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A Toolkit for Bui lding 
Communities through Play 
& Recreation Initiatives
Play and recreation bring communities together in a variety 
of meaningful ways. They develop physical, social, cognitive, 
and emotional skills in children and families. They also 
uniquely build social capital through (1) the many community 
engagement opportunities along the way, (2) the outcomes 
that result from the physical enhancement of the actual 
built environment, and (3) the resulting play and recreation 
experiences that will happen there over many years. 

This toolkit is intended to inspire communities to maximize the 
very process itself as a pivotal opportunity to bring stakeholders 
together for a community based initiative. Engaging people, the 
ultimate users of the play space, promises to ensure the following, 
each of which correlate to a title in the Blueprint for Play series:

Refined and user-focused 
planning process.

Robust funding initiative 
that embraces giving.

Unique play space designed to 
meet specific community goals. 

Dynamic build initiative that 
celebrates the community members’ 
talents and builds social capital. 

Comprehensive plan for using and 
sustaining the space to ensure a wise 
investment and a lasting legacy.

Just as every play space should be customized to a community, 
this toolkit is designed so that you can ultimately customize 
the resources to meet your needs. Use the comprehensive 
Blueprint for Play suite of tools to guide your overall master 
plan, or select the parts of the series that apply to the initiative 
you are pursuing. While the series does imply a comprehensive 
process, it is important to note that it isn’t necessarily a linear 
one. The most successful groups are engaged in a passionate 
and dynamic process that is focused on achieving defined 
outcomes. However you use it, it is designed to put the power 
that drives the decision process in your hands, and guide 
you in engaging both volunteer and professional resources 
to ultimately create a unique play and recreation space that 
meets your defined outcomes and inspires your community. 

Although your project may not require all of the guides in 
the Blueprint, we recommend reading each, as there are 
key planning points, programming ideas, and motivation 
in each that may help to inspire you and your team 
in the creation of your unique playground plan.
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The purpose of the Blueprint for Play toolkit is to raise awareness and provide educational resources about some considerations for engaging the community in the planning, funding, designing, building, and 
sustainment of outdoor play and recreation environments.  It is not to be considered an all inclusive resource.  Please refer to the manufacturer specifications and safety warnings, which are supplied with 
playground equipment, and continue with normal safety inspections.  Safety goes beyond these comments, requires common sense, and is specific to the play environment involved.  While our intent is to 
provide general resources for building communities through play and recreation initiatives, PlayCore disclaims any liability based upon information contained in this publication.  Site owners are responsible to 
inspect, repair, and maintain all equipment and surfaces and manage site specific supervision sightlines, landscaping, and safety requirements.  PlayCore and its divisions provide these comments as a public 
service in the interest of uniting and engaging the community in play projects while advising of the restricted context in which it is given. 

© 2012 PlayCore, Inc.  All rights reserved.  Blueprint for Play is a trademark of PlayCore. 

(877) 762-7563 
www.playcore.com
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Exploring & Discovering Resources

Fundraising can take many forms; opting for healthy fundraisers 
like sponsored races can help promote the health benefits of 
your new playground project! 

Fundraising is a fantastic opportunity to ENGAGE the 
community in the overall project.  No matter the dollar 
amount, an engaged group of citizens has the power to make 
it happen if they strongly believe in and support the goal. 
Engaged is the key word-they must clearly understand the 
goals, the potential outcomes, the community capital that 
will be created, and the benefits to the community at large, 
as well as to each community member who takes part in the 
fundraising campaign. Together, an engaged community is 
powerful. This is your opportunity to harness that power!

By utilizing the Blueprint for Play guidebook, Plan It, you’ve 
established your vision and goals, set a budget, and recruited 
the team needed to execute the plan. Getting others to share 
this vision, and the community capital that will be established 
is a crucial component in recruiting funders. Whether it is 
a small donation or a funding foundation, a belief in your 
vision and its long-term benefit to the community is the 
key to funding success. Whether you need funding to start 
your project, to finish your project and/or to grow your 
project, fundraising is an important component of making 
the goal a reality and engaging a variety of stakeholders.

