
hy does a grant pro-
posal fail? The main
reason for failure is
that the requesting non-
profit hasn’t met the

grantor’s mission statement. The grant
reviewer’s lament is that most nonprofits
pay little attention to grantor “needs.”
Equally troubling is their inability to
anticipate the critical questions and eval-
uation process used by foundations and
corporate givers.

You can gain a big advantage by
viewing your grant proposal from the
grantor’s viewpoint. When you design
your grant proposal, imagine the ques-
tions the grant reviewers will ask as they
review it. Use the following checklists to
guide you:

I. Questions Asked by
Foundations

Here are questions foundations ask
when deciding which nonprofit organiza-
tions to fund:

1. How does the nonprofit’s

proposal meet the specifics of the foun-
dation’s mission statement?

2. Would the foundation’s origi-

nal donors have supported this project?
Why? 

3. Does the proposal meet a

real need with a convincing, cost-effec-
tive solution?

4. What is the role of the non-

profit’s board in this project?
5. Is the project consistent with

the nonprofit’s own mission? 
6. Who else is participating in

the project—especially in terms of finan-
cial support?

7. Does the project really need

the foundation’s help or is money avail-
able elsewhere, much more easily?

8. If the foundation supports

this project, which other projects will it
be forced not to fund? Is this the best use
of the foundation’s scarce resources?

9. Will the project overwhelm

the nonprofit’s ability to deliver its tradi-
tional services? 

10. Is good fiscal responsibility a
hallmark of this nonprofit?

11. Is this project easy to evalu-
ate? If so, by whom?

12. Is the project inclusive or
exclusive? Which underserved popula-
tions are getting real help?

13. Is the budget and staging of
expenditures feasible? How much cash

and expertise is the potential grantee
bringing to the table? Is there an annual
financial audit in place? 

14. Is the amount requested con-
sistent with the foundation’s policy and
within its average range of support? If
not, are there compelling reasons for us
investing more $$$ in this proposal as
opposed to others under review?

15. When the foundation finish-

es funding this nonprofit, will the proj-
ect be able to continue on its own? What
guarantees does the nonprofit offer that
it can sustain the project?

16. Semi-Final Cut: Are the
abstract, budget, and narrative of the
nonprofit’s proposal consistent in terms
of goals and objectives?

17. Final Cut: OK, Foundation
Staff, you have recommended funding for
10 proposals. The foundation can only
support five. Of the 10—all of which have
high marks—who do you like best? (This
last question addresses the point that
“people give money to people, not ideas.”
It is the difference between being
“approved and funded” and “approved
but not funded.”)

II. Questions Asked by
Corporations

When corporate reviewers decide
which projects to fund, some of their
questions are similar to those of
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The View from Mt. Olympus—
A Grant Reviewer’s Lament
The best way to win a grant is to put yourself in the grantor’s shoes.
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Most nonprofits pay
little attention to
grantor “needs.”
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foundations—but some are very differ-
ent. Here is a list of questions asked by
corporate grantors:

1. What is the nonprofit’s repu-

tation in the community?
2. Do people at the corporation

know members of the nonprofit’s board?
Do any of the corporation’s executives
participate in the nonprofit’s projects?
Who in the corporation is “sponsoring”
the nonprofit?

3. Is the nonprofit in any way
controversial?

4. Which bank does the nonprofit
use? What is the nonprofit’s financial sit-
uation? Are audits and annual reports
available from the nonprofit? Does the
corporation’s bank support the nonprof-
it?

5. Who’s running the nonprof-

it? Is that person dependable?
6. Has the corporation support-

ed this nonprofit before? When? How
much? Were there any problems on the
financial or publicity side?

7. Which other corporations in
the community are being solicited? How
much are they giving?

8. How does this project meet
the corporation’s vision? Any marketing
implications? 

9. What does the corporation’s

marketing and sales staff think?
Would funding this nonprofit have any
impact on the corporation’s customers? 

10. Does the nonprofit under-

stand the corporation’s culture? Can the
corporation and nonprofit coordinate the
publicity and co-manage any problems
before they become public issues?

11. Is the proposed project inno-
vative? Positive? High-profile? Does it
demonstrate good core values?

12. How will the nonprofit meas-

ure success with this project?
13. How and when will the out-

comes be apparent? Will the corporation
need to micro-manage any of this?

14. Would it be best to disperse

the risk of funding this project? Would
any other companies want to help with
this? If so, who?

15. Finally, the Big Questions:

What kind of bang for the buck will the
corporation receive? Will the corpora-
tion’s shareholders support this project?
How about the corporation’s senior staff
and board of directors? Is there any
downside to funding this project?

Are You Ready?

Some foundations and corporations
fund one of five proposals that meet their
mission statements. That’s a 20% chance.
If you are going to climb the mountain,
you have to be prepared. ■
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Society’s Resource Center, www.snpo.org,
734-451-3582.

Bill Vartorella, Ph.D., C.B.C., is executive

vice-president of the award-winning firm

Craig and Vartorella, Inc. (PO Box 1376,

Camden, South Carolina 29020, 803-432-
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CREATIVE FUNDRAISING IDEAS
Create a Book

Our Lady of Perpetual Help, a
private school in Hawaii, gave its
4th-graders a day off with instruc-
tions to spend the day taking pic-
tures of God. The resulting photos,
which ranged from animals and
ocean waves to a mother’s hands,
were turned into a book. Not only
are book sales profitable, but the
publicity has resulted in a surge of
new students for the school.

Make a Change

Change your annual fundrais-
ing letter to a non-event invitation
to give it a new look. Change the
date, place, or theme of your spe-
cial event to give it new energy.
Appoint a change-agent team to
generate new ways to do the same
old things. Survey people about
their needs, and involve them in
making changes. For more ideas,
see http://www.jblockinc.com.

Facilitate Giving
via Legacy

Encourage people to remem-
ber loved ones with memorial gifts
or to leave a legacy in other ways.
The reason so few people do so is
simply that they haven’t considered
it. For more information in helping
people to leave a legacy, contact
Leave a Legacy, 1290 Avenue of the
Americas, New York, N.Y. 10104,
info@leavealegacy-ny.org.
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