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An enterprise of:

Grantmaking and 
communications:  
risks and rewards 

What you’ll discover inside

• The risks of not communicating properly
• The rewards of good communication
• Things you need to do now
• Your grantmaking communications pyramid

INTRODUCTION:  
Why good grantmaking communication matters

Louis XIV commented, “Every time I bestow a vacant office I make a hundred 
discontented people and one ingrate.” Grantmakers must sometimes feel like 
that – misunderstood, unappreciated, and endlessly criticised. 

Good communication is an invaluable tool for grantmakers wanting to prove 
the worth of their program to the community, to their political masters, and 
to other stakeholders – to reduce the discontent and the ingratitude. It can 
also help to attract the right submissions, turn negative publicity into positive, 
encourage new applications from different or diverse organisations, ensure 
new or ongoing funds to the program, and maximise a small budget by 
publicising the results and lessons from previously funded programs. 

Even if you weren’t interested in all these benefits, you’d still be hard pressed 
to ignore communications. Grantmaking is an inherently public activity:

•	 It involves public (in the case of local, state and federal government), 
taxpayer-subsidised (in the case of philanthropic grantmaking), or 
shareholder money, sometimes in huge quantities.

•	 It involves “picking winners” – people and organisations that miss out can 
have a keen interest in how the decision was made; decisions about who 
gets what can appear arbitrary and political (Sports rorts, anyone?). 

•	 It often involves funding of new/innovative/interesting/edgy/controversial 
programs/projects that are themselves inherently “newsworthy”.

There is the potential for scrutiny (and therefore management of 
communications), as well as outward messaging, at pretty much every step in 
the grantmaking lifecycle (pictured page 4).
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Each stage of the SmartyGrants grantmaking lifecycle (above) raises questions, 
starting in the centre and then moving clockwise from the top: 

PLAN AND DESIGN: Who are the main audiences for your grants program’s 
communications? What is their relationship to the program? What channels will 
you use to communicate with them? What are your key messages? 

IDENTIFY OUTCOME AGENTS (grantseekers targeted): Who are you trying to 
reach? How will you reach them? When circulating guidelines is it clear what you 
are trying to achieve through your program? Who is party to that information – all, 
many, or just a privileged few? 

ASSESS AND DECIDE: When it comes to applications: How many? What kind? 
How good? And regarding the decision: Who makes the decision on who gets the 
grant? What process do they use? 

The Grantmaking Lifecycle

IDENTIFY 
OUTCOMES 

AGENTS  
• Application form 

and process
• Promoting the 

opportunity

ASSESS & DECIDE
• Assessment process  
& recommendations

• Deciding

NOTIFY
• Notifying successful 

applicants
• Notifying 

unsuccessful  
applicants

 AGREEMENTS
• Defining terms

• Making payments

MONITOR
• Monitoring grantee 

outcomes
• Managing 

performance &  
varying agreements

CLOSE THE GRANT
• Reviewing financial 
acquittals & closing 

grants 
• Reviewing funded 

projects

EVALUATE  
& SHARE

• Evaluating the 
program

• Sharing lessons 
learned

PLAN AND DESIGN
• Goals, governance &  

program features 
• Outcomes-oriented  

program design
• Eligibility criteria

RECORD KEEPING 
• Setting up grants  

management &  
record-keeping systems

4Grantmaking and communications: risks and rewards |



5Grantmaking and communications: risks and rewards |

NOTIFY: Who’s informed about the decision, and how and when?

AGREEMENTS: Is the money safe? What opportunities are there to share 
information when contracts are signed?

MONITOR: What is being done with the money, and by whom? Are grantees 
doing something worthy, innovative or newsworthy?

CLOSE THE GRANT: You’ll need to review financial acquittals: Did grantees stay 
within budget? Did they spend the money on what they said they would? Did 
they return any unspent funds? And when reviewing funded projects: What did 
grantees achieve? What lessons were learned? 