Planning your Strategy 
So where does funding come from?  People! They may be 
individuals.  They may be representatives of larger entities and 
organizations. They MUST believe that what you are doing is 
meaningful in order to buy in to your vision. Target them by 
listing potential funders in the community, in the state, and 
nationally, and then establish who could be a beneficiary as well 
as a resource for your project.  Start with your own network and 
request referrals and introductions.  Meet through the Chamber 
of Commerce, or other community development organizations, 
as they will have knowledge of the businesses in your 
community, and may be able to make suggestions for additional 
support.  Initiate a cold call, or publicize/provide visibility to 
your project to generate a warm call.  Remember to prioritize 
your fundraising efforts after doing your initial research, by 
starting with the largest potential and working your way through 
the list. Consider the following questions when fundraising:

Tip :  Using a var iety 
of fundrais ing 
methods and 
engaging your 
advocates can he lp 
acce lerate the 
funding process!

1 .  Exp lore 
& Discover 
Resources

4.   Write 
Effective 

Grants

2.  A l ign 
Va lues & 

Goals

3.  Sol ic it 
Funding 
Sources

6.  Recognize 
Volunteers 
& Donors

5.  Make 
the Ask

Fund It
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• Have we clearly defined the fundraising 
strategy and tactics?

• How will we recruit fundraising volunteers 
and train them effectively?

• In addition to federal, state, and local funding sources, what 
other sources should we consider? How do we categorize 
and prioritize our funding efforts to get the best results?

• How do we make contact with potential funders? 

• What are the related requirements and 
funding cycles of those funding targets?

• What types of fundraisers will we establish – pledges and 
donations, product fundraisers, and/or special events?

• Who is responsible for requesting the funding?  

• Do we need to establish levels of giving 
or targeted amounts for each ask?

• Who is responsible for managing the funding process?  

• Do we know relevant fundraising restrictions 
or requirements and have we established 
processes for tax deductible contributions?

• When should we seek funding?

• How will we publicize the campaign and 
communicate fundraising progress?

• How will we manage the money and 
administer reporting requirements?

• Should we consider seeking a professional grant writer?

Aligning Values & Goals

Be sure to appoint a spokesperson who can communicate 
the message and goal to prospective funders. An effective 
communicator is a powerful tool in rallying support. 

Passion and persistence can be persuasive, but don’t 
overlook the importance of alignment in goals, values, and 
measurement of outcomes. You want funders and donors 
to literally buy in to the dream and make it theirs as well. 
Once you establish the funding options that are available 
to you, let them guide the project team, your partners in 
the build, the community at large, and your existing and 
potential funders.  It will be critical to share with all potential 
funding targets both the community vision and the plan in 
order to be successful in bringing the plan to fruition.  

Defining the Purpose

While features and benefits make excellent talking points, 
you’ll really need to communicate a compelling message 
about WHY the initiative is so important - why now, why 
at all, and why your targets for funding will benefit-so that 
your actual ask (and there needs to be an ask) is meaningful, 
heard, understood, and acted upon. The more you know 
about and relate to the funder’s interests, and their internal 
processes for community and charitable giving, the more 
success you will have in stating your case so that it appeals 
to their emotions and values. By giving your proposition a 
‘storyline’ with clear goals and visual imagery that can speak 
to your supporters emotions, the prospect will be able to 
better visualize their contribution having a positive impact.

Tip :  Uti l ize  your 
advocates and 
vo lunteers for 
fundrais ing ideas, 
then ask if  they 
would be wi l l ing 
to approach the 
sources they have 
a re lat ionship  with 
to “make the ask .”
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Publicizing your Campaign

Publicizing your campaign is critical. You can accomplish this 
by executing kick-off initiatives, letter writing, direct marketing, 
permission based email campaigns, creating/distributing flyers, 
posters & announcements, e-fundraising, websites, holding 
personal meetings and speaking engagements, canvassing 
business districts, contacting corporate philanthropists, as 
well as promoting sponsorships, special events, and programs. 
You’ll need appealing and informative communications to 
support your outreach and some project management tools 
to keep in sync with the project budget and timelines. 

With all of these fundraising approaches, you’ll want 
to be prepared to inform and inspire with respect to 
your cause, acknowledge the prospect’s reasons for 
giving, highlight anticipated community involvement 
and impact, and address any concerns or objectives.

Soliciting Funding Sources

Present your project goal to your local city council to ask for 
advocacy, resources, and support. 

Finding funding sources is a creative, open-ended process 
requiring diligence and imagination.  Targets may include 
government funding, donations & pledges, strategic 
fundraising events, and available capital that has already 

been identified for play and recreation improvements. 
Your playground vendor may also have options for lease 
payments.  Although the term lease can be confusing, this 
simply means you can obtain financing for the play space, 
paid over a term that is identified by the leasing company.  

