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HOW TO WRITE A PROPOSAL
by Terence Ryan and Krzysztof Stanowski
Many of the East-Central European non-governmental organizations formed in recent years are struggling with the difficult problem of procuring funds for their work. On one hand, many of these groups do not want to become dependent on the sponsorship of governments or political organizations. On the other hand, there is practically no system of private sponsorship in these countries; when it does exist, it supports football teams or areas that bring direct advertising profits. Therefore, Western founding sources have become the natural direction in which many groups turn for funding. Here, however, they encounter obstacles caused by their ignorance of the laws and customs that govern the fundraising process in the West. It is because of their inability to present a credible, well-documented proposal that these NGOs might not in the end receive funding, even though sponsors are willing to provide it. The following text is an attempt to share the four years of experience in fundraising of the Foundation Education for Democracy (Warsaw, Poland). This text was first published in the Institute for Democracy in Eastern Europe quarterly Newsletter. 

Before you begin writing your proposal
Although our work is not profit-oriented, in reality we function within the bounds of a market ruled by free competition. In this market there are a certain number of potential sponsors, i.e., people who have decided to allocate funds to some purpose. Obviously, they want their money to be used in the most effective way possible. At the same time, the NGOs are trying to secure this money for their own goals. As in any free market: 1) both sides are interested in entering into a transaction; 2) we cannot force the other side to enter a transaction with us rather than someone else.

There are two opposite ways to approach fundraising:

- Some non-governmental organizations choose to set up clear, precise goals for themselves, and only afterwards begin looking for funds to realize these goals. In this case, the NGO is the active side: if its goals do not suit one sponsor, it will simply look for another.

- The other approach is to focus exclusively on the sponsor. What are their needs?What are their interests and goals? In effect, the whole strategy of the NGO is subordinate to the requirements of the sponsor. The NGO is simply an executor of the sponsor's wishes (often a passive one).


At first sight, the second approach may appear more appealing to sponsors. The Foundation for Education for Democracy's experience, however, has shown that this is not the case. If what the sponsor wanted was a tool for fulfilling a specific task, they would have hired their own employee (or employees). Since they have not done so, they obviously want to support real initiatives that have a history of success.

Setting goals does not imply ignoring the needs of the sponsor. While seeking money for your project, you must remember that the sponsor, by providing a grant, is offering their money (their own or the taxpayers'). This gives them the right to set deadlines, institute accounting procedures, and set controls on spending. If the sponsor's requirements are unrealistic or contrary to your principles, you may withdraw from the relationship.

Grants are not given to projects that lie outside the field of interests of sponsors. It is important to research sponsors and find the ones that are active in fields similar to yours. If your goal is to publish a leaflet by an American author on the virtues of the free market, then applying for funding to a European Community environmental program will be a waste of time. If you need money for a local newspaper do not spend limited fundraising hours on looking for it from a foundation that specializes in subsidizing medical equipment for provincial hospitals. It is critical that you know your potential sponsors. Research potential funding organizations before you send them a grant proposal.
Remember: your proposal will end up on a pile with many others, and only a small percentage of these will be approved. This is why it is crucial to consider carefully what is likely to convince a sponsor that your project is worthy of funding. There are usually many reasons why you get funded and below are a few examples: 


- you have the most experience in a given field; 
- you need seed money to launch a project; later it will be continued without additional funding requests;

- most of the work in your NGO is done by volunteers;

- the project involves participants from various groups, nations and countries;
- you have already secured some funding; all that is needed is a supplemental grant.

Getting a grant is like getting a loan from a bank. Your first loan is going to usually be a small one and based on the few assets you may possess at the time. A good loan will allow you to increase your assets in time and that will allow you to borrow more money the second time around. The same logic is applicable to grants. As your assets increase; experience, partners, accounting procedures, reputation with funding sources, etc., you can seek larger and larger grants.

At first, sponsors usually limit their grants to several hundred dollars to a couple thousand dollars. This is usually the amounts most sponsors are ready to risk with an unexperienced organization. When you have successfully accounted for this sort of grant several times, you can begin applying for larger ones in the $15,000 to $20,000 range and finally really big sums in the $100,000 to $200,000 range. Only a few very solid organizations reach this highest level. To get there, it is necessary to display not only excellent project execution, butalso efficient and punctual accounting during a span of several years.

