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Preface  The process of ensuring that there is sufficient 
money to operate is the cause of persistent headaches for many 
community, voluntary and charitable organisations. A lot of these 
organisations have in the past relied heavily on statutory grants, but in 
recent times there has been a shift away from this funding model. As a 
consequence, a large number of organisations are feeling the pain of 
the funding challenge now more than ever before.

However, the picture painted above 
is overly bleak.  Certainly not all 
organisations are struggling.  Times 
of crisis may spark creativity and 
innovation.  Current practice around 
income generation can often be 
improved and there are alternative 
avenues that still lie mostly unexplored.  
Financing is about more than rattling 
collection tins or applying for grants 
from state bodies.  There are other 
ways of working towards financial 
sustainability.

This guide provides a comprehensive 
overview of the various funding 
methods and sources available to Irish 
charities and similar groups. We hope 
it will become the ‘go to’ resource 
for those interested in making their 
organisations financially sustainable 
so that, ultimately, they can fulfil 
their missions. We draw particular 
attention to the fact that ensuring the 
ongoing viability of organisations is a 
governance responsibility and the guide 
is therefore of particular relevance to 
those exercising that role.  The guide 
is targeted at board members and 
managers of existing entities, as well 
as those people who are thinking of 
starting a club, association, community 

group, voluntary organisation or social 
enterprise.

This is the seventh Solid Foundations 
guide, and we urge you to read it 
alongside the other good practice 
publications in the series. As always, 
we aim to provide accessible, relevant 
and practical information. This guide 
is meant as a starting point, so is 
deliberately short in length and broad in 
content. It includes plenty of signposts 
to further useful publications and 
websites. We want to help you to start 
thinking about the key issues and to 
be inspired, and we hope you will then 
develop a plan to deliver a diverse range 
of financing, enabling you to do the 
important work that your organisation 
was set up to do. 

I wish you every success on your 
journey.

Deirdre Garvey
Chief Executive Officer, The Wheel
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About us
The Wheel is a national organisation that 
represents and supports community, 
voluntary and charitable organisations in 
Ireland.
Founded in 1999, we currently have over 
1,000 members across Ireland, reflecting 
the enormous scope and scale of this vibrant 
and diverse sector.
The Wheel exists to help change people’s 
lives for the better. We do this by helping 
non-profit organisations get things done, 
more efficiently and more effectively.
As an independently governed, membership-
based organisation, we represent our 
members’ shared interests to Government 
and other decision-makers, and we promote 
better understanding of the vital work they 
do for people in Ireland. See www.wheel.ie 
for more.

Disclaimer
Our goal is to provide comprehensive, 
timely and accurate information.  This 
publication contains references and 
pointers to information kept or provided by 
other organisations.  We therefore cannot 
guarantee their accuracy.  It is our policy to 
correct any errors brought to our attention.  
Comments and suggestions are always 
welcome.  Note that this document is for 
guidance only and is not a replacement 
for seeking legal advice should that be 
necessary.
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Who this guide is for
Any independent organisation with a 
social purpose can use this guide, 
regardless of age, size, structure, 
geographic remit or area of focus.  It 
may also be of interest to those who 
work with any such organisations, 
whether directly or indirectly.  Although 
the guide focuses on the Irish 
experience, some of its content may 
also be applicable in an international 
context.

How to use this guide 
Regardless of your current situation, 
we strongly urge you to start at the 
beginning.  Chapters 1 and 2 will 
provide you with a good grounding 
of key concepts, such as sustainable 
financing and income diversification.  
We advise you to then read whichever 
chapters most interest you and appear 
to be most applicable to your own 
situation.  It is likely that you will be 
more familiar with the raising of gifts 
(chapter 3) and applying for grants 
(chapter 4) than with contracts (chapter 
5) and the open market (chapter 6).  If 
you are unsure, be inspired by the six 
case studies of Irish organisations that 
have found successful solutions to the 
ongoing challenges of funding their work 
(chapter 7).  These case studies are 
particularly helpful, as they prove that 
it is indeed possible to translate theory 
into practice.

Detailed contents pages, ‘top tips’, 
signposts to further resources, a 
checklist, an explanatory glossary of 

terms and an index are all provided for 
your convenience.  Please note that 
we have only included website links for 
those publications that are available 
free-of-charge; those without website 
links have a cost associated with them.

We hope you will find the guide useful 
both today and for many years to come.

