FINDING THE FOUNDATION-FUNDABLE "PROJECT" IN AN IDEA
Prepared by Deborah S. Koch, University of Massachusetts, Amherst
There are two issues under consideration:  1) whether or not foundations are the right funding source for you, and 2) whether or not your work is a “project.”  The two lists below will help you answer both questions.

Are foundations the right source?  When looking for funding for your work, it is important to match your work with the right funding source.  Some projects/research will attract corporate funders.  Other projects will fit in well with government programs.  And some projects will be highly appealing to foundations.  Some may be of interest to more than one source.  

Foundations want to affect social change.  They want to be associated with greatness, with being the one that made the difference.  Early on, foundations were conceived of as being the laboratories for government; that is, because they are private entities, they have greater risk-taking capacity than government and can test community problem-solving ideas and methods that government can later adapt.  The program Headstart is an excellent example of this.

Foundations often have a specific area or areas of interest in which they want to invest and/or a specific, disadvantaged, population they seek to assist.  While there are always exceptions, foundations are less likely to fund general operating support, construction, endowments, or conferences unless these are part of a larger project. 

Is it a “project”?  Just as it is difficult to narrow down a topic when writing a book, article, or paper, so it is when conceiving and designing a foundation-fundable project.  Be careful of ideas larger than you can possibly manage.  To give you an idea of the difference between a good “idea” and a good “project,” I offer this distinction:  eradicating world hunger is a good idea, but it is not a foundation-fundable “project.”  Operating a food bank, a soup kitchen, or a meals-on-wheels program are examples of things that are more like a “project.”  And getting even more specific within these programs, such as conceiving of a clever way to deliver your anti-hunger program in a rural area, is even more of a “project.”

1. To determine if your project is foundation-fundable, ask yourself these screening questions:

a. Is it doable?

b. Does it have a beginning, a middle, and an end?

c. Does it have a focused goal?  

d. Can you answer the question, “So what?”

e. Can you identify who benefits?  Is this an appropriate population to benefit?

f. Does it have measurable objectives?

g. How will you know when you’ve met your goal?

2. These are things that will give your project Bonus Points:

h. Demonstrated institutional support 

i. Leverages support from other places

j. Community involvement

k. Involvement of those most affected

l. Novel approach – what sets you apart

m. Replicability
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