EVALUATE AND SHARE: When you’re evaluating the program: What did this 
entire program achieve? What lessons were learned? Does it represent value  
for money? And consider sharing lessons learned: What do others have to learn  
from this? 

Why grantmakers need to be better communicators
Traditionally, grantmakers have not been the greatest communicators. Many reasons for this 
have been suggested:

• 	 They don’t know how to do it

• 	 They don’t have the time or the budget to do it

• 	 They fear the creation of extra work (nobody knows, nobody applies)

• 	 They are genuinely humble and don’t want to talk publicly about their program 

• 	 They believe in the virtue of anonymous giving

• 	 They think it’s none of anyone else’s business (most common in the private philanthropy 
arena)

• 	 They don’t think it’s important.

Whatever the reasons for your own organisation’s communications reticence, you need to 
get over it. Grantmakers must become better communicators. They must know who they’re 
communicating to and why. They must be on top of modern communication methods.  
There are risks in doing it poorly, and rewards in doing it well.
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An enterprise of:

The risks of not 
communicating  
properly  

1.
Being Australia’s best kept 
secret 
There are legitimate reasons (aside from ego or 
political expediency – though these are realities 
too) for seeking recognition for the work your 
organisation is doing through its grantmaking. 

If you’re doing good work in a particular 
geographical area or area of focus, others 
should know about it. This will help to 
minimise the risk of duplication and maximise 
the opportunities for collaboration.

Getting recognition for the work you’re doing 
will also help you to shore up (though not 
guarantee) the future of your program – if the 
public, or, more importantly, the decision-
makers and budget-setters, don’t know 
about the work you’re doing, the program is 
vulnerable to being cut or axed. There’s more 
at stake than your ego; there’s important work 
that won’t get done. 

As in many things to do with grantmaking, 
perception is as important as reality. You can’t 
just do good, you have to be seen to be doing 
good.

2. 
Taking too much credit 
Clumsy communications can be as damaging 
as no communications at all. Some programs 
are renowned for imposing draconian 
communications conditions on grantees that 
are more about boosting their own reputation 
than helping to achieve policy aims.  A 
suggestion that the funder’s logo be placed 
subtly on a piece of purchased equipment is 
one thing; compulsorily worded fawning media 
releases are quite another. 

3. 
No one will understand what 
you’re doing and why you’re 
doing it 
Without a profile, you’re not going to have 
many friends. That leaves you vulnerable to 
attacks from people who don’t like what you’re 
doing, and those who are aggrieved at having 
missed out on your funds. 

4. 
People may lose trust in your 
ability to manage money 

Whether you’re a government, corporate or 
philanthropic grantmaker, public trust and 
esteem are important.

You can’t afford to create (or let ride) an 
impression that you’re allowing money to be 
lost, wasted or misspent. Again, perception is as 
important as reality (and perception is all about 
communications). A case in point: the Auditor-

“The public interest 
should be served, and 
should be seen to have 
been served” 
SmartyGrants Grantmaking 
Manifesto, 2020
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General provided a positive assessment for the 
Federal Government’s 2009 school buildings 
stimulus spending, but you’d never know it 
based on the coverage at the time. 

5. 
People may lose confidence in 
your processes 
Getting your processes right is one thing; but 
you have to make sure that people know 
about them as well. If people don’t know what 
process was followed in the assessment and 
awarding of grants then you’re wide open to 
claims of favouritism, nepotism or corruption.

 

 

6. 
People won’t trust your ability 
to spend their money wisely 
There’s a long line of people who think that 
funding for modern art is a waste of money. 
There are probably equal numbers who don’t 
much rate grants to mitigate climate change. 

You can’t let negative assessments of what 
you’re doing predominate. You have to 
communicate not only who you’re funding, 
but why.

7.	
You won’t know what you could 
do better 
Opening up communication channels with 
your applicants and grantees allows you to 
learn from the real-world experiences of those 
who have read your guidelines, grappled with 
your forms, and dealt with your personnel and 
your processes. 

