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Develop a Proposal Idea That 
Serves Your Mission

IT IS TIME TO TAKE THE first step. This chapter explores some questions 
to help develop the proposal idea.

A good approach is to begin with the end in mind. The goal is to 
secure funding that will enable your organization to pursue its mission. 
The proposal can seek support for the entirety of your organization’s 
work (a general support proposal) or for a segment of the work (for exam-
ple, a program or project proposal). This workbook focuses on a general 
operating support request as the model for developing a proposal.

It is critical for grantseekers to research prospective funders so that 
you understand each funder’s programmatic priorities, geographic focus, 
and issue areas. Some funders prefer to invest in new and expanding pro-
grams rather than general operating support or program continuation. 
Others might have an interest in a special project, a capacity-building idea, 
a set of technology improvements, or in building up particular capaci-
ties within organizations. Your aim is to find a good match between the 
funder’s interests and your organization’s existing goals, commitments, 
and plans.

When preparing a proposal, most grantwriters start with the planning 
sections (statement of need; goals, objectives, and strategies; evaluation; 
organizational capacity; sustainability; and budget) because these sections 
form the core of the proposal. Most finish by writing the executive sum-
mary because it needs to incorporate the most important points from the 
previous sections. This workbook follows that format, keeping in mind 
that most foundation proposals are now submitted via online portals 
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22	 Winning Grants Step by Step

and with limited space. The limited space requires being even more suc-
cinct with grant proposal copy. Every word, space, and punctuation mark 
counts. (Please refer to the “Helpful Hint” section.)

The planning sections of the proposal deserve careful attention; 
without a clearly articulated plan, it is nearly impossible to get funding. 
Writing a crisp, goal-oriented proposal is crucial. If a grantseeker can’t 
succinctly explain who they serve, what they plan to do, why they’re 
doing it, and how they’re going to do it (and measure their success in 
doing so), foundation staff will not have what they need to understand 
the request and why it is worthwhile, or to advocate on the organiza-
tion’s behalf.

The importance of having the right people at the table when the pro-
posal plan is developed cannot be overstated. Nonprofit organizations 
sometimes make the serious mistake of securing funding for a program 
that they do not have the ability to implement or – worse yet – a program 
that does not meet the needs of their constituency or service area because 
it was developed without the appropriate staff people involved. Who are 
the appropriate people? Please refer to the Introduction, “An Overview of 
the Grantseeking Process.”

A general guideline is that nonprofits should expect to focus approxi-
mately 70 percent of their time on program planning; the other 30 percent 
can be dedicated to crafting the proposal summary and conducting the 
proposal submission process. Remember, submitting via an online portal 
is going to take some time, as will gathering the required attachments, so 
these steps need to be factored into the overall timeline.

The tighter an organization’s plan (annual operating or program-
matic), the easier the proposal will be to write. Enter this process know-
ing that even with a program plan in hand, you will need to fine-tune 
the plan as the proposal is being developed. This should also be built 
into the timeline.

Consider the proposal included in this workbook as an example. Open 
Options in the (fictional) city of Naylor is an organization that has identi-
fied and is successfully meeting an unmet need in a well-defined commu-
nity. As an existing organization, rather than a start-up nonprofit, Open 
Options is clear on its issue focus, the community it serves, its goals and 
objectives, and its strategies for success. In the case of Open Options, the 
executive director will drive the development of the organization’s annual 
operating plan and will involve other staff, program participants, and vol-
unteers as appropriate. The annual operating plan for the organization will 
serve as the basis of the proposal.
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Helpful Hint

HOW TO STAY WITHIN THE LENGTH LIMITS FOR PORTAL SUBMISSIONS
Most grant proposals are submitted through a foundation’s online portal, which generally limits text to a 
certain length. While some portals allow you to save text as you type, it is generally easier and safer (from 
tech glitches) to draft the proposal using your usual word processing program rather than in the founda-
tion’s portal. When you’re satisfied with what you’ve written and the appropriate people in your organiza-
tion have approved it, then you can cut and paste the text into the portal.

For instance, let’s say a foundation limits the evaluation section of a proposal to 3,000 characters, 
including spaces. Once you’ve written the evaluation section, use the word-count feature that most 
word processing programs have to find out how many characters the section contains. (Note that some 
programs, such as Word, give character counts both with and without spaces; make sure you’re looking 
at the figure with spaces, since most foundation portals include spaces in the character count.)

If the section has been written as concisely as possible but is still too long, you can shorten it by 
whittling down the words. (See the example in “Step 8, Write the Proposal Summary.”) This is an effective 
but time-consuming way to trim text, a few characters at a time. Here are some tips, most of which are 
helpful to strengthen writing in general:

Excise double descriptions. Look for places where two descriptors were used but one will do, such as, “The 
work is both challenging and demanding.” Choose one and delete the other.

Delete flabby words. In good writing, every word must carry its weight; if a word doesn’t provide impor-
tant meaning to the reader, you don’t need it. Certain words are generally suspect. For instance, the 
words “key” and “specific” should be used sparingly. These are good words to delete if they are not 
absolutely necessary to the reader’s understanding. So is “absolutely” for that matter! Same with “suc-
cessfully”: If a program successfully increased participation by 50 percent, a grantwriter can communi-
cate that just as well without using “successfully” – and save 12 characters.

