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Getting Started with Prospect Research 

This	short	booklet	consists	of	posts	on	prospect	research	from	the	Peak	Proposals	blog.	To	
make	it	easier	to	read	through	the	series,	the	posts	have	been	combined	into	a	single	package.		

Prospect	research	involves	researching	potential	funders.	The	funders	could	be	individual	
donors	or	they	could	be	private	foundations	or	government	agencies.	The	information	in	this	
booklet	focuses	on	the	prospect	research	process	for	identifying	funding	opportunities	from	
foundations.	

The	posts	cover:	

• What	information	to	collect	before	you	start	your	prospect	research.	
• How	to	conduct	the	research	and	track	your	results.		
• A	process	for	summarizing	an	opportunity	so	you	can	evaluate	it	for	fit.	
• What	a	go/no-go	meeting	is	and	how	it	works.	

We	hope	this	material	is	useful	to	you	in	your	pursuit	of	grant	funds.	If	you	have	questions	
about	the	content	please	feel	free	to	email	us	at	
theorganizedgrantwriter@peakproposals.com.	
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Preparing to Search for Funding Opportunities 
The 4-Step Process 

Finding	funding	opportunities	that	are	a	good	fit	for	your	organization	involves	a	few	steps.	
Before	you	begin	your	search	for	potential	funders,	you'll	first	need	to	take	an	inventory	of	your	
project's	needs	and	resources.	

Your	inventory	should	include:	

	 1	 The	current	financial	picture	for	your	project/organization:	Knowing	how	much	money	
you	need	to	support	your	project/programs	will	help	you	plan	your	grant	strategy.	If	you	
need	$100,000,	you	might	decide	to	target	4-6	mid-size	foundations	offering	grants	in	
the	$40-50K	range.	If	you	need	$500K	or	more,	you	might	prioritize	applying	to	
government	grants	over	private	foundations.	

	 2	 Detailed	descriptions	of	the	projects/services	you	want	to	launch	or	maintain:	If	you	are	
the	director	of	the	project,	you'll	know	the	project	details	and	this	will	be	an	easy	task.	If	
you	are	a	freelance	writer	and	have	been	hired	to	write	grants	for	a	nonprofit,	this	will	
require	more	work	but	will	be	worth	the	time.	Knowing	the	project	details	will	help	you	
to	identify	the	keywords	you	should	use	in	your	research	for	relevant	funders.	Examples	
of	keywords	include:	The	geographic	location	where	the	project	is	based	(country,	
region,	state,	city);	the	target	population	(women,	veterans,	etc.).;	and	the	focus	issue	
(homelessness,	disease	prevention,	mental	health	treatment,	etc.).	If	you	are	new	to	
the	organization	and	the	type	of	work	it	does,	you	may	also	want	to	develop	a	list	of	
terminology	the	organization	uses	to	talk	about	its	work.	These	terms	will	also	be	useful	
as	keywords	in	your	search	for	funding	opportunities.	

	 3	 Who	can	work	on	the	proposal:	With	very	few	exceptions,	writing	a	grant	proposal	
requires	the	efforts	of	multiple	people.	If	a	grant	application	is	very	simple--short,	
limited	details,	basic	budget--one	person	might	be	able	to	complete	the	application	on	
her	own.	If	you	are	the	head	of	a	project/organization	and	know	the	project	details	
intimately,	you	could	probably	write	the	proposal	narrative	on	your	own.		From	your	
experience,	you'll	know	the	who,	what,	and	where.	If	you	have	been	hired	as	a	
consultant	to	write	a	grant	proposal,	you	can	put	together	the	proposal	pieces,	but	
you'll	need	help	with	the	content.	To	get	details	on	the	history	of	the	project,	who	runs	
it,	and	how	it	operates	(or	will	operate,	if	it	is	a	new	initiative),	you	can	interview	staff	or	
have	them	complete	written	questionnaires.	You	will	also	want	to	establish	who	can	
(and	who	must,	depending	on	the	expertise	required)	assist	with	the	proposal	writing.	
Once	you	know	who	you	need	to	work	with,	you	should	get	copies	of	their	schedules.	
Having	their	schedules	on	hand	can	help	you	evaluate	opportunities.	You'll	want	to	
make	sure	that	the	people	you	need	to	consult	with	will	be	around	when	you	are	
working	on	the	proposal.	
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	 4	 Who	can	work	on	the	project:		Before	you	start	looking	for	opportunities,	you	will	want	
to	know	who	will	be	able	to	work	on	the	project,	should	the	proposal	result	in	an	award.	
The	people	working	on	the	proposal	may	not	be	the	same	people	who	will	work	on	the	
project.	You	should	prepare	two	lists:	One	with	the	names	of	everyone	who	can	help	the	
proposal	and	a	second	list	of	who	can	or	will	be	working	on	the	project.	If	you	have	a	list	
of	project	staff	with	their	expertise,	you	can	consult	the	list	as	you	read	the	descriptions	
of	potential	funding	opportunities	to	determine	if	there	is	a	good	match.	

