggling grantseeker look like?
What’s the effect of the sector you’re in?
Which grants are easiest to win?
Which grants are the hardest to clinch?
How do grantseekers feel about you anyway?

Can you afford not to watch our video and read
our report? For these answers and much more,
watch the video and read the report now.

MORE INFORMATION
Read our summary and download the full
report
Grants Management Intelligence special
report: Who’s winning in our $80b industry?
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1 Keynote address

Transforming your intentions
into outcomes
By Matthew Schulz, journalist, Our Community

As the grantmaking world comes to
grips with the rapid rise of outcomes
measurement, there’s no shortage of
experts, but who knows what really works?
We draw your attention to the keynote speaker
at the “Prepare for Impact” Grantmaking in
Australia conference, Rory Gallagher. He heads
the Australian branch of the Behavioural Insights
Team (BIT), a social-purpose company partowned by the UK government.
BIT began as the world’s first government
institution dedicated to the application of
behavioural sciences, but its lessons have been
increasingly applied here in Australia, including
by the NSW government and more recently the
Vincent Fairfax Foundation.
Mr Gallagher explains that BIT aims to improve
outcomes by developing policy based on a
realistic understanding of human behaviour.
That approach stresses an outcomes focus, and
requires a high standard of evidence.
Dr Gallagher spelt out an assessment practice he
summarised as “test, learn and adapt”.
He said good empirical data generates insights
into human behaviour that will better direct
funding, based on evidence.

Millions of dollars in funding wasted
Dr Gallagher busted false assumptions that could
lead to failure, such as the US-based “Scared
Straight” program that sent ex-cons to speak with
juvenile delinquents to put them on the right path,
only to increase crime.
And he highlighted the vast number of
government-funded programs – and the wasted
millions, or even billions of dollars – that couldn’t
be shown to work.
He cited a 2014 UK study of programs that
showed a “weak or no positive effect” in the
following proportions:
•
•
•
•

Education: 90%
Employment/training: 75%
Business: 80–90%
Medicine: 50–80%

Dr Rory Gallagher’s approach melds evidence and
behavioural science.

Dr Gallagher said those serious about wanting
to know whether a program was effective should
apply randomised control trials (RCTs), where
a test group could be compared with a control
group unaffected by the proposed intervention.
Medical research has led the way in the use of
RCTs since adopting the method in the 1950s.
Nowadays, we wouldn’t expect to be offered a
drug that hadn’t been rigorously checked. Yet
the same cannot be said for many of the social
sector programs that win grants. That trend is
changing.

Where are you on the hierarchy of
evidence?
Dr Gallagher described anecdote as the lowest
standard of proof or evidence, yet it’s not unusual
to find funders and government agencies that
“cherry pick” positive results “alongside a photo
op” to suggest a program is effective, he said.
Yet how would anyone know that a particular
intervention was the cause of any particular
outcome, such as a jump in employment rates,
Grants Management Intelligence
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BIT’s hierarchy of evidence

without a control group to demonstrate what had
happened to a group that hadn’t received the
intervention?
While expert opinion was somewhat more
compelling than anecdote, “before and
after” studies or comparison studies without
randomisation were higher in the chain of
evidence, Dr Gallagher said.
Randomised control trials and systematic reviews
are at the top of the “hierarchy of evidence”,
and these are are the only ways to be sure your
program has had the effect you’re claiming, or
that the grants you have distributed have really
have the desired effect, he said.
He told conference delegates that evidence
trumped “common sense” and expert analysis,
and could help reduce the influence of politics,
media and personality in decision-making.

Evidence-based action paves the
way, pays its way

in London prescribe fewer antibiotics per head
than yours”, and providing carefully worded
messages aimed at nudging them towards
better practice.
Over six months, those who received the letter
reduced their antibiotic prescribing rates by 3.3%.
The other half of the top 20% of over-prescribing
doctors – those who weren’t contacted – didn’t
change their behaviour.
The same method was employed in Australia last
year with great success.
The Behavioural Insights Team has used similar
methods to increase tax return rates, sending
letters reminding taxpayers that 90% paid their
tax on time and saved hundreds of millions of
pounds.
The same methods were used to review the value
for money provided by a variety of education
interventions. The studies found that strong
feedback from teachers to students is much

Evidence-based action that drew on data and
the psychology of human behaviour could
provide value for money even after the up-front
costs of the measurement itself were accounted
for, Dr Gallagher said.
He cited a 2013 UK government-sponsored
intervention that targeted the over-prescription
of antibiotics, in which letters were sent to the
highest-prescribing doctors.
Before the BIT project, the UK government had
planned a £23 billion scheme to cut prescription
rates through incentives.
It cost £4000 for BIT to send letters to half of
the top 20% of over-prescribing doctors, alerting
them that “the great majority (80%) of practices

Watch now: Dr Gallagher explains why you should start
with “I don’t know”.
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more effective in improving student results than,
say, performance pay or smaller class sizes.

hard thing to acknowledge that we actually don't
know if something's going to work.”

He said when it came to education, the work of
the UK Education Endowment Fund was among
the “best in the world” at evidence-based policy
making.

“It's really the dirty secret of government that
millions, if not billions, of dollars are spent on
programs that we have no idea if they're effective
or not, or maybe even having an adverse effect.”

Its “Teaching and Learning Toolkit” for instance,
ranks the most effective education methods by
cost, evidence and expected timelines for results.

He stressed that grantmakers should always ask,
"How are we going to know if this has really made
a difference?"

It describes its own work as: “Testing the impact
of high-potential projects to generate new
evidence of 'what works'.”

Beyond RCTs, “there are lots of other options you
can have for measuring impacts”.

Dr Gallagher also cited a series of other
interventions that had been proven to work using
RCT, such as a project to engage teenagers
to do their homework using a text-messaging
service; and, a project to boost organ donor
rates by issuing prompts when drivers renew their
licences.
Each case used both evidence and behavioural
science to nudge people towards behaviour with
the biggest benefits.
BIT is currently working with the Vincent Fairfax
Family Foundation to examine the ethical
development of young people in a world of social
media.
Dr Gallagher said the organisation was about to
embark on a series of RCTs to test “how we can
encourage kids to use [social media] tools more
effectively”.
A critical issue for grantmakers and governments
alike, he said, was to know what to do once an
intervention proved successful.
He said it was one thing to be inventive with new
ideas and programs that worked, but it was up to
social impact organisations to do what’s needed
to extend effective methods.
He said the money spent on work to “support
adoption and the spread of innovation” was still
just a fraction of the money spent on research
and development, but that needed to change as
outcomes measurement methodology entered
the mainstream.
That change needed to include investments to
“scale up” projects through good systems.

Start with “I don’t know”
After his presentation, Dr Gallagher said
accepting a lack of knowledge about whether
a program worked was often the starting point,
something he described as the “I don’t know”
factor.
“It's often said that ‘I don't know’ are the three
hardest words in the English language. It's a really

He said that at the “robust end of the scale”,
grantmakers should examine the “Test, Learn
and Adapt” research, which sets out the steps
involved in running detailed evaluations, and
which might prompt grantmakers to re-think they
way they designed and delivered grants.
At the other end of the scale, options for
grantmakers included “something as simple as
merely asking the question and asking what
metrics are we using to know if we've had an
impact or not”.

Evaluation is not free
Dr Gallagher said, “Often people see it
[evaluation] as a sort of "add on" cost [but] the
way that I like to think about it is, what are the
costs of not doing that?”.
Rather than just focus on the cost of evaluation,
grantmakers should consider the millions lost on
“stuff that doesn't work”.
The key is that evaluation must be planned at the
start of a project, he said.
“Build that evaluation in from the start and think
about what things are we already collecting?
How can we use that to get a sense of worth?
That's much more likely to be cost effective.”

