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Praise for  HOW TO SAY IT: GRANTWRITING

“Above all, Koch is aware of the importance of using language well. If the proposals that come from her readers are as clear, lively, and readable as the book itself, funders may even come to enjoy reviewing proposals.”

—Benjamin R. Shute Jr., Program Director of Democratic Practice and Corporate Secretary Emeritus of Rockefeller Brothers Fund

 

 

“Ms. Koch outlines in clear, simple English the strategies for writing a great proposal. Nothing will guarantee funding but a well-crafted, strategic, and well-researched grant proposal is certainly the first critical step.”

—Ali Webb, Deputy Director of W. K. Kellogg Foundation

 

 

“Much of the success between funders and grantees rests on successful communication. Following Koch’s proposal guidance would put this important relationship on a solid footing from the very beginning.”

—Len Finocchio, Senior Program Officer of California HealthCare Foundation

 

 

“Like a good proposal, Deborah Koch’s book is well constructed and written in a way that speaks to its audience. It completely demystifies the proposal-writing process and deconstructs it in an easy to understand way. This book is an excellent resource that guides writers through the process of composing a proposal so that it clearly and persuasively conveys the importance of the project and the organization’s ability to carry it out. Even as a seasoned grantwriter I found this book to be fresh, insightful, and very useful.”

—Margaret Arthurs, Director of Corporate, Foundation, and Government Relations of Hartwick College

 

 

“This is the most helpful and logical guide on grantwriting that I have seen in my long career of doing biomedical research. Ms. Koch has clearly ‘been there and done that,’ and knows how to convey her superb skills to others in a truly captivating manner. This book can lead grant aspirants out of the confusion generated by a thicket of grantwriting manuals on the bookshelves and toward a new state of clarity. Her straightforward advice will help readers get their good ideas funded and make a positive difference in their field.”

—Ronald Newbower, PhD, Co-founder and CTO of the Center for 
Integration of Medicine and Innovative Technology (CIMIT) and Former Senior 
Vice President for Research at Massachusetts General Hospital

 

“How to Say It: Grantwriting promises to be an essential resource to grantseekers who are looking for help with the fundamentals of developing a grant proposal. Koch walks through the basics of proposal preparation and provides lots of helpful hints and numerous examples to help the novice grantwriter understand what it takes to write a successful proposal. Koch’s book will find a spot on my bookshelf!”

—Sally S. Tremaine, Director of Academic and 
Government Grants for Quinnipiac University

 

 

“If you need an ally in your quest for real substance from the myriad ‘how-to’ books available on proposal writing, seek no further! Experienced grantseekers and newcom ers to the profession alike will find in Deborah Koch a kindred spirit and capable mentor. The authoritative—and yet altogether accessible, sound, and practical—advice of Deborah Koch in How to Say It: Grantwriting will win you over to the cause of mastery in the craft of grantsmanship, and will win funders over to your cause!”

—Claire Calabretta, Associate Director of 
Institutional Advancement for Mystic Seaport

 

 

“Koch distills decades of grantwriting experience into a volume full of practical and thoughtful advice. She makes a compelling case for how good, purposeful writing leads to good work and the grant money to support it.”

—Dee Davis, President of Center for Rural Strategies
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AN INTRODUCTION

Getting Started




Words Matter

In grantseeking, words can go where you can’t—a government program officer’s desk, a foundation boardroom, a corporation’s headquarters—so you want to use them as the strategic, powerful tools that they are. Certainly when you are selling something—and with a grant proposal you are selling your vision, your solution, and your capacity to make it happen—you need to use words that grab the listener’s attention. Your words need to be factual, but they also need to pop; they need punch. You want them to stand out so that you can stand out. Words matter, and that’s what this book is about—using your words effectively to win grants.

How to Say It: Grantwriting is about how to find the words, frame the words, present the words, and use the words to effectively make the case for your organization and its projects. It is about writing winning grant proposals through the careful and purposeful choosing of words, and the careful and purposeful arrangement of them.

