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Overview and Definition of Concepts 
“A proposal is a request for financial assistance to implement a project.”1 In 
addition to funding for specific projects, you may also need to apply for financial 
assistance or other resources to carry out your day-to-day operations. A wide 
variety of organizations provide funding for community development activities, 
including government funding agencies, charitable foundations, and businesses. 
In order to carry out your project, you may have to apply to more than one 
source. In some cases, many groups may be competing for limited funding.  
Much depends on your proposal. If you write a proposal that clearly outlines the 
goals of your project and explain how these goals match closely with both your 
organization’s priorities and the priorities and requirements of the funder, you will 
have a much greater chance of success. 
 
Your proposal should demonstrate how your project will benefit your organization 
and the larger community. The proposal should be realistic, both in terms of its 
goals and budget, and should have clearly defined expected outcomes and a 
method for evaluating whether these outcomes have been met. You should 
consult all the stakeholders who may be involved in or affected by your project to 
ensure they will support your plans. These stakeholders may include, for 
example, businesses, community groups, and municipal, provincial and/or 
federal government agencies. These groups may be able to provide you with 
advice and assistance with your proposal or proposed project. You may be 
required to provide letters of support or other materials from individuals and 
groups familiar with your organization and/or the need for your project. 
 
Pulling all this together may require the efforts of many people in your group. For 
example, someone may want to take on the final writing and editing, while 
another person may have experience in preparing budgets. In some cases, you 
may want to bring in outside consultants or advisors to assist with proposal 
preparation. Similar organizations in your area or sector may be able to provide 
you with advice based on their proposal writing experience, or to recommend a 
reliable consultant or other individuals who may be willing to provide assistance. 
 

                                                 
1  Community Capacity Building Project, “Introduction to Proposal Writing,” 7, accessed 
November 19, 2012, http://www.ibrd.gov.nl.ca/regionaldev/Proposal_Writing.pdf 
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Choosing the Right Funder 
It is essential that your goals match those of the funding agency. For example, a 
foundation may be set up specifically to provide funds for organizations that 
provide activities for young people. Others may focus on the environment. Some 
provincial or federal government departments may provide funding to certain 
sectors, such as health or tourism. They may have separate funds for projects 
and operating costs. From time-to-time, governments or other agencies may also 
put out calls for proposals for specific types of activities. Governments and 
foundations usually have websites that clearly outline their funding programs and 
objectives. 
 
Many businesses also recognize the benefits of providing funding for community 
activities and charitable causes. While a business may not have a specific 
funding program, it is worthwhile to contact a business’s public affairs department 
to find out if they sponsor projects and, if so, the types of projects they are 
interested in and guidelines for requesting support. 
 
Beyond sharing common goals with a funding organization, it is also important to 
study their guidelines to be certain you are eligible to apply. For example, some 
funders only provide money to registered non-profit organizations or charities. 
Some organizations will fund only applicants that have been in existence for a 
certain length of time. There may also be other sorts of requirements. 
 
Once you have determined that your organization is eligible to apply, you should 
also check that all aspects of your project are eligible. For example, if you need 
to purchase equipment, can this be covered? If you need to provide salaries or 
pay rent, can these costs be included? If you’ve read the guidelines and you are 
still not sure, contact the funding organization to ask. It’s better to be informed up 
front. You may find that you’re able to tweak your plans to meet the funding 
criteria. The guidelines will also normally include submission deadlines and 
instructions, preferred formatting, funding goals and priorities, evaluation criteria, 
and contact details. 
 
Searching online is a quick and easy way to find out more about who funds what 
and to get an organization’s proposal guidelines. Also, other individuals and 
organizations who are involved in similar projects in your area can provide a 
wealth of information and tips about funds that are available and how to apply for 
them. 
 
Preparing Your Proposal 
Once you’ve determined that your organization and project meet the funding 
requirements, you’re ready to tackle writing your proposal. If you are applying to 
a government department or agency or a foundation, you should be able to 
download an application and guidelines from their website. If the potential funder 
doesn’t have a standard application—if you’re applying to a business, for 
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example—contact their public affairs department to find out what kind of 
information they require in a proposal. 
 
You may also be able to find out—from the website or by speaking to someone 
directly—how the applications are evaluated and how much importance is placed 
on different parts of the proposal. It always helps to develop a connection with 
the staff at a funding agency. They can help guide you through the process and 
may provide tips based on their own experience and observations. Getting to 
know the individuals involved on a personal level, as well as getting to know their 
organization, is useful; when they receive your proposal they will already know 
who you are and what you hope to achieve. 
 