When	you	want	to	find	grant	funds	for	a	project,	it	is	hard	not	to	jump	right	to	the	research	
step.	However,	if	you	jump	in	without	doing	the	preliminary	work,	it	will	be	difficult	to	
determine	if	an	opportunity	is	a	good	fit	and	whether	you	can	apply	for	it	with	the	resources	
and	expertise	available	to	you.	

If	you	know	the	project	well	and	have	a	history	with	the	organization,	you	may	be	able	to	
assemble	everything	you	need	in	a	few	days.	If	you	are	new	to	the	organization,	you'll	want	to	
plan	ahead	and	give	yourself	a	couple	of	weeks	to	gather	the	materials,	get	to	know	the	
project,	and	organize	the	proposal	team.	

Researching Potential Funders: Tools for Prospect Research 

The	last	post	focused	on	the	resources—information	and	expertise—you	should	assemble	
before	you	start	researching	potential	funders.	

In	this	post,	we’ll	move	to	the	next	step.	Once	you	are	clear	on	what	(project	or	activity)	
requires	funding,	how	much	funding	you	will	need,	and	who	will	be	doing	the	work,	you	are	
ready	to	start	researching	potential	funders.	

When	you	start	to	research	funding	opportunities,	ideally	you'll	have	a	budget	to	pay	for	a	
subscription	to	a	foundation	database	to	help	you	with	your	search.	There	are	free	options	too,	
but	paid	tools	are	the	way	to	go	if	you	want	to	have	access	to	the	most	comprehensive	listings.	
Below	are	profiles	of	six	databases	for	foundation	research	and	one	government-sponsored	
database	for	U.S.	government	grants.	

The	foundation	databases	range	from	free	to	more	than	$1000/mo.,	with	some	focused	on	
serving	an	academic	clientele	while	others	target	nonprofits.	The	databases	contain	similar	
content.	Which	one	will	work	best	for	you	will	depend	on	your	budget,	whether	you	want	to	be	
able	to	save	your	search	results,	and	if	you	are	interested	in	government	grants	or	just	
foundation	funding.	

Prospect	Research	Tools:	Foundation	Grants	

If	you	want	to	research	private	foundations,	you’ll	probably	want	to	purchase	a	subscription	to	
a	donor	database.	The	databases	include	private	and	corporate	foundations.	Content	covered	
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includes	descriptions	of	the	foundations	and	their	funding	interests,	eligibility	requirements,	
and	may	provide	links	to	the	foundations'	most	recent	IRS	filing	(form	990).	
You	can	identify	foundations	using	free	resources,	but	this	can	be	a	time-consuming	process.	
Some	free	options	include	using	a	search	engine	like	Google	and	plugging	in	your	keywords	
(project	type,	geographic	location,	etc.)	and	the	words	like	“donor,"	“funder,”	“philanthropy,”	
or	“foundation,"	to	see	what	comes	up.	You’ll	then	need	to	follow	the	links	to	each	foundation	
to	review	its	website	to	see	has	potential.	The	advantage	of	a	subscription	database	over	Web-
based	research	is	that	the	paid	database	will	give	you	most,	if	not	all,	of	the	information	you'll	
need	to	decide	whether	the	foundation	could	be	a	good	fit.	Most	databases	also	allow	you	to	
save	your	search	results	so	you	can	return	to	them	later.	

In	addition	to	using	databases,	you	can	identify	promising	foundations	by	examining	the	
annual	reports	and	IRS	filings	of	nonprofits	that	do	similar	work	to	your	own	to	see	where	they	
get	their	funding.	