Government Funding

Projects led by government entities such as parks and 
recreation departments, primary and secondary public 
schools and the military can take advantage of funding 
generated by government funds (budget, bonds, internal 
services) and revenues (user fees, dedicated tax receipts, 
third party arrangements).  Yet even when you partner with 
these groups, you may still need to fundraise.  In a tough 
economy, funding can be sluggish, as the tax base shrinks 
and budgets continue to be cut. Even in a healthy economy, 
the demand for public funding may be greater than the 
funds available so it is best to plan on augmenting or looking 
beyond government funding, even if your project qualifies.

Donations & Pledges

Donations and pledges are an immediate and tangible way 
to raise money for your project.  They represent those one 
time contributions from donors, as well as their promises to 
provide a certain amount of funding over a certain amount 
of time.  They are often the result of direct solicitation 
that takes place in person, over the phone, or online. 

To encourage prospective donors to financially support your 
cause, relate directly to them and describe the importance 
and impact of their individual gift, the opportunity they have 
to address specific project needs, and the progress you’re 
making against that goal. For example, you might let them 
know it takes $100 to fund a swing seat or $500 to fund a 
bench (your playground vendor can advise you of actual 
amounts) and to effectively serve all the children within a 
five minute walk of the proposed playground, you’re hoping 
to purchase six swing seats and four benches in total, and 
you’re currently halfway to your goal. You’re detailing the 
dream for them so that they can help make it a reality.

Tip :  In-k ind 
contr ibut ions l i ke 
meeting space, 
food for events, 
and pub l ic  re lat ions 
are a lso va luab le 
contr ibut ions to the 
fundrais ing effort. 
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Fundraising & Special Events

Fundraising activities such as bake sales, car washes, movie 
nights, or recycling drives never go out of style, and they are 
fantastic opportunities for engaging the community. Special 
events like talent shows, concerts, or carnivals remain very 
popular and can be an important part of your fundraising 
strategy. These hands-on activities and events are not only 
time-tested and proven, but also FUN – they put you directly in 
touch with your community, future supporters, and caretakers 
of your play space. Your choice of activities – small or large, 
simple or complex, sponsored or non-sponsored – will depend 
upon the time, material, and people you have to make it happen.

Be sure to check with local government for licensing 
requirements and restrictions on fundraising events in advance.

Bake sales are always a popular fundraiser. You might also consider 
selling a cookbook at the event with the recipes included.

Naming Rights

Naming rights have grown in popularity over the years as an 
effective means of generating additional funding and resources.  
They are different than grants, gifts, unsolicited donations, 
even commemorative naming, in that they are transactional 
in nature.  They confer benefits and recognition to individuals 
and businesses in exchange for financial consideration.  

With play spaces, naming rights appeal to every level of giving 
as they offer the right to name the playground or portions 
of it, depending upon the amount of funding provided.  
Custom signage is typically a permanent acknowledgement 
of these naming rights.  You can also work with companies 
that provide engraved bricks or pickets that can be used to 
create pathways and fences near the play space. People love 
to see their family name in a permanent exhibit.   However, 
not all potential funders will be comfortable with public 
memorialization, and may wish to remain anonymous.  

Make sure your guidelines for naming rights offer numerous 
avenues to recognize funders.  These may include sharing facts 
about what their money and/or support allowed you to do and 
relaying firsthand stories about the lives changed.  By cultivating 
and recognizing donors in this way, you are sure to make 
lasting friends as they will want to remain loyal to the cause. 

In-Kind Contributions

Though we tend to think of funding as money – cash gifts 
and donations, funding can also take the form of in-kind 
contributions – people’s time, talents, goods, and services.  Non-
cash inputs that can be assigned a cash value add up and can 
help reduce the amount of fundraising you actually need to do.

Just think about all that will be involved for you and your project 
team from project kick-off through ribbon-cutting and program 
delivery. In-kind contributions can go a long way in helping you 
host meetings, provide refreshments at those meetings and 
other gatherings, hold design days, lead fundraising events, 
support construction of the play space, market and promote 
the project and of course, thank the volunteers. Look at the 
volunteer resources outlined in Plan It and Build It. If you need 
to augment your list of volunteers to add a skill set or talent 
that will help you get to completion, find out who has that 
skill, and seek out the people who can offer what you need!

