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The secrets of
success in an
$80-billion industry
By Matthew Schulz, journalist, Our Community

Ask anyone involved in Australia’s massive grants industry
what they’d most like to know, and grantseekers and
grantmakers alike will ask: “Who is winning all the grants, and
why?”
It’s the question at the heart of the latest Grants in Australia: The Secrets
of Success 2018 research report – the biggest of our studies since the
inception of the series in 2006.
Data scientists Paola Oliva-Altamirano and Joost van der Linden, from
Our Community’s Innovation Lab, spearheaded this year’s analysis of a
record 2012 responses to examine what makes some grantseekers more
successful than others.
To help crack the secrets of grantseeking success, this year’s study
benchmarks a series of grantmaking archetypes that we’ve dubbed
“typical”, “winners”, “strugglers”, “high volume”, “big bucks” and the “supersuccessful 1%”.
We also cross-check data across organisations to compare
performance by size, sector and funding sources.
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Insights from the Grants in Australia
research study
Our Community’s Grantmaking Manifesto
recognises that:
• Grantmaking is an absolutely central element in
the Australian economic system
• Australia needs more and better professional
grantmakers
• Grantmakers should listen to the communities
they serve
• Grantmakers should be efficient
• Grantmakers should be ethical
The latest frame in this long-running movie, now
in the final stages of production, carries forward
these aims.
The responses of the not-for-profits and charities
who answered our call to help will further those
aims and assist the work of grantmakers,
grantseekers, academics and social sector
enablers, as well as the Australian Institute of
Grants Management (AIGM).
We will be sharing the full report with AIGM
members shortly, as well as lodging it online at the
website listed at the end of this article, but here's a
brief summary of our main findings.

Key findings
The grantseeking sector is large, diverse and
often reliant on small grants
Our sample of grantseekers has submitted more
than 14,000 grant applications in the past year.
Around eight out of 10 applicants are applying
for grants worth less than $5,000. And 40% of
grantseekers are relying on state and territory
governments for their main grants income.

A typical grantseeker is female, professional,
and tech-savvy
She’s a professional, uses references, applies
online, prefers project money to operational
support, and doesn’t often bother giving feedback
to grantmakers or using professional grantwriters.

Data scientists Paola Oliva-Altamirano (front) and
Joost van der Linden (rear) - pictured with other
members of the Innovation Lab Kathy Richardson (left)
and Sarah Barker (right) - have analysed the trove of
data from grantseekers.

Size doesn’t matter when it comes to winning
Our figures show the same win/loss rates across
the board, regardless of organisation size, defying
any assumptions that bigger organisations have
an advantage here. We conclude that small
organisations can be just as successful as large
organisations in winning grants, even though, in
general, they apply for fewer.

Experience counts when it comes to winning
fresh funds
Those with more experience in the field routinely
win more of the grants they apply for. Of our
“winner” grantseekers, more than half have been
in the game for more than five years, and more
are aged over 50. By contrast, about the same
proportion of “strugglers” have less than three
years of experience.

Successful grantseeking appears in many guises
Using a professional grantwriter doesn’t increase
your win rate
Staff and volunteers are just as likely to win a grant
as are professional grantwriters, our survey reveals.
Of course, organisations that use professionals are
much more likely to be pursuing a high number of
grants, or bidding for big funding pools.

All our grantseeker archetypes – “typical”,
“winner”, “struggler”, “high volume”, “big bucks” and
“super-successful” – demonstrate strengths and
weaknesses across our measures. Some show
exceptional win rates, others pull in more income
than others, some lodge many more applications
than others, and some unfailingly submit the
applications that they start.
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Our latest report has profiled a series of grantseeking archetypes to better understand the strengths and
weaknesses of different approaches to seeking funds.

Elite grantseekers lean on their own skills, high
value grants, growth sectors

Grantseeking performance could simply be a
sector trend

“Super-successful” grantseekers – those who
boast an 80% hit rate, 10+ applications, and
$100,000+ raised last year – comprise less than
1% of our sample. What they have in common
is that they lodge every application they start,
back themselves with references, back their own
(considerable) experience rather than that of
outside experts, and use their large and wellestablished organisations to leverage larger
funding pools from every sphere, including the
harder-to-win philanthropic and federal funds.
They tend to operate in the housing, disability,
education and health sectors.

There’s a strong correlation between which sector
a grantseekers operates in, their win rates, and the
value of the grants they win. Nearly 60% of sports
and recreation groups drew less than $10,000 in
grants last year. Human services organisations,
by contrast, are far more likely to get more than
$100,000 in grants annually.

Grantseekers are relying heavily on a handful of
grants
Most organisations in this study win relatively few
grants. Of the small organisations that make up
half this study, most are winning an average of
just one grant per year and earning less than
$10,000 for their trouble. Even the medium-sized
organisations included in our survey win just three
grants a year on average.

The battle for resources exists across the board
Organisations of all types say that “lack of
resources” is their biggest challenge when it
comes to winning grants, while the most common
desire for non-financial help from grantmakers
is for introductions to new funders and strategic
fundraising help.

Philanthropic funding is the toughest to crack
Win rates are starkly different from one funding
source to another. Philanthropic foundations
and trusts are the most difficult source to score
from, with organisations that rely most on them
for funds citing win rates of just 40%. By contrast,
local government funders are the most likely to
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distribute funds to an applicant, with a 60% win
rate for the organisations that depend primarily on
them.

Grantmakers still facing a feedbackcommunications fail
Despite years of complaints, only 23% of
grantseekers say that grantmakers give good
feedback on failed applications.

Under outcomes pressure, grantseekers need
more help

Grantseekers tell us what they really think
"It would be nice if your $10,000 seed funding
led to a cure for cancer through a TED-worthy,
crowdsourced, citizen-science capacity-building
pilot, but in the real world, money for a plain old
mental health counsellor, teacher or community
lawyer is a better bet."
See what else grantseekers said in our “best of
comments” summary, online now.
We hope these initial findings whet your appetite
to know more about the state of the grantmaking
sector.

Nearly two-thirds of grantseekers say they are
facing pressure over the need for increased
outcomes reporting, yet only 17% think they’re
getting adequate financial or non-financial help to
produce such reports. If there was a grantseeker
fairy godmother, she would be providing more
funding for evaluation, more clarity about what’s
required, a simpler submissions process and the
chance to submit qualitative information.

MORE INFORMATION
Deadlines put grantseekers in a bad mood
Grantseekers despise grantmaker deadlines, our
sentiment analysis reveals. While it may not be a
surprise that there’s a strong feeling about time
pressure, grantmakers might want to consider
measures to ease the pain.