8. 
You may miss one whole section 
of your ‘market’ 
Failing to think through who you need to 
reach and how you can best reach them 
means you might fail to engage those 
applicants who could bring you the best 
results.

9. 
You’ll waste money, effort or 
hard-won knowledge 
At the other end of the grantmaking process, 
poor or non-dissemination of results means 
that you fail to make the most of your grants 
dollar. Mistakes keep getting made over and 
over again. That means valuable grant money 
keeps being wasted.

It’s possible that no one will ever know about 
the waste, but that doesn’t make it less of a 
risk.

10. 
You could get caught out by 
social media 
Social media is a critical tool for communicat-
ing and engaging directly with diverse stake-
holder groups. These days, no organisation can 
afford to be absent from social media. Howev-
er, all the qualities that make social media so 
effective also make it risky. Having poor (or no) 
policies or guidelines to govern social media 
use, or putting inexperienced staff in charge, 
or just a plain old stuff-up can result in your 
organisation becoming unwittingly embroiled 
in an embarrassing public stink. 

“Every grant should be 
awarded on the basis of 
clear, transparent, and 
publicly accessible criteria.” 
SmartyGrants Grantmaking 
Manifesto, 2020

“Don’t lie, don’t pry, don’t 
cheat, can’t delete.  
Don’t steal, don’t reveal” 
The Mayo Clinic’s 12 word social 
media policy 
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An enterprise of:

The rewards 
of good 
communication  

1.
People will know who you are 
This is an advantage because 
•	 Good grantees can find you
•	 Other grantmakers can find you to work up 

joint projects
•	 People may regard you as an expert and 

give you an opportunity every now and 
again to push your message – improving 
dissemination and diffusion.

2. 
People will understand what 
you’re doing

Any type of organisation, and every grants 
program, exists to fulfill its mission. If no one 
knows what that mission is, then that work 
becomes very difficult indeed. 

Conversely, if people understand what you’re 
doing, you’ll find doors open. You’ll also end up 
with fewer time-wasting calls asking “What do 
you fund?”, as well as better applications.  

3. 
People will be more engaged in 
your work 

There are real benefits in having members of 
the public, or of a particular community of 
interest or locality, becoming more engaged in 
your work.

You can allow the people who have the 
most to gain from your program help design 
its priorities and activities. You can open 

up opportunities for knowledge exchange, 
collaboration and partnerships. You can use 
crowdsourcing to decide who gets a grant (but 
not all the time – leave some money aside for 
unpopular causes).

4. 
Everyone will trust you more 

Clear communication of your objectives and 
processes will engender more trust (though of 
course that only works if your objectives and 
processes are solid to start with – see the next 
section).

Even if you still remain untrusted in some 
quarters, the things you do and the decisions 
you make will be more defensible. 

Opening yourself up to more two-way 
communication (through creation of feedback 
channels and improved responsiveness) will 
also go a long way to creating more trust. 

5. 
You’ll improve your processes  

Opening up the communication channels 
means you get to hear about the things that 
didn’t work, either in your processes or in the 
other party’s (as well as all the things that did).
Of course, in providing feedback, grantseekers 
aren’t always consistent in their suggestions. 
They want both greater flexibility and greater 
certainty, both shorter forms and more scope 
to explain their virtues, both instant decisions 
and careful consideration. You can’t please 
everybody (and shouldn’t try), but that’s no 
reason not to listen to why they’re not pleased.
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6. 
You’ll be better equipped to 
cope with a blow-up

Good communications can help you to build 
credibility – and that can be very valuable 
indeed in the event of a crisis, scandal or 
inquiry. 

Rule number one of crisis communications 
is to act quickly. If you have an existing 
communications plan and public presence, 
you’ll already know how it’s done, you’ll already 
have some contacts and you’ll (hopefully) have 
some public profile “credits” (an existing good 
standing) that you can cash in.

