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Webinar: Harnessing Private Foundation Funding to Support Your Research and Education Activities

• An ESA Training Initiative, funded by NSF
• Relevant skills training for project leaders in:

• Financial management & fundraising
• Strategic planning
• Communication & stakeholder management

• Interactive, hands-on learning
• esa.org/sbi/

“We have gone from approx. $2M in current grants in 2015 
to $12M in 2019. We have also endowed the collection 
manager positions. At the same time we have made the 
operation leaner and more sustainable, with a 3-year 
collection strategic plan and new understanding and 
enthusiasm by the Board for collections and collection-
related research. I found the SBI course to be quite 
valuable.”

https://esa.org/sbi/
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Supporting Scientific Discoveries and Solutions for the Environment

Upcoming Events

• Harnessing the Ecological Data Revolution
• Latebreaking poster abstracts due: April 30
• www.esa.org/saltlake/
• SBI Events at the Annual Meeting

• Social networking hour (Wednesday evening) 
• Workshop on developing logic models (Thursday lunchtime)

ESA Annual Meeting:

• Fall 2020 Online: Strategies for Success (online)
• esa.org/sbi/strategies-for-success/

Upcoming SBI Course:

http://www.esa.org/saltlake/
https://esa.org/sbi/strategies-for-success/
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Supporting Scientific Discoveries and Solutions for the Environment

Contact Us

Bill Michener: William.Michener@gmail.com

SBI Training Initiative:

www.esa.org/sbi

sbi@esa.org

@esa_sbi

Download the handout 

mailto:William.Michener@gmail.com


Housekeeping Notes:

• Use the questions pod to enter questions

• Use the chat box to message the organizers

• Please stay muted 

• Thank you!
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Supporting Scientific Discoveries and Solutions for the Environment



Harnessing Private Foundation Funding 
to Support Your Research and 

Education Activities

William Michener
University of New Mexico
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Roadmap

• Why tap foundation funding?

• What do foundations do/want?

• Where do I find relevant foundations?

• How do I get foundation support?
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Why tap foundation funds?
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This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA-NC

https://mkleit.wordpress.com/2013/01/02/25-reasons-to-ask-why-as-we-enter-2013/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/
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Typically, one substantial source of income
Like a single-legged stool…

Think about the strengths and weaknesses of this 
one, key funding source



Second leg of the stool…
Often the best opportunity for growth

• Government contracts
• Earned income
• Support from our institution
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And there is an obvious third leg
Private grants:  foundations and corporate
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Worth exploring because: 

• Have grant guidelines we can research
• Have staff / build relationships
• Used to funding professional organizations
• There are many, many foundations



Foundation 
Trends
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• Two-thirds of 
foundations are family 
foundations
•Growth is driven by 

the rich and tax 
incentives / 
disincentives
•Average grants 

continue at $35K -
$50K



…
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What do foundations do/want?
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This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA-NC

https://mkleit.wordpress.com/2013/01/02/25-reasons-to-ask-why-as-we-enter-2013/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/
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Accomplish 
Priorities

Create Lasting 
Change

Gain 
Visibility

Image: Pittsburgh Post-Gazette



This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA-NC

Most foundations relate to 
“people outcomes”

• Yeast Collection that serves as a national & 
international reference and sample source

– 0 --“yeast”

– 2,547 -- “training” + “college” + “science”
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https://www.peoplemattersglobal.com/blog/performance-management/leveraging-technology-to-transform-diversity-for-performance-16029
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/


Matching Our Priorities
Who benefits?
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Training, education, jobs
Strengthen the workforce: conferences, 
techniques, gear

Improve ability to solve a 
societal problem



Where do I find relevant foundations?