When applying for grants to Western European or American institutions, you should be aware that the reader of the proposals is a professional whose job it is to read and apprise similar proposals. This person has already encountered hundreds of frauds and irresponsible dreamers: people incapable of putting their plans into practice, of properly keeping books, or of settling their accounts on time. Even if you have a brilliant project and the ability to realize it, if the sponsor knows you are incapable of doing the accounting by the required deadline, you can be certain you will not be funded. Sponsors (much like bankers) have their ways of obtaining reliable information about the applicants. If they discover that you have cheated a sponsor in the past, that your accounts were not punctual, or that you have a history of changing the rules of your spending without consulting the sponsor, then you will not acquire the trust of sponsors. After presenting your project you will hear: "A very interesting idea, but unfortunately we cannot help you."

The Anatomy of the Proposal
The purpose of a proposal is to sale your idea and organization to a potential sponsor. The proposal is a written sales pitch to the sponsor in which you are telling them why they should give their money to you.

It is an active effort at getting the sponsor to understand why they should give you money. The sponsor usually knows nothing or only a little about your organization and therefore you must show in several pages that you are a credible organization, with a credible idea and possess the ability to carry out your plan. The proposal is an advertisement of your organization's skills and the specific program you are trying to "sale." A poorly written proposal will destroy the best project because the potential sponsor will not see through the clutter to the benefits of your proposal. Remember that your proposal is one of dozens or hundreds that the potential sponsor receives every year.

The sponsor reading the proposal would like to have clear and precise answers to a few basic questions: Who you are? What you are going to do? How much will it cost? When will the project be completed? What will the long term results be and how will they be measured? How will these efforts be continued in the future without this funding source?

Often sponsors have a format that they want followed by a potential grant recipient. It is important that you find out if your potential sponsor uses a specific format, and if they do you need to make certain that you follow it. In practice these formats all answer the same basic questions as listed above, but some organizations provide formats because it is easier for them to read the proposal. 

A typical proposal includes the following five parts:

The Summary
The summary is critical because it is the part of the grant proposal that should grab the attention of the reader and tell him or her if it is worth their time to read any further. Make certain the summary is clearly and concisely written and that it tells the reader who you are and what it is the proposal will allow you to do. The summary should be no more than sixor seven sentences in length. An example follows:

The Warsaw based Foundation for Ending Student Hunger, an apolitical/not-for-profit organization, is seeking endowment from You Big Bucks of $50,000 to provide 20,000 meals to homeless college students in Warsaw over a six month period of time. In the past year Foundation volunteers have served over 30,000 meals for poor college students, and this proposal will allow us to expand are successful efforts even further. 

Usually it is easiest to write the summary after the rest of the proposal has been completed.

Background
The background is the description of your organization. The background tells the reader who you are and what skills you have for carrying out your proposal. The background information should tell the reader the name of your organisation, the legal status of your organization, the address of your organization, the bank that grant funds will go through, the name of the person or persons responsible for carrying out the grant and the names of the members of the Board of Directors.

Note: You should use the appendix for detailed descriptions of your organization's activities and members. This may include curriculum vitaes, list of volunteers, the past years financial reports, charts on programs, etc. The appendix is used to present detailed information without cluttering the main text of the grant. Do not be afraid to have a large appendix.

Problem Statement
It is in this part of the proposal that you present the reader with evidence of the need for the services you can provide under the auspices of the grant. In the example on student hunger, you should present statistics from government, university or private sources about the population of students in Warsaw, their average income, caloric intake per day, sickness related to malnutrition, and the numbers of students seeking food. Also note if there are any other institutions working to alleviate the problems of student hunger. Media reports are also good sources for displaying need.

In short, the problem statement should convince the reader that there is a legitimate need for the service the grant proposal will allow you to provide. It is important to remember that a problem may be obvious to you, but it may not be to the person reading your proposal. Often the reader has no previous information about the issue you may be addressing. You should look at the problem statement as a time to educate the reader and convince him or her that it is in their organizations interest to help your efforts.