After you’ve carefully read the application guidelines, you will have a good idea of 
the type of information you need to provide, how much research you have to do, 
and whether or not you have to provide letters of support or background material. 
You may want to take a team approach to developing the application, dividing the 
different tasks up among members of your organization according to their skills 
and abilities. At this stage you should take note of the application deadline and 
create a proposal development timeline, with deadlines for completing various 
stages. 
 
Different funders require different levels of detail. The amount of information you 
may be required to include may also vary depending upon the size and scope of 
your project. However, in general, a proposal should include a project description 
and rationale, a budget, timeline, and information on who will do what, who will 
benefit and how, how you plan to market or deliver your project, how you plan to 
evaluate the success of your project, and whether or not you have project 
partners or other sources of funding. Depending upon the nature of your project, 
you may also have to provide a copy of your constitution and by-laws or 
equivalent information. 
 
Before you begin to write your proposal, you should complete any necessary 
research. You should know exactly how much things will cost; who is willing to 
participate; whether or not similar projects have been carried out and any lessons 
that can be learned from them; whether or not you will need any planning permits 
or other permissions; how you will market your project and reach your target 
audience; how you will evaluate your project; and, if applicable, how you will 
sustain the project after the funding period has ended. You will also need to 
decide who to ask for letters of support, if required. During the research period, 
you may also be able to identify new potential partners. Carrying out this 
research should be a team effort for your organization. 
 
When you are writing your proposal, keep your target audience—the funder—in 
mind. Quite likely this person or group will be reading a stack of proposals that 
have just flooded in. Your goal is to make reading your proposal easy and 
enjoyable by making it clear and concise, with all the relevant supporting 
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information in place. Read through the guidelines again and note the language 
used. It is often useful to match the level of language and the key terms used by 
the funder in your own writing. Using the same words or phrases used in the 
program guidelines (or on the funding agency’s website or other written 
materials) will make it easier to demonstrate that your program fits their criteria 
and their funding mandates. 
 
When writing, avoid using slang or jargon. Also, keep your sentences active 
rather than passive. (For example, instead of saying “The materials were 
supplied by the group,” keep it active by saying “The group supplied the 
materials.”) Don’t use long words to impress. In some cases, creating a bulleted 
list of points may be a good idea. You should write a first draft of your proposal, 
circulate it to other members of your proposal team for comments, and then 
rewrite. You may need to do this more than once. In general, it’s a good idea to 
cut all words and detail you don’t need in order to make your document a quick 
and easy read. 
 
While writing, you may need to reference some of the material you collected 
while you were researching your proposal. It is important to properly reference all 
the information you gathered from other sources. This will guarantee that the 
reader will know your information is legitimate and reliable and will back up the 
points you have made. Referencing should remain constant throughout the 
paper. You can document sources with footnotes, for example, as we have done 
in this summary. Depending upon the type of proposal and the funder, it may be 
appropriate to use diagrams, charts and pictures. You must also supply 
references for tables and figures, as well as a reference list (or list of works cited) 
section at the end of your proposal. 
 
It is important to format your proposal in a professional manner. It is best to stick 
to standard fonts, in 12 point type for the body text, with larger type for the 
headings and sub-headings. If you prefer to be creative with your font and 
proposal design be sure to run your idea by others and ensure that the proposal 
is easy to read and flows from one section to another.  
 
Elements of the Proposal 
Each proposal should have a cover page with the name of your project and your 
organization and your contact information. Check the funding agency guidelines 
for criteria related to number of words or pages. It is a common misconception 
that longer is always better. You should try to make your proposal as short and 
concise as possible. Stick to key points and necessary information. For a longer 
proposal, you should also prepare a table of contents. Some funders may require 
that you provide a one or two page executive summary of longer proposals.2 
Since the executive summary is an overview of your entire project, it is better to 
prepare the rest of your proposal before tackling the summary. If you are writing 
an executive summary, stick to the main points of your proposal. If you’re unsure 
                                                 
2 Ibid., 20. 
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how to begin, look for examples online or sit down with a friend who’s not 
involved and tell them about your project. You may find that by explaining your 
project out loud, you naturally highlight the most important points.   
 
Your project description should tell the funder exactly what you’re planning to do 
and how you’re planning to carry out your activities.3 You should also identify the 
problem you are working to address, the group you’re planning to help, or the 
benefit you’re planning to provide. It is useful to provide a clear statement of your 
overall goals and your specific objectives. Be sure to demonstrate the relevance 
and benefits of your project to the funder, your organization and the community.  
 
List the social, ecological and/or economic benefits that will result from your 
program, giving the potential funder additional reasons to support it. The more 
important and sizable the benefits the better your program will appear.4 For 
example, positive economic benefits may include increased employment 
opportunities and increased tax revenue. A social benefit could include creating 
opportunities for marginalised groups or creating a more connected and involved 
community.  When demonstrating benefits most funders will also want you to 
show the sustainability of your project. This means that once your project is 
completed it must be able to maintain itself without additional funding and 
continue to provide benefits.  
 
