
PERSUASIVE 
PROPOSAL 
WRITING

By Ann C. Fitzgerald
President, AC Fitzgerald

100 Tips and Techniques

Partnering with nonprofits to build capacity, break through plateaus and fast forward fundraising teams



100 Tips and Techniques for Persuasive Proposal Writing

2

About AC Fitzgerald

AC Fitzgerald is a national consulting firm providing business solutions for 
nonprofits including fundraising audits, strategic planning, board develop-
ment, major gifts fundraising counsel, direct marketing services, donor com-
munications, and systems implementation.

Our team of expert consultants helps nonprofits fast-track their fundraising 
operations and drive steady revenue growth. We focus on game-changing 
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OVERVIEW OF 
FOUNDATIONS IN 
AMERICA

1. Foundations are an important source of support for nonprofit organiza-
tions. There are more than 85,000 foundations in the United States. 

2. There are four main types of foundations: 

• Independent grant-making foundations: Nonprofit organizations set 
up to distribute funds from a single source, such as one individual or 
one family

• Corporate foundations: Company-sponsored foundations

• Community foundations: Receive funds from a number of sources in 
a given community

• Operating foundations: Function as both grantmakers and imple-
menters of charitable programs

3. Foundations must give away money! By law, foundations are required to 
give away five percent of their net investment assets annually.

4. Competition is fierce. By some accounts, only one in ten proposals—or 
fewer—are funded by foundations.

5. Finding a “match” takes time. A relatively small number of foundations 
are going to be a match for the programs of your nonprofit organization.

6. The program officer can be your friend. Foundation staff act as an 
intermediary between you and the donor or board of directors. Build a 
relationship with the program officer or executive director so that he/she 
can “sell” your project to the board. 

7. Understand your programs first. A nonprofit organization should have 
a strategic plan that guides its work and helps it achieve its mission. Be 
able to answer the questions: What are our key programs? Why are they 
important? How do they qualitatively save or change lives? How much 
will they cost? How much funding do we need?

8. Put yourself in the donor’s shoes. Consider what you know about the 
foundation’s interests and how your work can advance them.

9. Make a list of nonprofit organizations that are similar to yours. Consider 
local as well as national nonprofits that are carrying out similar projects. 
Then research which foundations are giving to them. This will help you 
narrow your search for foundation prospects.

10. Prepare a competitive analysis. Review the mission, board of directors, 
and programs of nonprofits that work in your space. Develop talking 
points about your unique work and brand. 

11. Conduct research on foundations using various online sources. There is 
a large quantity of information available online regarding philanthropic 
foundations, including giving trends and histories, trustees and officers, 
current assets and expenditures. Most of this can be found in a foun-
dation’s IRS Form 990, which is a public document, and is archived in 
several places on the web. Below are some useful online research tools:
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guidestar.org With a free registration, GuideStar allows you to perform basic searches 
on the nearly 2 million nonprofits that it has compiled in its database. 
This tool is best if you already know the name of the foundation or the 
geographic region for which you want information. For a paid subscrip-
tion, you can get access to more in-depth search tools.

foundationcenter.org The Foundation Center offers free access to search grant-making foun-
dations. You can access contact information, assets, total giving, and the 
most recent IRS Form 990. The 990 lists trustees and officers, current 
assets and expenditures, as well as a list of grants. The Foundation Cen-
ter even offers an explanation on how to use the 990.

The Foundation Center also offers a subscription-based service called 
the Foundation Directory Online with more comprehensive information 
in a searchable format. If funds are tight, check with your local library to 
see if they have a subscription that you can use for free. The Foundation 
Center has also a free email service that summarizes the grants and 
funding opportunities from foundations across the country.

tgci.com The Grantsmanship Center provides useful resources, especially through 
their “Resources” tab, which categorizes top grant-making foundations, 
community foundations and corporate giving programs by state.

philanthropy.com The Chronicle of Philanthropy is the definitive publication focusing on the 
nonprofit sector. The site offers many tools and resources for grantseeking.

12. Create a prospect profile for each foundation. Capture the following 
information:

• Contact Information

• Website

• Financial Data (e.g. Assets, Giving)

• Board Members

• Areas of Interest

• Restrictions on Giving

• Grant recipients

• Average grant amount

• Dates of board meetings

• Deadlines

• Application Information

See Appendix A for a Foundation Profile template.
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13. Develop a cultivation strategy for each foundation. Make sure to un-
derstand the interests of the foundation (not just your interests). Then 
decide how your project will meet those interests.

