Notes from Streamlining Grants Management

Thursday, February 18, 2010

Panelists introduced themselves and said a little bit about what they have done to streamline their organization’s grant process. 

Jennifer Pedroni from the North Penn Community Health Foundation said that after they converted from a public grantmaking charity to a foundation they hired Nancy Burd of the Burd Group.  They worked on coming up with a vision and strategy, target populations, and areas of focus.  North Penn has nonprofit executives on their board that help to serve as a focus group.  They really help to make sure that applicants are successful and are not wasting their time. 

Liisa Rand from the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation said that they hired an outside consultant from the manufacturing industry.  Obviously there are some differences between these two fields but they figured that they were dealing with a large volume and the consultant could be helpful.  RWJ was all paper before and they have moved to all online. A lot of their staff travels and moving the process online has been very helpful in making things move more quickly.  

Question: What were the barriers to getting the staff on board with the change?  They decided not to accept unsolicited proposals.  RWJ used to get 3,000 proposals and only funded about 7% of them.  They used to have different processes for each department – there were many roads into the foundation.  They centralized the intake and not all independent grants come into the foundation in one place.  They have a national program model and will use experts in the field to manage and review grants.  Seventy percent of their grants are managed this way and thirty percent are managed internally.   

Meredith Huffman with the Genuardi Foundation – on their board they have nine family members, two outside of the family members and two advisors.  They try to keep a low profile with their grantmaking.  When Meredith started she wanted them to become more transparent and recognized right away that there were ways to streamline.  They got in large amounts of paper, which was then copied and handed out.  The staff had to boil down proposals to a summary.  They do have a grants distribution committee.  The geography of board members is an issue, as well an engaging the next generation.  They needed an online tool to help with these issues.  They can now join via the online tool. 

Ann Wilcox with the Connelly Foundation said that they use Gifts and over the years they have tweaked their processes.  They used to get huge paper publications from the IRS to check the nonprofit tax exempt status of grantee organizations but now they get the information online from the IRS website (Pub 78) and print it out for the proposal file.  Also they used to prepare the check before the award letter was completed but they have streamlined this process so the letter is ready when the check is and both are sent as soon as the check is cut.   The grantee then has to sign the letter and send it back.  Ann handed out printed pages from their website, which she said due to the details has helped cut down on ineligible proposals. 

Ann Wilcox with the Connelly Foundation – They had been receiving many grant proposals that were not fitting within their geographic area so they now list on every page of their website a statement about the geographical region that they serve.  Applicants are able to search a database of previously funded grants.  Their 990 is also posted on the website and there is a frequently asked questions section.  Someone asked about discretionary grants, and Ann mentioned that these are filtered out of the search application since it is thought this would help an applicant with their research. 

Meredith Huffman with Genuardi – Within the last year, they switched their process totally online. They got this information out via the website, a blast email and sent two paper announcements to everyone who ever applied.  Even now, they continue to put a notice in all paper correspondence. They surveyed their grantees at the full application stage and asked for feedback. The first 100 respondents said: 

83% said that this was not the first online proposal that they completed

80% said they preferred the online process

52% said it was mostly easy 

38% said it was very easy

60% said that it was convenient and easy to navigate

Moving the process online provided the foundation the chance to update their application. They wanted it to be very clear. They got some feedback from grantees at the LOI stage so it made it easier when the applications came in. 

They did reference DVG’s common grant application but wanted to personalize their application to meet their needs.  Meredith mentioned that shortly after she joined Genuardi and began this process, she called DVG and ASF to ask about the online services available to foundations.  She got it down to Microsoft I-Gam and Foundant.  They were currently using Gifts and really didn’t want to have to go through a data conversion.  However, in the end the benefits and cost of Foundant won out. The all in cost was $8,000 for a two year license and the renewal fee will be $4,700 and they get a fax to file license as well.

MicroEdge was in a different price range and didn’t meet their needs.  Newer vendors have been coming to the market, which is helping the smaller foundations. 

Meredith said to consider a few things when moving online. First find out if the product is truly an online web based product.  Some claim that they are but then you have to download all of the applications onto your server.   Foundant is all web based, so if Genuardi’s server goes down, all of the information is safe. 

Some services charged per piece received and Meredith knew this would make budgeting too difficult. There was no way to know how many LOIs would come in. 

Question: How do you handle board members who will not get information online?  Meredith said that she only has one member who decided not to be on the grants committee because of the switch. Everyone else has adjusted to the new process.  Meredith did say that they are not totally green since she did print out one summary sheet per application under consideration. 

Liisa Rand with the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation stated that they have a briefer application for grants of under $150, 000.  All due diligence is the same but other areas are pared down. Larger grants have a more comprehensive application process. 

Due to staff reductions they are looking at streamlining processes that they were not prepared to look at before.  They are now considering not asking for information that really does not get used.  RWJ has a lot of interaction with their grantees.  They are looking to improve their independent grant process. 

When North Penn wanted to update their application, Jennifer mentioned that they held focus groups with grantees.  Lou Beccaria from Phoenixville Health Foundation facilitated the focus groups.  Lou said that the grantees wanted clarity. North Penn crafted their guidelines and took them to the Burd Group. Nancy Burd helped them to critically think about their application. They learned that they had some jargon that their board interpreted one way and that grantees were interpreting another. 

Ann mentioned the DVG common grant application and report form as a good product for those looking for guidelines. 

Time saving efforts and due diligence: 

RWJ requires an audit. They go online for legal stats. They try to put the burden on RWJ and not the grantee. They try to follow the recommendations in Project Streamline. 

Connelly – they have a sheet that they fill in for the financials that looks at ratios.  This gives a brief financial overview. They pull the numbers from the 990s and the audit. The sheet looks at seven possible points with yes or no answers.  They do still ask for the 501 (c) 3 letter.  They generally do site visits before they will consider funding a new applicant.

Genuardi – Not yet doing site visits to every prospective grantee but would love to get there.  She always tries to get a Board member to do site visits with her.  She does 97% of them.  This past year she tried to transition to 990 but are not there yet. They will look at unaudited financials and use charity check. 

Question: How has moving online helped with internal record keeping?  Meredith said that it is a big time saver and that almost all records are held online now. 

What’s Next:

Genuardi – they are looking for crystal clarity about donor intent and how to move that forward. 

RWJ – application and review are all coming in through the web portal.  They are piloting financial reporting/ self reporting by grantees.  They do all acknowledgments via email. 

Connelly – eventually will move online but it takes time and thought. 

Jennifer mentioned that she contacted to Foundation Center to ask if they had any statistics about how many foundations are online. They said that they have about 98,000 foundations in their system and 645 are online. 

