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Successful 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Activate Fundraising provides fundraising services that give charities, arts 
organisations and social enterprises the time and skills to fundraise successfully.  
Tel: 07971 721013, email: heather@activatefundraising.com or visit our website: 

http://activatefundraising.com 
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Introduction to Trust Fundraising 
 
 
Many organisations quickly identify that charitable trusts and foundations are 
a good and suitable place to go for funding for their revenue and capital 
needs.  After all, charitable trusts in the UK give away in the region of £3 
billion each year.  However, successful trust fundraising is more than simply 
preparing a generic letter and sending it out to every trust you come across. 
 
A good trust fundraising programme involves planning, focused research, 
project development and proposal writing, as well as detailed recording of 
information on a database to keep track of deadlines, approaches and 
contacts. 
 
While this isn’t an exhaustive guide about everything your trust fundraising 
programme should include, it aims to provide guidance on some of the key 
aspects to include in a successful trust fundraising programme: 
 
 

• Key Points to Consider when Developing a Trust Fundraising 
Programme 

• Improving Your Copy Writing Skills 
• Developing a Trust Proposal 
• Prospect Research Resources 
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Trust Fundraising: The Basics 
 

 
1. Read the Trust’s Criteria and make sure your organisation and the 

project that you are pitching to them ‘fits’ with what they are seeking to 
support.  If you’re having to adapt your project too much to fit their 
criteria, it’s unlikely to have much success.  N.B. this doesn’t mean you 
shouldn’t adapt an application to suit a particular format or to highlight 
specific aspects that demonstrate how it fits their criteria – just don’t 
adapt your project or organisation to fit when it clearly doesn’t. 
 
 

2. Read what the trust has said about the format of applications they like 
to receive and stick to it.  If they don’t give a format (and many smaller 
trusts don’t) try to aim for 2 - 4 pages (depending on how much you’re 
asking for) including a project budget. 

 
 

3. Make sure you include any specific information they’ve asked for – 
project budgets, annual reports, photographs etc.  And don’t include 
anything if they specifically ask you not to! 

 
 

4. Make a note of their deadlines 
 
 

5. Trusts are interested in: 
Ø What need/problem you’re seeking to address 
Ø What you need money for 
Ø Who will benefit and for how long 
Ø Outcomes: short term and long term 
Ø Evaluation: how will you make sure you’ve done what you set out to 
Ø What their money will specifically fund 
Ø What your overall budget for the project is 
Ø How you intend to raise all the funding you need for the project 
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GENERAL WRITING RULES FOR COPY THAT WILL BE READ 

 
There are many guides on copy writing, which provide detailed information on 
how to make your copy stand out.  However, the key points are: 
 
 

1. Get to the Point – say the most important thing that they need to know 
about your project first and then use the rest of your application to fill in 
the details. 

 

2. Highlight Memorable Details – what sets you apart?  What have you 
achieved that is relevant?  What do you do differently/better than 
others?  Why are you the best place to do this work/project? 
 

3. Never end a letter until you’ve said all you’ve got to say – then edit 
it, cut and paste for readability etc. 
 

 
4. Arrange words so the reader immediately feels excited on reading 

• no long sentences, no huge paragraphs 
• use one-liners, sub-headings, numbers, and bullet points – things 

that break up the text. 
 
 

5. Edit with Impartiality 
• Don’t edit immediately – come back to it later 
• Needs to flow and have focus for a reader with no background 

knowledge or information 
• Pretend you’re editing someone else’s work. 
• Be ruthless 
• What can you edit without losing meaning? 
• What can you say using fewer words? 
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6. Think Heart, not Head – write with passion and try to engage your 
reader on a human/emotional level.  Talk about real people, tell stories 
and use anecdotes that are thought provoking and engaging. 
 

7. Think about Readability – use short sentences and avoid jargon. 

 
8. Focus on a Powerful Idea - the reader doesn’t care about your 

organisation.  They care about what you are doing or what you want to 
do and how it impacts on people/society/a particular problem.  So what 
are you trying to solve/resolve and how are you going to achieve it? 