14. Don’t limit yourself. It’s tempting to only focus on large, national foun-
dations, but there are also many family and community foundations that 
may be good prospects as well.

15. You don’t always have to “know” someone to get a grant. Foundations 
give grants regularly to nonprofit organizations with which they have had 
no previous contact. 

16. Develop a schedule to meet deadlines. There’s nothing worse than miss-
ing out on a grant because you missed a deadline. 

See Appendix B for a Deadline Tracking template.

CALL OR MEET 
WITH FOUNDATION 
PROGRAM OFFICERS

17. Contact the foundation to discuss your project. There is no sense in 
wasting your time and the foundation’s time in submitting a proposal if it 
has no chance of being funded.

18. Be prepared to speak about your project over the phone. Many pro-
gram officers hold off on in-person meetings until your proposal is under 
consideration, so be prepared to consult with the foundation over the 
phone.

19. Focus on the funder’s interests. Don’t jump to conclusions about what 
the foundation wants.

20. Ask about the foundation’s priorities. For example, you can ask: “I read 
on your website that you are most interested in education reform. Would 
you explain which aspects are most important to the board?”

21. Ask questions about similar grants. For example, “I noticed (organiza-
tion) received a grant from your foundation. What made their request so 
compelling?”

22. Find out how their process works. For example: “How are decisions 
made at the foundation? Who is involved? What are the deadlines? What 
is the process?”

23. Find out if the foundation makes exceptions. For example, “Under what 
circumstances do you make exceptions to your (giving guidelines, aver-
age amount)?”

24. Ask for a meeting, if appropriate. Ask to meet with the program officer or 
invite the program officer to visit you. “We would love for the foundation 
to make a site visit. How can we arrange that?”
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WRITE A LETTER OF 
INQUIRY

25. Prepare a letter of inquiry or online funding inquiry that gets results. A 
letter of inquiry (LOI) or online funding inquiry (OFI) is a brief summary 
of your request that is a time-saver for both you and the foundation. It 
saves you time since you don’t need to put together a full proposal. It 
saves the foundation time so that they can quickly ascertain if your proj-
ect matches its interests. 

26. Keep the purpose of the LOI/OFI in mind. The purpose of the inquiry is to 
be asked to submit a full proposal. 

27. Use these guidelines for preparing your letter of inquiry. In two to three 
pages, write:

• A short (one or two-sentence) summary of the project

• The problem being addressed

• Your proposed solution

• A description of your organization

28. Your complete contact information

29. And a thank-you to the grantmaker for considering your request

30. Don’t just take a long proposal and cut it down. Or if you do, reread the 
result carefully to make sure your LOI is comprehensible and answers 
obvious questions about the project and your organization.

31. Don’t make the foundation guess about what it is you are submitting. 
State in the first sentence, or at least first paragraph, “Thank you for 
reviewing this letter of inquiry.”

32. Make your case in a compelling way. Is your inquiry engaging? Does it 
show your passion for your cause? Does it show an awareness of the 
foundation’s funding interests? 

33. Have a fully developed idea in place. You don’t need to have a full pro-
posal written but you should have a well-thought-out plan. 

34. Don’t include additional materials. Your DVD from your last event may 
be wonderful, but a foundation doesn’t want it included with a letter of 
inquiry.

35. Proofread carefully. There’s nothing worse than misspelling the name of 
the foundation or program officer.

PREPARE FOR 
PROPOSAL WRITING

36. Keep in mind the purpose of the proposal. Your proposal puts your ideas 
in a tangible format and conveys passion and urgency for the project. 
Your goal is to convince the foundation program officer and board of 
directors that your program is worth funding.

37. Answer three critical questions:

• Why is it important? 

• How will it be accomplished?
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• How much will it cost?

38. Follow the foundation’s guidelines for the proposal. If you are not sure of 
the foundation’s guidelines, call and ask or visit its website.