Full report and more: www.ourcommunity.
com.au/grants2018 - coming soon
Past reports: www.ourcommunity.com.au/
grantsinaustralia
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Australia’s Great Barrier Reef is the largest living thing on Earth, with a massive federal grant aimed at
preserving it sparking widespread controversy. Picture: Workfortravel/WikiCommons

ô Process questioned
Reef grant is hardly gold
standard
By Chris Borthwick, Thinker-in-Residence, Our Community

COMMENT: The Federal Government has
just given close on half a billion dollars in a
grant to the Great Barrier Reef Foundation.
To give you some idea of how much half
a billion dollars is, it would, if converted to
five-dollar bills and laid out side by side
to shade vulnerable corals from the sun,
cover 74 hectares, or about 30 acres in
old money (which would make a stunning
Youtube video, actually, and I rather hope
the Foundation does it).
Unusually, this grant was made without a
tender, without public advertisement, and
without the Foundation even asking for
it. The entire process, from freeing up the
funds to awarding the grant, took 11 days.
The government has released no details of
its departmental advice, assuming there
was any.
It is no reflection on the Foundation itself to
observe that this is not grantmaking best
practice. Indeed, the government is setting an
absolutely appalling example to the field – and
as an organisation that argues for best practice
in grantmaking, we’re obliged to call them out
on it.

As is often the case, the gold standard for ethical
and effective practice can be found in what
the party that has just done a thing said about
the same thing when they were in opposition. In
the early 1990s Ros Kelly, a Labor government
minister, was caught out deciding on the
distribution of sports grants on a whiteboard in
her office, which meant that there was no record
of deliberations. The other side of politics thought
this was iniquitous. When the Liberals were back
in government the Labor side felt that what was
sauce for the goose was sauce for the gander,
and called them out on a Regional Partnership
Package (RPR) that went through without
documentation.

“Half a billion dollars is, of course,
less than a tenth of one percent
of the federal budget. But as an
American politician once said, 'Half
a billion here, half a billion there,
and before you know it you’re
talking about real money'.”
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Environment Minister Josh Frydenberg and Foreign Affairs Minister Julie Bishop (holding pictures) with
politicians, Australia's Chief Scientist Dr Alan Finkel, Independent Expert Panel Chair Professor Ian Chubb, Reef
2050 Advisory Committee Chair Penelope Wensley and Great Barrier Reef Marine Park Authority Chair and CEO
Dr Russell Reichelt at the announcement of the massive grant. Picture: Great Barrier Reef Foundation website

In both the Sports Rorts affair and the RPP
business parliamentarians called on the National
Audit Office as the final authority on how these
affairs should be conducted. In the Kelly case, the
Auditor-General found it impossible to "assess"
Kelly's "decision-making procedures". He could,
he said, find no documentary records. She was
forced to resign.
The then Auditor-General said of his inquiry into
the Liberal’s Partnership Package the concern
[was] that decisions on projects were open to
the interpretation that they had been made for
political reasons and not on the merits of the
project…
In this context, …

• the flexibility in the application assessment
and Ministerial approval processes creates
challenges in ensuring transparent, accountable
and cost-effective administration and in
demonstrating the equitable treatment of
applicants; and
• the manner in which the Programme had
been administered … had fallen short of an
acceptable standard of public administration…..
His general finding was that

Ministers are expected to discharge their
responsibilities in accordance with wide
considerations of public interest and without
regard to considerations of a party political
nature. Where they are approving the making
of a grant, Ministers are approving the
expenditure of public money. This role brings
with it particular accountability obligations,
including statutory requirements which
govern the circumstances in which Ministers
may provide such approvals. In particular,
the financial framework requires that a
grant not be approved by Ministers unless
reasonable inquiries have been undertaken that

demonstrate that the proposed expenditure
will make efficient and effective use of public
money.
His recommendation was that

In the interests of transparency and
accountability, ANAO has proposed that
consideration be given to changes to the
existing financial framework governing the
expenditure of public money so as to require
approvers of spending proposals to record
the basis for their decision where this is not
apparent from the existing documentation.
The current Auditor-General has expressed an
interest in the Reef Foundation transaction, and
I fully expect him to concur with the views of his
predecessors about good practice in this area.
Half a billion dollars is, of course, less than a tenth
of one percent of the federal budget. But as an
American politician once said, “Half a billion here,
half a billion there, and before you know it you’re
talking about real money.”
Both sides of politics have been known to deviate
from strict accountability on grants matters.
Politicians cannot, apparently, be relied upon
to see and follow the bleeding obvious, and
a systemic solution is needed. The AuditorGeneral’s rules on what constitutes an acceptable
standard of public administration should be
enshrined in legislation as soon as possible.

MORE INFORMATION
Great Barrier Reef Foundation funding FAQs
(from the foundation, PDF)
Our recommendations: Designing the
program and writing the guidelines
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We asked grantseekers in the latest Grants in Australia research study about their greatest wish for help when it
comes to evaluation.

$ Grantmaking help

Are you granting wishes or
spreading curses, when it
comes to evaluation support?
By Matthew Schulz, journalist, Our Community

Once upon a time, there was a grantseeker
fairy godmother, who provided more
funding for evaluation, more clarity about
the information required from grantseekers,
a simpler submissions process, and gave
them the chance to submit qualitative
information in their reports.

There’s more demand for outcomes
measurement

But the fervent wishes for this kind of help are no
fairy tale.

That’s up from about half of organisations
reporting that pressure in last year’s report, so it’s
no surprise that 70% of grantseekers said they had
been required to provide a report, evaluation or
acquittal for a grant in the past year.

Instead, grantseekers revealed their biggest wishes
when it comes to evaluations in the latest Grants
in Australia 2018 research report, which examined
the views of more than 2000 grantseekers from
across the country.
It’s just one of the practical findings we hope will
hope will progress our Grantmaking Manifesto, and
in particular, this expectation:
Grantmakers should listen to the
communities they serve. Grantmakers
should be driven by outcomes, not process.
They should trust and respect their grantees
and offer programs, systems and processes
appropriate to their needs and capacities.
Here’s more about what we found.

In line with national and international trends, 62%
of surveyed grantseekers told us that grantmakers
were putting a greater emphasis on outcomes
measurement and reporting/evaluation from
funding recipients than in the past.

Grantseekers need more funds, help
for new measures
While most grantseekers felt the length of the
reports they were expected to produce was
“about right”, only 17% thought the financial or nonfinancial help provided to enable them to produce
those reports was adequate. This is even worse
than our 2017 report’s analysis, in which a paltry
22% described financial support as adequate.
This is where the wishes come into play, and
grantseekers gave equal weight to each of their
calls for funding support, information clarity,
simpler submissions, and qualitative data options.
Grants Management Intelligence
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Outcomes measurement:
Grantseekers' biggest wishes

The research also revealed that the benefits of
good evaluations often extend far beyond the
initial work, with most organisations saying the
process had meant their funder had a better
understanding of their work (52%), and many
using the analysis to understand or refine their
work (43%), or in other ways (39%).

