
A practical guide for small nonprofit teams
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What to Say and Why:
A Strategic Approach to Proposals

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Welcome to PPCF’s grant proposal webinar! My name is Nicole Rivet and I am PPCF’s VP of Community Investment.  I am joined by my colleagues Alex McCreary-Ellis (Philanthropic Services Manager), and Cyndi Parr (Events & Operations Coordinator).
I also am very pleased to introduce three of my colleagues who represent other local foundations and who have agreed to provide some of their own feedback and perspectives on what makes a strong case for support.  They are: Josh Bailey, Executive Director, The Bloom Foundation; Claire Swinford, Executive Director, The Bee Vradenburg Foundation; and Mary Westbrook, Program Officer, the H.A. & Mary K. Chapman Foundation.  





Today’s Goal
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Simplify the grant writing process

Reduce time burden on small teams

Strengthen proposals with data

Align with funder expectations

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The goal of today’s session is to help clarify what makes a strong grant proposal.  We will show you how to structure your proposal and share what information to provide that will help you make a compelling case for support.  Please feel free to ask questions during this session; our goal is to have a conversation rather than a lecture.  If you prefer to follow along with the slide deck on your own laptop, We have dropped the link to the PowerPoint in the “chat” box.  This PowerPoint document also will be available on PPCF’s website on our “Apply for a Grant” page.




What We Learned (2025 Cycle)
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Many proposals lacked quantitative data 

Strongest proposals included clear activities
+ measurable outcomes

Attachments were underutilized

Presenter
Presentation Notes
I’d like to offer some general observations from last year’s review:

Many nonprofits struggled with providing quantitative data to support their work and their proposed outcomes.  Mission statements are important because they provide a 30,000’ overview of your nonprofit’s reason for being.  But numbers make the case for – and support the impact – of its work.
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Why Data Matters

Mission
Tells us why you do the work

Numbers Funders
Show the real-world impact Look for measurable results

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Writing a grant proposal is like writing a business plan.  You need to create a logical progression from the “Why?” (your mission) to the “How” (your numbers and statistics) and finally, the “What” (the projected outcome).  Foundations are looking for activities whose impact can be measured.
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Examples of Strong Data Use

Include in every proposal:

• Number of people served
• Percentage of outcomes achieved
• Time-specific results
• Clear benchmarks

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The strongest proposals we reviewed detailed specific activities that a potential PPCF grant would support AND included anticipated numbers of clients served/activities implemented
Josh, Claire, and Mary—what types of data or evidence do you find most compelling in a grant proposal, and how do they influence your decision-making?
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Simplified Proposal Framework

1 2 3

654

7 8 9

Summary

Project Outcomes

NeedOrganization

Staff

Evaluation

ConclusionFunding

Presenter
Presentation Notes
This slide is an overview of the “parts” of an organized proposal.  In some cases, you might have funder who doesn’t require all these sections, but this framework is a good general template to have ready.  We’ll dive into each of these areas in the following slides.
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Proposal Summary & Organization

Proposal Summary Organization Description

• One concise paragraph
• Amount requested
• Clear purpose statement

  

                             *Consider writing this last 

• Mission statement
• Year founded
• Whom you serve
• Key statistics (reach, impact)

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The summary should provide a snapshot of your proposal. This is your opportunity to immediately engage (or lose!) the reader, so be strategic about what you say in this opening paragraph.  And spend some time crafting the second part of your proposal, which is your organization description; this is a section that should become boilerplate – something you can use for pretty any proposal you submit.  Do make it count!  Give your strongest 30,000’- level data and emphasize your organization’s most important accomplishments.
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Need & Project

ProjectNeed

• Key details supported with data
• Tie directly to mission

• Answer the question: “Why this 
project for this funder?” 

• What problem are you 
addressing?

• Use local data if possible
• Keep it focused

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Don’t start from scratch—reuse and refine your strongest language 
Use proven language as your base, then tailor to fit 
Work smarter: build core content you can reuse and adapt (then you can tailor your narrative to the particular funder you are approaching by looking at their priorities and areas of focus)	
We talk about the importance of using local data.  Cyndi will speak later in the presentation about the robust local data that PPCF’s recent regional visioning initiative, Our Spacious Skies, can offer; COPPR also has data that can be particularly useful for arts organizations in making their case for support.  Regardless of the specific nonprofit sector you represent, there are almost always sources for data that you can use.  If you are unsure where to find it, reach out to us and we will try to help you.
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Outcomes & Evaluation

Evaluation

• What are your anticipated goals? 
(Be specific)

• Use numbers + percentages
• Define success clearly

• How will you measure success?
• What metrics will you track?
• Keep it simple and realistic

Outcomes

Presenter
Presentation Notes
I’d like to share a strong example from our 2025 grant cycle: “CASA’s overall goal is to serve every child in need of a CASA in El Paso and Teller Counties. In FY24-25, CASA served 527 children with the help of 348 dedicated volunteers. Of these 527 children, 100% of children served did not experience re-abuse or neglect, 81% did not experience more than two placements, and 53% of children in closed cases achieved permanency within 24 months.” 

