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WHY DO TRUSTS AND FOUNDATIONS KEEP REJECTING MY GRANT APPLICATIONS?

Grant making trusts and foundations say no far more than they say yes. What informs their decisions? How can I improve the chances of success for my applications?

David Carrington, Chief Executive of PPP Healthcare Medical Trust (and formerly of The Baring Foundation) will lead this session.

The starting point for this session is:

We say NO more often than we say YES – so most of the fund raising bids made to (most) Trusts and Foundations do not succeed.

There’s unlikely to be any need to rehearse how irritating, frustrating and demoralising that is for you.

But it’s also a real hassle for grant making organisations:

A waste of time for our – administrative and grants staff






Reviewers and assessors






Trustees

Not just a waste of time – but a blow to their enthusiasm (and the majority of them are volunteers)

It’s in both of our interests – funders and funded – to minimise the proportion of applications that fail.

Our obligation as funders is to try and be as clear as possible about what we are looking for and will fund, how we work and the criteria we will use, and to debate with applicants (unsuccessful and successful) how we could make the process to which they are subjected more ‘customer friendly’.

Yours’ as fund-seekers is to prepare top-notch grant applications – even though not all of them will succeed because there will never be enough money around to fund them all (remember that all the funding available from trusts and foundations in the UK is not sufficient to meet the total charitable appeals currently being mounted by hospitals and hospices).

This session will draw on my experience of working for different grant making organisations to highlight some of the factors that lead to an application being rejected. I’ll be brief and plan to leave half of the session to be directed by your questions and comments on your experience of us hard hearted and hard faced funders.

Information about the PPP Healthcare Medical Trust (soon to become the PPP Foundation, by the way) is on your chairs so I won’t go into detail about our grant programme priorities – except to emphasise one key aspect of our work (not something that is unique to us at all): we currently manage 11 grant programmes and two more are about to be added. They all have different aims, criteria, application procedures and requirements, assessment and review processes, and grant terms & conditions. An illustration from just one grant making trust of the danger of generalisations about the work of trusts and foundations – or about the tactics of raising money from them.

I’ll also use PPP to emphasise again the point I made at the beginning about saying no: in the first 18 months of our first two grant programmes, we received 811 applications of which 332 were not even eligible – they did not address the specific aims of the programmes or came from individuals or ineligible organisations. Of the 410 that were eligible and that we had reached a decision about, we made grants to 67 – a 16% success of the eligible ones; the grants totalled £8.9 million, an average for each successful one of £132,836

The success ratio is a bit more complex than that, in reality, as 20% of those that were eligible were of such poor quality that they never stood a serious prospect of being funded. So, of those 410 assessed and eligible applications the success rate for fundable applications was 21%. A further point about our process: we conclude the debate about each application within our committees by getting each member to score the application from 1(low) to 4 (high). The outcome is consistently sharp - there’s a big gap between those scoring above 3 and those below 2 – hardly any in between; the excellent ones stand out from the ordinary.

Repeat funders: a further preliminary observation – something I’ll revisit later: it is my impression (but not just mine – I straw-polled several colleague Trust Chief Executives to ensure that mine was not a unique view) that fund raisers focus much more of their attention on potential donors – people and organisations that have not yet funded them – than on current donors. It’s as if your performance and career prospects are judged by your success in recruiting additional donors rather than by your success in keeping existing donors engaged in your work – and renewing their support or giving more. Yet a glance at the track record of many of the larger Trusts and Foundations in the UK shows that substantial proportion of their grant decisions go to organisations that they have funded before (Baring Foundation in 1994: 55% of grants went to organisations we had funded at least once in previous 4 years). Barings not unusual, I suggest, also in the assessment of a new application also involving the evaluation of the use of the previous grant – leading to a judgement of the quality of the grant recipient, the quality of the work, their reporting, their donor engagement. If the quality was poor, the prospects of the new application not enhanced. Vica versa, if the ‘engagement’ had been exceptionally good, the impact on the prospects of the new application was not only positive but the Trustees were much more likely to consider taking on the funding of a more risky or less easily fundable proposal from that organisation.

So, how to improve your chances? I’ll concentrate on three things:

1. Getting the basics right – it’s not rocket science

2. Getting the relationship right between Development Officers and the academics

3. ‘Donor Care’

1. The Basics

i) A couple of recent examples from the applications we received from Universities when we advertised the availability of two £3 million grants to appoint new chairs and establish new centres of research, training and practice.

· We set out our aspirations for what the centres would become and the criteria we would use in assessing the applications: there in block capitals in the middle of the narrative describing what the University was planning: “INSERT THE STUFF ABOUT PPP GOALS HERE”

· The applicant universities had to identify the person that they wanted to take on the chair and set up the centre – and we told them that our assessment would be 50% university 50% the nominated individual: on the front page of the summary, Dr X was the nominee – but the CV in the more detailed presentation was for Dr Y.

