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Supporting General 
Operating Expenses
The trend in grantmaking over the past
decade is for foundations to give grants
for projects rather than for general
operating expenses. Currently, fewer
than 14 percent of grants are given for
general expenses. The question for
grantmakers is not whether to fund an
organization’s project or its operations.
The more important questions to ask
are: What do we want to achieve by
funding this organization? And can we
be more helpful by funding programs
or by strengthening the organization?

The French American Charitable Trust
in San Francisco is one of a handful of
family foundations that gives grants
primarily for general operating
expenses. Other foundations are tak-
ing different steps to ensure that the
programs they support will flourish.A
new foundation in California, for
example, routinely tacks on an extra
percentage to program grants for oper-
ating expenses. The founder explains:
“After visiting organizations last year
and seeing what a hard time they were
having paying their bills, I asked myself,
‘How can we expect programs to suc-
ceed when the organizations running
them aren’t financially stable?’My hus-
band and I decided that if we liked a
program well enough to fund it, we
should support the organization, too.
Now we look at each program grant
with the organizational infrastructure
in mind, and we routinely add 10 to 25

percent for general operating expenses.
We get to know the organizations
before we fund them, and we trust
them to be the best judges of how to
spend the money.”

Other foundations recognize nonprofit
organizations’needs for general operat-
ing funds, but they worry that unre-
stricted grants will create dependency.
These foundations prefer to fund line
items in the organization’s budget.

Said one trustee, “We look for some-
thing specific we can fund that will
strengthen the programs we invest in.
Last year, we funded a staff position for
one program and, in another case, we
paid for computer training. This year,
we’re funding an accountant to spend 6
months helping an organization set up
a more professional financial system.
We want to help the organizations, but
we also want to know where our
money is going.”
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WHY (MOST) GRANTMAKERS FAVOR PROJECT GRANTS

■ Projects capture their interest.

■ The connection between projects and the foundation’s mission is clear. 

■ Project grants are easier to evaluate than general support grants.

■ Grantmakers can point with pride to successful projects. 

WHY (SOME) GRANTMAKERS FAVOR GENERAL SUPPORT GRANTS

■ Help organizations doing good work achieve financial stability.

■ Ensure that the programs they fund can continue to operate.

■ Allow grantseekers to be forthright in asking foundations for what they really
need rather than for projects they think foundations will fund. 

■ Allow grantseekers to concentrate on the daily business of running their
organizations instead of taking time to create new programs repeatedly in
order to get funding.

■ Respect grantees’ judgment to use the money wisely.

Why (Most) Grantmakers Favor Project/
General Support Grants