MORE INFORMATION
Outcomes special report: How do you
measure up? (Grants Management
Intelligence, PDF)
The Behavioural Insights Team

Test, Learn, Adapt: Developing Public Policy
with Randomised Controlled Trials (PDF)
Nudge against superbugs: Australian
response using behavioural economics
(*.doc download)
Education Endownment Foundation (UK) |
EEF Teaching and Learning toolkit
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& Grantwriting professionals
Grantwriters: Villains or
modern-day heroes?
By Kylie Cirak, not-for-profit consultant and grantwriter

Many grantmakers see professional
grantwriters as siphoning valuable
funds from grants programs, charging
fees to make applications on behalf of
organisations. It’s a perception perhaps
cultivated by grantmakers who believe their
application forms aren’t difficult to complete
and professionals are unnecessary to the
process. In an era when grantmakers are
seeing more applications than ever from
grantwriters (sometimes with suspiciously
similar wording), we ask: do grantwriters
offer a valuable service, or are they getting
in the way of grantmakers reaching the
communities they aim to serve?

executive officer of the Alcoa Foundation in
Australia. I have designed and taken part in
processes which have administered millions of
dollars. I know all about what grantmakers do,
and why they must do it the way they do. But I
also understand why grant applicants need the
other Kylie, the grantwriter.

Professional grantwriter Kylie Cirak entered
the lion’s den at the Grantmaking in
Australia conference when she argued the
case for grantwriters.

'Applicants are regularly
punished for not
understanding your language
and your needs. They are also
punished for not using proper
grammar, for poor spelling, for
badly constructed sentences.'

In defence of grantwriters
I am one of the much-maligned, the often
despised and disrespected by many. I am a
professional grantwriter.
Wearing one of my other hats, I am also a
grantmaker. I sit on the board of the Aussie
Farmers Foundation, and I was formerly the

Think of me – wearing my grantwriting hat
– as an intermediary. Consider me a helpful
agent tasked with breaching the gap between
a fabulous program or organisation needing
funding, and your fabulous foundation or
department with the needed funding.
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A translation service for applicants
I am the good fairy who translates the needs of
the grant applicant into a language and format
you understand.
And I use the word “translate” deliberately.
Grantmakers, you have your own language,
policy you must adhere to, a grantmaking
strategy. There is a whole micro-world within your
organisation with its own culture. You’re all over it
because you live and breathe it every day in the
workplace. You know the buzzwords, the buttons
that must be pushed. You are absolutely across
the difference between an outcome and an
output because that is your job.
The grant applicant’s job, by comparison, is
caring for the dying, saving an endangered
species, providing childcare, ministering to the
drug afflicted, fighting for a cause. Grantwriting
is not their core role. Writing anything may be
outside their job description. They may be able to
articulate what they do and why it is so important,
but it will more often than not be overly emotive
or written with their own internal jargon that is
externally indecipherable. It may be spoken from
the heart, but without corresponding data, poorly
written, and poorly conceived.
Is this because they don’t care about getting
funding? Is it a reflection of haphazard and
unprofessional internal processes? Is it because
they are slapdash and disrespectful to the
grantmaking process? Because they didn’t bother
to read and re-read your carefully constructed
guidelines written in your internal language by
you to meet your internal needs? Maybe. But
most of the time it is because they are time-poor,
and grantwriting is – once again – not their core
role.
Applicants are regularly punished for not
understanding your language and your needs.
They are also punished for not using proper
grammar, for poor spelling, for badly constructed
sentences. And don’t tell me you look beyond
this, because 90% of us don’t – we can’t help but
judge the way people write, the way they speak,
the way they present.
Grant applicants dearly want you to understand
what it is they are doing and why it is so
important to support it, but they lack the skills to
articulate it in the way that you want it.
And that’s where a grantwriter can be an
immense help to both the applicant organisation
and the grantmaker.
We can act as translators. We have the time,
and the skill, and the passion to sit and dissect
your guidelines, your needs and wants. We have
the time, and the skill, and the passion to sit and
listen to the applicant, their needs and wants, and

Kylie Cirak says she’s got hard-and-fast rules for how
she tackles grantwriting.

the importance of the work they do. And we have
the time, and the skill, and the passion to bridge
that gap, to make sure the intent of the applicant
has the right impact on you. We are translators
and we put everyone on the same page.

Yes, there are bad operators out there
I know there are dodgy grantwriters who charge
a bomb and add very little value. Recently,
I helped an organisation apply for a major
government grant. They showed me a previous
grant application they had written; they had
also paid to have it reviewed and edited by a
professional grantwriter. They were astonished
and personally hurt that they had not got a lookin for that application. They blamed politics and
personalities.
But I know exactly why they didn’t get a look in. I
am not exaggerating when I say the application,
which had been professionally reviewed, was
an abomination. I would have been ashamed
to have submitted it. But they didn’t know any
different, because a “professional” had assisted
them. I couldn’t tell them that it was a horrible
piece of work, because the poor marketing
woman who had drafted it was so proud of it.
So I lied, and said we needed to do a complete
rewrite so the funder didn’t think we were just
recycling.
So I know there are bad operators out there, in
the same way that there are bad funders.
I have a dozen funder horror stories I could relate
right now.
Horror stories are great fun in the telling, but they
are truly horrible when you are living them.
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To give you an insight into how I roll when I
am wearing my grantwriter hat, and perhaps
reassure you that I am one of the good ones, I
am going to give you my cardinal rules for taking
on a grantwriting gig.

resentment that they must pay it. And yes, me out
of pocket.

Kylie's rules for accepting a
grantwriting gig

5. Aim to be unnecessary.

These aren’t necessarily the right rules or the best
rules, but they are my rules.
1. If you think the applicant has a snowball’s
chance in hell of getting the grant, tell them
straight up.
It does my reputation no good if I take on a job
that I know – even if it is just my gut telling me
– has very little chance of success. I won’t take
the job, even if a client is insistent. It leaves the
applicant out of pocket and bitter, and cross with
me, and leaves me with my copy book blotted,
with no repeat work for that client.
2. Charge a flat hourly rate.
I work on an hourly-rate model. I state it up front.
Some grantwriters work on a success fee, in
which they take a cut of the grant if successful.
Some base their fee on a percentage of the grant
“ask”, regardless of success. I won’t comment on
or judge these models, but I will tell you why I like
the model I use.
It is fair for everyone involved. It’s not contingent
on success but it’s also not going to rip the guts
out of a grant win. Years ago, I was working for
a hospice, and in one month we worked out that
if I had worked on a success fee, this hospice –
with three paid staff and 58 volunteers, many of
whom gave their time because they had lost a
loved one, and wanted to maintain a connection
– would have had to fork out $25,000 to me.
That would have been great for me, but terrible
for them, because as we all know, many funders
exclude costs associated with the grantwriting.
For some organisations, a success fee model
works wonderfully. For many of the small not-forprofits I work for, it doesn’t work at all. I won’t tell
you my rate for the same reason I won’t ask you
what you earn – it’s neither of our business. But I
will tell you my fee varies a bit, and what I charge
a family violence organisation is very different
from what I charge a corporate client.
3. Make sure the client can pay.
That may sound like it’s a rule to protect me, but
it’s a rule to protect everyone involved. Many
organisations engage a grantwriter intending to
pay them when they win the grant. As everyone
knows, there is no guarantee that any application
will be successful. It can leave a struggling
organisation with a bill they cannot pay, and

4. Never guarantee a win.
I don’t have to explain that one!

When I start working with any organisation, I tell
them that my main goal is that we work towards
them not needing my services. This is clearly why
I am not a wealthy woman.
We begin with a template which they fill out,
which tells me all about who they are, and
what they do, and why they are important and
valuable. It has all the standard fields you might
request of an applicant. I find out who has funded
them, and for what, and whether the relationship
is ongoing. It saves me time, and it saves them
budget. Together we target funders and we start
applying. We work together, and everything that
is produced is saved, and the good stuff is added
to that template, the master grant document.
When we are unsuccessful we seek feedback,
and we add that to the master grant document.
Anything of any use is added, and tweaked, and
updated in our “living document”. Because one
day, maybe six years from when I start with them
– or six weeks – they will look at that master
document and say, “Everything we need is here.
We don’t need Kylie any more.”
Does this mean I lose out? No. I might get a bit of
editing work from them, but most importantly, the
majority of the time they recommend me to other
organisations and the cycle begins again.
Very few of the 600,000-plus Australian
community organisations can afford a
permanent grantwriter. But I am tipping that the
majority can afford me. And I am an investment.
I make their lives easier, and trust me, I definitely
make your life easier.

