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Grant Station Research Notes 

 This document contains all of my notes, research, and important tips/tricks when it comes 

to navigating the Grant Station website (grantstation.com). Topics include writing winning grant 

proposals, proofreading strategies, and many more. I am employed by CareStar (more 

information at carestar.com) and I was tasked with taking deep-delving research on how to write 

grants, tips/tricks of writing grants, and generally getting me prepared to start contributing to 

CareStar grants. Pages are numbered in cohesive correspondence with the sections on the Grant 

Station website. Bolded titles have bullet points under each section across the document.  

Submission Process of Grants—LOI and RFP preface 

• A full proposal will include the full details of your project at hand—the project narrative. 

Typically, a project budget is also requested. 

• Every grant will be different from another. Grantmakers will typically specify the 

information (and any attachments) they need to make a funding decision—pay special 

attention to the order of information requested within the guidelines as well. Submission 

information is generally provided within their guidelines—some funders may request 

paper applications through the mail, though, online/electronic submissions are the new 

normal when it comes to how an organization (non-profit) should submit their grants. 
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• Before one starts with a full proposal, some Grantmakers want a shortened/condensed 

version of your proposal—typically a Letter of Inquiry (LOI). Sometimes a 

foundation/organization will require you to create an online account through them or 

require that you submit an LOI before you submit a full proposal—as it saves them time 

if your organization is not a good fit for what they’re looking for in a grant. If the 

Grantmaker doesn’t see a match between your project and their strategy—at least you 

don’t have to worry about writing the full proposal. 

• LOI’s typically ask for a lot of the same information that’d be presented on a Request for 

Proposal (RFP—the acronym that stands for the actual, full-on request for your 

organizations proposal), just a more shortened/concise version of your proposal. LOI’s 

may be a written document or within an online form (sometimes through the 

organization/foundation website of the Grantmaker).  

• Before awarding a grant, Grantmakers may want to visit your organization—it’s pertinent 

to understand their purpose when conducting a site visit. Site visits may imply having to 

ask the funder as to what they’d like to achieve via the site visit. Preparing a one-page 

fact sheet about the project can make an easy reference during their visit that’ll 

attract/focus their attention. Speaking with one voice (and making sure all staff 

understand the funding request) can give a good impression. Only make their visit 

focused on the necessity of the project at hand—how your organization is uniquely 

positioned enough to provide a good visual impression (organized, clean, concise, etc.) 

and potentially—interacting with the core audience your project is trying to serve. 

• Right before the funder leaves, try to sit them down for a few minutes and ask if they 

have any questions or need any information. You can provide it right then and there, or 
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collect the questions and send it to them in a follow-up email later—make sure to provide 

a thank you note. 

Organizing Documents  

• In order to submit your application, you must also attach documents in addition to 

your project narrative/budget. A few of these include resumes of key staff, job 

descriptions of key staff, most recent audit, and any relevant tax documentation 

(990s). Try to delegate one person to update these documents at a certain time every 

year—have electronic copies readily available on shared drives. They can easily 

create most of these documents for the application. 

• Audits are more nuanced/difficult than some of the example documentation above. 

There are three “levels” of an audit. 

• Compilations are the easiest basic summary of your organization’s financial 

statements written by an accountant. Essentially, the organization provides this data to 

the account, and the compilation report (auditor) doesn’t provide an opinion about 

how well the financial records are that reflect the true financial positioning of the 

organization in question. 

• Reviews are more rigorous, but not as much as an independent audit. When under 

financial review, an independent auditor reviews an organization’s financial 

statements to determine if they’re consistent with Generally Accepted Accounting 

Principles (GAAP), though the auditor can only provide limited assurances on their 

financial statements at hand. 
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• Independent Audits are very thorough in examining the financial records of an 

organization, this determines if the information presented is correctly reflective upon 

the organization’s financial position at the given time. An independent audit provides 

the highest level of assurance/opinion of the organization’s financials.  

• The cost of an independent audit depends on geographic region and how large the 

organization is—each state also has its own threshold for when an organization is 

required to have an audit. Funders may require an audit even if they’re not required 

by law to have one—always check if the Grantmaker In question needs to have an 

audit. Some may have it as a “must have” on the application. 

• Some organizations may consider developing a relationship with a fiscal 

sponsorship—which can be risky yet rewarding.  

• Do your research. At the end of the day—it is up to your organization to choose what 

it wants to do. The freedom of parameters may also come as a clause conclusive of 

restraint. 

Proposal Writing Schedule 

• For the most part, almost all Grantmakers specify a due date/time within their 

grant instructions—and they don’t accept late grants.  

• Set up a writing schedule and plan your submission at least one day before the 

due date, you never know when something may come up at the last minute. 

• Make a list of all of the documents that need to be submitted (attachments, tax 

documentation, independent audits, etc.) and outline the tasks needing to be done 
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in preparing those documents. Make sure everyone involved in the grant writing 

process is aware of what needs to be done. 

• Grants are competitive. Try to get input/editorial suggestions from others 

wherever needed. You want to get reviews of your drafts—have someone who is 

completely unrelated to your organization read it and provide feedback. The ones 

who may be reading these grants could be from a general audience’s standpoint. 

• There may be internal reviews processes for grant submissions (depending on the 

organization’s complexity), as you may need to work with other 

departments/offices in reviewing the application, getting signatures, and getting 

approval. 

Knowing your Audience 

• Remember the name of the organization you’re writing to (community foundation, Ohio 

Department of Health, W.K. Kellogg Foundation, etc.) and remember that grant reviewers 

(score/rank your proposals) are people too. Write your application with the reviewer in 

mind—as you want to make their job of understanding/scoring your application as easy 

as possible. 