You probably make deliberate choices about which words to use in everyday situations and don’t think consciously about it. But pause for a moment and assess your day today. Did you persuasively sway your coworkers to adopt your approach to a task? Did you artfully get your child to do his or her homework with a minimum of whining (from either of you)? Did you cleverly convince a fellow committee member to take on an unwanted chore? In each of those  situations, you likely assessed your audience, determined what motivates them, and spoke accordingly.

Or maybe you’ve had the opposite experience, the times you’ve rebuked yourself with, “Oh! I should have said . . . !” or worse, “I should not have said that!” You lost an opportunity or you caused displeasure because you didn’t have the right words.

Upon reflection, it’s easy to understand the importance of how words are used. Now consider that in a grant proposal you don’t have the advantage of adding emphasis, emotion, and meaning to your case through your facial expressions, body language, and intonations. All that you must convey must be done simply with written words; they are your proxy, they are your voice. They must express all the excitement, all the conviction, all the wisdom, all the compelling arguments you would deliver in person if you had the chance to do so.




Why This Book Matters

The choice of your words can be very important to the actions that follow. And for that reason, this book is focused not on the full spectrum of tasks that involve a grant proposal submission—there are many books that cover that—but specifically on the writing of the proposal. How to Say It: Grantwriting  differs from other grantwriting books in three significant ways:• It places great emphasis on understanding the supply side of the granting equation—the grantmaker. It explains how to recognize and grasp the importance of the individuality of each potential funder and shows you how to employ that distinction to your advantage.
• It gives you the tools to closely examine the project you are seeking to have funded and shows you how to shape it and present it in the most funder-appealing way.
• It teaches you how to write your proposal—tell your story—in a clear, cogent, accessible, and gripping way that will resonate with the well-chosen grantmaker to whom you are sending it.



Most of the samples of proposal components presented in this book are taken from winning grant proposals. In some instances, the grant proposal successfully brought in under $10,000; in other instances, it brought in well over $1 million. The principles of good grantwriting remain the same regardless of the size of the grant award. In two cases, I include before and after proposals: The before version had been submitted to a grantmaker but had not been funded; the reworked after version, however, did receive funding. In each case, the proposed project and the grantmaker did not change, but when I applied new structural arrangements and new words, the outcome did—the proposals got the attention and the funding they deserved.




Grantseeking and the Economic Downturn

As I write this book, our nation is facing a vastly changed and dire economic climate. As more and more people find themselves in positions of need, the nonprofit organizations that serve them are being tasked with increased responsibility and thus with increased need for financial support. In addition, organizations that rely on government funding for some portion of their budgets may be finding their allocations reduced, if not cut altogether. Therefore, for many organizations, receiving grant monies has become all the more important to their survival.

While a hurting stock market does affect the amount of money that private foundations can pay out in the form of grants, it doesn’t stop the grantmaking process completely. As long as a foundation has investment assets, by law it must pay out 5% of those assets. But clearly if the assets have diminished in value, so will the overall grant awards. Whether a foundation chooses to make fewer grants of their standard dollar amount or the same number of grants with smaller amounts, the foundation is still making grants. The Foundation Center has collected and compiled information, which it is continually updating, from many national foundations about how the economic downturn will affect their grantmaking. A chart detailing this information, titled “2009 Foundation Giving Forecast,” can be found at http://foundationcenter.org/focus/economy/forecast.html.

There will still be government grants available. The economic stimulus package passed into law in February 2009 offers many grantseeking opportunities because of increased funding to many federal government departments and agencies as well as to state governments. These current circumstances are likely to increase the competition for that source of revenue—all the more reason that you should learn to write a compelling grant proposal and all the more reason to carefully read this book to learn how. All of these circumstances suggest increased competition; the material presented in this book is intended to give you an edge in that competition.




How to Use This Book

This book is designed for both the beginning and the experienced grantwriter. For the beginning grantwriter, I offer step-by-step writing guidance and tell you what you need to think about as you write. For the experienced grantwriter, I offer a different way of looking at the purpose of each proposal section and share my grantwriting strategy secrets. No doubt you could offer me some good advice based on your experiences—and many of you have—but I hope that my words spark some new thoughts and approaches. If you are a brand-new grantseeker, be sure to refer to the Glossary (on page 14) as you read.