Tip :  Recognize var ious 
leve ls  of donors 
by ut i l iz ing custom 
s igns or p laques.  
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The possibilities for in-kind contributions are vast!  Here are 
a few (listed by category) to get your creativity flowing:

Fundraisers 
• Items for auctions and raffles 
• Food 
• Gift baskets 
• Travel packages and frequent flyer miles 
• Proceeds from ticket sales 
• Crafts and jewelry 
• T-shirts 
• Event tickets 

Marketing/Publicity 
• Volunteer time 
• Graphic design or copywriting 
• On-air advertising 
• Copy paper for flyers 
• Printing 
• Meeting space 
• Website development 
• Social media campaigns 
• Billboards 

Build Day 
• Tools 
• Food 
• Water 
• Plastic construction fencing or barrier tape 
• Concrete 
• Power tools 
• Use of backhoe with auger 
• Babysitting services 
• Shade tents 
• Music/public address systems 
• Photography services 
• Labor 
• Landscaping 
• Tarps

Asking local sports or event venues to donate a portion 
of tickets sales on a predetermined day is a great way 
to raise funds and create awareness of your project!

If your project wins an award, be sure to share the result 
with funders and stakeholders to keep them engaged in the 
project and aware of its outcomes. Photo courtesy of City of 
Germantown, TN.

Tip :  Rev iew the 
grant maker ’s 
qual if ication cr iter ia , 
miss ion ,  and va lues 
before prepar ing 
and submitting 
an app l ication 
to ensure your 
project is  a l igned.
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Partnerships 

Another way to maximize assets is to consider partnering with 
a group in your community who may have funds, infrastructure, 
or manpower that, when added to your own, can make 
the goal more easily achievable.  Developing an effective 
partnership takes research, planning, collaboration, and trust.  
Both partners’ mission and goals should align.  Partnerships 
are growing in popularity as communities seek new ways 
to add facilities and sustain meaningful programs.  Unified 
We Play: Partnership Best Practices for Play and Recreation 
is a national report that was developed with the input and 
expertise of partner-focused park and recreation leaders.  It 
can provide insight and guidance in identifying, building, and 
sustaining effective partnerships.  The national report includes 
statistics on partnerships, as well as several case studies of 
innovative partnerships that have helped create meaningful 
programs and facilities in communities throughout the 
country.  Request a copy at www.playcore.com/partnerships. 

Writing Effective Grants

Discuss a variety of potential grants with your committee to 
determine which is the best fit and aligns with your project goals.

Grants are a very special form of fundraising and they should 
be carefully and fully considered, especially for larger and/
or longer term projects.  Grants are available from the 
government, foundations, and corporations; they are diverse 
and plentiful, available in all shapes and sizes.  But, they can 
be challenging to obtain, and will require thorough research 
and preparation on your part to compete, and win, against  
others who will be pursuing the same grant.  Be aware that a 
majority of grants require applicants to be nonprofit groups 
with a 501(c)3 status. Be sure to find this out in advance.

A great starting point to learn about grants is through 
conversations with your network and time spent 
searching the Internet. The Foundation Center, www.
foundationcenter.org, is a leading source of information 
about philanthropy and provides data, analysis and training, 
including a comprehensive database on U.S. grantmakers. 
See the back page of this guide for additional research 
resources you can use in your search for grants.  

Initially, seek out grantmakers focused on children’s play, 
inclusive play, and playgrounds, but also research and 
reach out to those supporting education, physical fitness, 
health and wellness, outdoor recreation. and community 
development, as your play and recreation project may 
be positioned to connect to these outcomes as well.  Set 
alerts in your search engine to facilitate the process, and 
be focused and persistent in your search efforts.  

Just as you did with solicitations for donations and pledges, 
you will need to research each grantmaker’s goals and 
guidelines to understand if your project fits their philanthropic 
mission, vision, and requirements. You have to be thorough 
to beat out the competition. You have to be patient as 
turnaround times for award and disbursement can be 
lengthy. Demonstrate your research and preparation by 
utilizing the drawings, cost estimates, community outcome 
goals, and tools developed in the other Blueprint for Play 
guidebooks to show how your play space will benefit the 
largest group of people, how outcomes will be achieved, and 
how it will remain meaningful and relevant in the future.