• Treat every application like a fresh slate in educating your reader. Never make 

assumptions that the reader doesn’t know on the screen—they only use what is on the 

screen (documents submitted within your application) to evaluate your proposal. If you 

want them to know something—write it out and be ready to explain. The ultimate goal, as 

the writer, is for you to provide the information requested by the funder in the format they 

request it in. 
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• Follow terminology, headings, order, and formatting rules set forth by the funder. Not 

only does this help them score your application much easier—but they also have a score 

sheet they follow, one of which being the application instructions. If you write your 

application following the instructions—they can easily find the answer. Do not make 

them search throughout your documentation for the answer—as making the reviewer’s 

job as easy as possible is pertinent for them, giving you the highest score available for 

each section. 

• Eliminate jargon within the writing itself—and don’t use terminology/acronyms that are 

exclusive to one sector/organization. Explain unique terms/concepts and spell out all 

acronyms on its first usage. 

• Storytelling is the heart of the stage—engage the heart and mind of the reader. Write your 

proposal in a way that’ll make yours stand out from the rest—engaging them with a 

story/quote of the organization. Using participants’ stories is a great way of 

demonstrating the impact of your organization—but make sure to keep their identities 

confidential within the grant documentation. 

• Use consistent tense (past/present/future) within your grant application—write in a 

simple conversational tone that’s easy for anybody to understand. 

U.S Federal Grants 

• In applying for a U.S. federal grant, create a Grants.gov account and register with the 

System for Award Management (SAM), as these are free of charge—and the minimum 

requirements in applying for federal agencies. These sites are government-wide registries 

for organizations doing business with the federal government. 
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Developing a Plan 

• The 80/20 rule states that when you develop your grant applications, 80% of your time 

should be spent in the planning phase—as you invest your time and energy into the 

planning, writing the proposal should only take 20% of your time. 

• Writing proposals without a plan can be confusing—and can confuse the project narrative 

as the information wouldn’t connect to form a coherent story throughout the proposal. 

• The components of a proposal are quite similar, though the amount of detail required may 

be considerably different.  

• Terminology can also be confusing in writing grant proposals—as funders use different 

terms that mean the same thing. 

• There is a framework that Grant Station provides, and a completed/comprehensive 

version of this framework can be found here -> chrome-

extension://efaidnbmnnnibpcajpcglclefindmkaj/https://grantstation.com/sites/default/files

/imageLibrary/find-build 

write%20docs/Project%20Planning%20Framework%20Sample%20-

%20Steps%20to%20Success.pdf 

Establishing Credibility with Organizational Background 

• Establishing your organization’s credibility/qualifications if crucial for telling the story of 

your organization’s founding, current mission, and programs—the impact you’ve had. 

You want to do your best to let the funder know that your organization is worthy of their 

financial investment. The organizational background can include components such as 
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Brief Organizational History, Mission, Initiatives and Programs, Accomplishments 

and Strengths, and Organizational Structure. 

• In order to tell your organization’s story, you want to address how your organization got 

started and why. The key to writing a brief organizational history is not by providing a 

step-by-step cohesive chronology of everything that happened within your organization—

but to help the funder understand when your efforts began (501 © (3)) organization or 

not), and how your organization has evolved to address community needs. Keep it brief, 

though. 

• Organizations operate under a mission statement—a brief description of the 

organization’s fundamental purpose (in CareStar’s case—“Improving Communities by 

Improving Lives”), functioning as a strategic direction to brand your organization. Your 

mission statement should answer what your organization does, who it serves, what needs 

your organization fulfills, how your organization fulfills these needs, and why your 

organizations exist. Mission statements should be brief-clear about what it is that you do 

and why you exist. 

• It’s important to note that you should date stamp the mission statement every time the 

organization’s board of directors reviews it—try to revisit that every year at an annual 

meeting and reflect that on the date stamp (even if no changes are made). 

• The initiatives and programs are a present-day description of current programs/initiatives 

your organization offers. If you offer several programs—outline the breadth of services, 

the organization offers. Place the most emphasis on the program you’re seeking funding 

for within the grant documentation. Be brief about the things you’re not primarily writing 

about in your grant documentation. 
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• When you describe your organization’s initiatives/programs, highlight 

strengths/accomplishments. Demonstrate your impact on clients with data, statistics, even 

a story. Demonstrate to the reviewer that your organization has the experience it needs in 

order to demonstrate positive change in the geographically targeted population.  

• Think about the proudest achievements your organization has accomplished, what makes 

you unique, and what has changed in the community because of your work. Consider 

questions like these in order to communicate that your organization is strong—don’t 

forget that foundations are also nonprofit organizations that address charitable causes. 

They also have a mission to improve something in the community—investing money into 

your organization to address a problem/necessity. 

• When it comes to organizational structure, you must include a brief overview of the board 

of directors and key staff—just in case. An organizational chart is another document that 

funders typically ask for—as it includes the names of individuals in positions and their 

titles. It’s within the organization’s benefit to also include long-serving tenured staff, and 

how long each member of staff has served within that particular position. This is 

important for building credibility for your organization, but you don’t have to include 

this. At the top of your organizational chart, note the population you serve and/or a quote 

from your mission statement. To the reviewer, it conveys who you serve and how their 

needs drive your organization’s mission statement/programs. 

Tips for Writing Strong Organizational Background’s 

• Never assume that the reviewer knows anything about your organization—and don’t 

overload the section with history. It’s important to communicate how your 
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organization was formed/when, however, focus more on the current 

initiatives/programs of your organization—incorporating your strengths and what 

kind of impact that’s had. 

