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What do foundations have to offer beyond money?  

 Foundations are so much more than money: ideas, expertise, network connections, ability to 

convene stakeholders or partners as a neutral party. 

 Foundations get people together to discuss what should be done, help them connect to each 

other. They are well respected members of the community. “Good things happen when you 

bring people together”. 

 Doesn’t matter if it takes 5 times to have that conversations – all about building the relationship, 

because chances are they don’t know much about you, and you don’t know much about them. 

 Invite a foundation representative to your meetings, perhaps along with a public representative.  

How do foundations work with federal agencies? 

 Often, foundations work with agencies through collaboratives. Example: Chesapeake Bay 

Restoration program started by EPA and surrounding states, has evolved into an important 

program with several federal agencies and may nonprofit, state and local partners. 

 Foundations may or may not fund public agencies directly – depends on their policy. Often 

working through 3rd party (chartered foundation or nonprofit partner). Federal agencies tend to 

be willing, if unfamiliar partners. 

 Don’t burn your bridges. Keep the doors open - even if foundation not interested in your 

program, or cannot fund agency directly, they might work through your nonprofit partners or 

community networks.  

 Federal agencies may approach foundation, offer to share expertise. Consider how you can be a 

good partner, help advance mutual interests. 

Types of foundations  

 Congressionally chartered foundations, public charities, private foundations, charitable trusts. 

 Some “Foundations” are not. Grantmaking private foundations have different rules and 

regulations under the tax code. Operating foundations: running their own programs. 

 80K private foundations in the US, majority (about 75K) are local, smaller, community oriented 

foundations. They serve as a resource for their communities, have standing in the community.  

o Many smaller communities don’t have a foundation, so look to regional foundations, 

look to who has common interests.  

o Tend to be public spirited, broad portfolio of interests. 

o Community foundations may not have a specific focus on environment/conservation; 

however they may be willing to fund some especially if connects to other community 

priorities (youth, education).  

o Smaller 100K to 1M endowments.  

How do I find a foundation? 

 Ask around in your community, online research, ask a foundation who else they know. Start 

local > regional > national & international. 

 Online resources: 
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o Environmental Grantmakers Association: https://ega.org/  

o Exponent Philanthropy, for community foundations: 

http://www.exponentphilanthropy.org/  

o Guidestar: www.guidestar.org  

o Council on Foundations:  https://www.cof.org/  

o Foundation Center: https://foundationcenter.org; https://fconline.foundationcenter.org  

How can I tell if my project is a good fit? 

 Think of yourself as an Intelligence Officer. Gather as much information as you can, before you 

go see them. Learn from what they tell you. 

 What and who do they fund?  

o Some have defined programs. Look at their priorities 

o Look at past grants: who they funded, how much, how long, for what topics.  

o Some have strict  guidelines for what they fund, others are more open 

 What if they don't fund us or accept unsolicited proposals? Still worth building a relationship. 

They can connect you to other resources, partners and funders.  

 They are looking for that exceptional person that they can find and fund and get something 

significant done on the ground.  

How do I open the door and start a conversation? 

 Foundations rarely give money to strangers. Need to build relationship over time. Invite them 

out, call up and ask to have a conversation. Ask for their advice on what you are trying to do. 

Ask, who else do you know that I should talk to? 

 If possible, get a partner or community connection to introduce you. Work your contacts – who 

could you call and get a call back from?  

 Look around you. What are the assets, values in your community? Get to know your community 

partners and leaders. Find common cause around improving the quality of life. This puts your 

relationship on a different footing. 

 Recognizing who in your community (like the bankers) are decision makers for the 

family/community foundations. Research who is funding your partners, community events, etc. 

 Very important to be genuine. 

 Talk to staff first (if foundation has them); if not then board member.  

o Small foundations may not have formal staff person, often just family member, figure 

out the board chair/leadership.  

o If there is staff, talk to staff first – they don’t appreciate your going over their head to 

the Board! Ask for advice, ask questions. Do your homework. Don't start with the 

Ask...take time to get to know each other. "Let's talk...can I have 30 min of your time 

and get your advice?" 

 Have your elevator speech ready, but spend most of your time asking questions. Open-ended 

questions to get started:  

o What do you think of what we’re doing? 

o What do you think we could be doing? 

o How might we work together? 

https://ega.org/
http://www.exponentphilanthropy.org/
http://www.guidestar.org/
https://www.cof.org/
https://foundationcenter.org/
https://fconline.foundationcenter.org/
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 NO may not mean Never, it means Not Now or Not Yet – it is the beginning of the conversation, 

not the end. Cultivate the relationship.... “Never take No for an Answer”. 