Another strong example from our 2025 grants cycle: “We are applying for funding to support Phase I of our Capital Campaign to preserve Flying Pig Farm as a community resource for generations to come. Our request includes support for improvements to our yurt classroom and support to both offset the cost of repairs to upgrade the fence surrounding the farm… These improvements will help us deliver land-based learning to over 1,700 participants, including 1,200 youth, and grow over 2,000 lbs. of food in 2026, supporting land and its next generation of stewards.”

Alex, Josh, Mary, and Claire—what have you seen in proposals that really worked, and where have you needed more information to make a confident funding decision?
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Staff & Funding

Funding

• Who is leading the work?
• Cite relevant experience
• Keep it brief

• Committed funds
• Pending requests

• Revenue sources
             

  Transparency builds trust

Staff

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Depending on the mission your organization advances, you’ll want to include a short paragraph (or biosketch) on your senior leadership and/or any key staff person who is responsible for leading the project.  When I worked for Defenders of Wildlife, I wrote proposals seeking support for various species reintroduction programs in the US.  I always included the lead biologist’s biosketch in my proposals; you want the funder to feel confident that your leadership has the expertise to conduct the proposed work successfully.  I’m going to mention the use of AI here: this is an area in which using an application like ChatGPT can help you save time.  If you need to create a short biosketch (1-2 paragraphs, for example), you can upload your key staff members’ resumes and quickly produce a concise biosketch.  I have had to do this on several occasions, and have used it to create my own biosketch.

Prospective funders like to see other income streams and other commitments.  You don’t want to give the impression that your project is completely dependent on the grant you are currently seeking. Include earned income if your organization has it; in-kind support; individual commitments, and any funding that already has been committed.



Conclusion
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Reinforce impact

Restate need

Thank the funder

Presenter
Presentation Notes
A conclusion should be only one paragraph. I had a graduate school professor who used to say that a conclusion was like a snake biting its tail – that you use your conclusion to reinforce what you introduced in your proposal summary.  Be thoughtful about this last paragraph.  What lasting impression to you want to leave with your reader?  And always thank the funder for considering your request.



Efficiency Tips
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Reuse strong language across proposals

Build and maintain a data bank

Keep templates updated

Use attachments strategically

Presenter
Presentation Notes
When you have some compelling language, don’t reinvent the wheel.  Use what you already have written if it is strong!

Building a data bank of your impact and results is time-consuming initially, but it is necessary both to project your anticipated outcomes realistically AND to track your progress – which will help when reporting time comes.  It doesn’t have to be fancy – even a spreadsheet where you can record your results would suffice.

Spend the time once a quarter to update your proposal templates so your information isn’t outdated and inaccurate.

Be strategic when using additional attachments.  PPCF’s portal offers the option to upload additional information to your grant application.  This is a great place to strengthen your proposal by adding a project one-pager, letters of support, an annual report or other compelling details that strengthen your case for support. If there is quantitative data that you want to include that you couldn’t provide earlier given the form field character limits, this is a great place to do so.
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Final Takeaways

Every word should serve a 
purpose

Be clear

1 2
Be concise

Respect the funder's time

3
Use data

Numbers tell a more 
compelling story

4
Make the case 

easy
Guide the funder 

to say yes
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Before vs. After: Strengthening with Data

B E F O R E A F T E R

We provide meals to seniors in our 
community who are unable to cook for 
themselves. Our program improves 
quality of life and reduces isolation.

Goal: In 2026, we will deliver 25,000 
meals to 180 homebound seniors in El 
Paso County and Teller Counties.
 
Evaluation: 90% of clients surveyed will 
report improved food security, and 75% 
will report reduced feelings of isolation 
after six months of service.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
At this point, I might sound like the Charlie Brown schoolteacher – and you are probably sick of my harping on data!  But I can’t over-emphasize its importance, especially in an increasingly competitive funding landscape.
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One source for local data to use in grants: OurSpaciousSkies.org

Scan for a deep dive 
into the data

Presenter
Presentation Notes
I mentioned earlier in this presentation that we’d talk about PPCF’s regional visioning initiative, Our Spacious Skies.  I’m going to pass the baton over to my colleague Cyndi Parr, who will speak in more detail about this slide.



Discussion & Q&A
• What challenges do you face when applying for 

grants?
• Where do you struggle most with using data?
• What would make the process easier for your 

organization?

We welcome your questions and discussion.
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
This is the time for you to ask us more questions.  We are here to help you, and we want you to be successful in your applications.  Please share your thoughts with us.  If you have a question that is specific to one of us, would you kindly direct it to that person?  
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