A	few	options	for	funding	databases	include:	

Foundation	Center's	Foundation	Directory	Online	(https://fconline.foundationcenter.org):	The	
Foundation	Center	offers	both	free	and	paid	content.	The	free	content	includes	brief	profiles	of	
approximately	90,000	foundations.	The	profiles	include	the	foundations'	funding	interests	and	
year-end	assets	and	total	giving.	The	free	version	is	helpful	if	you	have	the	name	of	a	
foundation	and	you	want	to	get	a	quick	idea	of	what	it	funds.	The	paid	version	of	Foundation	
Directory	Online	is	what	you'll	need	if	you	want	complete	profiles	of	foundations	and	the	ability	
to	conduct	searches	and	store	data.	There	are	three	annual	subscription	plans	ranging	from	
$399	for	one	license	to	$1499.	The	Foundation	Center	says	in	its	promotional	material	that	the	
Foundation	Directory	Online	is	the	only	resource	you'll	need	to	find	foundation	funding,	and	it	
probably	is,	but	there	are	other	options	you	can	consider.		

Foundation	Search	(www.foundationsearch.com):	FoundationSearch	is	similar	to	the	
Foundation	Center's	premium	version	of	Foundation	Directory	Online.	The	FoundationSearch	
database	contains	approximately	120,000	foundations	and	includes	the	funders	areas	of	
interest,	giving	trends,	and	past	grant	recipients.	The	FoundationSearch	pricing	is	not	listed	on	
its	website,	so	it	is	not	possible	to	compare	its	pricing	plans	with	the	Foundation	Center's.	You	
can	call	FoundationSearch	at	1-888-538-2763	for	more	information.	

GrantSelect	(www.grantselect.com):	GrantSelect's	database	includes	government	funding	
opportunities	and	foundation	grants.	GrantSelect	advertises	its	searchable	database	as	
appropriate	for	"nonprofits,	universities,	research	institutions	and	community	organizations."	
GrantSelect	has	reasonably	affordable	pricing.	For	individuals,	the	rates	are	$150/3	months	or	
$495/year.	For	institutional	subscriptions,	you	need	to	contact	GrantSelect	for	a	quote.		Worth	
noting	is	that	GrantSelect	markets	its	database	to	public	libraries,	allowing	library	patrons	to	
access	it	for	free	from	library	computers.	

Grant	Forward	(https://www.grantforward.com):	Grant	Forward	has	been	around	since	2012	
and	targets	academic	institutions	(of	which	it	boasts	125	subscribers).	It	lists	funding	
opportunities	from	both	foundations	and	government	agencies.	Some	of	its	features	include	a	
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well-designed,	attractive	interface	and	the	option	to	have	new	opportunities	delivered	to	your	
email	inbox.		Grant	Forward	updates	its	database	twice	a	week,	which	it	advertises	as	superior	
to	some	of	its	competitors	that	update	their	content	on	a	monthly	basis.	Subscriptions	range	
from	$19/mo.	for	individuals	to	$1500	-	$3000/mo.	for	institutions.	

GrantStation	(https://www.grantstation.com):	GrantStation	is	a	very	affordable	donor	
database	at	$149/year	and	if	you	subscribe	to	the	Chronicle	of	Philanthropy	(individual	
subscription	is	$79/year)	you	can	access	it	for	free	as	a	subscription	benefit.		GrantStation	lists	
private	foundation	and	government	grant	sources	and	includes	links	to	federal	and	state	
agencies.	GrantStation	can	get	the	job	done,	and	for	newly	formed	nonprofits	it	is	priced	right,	
but	it	would	be	difficult	to	rely	on	as	your	only	resource.	Unlike	the	premium	databases	listed	
above,	GrantStation	does	have	any	easy	way	to	save	your	search	results.	