What’s actually happening in
the world of grant outcomes
measurement
Amid the pleas for more help, we also sought
details about the kinds of practices that are most
common amongst grantseekers.
These findings include that:
• Grantseekers are largely funding reporting/
evaluation from their own reserves (72%)
• Grantmakers are calling the shots in terms of
how outcomes will be evaluated (41%)
• Determining outcomes measurement methods
and reporting is made at the application stage

The latest findings are consistent with the trend
we’ve previously noted in the 2017 study, which also
showed nearly two-thirds of large organisations
(those with more than $1m in revenue) were
facing those demands at a higher rate.
All of these findings, simply reinforce the need to
better understand that if you’re making demands
of your grantees, seriously consider the kinds of
support you are offering to make it happen.

MORE INFORMATION
Grants Management Intelligence evaluation
special report (PDF download)
Lessons from the Ian Potter Foundation
around evaluation
Grants in Australia research reports
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7 Performance measures

Grantseekers rate their funder’s
performance
How would you rate the efforts of the grantmaker in the following categories?

Each year, as part of the Grants in Australia
research study we ask grantseekers to rate
the performance of grantmakers in several
areas, including:
•
•
•
•

Guidelines
Staff responsiveness
Communication
Feedback

Here’s what we found in the new study, being
released this month.

Grantmakers, give yourself a tick

Grantmakers, you suck at this
Grantseekers are still most unhappy about
the level of useful and relevant feedback they
receive about unsuccessful applications, with 47%
describing the amount of feedback as bad, and
only 23% as good.
A significant number of grantseekers are also
unhappy about the timeliness of communication,
with 28% rating grantmakers as “bad” in this area.
The good news is that nearly all grantseekers rate
the help they are getting from funders overall as
either good or okay.

In order of satisfaction levels, grantseekers
are most happy with the availability of
guidelines (98% approval), acknowledgement
of applications (92% approval) and clarity of
guidelines (95% approval). These results have
remained consistently high since we started
measuring satisfaction rates in 2015.

MORE INFORMATION

Not bad, but room for improvement

Past studies: www.ourcommunity.com.au/
grantsinaustralia

Grantseekers are largely happy with the
responsiveness of staff to phone queries (86%
approval) and email queries (87% approval),
and we note that approval rates in both these
areas have improved in recent years.

Full 2018 report, as soon as it’s available:
www.ourcommunity.com.au/grants2018

AIGM help: Evaluating the program
(overview) + template
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w Digital governance

Why those holding the purse
strings must do data better
By Matthew Schulz, journalist, Our Community

Dr Lucy Bernholz, a world-recognised thinker
on digital and data trends, says funders
must take more responsibility for improving
how data is handled and managed for the
organisations they’re helping, including how
much information they’re demanding in the
first place.
Australians have been among those affected by
a global spate of big data and privacy breaches,
exposed by new laws or scandals such as the
leak of the data of 87 million Facebook users to
political consultants Cambridge Analytica.
but travels the world examining digital trends, and
her latest interest is the shape of the emerging
“digital civil society”. She says one of the biggest
changes she’s noticed in Australia in the past
three years has been a spike in public concern
about personal data and how it is managed.
The well-informed debate about the MyHealth
database and the growing opposition to an
automatic opt-in for the system is just one
example, Dr Bernholz says, of a shift in those
attitudes.
Her speciality is helping not-for-profits and those
supporting them, to manage digital assets better.
She believes funders must become part of the
solution, by being wary of asking too much of
their grant recipients, and by thinking carefully
about how well “digital ties” between funders and
funding recipients are working.
“At the very least, we think that funders of all
sorts, just as they are interested in building the
governance and management capacities of
the organisations they work with, that managing
digital resources safely, ethically, and effectively
is a key part of that good operating practice.”
“For example, if funders are putting certain kinds
of data demands on not-for-profits – data
demands about counting people or including
identifiable demographic information – but if
the not-for-profits and the funders can't protect
that information safely, they're actually making
vulnerable people more vulnerable.”
Her catch-phrase on that issue: “If you can’t
protect it, don’t collect it.”

Dr Lucy Bernholz, director of the Digital Civil Society Lab,
at the Stanford Center on Philanthropy and Civil Society
in California, has been an study tour of Australia.

Why excessive demands divert
grantees from their mission, and
become your problem
Unfortunately, the current grantmaking
environment has meant many not-for-profits are
being hamstrung by the very organisations trying
to help them.
“The worst situation is probably the most
common situation, in which you've got an
organisation that's doing good work, it's collecting
certain amounts of data in order to run its
operation and make sure it can keep the lights
on, and keep the services flowing. And then, you
get these funders coming in from the side saying,
"No, we want this", and then funder B says, "No, we
want this", and then funder C etc.”
“What you've done is created a situation where
the organisation is distracted from doing its work.
It spends all this time complying and gathering
all this other information. Then all of that is
potentially a liability [if breached] and might
make people more vulnerable.”
Grants Management Intelligence
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Collecting too much data on your grantee could create more work for you, and create vulnerabilities for the
people you're trying to help.

“I don't think there's a funder out there that wants
that to be the situation”.
She gives the example of a funder seeking proof
that a homelessness initiative is working.
“The trap we fall into is thinking we need
everybody's name, age, birth date, race, religion.
“Really? No, you don't. You probably need some
basic numbers to make sure you're not doublecounting or under-counting something, and you
can track people over time. But you probably
don't need that level of sensitivity.”
Gathering and using that data is also often
beyond the capability of the not-for-profits that
funders are trying to support, unless they get
additional resources.
“Most not-for-profits are not going to wake up on
Monday and suddenly have two data scientists
and a really high-level technological security
system on staff.
“So having all that information lying around
waiting for the "unicorn moment" when you have
the ability to analyse that stuff is just making
people vulnerable now.”
“You don't want to put that onto your not-forprofits, and you certainly don't want them then
sharing that information up the chain with you,
where it's now sitting in your office – on your
servers – and you've got to worry about it.”
Her prophetic warning for funders who demand
more information from grantees than they need
because they’re pursuing the latest outcomes
measurement trends also comes with the
observation that their own data practices aren’t
always of the highest standard.
“You often see a few sheepish looks. Their data
practices may not be any better than the underresourced non-profits'.”

Dr Bernholz says people need to “reflect on their
own data practices” before making demands of
others.
“If everybody in your organisation is constantly
on their phone, is not using basic passwords,
isn't using two-factor authentication, isn't taking
care of their basic data, chances are that
organisation's not doing even the first-line easy
things.
“What's important when you step into the
workplace is to remember that while what's on
your phone is yours, what's at your office is not
yours. It comes from the people you're trying to
serve, and you want to do better by them.”