7. 
You’ll get more bang for  
your buck

Communicating your results will multiply the 
impact of your grants. Each project pushes the 
knowledge of what works along another step. 
People learn what works and what to avoid 
next time

Circulation of your results can also help to lift 
and enhance your organisation’s profile.

8. 

You’ll contribute to the body  
of knowledge 

Giving out money is a responsibility and a 
privilege. The knowledge that is gained in the 
process is extremely valuable. Communicating 
what you’re doing, how you’re doing it, and 
what you’re learning along the way has 
the potential to contribute to the body of 
knowledge in your field, and to the field of 
grantmaking as a whole.

9. 
You’ll get better with practice

The more you communicate, the better you’ll 
become at communicating (this works both at 
an individual and an organisational level).

You can buy in expertise if you need it and can 
afford it, but there’s no substitute for getting 
stuck in yourself.

10. 
You’ll get braver with practice 

A success that nobody knows about is a 
failure. A failure that nobody knows about is 
a failure that’s going to happen again next 
week somewhere else, wasting resources and 
opportunities and irreplaceable enthusiasm. 

We all stand to learn as much, or more, from 
the things that didn’t work out as from those 
that did. Sharing the negatives can be a scary 
prospect at first, but it gets easier with practice 
(and you may just be surprised at how well the 
public and others respond to honesty).

The multiplier effect 

The Netherlands-based Bernard van 
Leer Foundation has given equal 
attention to program development 
and management on the one hand, 
and program documentation and 
communication on the other. 

They’re seen as two sides of the one 
coin: while one area carries out the 
grantmaking, the other ensures that 
the lessons learned are disseminated 
to the field, therefore magnifying the 
results. 

For a good account of the thinking 
behind this attitude, check out 
“Introducing the multiplier effect”.

https://www.ourcommunity.com.au/general/general_article.jsp?articleId=5395
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An enterprise of:

Things you  
need to do NOW  

1. 
Audit what you’re doing now 

Make a note of everything you’re doing 
now in relation to communications, taking 
into account all parts of the grantmaking 
process (as described in the SmartyGrants 
Grantmaking Toolkit and pictured in the 
introduction to this paper):

•	 Plan and design – identification of 
key stakeholders and audiences; 
communication objectives and key 
messages; communication channels; 
publication of processes and policies

•	 Identify outcomes agents – circulation 
of eligibility and guidelines to grantseeker 
targets; promotions; responding to queries 

•	 Assess and decide + notify – 
announcement of winners; communication 
with unsuccessful applicants; 
communication with grantees 

•	 Agreements – public contract signing 
•	 Monitor – reporting (including what 

happens if things go sour); communication 
of progress and wins along the way 

•	 Close the grant + evaluate and share – 
acquittal; celebration of successful projects; 
analysis and sharing of lessons learned 

For each step, consider what you’re 
communicating, when, how and to whom. 
Look at how much budget was allocated for 
and spent on communications last year. Set 
a new budget that balances how much you’ll 
need with how much you think is acceptable 
to divert from the grants budget. 

2. 

Identify your messages 

Fill in the blanks left after the audit you carried 
out in Step 1. Where are the gaps? Which 
parts of the communications process are you 
neglecting, or could you improve on? 

For each step in the process, work out some 
key communications messages that you want 
or need to convey. Ensure they accord with the 
mission of your organisation and the purposes 
of your program. 

Keep in mind the distinction between 
corporate communications (messages about 
you) and the communication of lessons. The 
latter is more important (though that’s not to 
say you don’t do the former).

In the “identify outcomes agents” stage where 
you’re attracting applications , your messages 
might be as simple as “apply here”; “apply 
now”; “apply only if you’re this type of group”; or 
“apply only if you’re attempting these types of 
projects”.

In the “notify” stage, your messages should 
include who will be getting a grant, why they 
were selected, and what they’re going to do 
with the grant. You’ll also need to think about 
what you’re going to say to those who weren’t 
successful – is it just a plain “no” or is it treated 
as a capacity building and relationship-
building opportunity?