NozaSearch	(https://www.nozasearch.com):	NozaSearch	is	a	Blackbaud	company.	The	
subscription	is	not	cheap--$900/year	(or	$99/mo.)	for	one	license.	Blackbaud	offers	a	"free"	
foundation	search	option,	but	this	only	gets	you	the	IRS	form	990s	of	the	foundations,	which	
you	can	also	get	for	free	through	the	Foundation	Center	or	Guidestar.	NozaSearch	allows	you	
to	search	on	donations	by	individuals	as	well	as	on	foundation	giving,	which	would	make	it	
attractive	to	organizations	trying	to	develop	an	individual	giving	campaign.	Blackbaud	
advertises	NozaSearch	as	the	"largest	database	of	charitable	donations.	"	You	can	see	a	demo	
of	the	product	at	https://www.nozasearch.com/VideoDemo.aspx.	

Prospect	Research	Tool:	Government	Grants	

If	you	are	interested	in	government	grants,	you	only	need	to	go	to	one	place:	www.grants.gov.	
This	is	the	U.S.	government-maintained	website	that	lists	grant	opportunities	from	26	federal	
agencies.	Because	it	is	government-sponsored,	this	is	a	free	resource.	Be	aware	that	if	you	type	
“government	grants”	into	Google	you’ll	see	lots	of	ads	for	non-government	affiliated	websites	
that	tout	that	they	are	the	resource	for	government	grants.	To	avoid	these,	type	"grants.gov"	
directly	into	your	search	bar	and	make	sure	that	you	are	on	a	".gov"	website	when	you	are	
researching	federal	funding	opportunities.	

Grants.gov	allows	you	to	look	up	funding	opportunities	a	few	different	ways	including	by	
federal	agency,	category,	or	eligibility.	You	can	also	set	up	email	alerts	to	have	opportunities	
that	meet	your	search	terms	emailed	to	your	inbox.	

Once	you	identify	the	federal	agencies	that	are	a	good	fit	for	the	work	you	do,	it	is	worth	
checking	the	agency	websites.	Although	many	times	the	agency	websites	will	direct	you	back	
to	grants.gov,	sometimes	the	agency	websites	have	information	about	grant	opportunities	and	
application	guidelines.	

Next	Step	

In	the	next	post,	we'll	cover	how	to	track	your	search	results	and	move	to	the	next	stage	of	the	
prospecting	process,	which	is	deciding	which	opportunities	to	pursue.	
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Getting Started with Prospect Research 

In	this	post,	we'll	tackle	how	to	keep	track	of	your	research	results.	

Once	you	have	decided	on	the	research	database	or	search	tool	that	you’ll	use,	you'll	begin	
your	search	for	funders	using	the	keyword	list	you	developed	earlier	in	the	process.	Keywords	
should	tie	in	with	the	type	of	work	you	do,	where	you	work,	the	population	you	work	with,	etc.	

Keeping	Track	of	Search	Results	

To	avoid	reviewing	foundations	multiple	times,	you'll	want	to	create	a	system	to	document	
which	foundations	and	opportunities	you	have	reviewed,	which	ones	deserve	follow-up,	and	
which	ones	are	not	a	good	fit	and	you	can	drop	from	your	list.	

The	premium	donor	databases	give	you	the	option	of	saving	your	search	results.	If	you	are	
relying	on	Google	or	another	free	search	tool,	you'll	need	to	create	a	system	for	tracking	your	
search	results.	

One	option	for	saving	the	search	results	is	to	create	a	spreadsheet	using	Excel.	Once	created,	
you	can	store	it	in	a	shared	electronic	folder	to	allow	for	easy	access	by	colleagues	who	may	be	
performing	prospect	research	along	with	you.	

You	can	also	choose	to	go	the	paper	route	and	print	out	a	hard	copy	of	your	spreadsheet	and	
complete	it	by	hand.	An	example	of	a	basic	tracker	is	below,	which	you	can	download	and	use	
electronically	or	in	hard-copy	form.	

� 	
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To	begin	your	research,	you	will	use	your	keywords	to	generate	a	list	of	foundations.	
Depending	on	your	keywords,	you	might	end	up	with	a	list	of	a	couple	hundred	foundations	to	
review.		For	the	initial	review,	you	'll	want	to	move	quickly	through	the	list,	eliminating	
foundations	that	are	obviously	not	a	good	fit	and	noting	the	ones	that	have	potential.	

