
 
Grant Writing Tips 

The Dirty Dozen: These may seem obvious, even to the newbie, and yet these are the areas where most organizations trip! 

 
 
1. Never write a grant proposal solely for funding purposes. My cardinal rule is don’t chase the honey pot and do not be tempted to mission drift! 
Start with a strategic, business and/or resource development plan. This is a good place to engage your board. It is worth the time to develop this 
before you seek funding. You should always seek grant opportunities that match your program's goals and objectives rather than the other way 
around. If you change your program based on a funder's giving guidelines, you may end up with a project or program that is a mere shell of the 
original plan. The goal of grant writing is not simply to bring more money in for your agency; the goal is to fund programs that will meet the needs 
of your constituency. 

 
 
2. Know your prospective grantor. Research, research, and research some more! This may seem obvious, but it is so often the reason for rejection 
and disappointment. Obtain as much information as possible about a prospective grantor!  Understand the mission of the grantor, look at past-
funded programs, and determine the range of grant awards typically given by the agency. Be sure you make a note of any geographical preferences 
and/or limitations. Save yourself some time and look at "funding exclusions" and/or "eligible applicants" first - make sure your institution and/or 
project fits within the guidelines of the funding agency. While you are doing the research, run their Trustee list by your board members and look for 
six degrees of separation.  

 
 
3. Read and understand funder guidelines and requirements. Most funding agencies publish grant guidelines or requirements. Be certain you 
understand them and follow them to the letter. Note the deadline and whether the proposal must be received or postmarked by the deadline. 
Don't have your proposal thrown away because you didn't follow the guidelines to the letter. Exceptions are rarely made; regardless of the 
circumstances. Some funders have special requirements; follow them! 

 
 
4. A well-documented needs statement is critical to your proposal. Your "needs statement" drives your entire grant proposal. The proposed 
program should revolve around the problems faced by your clients. The purpose of the grant is to meet the specific needs you have identified. If 
you have not adequately described the reason you need the program, including the use of statistics and other research data when possible, the 
funder will see no reason to invest in your project. Do not use outdated data when more current and accurate data is available. Keep a file on hand 
that is tracks needed information. 

 
 
5. Most proposals require a short project abstract. Most proposals, particularly foundation and corporation proposals, should include a short 
project abstract. The abstract defines your entire project - needs, goals, objectives, and budget - within a paragraph or, at most, one page. As 
always, follow the guidelines of the grantor with regard to the program summary requirements. Remember that it is this summary that is usually 
read first. If you haven't adequately described your project, it may be the only part of the entire proposal that ever gets read. Consider writing the 
abstract last. 

 
 
6. Use the project narrative to more fully describe your program – goals, objectives, strategies, budget, and evaluation strategies (and deliver an 
answer to your need). Every proposal will require a section(s) that describes the broad goals and measurable objectives of your project. You should 
detail the activities that will be implemented to accomplish the program's goals and objectives. Your budget and budget narrative must closely 
match the described activities. Your evaluation should carefully measure whether the stated project objectives are being met on a timely basis. 
Again, follow the guidelines of the prospective funder. Remember, good writing should be easy to read, understand, and should present your ideas 
in an exciting, yet specific manner. My time-tested tip: Recruit a high school student who knows nothing about your project to read your proposal 
and see if they get it! 

 
 
7. Top off your proposal with a concise cover letter. Include a one-page cover letter if not specifically prohibited by the funding agency. The cover 
letter should briefly introduce your organization and describe your project, including the funding request. The cover letter should be signed by your 
executive officer and should be written on letterhead. The cover letter is a great opportunity to sell your project and/or include something not 
otherwise allowed in the proposal.  
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8. The appearance of your proposal matters! Use a reasonable font type and size (no smaller than 10- point; most grant reviewers are not that 
young!). Leave plenty of white space - use margins of at least 1"; double-space if space limitations allow it. If possible, include graphs, photographs, 
or sidebars occasionally. Bold headings and sub-headings help break up the proposal and also make it easy for the reviewer to find sections within 
your proposal. Grammar and spelling errors show a lack of concern on the part of the applicant. Do not submit a proposal if you are not proud of its 
appearance. Know your strengths and weaknesses and ask for help. Do not submit without allowing another person or two to proofread it!  

 
 
9. Sustainability is a big issue. Too many grant projects disappear after the funding is gone. How you can assure ongoing benefits once the funding 
runs out is one of the biggest questions in the mind of the grant reviewer. Do not state that you will simply seek more grants. Do not try to finesse 
this section or make it up for the application; it will show! 

 
 
10. Always thank the funder for the opportunity to apply. Fund raising is about relationships. Grants are no different. Even if your proposal is not 
funded, always send a thank you note to the grantor for the opportunity to submit your proposal. Ask if it is possible to receive reviewer comments 
so that you can see why your proposal was not funded. Use the reviewer comments to improve upon your proposal-writing techniques. 
 
And remember, even the most well-written proposals for the most super projects are not always funded. Do not get discouraged because your 
proposal was not selected for funding by a particular agency at this time. Most foundations have limited resources with which to fund projects. In 
fact, in my experience, most successful grants are funded upon the second, sometimes third submission. This takes time. Plan accordingly. 

 
 
11. Measurable outcomes matter. Once the grant is over, exactly what was produced, how will it be disseminated and exactly how many people 
will have benefited? How do you intend to measure tangible outcomes to prove the projected benefit actually occurred? If you have not figured 
this out, you are not ready to write a grant for this particular project. I suggest that you develop a simple logic model for each program or project as 
part of your planning. 

In the passion of writing a grant it is easy to get too ambitious. A major red flag for grant reviewers is the indication you’ve planned to accomplish 
more than your budget makes realistically attainable. It is better to limit your proposal to less, more assuredly attainable goals, than to promise 
more than you can deliver. Most projects find they badly underestimated funding for staff and particularly technology support. Be realistic and 
conservative. I often tell organizations, applying for grants is like applying for a credit card. Most of you didn’t ask for $50,000 the first time out. 
Start small, build trust. 

 
 
12. Turn your investors into partners in your program by keeping them informed of its progress. 
If you are fortunate enough to have your proposal funded, send a thank you note for the grant. Next, keep the funding agency informed about your 
activities, progress and accomplishments. Invite them to come see your program in operation. Send photographs of the program in action. Send 
quarterly or semi-annual reports that tell how you've used the funds. In short, make the grantor your partner. 

 
 
So you forgot what you read already?! Most important to remember: (a) Do not chase the money (#1); (b) Relationships do still matter; (c) You 
might submit a perfect application and still receive a rejection (#10); and, (d) Not every project is grant fundable (your resource development plan 
should include other funding streams including major gifts solicitation, event sponsorships, and program revenue as appropriate). And when all else 
fails, laugh! See http://goddessofgrants.stripgenerator.com/gallery for a little grant writing humor by Lori Bumgardner. 
  
p.s. Many have been so touched after I spoke on this particular point in 2012 that they have waited in line to tell me that I should consider making 
it #1 on my list. In this era of online applications, I hope it causes you, too, to think different. Online applications have practically ruined the art of 
telling a good story. Tell it anyway. Write outside of the box. Respond to the funders questions, but if there is room to expand to tell something of 
significance to the funder, DO IT! Some online applications are so horrid you may feel as if you are answering the same question three times over. 
In this case, I have dared to ignore the “box” to tell my client’s compelling story, and have been funded. Is there a box that is labeled, “Want to tell 
us more?” Tell them more! Give the funders a heartstring narrative… TELL YOUR STORY! 
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