This book will be helpful whether you are looking for funds as an organization or as an individual. I will use the words you and your organization  interchangeably throughout the book to mean both types of grantseekers. As long as you meet the eligibility requirements of the grantmaker, your approach to writing as an organization or as an individual will not differ very much. What matters more is to whom you are writing; that is what will determine both your style and your content.

Related to that, this book does not address fundraising from individuals because that calls for a radically different style of writing. This book is specifically about getting competitive grants from both public and private sources.

When referring to the entities with the money, I will use the terms grantmaker and funder to mean the same thing. When referring to the people  reading your proposal, I will use the terms reader and reviewer to mean the same thing.

A particularly useful maxim that I coined for thinking about grantwriting is this: Who is making the decisions from what point of view with what knowledge? This book is divided into two parts to help you answer this question: “Part One: It’s About More Than Content” and “Part Two: But Content Is What You’re Selling.”

Part One will help you answer the “who is making the decisions” and “from  what point of view” parts of the question. These are things that you can’t change to suit your needs but that you must know to be successful in grantseeking. You are not in a position to tell the grantmaker who should be reading your proposal nor are you in a position to tell the grantmaker what its set of beliefs ought to be. But what you are in a position to do—and where you derive your power in the grantseeking process—is to arm yourself with the knowledge about the who and the what.

You may be tempted to skip the opening chapters of Part One because at first glance they do not appear to be directly about writing. The truth is, what they cover may be the most important parts of writing a winning grant proposal.

Chapter 1 tells you what makes a good idea a fundable project, identifying what criteria indicate fundability. For example, you can have a fabulous, creative idea that is exciting and dynamic. But if you aren’t clear about what it is you’re ultimately trying to achieve or you don’t have specific measurable objectives detailed on how you will achieve it, then you don’t have a fundable project.

You can write the most articulate proposal about a very well-designed project, but if you send it to the wrong grantmaker, you will not get funded. Chapter 2 discusses how to determine whether a particular funder is a good match for you. Given that most proposals are rejected because they are not good matches for the funder’s stated interests and problem-solving approach, you should pay particular attention to this chapter.

Chapter 3 is what most sets this book apart from other grantwriting guides. It reveals how to find the hook—the story that will capture the reader’s attention, the connection that will resonate with the funder.

Even if you are submitting your proposal to a funder who is a good match, if you do not write the proposal in a way that is accessible to the reader, your  good ideas and plans may be lost. Thus Chapter 4 is equally important because it discusses how to determine who your audience is—who will be reading and assessing your proposal—and how to write to them.

Part Two is all about the last part of the question: “with what knowledge?” This part of the question is where you, as a writer, have control. Unless you’ve been a previous grantee, the funder is not likely to know much about your organization except what you tell it. You are the one who will give the reader the information he or she needs to properly assess your proposal. You are the one who will tell the reader about your organization, about your mission, about your goals, about your capacity, and about your intended project and what it will accomplish. That gives you both power and responsibility. Part Two will equip you to meet that responsibility.




Beginners FAQs

Some of the readers of this book have already had experience with the grantseeking process and are looking to expand and refine their technique. But many of you are new to the process and picked up this book to unravel the mystery of grantwriting. This section speaks specifically to those of you who are beginners. Anticipating some of your questions, I first offer this FAQs.