If	you	are	working	as	part	of	a	team,	you'll	want	to	share	the	results	of	your	research	with	your	
colleagues,	so	they	don't	end	up	duplicating	your	efforts.	One	option	is	to	store	the	
spreadsheet	in	a	shared	folder	online	so	everyone	can	access	it.	If	you	prefer	working	with	
paper,	you	could	print	out	the	tracker,	complete	it	by	hand,	and	store	the	copies	in	a	binder	in	a	
central	area	of	your	office	where	everyone	will	have	access.	

Once	you've	completed	your	big	sweep	and	evaluated	all	of	the	foundations	that	came	up	with	
your	keyword	search,	you	will	be	left	with	a	much	smaller	list.	In	most	cases,	the	list	will	be	less	
than	half	the	size	of	the	original	list.	

Completing	an	In-Depth	Review		

The	in-depth	review	occurs	next,	which	is	the	final	stage	before	you	start	to	look	at	funding	
opportunities.	Taking	your	now	much	smaller	list	of	foundations,	you'll	research	each	one	by:	

	 •	 reading	the	full	profile	of	the	foundation	found	in	the	database	(if	you	are	using	a	
database);	

	 •	 studying	the	foundation's	website;	
	 •	 reviewing	summaries	of	the	foundation	discovered	through	your	web	research	(this	will	

be	a	crucial	step	for	smaller	family	foundations	that	may	not	have	a	website);	and	
	 •	 reading	annual	reports	or	other	publications	produced	by	the	funder.	

Whereas	the	initial	scan	might	take	10-minutes	per	foundation,	the	in-depth	research	will	take	
approximately	20-40	minutes	per	foundation.	Depending	on	the	length	of	your	list,	you	may	
need	to	complete	your	in-depth	reviews	over	the	course	of	several	weeks.	When	you	complete	
your	in-depth	reviews,	you'll	find	that	many	of	the	foundations	and	opportunities	that	survived	
the	first	cut	are	not	appropriate	after	all	and	can	be	eliminated	from	your	list.	After	the	in-
depth	reviews,	your	list	will	have	shrunk	again	and	may	only	be	a	quarter	the	size	of	the	
original,	"broad	sweep"	list	created	in	the	last	stage.	

Creating	Profiles	

To	help	you	remember	what	you	discovered	about	each	foundation,	it	is	useful	to	write	down	
your	findings.	However,	you'll	only	be	writing	up	those	foundations	and	opportunities	that	
withstood	the	in-depth	review,	which	again,	will	be	the	relatively	small	number	of	foundations	
that	made	it	through	your	two	reviews.	
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The	template	below	(click	to	download)	is	one	option	that	you	can	use	to	collect	essential	
information	about	the	foundations.	This	template	has	a	place	for	you	to	write:	

	 •	 Areas	of	Interests/Programs	
	 •	 Eligibility	Requirements	
	 •	 Application	Deadlines	
	 •	 Names	of	Program	Officers	
	 •	 Award	Information	

�

If	you	want	to	create	your	own		template,	consider	creating	one	that	allows	you	to	see	all	of	the	
essential	information	in	one	glance.		The	idea	behind	the	profile	is	to	help	you	gather	only	
those	pieces	of	information	critical	to	helping	you	and	your	team	to	decide	what	to	do	next.	
You	don't	need	to	recap	all	the	information	on	a	foundation's	website,	you	only	want	to	capture	
the	essential	pieces	of	information	that	will	help	with	the	decision	process.	

As	with	the	foundation	tracker,	you	will	want	to	save	the	completed	profiles	in	a	shared	folder	
so	everyone	on	your	team	can	access	them.	

To	summarize	the	prospect	research	process	so	far	

	 1	 	Get	Organized.	Identify	the	proposal	and	project	teams,	collect	background	
documents,	and	calculate	your	funding	needs.	
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	 2	 Choose	Your	Tools:	Decide	on	your	research	tools	and	strategies.	Are	you	going	to	
subscribe	to	a	donor	database	or	use	Google	and	other	free	tools?	

	 3	 Complete	an	Initial	Review	of	Potential	Leads:	Generate	a	list	of	potential	leads	by	using	
relevant	keywords	(geographic	location,	project	type,	and	focus	area,	etc.).		Do	a	quick	
screening	of	all	of	the	foundations	that	come	up	through	the	keyword	search	and	
decide	which	foundations	look	most	promising	and	deserve	a	more	in-depth	review.	