17

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA-NC

https://mkleit.wordpress.com/2013/01/02/25-reasons-to-ask-why-as-we-enter-2013/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/


We can check out foundation  
priorities to find a match

The Talk:
Guidelines and Websites

The Walk:
Search Engines and IRS Forms
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How do I get foundation support?
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This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA-NC

https://mkleit.wordpress.com/2013/01/02/25-reasons-to-ask-why-as-we-enter-2013/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/


Stakeholder identification is based on 
matching priorities
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Plan and execute tactics

Phone call & proposal (always) Meeting or site visit (sometimes)

Decide what to communicate

Shared priorities Need/response/outcomes

Match constituencies and expected outcomes

e.g., undergrads / minorities e.g., STEM careers



Effectively Engaging Foundation Staff

• If your job was to give away 
money, how would you want 
to engage with a potential 
grantee?
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Tactics
• Respect their time (request a phone appointment, work with their scheduler)
• Develop relationship with the most senior person possible
• Position yourself/your organization as a resource
• Share news regularly (but don’t be a pest)
• Provide them with opportunities for visibility within your community



Keep it Simple

Source: The Foundation Center’s Guide to Proposal Writing, 2012
Samples: FC’s Grantseekers Guide to Winning Proposals, 2008

• Get your thoughts sorted out 
– Outline what you want to say
– Make it concise - Avoid fluff
– Avoid jargon

• Humanize your project
– Tell a story

• Fill out the application form
• Answer questions clearly and honestly
• Revise and edit
• Get the proposal in ahead of the deadline—Really!
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http://marketplace.foundationcenter.org/Publications/Fundraising/The-Foundation-Centers-Guide-to-Proposal-Writing-6th-Edition
http://marketplace.foundationcenter.org/Publications/Fundraising/The-Foundation-Centers-Guide-to-Proposal-Writing-6th-Edition


The Proposal Package

* Cover letter 1 – 2 pages

* Executive summary 1 page

Statement of need 2 pages

Project description 3 pages

* Budget 1 page

Organization information 1 page

Conclusion 2 paragraphs

Appendix
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* First cut decision is usually based on these sections



Executive Summary

1. The ask

2. Need: how the funding will make a difference

3. Our response: project description, staffing, 
evaluation & outcomes

4. Organization and its expertise

5. Conclusion
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The Ask, Need, and Response/Outcomes all flow from a 
well thought-out Logic Model or Success Equation



The Ask
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“I’m at that awkward point in the proposal where I actually have to ask for money.”



Sample:  Executive Summary

THE ASK

The Great Hills Biological Station requests from 

the Ecolab Foundation a grant of $25,000 to 

support the addition of an Assistant Field Leader

to our Summer Biological Field Studies Program 

— or Science Camp, as it is known within the 

Great Hills Community.
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Sample:  Executive Summary

ORGANIZATION EXPERTISE

Launched in 1986, Science Camp was among the first

programs in the nation to engage youth from the 

community in gathering data about the region’s unique 

ecology that is used by researchers to guide regional 

conservation efforts. For example, knowledge gained by 

Summer Camp studies led to the State’s decision to 

protect the Great Hills Forest Natural Area, now a major 

tourist destination. In addition, many of our Summer 

Camp alumni have gone on to distinguished careers in 

biology.
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Explaining The Need
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Sample:  Executive Summary

NEED
Summer Camp’s professional team urgently needs to 

break new ground by adding an Assistant Field Leader. 

This is because Summer Camp’s participants are 

increasingly diverse, coming from a mix of cultural and 

socioeconomic backgrounds. They now require more 

attention and leadership from staff to identify and 

address barriers to success—a situation that has 

severely stretched the capacity of Summer Camp’s 

biological professionals.
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Sample:  Executive Summary
OUTCOMES
Adding an Assistant Field Leader to Summer Camp will 
solve these problems by:

• Tutoring significantly more participants to ensure a 
strong base of scientific and mathematical skills, 
based on their Summer Camp studies,

• Tracking Summer Camp Alumni through a year of 
follow-up mentoring,

• Freeing the Summer Camp science team to ensure the 
excellence of the field learning experience, thus 
enhancing future career prospects for participants
and the usefulness of the Summer Camp studies to 
policy-makers.
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Sample:  Executive Summary

CONCLUSION

The ultimate benefit of this initiative will be 
improved scientific literacy and critical thinking 
skills among Summer Camp’s increasingly diverse 
participants. This is an absolutely essential step in 
the process of helping today’s youth become              
tomorrow’s informed citizens, armed with an 
understanding of how science is conducted in the 
field, and how it relates to important societal 
challenges.
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How much do we ask for?