Kylie Cirak is also Director of Leadership and
Diversity for the Institute of Community Directors
Australia, an Our Community enterprise.

MORE INFORMATION
Grantwriters: Why using them doesn’t affect
success rates (Grants 2018 study)
AIGM preferred: Advanced grantmaking and
SmartyGrants services
Code of practice:Agencies | Grantmakers
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Professional grantwriter Robert Palmaricciotti says that best-practice grantmakers have adopted paper-free
systems.

gThe professionals

Another view of grant writing
The founder and director of Grant
Professionals, Robert Palmaricciotti, provides
specialist grant writing services for sporting
clubs seeking grants. He spoke to Grants
Management Intelligence after his forthright
presentation at the recent Grantmaking
in Australia conference, where he argued
that his organisation, and others like it,
are helping to improve the grantmaking
industry.
GMI: Many grantmakers don't like idea of
grantwriters making applications. What do
you say to them?
We work really well with lots of grantmakers,
but there are pockets that I think are a little bit
suspicious. I think there's a misunderstanding or
misconception of what we do, that we're forcing
ourselves on them [grantseekers]. But the reality
is that these grant applicants aren't as familiar
as the grant makers – the providers – with the
guidelines, how to apply. They haven't got the
time, or inclination as well. Let's be honest, it's
pretty boring!
GMI: Why use your services?
The analogy I've always got for grant applications
is that it's like doing a tax return. You can use an
accountant, or you can do it yourself. And a lot of
people won't do their tax because it's just difficult.
Also, grant providers often live in their own world
... in their grants. But remember that there are a
lot of grants out there. Our organisations [clients]
apply for 10 to 15 grants a year, and every grant is
very different.

Grant writer Robert Palmaricciotti.

The grant provider may say, “My grant is easy. I'm
not sure what's so difficult about it; why are they
using a grant writer?” But once you finish with that
grant, you're onto another one. So it's a bit like
doing 15 tax returns a year, each from a different
country.
I don't think it's easy. There are already some
people within organisations who do grants
themselves. And so some decide to outsource,
and some don't. I think we should be – as an
industry – making people feel comfortable to
outsource if they want. And there'll be more grant
applications and more grants distributed to
organisations.
Grants Management Intelligence
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'The analogy I've always
got for grant applications
is that it's like doing a tax
return. You can use an
accountant, or you can
do it yourself.'

The best and worst of
grantmaking: a grantwriter’s view
Mr Palmaricciotti’s tips for good
grantmaking

u

electronic processes are better
V Fully
for applications, signatures, funding
agreements, etc. This includes
online forms that can be saved
in draft form, avoiding lost paper
forms.

GMI: Tell us about your hit list of not-sogood-practice grantmaking.
We've probably dealt with 100 grant providers,
and we see what's really best practice and what's
not.
Number one is probably having a full electronic
process. With some grant providers, everything is
electronic: the form, the acquittal, the approval,
the funding agreement, bank details. It’s all
electronic.
Then with other grant providers, the initial part
might be electronic, such as the form, but then
notification is manual – it's posted out. Often, the
funding agreement is posted out and a signature
is required for it to come back. In some cases, in
the grant application, they’ll require you to scan a
signature and attach it. I'm not sure why.
The lengthy process is a big issue. Sometimes a
grant can take up to a year, from the application
to receiving the money. Surely we can do better
than that. Best-practice grant providers can take
a month to two months.
The number of documents required: are they
really needed? Do we really need an AGM report,
financial statements, insurance certificate,
incorporation certificate for a $1000 grant?
Best-practice grant providers ask for very little;
perhaps the incorporation number rather than
the actual certificate. Could grant providers look
it up? Many just get the grant applicant to do
more work.

Aim for shorter processes for
applications, assessments,
notifications, funding agreements
and payments.

D

Demand fewer documents for
applications, rather than multiple
quotes, financial statements,
constitutions, articles of association
and more.

Issue more frequent grant offerings
! instead
of annual grants only.
Provide “prompt and honest
% notification”
instead of “irrelevant

general statements” to unsuccessful
applicants.

k

Employ “knowledgeable, helpful and
proactive grants officers”.

Ensure the first rounds of new
' grants
are well-considered and

tested before being rolled out. Don’t
rely on “trial and error”.

a grants celebration for
l Conduct
successful recipients.

MORE INFORMATION
Explore the best-practice tools and
resources section of the AIGM website

Grants Management Intelligence

November 2018

19

Sunshine Coast Council has worked hard to build its community connections.

$ Relationship building

How to connect with poorly
represented communities
By Lachlan Pollock, conference correspondent, Our Community

Tailoring your communication style is
critical if you want to connect with groups
that are under-represented in your grants
program, according to the Sunshine Coast
Council’s community connections team
leader, Maggie Cattanach.
Speaking at the 2018 Grantmaking in Australia
Conference, Ms Cattanach offered advice from
her team’s experience connecting with the First
Nations community (Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander). The council’s March 2016 major grants
and events rounds attracted no applications
from First Nations groups and no applications
for projects relating to First Nations people, even
though this demographic represents 1.9% of the
Sunshine Coast’s population. “That was quite a
shock,” Ms Cattanach said.
“Nothing was going to change until we were
proactive and actually made them a priority.”
Between March 2016 and March 2018, grant
submissions for projects from or relating to First
Nations people rose from 0% to 8.1%. From this
experience, the community connections team
learned the importance of strategic planning,
relationship building, cultural capability, targeted
program design and targeted promotion.

'Nothing was going to change
until we were proactive and
actually made them a priority.'
Strategic planning: Create your path
Ms Cattanach said creating a strategic plan is an
important step. The Sunshine Coast Reconciliation
Action Plan (RAP) provides the council with
guidance in supporting First Nations projects.
The plan is designed to increase social and
economic opportunities for First Nations people of
the Sunshine Coast.

Relationships: Connecting community
Ms Cattanach was adamant that relationship
building is the key to increasing engagement with
your target community. And she believes the only
way to discover what will best work for First Nations
people in your local government area is to build
relationships.
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“We’ve learned that you can’t engage without
significant time spent building trust and mutual
respect before talking business. You actually have
to spend the time to build the relationship before
you can engage with a group.”

Cultural capability: The complexities
Ms Cattanach also stressed that you need to have
the right people for the job.
Whether you employ culturally capable staff or
put time and effort into training your existing staff,
having people who understand the complexities of
indigenous culture is vital to relationship building.
She believes it is important for council staff
interacting with First Nations communities to:
-

be aware of the community’s history
be familiar with cultural protocols
acknowledge the traditional owners of the land
have a knowledge of the welcome to country
respect the community’s elders
seek endorsement from the traditional owners.

Sunshine Coast Council’s community connections
team leader, Maggie Cattanach, spoke at the Local
Government Tribal Gathering at the 2018 Grantmaking
in Australia Conference.