• In the case your organization has more than one program, spend the most time 

highlighting the program you’re seeking funding for—show the breadth for the rest of 

the programs relevant to the funding request. 

• It’s best to develop a template (2~ pages) of the organizational background section—

as staff can tailor it to meet the instructions of each funder. This also saves on your 

organization’s branding, making sure your staff create a consistent story regarding 

your organization. 

• In the case your organization is new (without a track record)—highlights the strengths 

of the board of directors, volunteers, and staff that formed your organization. Discuss 

the systems that’ve been established to ensure your organization’s 

transparency/accountability—and highlight the uniqueness your organization takes to 

meet gaps in community services. 

• The organizational background section is where you establish credibility as a 

strong/feasible/viable organization—one that offers solutions and gets results. 

• Does your organizational background include… 

➢ Outlining the organization’s history? 

➢ Describing the organization’s mission/purpose? 

➢ Explain the organization’s programs/initiatives? 

➢ Illustrate the organization’s strengths, accomplishments, and impact on a/the 

target population? 
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➢ Explain the organization’s overall leadership structure? 

➢ Leave the funder/reviewer feeling that this is a credible organization worthy of 

an investment? 

Writing a Compelling Need Section (The Condition) 

• Not only does your need section need to be well researched, developed, and planned—it 

sets the stage for the rest of your application. This section identifies the community 

you’re serving, the challenges of your target population, and causes for those challenges. 

• “(The Condition)” is defined as Condition/Status of the Community and Population 

Served. 

• The “need” is not about what your organization needs—it’s about the needs of your 

community and the people your organization serve. This is not the place to ask for things 

and/or identify your organization as a problem to be solved—as these needs will always 

exist outside of your organization. Remember to present your organization as a solution, 

and not a part of the problem. 

• Paint a picture of your community and use data/statistics to build this picture. Describe 

the specific geographic area your organization is serving—an entire state, region, city, 

neighborhood, etc. If you serve the area of Loveland, Ohio, give the reviewer an idea of 

what Loveland is like using readily available demographic area. What is the population? 

Is it rural/urban? What is the median income? How many people live in poverty? You 

will have to decide which of these demographic questions is most relevant in your 

proposal in order to contextualize your targeted service area. 
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• After describing your community, use data/statistics to discuss the condition/population 

your organization serves—use statistics to illustrate what people are experience (heart 

disease, poverty, diabetes, etc.) 

• Be as specific as possible. You have to know what is going on now in order to measure 

your impact in the future. 

• Don’t solely focus on there being a lack of service in the area—as a lack of service isn’t a 

condition/status of those you serve. Dig deeper into what the target population is 

negatively experiencing in order to demonstrate that the lack of service is a necessity for 

them. Just because something doesn’t exist—doesn’t justify a necessity for it. 

• Research and deep-delved digging is necessary in order to justify the supportive services 

your organization is proposing within the grant. Outline your data that clearly 

demonstrates the condition/status of your target population—as it’ll provide a way for 

you to show measured outcomes/changes over time. 

• Whenever possible, wave in stories or quotes from participants to put a face on the 

data/statistics your organization is providing—this can help the grant maker better 

understand who you serve beyond the basic demographics and humanize the problems 

your organization is trying to fix. 

• In the event your organization does not have a specific target population, identify with 

how the community benefits from what your organization is trying to aim for. Think 

about things such as cultural expression/preservation, social cohesion/inclusivity, 

economic benefits, health well-being. Think about questions/approaches your 

organization can take to address the benefits of what organization is doing—and how 
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that’ll translate into real-world results for the population you’re trying to serve and your 

organization.  

Writing Tips/Strategies for Need section 

• Whenever possible, use local data when describing the condition/status of your target 

population. Outline the population you serve and document any pertinent 

financial/findings you may find. You can use American Community Survey Data 

provided through Census.gov | U.S. Census Bureau Homepage to find census data 

from national level, to state, city, county, zip code, even the census tract level.  

• It is completely valid to compare your local data to statewide/national data—

especially if this demonstrates that the problem is “worse” in your area than in other 

places. Specifically, if you can use data to show that the unemployment rate is worse 

in your county than the state (and even the nation), it reinforces the necessity for 

financial support in order to address the growing unemployment rate. 

• Relevancy is of the essence. When your organization describes the 

community/condition/status of individuals served—you want your data to be as 

relevant to the issue you’re addressing. Don’t include “bad” data especially if it’s not 

something you’re addressing—be strategic and tell a story through painting a picture. 

Including data/information that’s not related to your proposal will confuse the reader. 

• Using up-to-date information is important. A general rule of thumb to follow is to not 

use data that’s more than three years old. 

• When citing your sources—you have to let the reviewer know where your data came 

from. Although it’s rare that a funder will ask you to cite sources in a specific style 

https://www.census.gov/programs-surveys/acs/data.html
https://www.census.gov/
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(APA, MLA, etc.), however, if they do ask for a certain style, do what they ask, or 

your organization may get points deducted. For a foundation grant, it’s generally 

sufficient to include the citation directly into your narrative. For federal/state grants, 

you’ll typically need to include a separate page of cited sources. 

• If it makes sense—utilize visuals. If the funder does allow it, consider adding a 

visual, table, or graph to demonstrate the condition/status of your target population. 

This can be another way for the reviewer to “see” the problem at hand. Keep in mind 

that formatting isn’t available for most online applications—so visuals aren’t always 

possible. 

Writing a Compelling Need Section (The Reasons) 

• The Reasons Behind the Condition or Status can be answered with questions such as 

➢ Why is unemployment high? 

➢ Why are youth dropping out of school before they graduate? 

➢ Why are people in poor health? 