Objectives
The purpose of this section is to tell the reader what it is you hope to accomplish through the grant. Most sponsors want to know what your long term objective and your short term objectives are. In the case of student hunger the long term objective is the ending of student hunger in Warsaw. The short term objective is to provide 20,000 meals over a six month period which would be 150 meals a day for hungry students.

The short term goals set forth in the grant allows your organization to start the process towards the long term goal. In the case of student hunger, the $50,000 grant would not in itself end student hunger, but it would be the first step towards ending student hunger. The grant proposal should show that the money is not for the end in itself, but it is actually assistance in developing a process that will continue long after the money provided in the grant ends. In the case of student hunger, the grant would allow for the mobilization of volunteers who would work to feed the students and in this process develop public awareness for the need to deal with this problem at a societal level. Success in Warsaw could give confidence to other communities that they can also deal with the problem.

Description of Activities
In this section you show in as much detail as possible what it is you are proposing to do. You should provide a breakdown of exactly what this grant proposal will allow you to do. In the example of the hungry students, you should explain how many meals a day will be served, where they will be served, how many calories each meal will provide, at what time of day they will be served, who is illegible to eat these meals and how many volunteers it will take to provide for the meals. The description should not include just the final result of providing meals but how volunteers will be recruited, how the decisions for determining meals are made, and how you will keep track of who is receiving the meals. 

Evaluation
In this part of the proposal you must show the sponsor that you have tools available for measuring success. These may include data, (such as exactly how many meals served each day) press reports on your activities, letters of appreciation from individuals who benefited from your efforts, letters of support from other professional and governmental organizations who can confirm the value of your activities (for example student government leaders who saw the benefit of the meals for their colleagues). 

It is critical that you develop a way to show the sponsor you have tools for measuring success. These are sometimes difficult to develop, but without these tools it is doubtful you will receive funding.

The Budget
For most funding sources, the budget is an extremely important part of the proposal because it puts numbers to the ideas expressed in the text. When developing the budget it is important to keep the goals and objectives of your project in mind because a well-prepared budget justifies all expenses and should be consistent with the proposal's narrative part. Even if your proposal is brilliant if your budget is unrealistic or inconsistent with the narrative, you may not be funded. There should not be discrepancies between your project and its cost. 

The individuals who read grant proposals and determine which ones will be funded cannot possibly be familiar with all the projects presented to them, but they do know how much personnel, programs, travel and equipment cost. These numbers are also easily checked by looking at the prices of equipment, the average salary in a country, the costs of a train ticket, rent of office space, etc. It is also for this reason that as the words in your proposal, thenumbers should be as specific as possible. Try not to round off your numbers. If a piece of office equipment costs $378, write $378 and not $380. This shows the reader of your proposal that you are being as accurate as you possibly can and that you have put work into finding out how much services and equipment cost in your country. 

When developing your budget remember, that it should clearly state the costs that you are seeking funding for and those costs to be provided by you or third parties supporting your efforts. The costs supported by your organization are known as "in-kind support" and those supported by a third party are known as "matching support" or "other sources." This support is important because it shows the sponsor you are a partner who has something to offer the project in return for their support. 

The budget should be divided into two main sections: personnel costs and non-personnel costs. Within each section there should be the breakdown of those costs which will be covered by the grant sponsor, your organization, and other organizations who provide you with assistance. Sometimes, grant sponsors require a certain percentage of the grant costs to be covered by a third party. The sponsor may say 10 percent of the total grant budget must be paid in cash by an additional funding source other than the grant sponsor. Put this information in the budget summary - a written description of the main budget items, amount requested, amount in-kind. 

Personnel Costs
This section of the budget consists of wages to be paid to employees, the taxes paid for the employees and other benefits received by employees covered by the grant. Personnel costs also include the costs of contractual services such as the hiring of translators for a workshop or conference. Following is an example of how you can break down this section of your budget. 
	Personnel Costs: 
	Per Month 
	Grant period 
	In-Kind 
	Amout requested 
	Other Sources 

	1. Program Director(full-time position) 

a) Salary 

b) Taxes + S.S. 
	  