Program design: Tailor your guidelines
Sunshine Coast Council reviewed its grants
program to see whether exclusionary guidelines
were to blame for the lack of applications.
“Whilst the criteria was inclusive, we found the
way the guidelines were presented may not have
communicated to the First Nations community that
it is safe and worthwhile to connect with council,”
Ms Cattanach said.
“Text and standard dot points referring to
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people as
priorities is not enough.”
“It’s really important to not just put out
government-speak.”
The council changed its guidelines to make the
language and format more inclusive of First
Nations communities. To do this, the council:
- used appropriate visuals
- used wording that spoke directly to First Nations
communities
- used video to communicate key messages
- spelt out projects that could be funded.

Program promotion: Good platforms
It’s important to get the promotion of new
guidelines right, according to Ms Cattanach.
Grantmakers must ask themselves whether they
are using appropriate platforms to communicate
their message to the target audience.

releases, websites, case study videos, local radio,
newspaper ads, councillor columns, info sessions,
e-newsletters and social media aren’t enough,”
said Ms Cattanach.
“We learned the need to tailor our marketing plan
according to the target audience.”
The council revised its marketing plan and was
able to communicate more effectively with First
Nations people by following these guidelines:
- Know your community
- Have direct contact and offer face-to-face
support
- Attend and present at network meetings
- Send email alerts to the relevant databases
- Use appropriate language and visuals.
As the Sunshine Coast Council realised, social
inclusion doesn’t just happen – it requires action.

MORE INFORMATION
2018 Grantmaking in Australia Conference
Sunshine Coast Council Reconciliation Action
Plan
Sunshine Coast Council grants and funding
programs
Welcome to Country protocols

“Standard promotional activities such as media
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Members of The Channel at the Gaytimes Festival last year.

Ö Data crunch
Our data scientists follow a
rainbow
Our Community, the parent of the Australian
Institute of Grants Management, is doing
its bit to “grow the pot of gold under the
rainbow”, crunching the data to help
improve the flow of funds to lesbian, gay,
bisexual, transgender, queer, intersex
(LGBTQI+) groups.

Why are LGBTQI+ groups missing out?

The data skills of Our Community’s Innovation Lab
team is helping The Channel in its quest to do
better for LGBTQI+ groups, by helping generate
the evidence those groups sorely need to argue
their case.

The Channel is a giving circle that raises funds
from a community of members paying from
$25-a-month. Funds are pooled to provide
grants, with recipients selected by member votes.

It’s their hunch and ours that LGBTQI+ groups
aren’t getting their fair share of funding and
grants, but we’ll follow the leads that data gives
us.
The joint project is part of Our Community's
push to help the Australian not-for-profit sector
transition successfully into the data era. And, we
expect the project will be a big learning curve for
both organisations.
To kick off that process, Our Community sought
expressions of interest from not-for-profit
organisations willing to let us test our skills on
a real-life data project, with 16 organisations
applying for a chance to work with our team
of highly-skilled data scientists including
astrophysicist Paola Oliva-Altamirano and PhD
candidate and Melbourne Datathon founder
Joost van der Linden.

Among some excellent projects put forward by a
range of not-for-profits across the country, The
Channel’s was chosen as the one with the best fit
for the Innovation Lab's skills and its desire to work
on a project that could have wider applications
across the not-for-profit sector.

The Channel’s executive director Georgia
Mathews is understandably enthusiastic about
the possibilities of the partnership, which she
hopes will generate more public backing for its
important work.
“This partnership will provide us with a compelling
evidence-base for our story,” she said.
Ms Mathews said funders often avoided LGBTQI+
causes, believing them to be “too political”. She
said as a result the LGBTQI+ community had
been “largely excluded from the benefits of
Australian philanthropy ”.
But minimal reporting on donor trends and a lack
of research in Australia meant “we just don't have
the figures to back up this observation”. In the
United States, by comparison, just 24c of every
$100 dontated directly benefits LGBTQI+ groups,
which is less than any other marginalised group.
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That’s despite higher rates of youth suicide,
poor mental health, harassment and violence,
workplace discrimination and homelessness in
the LGBTQI+ community.
In Australia, no big funder’s name is connected
to the LGBTQI+ sector and the majority of notfor-profits working with this population group are
volunteer run and operating on extremely tight
budgets.
Ms Matthews said the project would help The
Channel understand more about who applies for
and gets LGBTQI+ funding, using that knowledge
to lobby for more philanthropic resources, and
move towards “closing the gap”.

She said the project reflected Our Community’s
overriding vision to build stronger communities
through stronger community organisations, and
was well harmonised with Our Community's data
goals to:
• Foster a supportive and transparent community
sector
• Improve decision making, based on evidence
• Identify systemic barriers that hamper progress
• Identify opportunities to automate
• Increase collaboration and learning
• Share what works.

“We need these insights to truly understand the
nature of the task at hand.”
She said The Channel would also use changes
in the data over time to help measure its own
effectiveness.
Our Community executive director Kathy
Richardson, who will help oversee the project,
said the partnership would also create significant
benefits for Our Community.
“The project will help Our Community learn
more about how to work with a not-for-profit
organisation on a data project, in preparation
for the opening of OC House — a social sector
co-working space that includes a strong focus on
data science.
"Thanks to the many not-for-profits that
expressed an interest in working with us, we see
a lot of potential to use data science to propel
Australia’s social sector forward, and it’s exciting
to see a wealth of opportunities reflected in the
project ideas we received.”

Our Community's Innovation Lab members: (L-R)
Kathy Richardson, Joost van der Linden, Paola
Olivia-Altamirano and Sarah Baker
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'It's only a matter of time before this is part of every
strategy, campaign and resource for social change.'
Big data a big challenge for small
groups
Like many not-for-profits, The Channel’s leaders
understand the value of big data, but lack the
resources to make the most of it.
“Building or accessing big data sets is one thing,
knowing how to interrogate and use them is
another," Ms Mathews said.
“This is a particular capability that most small not
for profits just can't prioritise in-house and The
Channel is no different.”
She said the only alternative was to outsource the
work, but that was difficult for a sector that was
already extremely stretched for resources.
“If you can get by on citing anecdotal evidence
and drawing your own softer conclusions about
the nature of your given field, you're unlikely to
allocate thousands from your already stretched
budget on a big data project.”
Until now, The Channel had put a wider data
analysis into its “nice to have column”, but Ms
Mathews said the need to understand your data
was becoming less an option as a necessity.
“It's only a matter of time before this is part of
every strategy, campaign and resource for social
change.”
Ms Matthews calls out the elephant in the room
for many organisations.
“In addition, big data is scary! Just understanding
it is a challenge.”

Executive Director of The Channel Georgia Mathews

MORE INFORMATION
About the data project | About Our
Community’s Innovation Lab
For info about The Channel’s plans to grow
LGBTQI+ philanthropy, email:
info@the-channel.org
Visit them at: the-channel.org | Twitter |
Facebook
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7 Australian research

Grants: Do you practise what
you preach?
Following the recent release of the Grants in
Australia study, we also want to draw your
attention to the excellent work of the Asia
Pacific Social Impact Centre (APSIC) and
its report Philanthropy: Towards a Better
Practice Model.
The report examines the “disconnection” between
grantseekers and grantmakers and their
perceptions.
While the report focuses on the philanthropic
sector, it contains lessons applicable across the
grantmaking spectrum.
As it says, “A growing number of grant makers
aspire to become more venture or catalytic in
their approach and are adopting the language of
impact."
"However, much of the practice on the ground is
still conventional in nature and focuses on one-off
projects requiring lower level of engagement.”
"Relationship building, whether to donor
grantseeker relationships or peer relationships
between organisations, takes time and resources."
That finding reflects the results of our research
(read the excerpt beginning on pg 22, Grants
in Australia report 2017, on core cost grants)
which shows that despite grantmakers’ rising
expectations about what recipients can achieve
and how they’ll measure it, there remains a
reluctance to support the long-term development
of the organisations they hope to help.