Remember, each foundation will have a specific process for 
application. Their websites will provide detailed grant writing 
policies and procedures for you to review. Being aware of these 
procedures will prevent unnecessary work and ensure you 

Tip :  Uti l ize  a 
render ing ,  top v iew, 
and the budget 
for the p lay space, 
which are prov ided 
by your p layground 
vendor,  to show 
potentia l  grantors 
your v is ion ,  and 
that you have been 
thoughtfu l  about 
the funds needed.
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are communicating with funders in their preferred method. In 
some cases, you can gain further insight by reviewing grant 
applications that were actually awarded funding.  Finally, be 
sure to write each application in language that speaks to that 
funder’s goals and mission. One of the worst things you can do 
is create one application, then send it to multiple foundations. 
You need to carefully craft your appeal, so they identify with 
your goal as one they wish to align with. Do your homework! 

The following considerations highlighted in “Writing 
Effective Grants” were derived from the resources 
offered by the Foundation Center, including 
Geever’s Guide to Proposal Writing (2007).  

Gathering Background Information

The first thing you will need to do in writing the proposal is 
to gather information to help make the actual writing much 
easier. Involve other stakeholders to provide additional 
opportunities to excite and energize the community in the 
grant process. To be ready to move forward you should 
develop a statement on the history and mission of your 
organization, so you can adequately articulate a description 
of what you do. Include organizational charts, your mission 
statement, and brief bios of your key staff members. 

You should also create a brief description of current 
projects you are involved with. This helps show your 
group’s ability to execute programs, as well as provides 
insight into your current level of service to the community. 
Be sure to document any special accomplishments, 
awards, and recognition your group has received. 

Your job of grant writing will be much easier if you have 
a thorough understanding of your organization and have 
the key information ready to include in your proposals.

Concept

Funders will want to know that you have a good sense of 
how the project fits into their philosophy and mission, as 
well as that of your community, including the need it will 
fulfill. They will need to be convinced that the case for the 
project is compelling. Perhaps funding the construction 
or renovation of your playground does not appear to fit 
a foundation’s guidelines, but with a targeted approach, 

the results may attract the foundation’s core belief.
Consider these scenarios with different 
approaches to the same end result:

• Inclusion: Are you increasing community participation 
through the construction of an playground to 
promote usage by people of all abilities? Is this the 
first playground in the community to do so?

• Confidence/Skill building/Experience: Are you 
planning to involve at-risk youth or young adults 
in the process, giving them job experience and 
skills that can be used to further their future?

• Health Improvement: What about the trend 
toward child obesity? Perhaps your playground is 
part of a program to refocus children away from 
sedentary activities toward active pursuits through 
regular activities or scheduled play events.

The important thing is to know your funder and be sure 
you tailor your proposal to meet their criteria. Much like 
an employer receives resumes, they receive hundreds 
of applications, and this written information is all they 
will have to decide whether to further the process. 
Determine how your proposal will get their attention.

Program & Expenses

As part of the actual proposal, you will need to 
address the following program information, so be sure 
to gather it as part of the preparation process.

• Nature of the project and how it will be conducted

• Timetable for the project

• Anticipated outcomes and how best to evaluate the result

• Staffing and volunteer needs, including 
deployment of existing staff and new hires.

Include a high level project budget to help the funder see how 
projected expenses will deliver desired outcomes.  Ensure the 
funder knows you have been thoughtful regarding sustainability 
of the project, evaluating funding needs related to designing, 
building, maintaining, operating and fully leveraging the project 

Tip :  Be sure the 
objectives of 
your proposal  are 
tangib le ,  spec if ic , 
and measurab le .
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after it has been opened. Park or school staff, friends groups, 
volunteers, and organizations within the community can all 
play a part in sustainability. Always pay attention to see if 
there is a matching fund component in the grant so the group 
can understand the financial implications on the front end.

Utilizing a team approach to gather background information 
can result in broader, more meaningful input.

Components of a Proposal

Executive Summary

This first page of the proposal is the most important section of 
the entire document, it summarizes all of the key information 
and is designed to convince the reader that this project 
should be funded. Be certain to include the following:

• Problem

• Solution

• Funding requirements

• Your organization and its expertise

•  Measurable outcomes

•  Partnerships, if applicable 

Statement of Need

If the funder reads beyond the executive summary, you have 
successfully piqued his or her interest. Your next task is to build 
on this initial interest by enabling the funder to understand the 
solution that the project will provide.
The statement of need presents facts and evidence to 
support the need for the project. It also establishes that 
your group understands and can address the need.  You 
want this section to be concise, yet persuasive. Like a good 
debater, you must assemble all the arguments, then present 
them in a logical sequence that will readily convince the 
reader of their importance. Consider the following:

• Decide which facts or statistics best support the project. 