How to be smarter, with less data
What’s needed, Dr Bernholz says, is an “honest
conversation between funders and grantees
about what are we actually trying to show, what
are we trying to prove, and what data do we
need to do that”.
Dr Bernholz has seen what can go wrong, and
the costs involved. And she has this advice for
funders: “What's the least amount of data that
you can collect to answer the questions you're
trying to answer?”
She acknowledges that this is counter-intuitive
for many organisations, who face a marketing
barrage from data-based companies.

“What's the least amount of data
that you can collect to answer the
questions you're trying to answer?”
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Those companies specialise in data
management, marketing software, the cloud and
any variety of apps, pressuring organisations to
collect every scrap of information they can.
“We've been marketed it, by companies that have
a vested interest in us acting that way, [but] we
need to put our thinking caps on and get a little
bit more sceptical about this.”
For example, instead of simply demanding more
proof from the organisations they’re funding, Dr
Bernholz says funders should increase their focus
on building the data capacity of those under their
wings, which will benefit the funder too.
“Not-for-profit organisations are mission-driven,
and most of them are really focused on doing the
work they're trying to do.
“The information they may need to know their
own progress should be the information that the
funder can then figure out how to use, to prove
their own impact,” Dr Bernholz says.
Dr Bernholz has seen data models that will work
for all parties.
She describes the work of Clara Miller from the
F.B. Heron Foundation in New York, which focuses
on affordable housing through large-scale social
investments.
Ms Miller had spent 20 years in not-for-profits
“filling out useless forms demanded by funders”
and sought a better way. That better way
involved helping all partner not-for-profits to
develop common measures, which were stored
and managed by a third-party social enterprise,
CoMetrics.
“On a daily/weekly/monthly basis, the housing
organisations gathered the information they
needed to run their business [and] they shared
that information with CoMetrics, which allowed
organisation A to benchmark themselves against
their peers.
“They were only collecting the information
that they needed to run their businesses. They
benefited because they could benchmark
themselves against each other and learn from
each other.”

“With a little bit of creativity, not only
can we improve the process, we
could take out grantee reporting.
And I bet you can't find me a notforprofit that wouldn't be thrilled
with that possibility.”

When the foundation needed reports, it went
straight to CoMetrics to look at the figures – with
the prior agreement of the not-for-profits.
“With a little bit of creativity, not only can we
improve the process, we could take out grantee
reporting. And I bet you can't find me a not-forprofit that wouldn't be thrilled with that possibility.”

Why funders’ decisions matter for
democracy
Dr Bernholz says these types of decisions for
funders go to the heart of what makes our
democracy function. She is interested in carefully
watching the way the way private resources are
managed for public benefit in “digital civil society”.
“The reason it matters so much is because
we're dependent on digital data and digital
infrastructure to a degree that's fundamentally
changing what we're able to do, and the kinds of
resources that we have to manage.”
“We're trying to understand what the implications
of digital civil society are for foundations and
philanthropists and other funders [and] their role
in it.”
While her views are coloured by US politics, trends
and funding, her frequent travel has highlighted
trends here to her too.
On this visit, she has been struck by the growing
number of not-for-profits contracted into roles
previously held by government as they chase
vital funding – especially in the disability sector.
She believes the extensive data demands placed
by government on not-for-profits who have won
those NDIS contracts is concerning.
“The data demands there, the data ties between
not-for-profits and the government … they're like
an invisible leash [that] are really binding the
not-for-profits to the government.”
Data security compliance costs are
simultaneously likely to squeeze out what she
describes as the smaller “homegrown solutions”
organisations.
She expects “tremendous consolidation in that
part of the not-for-profit sector”, which she
paints as one of the “trade-offs for civil society
organisations” as they give up their independence
for financial security.
And Dr Bernholz maintains that civil society needs
independent organisations.
“I truly believe that democracy needs an open,
private, permission space for individual people to
come together and do something that they want
that's not sanctioned by the government, and not

Grants Management Intelligence

August 2018

12

sanctioned by the markets. That's the definition of
civil society.”
This is particularly significant in the face of the
threats faced by civil societies around the globe.
She says Australia has not been immune and
describes the push to limit foreign funding of
not-for-profits as “an effort to limit the size of civil
society”.
Dr Bernholz believes part of her mission is to
“equip not-for-profit organisations, funders, and
individuals to push back on that, and make sure
we always have a space where we can voluntarily
come together and do something that benefits
other people”.
“We know both from democracy theory, and
history, that democracies fall when civil society
shrinks.”
She believes that independent funders,
philanthropists and corporate groups have the
ability to help arrest the retreat of civil society, by
giving organisations crucial alternative funding
sources.
“If you think about an organisation's overall
revenue: To the degree that they become very
dependent on a single funder from any one
sector, they make themselves vulnerable.
“Part of that independence comes from being
able to have multiple sources of funding and
therefore be beholden to their mission, and not to
any … funder.
“It's very similar to what we often think of about
the media. We want them to be able to be
beholden to the truth, and we should want notfor-profits to be beholden to their mission.”

Watch now: Lucy Bernholz explains how grantmakers
can manage data better, and improve the work they're
doing..

levels of “anonymity”, but for Dr Bernholz this this
begs the question: How much leeway should be
given to those big donors?
“Society, as a whole, needs to think about:
(Should we) set up systems in our democracies
that allow people of great wealth to experience
benefits that average people don't have?”
Those advantages might mean greater privilege,
privacy and influence out of proportion to others’,
which she describes as a “dangerous slope”.
“Democracies are about self-governance, they're
about scrutinising power, and they're about being
able to know who's being active in the political
decisions that are being made.”
Dr Bernholz is in Australia as part of a partnership
between Perpetual Ltd and the Stanford Center
on Philanthropy and Civil Society, where she has
been involved in workshops and events for notfor-profits, foundations and civil society groups.

Funders face disruption wave
Digital disruption has other implications for
funders too, which, if poorly handled, will simply
hand more power to the wealthy.
“There's a great deal of opportunity for individuals
of great wealth – or of more minor means –
to think about: How do you want to use your
financial resources for public benefit?”
She says the growth and change in funding
and philanthropy whether via crowdfunding,
philanthropic fund foundations, donor-advised
funds, and family trusts, all have implications
for society, because wealthier donors can take
advantage of those structures to generate
greater influence than most individuals could
dream of.
Depending on your wealth, a donor may have
different reporting requirements and different

MORE INFORMATION
Transforming the sector: The ethics of
designing digital infrastructure (Lucy
Bernholz in SSIR)
About StanfordPACS: The research of the
Stanford Center on Philanthropy and Civil
Society
Managing data: The digital impact toolkit
(from StanfordPACS)
Blueprints: Dr Bernholz’s predictions and
analysis of digital civil society trends (PDF
download)
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k Women's Business

The role of gender in the
awarding of grants
By the Our Community Innovation Lab Team

Our Community's latest data science
project combines two of our passions:
grants and gender equity. We set out to
find out whether an applicant's gender
would affect the result of their
application for funds.