 Recognize that foundations fund multiple projects and grantees. It’s always a good idea to ask, 

who and what else are you funding? 

How will foundation determine their investment? What is behind the scenes at the foundation? 

 Foundations have a long-term view of their investments. Pay attention to foundation's program 

priorities (what they do and don't fund) and rules for approach - often posted online 

 They are sizing up the grantee – can they handle this funding, are they secure? 

 Only a small % (5-10%) of foundation endowment is available for spending in any given year. 

This % seems very small but is standard  - it has to do with balancing the long-term sustainability 

of their endowment vs the need to spend funding for current and multi-year priorities.  

o Here's a resource to understand the endowment spending rules: https://www.manning-

napier.com/Corporate/Insights/ResearchLibrary/Article/tabid/308/Article/97/Endowme

nts-and-Foundations-A-Closer-Look-at-Spending-Rules.aspx [Anne] 

 Jerry's favorite question to ask a grant-seeker: "What will be different 1 year from now if we 

invest in your project/program? What will you actually accomplish?" - looking for broader, 

tangible impact and outcomes. Results, results, results. 

 What is the tangible thing people can commit to? Understand it might take a few years for 

people to understand what is possible and desirable. Have a focus and a result-orientation. 

Where do foundations gather? Can we attend? 

 Quote: “Americans are wild about forming associations” – and foundations are no exception.  

 A number of associations of foundations, who hold periodic or annual meetings, discuss and 

explore issues they are funding.   

 Need a personal invitation to attend or present. Work through your contacts, learn about where 

and when they meet, what topics are of interest. Inquire whether you might join as a presenter 

in a plenary or breakout session. 

Faux pas to avoid? 

 Asking for money first, before you build a relationship. 

 Be polite. A grant is a gift, they don’t have to give it to you. 

 When grant is over, biggest mistake is walking away from the relationship. Foundations made an 

investment, they are interested in hearing ongoing progress and updates. You never know when 

you might have the opportunity to work together again. 

What should we do during and after the grant? 

 Foundation wants to know you are spending money according to the plan in your grant award 

agreement. Often require quarterly reports on what you did, what you spent, to help stay on 

top of potential changes. Stay in touch with foundation during the grant year.  

 Most grants are 1 year. Some multiyear, sometimes renewed.  

 Don’t want surprises – keep them informed if things change.  

https://www.manning-napier.com/Corporate/Insights/ResearchLibrary/Article/tabid/308/Article/97/Endowments-and-Foundations-A-Closer-Look-at-Spending-Rules.aspx
https://www.manning-napier.com/Corporate/Insights/ResearchLibrary/Article/tabid/308/Article/97/Endowments-and-Foundations-A-Closer-Look-at-Spending-Rules.aspx
https://www.manning-napier.com/Corporate/Insights/ResearchLibrary/Article/tabid/308/Article/97/Endowments-and-Foundations-A-Closer-Look-at-Spending-Rules.aspx
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o Things gone off track? Everyone goes off track. Be honest, don’t make up stories. Say it 

early, make early corrections. Keep them informed and ask their advice, they can help 

you as well.  

o Keep them informed outside of the formal reports. Catch up, ask advice. 

What about an exit strategy? After the grant is over? 

 Don’t take it personally if they tell you they won’t fund you again.  

 Sometimes fund grantees steadily...do fantastic work and keep finding new problems and 

innovative ways to work on them. 

 When grant is over, don’t let your only response be asking for more money. That is just a step in 

cultivating the relationship. Keep them informed of ongoing impacts and outcomes, what you’re 

doing. “Keep telling me something interesting” 

 Don’t disappear! Stay in touch. Keep them informed over time of ongoing progress. You can be a 

resource to the foundation. 

What is the connection between foundations and corporate partners or donors? 

 Corporations historically have been conservative in their philanthropy. May have viewed 

conservation/environmental work as controversial or risky. 

 More recently, they are figuring out that it is in their interest to invest in preventative and 

proactive actions: invest in pollution prevention, rather than in pollution permission. 

 Liz: two big changes in corporate partnerships.  

o Corporate Social Responsibility: see a shift from funding nonprofits (3rd party) to some 

corporations directly funding CSR programs on the ground 

o Federal agencies working directly with corporate partners, e.g. NPS around Centennial 

campaign. Increasing clarity about how agencies and corporations can work together. 

 


