
Top Ten Fundraising Tips 
by Wendy Smithers 



1 Start with a good idea 
The better the idea, the easier it will 
be to fundraise. I’m a Trustee of the 
Ministry of Stories, a children’s writing 
centre in East London. One-to-one 
mentoring, to help children write the 
best stories, poems, songs, sketches, 
soaps and plays they can, goes on 
behind a real shop. The shop not only 
sells everything a discerning monster 
might need but delivers enough retail 
income to pay our rent and more.  
Since its beginnings as a pilot in 2010, 
it has gone on to have widespread 
fundraising success. I’m often asked 
why and I believe a lot of it stems 
from the core idea being so strong, 
easy to grasp and a lot of fun. Hoxton Street Monster Supplies 
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2 Keep it real & keep focused 

Green Man 

Be who you are. Be authentic. 
 
There is little point in pretending to be what 
you are not. Firstly because you’ll find it 
harder to sell and secondly because you may 
come unstuck once your funder or donor 
discovers the real you.  
 
Keep true to what you are there to do as an 
artist or organisation and follow what comes 
from that rather chasing money in different 
directions that may lead you or your 
organisation off course. 
 
It’s not easy to run an annual outdoor festival 
for 12 years, Green Man have achieved that in 
part by remaining true to their family-run, 
independent vibe and a focus on being all 
about brilliant music. 
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3 Bring the passion 
Passion sells. It excites and it interests. 

 

If you don’t communicate excitement and 
passion for your project, the chances are no-
one will support it.  

 

Many years ago I pitched an amazing 
photographic exhibition opportunity to a 
sponsor. It had big names, was at a top 
gallery, had an after party at the Ivy, red 
buses for transport; what was not to like? As 
a new mum I was keen to wrap up the 
meeting to collect my baby from nursery. 
The potential sponsor pointed out they’d 
consider sponsoring my son but not the 
exhibition as I didn’t seem that keen on it. 
Fatal error and time to leave that job. 
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4 It’s not about you 

Really. It’s not. 

 

All good letters,  proposals, pitches and asks 
start by referencing the person being asked. 
Why them? What are their interests or 
priorities? What have they funded before?  

 

Where is the synergy or connection with 
your idea or project? 

 

You need to find the connection or follow 
their interest. Find out what’s motivating 
them to give and how you can respond to 
that. 



5 Don’t be boring 

We work in the creative industries so 
there’s no excuse for the mundane.  

 

Many funders and donors are attracted 
by the creativity of what we do so we 
should embrace it and use it in our 
pitches, proposals and apps.  

 

Can you tell a story? Can you use 
images, audio, artefacts, places, film  or 
technology to make for a more 
interesting ask? 

 

Bold tends to beat boring. 
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6 Avoid silly mistakes 
Don’t get the funder’s name wrong. 

 

Do a spell check and a grammar check. Then do 
them again. 

 

Get someone else to read your applications to 
be sure they make sense and answer the 
questions. 

 

Leave enough turnaround time between 
funding decisions and the start of your project. 

 

Ensure your budgets add up and tell the same 
story as your words. 

 

Ask for money. Some people forget to. 
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7 Know your worth 

Remind yourself of all that is good 
about your project or organisation 
before you start fundraising. 

 

Think of any funding relationships as 
equal partnerships; there is no need 
for you to be bowing and scraping 
around funders and donors. They’ll 
invest in you because you are good at 
what you do. So get on and do it and 
do it well.  

 

Let them know what difference their 
support has made.  
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8 Don’t assume 

Try and understand who you are 
pitching to; it could make a real 
difference to how you deliver an 
idea. 

 

You may be a fine artist but your 
Grants for the Arts application 
could be scored by a musician and 
a writer who may have little 
understanding of your field of 
work. 

 

Put everything in plain English and 
do not use technical terms or 
jargon unless its relevant for and 
understood by the reader. 



9 Think of it as a journey 

I like to compare fundraising to dating. 

 

If you asked someone to marry you on a  first 
date they would probably run a mile. It’s the 
same with fundraising; you have to build up 
trust and a connection before you can ask for 
anything. 

 

What you can ask for and how open you can 
be will depend on the strength of the 
relationship. 

 

You won’t forge partnerships overnight but 
need to keep an eye on where you’re 
heading and how you can get there. All the 
best funding relationships never end as they 
are continually invigorated, improved and 
evaluated to do try to do more and do it 
better, as part of a meaningful partnership. 
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10 Have a route map 
A large fundraising target can inspire fear,  

and apathy. They  are our enemies. Break 
the target down by mapping out the 
different ways money will come into the 
organisation and how you can realise it. 
Create a plan that lists the numbers, your 
targets and your timetable. 

 

Tune into your passion for the work and 
why it’s important. What are the 
consequences of money not coming in? 

 

Don’t spend another day tidying your desk 
again. Start fundraising with passion and a 
plan and you’ll start bringing in money.  
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