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Welcome! 
 
Thank you for taking part in this NSBA sponsored five module eCourse on how to write 
successful foundation grant proposals.  It’s specifically geared towards those of you that are 
new to grant writing, but even if you’re a veteran grant writer, you’re sure to pick up some new 
gems of wisdom. 
 
A few examples of what you’ll learn in this course: 

 How to read a foundation’s 990 
 How to practice consistent foundation research, using free internet sources (and why 

we recommend it!) 
 How to write your proposal with the funder in mind 
 Why applying for general operating support makes sense - and how to find funders who 

give unrestricted grants! 

Let’s jump right in ... 
 
As some background, we recently did some work for a fairly large grant-making foundation in 
programming and communications.  One of the questions that everyone on our team 
remembers thinking, after first reading the foundation’s guidelines, was “Why don’t they fund 
general operating expenses?”  It made sense to us that the best use of a foundation’s resources 
would be to provide unrestricted operating expenses to worthy organizations. 
 
In case you’re wondering what classifies as operating costs, Operating Grants are not restricted 
to any specific project or set of specified activities. They can be used to support general 
operating expenses that support an organization’s normal activities. Operating Grants provide 
unrestricted income to help an organization carry out its goals without imposing the 
requirement to develop activities directly attributable to the grant.  Organizations may use 
these grants to cover day-to-day activities or on-going expenses such as administrative salaries, 
utilities, office supplies, technology maintenance, etc., as well as for project costs, capital, 
technology purchases, and professional development. 
 
Now, as it turns out, we were right about questioning the foundation’s guidelines.  As you may 
know, the nonprofit world has always followed trends, just as in business.  Because 
foundations’ founders and their leadership tended to be from the corporate world, there was a 
major push in the 1980’s through the 90’s for nonprofits to be accountable and goal driven. 
Funding was directed to short term projects – ones that could deliver measurable outcomes. 
 
But we all know that project-based accounting often forced grantees to sacrifice long term 
effectiveness.  After all, if your school or district is continually adding more programing while 
your underpaid (and frequently revolving) staff is working on obsolete computers without 
proper supplies, where will you be five years from now? 
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You'll be pleased to know that the trend is beginning to reverse. 
 
In 2009, the Independent Sector Board of Directors unanimously endorsed a statement to “opt 
for general operating support over project support when feasible and when the goals of the two 
organizations are substantially aligned.” 
 
Further, they encouraged foundations, when providing project support, to pay “the fair 
proportion of administrative and fundraising costs necessary to manage and sustain whatever is 
required by the organization to run that particular project.” 
 
Many foundations have been reluctant to respond favorably to requests for non-profit 
operating grants because there is less visible evidence of results than with project grants. The 
ability to evaluate specific projects and outcomes as a result of their grants has always been a 
priority of most funders. In times of tight money, organizations often need operating grants for 
survival. Fortunately, despite a general preference for project grants, there are foundations 
willing to provide non-profit operational grants.  
 
One of our recent searches turned up 5,267 foundations in the United States that award grants 
for general operating support. The top five are listed below along with their respective total 
giving: 
 

· Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation   $1,182,791,982 
· Lilly Endowment, Inc.     $   462,336,723 
· The Ford Foundation     $   431,643,480  
· David & Lucile Packard Foundation   $   277,891,647 
· John D. & Catherine T. McArthur Foundation  $   195,114,644 

 
Non-Profit Operating Grants are awarded in every state, but some states have far more 
foundations than others. For example there are only 44 foundations that give general operating 
support grants in Alabama, but 1,092 foundations giving such grants in Massachusetts. If 
seeking non-profit operating grants for Alabama, it would also be helpful to search for 
foundations that provide grants nationally. There are almost 600 foundations that give general 
operating support nationally.  
 
And now a recently issued report from the Foundation Center notes that, not only has 
foundation giving begun to increase again (by 14.6% in 2010), but foundation grants for 
overhead costs grew by 6.7%. Likewise, the Center for Effective Philanthropy, after surveying 
20,00 grantees and 79 foundation executives, noted that foundations “should make larger, 
longer-term operating grants” of unrestricted funds that can be used to support the 
organization and its overall mission, not just specific projects or programs. 
 
 



                                                                                             

 
How to Write Successful Foundation Grant Proposals eCourse – Module 1                                            

Fo
un

da
tio

n 
Gr

an
ts 

 
 
Hallelujah! Foundations are finally recognizing that schools and nonprofit organizations don’t 
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Yet, even before this change began, the GrantsQuest grants system strategy advocated 
targeting foundations that supported general operating support. 
  
Why?   
  
Put simply:  It makes sense to tailor two or three boilerplate proposals for general operating 
support from twenty to thirty smaller grantmaking foundations than spend that same amount 
of time dealing with the headaches of one major proposal from a major funder.  Oftentimes 
you'll find that a major funder has so many hurdles, making you more likely to trip up.  Even if 
you are successful through a herculean effort, more than likely you can garner the same 
rewards with less effort.  And talk about increasing your odds of funding! 
 
When you're in the process of evaluating what 
you want to achieve from grants and setting up 
your calendar for the year, you need to take 
into account the absolute best possible use of 
your time. 
  
By developing a good system for researching 
prospective foundations - and consistently 
devoting 2 hours per week on research alone - 
you will eventually develop a solid core of 
foundation funding.  For every community and 
mission there are the standard "known" 
foundations ... take the time to find the unknown. 
 
Next up we’ll talk about how you can find these 
funders.  Check back next week for the second 
module! 
 
 


