Overview of Preparing Successful Grant Proposals

A Proposal is a document that speaks on behalf of its author, answers all questions that it might generate and persuades the reader to the author’s point of view.

The term “grant writing” is commonly misused. Those seeking funds for their organization’s mission and programs do not “write grants”, they write proposals to receive grants. While this is only an error of terminology, it immediately signals to professionals in the funding field that the organization and its staff or volunteers are not fully familiar with the funding process. To assist in other communications with funders, please see the glossary included as an addendum.

Proposal Content Overview

It is essential to follow a funder’s guidelines for submission explicitly. However, when no specific guidelines are given, the following standard components of a proposal may be used.

· Cover Sheet, Cover Page, Face Page

· Abstract, Executive Summary

· Table of Contents

· Introduction

· Problem Statement, Need Statement

· Objectives, Outcomes

· Proposed Solution

· Impact of Grant

· Rationale

· Staff

· Facilities

· Evaluation

· Budget and Budget Narrative

· Future Funding

· Description of Organization

· Appendices

CREATING A FUNDING PARTNERSHIP

LOCATING, UNDERSTANDING AND APPROACHING A FUNDING SOURCE

Funding Agencies exist to give money away. Each wants to fund the best ideas and make wise investments. Each is looking for applicants that will propose innovative, exciting and feasible ideas. Funding agencies need you to be successful in their goals. It is important to see the process as seeking a partner rather than just someone to pay the bills.
Types of Funding Sources

· Foundations

· Private (family, independent) foundations give grants for projects that are consistent with the interests of the founder or person responsible for making the funds available.

· Community foundations represent a large number of donors and funds and work to benefit the local community.

· Corporate foundations are legally separate from the corporation, but still linked to the company mission. They generally give in ways that ultimately promote marketing of their products and services.

· Operating foundations generally expend funds directly for the conduct of their own charitable activities rather than making grants to others.
· Corporations may support your organization as a sponsor. Again, this is generally done in a way that will promote the organization as a positive influence in the community, and thus, market their product. This can be an excellent win-win situation.

· Government agencies give grants based upon society’s needs and demands.

Funds are granted for innovative purposes including seed money for pilot programs, capital improvement and challenge or matching funds. The most difficult funds to secure are for general operating purposes and endowments.

The goal is to find a good match between your organization and a funding source. While funders are eager to give money, it must be a wise investment that satisfies their goals as well as the goals of the grantee. In most cases, grants are very competitive, thus it is essential that you solicit appropriate funding sources. This can be achieved through research.

Essential Information about a Prospective Funding Source

· Commitment to field of interest

· Geographic limitations

· Range of award size

·  Applicant eligibility

· Special population groups of interest

· Award restrictions

· Matching or cost-sharing requirements

· Deadlines and procedures

· Contact person, title, address, telephone number

· Annual report availability
Where to Find this Information

· Annual Reports
· IRS Form 990-PF
· Funding source website
· Articles from newspapers and magazines
· Individuals affiliated with the funding source, such as volunteers, staff, donors, previous grant recipients, etc.
· On-line search agent, such as Guidestar, The Council on Foundations, The Foundation Center, etc.
Approaching the Funding Source

After doing your research, it is time to approach the funding source to gage their interest in your particular project. If there is interest, having made a personal contact within the funding agency will be helpful in resolving some of the issues you may come across in proposal preparation. It is beneficial to keep lines of communication open throughout the process.

Methods of Initial Approach

· Request a personal meeting with senior staff or board member.
· Concentrate on project need, objectives and ways to attain them.
· Avoid making the budget the main issue, but be prepared to discuss it if the representative brings it up.
· If meeting is not feasible or appropriate, try a similar approach over the telephone.
· If neither is possible, initial contact may be made with a letter of inquiry: 
· On official letterhead
· Address to specific person (no “dear sir or madam”)
· Limit to one page
· Include: title of project, reference to project objectives, request for response and indication that you will follow-up
· After each contact, send an appropriate thank you letter.
Post Submission Concerns

Submitting the written proposal is not the final step. During the decision making process, funders may have further questions or require additional information. Be open and communicate with them as appropriate throughout this time. Once the decision has been made, there are also important steps to be taken.