$300 

$192 
	  

$3600 

$2400 
	  

0 

0 
	  

$3000 

$2000 
	  

$600 

$400 

	2. Secretary (Full time position) 

a) Salary 

b) Taxes + S.S. 
	  

$210 

$162 
	  

$2520 

$1944 
	  

0 

0 
	  

$2220 

$1744 
	  

$ 300 

$ 200 

	3. Translator (Contractual) Five Workshops 
	$200 
	$1000 
	0 
	$1000 
	0 

	Total personel costs     
	$17464
	$6000
	$9964
	1500


Non-Personnel Costs 

This part of the budget should include the cost of actual programs, travel, purchase of equipment, rent, supplies, publications, and materials. These costs should be checked closely before they are put into the budget. Sponsors like to give their money to organizations that can make money go as far as possible. If it is $100 to take a train somewhere and $500 to fly to the same place the funding source would prefer you take the train when possible. 

Following is an example of how you can break down this segment of the budget. 

Non-Personnel Costs: 

	Transportation costs 
	TOTAL
	In-Kind
	Amount Reqested
	Other sources

	1) Six round-trip train tickets Warsaw to Vilnius (6x$50)
	$300
	0
	$300
	0

	2) Four round-trip train tickets Minsk to Warsaw (4x$62)
	$248
	0
	$248
	0

	3) One round-trip plane ticket Warsaw to New York City (1x$750)
	$750
	0
	0
	$750

	4) Eight round-trip train tickets Warsaw to Krakow (8x$17)
	$136
	$136
	0
	0

	Total transportation costs 
	$1434
	$136
	$548
	$750


  

	Equipment costs 
	Total
	In-Kind
	Amount Requested
	Other Sources

	1) One Panasonic FX-F230 telephone/fax machine
	$345
	0
	$345
	0

	2) One Hewlett Packard LaserJet IIIp printer
	$525
	0
	$525
	0

	3) One Canon Priport VT 929 Photocopier
	$1754
	0
	$1754
	0

	4) One Compaq Concerto Laptop
	$1850
	$1850
	0
	0

	Total equipment costs 
	$4474
	$1850
	$2624
	0

	  Publication costs 
	Total
	In-kind
	Amount Requested
	Other Sources

	1) One 60-page book How to Write a Proposal in 50 copies
	 
	 
	 
	 

	a) Typesetting and editing 

b) Printing and cover production 

c) Copyrights 

d) Illustrations 

e) Translation: English to Polish
	$432 

$1234 

$345 

$535 

$750
	0 

0 

0 

0 

$750
	$432 

$1234 

0 

$535 

0
	0 

0 

$345 

0 

0

	Total publications costs 
	$3296
	$750
	$2201
	$345 


  

	Workshops costs 
	Total
	In-Kind
	Amount Requested
	Other Sources

	1) One five-day workshop in Minsk for 25 participants 

a) Accommodations (rooms, board and meeting rooms) 

b) Materials (handouts, name tags, folders, etc.) 

c) Additional costs
	  

$7320

$1150 

$300
	  

0

0 

0
	  

$7320

0 

$300
	  

0

$1150 

0

	2) One five-day workshop in Vilnius for 25 participants 

a) Accommodations (rooms, board and meeting rooms) 

b) Materials (handouts, name tags, folders, etc.) 

c) Additional costs
	  

$5450

$1150 

$300
	  

0

0 

0
	  

$5450

0 

$300
	  

0

$1150 

0

	3) One five-day workshop in Krakow for 25 participants 

a) Accommodations (rooms, board and meeting rooms) 

b) Materials (handouts, name tags, folders, etc.) 

c) Additional costs
	  

$5450

$1250 

$200
	  

0

0 

0
	  

$5450

0 

$200
	  

0

$1250 

0

	4) Administrative support for the workshops
	$1100
	$1100
	0
	0

	Total workshop costs 
	$23760
	$1100
	$19110
	$3550


The Budget Summary 

The budget summary should provide the reader with the totals of the grant proposal. The summary allows the reader to see the general costs without having to look at the entire budget. The summaryis important if your budget is seven or eight pages long, but if your budget is only a page then it is of less importance. It is in the summary that you should note the amount provided by the third party sponsor. In the example above, a good summary would look something like the example below. 