• Though there are many reasons the condition/status exists, there’s likely more than one 

root cause of the problem you’re address. Make sure you know what they are in order to 

develop an approach that’s going to effectively address it. Finding out why the problem 

exists is critical to planning for your grant, which should be part of your project design so 

you can find out the reasons behind their condition/status. 

• Needs assessments such as United Ways, Family Resource Networks, Community Action 

Agencies, foundations, and other associations, provide needs assessments in order for 

your organization to identify gaps in services and interventions that are needed. 
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• Another way to find this information is to engage those that you want to serve/already 

serving—asking them why they’re struggling with whatever condition/status your 

organization is trying to address. Simple discussions, focus groups, or surveying can go a 

long way. 

• This can also help you to identify partners to include in your programs—most of the 

issues that nonprofit organizations deal with have a number of interrelated root causes. 

Several entities are working to address the same condition/status of the targeted 

population—just with different approaches. Incorporating partners with established 

resources/approaches within your organizations programs is a great way to collaborate—

with grant makers, seeing this as highly valued. 

• Does your need section address… 

➢ Defining the community served? 

➢ Clearly describing the condition/status of individuals to be served by the project? 

➢ Use data that’s local, relevant, and up to date? 

➢ Incorporate citations for the data used? 

➢ Explain/justify the reasons behind the condition/status of the individuals to be 

served by the project? 

➢ Moving you to feel compelled to give money to address the problem as it’s 

addressed in the narrative? 

The Basics of Building an Approach That Gets Noticed 

• The purpose of an approach section is to explain what you’ll do when you get your grant 

award—how your organization will address the reasons behind this need and what you’ll 
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do to achieve your outcomes/indicators—along with how your organization will spend 

the money requested within the budget. 

• Consider assembling stakeholders in your organization to think through the following 

questions 

➢ How can we address the root causes of needs (reasons behind the need)? 

➢ What actions can we take to facilitate the change we wish to see (outcomes)? 

➢ How can we involve all stakeholders in the design of our program? 

➢ How can we encourage engagement, commitment, and enthusiasm for our 

program by partners/participants? 

➢ What resources do we need in order to implement our approach? 

• In your approach sections, your organization should address the following questions: 

➢ What will you do? 

➢ Who will do it? 

➢ When will they do it? 

➢ Where will they do it? 

➢ How will they do it? 

• As you’re answering these questions, think of the approach as the place where you’re 

explaining how your budget will be spent—the narrative description explains how the 

funding requested will be implemented within your project. Everything within the budget 

should be explained in the approach so that the two sections can flow seamlessly 

together. 
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• Your organization may consider which resources you need to implement your approach—

if your organization already has them, they’ll be considered matching funds—so the 

resources you need but don’t have will be part of your budget request. 

• Funders are asking more nonprofit organizations to propose approaches aligned with 

evidence-based practices/programs (especially government funders)—which are methods 

that have been proven effective through research. Evidence-based programs are programs 

that’ve been proven to be effective through research. 

• An example of an evidence-based approach would be Motivational Interviewing—

designed to help people find the motivation to make a positive behavior change. This is 

an example of a practice that can be used across different sector setting and target 

populations, especially curricula and instructional based learning courses. 

• Practices/programs in many different disciplines have been evaluated/determined to be 

effective with specific target populations and in certain geographies. 

 

The Basics of Building an Approach That Gets Noticed – Other 

Components 

• Grant makers will typically request a timeline in the approach section (or attachment) 

that lists significant activities in a chart/table format. While it’s not a replacement for the 

approach narratives, they’re helpful in long applications to help break up the writing—the 

timeline is a way for readers to see the relationship between what needs to happen, when 

it needs to happen, and who needs to make it happen. 

• There are three columns: Activities, Position Responsible, and Timeframe.  
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• Listing the activities using a cohesive system that helps funders understand how things 

will happen are essential. For example, listing things chronologically from the beginning 

of the project to the end with categories makes predetermined categories that explain 

major activities (program set up/planning, program implementation, program evaluation, 

etc.) makes it easier to list goals according to the outcomes where grant writers can 

make a subheading of the short-term outcome—listing activities that need to be 

accomplished to achieve the short-term outcomes—writing out the mid-term outcome 

and listing the activities to achieve the mid-term outcomes, and so on and so forth.\ 

• Using the position title rather than the individual’s name when you’re outlining the 

staff/volunteer/partner with the major responsibility of carrying out the activity is 

essential. 

• Oftentimes you don’t know when a grant application will be funded—use months instead 

of dates. Instead of saying an activity will occur in June, it’ll be within the 6th month of 

the grant cycle. 

• In the approach section—funders will typically request a description of the roles that key 

staff will play in the implementation of the project—this is where you highlight staff 

qualifications (education/credentials) and their experiences in getting the job done. If 

volunteers are responsible for carrying out major program activities, include them. 

• If the person filling the position is “to be determined” and not currently on staff—outline 

the qualifications, you’ll seek when hiring for the position. 

• Some funders may request resumes of key personnel as an attachment to ethe 

application—include a small paragraph in the approach section about everyone that’s 

included in the project/program. 
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• Grantmakers are always intrigued in funding projects/programs that build onto existing 

resources in the community—which is why working collaboratively with other 

organizations/agencies/business are so important and help to reduce silos/duplication of 

services.  

• All sustainable partnerships should be mutually beneficial to all groups involved—

ensuring partners will be interested/motivated in helping the project achieve its intended 

outcomes. Try to demonstrate that partners are bringing something to the table in 

outlining their specific roles/contributions to the project. 

• Some funders may request attachments of Memorandums of Understanding (MOU), 

Memorandum of Agreement (MOA), Partnership Agreements, or Letters of Support. 