• Give the reader hope.

• Decide if you want to put your project forward as a model. 
If you are incorporating design programs from PlayCore, 
you can inquire about whether your project qualifies 
as a National Demonstration Site, a model playground 
program implementing best practices in design.

• Determine whether it is reasonable to 
portray the need as acute.

• Decide whether you can demonstrate that your 
project addresses the need differently or better 
than other projects that preceded it.

• Avoid circular reasoning.

Project Description

This section of your proposal should have five 
subsections: objectives, methods, staffing/administration, 
evaluation, and sustainability. Taken together, they 
present an interlocking picture of the total project.

Objectives are the measurable outcomes of the program, and 
must be tangible, specific, concrete, measurable, and achievable 
in a specified time period. Grantseekers often confuse 
objectives with goals, which are conceptual and more abstract. 
Example Goal: Our playground will be good for kids.  Example 
Objective: Our playground will assist our community’s children 
to understand the importance of exercise. We will execute 
organized play activities and family programs to educate the 
community on the importance of free play for children. We will 

Tip :  Create a 30 
second “e levator 
speech” that 
states the va lue 
proposit ion of your 
project so that a l l 
team members are 
effective advocates 
for fundrais ing
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invite families to join a website-based club to communicate, 
track goals and results, and provide support to each other 
as we move toward healthier lifestyles and outcomes. The 
goal in this case is abstract, while the objective is much more 
specific. It is achievable and measurable. With competition for 
dollars so great, well-articulated objectives are increasingly 
critical to a proposal’s success. Don’t promise what you can’t 
deliver. Remember, the funder will want to be told in the final 
report that the project actually accomplished the objectives.

The methods section describes the specific activities 
that will take place to achieve the objectives. It is 
important to address how, when, and why.

To support your why, request a copy of Words on Play: 
A Treatise on its Value from playcore.com/wordsonplay. 
It contains a wealth of research-based support for play 
initiatives from world renowned experts in the field. 

Likely, you will have referenced staffing/administration 
in the methods section, but be sure to build this 
out in terms of number of staff, their qualifications, 
specific roles and responsibilities, and training 
processes.  More detailed information about individual 
staff members can be included in an appendix.

Evaluation

An evaluation plan is a critical component of every grant. 
It should not be considered only after the project is over; it 
should be built into the project. Including an evaluation plan in 
your proposal indicates that you take your objectives seriously 
and want to know how well you have achieved them. Many 
grants require an outside evaluator. If this is the case, select 
an evaluator with references and approved credentials.

A clear message from funders today is that grantseekers 
will be expected to demonstrate in very concrete ways the 
long-term financial viability of the project to be funded 
and of the nonprofit organization itself. They will want 
you to prove either that your project is finite (with start-
up and ending dates) or that it is capacity-building (that 
it will contribute to self-sufficiency and/or enable it to 
expand services that might be revenue generating.) Be very 
specific about current and projected funding streams.

Budget

The budget for your proposal may be as simple as a one-page 
statement of projected expenses, or your proposal may require 
a more complex presentation, perhaps including a page on 
projected support and revenue and notes explaining various 
items of expense or of revenue. Be sure to include committed 
contributions and in-kind donations/services to demonstrate 
broad-based financial support and visibility of the project.

Organizational Information

Your natural inclination may be to put a resume of your 
organization up front, but it is usually better to sell the 
need for your project and then your organization’s ability 
to carry it out. This information can be conveyed easily 
by attaching a brochure or other prepared statement. In 
two pages or less, tell the funder when your nonprofit 
came into existence, state its mission, and describe the 
organization’s structure, programs, and special expertise. 

Describe the kinds of activities in which your board, staff, 
and volunteers engage, the service your organization 
provides, the audience served, and the number reached. 
Include a description of any collaborative partnerships that 
assist your agency in better serving people in need. 

Conclusion

Every proposal should have a concluding paragraph or two. 
This is a good place to call attention to the future, after the
grant cycle and funding disbursements are completed. 
Review considerations in Plan It and Use It to outline the 
benefits the play space will fill. State how the project 
might carry on without further grant support.

This section is also the place to make a final appeal for your 
project. Briefly reiterate what your nonprofit wants to do and 
why it is important. Underscore why your agency needs funding 
to accomplish it. Don’t be afraid at this stage to use a bit of 
emotion to solidify your case. This is your final appeal and the 
overview that will be remembered so be thoughtful about it!