39. Save time by keeping basic materials on hand. There will be some mate-
rials that you will use over and over again when preparing proposals:

• List of board of directors with affiliations

• Biographies of key management and staff

• History and mission of the organization

• IRS determination letter stating your 501(c)(3) status

• Your latest IRS form 990 tax return

• Your latest audited financial report

• Large mailing envelopes and labels

40. Create a place on a shared network drive for the attachments you need 
regularly. Or make a space in the office where you will keep these mate-
rials for ready access.

FOR PRINT 
SUBMISSIONS

41. If the foundation does not provide guidelines, include these elements in 
your proposal:

• Executive Summary: Succinctly sums up the problem, the solution, 
and the ask.

• Introduction: Provides history, mission, and qualifications of your 
organization.

• Statement of Need: Explains why the project is important and urgent.

• Program Description / Goals and Objectives: Describes what you are 
going to do.

• Evaluation: Explains how you will measure success.

• Budget: Shows what it will cost.

• Attachments: Usually IRS Form 990, IRS Determination Letter, Audit-
ed Financial Statement

42. Keep the length to 10 pages or less. Generally, this is the length that 
each section can or should be:

• Executive Summary: One page or less

• Introduction: Several paragraphs

• Statement of Need: One to two pages

• Program Description / Goals and Objectives: One to three pages
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• Evaluation Strategies: Several paragraphs

• Budget: One page

The Introduction 43. Write the Introduction first. The Introduction explains to the foundation 
who you are, what you do and why you are qualified to carry out this 
work. This is probably the easiest part of the proposal. Generally, you will 
want to include:

• Your mission statement 

• A brief history including the year your organization was founded, its 
location (city, state), and tax status (501c3).

• A brief summary of some recent accomplishments relevant to the 
proposed project to demonstrate that you are qualified to carry out 
this work.

The Statement of Need 44. Write the Statement of Need second. This is the core of your proposal 
because it explains why this work is important. Be able to answer the 
following questions:

• What is the problem or need? Be specific and explain the context.

• Who will be affected? Who will benefit? Who is hurt if you do nothing?

• Why is this project important or urgent?

45. Don’t assume the funder understands the problem. On the other hand, 
don’t lecture the funder on obvious points. 

46. Try to humanize the need if possible. There is nothing like a real-life sto-
ry to convey the sense of need or urgency. 

47. Once you are finished writing the section, retitle it. Instead of “Statement 
of Need,” the title should relate to the project. For example, “The Failure 
of Public Education in Inner Cities.”

Program Description 48. Describe your solution. Explain how it will specifically address the prob-
lem outlined in the Statement of Need. 

49. Explain the goal of the project. Your goal should be achievable (over 
time) and measurable, for example, “Improve public school results by 
introducing choice, accountability and competition.”

50. List several objectives. Your objectives are your plan to reach the goal, 
for example, “Conduct research that compares test results and gradua-
tion rates for public and private schools in our state.” 

51. List your strategies or tactics that require funding. An example would be, 
“Hire a policy analyst to analyze data and write a report” or “Produce, 
distribute and market the report in print and online.”

52. Provide a timeline. Is this a 12-month project or longer? When do you 
expect that major project benchmarks will be achieved?
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53. Provide enough information so the funder understands how the program 
will operate, without getting too much into the nuts and bolts.

54. Indicate if you already have funding for the project or if you expect the 
foundation to provide the first grant.

55. Explain what you will do if you don’t receive all the funding you need. 
(e.g., if the project budget is $100,000 and you only receive $25,000). 
Will you be able to do part of the project?

Evaluation Strategies 56. Establish quantitative ways you will evaluate the project. Let the funder 
know how you are measuring the impact or success of the project. For 
example:

• Earned Media (number of op-eds placed, television appearances, 
radio interviews, blog posts, etc.)

• Website hits (number of time site is visited or a report is downloaded)

• Email subscribers (number of new email subscribers)

• Survey results (feedback from formal or informal surveys to measure 
impact)

• Publications produced

• People served (the number of people who benefited from your project)

• Events held (number of attendees, media coverage, money raised, etc.)

• Public policies introduced or adopted

• Attendee survey results

57. Establish your qualitative measures. For example:

• Stories from constituents of how your work made a difference

• Opinions changed 

58. Make evaluation measurements reasonable. Don’t create criteria that 
you can never live up too. Remember, if you get the grant, your perfor-
mance will be measured by the evaluation methods you describe.