Summary of our findings
• Women submit more grant applications
than men. However, where a grant is very big
($1 million +), men are more likely to apply
(though women are more likely than men to be
successful in applications for large grants).
• The awarding of grants does not appear to
be affected by an applicant's gender, with the
exception of grants awarded by the group
of grantmakers designated by SmartyGrants
as 'State/Territory Government entities' which
favour women.
Whichever way you look at it, grants are women's
business. At least 52% of the people that apply
for grants are women, compared with 35% for
men, SmartyGrants data reveals. And the people
assessing the grants are most likely to be women
as well (a 2015 analysis we undertook found that
women outnumbered men as assessors by more
than three to one).
Our annual Grants in Australia survey, a survey for
grantseekers which drew 2012 responses, reveals
figures heavily skewed towards women. Either
many more women are applying for grants, or
women are way more inclined to answer surveys.

So what
More than $4 billion is distributed in grants to
charities across Australia each year, according
to the Australian Charities and Not-for-profits
Commission - that's big bikkies in anyone's
language. There's a lot at stake if applications are
subject to conscious or unconscious bias.
With that in mind, we set to find out whether an
applicant's gender was influencing the result;
that is, we wanted to know, are female applicants
more or less likely to get a grant?
To find out, we dipped into the SmartyGrants
database. SmartyGrants is Our Community's

Women make up three-quarters of all
grantseekers, according to our latest Grants in
Australia research study.

cloud-based grants management tool. It's
used by around 260 government, philanthropic,
corporate and community organisations to
administer more than a billion dollars in funding
per year. Well over 150,000 forms (mostly grants
applications) are submitted through the platform
each year.
Our project involved inferring the gender of
applicants, based on their honorific or their name,
then comparing each group (women, men,
unknown) to the outcome of their application whether "successful" or "unsuccessful".
We interrogated 405,188 applications submitted
between 2013 and 2016.

The good news
The good news is that we did not find a bias
in the overall results - that is, the gender of an
applicant does not seem to affect the outcome
of a grant application.
In general, the number of grants awarded to
women or men was determined by the number of
applications placed by women or men. Roughly
42% of the applicants were approved regardless
of the applicant's gender.
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Men congregate around the big
bucks

While women are over-represented as grant
applicants, where a grant is very big that trend
is reversed - our study found that applications
requesting more than a million dollars are more
likely to be submitted by men (49% for males and
36% for females).
That bias does not flow through to approval rates,
however. Our study found that women applying
for grants of $1 million+ were more successful
than men, with a 32% and 20% success rate
respectively.

Sector trends

We also sought to detect if the general trends
were borne out across all grantmaking sectors.
Our Community uses the CLASSIE taxonomy to
divide grantmakers into sectors as follows:
•
•
•
•

Local Government
State/Territory Government
Federal Government
Statutory Authority/Quasi-Non-GovernmentalOrganisation (Qango)
• Giving Circle
• Philanthropic Foundation/Trust (excluding
company-sponsored foundations)
• Business/Corporate Grantmaker
• Educational Institutional
• Not-for-profit Grantmaker (Other)
• Unknown/Not Classified
We ran our analysis across each sector
separately. The one exception we found to
the general trend of gender equity in grant
assessment was for those grantmakers classified
by SmartyGrants as 'State/Territory Government
Grantmakers,' which showed a gender bias
in favour of women. Applications submitted
by women were funded more often than
applications submitted by men (34% vs 26%).

Variations from grantmaker to
grantmaker

We also wanted to see if there were variations
to our findings from grantmaker to grantmaker.
Our Community's data principles dictate that
we only ever look at data in aggregate unless
we have the express permission of the data
owner. Accordingly, we sought permission from
five SmartyGrants users to isolate their data and
check for a gender bias.
While the grantmakers recorded vastly
different overall approval rates, none of the five
grantmakers whose data we examined recorded
a significant gender bias.

What's next?

If you want to see how your data stacks up
against the average, drop us a line. If you're a

DOWNLOAD NOW: Gender bias in
grantmaking (PDF, 1.5MB)

SmartyGrants user, and you have a big enough
data pool, we can run our analysis over your
particular account and see how it compares.
(Don't worry, we won't share your results with
anyone except you.)
Of course, just because we've eliminated a bias
towards male or female grant applicants does
not mean that grant application assessment is
fair. Over the next 12 months we'll be doing some
more analysis to try to determine if applications
that are targeting a particular class of beneficiary
(male versus female; particular ethnicities;
particular age groups; etc.) are likely to be more
successful.
Where we do unearth a bias, we'll be looking
to find out more about why it exists (it may be
perfectly justified - an over-representation of a
group that had greater need, for example).
Our data science activities can only succeed
when we have enough data to feed the machine.
Please PLEASE use the CLASSIE standard
taxonomy to categorise your grants if you can.
CLASSIE subject and beneficiary standard fields
can be easily dropped into your forms via the
SmartyGrants Form Builder - contact us if you
need help getting started.
The quality and reliability of our analyses will also
be vastly improved if you record your decisions
in SmartyGrants and use the budget and funding
allocation fields.
We also have a range of "gender lens" standard
fields available for use on your forms. Use of
these fields will help you, and your grantees,
become more gender aware.
For a more detailed discussion of this issue, check
out our paper (See the link above).
Grants Management Intelligence
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$ Grantmaking

High trust, low-doc: Is this the
future of grantmaking?
By Matthew Schulz, journalist, Our Community

In a world of grantmaking often spun
around lengthy applications, mid-term
evaluations, detailed budgets and extensive
outcomes measurement, one renowned
grantmaker is going against the grain to
suggest grants would work better with less
paperwork and more trust.
Dr Genevieve Timmons, a professional in the
grants field for more than 30 years, says hightrust grants have big benefits for both the giver
and the receiver.
The author of Savvy Giving: The Art and Science
of Philanthropy is a member of Philanthropy
Australia’s council, on the board of Australia
Community Philanthropy and is now working with
the Fellowship for Indigenous Leadership, the
newly-formed Mornington Peninsula Foundation,
and the Inner North Community Foundation, as
well as having held government, corporate and
community posts across Australia and New
Zealand.
Until late last year, Dr Timmons was CEO of the
Portland House Foundation – the giving program
of the Portland House Group owned by the
wealthy Hains family, a role she’d held for 13 years
– and helped pioneer a high-trust model.
She credits the Portland House Foundation’s
former chair Stephen Hains with asking the
question that spurred a new way of thinking: “If
we can’t fund a not-for-profit with a handshake,
then why are we funding them?”
While in practice that doesn’t mean handing over
cash quite so easily, the principle implies that you
would be prepared to do so.
“In his view a corporate model of trust means
while you can have paperwork, you can have
agreements, you can have plans, but in the end

“If we can’t fund a not-for-profit
with a handshake, then why are we
funding them?”