The APSIC study revealed some strong disconnects
between grantmaker and grantseeker attitudes.

Grantmaking philosophies:
Conventional, venture or catalytic?
By Liz Gillies, Dr Jodi York and Dr Joanna Minkiewicz

The APSIC report notes that not-for-profits see
capacity building as essential, yet half of the
philanthropic organisations surveyed “rarely
supported capacity building”.

Philanthropists are motivated by a range of
considerations in determining grant allocations
and consequently, there will always be a broad
spectrum of approaches to philanthropic grant
making practices.

As the authors note, “Novelty bias, the desire to
fund new things that aren’t being done currently,
presents a paradox for grantseekers: how does an
organisation develop something new if they’re not
building capacity of some type?”

Mark Kramer, in the article ‘Catalytic Philanthropy’
explored this ‘giving spectrum’ and identified three
types of philanthropists: conventional, venture and
catalytic.

What follows is an extended extract from the
report examining key differences between
grantmaking approaches.
We'd urge you to read this in the context of our
own report into grantmaking and grantseeking
practices: Grants in Australia: The secrets of
Success.

This represents the ‘giving spectrum’ and shows
the progression from a more conventional
approach which is less strategic and more
focused on meeting immediate need to the
most strategic end of the spectrum which is
characterised by higher levels of strategic
collaborations for social change.
This research project was very interested in
Grants Management Intelligence

November 2018

26

Report authors (L-R): Liz Gilles, Dr Jodi York, Dr Joanna Minkiewicz.

understanding how Australian philanthropy
perceives itself in terms of this categorisation.
The survey respondents were asked to classify
themselves as conventional, venture or catalytic
philanthropists, according to these definitions:

Conventional Philanthropy: 'low touch'; more
traditional model of philanthropy, where the
philanthropic organisation decides which notfor-profit (NFP) organisation to support, funds
specific programs/projects and delegates all
responsibility for program implementation and
evaluation to the NFP, with results typically being
reported in the form of outputs.
Venture Philanthropy: 'medium touch'; a model
of philanthropy that moves more towards
mutual engagement and collaboration between
philanthropists and NFPs where, although the
NFPs are still ultimately responsible for success,
the funding focuses on capacity building in the
NFP organisation, with evaluation being more
impact focused.
Catalytic Philanthropy: 'high touch'; a model of
philanthropy that aims to achieve measurable
impact and sustainable solutions to long-term
social problems by catalysing and funding
partnerships and collaborations among multiple
parties, such as government, business and NFP
organisations, with the aim of supporting multisector campaigns and, in this way, motivating
change. Evaluation in this model is completely
impact focused.
This is of importance because it significantly
impacts the types of projects that philanthropists
are likely to fund and the type of relationships that
philanthropy wishes to develop with grant seekers.
Those philanthropists who aspire to fund towards
the left of the spectrum are more likely to be
interested in one-off projects, which require lower
levels of engagement and focus on acquittal
rather than evaluation and social impact
frameworks.

Philanthropists who aspire to support projects
towards the middle of the spectrum have a more
strategic focus and seek to support not-for-profits
to work beyond the project level.
This cohort of philanthropists are focused on
systemic change and seek innovative projects
which can be replicated and scaled on the basis
that the evaluative evidence base suggests that
such approaches may have application in other
settings. Such philanthropists are likely to place
more importance on supporting capacity building
in the not-for-profit sector in order to support
systematic replication to scale best practice.
Consequently these philanthropists are likely to
have a higher level of engagement over a longer
period of time and be more focused on not-forprofit organisational capability and evaluation and
social impact frameworks.
Catalytic philanthropists are focused on
intractable social problems and systematic
change. Kramer identified four practices for
catalytic philanthropy and suggested that
philanthropists who seek to maximise the strategic
impact of their grant making focus on taking
responsibility for achieving results, mobilising a
campaign for change, using all available tools and
creating actionable knowledge.
This requires a fundamentally different grant
making relationship. Projects require far more
due diligence and take place over much longer
timeframes with a more significant funding
commitment. The philanthropist and grant
seeker(s) are more likely to work on a partnership
basis with all partners contributing expertise and
resources.
Such platforms are often multi-sector
collaborations with highly developed social
impact frameworks, which utilise evaluation and
measurement to identify and drive strategic
platforms for change.
Philanthropists who aspire to support projects
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towards the middle of the spectrum have a
more strategic focus and seek to support notfor-profits to work beyond the project level. This
cohort of philanthropists are focused on systemic
change and seek innovative projects which can
be replicated and scaled on the basis that the
evaluative evidence base suggests that such
approaches may have application in other
settings. Such philanthropists are likely to place
more importance on supporting capacity building
in the not-for-profit sector in order to support
systematic replication to scale best practice.
Consequently these philanthropists are likely to
have a higher level of engagement over a longer
period of time and be more focused on not-forprofit organisational capability and evaluation and
social impact frameworks.
Catalytic philanthropists are focused on
intractable social problems and systematic
change. Kramer identified four practices for
catalytic philanthropy and suggested that
philanthropists who seek to maximise the strategic
impact of their grant making focus on taking
responsibility for achieving results, mobilising a
campaign for change, using all available tools and
creating actionable knowledge.
This requires a fundamentally different grant
making relationship. Projects require far more
due diligence and take place over much longer
timeframes with a more significant funding
commitment. The philanthropist and grant
seeker(s) are more likely to work on a partnership
basis with all partners contributing expertise
and resources. Such platforms are often multisector collaborations with highly developed social
impact frameworks, which utilise evaluation and
measurement to identify and drive strategic
platforms for change.
More than 1/3 of philanthropist respondents
(38%) classified themselves as Conventional
Philanthropists, 36% considered themselves
venture philanthropists and 26% identified
themselves as catalytic.

In comparison with 2009, a significant number
of respondents had moved along the giving
spectrum from more conventional approaches
towards more catalytic practice models. It will be
interesting to continue to track this trend.
This is an important insight – grant seekers
seeking support for more catalytic type
projects are unlikely to get support from those
philanthropists who have a more ‘conventional’
disposition – and vice versa. Consequently,
clarifying the grant making philosophy of the
philanthropic entity is a very important first step in
developing a proposal for support.
However, this distinction is not always clear from
the information available to grant seekers. An
analysis of a sample of Philanthropic Annual
Reports highlighted the preponderance of rhetoric
in regard to grant making philosophy.
A very significant proportion of those reviewed
used such language as ‘impactful”, “innovative”
and “leading” to describe their grant making
philosophy and yet many of these organisations
tended to fund one-off projects requiring lower
levels of engagement, which more closely accords
to a more ‘conventional’ philosophical approach
to grant making. Similarly, the reviewed sample
showed little inclination to fund capacity building
in the NFP sector – and yet 62% of philanthropic
respondents identified themselves as either
‘venture’ or ‘catalytic’ funders.
Possible explanations for these anomalies could
be that philanthropists feel some pressure to be
more strategic than their actual practice suggests.
Further, it may be that philanthropic organisations
have not focused on clarifying their grant making
philosophy in sufficient depth to have a clear
insight into the impact frameworks which guide
their grant making practices.
Interviewees from philanthropic and NFP
organisations were engaged in frank, extended
conversations around the five pillars of the study
and the apparent contradictions revealed in the
quantitative data.

Grants Management Intelligence

November 2018

28

'An analysis of a sample of Philanthropic Annual Reports highlighted
the preponderance of rhetoric in regard to grant making philosophy.
A very significant proportion of those reviewed used such language
as ‘impactful”, “innovative” and “leading” to describe their grant making
philosophy and yet many of these organisations tended to fund one-off
projects requiring lower levels of engagement.'
Respondents identified multiple causes for the
mismatch between stated strategy and actual
practice, and broadly felt that the responsibility
and power to change the situation lay with
trustees. Trustees are often those “who have been
incredibly successful in their fields but have come
on philanthropy as something to help them get
through the eye of the needle, the pearly gates”,
however they are not seen as bringing the same
strategic thinking and acumen to philanthropy that
they have to other professional endeavours.