	 4	 Summarize	Foundations	with	Potential:	Prepare	profiles	of	each	foundation	that	
deserves	a	closer	look.	The	profile	should	be	a	snapshot	of	the	foundation's	interests,	
giving	history,	eligibility	requirements,	and	deadlines.	

Next	Steps	

In	the	next	post,	the	focus	will	be	on	the	final	stage,	which	involves	evaluating	specific	
opportunity	announcements.	

Moving from Research to Proposal Preparation 

This	post	is	the	last	of	a	four-part	series	on	the	steps	to	complete	in	advance	of	preparing	a	
grant	application.	To	recap	what	has	been	covered:	

The	first	stage	of	the	process	involves	collecting	the	background	information	you'll	need	to	
write	the	proposal.	This	includes	things	such	as	your	funding	needs;	your	organization's	history	
and	recent	accomplishments;	a	project	description;	the	names	of	the	staff	members	who	will	
be	working	on	the	proposal,	and,	if	different,	the	names	of	the	staff	who	will	be	working	on	the	
project.	As	part	of	the	work	under	the	first	stage,	you'll	gather	relevant	keywords	that	you	can	
use	to	identify	potential	funders.	

The	second	stage	of	the	process	is	deciding	what	tools	you	will	use	to	conduct	your	research.	
There	are	both	free	and	fee-based	databases,	or	you	can	use	Google	or	another	search	engine	
to	get	you	started.	If	you	do	not	have	the	resources	to	pay	for	a	premium	database	but	want	
something	more	targeted	than	Google,	you	can	see	if	your	local	library	has	a	subscription	to	a	
funder	database	such	as	GrantSelect.com.	

The	third	stage	of	the	process	involves	using	your	list	of	keywords	(generated	in	the	first	stage)	
and	your	chosen	research	tools	(from	the	second	stage)	to	identify	potential	funders.	You'll	
start	your	research	by	doing	a	broad	sweep	of	potential	funders,	taking	a	look	at	everything	
that	comes	up	using	your	keywords.	To	get	the	list	down	to	a	manageable	size,	you'll	want	to	
do	a	quick	review	of	every	foundation	to	decide	if	it	deserves	a	closer	look	or	if	it	should	be	
eliminated	from	the	list.	Many	of	the	foundations	on	the	list	will	clearly	not	be	appropriate	
based	on	their	eligibility	requirements,	and	you	can	eliminate	them	immediately.	Others	may	
require	a	little	more	time,	but	the	goal	is	to	scan	each	foundation	to	see	if	your	organization	fits	
within	its	focus	areas	and	eligibility	requirements.	

After	you	complete	your	scan	of	all	of	the	foundations	that	came	up	through	your	keyword	
search,	you'll	be	left	with	a	significantly	smaller	list.	You'll	use	this	list	for	your	more	in-depth	
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reviews.	The	foundations	that	survive	closer	scrutiny	will	be	written	up	in	one-page	profiles	to	
inform	later	discussion	about	what	you'll	do	next:	

	 •	 Apply	for	an	open	opportunity	
	 •	 Schedule	a	time	to	revisit	the	foundation	to	look	for	opportunities	
	 •	 Eliminate	the	foundation	from	your	list	

If	you	decide	to	eliminate	the	foundation	from	your	list	after	looking	at	the	more	in-depth	
summary,	then	you	can	officially	retire	the	foundation	from	your	list	of	prospects.	If	you	do	
remove	a	foundation	from	the	list,	you	might	want	to	update	your	foundation	tracker	with	a	
note	that	the	foundation	no	longer	requires	follow-up.	

Summarizing	an	Opportunity	

If	a	foundation	has	an	opportunity	that	you	are	interested	in	possibly	responding	to,	your	next	
step	is	to	review	the	details,	everything	from	the	application	deadline	and	award	amount	to	the	
expected	results.	The	foundation	summary	was	about	the	big	picture--the	foundation's	
program	areas	and	interests,	leadership,	and	history.	The	opportunity	summary	centers	on	the	
details	of	a	specific	funding	opportunity	announced	by	the	foundation.		Some	of	the	
information	may	overlap	between	the	two	profiles,	but	the	opportunity	summary	has	a	
narrower	focus.	