Genevieve Timmons has pioneered a high-trust
method of grantmaking she’s shown can be more
efficient, effective and flexible.

they are guiding a common understanding of
what you’re doing and are no guarantee of the
best results. It’s the trust between people that
guarantees the best outcome,” Dr Timmons says.
The funding model can be summarised as
valuing the following attributes: high trust,
low doc, face-to-face relationships, and a
“no surprises” approach, all based on good
communication.

How being trusting can work for
everyone
Dr Timmons says the high-trust approach is an
efficient and cost-effective method of managing
grants that is more about guidance and “learning
as you go” and less about micromanaging or
“looking over people’s shoulders”.
All grantmakers can adopt aspects of this
model, she says, whether they work in the more
independent philanthropic sector, or face
the constraints of working for state or federal
authorities.
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Honest conversations between grantees and grantmakers can generate major benefits for all.

“Everybody needs to focus more specifically on
the value of trust, no matter what your giving
program is,” she says.
“I don’t think you should limit it to any particular
scale or type of giving.”
Of course, that higher level of trust requires you to
change the way you operate.
“Any funding relationships that include trust
involve a lot more learning and deliberate
exchange between people.”
It also means being able to share the risks, where
grantees agree to inform their funders about the
“challenges and opportunities” that coincide with
the emerging science of grantmaking.

“As grantmakers, we are most effective if we’re
focused on the outcomes and keep our eyes on
the prize of developing supportive environments
for not-for-profits and social enterprises to
harness great opportunities.”
She stresses increased trust doesn’t mean
ditching proposals or budgets, but it does mean
avoiding “loading people up with requirements
that don’t add value for anoyone”.

Low doc doesn’t mean you’re not
keeping tabs on your funds
Dr Timmons says a high-trust method doesn’t
mean avoiding due diligence, it means exercising
diligence in a different way.

She explains that philosophy: “After agreeing on
the intended outcomes, we know we can trust you
to make sure the best use is made of our money,
and that you will do what you say you will do, or
maybe even better if the situation changes.”

“If you want to promote strong funding
partnerships, you do have to put the time into
understanding who your grantees are and
creating common agreement about what's
happening.”

“No amount of paperwork is going to change that
understanding between people.”

Time must still be spent assessing a charity
or not-for-profit’s suitability via the Australian
Charities and Not-for-profits Commission
(ACNC) register, reviewing websites and more,
“because donors and grantmakers want to know
what's happening with their money”.

In practice, it means “don't sweat the small stuff”.
It also means not tying recipients up in
agreements and lots of paperwork “that doesn't
add value”.
Increased trust means enabling grantees to focus
on what they do best. And Dr Timmons says there
is good reason for doing just that.
“The not-for-profit world is full of people with
acumen, with vision, with detailed knowledge of
what it takes to do the work they're doing,” she
says.

“But when you actually start engaging with people
and saying, ‘We do want to give money to you’, I
think the cost efficiency is in being able to do this
through conversations.”
Instead of fully-fledged proposals, they can
instead pitch a series of “dot points, with a budget
and common agreements”. Developing ideas, she
says, doesn’t mean having to ensure every I is
dotted and every T crossed.
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Increasing the trust in your grantees can dramatically reduce your paperwork.

The current alternative often leaves grantseekers
spending hours or days writing funding proposals.
“The more you do that, the more grantmakers are
costing the not-for-profit world … and then not
necessarily guaranteeing them money.”
“If most grantmakers had to pay just $50 per
page in application proposals, there wouldn’t be
much left for granting,” she says.
It’s also a burden on the grantmakers themselves,
who must read through the proposals, rather than
being able to spend time with grantseekers to
form the relationships that are essential to good
results.
“You end up having to spend a lot more time
juggling paper, which to me is not the main
game. The main game is getting clarity with
people about what you need as a donor, what
they need as a not-for-profit organisation, and
how you can get on with it.”

As she notes in her book Savvy Giving, grants
should be a 50/50 equation, where half the effort
comes from the grantmaker understanding what
needs to be done – and equipping themselves
for the role – and the other half from the effort of
the grant recipient.
A grants model that emphasises a close working
relationship will build common understanding,
better collaboration, and the chances that “the
money will be well spent,” Dr Timmons argues.
In practical terms, she talks about the “face-toface” or “round table” reporting pioneered by Dr
Timmons 15 years ago, that was used by Portland
House Foundation and has since been adopted
by other foundations in Australia and New
Zealand.
The reporting style – in which multiple grantees
meet with the foundation at one time – began
simply because Dr Timmons lacked the time to
meet each grantee individually.

Dr Timmons accepts, however, that the hightrust model can be hard to get right. In particular,
it’s hard to ensure there is a sufficient level of
discipline and structure.

But it also produced the positive side effect
that each grantee was able to share their
opportunities and challenges with other grantees,
foundation staff and board members.

“It's not just, ‘Let's throw the money out there and
see what happens,’ and people are right to resist
that concept if they think that's what it is.”

Dr Timmons says that the openness to hearing
about progress, ideas and organisations helped
spread knowledge and respect; and helped solve
problems too.

Face-to-face relationships means
more powerful information
Dr Timmons sees good grantmaker-grantee
relationships as essential, and draws parallels
between the high-trust model and participatory
grantmaking and collaboration. (See more
information about this in our links at the end of
the article.)

One of the biggest strengths of the model was
the ability to “build capacity with grantees in real
time”, including creating partnerships amongst
each other.
She gives the example of a $100,000-plus
foundation program to assist young mothers
living with mental illness. The program coupled
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Without trust grantmakers won’t know when problems arise, or whether their grantees have actually done what
they said they’d do.

long-term accommodation with mentormatching opportunities.
The concept was to allow the women to develop
mentoring skills that could open the path for a
career in social work or community casework.
An accompanying training manual would be
available to other organisations.
Four months in, a young participant revealed at
a round-table meeting: “It’s not working”. She told
her fellow grantees and the foundation that all
the mothers had pulled out of the program.

mid-course grants correction which meant the
program was a bigger success than it would
have been had they pressed on.
“A real failure would have been not knowing that
the program wasn’t working,” she says.

Trust means no nasty surprises for
partners

“Nobody wants to do it,” she’d told Dr Timmons
and the group.

Dr Timmons says in high-trust grants programs
she’s been involved with, some involving “large
amounts of money”, where strong relationships
are evident, “we can give more money, more
effectively”.

She explained that for most young mums
struggling with mental illness, “the last thing you
want to do when you’re recovering is to go back
and help someone else struggling with it”.

“It's actually risky not to invest in trust as one of
your grantmaking ingredients, because you need
people who can do mid-course corrections, and
troubleshooting.

This made sense in retrospect. The foundation
paused the existing program and asked the
mothers what would work for them. Soon
after, the program was revised to target job
opportunities instead, after the mothers identified
that as a top priority. They were trained as
baristas, in catering, in toy libraries, Dr Timmons
said.