The Budget Summary 

  
	Total costs covered by sponsor:      

1) Personnel Costs:      

2) Non-personnel Costs:     
	$34,447 

$9,964 

$24,483

	Total costs covered by recipient in-kind:      

1) Personnel Costs:      

2) Non-personnel Costs:     
	$9,836 

$6,000 

$3,836

	Total costs covered by other sources:      

1) Personnel Costs:      

2) Non-personnel Costs:     
	$6,154 

$1,500 

$4,645

	T O T A L
	$50,428


The budget is critical because it puts numbers to your words, and it should therefore be built from the goals and objectives you stated in your proposal. Your numbers should be as accurate as possible because they show the sponsor your ability to understand costs and how to operate within them. Some sponsors will tell you that they will only provide a certain percentage of your proposal. If a sponsor tells you they will cover 70 percent of the costs then you must come up with the other 30 percent and your budget must show that relationship in costs paid by the sponsor and costs paid by you and/or a third party supporter. 

When you finish your budget go back and add all the numbers up again and make sure they are correct. Then give the budget to someone else in your office and have them add the numbers up to make certain they equal what they say they do. Accuracy is very important. One final point of advice: make certain that the majority of the grant goes towards programs and not towards personnel costs, equipment and administrative costs. A good area for in-kind support is in equipment and administrative costs, because sponsors like to sponsor programs and not the support of your office. The example above may actually be too high in personnel costs and equipment costs for many sponsors. Keep this in mind when you write your budget. 
Finding Sponsors     
The first thing to remember is that sponsors will not come to you. You must physically approach sponsors. You must identify these potential sponsors, send them letters explaining who you are and why you are interested in cooperating with them in the future. You need to explain to them why they should be interested in your organization. 

Western Sponsors 

There are two main types of Western sponsors available for NGOs in East-Central Europe. They are government sponsored agencies and private foundations. 

Government sponsored agencies are established in cooperation with various Western governments and they have the responsibility of finding partners to cooperate with in developing programs. These agencies have tax dollars allocated to them from various government sources. This money comes from the national budgets of the donor country, or in the case of the European Community, the donorcountries. Well known examples of these types of agencies are the National Endowment for Democracy (USA),* and the PHARE/TACIS programmes (the European Community). These programs are run by agencies that require the potential grant recipients to submit very well written grant proposals based on their established guidelines. Because of the comparatively large budgets available to these sponsors they can offer large grants, but the procedure for applying for these grants is a long and drawn out process. It is important to note that these donors receive thousands of requests for funding a year from many countries. Therefore, most requests they receive are rejected. It is very important to remember that these donors have very specific guidelines that you must meet if you hope to attract money from them. These organizations also require the grant recipients to have a solid organization in place that can follow their budget guidelines, and other accounting procedures such as keeping time-sheets. It is interesting to note that about 50 percent of all grants provided to East-Central Europe are from the European Union, 24 percent from the United States, 9 percent from Germany and 10 percent from other European countries. (This information comes from the Assistance to Transition Survey 1995 published by the Institute for EastWest Studies) There is a lot of information available about these various programs, and much of it can be found on the internet, in Western Embassies, or by asking other NGOs who are successfully attracting funds from these sponsors. 

The second major Western funding sources are private foundations. These are private initiatives that operate under the premise that it is important to their organization to spend their money in your country. These foundations receive money from private individuals who have decided for various reasons to give their money to a philanthropic cause. Examples of these types of foundations are the Ford Foundation in the USA, the Soros Foundation that is located throughout East-Central Europe and the Volkswagen Foundation in Germany. Some of these foundations can be very large. For example, the Ford Foundation distributed over $264 million in grants for projects in the United States and around the world in 1993. Others can be small and very specialized. An example of this type of foundation is the Paterson Foundation in Denver, Colorado, which provides funding for one graduate student to work in an East-European NGO for one year. This is the sole purpose for the existence of this Foundation. 