A note on language
One of the great strengths of what is 
sometimes known as ‘the third sector’ 
(the other two being the state and 
business) is its incredible diversity.  
However, this makes it difficult to 
describe the components and activities 
of the sector in a generic way.  One 
option is to keep repeating the various 
words that are in circulation, so that 
nobody feels left out.  Another is to opt 
for a standard term, which is imperfect, 
as it does not encompass everyone 
and seems alien to some, but which 
is simply more user-friendly.  We have 
decided to adopt the second approach 
and make use of short, snappy terms.  
When we say nonprofit, we mean charity, 
voluntary organisation, community 
group, NGO, social enterprise, etc.  
When we say board, we mean the 
governing body of your organisation, 
whether this is called a board of 
directors, management committee, 
council, core group, the trustees, or 
something else.

7



8



CHAPTER 1: 
Financing is fundamental
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1.1 Ideals versus reality
You believe passionately in what you do. 
Your organisation was set up to achieve 
particular social or environmental goals 
that you desperately want to meet. 
This is a given. On its own, however, 
your conviction that what you do is 
important is not enough. The reality is, 
that in order to reach your potential, you 
need sufficient resources. Minor and 
uncertain income streams are unlikely 
to be adequate, especially not in the 
long run. To be in with a decent chance 
of success, you need a certain level of 
financial security. Your mission needs 
to be aligned with the money that will 
deliver it. Financing is not, as many 
seem to regard it, ‘a necessary evil’ – it 
is absolutely fundamental.

1.2 Who does what?
Financing is a role that is too big and 
too important to be left to just one 
person. It has many different aspects 
that require varying competencies, 
both in terms of bringing money into 
the organisation and then spending it 
in order to achieve the organisation’s 
goals. The more complex the financing 
situation, the more multifaceted the 
required skill set will be. Financing 
needs to be a team effort. The workload 
associated with it has to be shared 
appropriately. There also has to be full 
‘buy-in’ by everyone in the organisation 
to the idea that there is a shared 
responsibility for making sure that there 
are sufficient resources available to do 
the organisation’s work.

1.2.1 Governing body

The governing body is that component 
of the organisational structure where 
the ultimate decisions are made. For 
companies limited by guarantee, this 
is the board (of directors). Although 
important, the board’s role is not 
just about providing basic financial 
oversight and ticking the boxes for 
regulatory compliance. Ensuring the 
long-term viability of the organisation, 
in order that it is in a position to meet 
its stated purpose, is at the heart of 
the governance role. The board needs 
to make sure that there is a strategy 
in place for this and, crucially, that 
this strategy is resourced and being 
implemented. The board can delegate 
the work associated with securing 
funding for the organisation, 
but it can never delegate the 
responsibility.

Additionally, members of the board 
may be in a good position to advocate 
for the organisation more generally, 
to make connections that could prove 
useful for the purpose of raising funds, 
and to thank donors. 

A further potential role for board 
members is as donors themselves. 
Some consider this to be a controversial 
idea, because not all board members 
are in a position to donate money to the 
organisation and also because these 
individuals already give of their time and 
talent on a voluntary basis. However, 
for organisations that raise money 
from individuals, the following is a valid 
question: if the people who are leading 
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an organisation and who also are in a 
position to give personally choose not to 
do so, can they legitimately ask others 
for financial support? Are they truly ‘on 
board’ and not just ‘on the board’?

Boards need to consider carefully 
whether they have the right mix of 
knowledge, skills and commitment 
available at any one time. If not, they 
need to fix this situation, for example, 
by recruiting new board members via 
Boardmatch Ireland or some other 
route.

It may be appropriate to establish a 
financing subcommittee or time-limited 
working groups that progress certain 
aspects of the organisation’s financing 
role, but as noted above, the overall 
responsibility for resourcing remains 
with the board as a whole.

1.2.2 Paid staff

Many organisations do not have paid 
staff, but even those that do may not 
have the luxury of staff dedicated solely 
to securing income. However, the 
most senior member(s) of staff should 
always play a key role in developing and 
implementing the funding and financing 
strategy. Whichever members of staff 
are involved, it is important that they 
have the right experience and skills to 
perform their duties. This will depend 
on the type of strategy being pursued 
to generate income. If the required 
expertise is missing, ways will have to 
be found of solving this; for example, 
current staff could be trained or new 
staff could be hired. Do not be fooled 

into thinking that you can solve all of 
your financial problems by recruiting a 
part-time ‘fundraiser’ on a modest wage 
and expecting her/him to work entirely 
alone. Such an approach has been 
shown to fail time and time again.

Even if paid staff do not deal with money 
matters on a day-to-day basis, it is 
perfectly legitimate that they are asked 
to complete tasks such as carefully 
monitoring service use or preparing 
case studies of clients, both of which 
can then be used for the purpose of 
generating income.

