Tips on Writing Grant Applications
Think extensively about your outline and proposal. Talk with staff and colleagues. Good
writing does not usually happen in a vacuum. Rely heavily on the guidance and experiences of those who
design and implement the project. This means starting the writing process early, as much as six to twelve
weeks before the deadline. Set aside quality time in a comfortable place (not necessarily your office) in
order to give yourself the time to think openly and creatively. Talking plays an important role in the
thought process because it prompts us to brainstorm, respond to others’ ideas. It can raises staff
awareness and buy-in.
Avoid the Common “Don’ts.”
•
•

•

•

Don’t claim to be all things to all people. The whole world is probably not going to change if you get
this grant. Don’t promise to achieve world peace or transform the entire community.
Don’t talk over your reader’s head. Educate the reader. They may be unfamiliar with your issue, art
form, mission, or cause. Don’t assume that funders will ask you questions. They are people, and if
they don’t understand, they may not want to appear ignorant! They may not want to admit their own
lack of exposure.
Don’t use superlatives. Be careful about saying you are the only biggest, best, most innovative, etc.
Avoid comparisons; instead imply excellence. And back up your excellence with facts, figures and
examples.
Don’t play the victim. Life is tough for most nonprofit organizations so your struggles are probably
not that unique. Never vent about past funding rejections. Your writing must connect with and relate
to the reader(s) in a way that encourages their investment and buy-in.

Remember the basics of good writing.
•
•
•

Use simple, clear English. Double-check your grammar or, if you feel weak in this area, have
someone else edit your writing. Overly-long sentences lose the reader.
Use active verbs and take care when using the verb “to be.” “Mr. Smith is the person that will be the
director” is greatly improved as “Mr. Smith will direct the program.”
Avoid jargon, acronyms, and technical terms. Try to ensure that the reader’s understanding of a word
or term coincides with your use of it.

Ask someone outside of your organization read your proposal. The reader should not tell you
if the proposal is good or bad, merely what they think it said. Are any parts unclear? Were they able to
understand your vocabulary? Did they grasp the main points?
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Important: Why would the funder support your program?
This comes from research. Have they funded similar activities? Does it fit in with their priorities and/or
market? Note that answering this question involves addressing their priorities, not yours!
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Devil’s Advocate Thinking
Just as Important: Why might the funder not support your program?
This involves learning to think as a devil’s advocate. What are the weaknesses, gaps, or inconsistencies
in your project? Incorporate this thinking into your writing process. As you expand and revise your
application, try to eliminate your weaknesses if possible through planning, research, and staff dialogue.
Try to address your weaknesses in a positive light.
Consider an example of how this process works:
Anticipated question from the Funder: Why didn’t the organization look for potential
partnerships with local organizations who work on the Latino issues?
Weakness of proposal: Although the applicant had numerous partnerships with local colleges,
museums and organizations, it did not set aside time to plan collectively with them and discuss
the role of the partners in the project.
Solution: A revised, stronger proposal would read: “Over the past several months, we had have
been in discussion with numerous colleges, museums and other organizations who serve the local
Latino community. Professor Suarez, who heads the Latin American Studies program at ABC
University, has agreed to host a series of panels at the museum that explore the concepts in the
exhibit and all students in the college will attend. The Latin American School will help to develop
curriculum for younger students and all students will visit the exhibit and meet the artists at a
bilingual presentation.
Planning and research involved: We learned to address this problem in advance of submitting the
proposal by contacting the partners to see if they would donate their time, to secure their support,
and to design a mutually beneficial project. We also know that partnerships are important to this
funder and will remember it for future proposals.
Result: We turned a weakness into a strength—evidence of our partnership in ensuring the
program’s success and increasing the foundation’s interest.
Next-to-Last Stop: Check the published review criteria. Review your application to ensure that
it addresses every published criterion.
Last Stop: Check all application submission requirements. Ensure that you meet formatting
restrictions to the letter.
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