Foundations are established under certain rules and they are answerable to various tax laws in their respective home countries. For example, foundation's in the United States must give 5% of their assets away each year to maintain their status as a tax-exempt organization. They also have established guidelines on what types of institutions and programs they can support. There are literally thousands of foundations in the United States and Western Europe who are in the business of giving money away. The difficult job for an NGO is to find which foundations where will give money to a cause like theirs. You must find foundations that have an interest in your area of expertise. It is difficult to get information on all the foundations you can work with, but some of the larger ones are easier to contact than others. The problem is that the well-known foundations are like large government sponsored agencies in that they receive thousands of requests a year for funding. One source of information that lists many of the larger Foundations and the projects that they fund is a book entitled Democracy's Dawn: A Directory of American Initiatives on Constitutionalism, Democracy , and the Rule of Law in Central and Eastern Europe. This book is published by the University Press of Virginia in the United States and lists over 100 potential funding sources. 

One important thing to remember is that Western sponsors will not be around indefinitely. They may sponsor you for a few years but then they will move on to other areas and expect you to fund your projects through other resources. Western organizations are interested in high profile projects and as these projects become more mundane they will not be as likely to fund them. It is accurate to think of large Western sponsors as providers of seed money for the start of NGOs in East-Central Europe, but the longer you operate the more likely it is you will need to begin finding money from other sources. 

Domestic Sponsors 

In East European countries the idea of privately sponsoring NGOs is a relatively new phenomena. In the past, the state sponsored and controlled all organizations. Currently, in some East-European countries certain politicians would like this type of situation to continue in the future. In this vision the state would give money to "NGOs" complete with directions on how and where the money should be spent. It creates a situation that in theory would make NGOs hired hands of the state, independent in name only. However, it is important that a relationship develops between the state and NGOs that allow NGOs to maintain their independence while receiving monetary assistance from the state. This is how the relationship between the state and NGOs operates in the West. It is a very difficult balance to achieve and maintain, but a critical one for a vibrant NGO sector in East-Central Europe. It is difficult to keep this relationship out of the political arena. Politicians can benefit by manipulating NGOs to their own ends, and it is for this reason that the people working for NGOs must make the decision to take money from their home government very seriously. There is always the danger of losing ones independence because money buys influence. The relationship between NGOs and home governments is developing, and it is important that these two sectors interact with the third sector of private business in the future to work on the common goal of improving their societies. 

In countries where local territorial government exists, like in Poland, for the grassroots level projects you can request money from local governments because they are relatively non-political and are typically very interested in their local area. This source is only for local projects and is of very little help to groups working at a national or international level. There is no system of indigenous private foundations in East-Central Europe. It will take years for this type of system to develop, but there are thousands of people who are ready to make small private donations to causes they care about and in fact this is the largest source of revenue for NGOs in East-Central Europe. The problem with this kind of revenue is that it takes a lot of work to get money from private individuals. These donations are usually relatively small, but they usually come with very few political strings attached. These types of donations also give the donor a sense of pride in being able to support a cause they are personally interested in, and they may actually feel like they're a part of your organization. In a way they are, and everything must be done to maintain their trust and faith in your work 

Conclusion 

In the West, NGOs often hire a special person to be a full-time fundraiser and this person has only one job: to attract money for his or her NGO. It is a job that takes a lot of hard work and perseverance, and every dollar given to an NGO is a dollar which could have been given to many other NGOs. The person who gave that dollar made a conscious decision to give it to your organization. Why should someone give your organization money? It is very important to keep this in mind while you are seeking money for your NGO. Remember, you are competing against many other organizations for a limited amount of money that is available. You can be certain that the money you receive was money that many others had hoped to receive. 

* The National Endowment for Democracy is a nonprofit, bipartisan, grantmaking organization created in 1983 to strengthen democratic institutions around the world through non-governmental efforts. Funded by an annual Congressional appropriation, the Endowment's worldwide grants program assists organizations abroad---including political parties, business, labor, civic education, media, human rights and other groups---that are working for democratic goals.