When you get to the “evaluate and share”, you 
need to be thinking about reporting not just 
on what your program achieved, but on what 
was learned along the way. 
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Risk Remedy (Control)

•	 Disgruntled unsuccessful 
applicants 

•	 Shock-jock attack on grants 
decisions

Clear and defensible decision-making criteria and policies 
(e.g. clear and transparent conflict of interest rules); strong 
grantseeker feedback processes; vigilant and vocal media 
monitoring

•	 Public money wasted on 
poorly managed projects/
fraud

Robust risk management practices and implementation of 
proportionate controls where required; Good assessment of 
organisational capacity during application and monitoring 
phases allows grantmakers to be proactive in mitigating 
risks; clear documentation of performance management 
issues and actions.

•	 Outrage (public or sector-
specific) over reduction or 
withdrawal of funds (e.g. 
sudden axing of a grant 
program, or a change in focus)

Clear communications about terms and duration of funding 
and how it fits into the bigger picture; provision of advice 
about alternative funding sources

3. 

Identify your potential 
audiences 

Consider all of the potential audiences for all  
of your various messages. 

Again, you will need to take into account each 
step of the grantmaking process. Who are the 
people who may want or need to know these 
things? 

Your audience is certainly going to 
include potential applicants, grantees and 
unsuccessful applicants. 

Your audience may also include the public 
(through the media; particularly if you’re 
dealing with public money), colleagues within 
your organisation, colleagues outside the 
organisation (other funders; others working 
in your field of interest), peak bodies and 
decision-makers.

4. 

Get your house in order 

Communications are not (or shouldn’t be) 
about disaster control. For grantmakers, the 
main aims should be transparency, clarity and 
collegiality. 

That said, you do need to make sure your 
processes are strong enough to stand up to 
scrutiny. The Grantmaking Toolkit will step you 
through all the policy thinking you need to do. 

Then think about the parts of the process that 
are particularly risky from a public relations 
(reputational risk) viewpoint, and how you 
might be able to mitigate those risks.

 For example:

https://smartygrants.com.au/help-sheets/smartygrants-grantmaking-toolkit
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Grantmakers are never going to be able 
to entirely eliminate risk from their grant 
programs, however, identifying and 
analysing possible risks allows grantmakers 
to understand them and to put in place 
strategies (known as controls) to reduce their 
likelihood and consequences. Learn more in 
this SmartyGrants risk management white 
paper.

At this point you also need to think about the 
sort of guidelines you need to have in place 
in order to provide some loose boundaries 
for your communicators. If you don’t have 
them already, now’s the time to put in place 
a social media policy and a communications 
policy that clearly spell out who is authorised 
to say what to whom, by what methods and 
under what circumstances. Some sample 
communications policies (such as those 
around media relations and social media) are 
available in Our Community’s Policy Bank – 
www.ourcommunity.com.au/policybank.

A word of warning: Don’t get too hung up 
on controlling the message. While no one 
wants anyone to go off half-cocked, some 
grantmakers become so risk averse when it 
comes to communications, that they miss 
valuable opportunities to publicise their 
program, their grantees, their outcomes and 
their learnings. 

5. 
Identify your communicators 

Someone needs to have overall oversight 
and responsibility for your program’s 
communications. If it’s all too random you’ll 
end up with mixed messages and missing 
components.

Of course, the person in charge doesn’t 
necessarily need to be the person doing 
all the communications (though in smaller 
organisations they probably will do all of it).

If you do have the luxury of carving things 
up, who does what will largely be dictated by 
what communication methods you will be 
using – see next step.

Consider hiring in experts if you have the funds 
and you need the expertise (though do try not 
to overcomplicate things – communications 
are not that hard if you know what you want to 
say, and you’ve thought about the best ways to 
say it).  

Encourage those with responsibility for your 
communications to try to become good 
storytellers. Facts and figures are important, 
but the best way to get your messages across 
is by telling the stories of your grantees. Look 
out for things that make for a good story – 
conflict, drama, morals and happy endings. 