1. What is a grant? A grant is the transfer of money given for a specific purpose—without the expectation of repayment—from a foundation, corporation, or government agency to an individual or organization to conduct research or activities that will contribute to the public good.
2. How do I get a grant? You ask for one by submitting a grant proposal, which is reviewed and evaluated in a competitive process by the grantmaker or its assignees. Some grantmakers prefer that you start the grantseeking process by first submitting a letter of inquiry (see Question 5).
3. What is a grant proposal? A grant proposal is a written form of communication between you as the entity that seeks grant money and the  grantmaker as the entity that has it. A grant proposal makes the request for funds and explains how those funds will be used. The full grant proposal can consist of many parts, such as an abstract, a proposal narrative, a timeline, a budget, a budget narrative, and numerous addenda and attachments. The basic contents of a grant proposal are itemized on page 11.
4. What is a proposal narrative? The proposal narrative is the most important part of a full grant proposal. It is the part that explains what you want to do, why this activity is important to do, how you will do it, and what positive outcomes will happen as a result. It is what most people think of when they use the term grant proposal.
5. What is a letter of inquiry? How is it different from a grant proposal?  A letter of inquiry is a brief summary of your project in letter format; a proposal is the full description of your project. In a couple of pages you are telling the grantmaker for what purpose you would like to receive a grant and are requesting permission to submit a full proposal detailing your need and the proposed work to answer that need. Chapter 8 offers more information about a letter of inquiry, along with detailed instructions on its content.
6. How long should a proposal be? Most grantmakers will specify how many pages you have in which to describe your project and what you hope to achieve. Do not go one word over that limit or your proposal will be rejected for that reason alone! Proposal length can be as little as two pages or as high as a hundred, mostly related to the type of grantmaker and the complexity of the request. More and more grantmakers are using online applications and will be very specific, not just about page length but about the number of words you have in which to describe your project. If there is nothing in the instructions to indicate the expectations of the grantmaker, call to clarify what that funder thinks is an appropriate proposal length.



Grant Proposal Writing Process

Each chapter in this book, while it can stand alone, is part of a progression designed to lead you through the grantwriting process. But first it would be useful to have this progression—the basics of the grant proposal writing process—outlined at a glance.

Grantmakers have their own proposal requirements or preferences, so not all proposals will follow the exact same steps in preparation or require the same degree of effort and complexity. However, this section offers you a quick view of what has to happen to get a proposal written. Each of the activities mentioned in the following list is described in detail in the chapters to come.
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Steps for Grant Proposal Writing

1. Read the request for proposals (RFP) and any other grantmaker material thoroughly.
2. As you read the written materials, make a list of the grantmaker’s buzzwords and make sure they are always in front of you as you write.
3. Be sure that you understand and can articulate the grantmaker’s point of view.
4. Determine how the grantmaker wants the first point of contact to be: a phone call, an online intake form, a letter of inquiry, or a full proposal. Full proposals follow steps 5-20. Guidance on letters of inquiry can be found in Chapter 8.
5. Make a list of all documents and attachments that are required to be submitted as part of the proposal packet.
6. If available, examine the review criteria, and if a point system is used, make note of the points allotted for each criterion.
7. If there is a page limit, map out your proposal to determine how many pages or portions of pages to assign to each section. If a point system is used in the grantmaker’s review process, be mindful that each section length should correspond to each review criterion’s point value. The higher the point value, the longer that section should be.
8. Consider what information is best presented in chart form. For example, objectives, activities, and outcomes are frequently presented in a chart so that the reader can see how each relates to the other. Charts also can be valuable space savers.
9. If your project requires partners and involves outside people or organizations, engage these outsiders in the process immediately. Call a partnership meeting as soon as possible, determine who will do what project activity, and get letters of support moving.
10. If you’ll be using an outside evaluator, contact that person as soon as possible, especially because that person may be willing to write the evaluation section of your proposal.
11. Following the grantmaker’s instructions and answering all of its specific questions, write your proposal narrative.
12. Develop a visual representation of your timeline.
13. Develop a budget and budget narrative, also known as a budget justification. 
14. Make sure that anything that is in the proposal narrative is reflected in the budget and that anything in the budget is reflected in the proposal narrative.
15. Fill in whatever forms the grantmaker requests.
16. If they are permitted, prepare attachments.
17. If requested, write a proposal abstract/executive summary.
18. If allowed for, write a cover letter.
19. Double-check your list of required documents and attachments to make sure you have everything.
20. Have at least one other person review and edit your proposal and make sure that everything that should be in it is there.



Basic Components of a Proposal

For some grantmakers, a letter of inquiry is preferred or required before a full proposal can be submitted. Detailed guidance and component descriptions for letters of inquiry can be found in Chapter 8. If your letter of inquiry has resulted in an invitation to submit a full proposal, this section outlines the basic components of that proposal, and Chapters 9-16 cover each component of the proposal in more detail.

