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Introduction

Step #1: Determine Your Need for What to Prioritize.
Step #2: Build out your prospect list.
Step #3: Figure out the best system for your needs.
Step #4: Develop your most important criteria.
Step #5: Assign your weights.
Step #6: Input your values.
Step #7: Make your system automated and replicable.

Understanding how to effectively narrow down your list of prospects can save you
and your organization a ton of time.

We created this Ultimate Guide to Prioritizing Prospects in 7 Easy Steps to help
give you actionable steps that you can take to prioritize and go after the most
promising grants for your organization. 

This tool is meant to help guide you through the decision making process by
developing systems that will allow you to quickly prioritize your funding
opportunities. Successful grant seeking starts with having a strong grants system
and strategy.

With this tool, you’ll take seven concrete steps to go from overwhelmed with your
prospect list to ready to take on your best opportunities. 

This guide is meant to be used in conjunction with Instrumentl. If you haven’t
created your Instrumentl account, you can start your 14-day free account here.

Instrumentl brings grant prospecting, tracking and management to one place.

As you use this guide, if you need any additional help, feel free to email us at
hello@instrumentl.com!

Now, let’s jump into some grants calendar planning!
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Step #1:

When starting out with your prioritization of prospects, it’s important to identify
exactly what you’re striving to achieve. Are you trying to narrow down to all good fit
funders? Are you only interested in going after your ten best matches? 

Determining your strategy for prospects to pursue will make a huge impact in how
you go about prioritizing your lists. Each organization has different needs for their
grant strategy, so it’s important to consider your own organization's goals.

Let’s take a more in depth look at some of the common needs that we see when it
comes to prioritizing prospects. The table below represents some common needs
seen in a typical grant lifecycle.
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Key Need Questions to ask while developing this tool

Finding good fit
funders

Developing an
accurate 12-
month grants
calendar

What are the key factors we need to consider when
determining if a funder is a good fit or not? 

Is it more important that a funder match our project
goals and needs directly, or that they match our
monetary requirements?

How many grants can we apply to each month?

Do we need more concrete dates or rolling
deadlines?

Narrowing down
good fit funders
to a handful of
best prospects

What makes one good fit funder stand out from
another?

Should we prioritize easier submission and
reporting requirements? 

Do we only want to go after larger grant amounts,
or are we okay winning smaller grants?

Step #1:

Bring your grant prospecting, tracking and management to one place.
Create a 14-day trial at www.instrumentl.com

Determine Your Need for What to Prioritize

http://www.instrumentl.com/
http://www.instrumentl.com/


5

Step #1: Determine Your Need for What to Prioritize

Key Need Questions to ask while developing this tool

Re-prioritizing
past funders

Repurposing
existing
proposals

Which funders do we already have a solid
relationship with?

Have our past funding experiences met my
expectations or do we need to change them?

Do we have existing materials that we can use for
any upcoming grants?

Finding the best
bang for your
buck

Are we alright prioritizing funders that don’t match
our project’s goals as closely?

How much on average do we need from our grants
in order to reach our fundraising goal?
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Step #2:

Think outside of the box when describing your project’s areas of work.
Be as specific as possible when describing your geographic scope of work.
Be precise with the grant amount that you’re looking for.
Make sure you meet the eligibility requirements.

If you don’t already have a list of prospects, it’s time to create it. 

But before you begin, here are four useful tips to keep in mind:

1.
2.
3.
4.

Let’s dig more deeply into each of these tips to consider.
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Step #2:

Tip #1: Think Outside of the Box

If we’re working on an afterschool program, what areas other than afterschool
education does our program cover? Are there any unique groups that we’re
specifically working with? What are the outcomes of this program? 

From these questions we can find new fields of work to go after and more grant
opportunities that match our needs. 

For example, if we work with children with disabilities, we can include this in our
search and qualify for grants that pertain to working with children with disabilities,
even though they may not directly state that the work has to be through an
afterschool program.
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Step #2:

Tip #2: Specific Geography

One of the quickest ways to see if an opportunity is a good fit is to evaluate whether
or not the funder has worked with programs in your geographic area. 

If you’re a nonprofit in Georgia, but this funder has only historically worked with
nonprofits in Alabama and Florida, then it may not be the best fit. Try to find
funders that already work in your state.
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Tip #3: Precise Grant Amount

If you’re a small team, you may not have the bandwidth to go after a ton of different
grants. It may be better to hold out for those that get you closer to your fundraising
goal. 

You can set a minimum grant amount to help determine whether or not an
opportunity is worth your team’s time.