She says the right grantees – if carefully chosen
in the first place – are those “who will worry about
whether they've done what they said they'd do”.

“We were lucky, because we could suspend the
money in real time (because) we didn't have to
wait for them to report to us in writing. And, we
could even begin planning for it, within that twohour meeting.”
The honest assessment of a program also
prompted other grantees to call Dr Timmons
shortly afterward “with equally difficult problems”.
Once again, adjustments were made.
Dr Timmons describes that “apparent failure”
as “risk management”, and an opportunity for a

“They'll be in touch with the grantmaker to talk
about problems they've got.”
That honesty allows for organisations to spell out
how things are working, and when they are not
able to deliver, and why.

“The best possible outcome of a
trust relationship is where people
will ring up, or in those meetings will
say, ‘Look we're having problems,
it's not working.”
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“The best possible outcome of a trust relationship
is where people will ring up, or in those meetings
will say, ‘Look we're having problems, it's not
working. We've done everything we thought we
needed to, but staff have left, or people are not
responding to the service the way we thought
they would’. Any number of problems could have
arisen.”
On the other side of the equation, funders must
be able to maintain course when problems arise,
and not simply be fair-weather friends.
She says an unhealthy grants relationship follows
this well-worn path: “Tell us how great we are,
because we've given you the money, and tell us
how great the work is that you've done. And if you
tell us any problems, then we'll probably cut you
money off.
“That is the worst possible outcome.”
The trust equation also extends to trying to
measure the value of a social investment, after
a grant is spent, which often just adds to the
reporting burden.
Dr Timmons says while it’s relatively easy to
measure the effects of an economic investment
targeting profits not losses, social measures are
more difficult to nail down.
“It's a challenging area, but it doesn't help to put a
whole lot of overlays onto the not-for-profit and
say, ‘Give us more information here’, unless you've
already agreed on it.”
She stresses there are some programs
most would agree are a “good thing”, citing
scholarships for youth in rural areas for example.
“Providing scholarships is a good thing. And …
to go into too much detail about it, and burden
grantseekers or grant recipients with reporting,
that's a low-trust model to me.”
High trust would be to accept the grantees’ word
that they’ve done what they promised, as well as
alerting funders to anything out of the ordinary.
Adding extra flexibility into the equation would
allow, for instance, an organisation to pivot away
from those scholarships to deliver seminars or
camps to promote youth leadership, she says.
“That would be trusting the grant recipients and
the not-for-profit organisation to say, ‘This is a
better way to get to the outcome that we're all
looking for’, which is healthy young people, who
have a meaningful engagement with the world.”

How can I introduce a high-trust
model in government, or with funders
who are likely to resist this idea?
Dr Timmons accepts a high-trust shift will
challenge many organisations, including
many foundations and trusts, but particularly
government.
Whether or not you can employ a more trusting
approach depends on governance, the reasons
for distributing money, and who an organisation
is accountable to, she says.
“I think government is particularly in the fishbowl.
Everybody's watching, and there's 360 degrees
of opinions on what should be happening. And a
negative response to things is an anathema for
governments.”
While foundations, trusts and philanthropists are
often more accepting of risk, and governments
tend to avoid it, Dr Timmons argues that
government agencies need to look to the gains.
“They need to understand that there are ways of
cutting down the paperwork, (and) increasing
the connections with not-for-profits.”
She says governments can introduce more
“user-friendly” processes to lighten the burden
for grantseekers, including simply expecting that
“people will do the right thing”.
Dr Timmons says the nature of change in
government – including regular changes in
personnel – can make it harder to build lasting
relationships, which often leads to grantmakers
falling back on a “structured approach of
distributing money”.
Yet after a lifetime in the industry, and as
grantmakers learn to accept “we’re still in the
exploring and pioneering stages” of the grants
industry, she is adamant that trust must comprise
a much bigger part grantmaking.

MORE INFORMATION
Related Grants Management Intelligence
editions
Vital signs – community measures | Quick
Response Grants | Participatory grantmaking
(For AIGM members)
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# Funding changes

DSS to revamp grants for
families and children
By Matthew Schulz, journalist, Our Community

The DSS review has identified these long-term outcomes as vital for families and children.
Source: Stronger Outcomes for Families discussion paper

The Federal Department of Social Services
(DSS) is expected to make major changes
to its $217 million annual grants programs
aimed at families and children.
The department has flagged a significant
shakeup of its programs, including a new threetiered funding model instead of programs-based
funding.
According to a DSS discussion paper, Stronger
Outcomes for Families, released in June, there
are now 225 organisations funded to deliver
programs, with another 300 organisations subcontracted to deliver services.

“Existing methods for
commissioning grants
may be impacting our
ability to achieve the
outcomes sought.”
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DSS aims to create higher priority access for the most disadvantaged families, and also aims to
increase its focus on place-based funding.

Most of grants agreements expire in June 2020, in
areas affecting:
•
•
•
•
•

Communities for Children facilitating partners
Family and relationship services
Children and parenting support
Intensive family support; and the
Home Interaction Program for Parents and
Youngsters (HIPPY),
According to the discussion paper, future
programs for families and children would be,
or be underpinned by the following principles:
outcomes focused; targeted service delivery;
data and evidence-driven; early intervention and
prevention; and, collaborative.
Among suggestions were that funding be
provided under “three streams”:
• Universal programs targeting broad
populations to address issues “before they
escalate or become entrenched”;
• Targeted programs aimed at specific groups
that provides “more intensive, and, where
necessary, frequent and sustained support for
children and families experiencing vulnerability
or multiple complex risk factors”; and,
• Place-based funding tailored by geography

that “provides funding to communities
experiencing disadvantage to deliver
community-driven, collaborative responses to
address local problems”.
As part of the principle of better targeting service
delivery, the government also aims to boost
access for vulnerable children and families by
creating higher-priority access to programs for
at-risk groups.
Activating the department’s renewed focus
on data and evidence, the discussion paper
suggests expanding the shift to measuring
outcomes rather than outputs in demonstrating
program effectiveness.
This would be achieved by building on the
success of the department’s “expert panel” that
set evidence-based program requirements for
its Communities for Children facilitating partners
program and standardised reporting via the DSS
Data Exchange.
The department accepts that “existing methods
for commissioning grants may be impacting
our ability to achieve the outcomes sought”,
mentioning the use of open rounds as an
alternative method that had been trialled by the
department.
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The DSS grants program for families and children could swap from program funding to a three-tiered system
to better target service delivery.

The DSS expects to allocate more resources to
early intervention programs, based on “clear
and persuasive evidence” that prevention and
early intervention is more effective than remedial
responses.

A total of 80 families had been involved in focus
groups on the proposals.