These signed documents outline details/responsibilities of partner—with their difference 

being in their level of legal enforcement. 

• You may have to navigate through the question of how your organization can cultivate 

partnerships—building on what exists in the community? As your organization develops 

your programs—consider the potential benefits your initiatives could provide to other 

community services. Your organization can explore community services such as social 

service organizations, government entities, businesses, healthcare organizations, etc. 

Consider the ways your programs could help them—including this under possible 

motivations. Outline how they could support you and indicate that in the potential 

resources—as this positions your organization from a place of strength and helps create 

win-win situations that benefit your organization and the partner. 

• Some important tips to help your organization write a strong approach section: don’t 

assume that the reviewer knows what you do on a daily basis—provide sufficient details 
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and consider your approach being the roadmap for all activities implemented. Make sure 

all items within your budget are reflected in the approach section, making sure to 

incorporate details on what the partnered organizations are providing as resources to your 

program. 

• Does your approach 

➢ Outline your strategy that’ll help achieve the outcomes/indicators and root causes 

of the problem? 

➢ Have a well-defined plan of action (who will do what, when, where, and how)? 

➢ Incorporate information on education/skills of key staff within the project? 

➢ Include relevant/meaningful partnerships with other organizations bringing 

resources to your “table”? 

➢ Conversate/discuss how each element in the budget will be implemented/used? 

Determining Data Sources and Measurement Tools 

• Identifying at least one measurement tool for each indicator and each output is crucial—

with the most commonly used tools being questionnaires, surveys, checklists, interviews, 

focus groups, documentation reviews, and mechanical tests. 

• Questionnaires, surveys, and checklists are great in looking for an anonymous snapshot 

from lots of people—they’re inexpensive and don’t take a lot of time while being easy to 

compare, tabulate, and draw information from.  

• While they have advantages, there are some drawbacks, especially in people not being 

honest in their responses or intentionally providing false answers or even giving you the 

response they think you want to hear. They may not even put energy into completing the 
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survey in a meaningful way—your organization has to think about if the results are 

accurate responses from participants before using these results to make decisions about 

the direction of your programs. 

• They also don’t tell the whole story of one’s experience with your program—as these are 

static. If you don’t incorporate a question about a particular outcome, that change will 

likely go undocumented. 

• At least with fact-based questions, you can do a pre- and post-program test to figure out if 

participants did learn subject-based facts—but measuring attitudes, opinions, and 

motivations is more difficult. 

• Your program could incorporate a questionnaire in a pore- and post- format conducted 

post program so that participants can measure their perceived changes over time. Being in 

the same “headspace” is crucial when answering questions on these. In reality—you did 

not know what you did not know, this is common in the learning process. Be wary of 

learning the net differences from these—as tools like these will identify where your 

program is having the greatest impact in ranking the overall net changes of the different 

components of your program. 

• Interviews are also a great way to collect data/stories—as they allow you to get much 

deeper from participants. They can help with relationships with people, are flexible, and 

allow you to add questions/get clarifying answers—though they’re most costly as they 

require more human resources to conduct surveys, determine themes, and interpret 

responses.  

• You can combine both questionnaires and interviews, using questionnaires for all 

participants then interviewing on a small subset of your target population. Not only does 
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this allow you to get feedback from all participants through a questionnaire—but this also 

allows you to get more in-depth responses on outcomes through the interviews in an 

economically-friendly way. Conducting at least a few interviews can help within your 

proposal in capturing stories and helping your organization to determine whether or not 

the questions in your questionnaire are capturing appropriate outcomes. 

• Meanwhile, focus groups are an evaluation tool in bringing a group of people (4-12) to 

ask questions about their experiences/opinions on particular topics. You can bring a group 

of participants to ask them questions about their experiences with your program—your 

organization can get a lot of information from a number of people within a short period of 

time. 

• Participants may spark ideas from one another. If you did a one-on-one interview with 

someone—they may not have benefitted of hearing responses from other participants, 

though this is twofold in focus groups also opening opportunities for getting more 

complex information than within the typical interview. 

• One drawback of focus groups is an increased expense of human/financial resources—

being more costly in requiring a trained facilitator to keep the group moving forward and 

remaining on task while analyzing the results and making them meaningful to your 

organization. 

• One of the easier methods is documentation, gathering information from document that 

you already have. Nonprofits typically use these records to report on outputs—using 

them for indicators as well. These documents could include sign-in sheets, assessments, 

client records, etc.  
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• The benefit from documentation review is that you can get tons of information without 

interrupting people/flow of work. However, if you don’t collect the information to begin 

with—you won’t have the documents available to review at the end. If you plan on 

incorporating documentation review, set up a system at the beginning of your program to 

ensure all of the information you need is collected/stored for you to retrieve. 

• Finally, mechanical tests are broad groups of tools used to measure changes like blood 

pressure machines, scales, urine drug screens, etc.  

• Regardless of what tool your program wants to go with—check in with the staff 

responsible for collecting all of this data at least quarterly—as this can save you lots of 

trouble if you recognize that the data isn’t being collecting correctly. 

• As you determine your data sources/measurement tools, your organization should 

consider the following questions: 

➢ Who will collect the data? 

➢ How often will you collect the data? (If outcomes/indicators were time-framed, 

that information would cover this question). 

➢ What method will your organization use (data sources/measurement tools 

previously discussed)? 

➢ How will data be disseminated/used? 

➢ How will your organization address confidentiality? 

• In addition, does your organizations output 

➢ Quantify the amount of services provided? 

➢ Have realistic targets? 

• Do your organization’s outcomes 
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➢ Have changes in participants? 