 
 
 
 
There’s an exercise on page 13 to help you get some initial ideas down 
on the page and cure your writer’s block.  So now that you’ve honed 
your writing skills, how can you adapt these to help you write a 
successful trust proposal? 
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Developing Your Trust Fundraising Programme 
 
 
Do your research 
There’s no point writing to a trust if they don’t fund organisations or projects 
like yours. Trusts have criteria for a reason and if you fail to meet them, you 
won’t make it past the first hurdle.  Also note when deadlines are and whether 
they accept unsolicited applications. 
 
Tell your story 
Be succinct and to the point.  Use short sentences and paragraphs.  Trustees 
have to consider far more applications than they can fund.  They don’t want to 
wade through pages of information to get to the crux of what your bid is 
about.  Grab their attention by summarising what your organisation is aiming 
to achieve in the opening paragraph. 
 
Read the Guidelines 
Read application guidelines to ensure that you provide all the information 
requested. Similarly, if a trust asks you to provide your accounts and 
specifically asks that you send nothing else, don’t include additional 
information.  It’ll add to your postage costs and won’t be read.   
 
Style 
Avoid jargon, acronyms and technical information.  You are used to writing in 
the language that everyone in your organisation understands.  Trustees aren’t 
in your organisation.  And they don’t have the time to research the details of 
what you’re talking about.  Imagine that you know nothing about your 
organisation.  Does what you’ve written make sense or do you need to 
include additional background information? 
 
Structure 
The structure of your proposal will vary according to each trust.  However, 
where no preferred structure is given, try to ensure that your proposal 
includes the following: 
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• A cover letter (try to stick to one page and 3 to 4 paragraphs at most) 
• Title Page and Table of Contents listing appendices if included  
• Project Proposal (2 – 4 pages) to include:  

o What you Need;  
o The goals and objectives of your project/organisation;  
o Future funding plans/exit strategy;  
o Detailed project budget. 

 
Edit 
Write your bid in full.  Then go away – even leave it for a couple of days.  
Come back and edit it with fresh eyes.  Make sure the sentences are short 
and snappy; that the paragraphs don’t drag on for pages; and that you’re not 
repeating yourself.  Be ruthless. Once you’ve done this, get someone who 
doesn’t know your project or organisation well to read it. Do they understand 
what you’re trying to achieve?  The best way to check their comprehension is 
to ask them to explain to you what it is that you need funding for.  If they 
can’t, or if it needs additional explanation, it needs to be looked at again. 
 
Review 
Before you send it off, check over your bid.  Spell check it.  Tick off the items 
you need to include and make sure you’ve included them.  If possible, get 
someone else to cast a fresh eye over it to proof it.  If not, leave it overnight 
and re-read it yourself.  You’re not editing at this stage – you should have 
done that already – but you need to proof it to make sure there are no errors. 
 
 
Summary 
Writing trust bids isn’t rocket science and with practice it will get easier.  
However, each new project that you are seeking funding for and each new 
bid should present a slight challenge to you – otherwise you’re in danger of 
just churning information out.   
 
This is an opportunity to get creative; to think about how to get the interest of 
trustees who read about literally thousands of great organisations every year; 
and to remember what gives you a buzz about your organisation in the first 
place.  
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Resources and Exercises 
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TRUST RESEARCH RESOURCES 
 
 
 
The Register of Charities  
The Charity Commission's Register of Charities contains details of registered 
charities in England and Wales.  Good starting point for trust information. 
FREE 
  
The Scottish Charity Register  
The Office of the Scottish Charity Regulator (OSCR) is responsible for 
keeping an accurate register of Scottish Charities. Limited information. FREE  
  
Grants Online  
Information on funding opportunities from the European Union, UK Statutory 
sources, the National Lottery and grant making Trusts & Foundations.  
  
Trustfunding.org.uk  
Run by the Directory of Social Change, the Trustfunding database 
contains more than 4,400 UK grant-making trusts. You can search by 
geographical area, name of trust, type of grant or key words. 
  
New Trust Update  
Produced by The Factary, this lists trusts newly registered at the Charity 
Commission, allowing you to apply "before they are published in directories 
and swamped with applications." 
  