…all that effort – never got to first base…

ii) the arrogance of the premier institution, academic or researcher who doesn’t reckon that the Trust’s published rules apply to them – “I know you say that, but this idea/proposal/centre is so fantastic (or I am so famous/revered or whatever) that I know you will find a way of bending your rules to include it – oh, and by the way, we had your Trustee, our friend Professor Sir X to dinner last week and he assured us that we should not be put off by all the Trust’s bureaucratic verbiage about what’s eligible and what will be excluded”.

…if a Trust has put together, after extensive and public consultation, a grant programme with specific aims and criteria, has recruited a specialist advisor and appointed an expert committee – the chances are it means what it says, whatever the view of one of its more ‘detached’ trustees!…

…and a few quick illustrations of how even the best thought out application can be illserved if the final checks are neglected: 

· the curse of the incompetent mail merge – that urges support from the Baring Foundation on page one of the covering letter and from the Leverhulme Trust on the second page;

· the no lesser curse of relying on obsolete data: 

· I left the Baring Foundation in 1998 and we were still then getting applications from organisations with full time fundraisers for grants from programmes that had ended 4 years previously; 

· and applications addressed to the Trust Administrator who had retired in 1988; 

· and an annual appeal letter from a very well known charity that employs at least 12 fund raisers thanking us for our donation and asking for a new one – problem: we had never given them a grant, ever!

And the now famous (among grant makers anyway) letter to Tim Cook when he was the Clerk to the Trustees of the City Parochial Trust – it was addressed to Mr Clerk, Cook to the Trustees.

So – no rocket science in ensuring that:

· the reference info is up to date (especially as most of the trusts and foundations now have websites); and 

· that appeals are really thoroughly proof read – and get a second person to do it as well: I know from bitter experience how easy it is to miss the most glaring glitches in your own typing!

2. Development Officer – Academics: singing from the same song sheet.

The Trust I work for is not unique in:

i) using peer reviews for getting assessments of the applications we are processing

ii) having some committee members who are not expert on all aspects of the topics covered by the grant programme.

So we have to expect of Development Officers in Universities to ensure that applications:

i) satisfy expert scrutiny – but are also

ii) accessible to people without expert knowledge.

We don’t expect Development Officers to be expert in every subject that they are representing – I’d be sceptically suspicious if they claimed to be! 

But I do expect Development Officers:

i) to ensure that my committee members are not unnecessarily blinded with jargon and sci-speak babble

ii) that comment on the reviews that we commission (all of which are sent to the applicants for comment before going to the committees) is provided by someone with the appropriate expertise.

I hope these are not unreasonable expectations – it’s an interface that we have to look to you to manage – or we will be buried by the serial applicant tendencies of some academics in some universities (I remember at Baring the withering look I got from the Director of Development of a major teaching hospital when I suggested his cause would be strengthened if he could prevent our being sent so many applications from so many different departments of his institutions – he acknowledged that he was aware of 23 charities based in the institution, almost all the private fiefdoms of individual consultants and researchers, but thought there were probably more – and he was right!).

3. Donor Care

Back to the comment I offered earlier about the lack of attention that sometimes seems to be given to making the relationship with an existing donor a central priority. I go further and say that my experience of running or being a trustee of six grant making charities indicates that the university sector is the worst at making these relationships work – at getting the financial accountability right and establishing the appropriate level of progress reporting – the generally poor quality makes the few that are of a very good standard stand out all the more.

Examples:

· The finance department that signs a letter setting out the reporting requirements and then has to be reminded every time a reporting date occurs – and then has to be sent a copy of the original agreement.

· The academics who seem to regard the reporting obligations that are inevitable with a grant made with restricted purposes as a threat to academic freedom.

· The University that cheerfully signs up to a set of grant conditions and is then surprised when the funder does take it seriously as a binding contract.

· Or the recent case of an application from University X for a grant to help the work of academic Y who we thought we were funding to work at University Z – nothing grates more with an funder than to hear second hand or indirectly about significant changes or developments to something to which they are providing funds – make sure we hear it first from you.

These, then, are another set of interfaces that we look to you to manage effectively – crucial relationships to get right not just to satisfy some control freak bureaucracy in the trust. Trusts, by and large, will have thought long and hard about the issues that they want to address with their funds – they are keen to know how things go, what are the outcomes, what’s learnt, what can be helpful to others to apply elsewhere (even – perhaps particularly – lessons learnt about things that didn’t go to plan).

Get those relationships right (and don’t expect them all to be to identical templates) and you will have helped ensure that the next application is less likely to get turned down.

David Carrington
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