�

What	you	need	your	opportunity	summary	to	capture	will	depend	on	a	few	things,	including	
whether	you	are	looking	primarily	at	government	grants	or	foundation	grants.	The	opportunity	
summary	template	above	(which	you	can	download	and	adapt)	leans	more	toward	
government	grants,	but	can	be	used	for	foundations	too.	Depending	on	your	needs,	you	may	
want	two	templates,	one	for	foundation-sponsored	opportunities	and	another	for	government	
grants.	If	you	use	a	single	template,	but	you'll	want	to	make	sure	it	has	a	place	for	everything	
you	would	like	to	evaluate.	
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Using	the	Opportunity	Summary	for	Go/No-Go	Meetings	

The	opportunity	summary	will	be	very	helpful	to	refer	to	going	into	go/no-go	discussions.	The	
purpose	of	go/no-go	meetings	is	covered	below.	In	brief,	the	go/no-go	meeting	is	a	meeting	of	
key	stakeholders	(program	staff,	finance	staff,	senior	leadership,	etc.)	to	decide	whether	to	
pursue	an	opportunity	based	on	the	opportunity	costs	and	benefits	and	whether	the	
opportunity	fits	with,	and	advances,	the	organization's	mission.	To	keep	the	meeting	on	track,	
it	helps	to	be	able	to	refer	to	a	written	description	of	the	opportunity	that	covers	all	the	key	
points.	This	is	where	the	opportunity	summary	comes	in	handy.	

When	you	review	the	specifics	of	an	opportunity,	you'll	need	to	think	through	what	resources	it	
will	take	to	respond	to	the	opportunity	(people,	time,	money,	skills).	If	the	opportunity	cost	is	
too	high,	or	if	it	isn't	a	good	match	with	your	organization's	interests	or	direction,	you	can	stop	
there	and	not	pursue	the	opportunity	further.	You	may	decide	not	watch	the	foundation	
anymore,	or	maybe	you'll	choose	to	monitor	the	foundation	in	case	it	releases	future	
opportunities	that	might	be	a	better	fit.	

If	an	opportunity	looks	interesting	and	has	potential,	but	you	don't	have	the	needed	resources	
or	required	expertise	to	be	competitive,	you	may	want	to	table	the	opportunity	and	continue	to	
watch	the	foundation.	

Next	Steps	

If	the	opportunity	is	a	good	match	with	your	organization's	mission	and	you	have	the	resources	
to	respond,	the	opportunity	is	the	match	you've	been	looking	for	throughout	the	research	and	
review	stages.	You'll	now	move	into	the	next	phase,	which	is	managing	the	proposal's	
preparation.		

Go/No-Go Decisions: What They Are, Why You Need Them, & 
How to Make Them Work 

A	go/no-go	meeting	should	be	conducted	for	each	funding	opportunity	of	potential	interest.	
The	meeting	ensures	that	there	has	been	a	thoughtful,	deliberative	process	to	determine	
whether	to	respond	to	an	opportunity.	

Ideally	the	meeting	includes	all	key	stakeholders	who	potentially	could	be	impacted	by	
a	decision	to	move	forward	with	the	application	process.	The	meeting	agenda	should	include	
evaluating	whether	adequate	resources	exist	(human,	time,	money)	to	respond	to	the	
opportunity	and	second,	whether	the	infrastructure	exists	to	implement	the	work	if	the	
organization	receives	the	award.	Without	a	structured	review	that	considers	everything	from	
potential	competition	to	possible	staffing	issues,	it	is	hard	to	determine	if	an	opportunity	is	
worth	pursuing	or	if	it	fits	strategically	with	the	direction	of	the	organization.	
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In	practice,	the	go/no-go	process	can	often	be	cursory.	Decisions	to	pursue	an	opportunity	can	
be	made	quickly,	often	by	only	a	few	senior	staff	and	with	limited	representation	of	the	wider	
stakeholder	group.	While	a	“go/no-go”	decision	will	come	out	of	these	senior-level	meetings,	
the	lack	of	methodical	review	and	input	from	a	wider	group	can	cause	problems	later,	when	the	
true	cost	of	pursuing	the	opportunity	emerges.	

The	go/no-go	decision	process	can	break	down	for	a	number	of	reasons.	A	few	common	ones	
are:	

	 •	 Time:	The	stakeholders	who	should	be	weighing	in	don’t	have	time	to	attend	a	go/no-go	
meeting	or	respond	to	requests	for	feedback.	