It also aims to boost collaboration across
government, the community and families,
admitting “we still struggle to work collectively”,
even as research shows integrated responses are
more effective.

The department spokesperson said the feedback
would now be reviewed and would inform future
policy development.

Following a national consultation, which closed
on August 15, the department confirmed it had
received 120 formal submissions on its Stronger
Outcomes for Families discussion paper from
service providers, academics, state and territory
governments, and families.
A department spokesperson said more than 300
people had been involved in 20 roundtables and
nine Indigenous forums.

Further Indigenous forums and focus groups
would be hosted in the Northern Territory.

Its consultation briefing suggested: “We anticipate
continuing discussions over the coming years”.

MORE INFORMATION
Stronger Outcomes for Families: Background
and discussion paper
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Image description: An adorable red panda, staring directly at the camera with its piercing, soulful eyes. It
looks like a raccoon This red panda has nothing to do with the content of this post, but every post can be
made better by inserting a picture of a red panda. Image by Marcel Langthim of Pixabay.com

8 Satire
Answers on grant proposals
if nonprofits were brutally
honest, part 2
After we published the first post NonprofitAF.com post, we thought it was only fair
to reproduce the sequel too.
By Vu Le, NonProfitAF.com

A few months ago, I wrote “Answers on
grants proposals if nonprofits were brutally
honest with funders.” Well, that was just
Part 1. Here is Part 2. Thank you to nonprofit
colleagues, who will remain nameless,
for helping inspire these questions and
responses.
1. What is the mission of your organisation?
Susan, can we talk? This is a renewal grant. It’s
the third year you have supported us. You know
what our mission is, along with our programs,
outcomes, challenges, etc., because we’ve been
in constant communication. Instead of writing an
entire proposal again as if you’ve never heard of
us, how about I just tell you what’s new since last
year? That will save us both a lot of time. What’s
new is that Jason got a standing desk that he
made out of cardboard boxes and Gorilla tape
because you and other funders want overhead to
be low. He says hi. Also, demands for our services
has doubled. Please send double the amount of
money you normally send.

2. What needs are you addressing? We are
addressing the failure of our government and
capitalism to provide for people who are suffering
from systemic injustice caused by government
and capitalism. Please send money or convince
corporations and the rest of society to pay more
taxes and take care of people better and put us
nonprofit professionals out of business so that
some of us can pursue our dreams of acting
and/or wedding photography.
3. What are the outcomes of your program?
Seniors come into our hot-meal program hungry;
they leave full, and the world is a slightly better
place. Please send money.
4. Please explain how you align with the
foundation’s priorities: Robert, can we talk? You
told me the foundation’s priorities are set by its
trustees. They’re very nice and smart people,
but they are not exactly from the communities
they’re trying to serve. So are they really the right
people to determine what’s best for low-income
communities of color?
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NonProfitAF's Vu Le might not be taking things completely seriously.

How about you send money so we can continue
our work and I won’t bring this up for a while?
5. Please provide a narrative about your
budget: OK, here’s the thing: The budget looks
balanced, but we are all freaking out about it. We
reduced expenses as much as we can, including
not giving staff any pay raises this year and
cutting professional development allocations to
$44 per person per year, but if several sources of
funding do not miraculously come through, we’re
going to have to lay off staff and shrink or close
some programs that serve thousands of people.
Your grant is one of these sources of funding.
Don’t worry, we’re used to operating under these
conditions, like our ED has learned to live with that
involuntary twitch of their left eye, but seriously,
we’re on edge while we wait for your decision, so
please send money soon or we and our clients
are SOL.
6. How have you engaged constituents in the
design of this project? We have known our kids
for years, so we were like “Hey, Jose’s got an idea
for an after-school photography and writing
program, what do y’all think?” and the kids were
like “Yeah that’s awesome!” None of them wanted
to join the advisory committee, though, but we
bribed them with pizza. Please send money so we
can buy more pizza.
7. What is your plan for growth? How will you
scale this program? We have no intentions
of scaling this program. In fact, we don’t even
know what scaling actually means. Like a lot of

buzzwords, we just say it when you’re around
to sound intelligent. Watch: “We are exploring
increasing systemic impact and organisational
sustainability through national and possibly
global scaling.” The program is effective precisely
because it is small and geographically contained
to a community that we are deeply rooted in.
Please send money so we can keep this small,
effective program going.
8. How will you recognise the Foundation for
this grant? We will recognize the foundation’s
generosity on our website that has daily hits of
upwards of 12 views. We will also tweet it out to
our 63 followers. If you think those numbers are
low, they are, because no one wants to fund
communication staff. Our social media this year
is being handled by Ronnie, our board chair’s
nephew, because he got into some legal trouble
and was court-mandated to volunteer with us.
Please send money.
9. What does success look like? Shawn, can we
talk? We have already answered this question
when you asked about our vision. We also
answered it when you asked about outcomes.
Also, in attachment P, the Theory of Change. And
again in Attachment Q, our logic model. And
also, possibly, in attachment R, the blood type
of every staff and board member. We tried to
make it sound different each time, but it’s the
same answer. Please review those sections while I
spend some self-care time slumped in the supply
closet pulling at my hair and silently screaming at
the futility of existence.
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10. How is this program evidence-based? We
spent an entire year reviewing literature on best
practice, conducting one-on-one interviews,
focus groups, and a community-wide survey
that yielded 4,000 responses, which were then
analyzed by a team of data experts from the
community. Ha ha, just kidding. No one would pay
for that and our community members are sick
of being researched on. All of us read this one
article once. Please send money.
11. How will you leverage this grant to obtain
additional funding and how much do you
anticipate? Wouldn’t it make a lot more sense
for you to do the leveraging? I mean, we can
try to do the leveraging, but we have programs
to run, and you know the other funders way
better. Funders listen to funders, so after you
send us money, would you mind hitting up your
colleagues and saying you’re funding us so they
should too? Thanks so much! Let me know how
much you leverage so we can adjust our budget.
12. What challenges are you anticipating
with this project? There is a moderate chance
that this program will fail completely due to

underfunding, understaffing, burnout, increasing
rent, political turmoil, low attendance, and maybe
mice. In addition, there is a turf war brewing with
another organization that threatens the fragile
balance in the ecosystem of senior hot-meal
programs. We will likely prevail in this turf war, but
there will be casualties, and none of us will ever
be the same.
13. What else would you like the foundation
to know? Multi-Year General Operating Dollars
(MYGOD!)
I hope that these brutally honest answers will
spur us nonprofits and foundations to be more
truthful and transparent with one another—
(read part 1 if you haven’t)—so that one
day, our children’s children can write grant
proposals without having to craft as much
BS as we currently do. Only then can we
achieve world peace.

Originally written and published by
NonProfitAF.com’s Vu Le, read the original
article and follow more of his posts here.
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back copies of Grants Management
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the efficiency and effectiveness of
grantmakers and funders.
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