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Author's Note

This book started as a stack of LinkedIn articles I wrote in the quiet hours between client work, never quite sure anyone was reading them. Turning that into something a reader could actually hold onto, and use, has been a longer road than I expected when I started, and a more rewarding one.

To every nonprofit leader who has stared at a blank page at eleven at night, wondering if this proposal is the one that changes something for the people you serve: this book is for you. You don't need to be fearless. You just need to start.

And to my family, who watched this dream take shape for far longer than any of us expected: thank you for your patience.
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The Quiet Craft
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If you've never written a grant before, the blank page can feel like walking into a room where everyone else already knows the rules. It isn't. Grant writing is not about being brilliant. It's about being clear, honest, and intentional, and every one of those three things can be learned.

I've spent more than twenty-five years in nonprofit leadership, and most of the last several of them writing grants. Some of that work happened in the quiet hours before a household wakes up. Most of it happened at a desk, surrounded by other people's missions I'd agreed to carry for a while. Along the way I've secured more than $9.3 million in competitively awarded funding and developed over 300 proposals. I've also made just about every mistake this book will tell you to avoid, most of them more than once before they finally stuck.

Here is what I've come to believe, after all of it: grant writing is not about chasing money. It's about translating hope into a plan someone else believes in enough to fund. A funder isn't buying your eloquence. They're buying their own confidence that if they hand you their money, something real will happen with it. Everything in this book, every truth, every tool, every checklist, exists to help you earn that confidence honestly.

I call it the quiet craft on purpose. Grant writing rarely gets the spotlight. Nobody throws a parade for a well-structured logic model. The work happens in the early morning or the late evening, in the space between everything else a nonprofit leader is already carrying, and it is easy to mistake that quietness for unimportance. It isn't. A funded proposal is a shelter that gets built, a child who gets counseling, a meal that gets served. The craft is quiet. The impact is not.

This book is built differently than most grant writing guides you may have already tried. It doesn't just tell you what a good proposal looks like. It hands you the tools I actually use, refined over two and a half decades and adapted here so you can put your own organization's name on them. There's a readiness checklist to know if you should even apply, and a fit-scoring tool to decide if a grant is worth your time. There's a pipeline planner to think a full year ahead instead of one deadline at a time, and a workflow checklist that carries a grant from first idea through the moment you're sustaining it without the funder's help. Many chapters pair a truth with a tool, so that what you read on one page, you can often put to work on the next.

You don't need to be fearless to start. You just need to start. The blank page isn't judging you. It's inviting you. Let's begin.
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Ten Truths Nobody Tells New Grant Writers
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The morning sun stretches its first light across the desk. The coffee is still too hot to drink. The page is still blank. And somewhere in a filing cabinet, or more likely a cloud folder, sits a stack of proposals that rose and a stack that fell, and the only real difference between them was rarely the size of the ask.

I have written enough grants now, and read enough that other people wrote, to know that success in this work is almost never about talent, and almost never about eloquence. It is about a small number of truths that nobody hands you on your first day. You learn them by watching a proposal you were sure would win get passed over, and a proposal you almost didn't submit get funded in full. This chapter is the shortcut. Ten truths, earned the slow way, so you don't have to learn all of them that way too.
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1. Research Before You Write a Word
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Every grant writer wants to start writing. Almost none of them want to start researching, and that impatience is the first mistake. Before you draft a sentence, you need to know two things cold: the community you're proposing to serve, and the funder you're asking to fund it.

On the community side, this means real numbers, not assumptions. Demographics, existing services, the actual gaps. Some of this you can pull from public data. The rest you get by talking to people: surveys, focus groups, a phone call to the agency down the street that serves the same population. That second kind of research does double duty. It gives you real numbers, and it shows the funder your project is grounded in the community, not just written about it from a distance.

On the funder side, study them the way you'd study a map before a trip you can't afford to get lost on. What have they funded before? What language do they use to describe their own priorities? A proposal that mirrors a funder's stated priorities back to them, in their own terms, reads as competence. A proposal that doesn't reads as a form letter.
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2. Let the RFP Be Your Bible
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Somewhere in every grant-writing team, there is one person who thinks they already understand what the funder wants and skims the RFP to get to the writing faster. That person costs their organization more funded proposals than bad writing ever does.

Read the entire RFP before you write anything. Read it again with a highlighter. Build a checklist from it: every requirement, every formatting rule, every deadline, every piece of required documentation. Pull the funder's own keywords into your line items and your budget narrative wherever they genuinely fit. None of this is about playing a game with the reviewer. It's about proving, on every page, that you can be trusted to follow through, because compliance during the application is the best evidence a funder has that you'll comply after the award.
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3. Write for a Tired Reviewer
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By the time your proposal reaches a reviewer's desk, it is often one of dozens, read by someone whose focus is thinning with every page. Respecting that reality is not a formatting preference. It's a strategy.