Generally, the grantmaker will give you a precise application form or an indication of what questions it wants answered; this should be your first point of reference in structuring your proposal. However, if there are no fixed or defined requirements, the following provides a good guide for laying out a proposal.

Except for organizational description, which may be embedded throughout the document, each of these components is presented in the order in which it is likely to be in your proposal. With the exception of the abstract and the budget and budget narrative, the components listed here are known as the proposal narrative. Each component is discussed in the chapter indicated. Although the abstract would go on top of your proposal packet, it is not discussed until Chapter 15 for two reasons: (1) not every grantmaker requests this component, and (2) generally, you would write the abstract after you have written all of the narrative, drawing from it to do so.


Abstract/Summary (Chapter 15)

• In a very succinct fashion, answer the following: What will be done? Why, how, by whom, and for what purpose? For how long and at what cost? What are the outcomes, and who will benefit?


Introduction (Chapter 5)

• An introduction won’t be necessary if you have an abstract/summary because the content is similar.
• In a paragraph or two, present your proposed project and what you expect the beneficial outcomes to be.
• These brief initial remarks are the first thing that you say to the grantmaker and should create a strong, positive declaration about what you will do and allow the proposal to flow into why these actions are necessary, which is your statement of need.


Organization Description (Chapter 9)

• Briefly state your mission, history, leadership, and programs and how these things relate to the work you propose to do.
• Indicate how your organization has the capacity to undertake the work that you propose.


Statement of Need (Chapter 10)

• What is the issue you are addressing?
• Why does this matter? How do you know this?
• Why is what you propose necessary?
• Who benefits? Make sure you can indicate the public good achieved.


Goals and Objectives (Chapter 11)

• What do you hope to achieve?
• What are the measurable and time-specific steps that must happen to reach your goal?
• Why do you choose to address the issue in the manner that you have?


Project Activities and Outcomes (Chapter 11)

• What are the specific activities involved? Who will do them? How?
• Present a timeline of activities.
• What specific outcomes will be achieved?
• Why is your organization the best one to do what you propose to do?


Evaluation (Chapter 12)

• How will you know that you did what you said you would do?
• For an evaluation, you will need to have already written project goals and objectives that are truly measurable so that you can actually determine if they have been met. Enumerated goals and objectives—without the detail given earlier in the proposal—are listed alongside the accompanying evaluation steps to be taken to measure each one.
• Describe your evaluation methodology precisely.
• It is a good idea to build in evaluation throughout the life of the project so that you can have good information for making midcourse corrections if necessary.


Dissemination (Chapter 13)

• Many grantmakers want the rewards of the projects they support to be shared with other people or organizations that might benefit from this knowledge. Therefore, a plan for dissemination of lessons learned is of interest to them.
• State the purpose for dissemination.
• Link dissemination activities to your project goals and objectives.
• Be varied and creative in the ways you choose to share your findings.


Budget and Continuation Funding (Chapter 14)

• Show your budget in table form and use a budget narrative to explain each item.
• Include other sources of funding, both cash and in-kind. Do not overlook the value of all in-kind contributions, including those of your collaborators.
• Indicate how the project will be funded after the grant has run out.




Yes, You Can Write

You may think you don’t know how to write well and are discouraged by the grantwriting task before you. It’s more likely that you don’t know how to approach writing, how to arrange your writing, how to think about writing. With the guidance, examples, and exercises offered here, I hope to give you the tools to acquire those skills and then, perhaps, to acquire the necessary self-confidence to accompany them. Armed with this knowledge and vision, you are likely to be more successful in securing the necessary funds for your cause.

And if you are successful with future grant proposals, then I will know my words to you have been well chosen—they have done their job—and I can rest with satisfaction.




Glossary

Cost Sharing: Cost sharing means that the grantmaker expects that the individual or organization receiving grant monies will also be contributing dollars, effort, goods, or services to the cost of the project. A funder requiring cost sharing does not expect to pay for the full cost of the project. Other terms that may be used to indicate the same thing are match and challenge.