We can’t just assume because an individual is
wealthy or an organisation has a lot of money
that that implies that they’re better placed
than others to essentially create impact or
create change across the change agenda. I
think that’s largely in some ways where we’ve
consistently sat and I think we need to ask
ourselves a bigger and bolder question around
what perverse impact have funders had in
actually providing outcomes for community,
so both their funding approach and what they
bring in terms of their own beliefs and their
own agendas with regards to social change.
(Respondent to the APSIC study)
There is enormous opportunity for philanthropic
leadership, and for philanthropists to be more
than “just do-gooders or throwing again money
at things hoping that they might work in a very
passive way”. Rather than driving a move toward
increased impact, many respondents saw trustees
as resistant to change. Some respondents felt
that trustees “haven’t done any of the hard yards
in terms of understanding all the science behind
philanthropy.” Grant makers are seen to put “a
huge amount of heart” into decision-making
based on gut reactions and the “kneejerk kind of
‘yes that aligns with what I’m thinking’, but not a lot
of thought ... into what difference that will make.”
Key drivers identified by grant seekers and fellow
trustees included ego, mistrust of professional
staff and simple lack of familiarity with alternative
approaches. Grantmakers were seen as driven
in part by ego and an “attribution mentality” that
seeks to fund pet projects, “tangible” objects and
“concrete things” such as wanting to “see labels
on the equipment”, regardless of whether these
tangible objects were the most needed form of
assistance. Efforts remain “very programmatic

focused, slightly random and not aligned to
any clear theory of change or logic around their
investment”. In doing so, philanthropists are
missing the opportunity to shift the conversation
“from what do you want to buy with your
philanthropy dollar to what do you want to achieve
with your philanthropy dollar”.
Resistance to new strategies was seen to increase
with time and entrenchment. One respondent
observed, “when people are on boards for twenty,
thirty plus years it’s very hard to change the way
this is how it was done and this is how it should be
done.” Another noted that resistance was rooted
not in evidence, but simply in the discomfort
of unfamiliar situations: “that’s not how I do it
or it’s not how I’ve seen it”. Shifting this change
resistance presents an enormous opportunity for
philanthropic organisations to increase impact.
Several respondents saw a gap opening between
trustees and the professional staff of both grant
making and grant seeker organisations, in which
“the staff want to be catalytic but the board wants
to be conventional”, resulting in a drag on the
overall process. One respondent described trustee
scepticism of the professionalisation of staff as
“the elephant in the room”. Another contrasted it
with trust in financial advisors, asking “how many
of the board members sit there second guessing
the investment advice they get? Not many, they’re
paying for it, they want to know it works and they
just move off. They don’t sit there going can we
have a look at X or Y or Z or why did you do that?”

This is an extract from the report Philanthropy:
Towards a Better Practice Model, produced by
the Asia Pacific Social Impact Centre, Melbourne
Business School’s hub for education, research
and action in the field of social impact and
innovation. Reproduced with permission.

MORE INFORMATION
Download the report: Philanthropy: Towards
a Better Practice Model (PDF)
Compare and contrast: Grants in Australia
research study 2018
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= International resource

Participatory Grantmaking:
What Is It?
By Cynthia Gibson of GrantCraft

Among the more than 146,000 foundations
worldwide, a small but thriving number
are using a participatory grantmaking
approach. And that small sliver is growing.
That’s not surprising, given a number
of trends that are converging, both in
philanthropy and culturally.
Taken from the GrantCraft report 'Deciding
together: Shifting power and resources through
participatory grantmaking', 2018.
Reproduced with permission.

Across sectors – in the U.S. and globally – there is
growing public demand for more accountability,
transparency, and collaboration.
Within the social sector, more and more
conversations are taking place around equity,
community engagement, and inclusive processes.
Participation itself has had decades of traction
in pockets of the social sector, as well as in
other fields such as international development,
deliberative governance, community development,
and community organising.

The elements of participatory grantmaking. Graphic: Grantcraft
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While philanthropy has long supported
participatory initiatives in these and other fields, it
hasn’t yet fully embraced participation in its own
decision-making efforts, especially grantmaking.
But that’s changing.
An increasing number of funders are seeking ways
to challenge existing practices and respond to
demands to be more accountable, transparent,
and collaborative.
As Moukhtar Kocache of the Rawa Fund points out,
in many parts of the “global south” (ed. also known
as developing countries), there is frustration with
the usual donor paradigm: “Younger organisations
and other emerging groups are pushing back on
the current dynamics and refusing to take part in
these conditions, including the funding process.”
Some funders, for example, are moving from
independently deciding what gets done to working
with non-grantmakers to make decisions. They’re
inviting non-grantmakers to help set priorities,
develop strategies, sit on foundations’ boards or
advisory committees, and conduct research.
All of these are important components of a
participatory approach to philanthropy, and
all can be – and are being – used by these
institutions at different points in their process.
What hasn’t been as prevalent is participatory
grantmaking, the focus of this guide, which draws
on broader participatory philanthropy approaches
but zeroes in on how funding decisions get
made. Money is power, and power dynamics are
ubiquitous in philanthropy. They affect everything
from who knows about grant opportunities to
who gets those grants and how outcomes are
evaluated. But grappling with power issues is
often uncomfortable – so much so that these
conversations rarely go beyond the surface.
Participatory grantmakers not only acknowledge
and talk about power; they break down barriers
that keep people powerless through an approach
that realigns incentives, cedes control, and upends
entrenched hierarchies around funding decisions.
This is important, says research by the National
Committee for Responsive Philanthropy, because,
“As a grantmaker, you cannot truly strive for and
advance equity until you understand your own
power and privilege in society and in relation to
your grantees.”
The bottom line: Participatory grantmaking
is a lever for disrupting and democratising
philanthropy.
But what exactly is participatory grantmaking?
Although there is no formal definition, practitioners
doing this work agree that it emphasises
“nothing about us without us” and shifts power in
grantmaking decisions from foundation staff to
the people most affected by the issues.

This GrantCraft special report on participatory
grantmaking explores the power relationships between
funder and seeker.

They also agree that the process itself gives
agency to people who benefit from funding to
determine the priorities of their own lives.
Reflecting on the above, this guide uses the
following definition: "Participatory grantmaking
cedes decision-making power about funding –
including the strategy and criteria behind those
decisions – to the very communities that funders
aim to serve".
That’s a seismic change in a field that’s long
struggled with power issues. It may also be why
participatory grantmaking hasn’t taken hold more
broadly – at least not yet.
“In participatory grantmaking, you’re valuing the
voices of activists as much as – and sometimes
more than – the voices of donors,” says Diana
Samarasan of the American Refugee Committee.
“That’s a major culture shift in power structure
that’s not easy for more top-down organisations.”
Other barriers that keep foundations from
adopting a participatory grantmaking approach
are a discomfort with letting go of control,
institutional priorities and regulations, and potential
conflicts of interest.
Nevertheless, some foundations have for years
been forging ahead and actively involving nonGrants Management Intelligence
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grantmakers in funding decisions because they
believe the benefits outweigh the costs.