In all your communications, avoid jargon, 
acronyms and buzzwords. 

A more difficult factor to control (but one that 
will have big pay-offs if you get it right) is the 
attitude of your communicators, particularly 
your front-line staff.

Our Community has surveyed grantseekers 
over many years on a variety of topics. One 
constant source of complaint has been the 
attitude of grants communicators.

“Be straight up, we can take it,” one respondent 
said. “Remember you’re a human being, not 
just a public servant. It’s NOT your money,” 
said another. “Treat your grantmaking as a 
collaborative process, where grantmaker and 
grantseeker are feeling their way together 
through the maze to the prize. Each of you 

“Stories change 
behaviours. And by 
extension, that means 
stories can change 
lives and help social 
sector organizations 
achieve real, meaningful 
progress.” 
Storytelling for good,  
The Communications network 

https://smartygrants.com.au/help-sheets/smartygrants-risk-management-white-paper
https://smartygrants.com.au/help-sheets/smartygrants-risk-management-white-paper
https://smartygrants.com.au/research
https://www.comnetwork.org/resources/storytelling-for-good/
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has insights into strategies, and you’ll do 
better if you keep exchanging advice and 
encouragement,” was the advice from yet 
another respondent.

The knowledge and training of your 
communicators is also important.

“Pay your staff enough to reduce staff turnover, 
and train them before they’re put in positions 
where they’re required to have contact with 
the public,” one survey respondent suggested. 
“When you’re picking people to work on the 
reply desk, try to make sure they have good 
people skills, they’re not overworked (do you 
need two people on during the pressure time?) 
or burned out, they’re given all the necessary 
information so that they don’t have to bluff or 
fudge, the duty isn’t passed on to new staff too 
often, and they know they have to return calls 
and emails – ASAP.”

It’s only reasonable: If you’re cranky with callers, 
that makes both of you feel bad.

6. 
Identify your methods 

You need to take a two-pronged approach to 
working out what communication methods 
you’re going to use. Think about:

•	 What communication method/s best suit 
each of the messages you’re trying to 
convey; and

•	 What communication method/s will be 
most effective at reaching your target 
audience/s. (Check out the Grantmaking 
Communications Pyramid [Appendix 1] for 
some ideas.)

For example:

What Who How

Applications 
open

Not-for-profits 
working in the field

·  Media release targeting local media and not-for-profit sector 
publications, including multicultural media

·  Social media – Twitter; Facebook; LinkedIn 
·  Community noticeboards 
·  Email to database
·  Grants databases e.g. Funding Centre 
·  Newsletter item 
·  Flyers at reception and distributed through direct mail 
·  Information sessions
·  Call centre briefed

Internal (staff)
·  Intranet
·  Training

Dissemination 
of lessons 
learned

Internal (including 
decision-makers 
and staff)

·  Email bulletin (links to report/video online)
·  Intranet
·  Presentations to key staff

Not-for-profits 
working in the field

·  Report 
·  Video on YouTube (link circulated)
·  Podcast
·  Social media – Twitter and Facebook

Other funders

·  Report 
·  Video on YouTube (link circulated)
·  Podcast
·  Social media – Twitter and Facebook 
·  Convene roundtable / briefing 
·  Presentation at conferences
·  Issuing of report (include links to video)

Members of the 
public

·  Social media – links to report, video and podcast 
·  Media release – mainstream media
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As you’ll see above, one communication 
method per message usually won’t cut it. 

A multi-pronged strategy doesn’t have to be as 
hard as it sounds. Reduce, reuse, recycle. Write 
a report. Send a media release based on the 
report. Take a line from the media release to 
send a tweet. Use the same line for a post on 
Facebook (and provide a link from both the 
tweet and the Facebook post to the report). 
Reproduce the media release and send it out 
as an email. If it’s a really compelling message, 
make the words come to life in a video or 
animation.

7. 