 

 

Indirect Costs: Indirect costs are what is commonly referred to as overhead.  These are costs not directly associated with conducting your project but those that your organization incurs as a result of project activity. These may include salaries of staff who assist in the functioning of the organization—such as fiscal, technological, administrative, clerical, or facility personnel—and may include costs associated with your facilities, such as rent, electric, and phone. Indirect costs are more commonly associated with governmental grant budgets, but some foundations will allow a small percentage of overall grant costs to be charged for indirect costs.

 

 

In-kind: An in-kind contribution is a noncash contribution to the project by you or your organization. It’s related to cost sharing. Things such as the value of non-grant-funded staff time spent on executing grant-funded activities or the value of organizational materials used in performance of grant-funded activities could count as in-kind contributions.

 

 

Letter of Inquiry: A letter of inquiry is a very condensed version of a proposal and is sent to a potential funder for the express purpose of gaining permission to submit a full proposal. It may also be called a query letter, pre-proposal, concept paper, or letter of intent.

 

 

Measurable Objectives/Measurable Outcomes: These terms are generally used when discussing the evaluation of the grant-funded project. It is not enough to state what it is you expect to happen as a result of your project activities  (outcomes); you must state these things in a way that can be measured so that it can be determined whether each objective was realized.

 

 

Mission Statement: Reference made to a mission statement in this book refers to the carefully crafted document that forms the basis of why your organization exists—your organization’s stated vision, values, and goals. It is not something that is written just for the purposes of a grant proposal, but it is something that may be included in your proposal.

 

 

Over-the-Transom Proposals: An over-the-transom proposal is one that is not responding to a specific request for proposals (RFP) and is usually sent to a private grantmaker who indicates an ongoing interest in a particular topic and does not specify deadlines for receipt of proposals.

 

 

Principal Investigator (PI): This term is primarily used for government proposals, especially those emanating from academia. A PI refers to the person who will be the leader of a grant-funded project.

 

 

Review Criteria: Review criteria are a series of things by which your proposal will be graded. Review criteria may include need for the project, project design, project implementation, organizational capacity, project evaluation, range of collaboration or partnerships, and reasonableness of the budget. All federal government proposals will indicate what these criteria will be, and most departments or agencies will indicate how many points will be assigned to each item.

 

 

RFP (Request for Proposals): This is a document prepared, produced, and distributed by a grantmaker, either public or private, which is actively seeking grant proposals to address a specific concern. The RFP will specify very clearly who is eligible to apply, what types of projects the grantmaker is seeking to fund, and a deadline for receipt of proposals. RFPs may also be called requests for responses (RFR) or solicitation of applications (SOA).




PART ONE

It’s About More Than Content

It is natural to think that grantwriting is just about writing, and without question what you write and how you write it are of high importance. Many might argue that a proposal’s content is what matters most, and it would seem ridiculous to refute that. But I make the case that a winning proposal is about more than its content because the depth of its content depends on knowing fully what you are writing about, why it matters, and why the reader should care. To meet those conditions, you must first take several preliminary steps involving research, analysis, and awareness. A large part of writing the best proposal that you can write happens before you actually start writing. Your organization may have a remarkable idea about how to solve global warming, but if you don’t present this idea in an accessible way to the right people, in the right manner, it will not get the attention it deserves.

You need three things before you can start writing a grant proposal effectively:• A well-thought-out project worth writing a proposal about (Chapter 1)
• The identification of a well-matched grantmaker to receive that proposal (Chapter 2)
• In-depth knowledge about that grantmaker’s history, world outlook, subject matter interests, preferred applicants, grant award patterns, and application procedures, which will give you the information  you need to write to the grantmaker in a way that can be heard (Chapters 3 and 4)



Once you have done this initial background work, it is time to focus on the writing. Chapters 5-7 walk you through overall writing strategies and techniques that will be useful before you embark on tackling the specific components of the grant proposal. The chapters in Part One explore issues that are true regardless of the subject matter about which you are writing. They offer instruction on how to write with clarity, logic, passion, and organization.