“Our participatory process helps to build
leadership, which, in turn, helps us build
strong human rights movements.”
– DIANA SAMARASAN (mental health
coordinator for the American Refugee
Committee in Macedonia during the Kosovo
crisis)
In short, they’re taking the bold step of ceding
power over decisions about who gets money and
who doesn’t.
Funders who baulk at such a power shift are
diminishing their potential for impact, participatory
grantmakers say.
“Participatory grantmaking isn’t just about sharing
power; it’s about making good grantmaking
decisions,” Katy Love of Wikimedia Foundation
asserts. “Yes, the people who usually hold
grantmaking decision-making power have
expertise to bring to the process. But the people
living with an issue or in a geographic area are the
experts on their lived experience. You need both
to make good decisions.” As Ana L. Oliveira of The
New York Women’s Foundation notes, “just because
funders have the money doesn’t mean we have
the knowledge.”
Participatory grantmaking has another benefit:
It increases participants’ sense of agency,
power, and leadership. Nadia van der Linde
of the Red Umbrella Fund says participants
continually emphasise how much they learn
from their participation. “They connect with other
organisations or people in the movement and see
the benefits of solidarity and learning from peers. It
enhances their fundraising skills, adds knowledge
to their work, and generates ideas and inspiration.”
Like most people-centred approaches,
participatory grantmaking isn’t easy. It takes
time, considerable resources, and a committed
willingness to let go of control over decision

Watch now: An insight into participatory grantmaking.

making. Karina de Sousa, a peer grantmaker,
observes that building consensus can be a
challenge because it involves working on a team
with people from different walks of life to discuss
serious issues facing communities with which
people have different levels of familiarity. Then, the
team decides who gets funded and at what level
based on the organisation’s application, evaluation
criteria such as site visits, and the foundation’s
values and funding priorities. “All of this taken
together does not always make for a clear answer
and requires a real commitment on the part of the
team and foundation staff to getting it right.”
Another challenge for participatory grantmakers
is evaluating this work. While philanthropy at
large has struggled to standardise evaluation,
participatory grantmaking is especially difficult
to evaluate because it’s more processoriented, iterative, and relational than traditional
grantmaking, meaning its outcomes aren’t easily
codified or quantifiable.
Moreover, participatory approaches have two sets
of intended outcomes: 1) effective philanthropic
investments and 2) increases in participants’
sense of agency, power, and leadership.
These issues and many others are explored
in more detail in this guide. Like all GrantCraft

'Money is power, and power dynamics are ubiquitous in
philanthropy. They affect everything from who knows about
grant opportunities to who gets those grants and how
outcomes are evaluated. But grappling with power issues is
often uncomfortable – so much so that these conversations
rarely go beyond the surface.'

Grants Management Intelligence

November 2018

32

resources, it attempts to build knowledge and offer
tips, tools, and insights from grantmakers around
the world.
But this resource is also a little different. Historically,
GrantCraft guides have highlighted practices from
more traditional foundations – those with a long
history and viewed as philanthropic standards –
but participatory grantmaking is not an approach
that’s widely used by these particular foundations.
It is, however, becoming a more common practice
among smaller, place- or population-based
foundations. By showcasing the work of these
pioneering organisations, this guide is helping to
lift up a different kind of leadership – one in which
meaningful change comes from the “bottom up.”
In short, participatory grantmaking may be a
radical shift in how institutional philanthropy
operates, but it’s one whose time may have come,
especially as problems get more complex and, in
turn, difficult for experts or conventional institutions
to resolve alone. Employing it effectively, says
Dennis van Wanrooij, formerly with the Red
Umbrella Fund, will require funders “to let go and
not only where it feels convenient. Participation is
not just about making grant decisions. It’s about
re-thinking your role as a funder on a daily basis
and seeking community participation in all layers
of your work. And it’s about seeing yourself not as
a funder but as a colleague with your grantees,
as well as a member of the community. True
participation is about supporting, learning from,
and partnering with grantees.”

In Summary

• Participatory values and approaches are
increasingly visible – not only in philanthropy
but in other domains.
• More philanthropic institutions and donors
are seeking ways to incorporate participatory
approaches into their activities, including
grantmaking, but the latter is still relatively
uncommon.

• Participatory grantmaking isn’t a tactic or oneoff strategy; it’s a power-shifting ethos that cuts
across every aspect of the institution’s activities,
policies, programs, and behaviors.
• Practitioners say participatory grantmaking
leads to more effective philanthropic decisions
and outcomes. The process itself generates
outcomes such as changes in participants’
agency, power, and leadership.
• Participatory grantmaking can take more time
and incur more costs, but practitioners say the
benefits outweigh the costs.

Discussion questions
• How does your organisation define participatory
grantmaking? Why?
• Why is your organisation engaged in – or
considering implementing – participatory
grantmaking? To what end? (Or if you’re not at
all, why not?)
• What value will/does this approach have
to your organisation? To peers? To the
community?

This article is reproduced with permission from
GrantCraft and the Foundation Center.

MORE INFORMATION
Grants Management Intelligence Feb 2015:
The rise of participatory grantmaking (PDF)
Full report: Deciding Together: Shifting
Power and Resources Through Participatory
Grantmaking | More resources on
Participatory Grantmaking
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$ Experimental grants

Evidence-based grantmaking
‘A little evidence, a little money; a lot of evidence, a lot of money’
By Beth Simone Noveck, Andrew Miller and Andrew Young

Greater openness in grantmaking processes
has the potential to lead to the availability
of more and better evidence, which, in turn,
could enable funders to use data to help
steer money toward interventions that have
already been proven to create economic
and scientific value. One example of this
technique involves giving more money
where there is more evidence and being
more entrepreneurial by giving smaller
amounts to riskier endeavours..
This article first appeared in the GrantCraft
publication: ‘Innovations in Open Grantmaking’
and is reproduced with permission.
Traditionally, grantmaking organisations have
had to rely in large part on the text of a grant
application and the submitting organisation’s
reputation when facing funding decisions. In
recent years, however, government and private
funders have been experimenting with more
evidence-based grantmaking strategies.
The trend toward evidence-based grantmaking
is part of a larger movement, enabled by better
tools for managing data, toward evidence-based
policymaking, generally.
The United States Government is leading the
way in this Pay For Success movement with new
policies and over US$100 million invested in such
initiatives.
This includes over US$10.6 million dollars allocated
in 2016 for Pay for Success social innovation grants
to be awarded by the White House Office of Social
Innovation and Civic Participation to non-profits,
state and local governments trying to develop
projects using data-driven decision making.
The Laura and John Arnold Foundation has also
prioritised Pay for Success by providing support
to the Urban Institute’s Pay for Success Initiative,
among other investments.
The authors of Moneyball for Government have
summed up this different approach:

The GrantCraft report examines the potential for "pay for
success" grants schemes.

“Building evidence about the practices,
policies and programs that will achieve
the most effective and efficient results
so that policymakers can make better
decisions; investing limited taxpayer
dollars in practices, policies and programs
that use data, evidence and evaluation to
demonstrate they work; and directing funds
away from practices, policies, and programs
that consistently fail to achieve measurable
outcomes.”
Part of Pay for Success is the idea of starting small
and agile – and waiting for results before going
big, rather than merely evaluating after the fact.
This was the strategy behind the Department of
Education’s Investing in Innovation Fund (i3), which
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provides tiered grants contingent on the degree of
demonstrated results.
By dividing grantees into “development,”
“validation,” “and “scaling-up” stages, each with
different maximum grant amounts, i3 helps
advance the principle that better evidence should
be a prerequisite for bigger grants. The tiered
approach could also enable funders to use data
to help steer money toward interventions that
have already been proven to create economic
and scientific value.
Some funders have recognised that small,
entrepreneurial, early-stage investments can help
generate the evidence to support later efforts to
scale up. John S. and James L. Knight Foundation’s
Prototype Fund, launched in 2012, gives small
grants of up to US$50,000 for innovators to
“research, test core assumptions, and iterate
before building out an entire project.” Similarly,
the J.M. Kaplan Fund’s J.M.K. Innovation Prize will
award up to US$50,000 annually for three years
to “high-risk, early stage ideas being piloted or
prototyped by dynamic visionaries.” Starting on
an even smaller scale, the Awesome Foundation
gives US$1000 grants on a monthly basis to
projects deemed “awesome” by a chapter of the
Foundation.
New policy preferences for evidence-based
grantmaking is part of the solution. In addition,
new technology platforms like The Giving Common
in Massachusetts can help funders to collect and
make sense of more data. The platform invites
non-profits to “tell their story in their own words in
an organised, detailed way” to provide potential
donors with more comprehensible, uniform, and
useful data on different entities. Prospective
donors can then search by issue area, geography,
and other variables.

show who is funding what and where, so funders
can connect with others who have supported a
given organisation and learn about the structure
of other grants they have received. Mandates to
collect more information coupled with the policy
of openness and sharing what funders learn have
the potential to lead to more innovation.