Use headers, sub-headers, and bullet points to build a roadmap a tired eye can follow without effort. Say the most important thing first, not at the bottom of page four. And resist the instinct to fill every available inch of space. Silence in a proposal, the white space around a bolded point, the sentence that ends before it needed to, is not emptiness. It's what lets your strongest ideas breathe long enough for a tired reader to actually notice them. A ten-word sentence that lands is worth more than a twenty-word sentence that doesn't.
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4. A Story Gives Your Data a Pulse
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Data is a skeleton. It holds a proposal up, but nobody falls in love with a skeleton. A story is what puts a human being behind the numbers, and human beings are what move a funder to say yes.

Weave narrative through the sections where it belongs. Let your needs statement introduce the person still waiting behind the problem, not just the percentage affected by it. Let your methodology tell the story of the road from barrier to solution, not just list activities. And keep the voice consistent if more than one person is writing; a proposal that shifts tone paragraph to paragraph reads as a document nobody actually owns. The strongest proposals balance emotion with evidence, so that the story earns the numbers' credibility and the numbers earn the story's weight.
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5. Outcomes Are a Promise You Have to Keep
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Vague impact is not impact a funder can trust. If you intend to serve a thousand people, say a thousand. If you intend to reduce something measurable, name the measure. Funders aren't asking for outcomes because they enjoy spreadsheets; they're asking because a specific number is the only kind of promise that can actually be checked later.

Tie every outcome directly to what the RFP asks you to report, and describe how you'll measure it, not just what you hope it will be. A proposal with real evaluation methods, named tools, a plan for tracking progress, reads as an organization that has done this before and will do it honestly again.
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6. The Budget Is Where Dreams Meet Reality
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Nothing reveals whether a proposal was thought through like its budget. Too many writers treat it as paperwork to finish after the narrative is done, when it should be treated as the proof that everything in the narrative is actually possible.

Forecast real costs, not round, comfortable-looking numbers. Justify anything unusual in plain language. And resist the temptation to lowball a budget to look more competitive; a number that can't survive contact with the actual cost of the work doesn't help you win, it sets you up to fail publicly after you already have the funder's trust. A precise, well-justified budget is one of the clearest signals of an organized, credible applicant.
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7. A Timeline Is a Promise, Not a Wish
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An unrealistic timeline doesn't show ambition. It shows that nobody on the team has actually done this work before, or that they did and are hoping the funder won't notice the difference this time.

Build in room for the delays that always come. Name real milestones, not vague phases. Show a logical progression where each step actually depends on the one before it. A grounded, honest timeline reassures a reviewer more than an aggressive one ever will, because reviewers have seen enough optimistic timelines fail to recognize the difference.
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8. Partnerships Are Proven, Not Performed

[image: ]


Reviewers can tell the difference between a partner who is genuinely involved and a partner whose logo was added the week before submission. Real partnerships have a history that predates the proposal, mutual investment, and specific, distinct roles.

If a partnership belongs in your proposal, let it show up as more than a mention: a shared responsibility, a letter of support that says something specific instead of something generic, a role the partner actually plays in delivering the work. A performed partnership weakens a proposal more than having no partner at all, because it signals the applicant is padding the page rather than describing reality.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

9. Sustainability Means Life After the Money Runs Out
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Very few funders want to fund something that disappears the moment their check clears. Sustainability is your answer to the question every reviewer is quietly asking: what happens to this work in year two, when we're no longer paying for it?

Show real thinking here, not a hopeful sentence at the end of the narrative. Additional fundraising plans, a path to community support, a design that builds internal capacity rather than dependency. Some funders are even open to a portion of their own award being used to invest in that future stability; it's worth asking rather than assuming. A proposal that has genuinely thought about its own ending is a proposal a funder can trust with a beginning.
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10. Edit Like the Grant Depends on It, Because It Does
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The last truth is the least glamorous, and the most decisive. A proposal is never finished when the writing is finished. It's finished when it has been cut, tightened, and checked by more than one set of eyes.

Plan for at least three real passes: one for content, one for language, one for the small, unglamorous details, spelling, math that adds up, formatting that matches the RFP exactly. Get someone else to read it before it goes out; the writer who has stared at a proposal for two weeks is the worst-positioned person in the building to catch what's wrong with it. And when a proposal is rejected anyway, and some of them will be, treat the rejection as information rather than verdict. The grant writers who last in this field are not the ones who never get turned down. They're the ones who read the feedback, fix what needed fixing, and submit the next one stronger than the last.

None of these ten truths is a secret, exactly. Every one of them has been written down somewhere before, in a training manual or a funder's feedback letter or a colleague's offhand advice after a proposal came back rejected. What's rare is having them in one place, in the order you'll actually need them: before you research, before you write, before you submit, and before you do it all again. The chapters ahead build tools around every one of these truths, so that the next time you sit down at
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