CHAPTER 1

Make Sure Your Project Is Fundable

There are two sides to a good funding match: the grantmaker and the project. Chapter 2 addresses whether the grantmaker you’re approaching is a good match for your project. But before you explore any grantmaker as a potential funder, you need to be clear that the project you are proposing is indeed a fundable project. Writing a winning proposal depends on having a winning project to sell. If your project is not well thought through or well designed, it doesn’t matter how eloquent your proposal is—funders will see its weaknesses and decline to fund it. It is up to you to demonstrate to the grantmaker that your good ideas are also solid plans and that, if funded, you are ready to undertake the work described in your proposal.

This chapter covers what makes a project fundable and whether your project in its current design meets those criteria. If your project doesn’t meet those criteria, I’ll show you how to find the fundable project in a good idea. To aid you in this task, I will ask you a series of questions to consider about the project for which you are seeking funding. Some of the questions may initially be a challenge to you, but if you put effort into answering them, you will be one step closer to a fundable project.




So What? Identify the Goal of Your Project

If I were to ask you what you need a grant for, you would likely cite a certain activity that you want to undertake or particular resources that you need to continue your work. If I then asked, “Why is that important? Why does it matter? What will that do? Who does that help?” could you answer those questions? Could you find an adequate reply to the implied question, So what?

This is perhaps the most important question that you can ask about the project you hope to get funded. And many people will find this the most difficult question to answer. This is because people frequently confuse means and ends  when thinking about what they are trying to promote in a grant proposal.

When I say means I’m referring to the way in which you go about your organization’s work. Means are the tools that you use to get the work done, the actions that have to happen in order for you to achieve your goals, the how. While means are important to achieving your goal, they are not the sole reason you are seeking the grant.

Ends are the reason your organization exists, its purpose, its goals, its mission. Ends are what you are trying to achieve, the why. Ends are what a potential funder cares most about, the ultimate purpose for any actions you might take. To determine what your ends are, focus on the main purpose or accomplishment you want to achieve, not the tools or activities you need to achieve it. Grantmakers are not as interested in buying specific goods or services as they are in addressing the larger issue.

When trying to decide if something is the means or the ends, think about whether it is an activity or a goal. For example, maybe you need a new computer for your organization, but the computer is not the end point; it is the means by which you’re trying to achieve another purpose. Maybe the computer is needed so that you can do client intake. Maybe the computer is needed to help children become proficient in a task. Maybe the computer is needed to design a public awareness campaign. In each of these cases, the computer is the tool that is needed to achieve a particular goal; it is not the goal. And in each of these  cases, the computer is a line item in the budget and the intake, proficiency, and public awareness campaign are activities that the proposal should address. But even then, the intake, proficiency, and public awareness campaign are not the ultimate goal of the project; they, too, are the means to an end.

To arrive at these projects’ goals—the ends—you need to ask, So what? once again and carry the inquiry forward. Why do you need to do client intake? Why is children’s proficiency important? Why is a public awareness campaign vital?

Let’s use that last question to go a few So what? steps further. Maybe the reason you need a public awareness campaign is because your organization wants people to be aware of the importance of recycling. Well, So what? Why should people care about recycling? Because then there will be less waste going into landfills. So what? Because then there will be fewer landfills. So what? Because then the government can find a better public purpose use of those funds, it can find a better public purpose use of that space, and there will be less of a threat to public health. Ahh, that’s what you’re selling—government efficiency, environmental caretaking, and public health. That’s the So what?

In answering this question repeatedly, you are distilling your thoughts to the essence of your organizational or personal mission. The project you propose should affirm this mission. It is not that describing the project’s specific activities and resource needs is unimportant—it’s very important—but it’s ultimately not your main point. If your proposed project does not have some part of your organizational mission underpinning it, then it’s not a fundable project.

Let me present you with a more complex example of the So what? challenge. Many years ago, when I was working at a university as the director of foundation relations, a scientist asked for my assistance in working on a grant proposal. He was conducting research on very particular bacteria and was very excited about this research. Not being a scientist, I was having a hard time sharing his enthusiasm about bacteria and also knew that, unlike governmental programs, there would be limited foundation interest for supporting basic research. I had not discovered the So what? question yet so I peppered him with questions, trying to understand his urgency about this research. Why is this important? What will it yield? But to myself I was thinking, “Why would  someone care about this?” Finally during the course of my questioning, the professor told me that these particular bacteria could eat up a toxic spill in water without leaving a toxic residue. “Aha,” I responded, “I’m not selling research on bacteria; I’m selling clean water!”