Consider timing 

You’ll also need to give some thought to 
timing of your communications – for example, 
generally it’s good practice for successful and 
unsuccessful applicants to be notified of the 
result of their application at roughly the same 
time; otherwise you risk organisations finding 
out accidentally that they’ve missed out. 

You also need to make sure your frontline staff 
know that a new round is opening before you 
spread the word among applicants (it sounds 
obvious, but it does happen the other way 
around from time to time).

8. 
Evaluate  

At the end of each grant round (or at least 
annually), step back and evaluate how 
successful you were at reaching the right 
people with the right messages at the right 
time.

Ask frontline staff what questions they got, 
which bits of the form people most commonly 
needed explaining, what were the most 
common reasons for submissions being ruled 
ineligible, and which target organisations were 
missing from the application pool. 

Some indicators of success will include:

•	 Decision-makers aware and supportive of 
program aims, objectives and successes

•	 Other funders aware of program aims, 
objectives and successes

•	 Community/ies of interest aware of 
program aims, objectives and successes 

•	 Public (where relevant) aware of program 
aims, objectives and successes 

•	 Decision-makers and community aware 
of and have confidence in structures/
governance/processes

“The rejection process is 
always difficult when 
one has put their heart 
into a project (and its 
grant submission). “Like 
a ‘date’ gone badly, the 
reasons are often not 
communicated. A little 
more feedback would be 
appreciated to help us do 
better next time we put 
our heart out there.” 
Our Community Grants in 
Australia Report, 2018 

https://smartygrants.com.au/research/2018
https://smartygrants.com.au/research/2018
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“When we talk about communications 
with our foundation colleagues, we 
are usually not just talking about one 
thing. We aren’t just talking about 
doing a press release or building a web 
site or what to do with this enormously 
thick report that just came out of the 
evaluation grant ...  We’re actually 
talking about strategies. Their strategies. 
Which are, really, our strategies, too ... 
After all, isn’t having a communications 
strategy really the only way to unlock 
the power of all the content and 
knowledge produced out of foundations’ 
investments in social change?” 

Minna Jung, Communicating in 
Philathropy: The Hard Part, The 
Communications

•	 Good number of applications (and a steady growth in numbers, if relevant) 

•	 Good quality of applications

•	 Unsuccessful grantees understand and respect decision-making process

•	 Grantees feel they are equal parties to a partnership

•	 Relevant media are aware of program/projects progress and outcomes

•	 Policymakers, other funders and those working in the field are aware of program outcomes, 
including lessons learned along the way

https://www.comnetwork.org/insights/communicating-in-philanthropy%C2%A0the-hard-part/
https://www.comnetwork.org/insights/communicating-in-philanthropy%C2%A0the-hard-part/
https://www.comnetwork.org/insights/communicating-in-philanthropy%C2%A0the-hard-part/
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An enterprise of:

Appendix:  
Grantmaking 
Communications 
Pyramid   

Dead-set winners 
(Low cost/effort – every grantmaker should 
do these)

	 The name of your program clearly states 
what it is and what it does

	 Grantmaking policies, processes and 
procedures (including but not limited to 
those relating to your communications) are 
clear and defensible  

	 It is clear who is authorised to say what 
about your program, to whom, by what 
methods and under what circumstances.

	 You have a website (tested for viewing by 
people with disabilities and compatibility 
with a variety of web browsers)

	 Your website has a clear path to your grants 
information page 

	 Your website (and the grants information 
within it) can be easily found via search 
engines

	 General contact details (phone and email) 
are correct and easy to find 

	 Information officers or a call centre are 
available during business hours 

	 Guidelines are written in plain English (no 
acronyms or buzz words or jargon) and 
available on your website and in hard copy 
where requested. Guidelines include:

•	 Eligibility criteria

•	 Amount available (minimum and 
maximum; per program, per grant)

•	 Program outcomes/priorities

•	 Application process and procedures

•	 Funding conditions 

•	 Timelines 

•	 Contact details

	 Forms are logical, and ask for the minimum 
required to aid assessment/evaluation and 
no more

	 Checklists are available to aid completion 
of all forms

	 FAQs, available on your website, are 
reviewed after every grant round 

	 Information about the decision-making 
process and participants is clearly 
articulated and available on your website 

	 All applicants are notified when you’ve 
received their application and what the 
process (including timeframes) will be from 
there.