1.2.3 Volunteers

In many organisations (non-board) 
volunteers play an active role in 
raising funds. Teams of fundraising 
volunteers can work particularly well. 
In order that they start and continue to 
support the organisation in this way, it 
is very important that good volunteer 
management practice is followed so 
that their vital contribution is marshalled 
effectively and they are acknowledged 
properly for the work that they do. 
Having a written volunteer policy is 
recommended (Volunteer Ireland can 
help with this – see signposts).

1.2.4 External support

Sometimes, there are no obvious 
in-house solutions, in which case 
consideration could be given to using 
fundraising agencies or consultants. 
These offer support across the 
spectrum, from direct mail campaigns 
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to face-to-face fundraising and from 
grant writing to business development, 
with everything in between. Working with 
companies or freelancers can prove 
very worthwhile, but it is important that 
expectations for both parties are clearly 
spelled out at the start and monitored 
carefully throughout the duration of the 
contract.

1.3 Understanding your 
current situation
Before doing anything else, we advise 
you to take stock of your current 
situation, in its widest sense. This 
requires complete honesty; being 
overly positive and optimistic will not 
serve you well at this stage. There are 
various models and tools available that 
can help you manage this process of 
reflection, such as the Matrix Map, Self-
Assessment Landscape and Sustainable 
Sun Tool (see signposts).

1.3.1 Meeting your mission

Can you say definitively what change 
your organisation is trying to bring 
about? Do you have a well thought out 
strategy for reaching that goal? Do all 
of your activities truly contribute to 
your mission? Are you able to clearly 
articulate the value of all of your work? 
Can you point to positive outcomes 
that you have already generated? This 
is important, as it has been shown that 
‘impact drives income’ not the other way 
round.

1.3.2 Your current resource profile

Do you know what resources you need 
to achieve your goals? Do not just think 
about money, but also time, skills, 
premises, equipment, etc. How much 
does it cost you to operate? Is that just 
enough to keep you solvent or do you in 
fact need more than that? How much do 
you have coming in each year and from 
which income streams? When is each of 
these likely to end? Have you undertaken 
an analysis of the associated risks? 
It is also important to know exactly 
where you are spending your money; 
for example, are you 100% certain 
that resources are being directed to 
programmes that are best meeting your 
mission?

1.3.3 Managing the money

This is not a guide about accounting. 
Nonetheless, a key aspect of your 
financing situation is ensuring that 
you have good financial management 
systems in place, including realistic 
budgeting, keeping proper books 
and other essential processes and 
controls. It is also important to hold 
an appropriate level of reserves 
and to invest any surpluses wisely. 
Furthermore, are you sufficiently 
transparent about your finances? If you 
are a charity, the public is entitled to 
know how much money you raise and 
spend, including the specific costs of 
income generation. Remember that it 
has nothing to do with how the funds 
were secured or from whom they came. 
Once funds arrive and are spent to 
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the benefit of the organisation, they 
must be considered ‘public funds’ and 
must therefore be treated with higher 
levels of disclosure. We urge charities 
to consider adopting the Statement Of 
Recommended Practice (SORP) for their 
financial reporting; should the charity be 
too small to adopt the SORP in full, we 
nevertheless advise adopting its core 
principle of transparency.

1.4 Towards sustainable 
financing 
The review of your present situation will 
have shown up your weaknesses and 
your strengths. For example, you may 
have found that you are overly reliant 
on one or two precarious sources of 
income or that you have ineffective 
programmes that are draining money. 
Or, you may have been pleased to 
discover that your organisational 
infrastructure is in fact sound and that 
there is potential to further develop one 
of your current income streams.

Sustainable financing is a process of 
looking beyond the here and now and 
adopting a long-term dynamic strategy 
for resourcing your organisation. It is 
about no longer burying your head in 
the sand about money, not blaming 
others for your lack of funding, and 
not being caught completely off-guard 
by external forces. A more sustainable 
model involves ongoing researching, 
planning, implementing, monitoring and 
evaluating the best possible income 
streams for your particular organisation. 
It almost certainly includes diversifying 

your income portfolio (‘not having all 
your eggs in one basket’), but this does 
not mean you should spread yourself 
too thinly. Certainly, it is an approach 
designed to limit risk, but not avoid 
it altogether. It is about balancing 
prudence with creativity and thinking big. 
It recognises that in order to get money, 
you must spend money (and time and 
energy). Any choices for growing your 
income should therefore be made with 
a very clear eye on the potential, and 
actual, return on investment. Hopefully, 
you will reap the rewards, but do accept 
that sometimes, plan A will fail. If this 
happens, act quickly and try plan B. 

***TOP TIPS***
Work towards a sustainable 
income strategy that is:

STABLE: a mix of income 
streams that spread the risk over 
the coming years

SUITABLE: income sources 
that are appropriate for the 
circumstances

SUFFICIENT: realistic costings, 
enough income generated and 
contingency plans.