This brings us to another part of the So what? exercise. To help you answer this question, think about the policy implications of the work you are proposing to do. Policy implications are the considerations about an idea or an action that affect the public good. Some private foundations were initially established because their founders saw it as a way to affect public policy without having to rely on legislator agreement. And as I discuss in Chapter 3, many grantmakers have a very specific policy point of view. If you can’t identify the policy implications of your work, then you will be hard-pressed to make an argument that your project is in alignment with the grantmaker’s vision.

SO WHAT? PRACTICE 1

Imagine that I’ve told you that I work in a nonprofit senior center and that I need to raise money to equip a weightlifting gym there. Your first reaction might be, “Yes, that would be nice; wouldn’t we all like to have a personal gym?” Here’s how our conversation might unfold after that:

“No, it’s really important. Our seniors need to lift weights.”

“Why does that matter?”

“It not only strengthens their muscles but also loosens their joints and gives them more energy.”

“Okay, that’s nice for them as individuals, but if we have to make choices about how to use our limited money, I’m not sure why that is important.”

“Because that activity gives them better mobility, and if they have better mobility then they’re more likely to move around.”

“So what?”

“Well, if they move around more, it is better for their overall health, and they will need fewer assists. And not only is better health good for our clientele but it lowers health care costs.”

“Oh, I see, you want to improve senior health and lower health care costs in the process. The weights are one means by which you can achieve that goal.”



SO WHAT? PRACTICE 2

Let’s say you’re a photographer and you are looking for money.

“What do you need money for?” I query.

“To buy six cameras and tons of film,” you tell me.

“Yes, I know you’re a photographer, but six cameras? Why does one person need six cameras?”

“Because I’m going to the Middle East to a children’s peace camp and will be teaching them photography.”

“Why do you need to teach them photography?”

“So they can take pictures of what happens around them.”

“Why does that matter?”

“That way they can tell their stories through pictures.”

“So what?”

“If children from opposite sides can’t talk with each other but can tell each other their stories through pictures, it might build an awareness of each other’s realities and advance cultural understanding between them.”

“That’s nice for them, but what will that do?

“If we’re lucky, this awareness and understanding at a young age will promote coexistence and peace as they grow older.”

“Ah, you need money not just for cameras but to promote peace.”






How Will You Know That You Have Achieved Your Goal?

Once you’ve completed the So what? exercise, your project should have a focused goal. The next step is to make sure that goal has measurable objectives associated with it. Having clearly defined, well-articulated goals and objectives is crucial to having a fundable project as well as having specific activities designed to meet those goals and objectives. (More information about how to write goals, objectives, and activities can be found in Chapter 11.) Being able to state expected outcomes and how you will know when you’ve met your goal is essential.

Using the So what? example of weight equipment for the senior center, the goal of that project is to encourage better health among the seniors through weight training. One of the measurable objectives to ensure that that goal is achieved would be to establish and conduct six sessions of four weightlifting classes each throughout the year. Among the activities necessary to make sure these classes are held would be to purchase the weight equipment, train staff on how to use the equipment, design the classes, and recruit seniors to enroll in the classes. Another measurable objective of equal importance to achieving the goal of better health would be to establish a follow-up mechanism to ensure that the seniors are using the equipment regularly and correctly. Activities related to this objective might include developing a buddy system for exercising or a tracking mechanism of how many seniors use the weights each week. Another measurable objective would involve establishing and monitoring indicators of good health. All of these objectives and activities are measurable. For example, at the end of the grant period, you could indicate whether you met the objective of holding six sessions of four weightlifting classes each throughout the year.




Who Will Benefit from Your Project?

An important part of policy considerations for your proposed project is who will benefit from the work your organization will do. Just as having clarity about the project’s goal is vital, this is an equally important concern when designing a project.

Who benefits? Is this an appropriate population to benefit? How many people will benefit? If you cannot clearly answer these questions, you don’t have a fundable project yet.
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