For instance, if you’re the only person on your team, you may consider setting a
minimum of $1,000-$5,000. If you are on a team of multiple individuals, it may make
more sense to go after smaller grant amounts.

Whatever you choose, make sure that it aligns with your overall fundraising goal. If
you’re trying to raise $250,000, well then it may not make sense to go after $500 or
even $1,000 grants. 

9

Step #2:
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Tip #4: Eligibility Requirements

A quick glance can tell you whether or not you meet the eligibility requirements for
an opportunity. Don’t waste your time on grants that you are automatically
excluded from. Check out the eligibility requirements and make sure that you
qualify.

For example, below you can see that this opportunity is only open to 501(c)(3) non-
profit organizations. In addition, these funds are not to be used for capital
construction. So, if you’re planning on building a new learning center, well this
grant is automatically not a good fit and you can move on to the next opportunity.

Step #2: Build Your Prospect List
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Step #3:

Eisenhower 2x2 Matrix
Rubric
Weighted Decision Matrix

Now that we have our prospects, it’s time to find the best decision making tool for
evaluating which ones to go after, and which to leave alone.

There are a ton of different decision making tools out there. Each tool meets
different needs, from deciding how to delegate to grading different submissions.

It’s important to find the tool that most closely aligns to your organization’s needs.

Let’s take a look at some of these tools:

1.

2.

3.
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Eisenhower 2X2 Matrix

The Eisenhower 2X2 Matrix is a decision making tool used to determine the
importance and urgency of a task. 

For instance, if I have a grant submission due tomorrow and it is for a great
opportunity, then this instance is both important and urgent. If I have a grant
submission for a great opportunity, but it’s not due until next quarter, then I can
hold off and simply plan for this opportunity.

The Eisenhower 2X2 Matrix can help your organization determine which tasks to do
right now, which to delegate out, which to plan for another time, and which to drop
completely. 

Step #3:
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Rubric

You most likely came across rubrics when you were in school. These are simple
decision making tools that establish criteria to differentiate submissions and group
them accordingly. 

They most often assign a number value to each criterion. These numbers are added
to give a final score that then corresponds to the grading of that submission.

Step #3:
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Weighted Decision Matrix

The weighted decision matrix is one of the most effective ways to prioritize across
many different criteria. 

Each criterion is assigned a weight then a value based on the input (opportunity).
The values are usually scored on a scale of 1-10 (1 being not a great fit and 10 being
a perfect fit). Then, values are multiplied by the weight and added together to give
an overall weighted value.

This tool is perfect if you want a single value to compare for each opportunity
decided based on what your organization values most.

*Since we find the weighted decision matrix to be the most generally applicable tool
to prioritizing prospects, we will continue with this method. 

BUT, if you’re interested in using either the Eisenhower 2X2 Matrix or the Rubric, you
can find some more helpful information here.

Step #3: Figure Out the Best System for Your Needs
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Step #4

Each organization is different. Based on your goals that you established in Step #1,
you’ll need to define the specific criteria that you want to consider against one
another.

Criteria should be relevant to your organization and easily measured.

Here are some examples:

Criteria Things to Consider

Submission
process

Are there any parts of the submission process where
I could utilize my previous proposals?

How difficult is the submission process and do I
have the bandwidth to meet these requirements?

Reporting
requirements

Similar to the submission process, do I have the
bandwidth to meet the reporting requirements of
this grant?

Does my organization have a system in place to
track the impact of our project and accurately
report on it?

Bring your grant prospecting, tracking and management to one place.
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Step #4 Develop Your Most Important Criteria

Criteria Things to Consider

Geographic
alignment

Alignment with
project goals

Past grantees
similar to my
organization

Openness to
new grantees

Does this funder historically work with
organizations in my geographic area?

How closely does this opportunity align to my own
project’s goals?

Can I identify past grantees that work in a similar
field of location to me?

Is it easy to get my foot in the door with this funder?

Grant size Does this opportunity’s median grant size align with
my funding needs?

Is it worth my time to go after a grant of this size?

Bring your grant prospecting, tracking and management to one place.
Create a 14-day trial at www.instrumentl.com
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Step #5

Not all criteria share the same significance. Now, it’s important to add weights to
your selected criteria. 

How you choose to assign weights to your criteria is largely up to you and how your
organization places significance on each criterion. 

The most simple way of organizing your weights is to make sure that they add up 
to 1. 

For example, if you have five criterion and you feel that they are all of equal
importance, you would assign a weight of 0.2 to each. Whereas, if you have two
options and you determine that median grant size holds more significance than
openness to new grantees, well then you can assign 0.75 to median grant size and
0.25 to openness to new grantees.