	 •	 Responsibility:	In	an	attempt	to	be	inclusive,	sometimes	too	many	people	get	invited	to	
the	go/no-go	meeting.	A	large	invite	list	can	result	in	many	of	the	stakeholders	choosing	
not	to	attend.	They	may	think	their	opinion	isn't	needed,	won't	matter,	or	will	be	
"covered	by"	someone	else	who	they	assume	will	attend.	

	 •	 Consequences:	If	a	go/no-go	decision	process	is	part	of	the	organization’s	standard	
operating	procedures,	but	decisions	are	made	regardless	of	whether	the	process	is	
followed,	staff	may	stop	participating	or	providing	feedback	on	opportunities.	

	 •	 Money:	When	an	organization	feels	pressure	to	bring	in	new	funds,	the	go/no-go	
process	can	break	down	because	there	is	an	overwhelming	drive	to	pursue	the	
opportunity.		Regardless	of	fit,	or	how	strategically	aligned	it	is	with	the	organization's	
direction,	it	is	hard	to	walk	away	from	an	opportunity	worth	millions	of	dollars.	
Especially	with	a	multi-million	dollar	awards,	the	go/no-go	process--methodically	
evaluating	the	opportunity	based	on	fit,	resources,	and	strategic	value—there	can	be	
pressure	to	skip	a	critical	assessment	of	the	opportunity	in	favor	of	focusing	on	the	size	
of	the	potential	award.	

Changing	the	organizational	culture	so	that	go/no	go	meetings	are	worthwhile	can	be	difficult.	
However,	there	are	a	few	things	that	can	make	the	process	more	effective:	

	 •	 Identify	the	essential	opinions:	If	go/no-go	meetings	are	generally	not	well	attended	or	
do	not	consistently	happen,	one	option	is	to	forego	the	meeting	and	create	a	list	of	4-5	
people	who	absolutely	must	weigh	in	on	an	opportunity	and	then	make	sure,	whether	
by	calling	them	on	the	phone	or	visiting	their	offices,	that	you	get	feedback	from	them	
before	deciding	whether	to	pursue	an	opportunity.	People	in	this	core	group	might	be	
the	head	of	development	(so	you	can	learn	if	anyone	is	free	to	work	on	the	proposal),	
the	head	of	the	technical	team	that	will	do	the	work	if	the	grant	application	is	successful	
(so	you	can	uncover	staffing	issues	and	issues	with	“fit”),	the	head	of	the	finance	
department	(to	help	put	numbers	behind	the	opportunity	cost),	and	one	or	two	senior	
leaders	of	the	organization	(to	make	sure	the	opportunity	fits	the	strategic	direction	of	
the	organization).	

	 •	 Make	the	Go/No-Go	Decision	Group	a	Manageable	Size:	The	stakeholder	group	should	be	
inclusive	and	have	adequate	representation	of	the	departments	most	likely	to	be	
impacted	by	the	decision.	It	should	also	be	small	enough	so	that	each	invited	member	
believes	his/her	participation	matters.	
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	 •	 Protect	the	Process:		The	go/no	go	process	is	meant	to	unearth	all	the	potential	pitfalls	
of	going	forward	with	an	opportunity,	pitfalls	that	the	organization's	most	senior	
leaders	may	not	know	about	if	they	make	the	go/no-go	decision	in	isolation	without	the	
benefit	of	hearing	from	other	staff.	To	make	the	go/no-go	decision	process	work,	ideally	
there	should	be	a	consequence	for	not	following	the	process.	For	example,	unless	the	
go/no-go	decision	process	is	followed	and	an	opportunity	analyzed	closely,	it	will	not	be	
pursued.	

	 •	 Make	the	Decision	Matter:	Related	to	protecting	the	process,	for	the	go/no	go	process	to	
be	meaningful,	the	outcome	of	the	go/no-	go	meeting	has	to	be	accepted.	There	may	
be	times	when	senior	leadership	decides	to	pursue	an	opportunity	regardless	of	a	"no-
go"	decision,	but	this	should	be	an	unusual	event	and	the	result	of	a	strategic	
assessment	of	how	the	opportunity	may	position	the	organization	for	future	work.	
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