Tip :  Uti l ize 
partnerships as 
a credib le  way to 
augment funds 
and resources,  and 
be sure to inv ite 
your partners to 
benchmark events 
for the project.
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What to avoid in your grant proposal

Negativity! Your grant is about solving a problem, but 
ensure the problem description doesn’t overwhelm 
your solution. Be positive in your approach.

Copy/paste syndrome. Don’t use exact language 
from the foundation’s website, brochures, or grant 
guidelines. Be strategic in ensuring your language aligns 
with the their mission and values through thoughtful 
statements and explanations in your own words. 

Unrealistic budgets. Be mindful that the figures your 
provide are well researched, realistic, and defendable.

Last minute applications. Hastily prepared grant 
applications are obvious and rarely successful. 

Overwhelming the foundation with extra, unsolicited 
material. Following their guidelines shows that 
you respect their process and their time.

Using acronyms. You may understand abbreviations, but 
don’t assume the committee reading the grant application 
will. Always write out the name or organization.

Overly creative colors, fonts, or typeface. The 
application should be easy to read, or chances are it 
won’t be read at all! In addition, proofread and use spell 
check to ensure all words are spelled correctly!

What Happens Next?

Grant review procedures vary widely, and the decision-
making process can take anywhere from a few weeks to 
six months or more. During the review process, the funder 
may ask for additional information either directly from you 
or from outside consultants or professional references.

If you do not receive the grant award, do not think that rejection 
is necessarily the end of the process. If you’re unsure why your 
proposal was rejected, ask. Remember, there’s always next year.

If your hard work results in receiving a grant award, take 
a few moments to acknowledge the funder’s support with 
a letter of thanks. You also need to find out whether the 
funder has specific requirements for reporting the progress
of your project. Clarifying your responsibilities at the outset, 
particularly with respect to financial reporting, will prevent 
misunderstandings and more serious problems later. For 
example, you want to be sure you can effectively recognize the 
funding source, and that you can meet the grantor’s reporting 
requirements. Being efficient with these administration 
tasks can help you gain the confidence of other funders.

Be sure to include research-based evidence as why play is a 
priority in your grant proposal.

Tip :  Ask loca l  off ic ia ls 
to come to your 
event to recognize 
the project leaders 
and fundraisers.
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Making the Ask

When meeting with a group, be sure to have your presentation 
prepared and rehearsed so you can sum up the project’s 
goals and needs in an efficient, convincing way.

Fundraising isn’t just about soliciting gifts, it is about building 
and sustaining relationships. It is easy to become overwhelmed 
with fundraising techniques, donor prospecting, and events.  
Instead, focus on building trust and confidence, combining 
your compelling and emotional story, and defining clear calls to 
action.  Your goal is to inspire a greater number of stakeholders 
so that your prospects can take immediate action.  People 
DO want to help, they may just need some coaching about 
your project goals and how they can be of greatest support.

A well organized plan that helps communicate your message 
more effectively is critical, as is an organized team of fundraisers 
that understands their role so they can execute their part of 
the mission flawlessly. Everyone should know and be able to 
easily state the value proposition. They need to be able to do 
it in just a couple of sentences so it is concise, succinct, and 
convincingly describes why you are raising funds. Writing a 
clear mission statement is a great way to achieve this, and 
also helps you to align to the mission of potential funders.

Laura Fredrick’s (2006) book, The Ask: How to Ask 
Anyone for Any Amount for Any Purpose, presents 
the following “10 Guiding Principles for Any Ask”:

• The more personal and sincere you are 
with the people you are cultivating, the 
quicker you will be able to make the ask. 

• Every prospect must be treated 
separately and distinctly. 

• Anyone asking for a gift must first 
make his or her own gift. 

• Ask for a specific amount 
for a specific purpose. 

• Consistent givers can and 
will make larger gifts. 

• Always use “we” instead of “I” in any 
ask because that connotes that the 
ask is being done with all the strength 
and backing of the organization.

• Any organization’s planned giving 
program must be coordinated with 
all other fundraising programs. 

• Every campaign prospect must be 
asked for as specific amount, with 
guidelines on how to fund the gift 
and with a proposed time frame. 

• At the initial ask, stay committed 
to the ask amount. 

• The ask without the follow-
through will result in no gift.