➢ Incorporate writing from a client change perspective? 

➢ Include logically connected points from one to another? 

➢ Tie back to the baseline condition/status of individuals in the need section? 

• Do your organization’s indicators 

➢ Measure specific change? 

➢ Have realistic target numbers and/or percentages? 

➢ Logically interlock to the outcome? 

➢ Incorporate at least one indicator for each outcome? 

• Does your organization’s evaluation 

➢ Include a measurement tool for each output/indicator? 

➢ Identify who’s going to collect the data and when? 

➢ Identify ways in which the data will be used? 

➢ Include process/procedures that ensures data will be collected in an effective, 

efficient, even confidential manner? 

Creating Your Project Budget and Budget Narrative 

• Grant makers will want to see a project budget and an organizational budget. If your 

organization only offers one program then these could be the same—if your organization 

offers several programs/services, these will be different. 

• In creating your project budget, there are a lot of things to consider. The budget and 

approach should mirror one another—writing in narrative form (in the approach section) 

with how you’re going to spend the money (who is going to do what, when, where, how, 
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etc.) and how in the budget—you demonstrate (numerically) the money you need ot carry 

out the activities within the approach. 

• Purchase whatever your organization feels is necessary for this project and don’t think 

too small—have fun while considering the possibilities. 

• Start your list with things like salaries, fringe benefits, travel, supplies, equipment, 

contractual fees, office space, insurance, etc.—make sure to revisit your budget to ensure 

every action in your approach is accounted for within your request from the 

funder/matching funds. 

• Going back to your organization’s timelines, add budget items to support the tasks. Try to 

account for all of the salaried time, equipment, supplies, travel, and other expenses within 

your organization’s timeline. Every task has an associated cost. 

• If your organization comes to the point of thinking of a cost that you’re sure to incur—

that doesn’t tie in with any of the information within your organization’s approach—

you’ve missed something. Double-check that everything is covered in the 

approach/budget. 

• What your organization can request in your budget can vary by funding. Some funders 

allow things like salaries, travel materials, and construction costs, whilst others won’t 

allow for these costs. Funders will typically provide guidance on their 

websites/application guidelines as what is allowed or not.  

• If you have any doubts/need further clarification, reach out to the funder and ask. 

• If your organization ponders how much money you can ask for—funders will typically 

provide a range of what you can request. They could tell you the average amount of their 

grants or the maximum/minimum amount you can ask for. 
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• Make sure the amount you request is within line of your organizational budget—as 

having a $20,000 organizational budget while request $100,000 from a funder isn’t 

generally going to go well, unless you have a strong reason for it. 

• Financially speaking, stay with what you’ve managed in the past—you can bump it up 

but be reasonable and logical with it. 

• Grant makers will typically have their own budget forms that you’ll want to pursue—

follow their headings and terminology. Budget forms may include all the funds coming in 

(revenue) and expenses—alternatively including all the supporting funds coming in 

(matching funds) and the expenses. 

• When it comes to your budget narrative/justification, the budget narrative is the 

description of how you arrived at the costs in your budget (any necessary justifications) 

while the budget form is just the total amount of your line items. The budget narrative 

details how each line item was calculated, providing a brief justification of each item. It’s 

pertinent to explain your costs to the funder so they know exactly how you calculated 

your budget numbers. 

• Make sure that the numbers in your organizations budget forms and the numbers within 

your budget narrative are the same inconsistencies are never good to the grant maker. 

• Matching funds are other funds that support your project from other sources—either cash 

or in-kind support. Grant funders will tell you if there are any requirements as to how 

much you must have (if any) and if it has to be cash or if it can be in-kind donations. 

• Cash Match is real money that can come from organizational funds, fundraisers, 

individual donations, investments, or any other income sources your organization may 

have. Other grants can also be included as longas the proposed activities match each 
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proposal. Your organization can go to one funder to request funding for salaries within a 

program, and then go to another funder to request supplies for the same program. The 

only exception to this is that federal grants usually can’t be matched with other federal 

grants—but be sure to double-check with the requirements of the federal agency as this 

rule isn’t absolute. 

• In-Kind Match are items that are third-party non-cash contributions. This could be the 

value of volunteer hours, donations of services, or discounts. An in-kind match is great 

for community support. To use an in-kind match—you have to set up a system to teach 

these donations, especially considering that the amounts of these in-kind matches can add 

up quickly. 

• The https://independentsector.org/resource/value-of-volunteer-time/ is a great resource 

for calculating the value of a volunteer hour for each state. If your organization has any 

volunteers supporting your projects, you can value their time at the appropriate state rate. 

Tracking this information is key, collecting time sheets or forms that track their time 

spent supporting your project is essential.  

• Many nonprofit organizations/programs rely on the time/talent of volunteers—this is a 

great way to show other support for your programs. 

• If volunteers are supporting your project in providing professional services—you can use 

the actual per hour rate they usually charge. An accountant’s professional fees of 

$60/hour could be counted as an in-kind match. However, if the accountant is performing 

work voluntarily, her time would be calculated at the volunteer hour rate because they 

weren’t providing professional services to the project—make sure to get a 

letter/documentation to track the time. 

https://independentsector.org/resource/value-of-volunteer-time/
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• Donations of other resources/discounts can be in-kind support as long as it’s in writing. 

Any discounts on equipment/supplies you use within your organization’s program can be 

considered as in-kind support. Get the discount in writing—as all in-kind support has to 

be documented like a cash match. 

Administrative, Indirect, and Overhead Costs 

• Nonprofit organizations generally classify their costs into three categories of Program 

Costs, Fundraising Costs, and Management/General Costs. 