1.5 Containing 
expenditure
Before examining the various options 
available to generate income, it is 
worth looking at the expenditure side 
of the equation. When faced with 
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financial challenges, the automatic (and 
perfectly understandable) reaction of 
many organisations is to cut costs. 
However, most – if not all – charitable 
organisations are already very lean and 
there is rarely any ‘fat’ to remove. This 
situation has led not only to wage cuts, 
redundancies and the like, but more 
significantly, to reductions in services 
for beneficiaries.

Organisations in the nonprofit sector 
have a duty to channel their precious 
resources to ‘the cause’, but they 
cannot expect to do so without also 
spending some of these resources on 
so-called ‘overheads’, such as offices, 
stationery and travel. Furthermore, 
the most worthy causes and the most 
disadvantaged people deserve nothing 
less than the strongest possible 
nonprofits to act on their behalf. If you 
want to change the world, you have to 
be prepared to invest in getting the right 
people on your team, developing them, 
ensuring they have access to the right 
technology, etc. This costs money.

Despite this, it is important that 
resources are used as smartly and as 
efficiently as possible. Options for doing 
this include:

•	 Seeking pro bono and voluntary 
input (but be careful not to exploit)

•	 Choosing cheaper options (for 
example, cloud computing in 
preference to internal servers)

•	 Benefitting from special offers (for 
example, the EncludeIT software 
donations programme)

•	 Seeking charitable discounts even if 
these are not advertised (try it and 
see!)

•	 Making use of group savings 
schemes (for example, The Wheel’s 
ResourcePoint initiative)

•	 Adopting a co-working or shared 
services model (along the lines of 
Carmichael Centre for Voluntary 
Groups or Fumbally Exchange).

***TOP TIPS***
Partnership working and other 
collaborative approaches may 
lead not only to cost savings 
but are likely to result in other 
synergies as well.
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1.6 Signposts

1.6.1 Publications

Dyer, Peter & Moynihan, Anne, 
Sustainable Funding for Trustees, 
National Council for Voluntary 
Organisations, 2012

Edgington, Nell, Financing Not 
Fundraising Vol. 1, Social Velocity, 2013 
(free e-book if you sign up to receives 
updates from www.velocity.net)

National Council for Voluntary 
Organisations, The Sustainable Sun Tool: 
steps to sustainability, undated  
www.ncvo.org.uk/images/
documents/practical_support/
funding/sustainable-funding/
Sustainable%20Sun%20Tool.pdf

Nonprofit Finance Fund, Self-Assessment 
Landscape, 2010  
www.nonprofitfinancefund.org/
files/docs/2010/Self-Assessment_
Landscape.pdf

Sargeant, Adrian & Jay, Elaine, 
Fundraising Management: analysis, 
planning and practice, Routledge, 2014

The Wheel, Guidelines on Reserves 
Policies for Charities, 2012  
www.wheel.ie/content/reserves

The Wheel, Money Counts: a financial 
toolkit for small and medium-sized 
community and voluntary organisations 
(for non-finance managers), 2009  
www.wheel.ie/recession-toolkit

The Wheel good practice publications, 
all available at  
www.wheel.ie/about/publications

Workplaces that Work, 2010

Knowing and Showing your Outcomes 
and Impacts, 2012

Solid Foundations: a resource guide 
for building strong and effective 
organisations in the community and 
voluntary sector, 2012

Collaborate to Innovate, 2013

Getting to Grips with Governance, 2013

Reducing the Risk, 2013

Woolley, Marion Grace, How to Write a 
Financial Procedure, KnowHowNonProfit, 
undated  
www.knowhownonprofit.org/how-to/
how-to-write-a-financial-procedure-
guide

Zimmerman, Steve, The Matrix Map: 
A powerful tool for mission-focused 
nonprofits, NonProfit Quarterly, 2014  
www.nonprofitquarterly.org/
management/23943-the-matrix-
map-a-powerful-tool-for-mission-
focused-nonprofits.html

1.6.2 Websites

Boardmatch Ireland  
www.boardmatchireland.ie

Business Survival Toolkit  
www.business-survival-toolkit.co.uk

Carmichael Centre for Voluntary Groups  
www.carmichaelcentre.ie
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Charities SORP  
www.charitysorp.org

EncludeIT  
www.encludeit.org

Fumbally Exchange  
www.fumballyexchange.com

Fundraising Ireland  
www.fundraisingireland.ie

GoodCharity  
www.goodcharity.ie

Governance Code  
www.governancecode.ie

ResourcePoint  
www.wheel.ie/ResourcePoint

Volunteer Ireland  
www.volunteer.ie
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