Before making an ask, it is certainly important to prepare, define 
your prospects primary interests, talk about the benefits and 
how the gift will change lives, target the ask to the right amount, 
and time the ask just right.  Remember, more important than 
having all of the details lined up perfectly, it is most important 
to move forward and actually ‘make the ask’!  (page 213)

Tip :  Be thoughtfu l 
of schedules when 
p lann ing events. 
P lann ing events on 
the weekend  w i l l 
enab le  more fami l ies 
to attend.  A lso,  if 
you are p lann ing an 
outdoor activ ity , 
try to p lan dur ing 
a month with a 
track record of 
good weather !
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Recognizing Volunteers & Donors
Donors want to see what their gifts allowed you to accomplish 
and how they will impact lives. In addition to personal 
stories, it is important to share facts and statistics to support 
the intended outcomes. Saying thank you to donors along 
the way may be ending that specific interaction but can 
certainly build opportunities for future support and deeper 
engagement. To keep funders engaged and focused on 
collective success, thank them, thank them, thank them.  

Personal Appreciation

Find a variety of ways to offer inexpensive and personal 
expressions of appreciation to your donors and connect them 
to your mission. It is important to regularly communicate 
your progress toward the final budget target, as well as the 
project status, with your secured and potential funders. Be 
sure to keep them abreast of any changes to the budget 
target and/or the  timeline. This can be done with phone calls, 
letters, emails, or posts to online fundraising news, but be 
sure you are communicating with funders in their preferred 
method so your updates are heard, as well as welcomed.

Thank You Letters

Letters are an important way to express appreciation while 
also providing donation disclosures for tax purposes.  Send 
letters on official letterhead to the head organizational 
contact, but also utilize your network of fundraising volunteers 
to further personalize and add messages to the letter. 
Consider the following tips for donor appreciation letters:

• Be timely by sending the letter within a week 
of the commitment and/or contribution.

• Personalize the letter with handwritten 
messages and a real signature.

• Communicate the mission so the donor senses 
continuity with the ask through the thank you.

• Use personal touches and stories (without 
compromising privacy) so the donor can be a hero.

• Include the donation disclosure so the 
letter can serve as a tax receipt.

• Offer updates to the campaign progress and project 
status and invite donors to remain engaged

• Provide contact information so the donor can share 
your information with others and stay involved.

Event Recognition

Besides thanking your donors at the time of the gift, you may 
also want to consider how to thank them at the playground 
site, especially at a grand opening event. Be sure to invite 
all donors to the grand opening and be thoughtful about 
offering thanks. It may not be realistic to name each one 
verbally, but displaying a poster with everyone’s name under 
a header of THANK YOU! is one way to be sure everyone 
feels appreciated, and remains open to future donation 
requests.  You may also want to consider appreciation events 
like a picnic at the site for donors and their friends, or some 
other way to invite them to a special event at the site.

The Art & Science of Fundraising

As you have no doubt discovered by now, fundraising is an 
art as well as a science. You must remain disciplined, creative, 
and adaptable to be successful. In securing private dollars 
for your project, you inevitably raise awareness and potential 
engagement. PlayCore has a variety of resources to assist 
you in finding funding for your play space. Please visit www. 
playcore.com/blueprint for more information. Together, we 
can make a difference, building communities through play!

Tip :  Fo l low-up with 
your funders to 
share the success 
of their  investment. 
Ref lect on your 
fundrais ing process 
and after the project 
is   completed,  send 
per iodic   reports 
with outcomes and 
achievements.
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Recognize key players publicly at the recognition ceremony to 
express your gratitude..
 

At this inclusive playground dedication, the organizers included 
a person who could translate the ceremony into sign language, 
so that all donors could understand the proceedings

Consider creating a permanent sign to mark the occasion of the 
grand opening and thank your sponsors.
 

Give donors a chance to speak about their contribution to the 
play space, and why it was meaningful to them.

Tip :  Request funding 
information spec if ic 
to inc lus ion ,  nature, 
and physica l  act iv ity 
by v is it ing www.
p laycore.com.  
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Selling engraved bricks is a great way to raise funds and create a 
lasting legacy for your donors.
 

Ask children to write letters and draw pictures to thank  donors 
for their contributions in a very personal way

Selling personalized tiles, then displaying them at the site is a 
fun playful way for donors to get involved, and to express their 
artistic side!

Take group photos of your donors onsite and include them in 
your thank you note as a fun, personalized touch.

Tip :  If  there is  a 
compel l ing story 
that can be told 
as part of your 
fundrais ing ,  be sure 
to inc lude detai ls 
in  your fundrais ing 
outreach,  and photos 
where app l icab le .
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