• Program costs are considered direct expenses for programs/services that support the 

organization’s mission. The costs in the Steps to Success Project Budget would be 

considered program costs because the expenses are all directly related to the 

organization’s program—they’re the majority of the expenses a nonprofit incurs. 

• Fundraising costs are expenses incurred in soliciting contributions, gifts, grants, etc. 

These would be things such as publicizing/conducting fundraising campaigns, 

conducting special fundraising events, grant writing, and maintaining donor mailing 

lists. 

• Management/General costs are expenses not identifiable with a single 

program/fundraising activity—but are still necessary to run the organization. The 

percentage of time/salary of the executive directory to work with the board of 

directors to run the organization would be a management/general cost. Their time is 

essential to running the organization—but cannot be allocated to fundraising/a 

program. These types of costs are called different things by different funders 
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(administrative/indirect/overhead costs). Foundations generally use the term 

administrative/overhead costs while state/federal agencies use indirect costs. 

• Foundations either tell you the amount of administrative/overhead costs that can be 

charged in a grant (usually a percentage of the direct costs) or they don’t allow you to 

charge administrative costs. If you’re allowed to include this cost—use the funder’s 

guidelines to include it in your program budgeting. 

• If a grant maker doesn’t allow administrative costs—you’ll have to include a line item 

for each expense in your budget. Specifically, if a funder doesn’t allow for 

administrative/indirect costs—it’s still acceptable to charge some of your executive 

director’s time to your program budget. It could be that 10% of their time will be 

spent supervising the program, double-checking on budgets/reports, communicating 

with stakeholders about value/progress of the program (though they aren’t directly 

involved in the day-to-day implementation) etc. In this case—you’d include a line 

item of 10% of their time. 

• Federal government (and most state governments) refer to these costs as indirect 

costs. Nonprofit organizations are required to obtain an indirect cost rate to determine 

how much they can charge for indirect costs (this process varies from federal agency 

to federal agency). Your organization will need to identify a federal agency to apply 

for—downloading their indirect cost proposal instructions and having an accountant 

prepare the proposal for you—submitting this to the federal agency and negotiating 

with them. 

• Be sure your organization works with a CPA/accountant in setting up your financial 

records correctly to ensure your organization is in compliance with the IRS and 
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Financial Accounting Standards Board (FASB). Classifying expenses accurately isn’t 

arbitrary—your organization should follow all necessary guidelines to ensure that you 

maintain accurate financial records. 

• Funders will typically ask a sustainability-related question like “What are your plans 

to support the program in the future?”. While this is difficult to approach, it makes 

sense that they want to know that your organization has a long-term strategy to keep 

the program running after their investment—they don’t want to support a program 

this year that’ll just end next year. 

• There are a few things your organization can do to build sustainability within your 

programs such as partnerships, diversifying funding sources, and developing earned 

income streams—as these can help with costs, building on community assets, and 

using what already exists to support your program. 

• Having a diversified income base is beneficial to your program’s sustainability. 

However, if you only have one funding source and it goes way, your program is over. 

Try to advocate for your organization’s fundraising efforts in getting 

individual/corporate donations, conducting fundraisers, or developing earned income 

streams to support your programs.  

• There are a few writing tips to keep in mind when developing your organizations 

budgeting. For example, make sure your numbers add up correctly (as it’s not 

uncommon to have changes in your budget), though, if you make a change to one line 

item within your budget, pay attention to all the other totals that may be affected.  
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• Make sure your budget form and budget narrative have the same numbers and 

calculations—and a quick note about cents, unless a funder tells you otherwise, round 

up/down to the nearest dollar. 

• Be pertinent about being detailed in all aspects of the budget—but don’t include 

unexplained amounts for miscellaneous/contingency items. 

• Does your organization’s budget 

➢ Tell the same story as the narrative (in numbers, not in language)? 

➢ Include items paid for by other sources? 

➢ Reflect volunteer contributions and in-kind gifts? 

➢ Detail fringe benefits separately from salaries? 

➢ Perform the tasks described in the narrative sufficiently? 

➢ Incorporate administrative/overhead/indirect costs when applicable? 

Writing Tips for Effective Grants 

• Use an appropriate tone/style throughout your grant—think about your local 

newspaper letters conveying anger, thankfulness, or a sense of yearning through 

works. Style is how that tone is shown, things like exclamation points, rhetorical 

questions, and word selection are stylistic choices that help shape the tone of your 

writing. The ultimate goal is for the grant maker to feel the same way about your 

program that you do—like creating a sense of urgency to address a problem, a call 

to action, confidence in your organization’s ability to successfully achieve 

outcomes, or trust in your organization to implement the project. 
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• Focus on the funder and what the recipient wants to hear instead of what you want 

to hear—this means changing the language (in the way you talk about your 

program/project) to fit what the funder expects to hear. 

• Pay close attention to the grant maker’s guidelines—as they’ll instantly reject any 

correspondence that doesn’t meet their published expectations. 

• Begin to adapt your program description to use the funder’s language—scouring 

information you have from the funder for key words and terminology that they 

seem to prefer using. Mirror their language closely. 

• While a lot of the language used within the nonprofit sector is standardized—

some differences remain as some writers may use “civil rights” and “human 

rights” interchangeably, though these phrases have slightly different meaning for 

their readers. The language they use is up to the grant maker’s interpretation, and 

what they want to use in order to give funding to nonprofit organizations. 

• Modifying your language to mirror that of a funder shows recognition/familiarity 

with the funder and in attempting to make your proposal meet their 

needs/expectations. 

• A lot of writing suffers from overuse of passive language (making your message 

seem weak/underwhelming)—and while sentences can be active/passive, the 

distinction is whether or not there’s someone/something performing the action. 