Executive Summary 59. Write the executive summary last, after you have finished the rest of the 
proposal. The executive summary should be less than one page and 
should succinctly review key points from your proposal (the problem, 
your solution, why you’re qualified to carry out the work.)

60. Include a request for support. “We hope that the Smith Foundation will 
consider a grant of $25,000 to support these efforts.”

Format the Proposal 61. Organize your proposal to make it easier to read. Use descriptive head-
ers and create clear section breaks. 
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62. Create adequate margins and use 12-point fonts. Today’s software pro-
grams provide multiple fonts. Feel free to be creative, just be sure your 
proposal is easy to read. 

63. Create a cover sheet. Include the name, address, web address, tele-
phone number and email address of the contact from your organization 
as well as the name of the project.

64. Put your organization’s name in the header or footer on each page of the 
actual proposal. Include page numbers as well.

65. Most proposals are photocopied and distributed at board meetings.  The 
best presentation is “black ink on white paper.”  Don’t use colors, staples 
or fancy bindings. If you must use illustrative graphics, be sure that they 
will reproduce clearly. 

Write the Cover Letter 66. Understand your audience. What do you know about the foundation and 
its mission? Who will be reviewing your proposal?

67. Address the letter to a person. Find out who the program officer or ex-
ecutive director is. Write to that person by name. Don’t just address the 
letter “To Whom it May Concern.”

68. Explain what it is you are sending. At large foundations, the program 
officer is not opening the mail. That job is relegated to a staff member. 
In addition, the foundation is receiving large quantities of mail on a daily 
basis. So be sure to include in your first sentence or paragraph of the 
cover letter: “Thank you for reviewing this proposal.”

69. Use the 20-second rule. A program officer may make an initial determi-
nation about your proposal from the cover letter alone. Be sure that it is 
concise and compelling so that the program officer can understand your 
organization and your project in a 20-second read of your letter. 

FOR ONLINE 
SUBMISSIONS

70. Go online and create a log in. Review the guidelines and answer the 
basic questions.

71. Download the application. If possible, download the application and 
prepare your answers in Word format for easier review. Pay attention to 
word limitations. 

THE BUDGET 72. Make sure that your budget adds up and includes expected revenue as 
well as projected expenses. Foundation funders like to see if you have 
secured other sources of support, or if you are in the process of doing so.

73. Be sure that budget matches the proposal. If you describe a project that 
will require, for example, hiring staff, holding a conference, and launching 
a new website, be sure the expenses correlate.

74. Don’t exaggerate the budget in hopes that you will get more money. This 
is a sure way to lose the trust of a foundation; plus, it’s dishonest.
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75. Include all expenses. For example, include a portion of the salary and 
benefits of the executive director or any staff who will be devoting time 
to the project.

76. Provide enough detail so that it answers the funder’s questions. Foot-
note line items in the budget that require explanation.

77. Make administrative costs reasonable and based on actual expenses. 

See Appendix C for a Project Budget template.

WHAT TO AVOID 78. Overuse of words like “unique” (as in “this is a unique project”) or “cru-
cial” (it is “crucial that we act now.”)

79. The word “obvious” (as in “the problem is obvious.”) This sounds both 
insulting and lazy. On one hand, it says the reader should be smart 
enough to understand the problem without you spelling it out. On the 
other hand, it says you are too lazy to lay out your case.

80. Unsubstantiated claims. If you really can prove that your ideas, products, 
services, etc. can impact “every American across the country,” great. If 
not, don’t make such a bold claim.

81. Superlatives such as “best” or “most important.” Be proud of your work 
but don’t be boastful about it.

82. Filler. Don’t include unnecessary information, but do give the program 
officer enough so that he or she can take it to the board.

83. Jargon and acronyms. Make sure your writing is easy to understand by 
the layman. Abbreviations are fine if they are spelled out initially.

84. Unrequested materials. While you may think the CD you produced is a 
great example of your organization in action, it won’t be welcomed by 
the foundation unless it asks for it.

85. A sense of entitlement. No one “owes” you a gift. No matter how careful-
ly you have matched your interests with those of the foundation, there is 
still a chance you will be denied.

FINAL STEPS 86. Remember to proofread (ask for help if you are not good at it).

87. Reread the proposal and be sure it is a proposal not a report. Make 
sure you have made an adequate case for need. If your proposal simply 
reports on things you have already done or are in the process of doing, it 
won’t be clear why you need funding.