· If proposal is funded:
· Send Thank You letter immediately, signed by person whose signature was on the cover page.
· Send news releases if appropriate and forward to funding agency.
· Follow terms specified by the funder and spend funds exactly as specified by the grant conditions. If any deviation is necessary, be sure to confer with the funding agency.
· Follow all reporting guidelines.
· If proposal is rejected:
· Ask the funding agency to meet with you or provide an explanation of the denial. Determine why proposal was rejected, if possible, request advice on how to improve the proposal for resubmission.
· Make necessary changes for resubmission or submission elsewhere.
· Be gracious about the rejection. Maintain relationship and lines of communication with funder.
· Send funder a Thank You letter for the assistance during the process and any advice they offer after the rejection.
	FUNDERS EXPLAIN THE IMPORTANCE OF RESEARCH 




	“We get dozens of proposals from organizations that clearly never did a lick of homework, and waste our time and the precious funds of their members sending out hopeless proposals to the wrong funders. I often wonder if these same people try to buy their groceries in the hardware store.” -- Executive Director of the C.S. Fund, quoted in How Foundations Work: What Grantseekers Need to Know about the Many Faces of Foundations, 1998

	 “There are always two kinds of homework that an applicant must do before writing a proposal: homework about the project and homework about the foundation to which the proposal will be submitted. The homework about the project is quite important: Has anyone else tried something similar? Is so, what were the results? Are there any potential partners for this work? Are they interested in becoming partners? What other funders might support the project? All this information is necessary in order to place the request into a context. The homework regarding the foundation is … not trivial. Is the foundation interested in this topic? Has it funded similar projects in the past? Might the proposed project be improved by lessons from those past efforts? It is discouraging to receive proposals that make empty claims about their ‘uniqueness’ yet were clearly written as generic requests sent on spec to many possible funders. A good proposal describes the context of the idea and directly relates that idea and its context to the foundation’s programming interests.” – Joel J. Orosz. Senior Program of the W.K. Kellogg Foundation, The Insiders Guide to Grantmaking: How Foundations Find, Fund, and Manage Effective Programs, 2000

	“I would suggest that the very first step and one that is most important prior to writing anything is doing research on the foundation you wish to approach. The buzzword is homework. Do it well and thoroughly. It is more efficient and in the end more beneficial to send appropriate requests to fewer organizations than to send a shower of appeals in the hopes that one may land in the right place. While you may not receive an approval or even a hearing on the first attempt, if the appeal has been well thought out and is indeed within the guidelines of the foundation, the impression left is a positive one and the next time you try, you may be more successful.” – Ilene Mack, Senior Program Officer at the William Randolph Hearst Foundation, quoted on the Foundation Center web site

	“Because the electronic grant search and grant application process has flooded the Foundation with more proposals than we have staff to process, we cannot respond in a personalized way to every proposal. We carefully read each proposal and respond with varying degrees of detail depending on how close the fit is between what you propose and what we are currently doing.” – Altman Foundation web site

	“All letters are first reviewed to determine if they fall within the Foundation's Program Guidelines. Those that do not are immediately declined. Letters that are within the guidelines are then reviewed to determine the following: the priority of the proposed activity within the Foundation's goals, the impact of the potential results of the activities, and the availability of the Foundation's funds.” – Jessie Smith Noyes Foundation


	TIPS FOR RESEARCH 




	Read local newspapers and clip articles about philanthropic gifts.  Civic associations, banks, real estate companies, utilities, grocery stores, major retail outlets, and new franchises of national chains often make modest community grants.  Pay attention to the type of projects funded and the typical grant amounts. Note the name of any corporate representative mentioned in the article or identified in a photograph. 

	Monitor the newsletters, annual reports, and web sites of nonprofit organizations similar to your own. A foundation that funds after-school reading programs might be interested in also addressing adult literacy. 

	Find personal contacts who can help your organization approach a grantmaker.  Perhaps one of your board members or volunteers knows a trustee at a foundation.  Maybe a volunteer who works for a large company can contact the corporate foundation on your organization’s behalf.  Possibly another local agency that has received grants from a foundation will write a letter of support for your proposal.  When your organization purchases computers or other expensive items from a vendor, inquire about the company’s community relations program. If your Executive Director always shops at the same grocery store, make an appointment with the manager to discuss cause-related marketing. 

	Examine the details of past grant awards.  Look for the total assets and total annual grantmaking budget of the funder.  If a foundation only gives $100,000 annually for art programs, then your museum will not secure $2 million for a traveling exhibition. Some foundations make million dollar gifts for building campaigns at research universities, but only fund social service agencies up to $50,000.  First-time proposals submitted to foundations for which your organization has no existing relationship should request a conservative grant amount.  Many foundations are loyal to grantees; a modest initial gift can lead to an ongoing partnerships with larger grants awarded each year. 

	Look for biographical profiles of foundation staff.  Most Sloan Foundation program officers have advanced degrees and extensive academic credentials.  For this funder, evaluation methodologies must be rigorous and proposals should demonstrate a sophisticated understanding of the problem to be addressed. In contrast, small family foundations might choose grant recipients after Thanksgiving dinner with young grandchildren helping.

	Subscribe to free fundraising publications, visit nonprofit web sites, and join email discussion groups for development professionals.  Professionals frequently share successful proposals and exchange insight about funders through these email lists. 

	Before submitting a proposal or inquiry letter, call the foundation to request current application guidelines, a recent annual report, and any related publication.  Quite often, you will simply be instructed to leave your mailing address via a voicemail system.  But when placing the call, be prepared with your sales pitch in case a program office asks for details about the planned project.