Bring your grant prospecting, tracking and management to one place.
Create a 14-day trial at www.instrumentl.com
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Step #5 Assign Your Weights

Here is an example of five criteria that have been assigned values based on
significance:

In this example, we can see that the most important consideration to this
organization is the openness to new grantees, followed by both the median grant
amount and alignment to project goals. Reporting requirements and geographic
alignment hold less significance in the eyes of this organization.

Try it on your own using ten different criteria (ensuring your weights add up to 1):

Bring your grant prospecting, tracking and management to one place.
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CRITERIA

CRITERIA

WEIGHT

WEIGHT

Openness to
new grantees

Geographic
alignment

Median 
grant 

amount

Alignment to
project goals

Reporting
requirements

0.4 0.1 0.2 0.2 0.1
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Step #6

Once you’ve established your criteria and assigned weights to each, it’s time to start
inputting your opportunities and ranking them. 

Run each opportunity through your weighted criteria and determine their final
values by multiplying each value given (1-10) by the assigned weight and adding up
all of these values for your final value.

As you can see from this example, the Petzl Foundation Grant is going to be the best
opportunity based on our determined criteria followed closely by the Clif Family
Foundation Grant then the Charles Mott Foundation Grant.

Bring your grant prospecting, tracking and management to one place.
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Criteria

Clif Family
Foundation

Grant

Weight

Charles Mott
Foundation

Grant

Petzl
Foundation

Grant

Openness to
new

grantees

Geographic
alignment

Median 
grant 

amount

Alignment
to project

goals

Reporting
requirements

0.4

5

9

3

0.1

10

4

9

0.2

8

7

3

0.2

7

3

6

0.1

5

8

2

--

6.5

6.8

4.1

Final Value

Input Your Values
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Step #6

How we found data for the Clif Family Foundation Grant example using Instrumentl
(start your own 14-day free trial and follow along):

Openness to new grantees (typically anything over 30% indicates a good possibility
of getting your foot in the door):

Geographic alignment:
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Step #6

Median Grant Amount: 

Bring your grant prospecting, tracking and management to one place.
Create a 14-day trial at www.instrumentl.com

Input Your Values

http://www.instrumentl.com/
http://www.instrumentl.com/


22

Step #6

Alignment to Project Goals (Since we can see that this opportunity consistently
references food systems, that signals to us that if our project has anything to do
with food systems, then this is going to be a good fit):
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Step #6

Reporting Requirements:

Either seen in the overview (see above) or by searching through the funders
website/reaching out directly.
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Step #6 Input Your Values

Create your own:
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Step #7

Once you’ve gone through the motions of evaluating your opportunities, check back
in after you’ve submitted (and hopefully won) your proposal. 

Redefine the criteria that are important to your organization regularly using insights
from your previous grants that you’ve won and lost.

Reevaluate your weights based on your organization's shifting needs. 

Develop a way of replicating the process. We recommend creating a spreadsheet
where you can easily input and change values.
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Step #7 Make Your System Automated and Replicable

Here is an example of one that  we developed for our needs:

(split into 2 images for a closer look)
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Bring your grant prospecting, tracking and management to one place.
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Bookmark our blog: check out the Instrumentl blog for in-depth guides and
free resources, including our grant workshop replays. New content is added
every week.
Free grant writing classes: Instrumentl hosts regular learning opportunities for
nonprofit professionals to hone their grant writing skills. We hope you’ll join us
for our next one. You can RSVP here.
The Ultimate Go vs. No-Go Grant RFP Evaluation Tool: If you enjoyed this
freebie, you’ll also love this one. It digs into key questions to ask yourself when
evaluating funders for fit. 

The art of refining all of your opportunities down to only the ones that best meet
your organization’s needs takes practice, but following these easy steps will get you
well on the way, while saving you loads of time otherwise spent going after bad fit
opportunities.

Take these learnings and apply them to your own organization’s needs and refine
them often in order to get the most out of this practice.

Hopefully from this planning guide, you feel more confident in your ability to
prioritize prospects for your nonprofit.

If you found this resource helpful, here are a few more things we want to leave you
with:

Feel free to pass along this prospect prioritization guide to a friend or colleague you
think may benefit from it. 

Lastly, if you haven’t already, create a 14-day Instrumentl account to get
personalized grant recommendations for your nonprofit. 

Wrapping Up the Ultimate Guide to
Prioritizing Prospects in 7 Easy Steps:
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