Why do it:
Cost savings:
In an era of limited government funding, evidencebased grantmaking can help funding bodies avoid
duplication, inefficiency, and waste.
Entrepreneurial innovation:
So-called “tiered” grantmaking – where increasing
amounts of evidence yield increasing amounts of
funding – can help unproven projects scale up
while providing incentives for sharing evidence as
they progress.

Why not do it:
When impact is less quantifiable:
While evidence-based grantmaking has
tremendous potential in domains where funders
seek to affect quantifiable outcomes – e.g. health,
safety, or learning outcomes – other areas,
e.g. beautification projects or cultural offerings,
may present challenges in defining or gathering
measurable or easily comparable “evidence.”

MORE INFORMATION
Our summary | Download PDF: Read the full
report Innovations in Open Grantmaking

Other tools, like Foundation Center’s Foundation
Maps (or SmartyGrants Maps in Australia, ed),
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It’s a little pug, staring directly into the camera, with its big eyes and wrinkled face, so cute! This pug wants
all corporate partners to stop having popularity-based funding opportunities. Image from Pixabay.com and
Original NonProfitAF caption

l Satire

Popularity-based grants are
irritating, harmful, and need
to end
Popularity-based grants are irritating, harmful, and need to end
By Vu Le, NonProfitAF.com

Popularity-based grants (PBG) are funding
opportunities where nonprofits compete to
get the most votes or “likes” in order to win
some money or services from a corporate
partner.
They have been popping up a lot lately, with
the increase in social media engagement.
If you are with a company that conducts
these types of grants, I am begging you,
please shut them down and never have
another one again.
I know intentions are good; you may be
thinking that nonprofits get some resources,
and the companies get some exposure, so
it’s a “win-win.”
In actuality, popularity-based grants are
awful, irritating, insulting, inequitable, and
hurt nonprofits and the people we serve.
Here are several reasons why:

They waste nonprofits’ time and harm the
people we serve:
Since nonprofits need money to do our work,
many of us will engage in these types of contests,
hustling to get our community members to go and
vote. Unfortunately, there will likely be only a couple
of winners, which means everyone else wasted
dozens of hours of time. Let’s say 500 organisation
participates in a contest where the org with the
most votes gets $25,000, and they each spend,
conservatively, 10 hours on the contest that yields
one winner.
This means that collectively 4,990 hours were
wasted, hours that could have been used to
further our missions of ending poverty, fighting
hunger, building community, etc. $25,000 or
$100,000 does not justify the wasting of nearly
5,000 hours’ worth of work across the sector.
Many nonprofits do life-saving work—suicide
prevention, helping victims of domestic violence,
etc. By making us waste our time gathering
votes, popularity-based grants prevent us from
doing critical work, including engaging in proven
effective fundraising strategies, and thus inflict
harm on our community.
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They are inequitable, biased toward larger,
more established organisations:
A few months ago, a marketing company asked
me to promote a contest where nonprofits enter,
then ask their communities to vote online for
them, and the nonprofit with the most votes at
the end gets some services from this company,
like a custom video or a website redesign. I wrote
back and said, “You do realise that the nonprofits
that would most benefit from your services are
probably not the ones that will get the most votes,
right?” The organisations that have the strongest
social media presence tend to win, and these
organisations are often larger orgs that have
more resources and influence. Smaller, grassroots
organisations, which are often led by communities
of color, LGBTQ folks, women, and people with
disabilities often cannot compete. Most don’t
have a full-time communication staff or team to
wrangle likes and votes. But there is no correlation
between who wins in these contests and whether
they are effective at achieving outcomes.
They are demeaning to nonprofit professionals
and to the people we serve:
If you’re a corporate sponsor, imagine if a nonprofit
came up to you and say, “Hey, we’re trying to
select sponsors for our annual gala. If you would
like to be a sponsor, please make some sock
puppets and create a video about how awesome
your company is, then load it on YouTube and get
people to watch it! The video with the most views
at the end of the month gets to be our presenting
sponsor!”That would be insulting, wouldn’t it? So

why is it OK for you to expect nonprofits to do stuff
like this? If we are to build effective partnerships
between nonprofits and for-profits that are
needed to solve serious problems in society, one
partner should not trivialize the other partner’s
work by expecting them to do a song and dance
routine for needed resources.
They perpetuate the nonprofit hunger games:
To address the complex problems facing our
society, nonprofits must work together more
collaboratively, because our missions are all
interrelated. Popularity-based grants, even the
ones that are couched as friendly competitions,
further encourage this idea that nonprofits must
fight with one another for limited resources. We
have plenty of unnecessary competition among
ourselves; we do not need our corporate partners
to introduce more of it into our work. If you can’t
find a way to help nonprofits work more effectively
together, then at least don’t make things worse by
hosting divisive contests.
I know some of you reading this may be thinking,
“Geeze, isn’t this a bit much? If you don’t like these
popularity-based grants, just don’t participate.”
Sorry, these contests individually may be irritating,
but collectively they are harmful. Thousands of
hours are wasted each year on them, hours that
could be put to much better use. And the more
we encourage them, the more it distracts us from
forging deep and effective partnerships between
nonprofits and for-profits.
Corporate partners, we know that you mean well.
Grants Management Intelligence

November 2018

37

We appreciate the support many of you provide
to nonprofits in the form of sponsorship, board
members, volunteers, and all the great hand-medown furniture we use (which is basically 90% of
the furniture in the sector). These popularity grants
may seem like fun and a great marketing strategy,
but please consider the harm they do, and whether
you are actually being a true partner. If you would
like to build authentic partnerships with nonprofits,
please stop having popularity-based grants.

Once you have formed strong relationships
with nonprofits, brainstorm cool things you can
do together. I’ve seen awesome collaborations
between nonprofits and corporate partners,
such as Trick Or Suite, where corporations go
all-out decorating rooms for Halloweens, and
neighborhood kids get a safe place to trick-oftreat. Does that not sound a billion times more fun
than having us wrassle for votes, feel demeaned
and insulted, and bitterly resent you?

What you should do instead is identify what the
needs are in the community you are invested
in. Do some research, talk to nonprofits, attend
our events, find out what we are working on that
may resonate with your company. Then identify
the organisations working on these issues that
are led by these communities and provide them
with multi-year, unrestricted grants. Unrestricted
funding allow nonprofits the flexibility to respond to
changing needs and circumstances, and making
it multi-year allows us the stability to be creative
in tackling systemic problems. Make it quick and
simple, trust us to do our jobs, and provide support
where you can.

Nonprofit colleagues, meanwhile, let’s all pledge to
refrain from participating in these types of funding
opportunities. There are a million things that we
could do that would be more effective for our
missions: Running programs, researching grants,
writing proposals, calling up donors, authoring
an op-ed, creating sock puppets and acting out
our strategic plans, etc. Let’s never participate in
popularity-based grants again, and when you see
a corporate partner conduct one, kindly send them
this blog post and courteously ask them to stop.

Originally written and published by NonProfitAF.
com’s Vu Le. Read the original article and more
here.
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Unsubmitted grants applications
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• Big data and how to use it
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