	 Successful and unsuccessful applicants are 
notified at roughly the same time about 
the result of their application 

	 Your frontline staff are well-briefed, well-
trained and good communicators 

	 Key communication channels (not-
for-profit media, social media, peak 
organisations, online/real-life notice boards) 
are identified and utilised
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	 You have a well-maintained database 
(including email and snail mail addresses 
and phone numbers) of key contacts, 
including past applicants and past 
grantees

	 You answer all calls and emails within two 
business days

	 You have identified key messages for each 
stage in the grantmaking process

	 You have identified key audiences (e.g. 
potential applicants, successful and 
unsuccessful applicants, the public, 
colleagues, peers, other funders, peak 
bodies, decision-makers, budget-holders, 
media) for each message. 

	 You are aware of the benefits and 
drawbacks of all communications methods 
(website, intranet, newsletters, multi-media, 
PR/media releases, speeches, conferences/
events, emails, email footers, ads in 
traditional and online media, online and 
traditional message boards, chat rooms, 
direct mail, newsletters, posters, pamphlets, 
postcards, flyers, reports, social media, 
roundtables, etc.), and keep track of new 
opportunities and developments

Good Practice 
(Requires moderate investment but will 
provide good return)

All of the above, plus: 

	 You have a communications plan 

	 Staff time and budget are set aside to 
ensure the communications plan can be 
put into action 

	 The names and contact information of 

key personnel are readily available via your 
website

	 You have a toll-free number, with staff 
available to answer calls during business 
hours 

	 Guidelines include:

•	 Number of applications received last 
round / likelihood of success 

•	 Average amount given last round

•	 Examples of well-completed 
application forms, along with an 
explanation of why they are considered 
good  

•	 a sample funding agreement

	 You answer all calls and emails within one 
business day

	 All key documents/forms are translated 
into relevant community languages 

	 FAQs include a FMM (Frequently Made 
Mistakes) checklist. Both are reviewed 
annually

	 Unsuccessful applicants are provided with 
good-quality feedback on why they missed 
out

	 All applicants (successful and unsuccessful) 
are surveyed on their experience with the 
application process 

	 You have Facebook, Twitter and LinkedIn 
accounts, updated occasionally 

	 A basic written report on program outputs 
and outcomes is produced annually or after 
each round

	 Your contacts database can be sliced and 
diced to allow targeted communications

	 Communications with stakeholders is 
recorded on your contacts database

	 All key stakeholders are included in your 
communications activities  

	 Grantees and their achievements are 
publicly celebrated 

	 You carry out an annual evaluation of the 
effectiveness of your communications 
methods in reaching the right people at 
the right times with the right messages.
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Cutting Edge 
(High cost/effort with high returns)

All of the above, plus: 

	 You have a toll-free number available 
during business hours and after hours

	 You answer all calls and emails more or less 
immediately (during business hours)

	 Your website has a link from every page to 
your grants information page

	 You have a grants blog, updated regularly 
with information for grantees and others 
interested in your work  

	 You have Facebook, Twitter and LinkedIn 
accounts, updated regularly, and integrated 
with (and publicised through) your other 
communications channels 

	 You look for opportunities to collaborate 
with grantees on communications efforts – 
e.g. contributing to their media campaigns

	 You create multimedia (video/audio) 
content to publicise program outcomes 
and lessons learned

	 You have identified program ambassadors 
who attend your events, are quoted in 
your media releases and speak publicly in 
support of your program

	 Lessons learned (including grantmaking 
lessons) are analysed and disseminated. ■ 