Fit4Funding  
Provides funding advice for community groups and voluntary organisations. 
FREE 
  
Access Funds  
Latest funding information from Government, Lottery, EU and government 
agencies. Offers training courses and has funding directories and guides. 
  
Funding Central 
For voluntary and community sector, including social enterprise.  Has 
information on funding opportunities as well as resources to help 
organisations with their income generation programmes. FREE    
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EXERCISES 
 
To help you put some of the ideas into action, we’ve provided some simple 
exercises that we’ve put into practice over the years.   
 
Project Development 
By considering each of the aspects outlined below, you will begin to draw a 
picture of your project, its impact and the needs that it will address.   
 

Strategic - Think about how your project contributes to the strategic direction 
of your organisation and whether it links with any past achievements.  If a 
project does neither, it is less likely to appeal to potential supporters, as they 
will consider it unlikely to succeed due to a lack of commitment or experience. 
 
External rationale - Does your project relate to a societal problem, 
opportunity or issue?  And why is your organisation the place to invest in this 
type of activity?  Consider whether your project reaches a specific need.  If it 
doesn’t, why should a trust, company or individual invest in it? 
 
Project description – does the project have any external partners; is there a 
need for new facilities, such as equipment or space?  Do you require 
additional staff?  Is funding required to run programmes or activities?  Think 
about competitors in this area of activity and whether you would collaborate 
with them – and if not, why not?  Any external endorsements you are able to 
show for this project or similar work undertaken by your organisation?  By 
considering each of these aspects, you can begin to draw a picture of what 
your project will look like and the approach that you will take. 
 
Outcomes - What are the expected outcomes and what difference will be 
made to the need that it addresses? If the outcomes don’t relate to the need 
you have identified it is unlikely the project will appeal to a potential donor.   
 
Contacts - Do you have any contacts that could be engaged in this project 
either from the perspective of giving funding or helping to engage others? 
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Research Exercise 
 
 
 
TASK: CHOOSE ONE OF THE RESEARCH RESOURCES PROVIDED 
AND USE IT TO IDENTIFY AT LEAST 10 PROSPECTS FOR YOUR 
FUNDRAISING PROJECT.   
 
 
 
Try to think about which trust has criteria that best fits with the needs of your 
organisation and/or project and make sure that you’re not bending their 
criteria or your project to fit. 
 
Once you have a list, prioritise these according to: 
 
• Best fit in terms of their criteria matching the aims and objectives of your 

project 
• Amount achievable in terms of their average grant size vs. amount that 

you need to fund your project 
• Deadlines – for both applications to be submitted and your fundraising 

target to be reached 
• Networks or contacts that you have who have contacts within the trust or 

are perhaps a trustee themselves 
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Writing Exercise 
 
Often the most difficult part of writing trust proposals is where to begin.  If 
you’re suffering from writer’s block, try this exercise to help get you started.  
Imagine you’re writing a story.  What are the key things you need to include? 
 
 
1. Who - Think about your organisation and write down 3 things you know 

about it.  This could be anything – it’s just an exercise to get you thinking 
about how you would describe your organisation to a stranger.  What is 
important about you or why do you stand out? 
 

2. What - Now, think about what you are seeking funding for and think about 
the objective of this project or idea. Write down three sentences that 
illustrate this objective. 

 
3. Why - Make sure your story interests the reader: describe the challenge 

you are trying to overcome e.g. illness, exclusion, unemployment and 
write down 2 outcomes that your organisation or this project has 
achieved or will achieve against this challenge. 

 
4. How - Write an anecdote or case study about your organisation/project.  

This may be about how you have helped someone or a group of people.  
Then, and this is the important part, think about how the reader will feel 
after reading this.  Is this how you want them to feel? 
 

5. Give 2 or 3 reasons why what you’ve written about your organisation and 
the programme/project you are seeking funding for will encourage the 
reader to make a donation to your charity. 

 
 
Now, you won’t end this task with a fully formed trust application but it will 
hopefully, have given you a few strong pointers as to what information is 
important about your project/organisation and why a trust will support you.  
And you might just have cured your writer’s block too! 