Replace words or phrases with shorter ones. “Approximately 3,000” can become “about 3,000” and shave off 
eight characters.

Consider cutting words that end in “ly.” Many words that end in ly are adverbs: words that further describe 
other words. Most sentences are just as good without them. Strongly, honestly, swiftly – delete them. 
It’s also good to cut (or avoid in the first place) words that intensify other words, such as “very” and 
“extremely.”

Bend some rules. It’s fair to take some shortcuts to save space, even if they would not necessarily be 
appropriate in a full-length text. Use a numeral instead of spelling out a number; replace “percent” 
with “%.” Use a well-known acronym instead of writing out a full name.
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To begin to develop the proposal idea, complete Worksheet  1.1. The 
more thorough the answers, the more helpful the worksheet will be. After 
completing the worksheet, use those answers to identify one idea to focus 
on as you develop a grant proposal using the exercises in this workbook. 
To check the merit of the idea you identified, answer the Proposal Develop-
ment Review Questions at the end of this chapter, and then follow Steps 2 
through 9 to create a well-planned, winning grant proposal. Throughout 
the steps, this workbook will refer grantseekers to the accompanying web-
site for worksheet examples and templates.

Reality Check
Pay attention to the fit. When doing prospect research, grantseekers will come across various funding 
opportunities, including special initiatives and grants for programs within defined areas of interest. 
These opportunities might be tempting, but organizations should take care to evaluate these opportuni-
ties against their organization’s mission, goals, and objectives. Is there really a fit? Or is the organization 
“growing another foot” to “fit the shoe” the funder is presenting? Grantseekers should keep the mission, 
goals, and objectives of their organization at the forefront of every funding opportunity. It is better 
not to pursue a particular grant than to win a grant that commits your organization to doing work that 
pleases a funder but does not serve your community or your mission.

ONeal321612_c01.indd  24� Trim Size: 8.5 × 10.875 in.      15 Feb 2025  03:43:10 pm



	 Step 1—Develop a Proposal Idea That Serves Your Mission	 25

WORKSHEET 1.1:
Proposal Idea Questionnaire

1.	 What programs or projects are you planning for the next two to three years?

Program/Project A:

Program/Project B:

Program/Project C:

Program/Project D:

2.	 In what ways are these programs or projects compatible with your organization’s current mission 
and purpose?

Program/Project Compatibility

A

B

C

D

3.	 What is unique about your organization’s programs or projects?

Program/Project Uniqueness

A

B

C

D

On the  
Web
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4.	 What other organizations are doing this work? Is there duplication of effort? Is there potential for 
collaboration?

Duplicate Project (with whom) Possible Collaboration Project (with whom)

A

B

C

D

5.	 What community need does each of your organization’s programs/projects address?

Program/Project Need Addressed

A

B

C

D

WORKSHEET 1.1:
Proposal Idea Questionnaire (Continued)

On the  
Web
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6.	 Does your organization currently have the expertise to undertake each project? If new staff is 
necessary, can the organization effectively manage growth in infrastructure (HR, technology, 
supervisory oversight, and so forth)? (Check each category that applies to each project.)

Program Expertise HR Tech Other (specify)

A

B

C

D

7.	 Is there internal (board and staff) support for the program/project? External support 
(community leaders, clients or constituents, other nonprofits, and so forth)? (Check 
the category that applies to each project and specify the type of support.)

Program Internal Support (specify) External Support (specify)

A

B

C

D

WORKSHEET 1.1:
Proposal Idea Questionnaire (Continued)

On the  
Web

Winning Grants Step by Step, Sixth Edition. Copyright © 2025 by John Wiley & Sons, Inc. All rights reserved.

ONeal321612_c01.indd  27� Trim Size: 8.5 × 10.875 in.      15 Feb 2025  03:43:10 pm



28	 Winning Grants Step by Step

Before you begin to develop a proposal concept for a public funding appli-
cation, be sure to read through all grant requirements, funding restrictions, 
and regulations that are available. Pay particular attention to eligibility 
requirements. You don’t want to waste time on an application only to find 
out your organization or program is not eligible for the funding. Another 
tip for developing public funding proposals is that it is often possible to 
find examples of proposals that have been funded under previous solicita-
tions. Looking through successful proposals may help you as you develop 
your own concept!

To test whether your proposal idea has merit, answer the following 
questions:

1.	 What community need does the organization’s program or project 
address? The answer to this question will become the framework for 
the proposal’s need statement.

2.	 What would an improved community situation look like? This answer 
will become the basis of the proposal’s goals and objectives.

3.	 What can the organization do to improve the situation? This answer 
will become the basis of the proposal’s strategies.

4.	 How will the organization know if its program or service has suc-
ceeded? This answer will become the basis of the proposal’s evalua-
tion component.

5.	 How will the organization’s program or service be funded in the 
future? This answer will become the basis of the proposal’s sustain-
ability component.

6.	 How much will the organization’s program or service cost, and what 
other sources of support (revenue and in-kind support) will it have? 
This answer will become the basis of the proposal’s program budget.

Public Funders

Proposal Development Review Questions
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