88. Personalize your proposal. Not every foundation should receive the 
same proposal.
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PREPARE FOR 
SUBMISSION

89. Review the foundation’s guidelines one last time. Be sure that you have 
all the attachments included.

90. For print submissions, mail and track. There’s no need to incur the ex-
pense of overnight delivery, if you’ve planned well. However, make sure 
to track your submission so you know when it was delivered.

91. For online submissions, don’t wait until the last minute. Give yourself 
plenty of time so that you can avoid computer glitches.

FOLLOW UP 92. Call the funder a couple of days after sending the proposal to make sure 
it was received.

If you receive a grant: 93. Celebrate! And be sure to thank everyone on your team who was in-
volved in the success.

94. Send a thank-you letter or email within 24-48 hours.

95. Call to thank the program officer or executive director, if appropriate.

96. Schedule when you will prepare a report on how you spent the grant. 
This could be in six months, a year, or another time frame, depending on 
the donor and their specific requirements. 

97. Give an honest assessment of the project when you write the report. 
How was the project successful? How did it not meet your expectations? 
What did you learn? How were the funds spent? Define the impact and 
results of the grant funding.

If your request is denied: 98. Send a thank-you letter or email within 24-48 hours (note this is the 
same advice as if you received a grant in Tip Number 94 above).

99. Call to thank the program officer for his/her help. Use it as an opportu-
nity to build the relationship and learn why your proposal was rejected. 
Ask: How could we have improved our proposal? What did you see as its 
shortcomings?

100. Don’t give up. Unless you have followed up with the program officer to 
learn why your proposal was rejected, don’t assume that the foundation 
is not interested. You may have been rejected due to a timing issue or 
other commitments that the foundation had.
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Foundation Name

Contact Person

Address

Phone

Website

Board Members

Areas of Interest

Restrictions on Giving

Grant recipients 

Average grant amount

Dates of Board meetings

Deadlines

Application requirements

Project

Solicitation Approach

Appendix A: 
Foundation Profile Template
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 Appendix B: 
Deadline Tracking Template

Due 
Date

Sent 
Date Foundation

Last Gift 
Date

Last Gift 
Amount

Ask 
Amount Project

Expected 
Gift Date Strategy

5/1 4/15 ABC Foundation n/a n/a $50,000 Education Project 8/1 Meet with pro-
gram officer in 
March

Definitions:

Due Date:   The date that it is due at the foundation OR the date you must mail it
Sent Date:   Note the date when the proposal is submitted online or mailed
Foundation:   Name of the donor or prospect
Last Gift Date:  Month and year of last gift
Last Gift Amount:  Dollar figure
Ask Amount:   The grant amount you are seeking
Project:   The project for which you will request funding
Expected Gift Date:  Month and year when you expect funding
Strategy:   The steps of the cultivation process
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[Nonprofit Name]

[Project Name] Budget

Expected Revenues

Foundation grants $75,000 

Corporate grants $25,000 

Contributions from individuals $14,500 

Total expected revenues $114,500 

Expected Expenses

Salaries and benefits

Executive Director (20%) $20,000 

Policy Analyst (50%) $30,000 

Online Editor (10%) $5,000 

Total salaries and benefits $55,000 

Non-personnel expenses

Publications and research (3 papers) $30,000 

Working groups with legislators (1) $5,000 

Travel and conferences $4,000 

Website design and hosting $5,000 

Honoraria (for speakers) (2) $5,000 

Administration $10,500 

Total non-personnel expenses $59,500 

Total expected expenses $114,500 

(1) There will be three working group sessions. Expenses include room rental and refreshments. 
(2) We expect to pay honoraria for two economists who will speak to the legislators.

Note: You should also explain here or within the proposal how you will raise the rest of the funds 
needed to carry out this project.

Appendix C: 
Project Budget Template
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Storytelling for Grantseekers: The Guide to Creative Nonprofit Fundraising by 
Cheryl A. Clarke

Thank You for Submitting Your Proposal: A Foundation Director Reveals What 

Happens Next by Martin Teitel

The Foundation’s Center Guide to Proposal Writing by Jane C. Greever 

Grant Proposal Makeover: Transform Your Request from No to Yes by Cheryl A. 
Clarke and Susan P. Fox

Appendix D: 
Resources for Proposal Writing