9-40



Budget Tells a Story
Personnel

Project Director, Design, Lead Surveyor, Sample Preservation & ID       40%         $24,000 

Project Manager, Logistics, data collection, intern training & survey     90%           45,000 
Data Collectors, 3 post-doc’s, data collection & ID. 25 hrs/wk x 12 wksx17/hr      15,300

Subtotal personnel                                                                                                       $84,300

Fringe benefits @ 28% full-time & 15% post doc’s                                                        21,615 
Total  Personnel                                                                                                           $105,915 

Other Expenses:

Permit & visa facilitator for forest access, staff travel & sample export       $4,000

12 indigenous camp staff @ 30 hrs/wk x 9 wks x $5/hr                                            16,000

3 field microscopes, 1 Nikon camera + kits for 3k samples in 3 forests                     1,750

Training materials for 3 post-doc’s & 12 camp staff                                                 400

Total Other Expenses $22,150

Total Direct Costs $128,065

Indirect @ 20%   $25,613   

TOTAL PROJECT COSTS $153,678
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Measuring Outcomes

• Evaluation includes 
both the specific grant 
and the overall program

• Financial and activity 
reporting for the 
specific grant

• Outcome reporting for 
the overall program
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Other Style Notes

• Add a cover sheet including contacts.

• Add a table of contents & paginate.

• Appendices (optional):
– Formal recognition of charitable status

– Board list or project advisor list/project partnering 
institution list

– List of current supporters 

– 1 page vitae, if appropriate

– Letter listing key partners, if appropriate
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And Finally – the Cover Letter

• Reference to conversation/past contact/past funding, if any

• Request

• Need

• Response – project description including outcomes

• Invitation for meeting or additional details 

• Appreciation for review – looking forward to response

• Signature of senior person
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1st Paragraph is the ask

With this letter and proposal, 

The Great Hills Biological Station requests from the 
Ecolab Foundation a grant of $25,000 to support 
the addition of an Assistant Field Leader to our 
Summer Biological Field Studies Program — or 
Science Camp, as it is known within the Great Hills 
Community.

(Red language is cut and pasted from our Executive 
Summary)
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What About Letters of Inquiry?

• Only if requested by the funder

• Request “consideration of a proposal for $XX to do 
….”

Other examples:
• We would like to submit a proposal to the XYZ Foundation for $$$ in 

support of…

• I am writing to inquire about the suitability of submitting a full 
proposal to request a grant of $$$ to support…

• I am submitting the following as an initial inquiry for the ABC 
Foundation to consider a full proposal for…
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Letter of Inquiry, continued

• A mini proposal summarizing the need, project, 
outcomes, our capacity 

• Up to 2 – 2.25 pages, without a budget or 
appendices

• Offer to provide more information if needed

• Funding decisions are often made from of these

• Sometimes may be completed online
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Takeaway: Cultivate the Donor(s)

• A system for building deep, life-long 
relationships with donors

• The process by which a potential donor is 
moved from cultivation to solicitation

• Each move builds on past moves, and leads to a 
subsequent action

• Build the relationship before you need to ask

• The best time to ask, and the amount to ask for, 
is donor-driven
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janetlevineconsulting.com
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https://pixabay.com/users/congerdesign-509903/?utm_source=link-attribution&utm_medium=referral&utm_campaign=image&utm_content=752153
https://pixabay.com/?utm_source=link-attribution&utm_medium=referral&utm_campaign=image&utm_content=752153
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Questions?   Comments?
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https://chillopedia.com/interesting/top-10-art-disasters-in-history/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/
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Supporting Scientific Discoveries and Solutions for the Environment

Contact Us

Bill Michener: William.Michener@gmail.com

SBI Training Initiative:

www.esa.org/sbi

sbi@esa.org

@esa_sbi

Download the handout 

mailto:William.Michener@gmail.com