• When highlighting success, you want to be as specific as possible—identify 

passive sentences in searching for forms of the verb “be.” Including “is”, “am”, 

“are”, “was”, “were”, “being”, and “been” as these words can train a writer to 

notice passive sentences in your writing. 
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• While you may not want to remove all of the “be” verbs and passive sentences for 

stylistic reasonings (lack of sentence variety)—learning to recognize and control 

their use can strengthen your writing. 

• Organizing your ideas throughout your grant is essential (paragraph by paragraph) 

and asking yourself what each paragraph’s idea is. Make sure everything’s in an 

easy-to-read and user-friendly cohesive manner to the audiences.  

• If there are previous paragraphs that repeat and/or are very similar, consider 

condensing those paragraphs into one. 

• The conclusion is one of the trickiest things to write about—as you don’t need to 

briefly reiterate all of your ideas. Restatements would occur very close to the 

original statements, so you may sound very repetitive. Trust your reader to 

remember what you’ve written—ending with a strong closing statement. 

• When it comes to a longer proposal, you do want to include a brief summary of 

your main ideas before giving your closing statement—but create fresh language 

and build this summary from the topics you wrote in the margins. 

• Avoid cutting and pasting your exact statements from earlier into the paper into a 

later spot—as this comes off as mechanically repetitive and instills a state of déjà 

vu in the reader. Anything that causes the reader to question your writing or their 

perceptions about your writing is not beneficial for you or your proposal. 

• By presenting your idea clearly allows for an opportunity for your grant to be 

evaluated fairly. 

• Loaded language refers to words that evoke a specific emotional response. Avoid 

overtly loaded language since you don’t know how your readers will react. This is 
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all about word choice and choosing words that are more user-friendly and for the 

general audience—as you can’t always predict the emotional reactions your words 

will cause. Examine your word choices carefully and evaluate the potential 

emotional response of any potential loaded words. 

• Word choice means everything in a grant—having a psychological binding/impact 

on the reader. The meanings of both statements can be the same—with the 

psychological effect of both being slightly different.  

• People react positively to positive language. Look for negative language within 

your writing—and change it to mean the same thing by using affirmative 

language. Look for words like “no”, “none”, “not”, “can’t”, “don’t”, and “won’t”. 

• In writing grants, there will be space constraints. Though your organization may 

be tempted to feel the pressure of these constraints—don’t use generalities when 

specific information is available, specifics are what help your organization’s 

proposal rise above the others. 

• It’s better to be specific and to incorporate numbers/statistics wherever applicable. 

If you feel that your organization’s experience lags behind other organizations—

focus on the specific successes of your programs. Even in shorter LOI’s (Letter of 

Inquiry), specifics are necessary to help your organization stand out in the 

crowd—moving onto the next stage of consideration. 

• Meeting the page limit/word count/character count within a grant application is 

always challenging to new grant writing professionals and even seasoned 

professionals.  
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• The goal is for your organization to remove repetition that’s unnecessary opposed 

to repetition for effect/hammering an idea into someone’s head. 

• The most common redundancies are unnecessary/excessive modifiers that don’t 

take the form of multiple words that hold the same meaning (7am in the morning, 

the month of June, my personal opinion, etc.). Avoid adding words that are 

included within their abbreviations (CD disc, ATM machine, NGO organization). 

• When applicable, try to use clear language. When you’re writing in various types 

of professional conventions/correspondences, many fall into the trap of speaking 

in “letter-ese”—the language that only seems to appear in business writing. 

• Try to speak like you do in real life—but keep it professional. Avoiding unnatural 

phrases can make your tone seem much more personable allowing your ideas to 

come through more clearly.  

• Try your best to make your writing easier to read and to condense the word count 

as much as you can. 

• Be straightforward as possible in cutting out all of the word that aren’t necessary 

to your meaning. Try to look for long phrases that could be replaced by a word or 

two. 

• Avoid words that aren’t the simplest/clearest. The usage of large/complicated 

words may make a proposal seem more intelligent/unique; however, you run the 

risk of sounding ostentatious and obfuscating the meaning of your grant in the 

first place—you don’t want to be showy and confusing. 

• At the end of the day, some great potential programs are declined by funders—

even if the inquiries/proposals are well-written and insightful. Though your 
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organization may have revised your writing continuously—you need to keep 

trying. As difficult as it may be—head back to the drawing board as your writing 

continually evolves. With a little luck, your organization could win the jackpot on 

the next grant opportunity your organization applies to. 

• Revise, revise, and revise. Not even the best writers get it right on the first try. 

Though a lot of people don’t like to change what they’ve already put on the 

page—don’t fall in love with your words. There are always better ways to express 

an idea—your organization is trying to convey ideas as clearly as possible. 

• If a sentence/paragraph doesn’t seem to be working out, don’t just change a word 

here or there—determine the specific idea you need to convey and write a new 

sentence from scratch. You may need to do this for entire paragraphs/sections—

this is a part of the writing process so don’t get stressed out from it. 

• After reading through your draft several times, there are a few techniques to 

polish it further. 

➢ Read your draft backwards going sentence by sentence from the end to the 

beginning—this takes your mental focus off of the ideas and places it on 

the language. 

➢ Take a break and then revisit your writing. After looking at a piece of 

writing for a long time—you may see what you think is written on the 

paper or want to be written on the paper—opposed to what’s actually 

there. 

➢ Have other staff/friends look over your draft—as they may approach the 

writing from a different mindset and notice things you missed. 
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• Great ideas don’t appear great if they aren’t presented clearly revising gives your 

organization the chance to make your ideas as clear as possible. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