You will also need to provide background information on your organization, show 
that it meets the eligibility requirements and demonstrate that your organization 
has the ability, experience and resources to manage and carry out the project. It 
is also a good idea to explain how the project relates to your organization’s 
strategic plan. In some cases, you may have to supply copies of your constitution 
and by-laws or equivalent documents or the resumes of key staff or people you 
plan to hire. To keep your proposal streamlined, you should include any 
supporting documents in an appendix.5 If your group has a website you can 
place your extra documents there and provide the reader with a link to the 
webpage at the end of your proposal. 
 
If you’re working on a larger project, your timeline should be broken down into 
stages with dates for completion. This will also help keep you on track later. You 
should check the guidelines to see if the funds will be broken down into 
installments based on your timeline. If so, your timeline should take this into 
account. 
 
The budget and financial breakdown are two of the main aspects the reader will 
focus on. Your budget should be very detailed and should include information 

                                                 
3 Carl Dickson, “A Simple Proposal Formula,” CapturePlanning.com, accessed March 25, 2012. 
http://www.captureplanning.com/articles/11562.cfm 
4 Community Capacity Building Project, “Introduction to Proposal Writing,” 47. 
5“Carl Dickson, “7 Proposal Formatting Tips”  CapturePlanning.com, accessed March 25th 2012 
http://www.captureplanning.com/articles/92163.cfm 
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about any other funding you’re applying for or have confirmed.  You should also 
include any in-kind contributions. In some cases, you may also need to include 
financial statements from your organization.  
 
All aspects of your proposal should be realistic, including your timeline and your 
budget. If this is the first time your organization is taking on this sort of project, it 
may be a good idea to contact someone who’s been involved in similar tasks to 
ask them to review these aspects of your proposal. You must make sure that 
your budget is feasible and clearly broken down, in order to show the reader that 
it is realistic. It is also important to determine the maximum amount of funding 
available and the typical level of funding allocated to successful proposals. This 
will ensure that your request is not unrealistic. 
 
A final important element of your proposal is a description of the methods you will 
use to monitor your project and evaluate its outcomes and effectiveness. There 
are four aspects of monitoring and evaluation you should pay attention to when 
preparing your proposal: 1) project monitoring (which includes keeping track of 
the cost, quality, scope, and schedule of your project), 2) your accounting 
methods and records, 3) a method for evaluating your project outputs, and 4) 
recording the “best practices” (lessons learned through the implementation of 
your project, which should be included in the final report).6 Everything should be 
recorded, including what you learned in terms of challenges and outcomes, so 
the knowledge can be applied to future projects and shared with others. 
 
Finally, create a cover letter to go with the proposal. This is your first chance to 
make an impression on the proposal reviewers. It is not an executive summary 
but should also state the key points of your proposal. It should clearly state how 
your proposal matches the goals of the funding agency or program. Your letter 
should include the dollar amount you are requesting and provide contact details 
in case the reader wants additional information.7 
 
Sending It Off 
Once you are satisfied that your proposal is complete your document should be 
carefully edited to ensure there are no spelling or grammatical errors. Check to 
make sure you are within the required page limit or word restrictions (if provided).  
Have someone proofread the entire document. This should be someone outside 
the team, who can look at the material with fresh eyes. A proposal containing 
misspelled words or poor punctuation may not be taken seriously by the funder. 
 
Check the guidelines to see how many copies of your proposal are required and 
whether it should be sent in a paper or an electronic form. Assemble it in a 

                                                 
6  Community Capacity Building Project, “Introduction to Proposal Writing Module,” 41. 
7 Grant Space, Knowledge Base, “How do I write a proposal cover letter?”, accessed Nov. 12, 
2012, http://grantspace.org/Tools/Knowledge-Base/Funding-Research/Proposal-Writing/proposal-
cover-letters 
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professional way, bound or in a binder or folder if it is being mailed or in a single 
PDF package if the funder requires an electronic submission.8 
 
Create a checklist to be sure you’ve enclosed all the required documentation. 
Proofread the proposal several times before you send it off to the funding 
agency. Finally, be sure to have the person designated by your organization sign 
off on the proposal. 
 
Conclusion  
Producing a persuasive, well-written proposal increases your chances of getting 
the financing you need. It is important to follow the guidelines and demonstrate 
how your project meets the funding criteria. Showing how your project will benefit 
your organization and the larger community is also crucial. If possible, ask 
someone who has had experience with similar proposals to give you advice. Be 
sure to give yourself enough time to carefully prepare and proofread your 
proposal. Then send it off and keep your fingers crossed! Proposal writing may 
seem over-whelming, but with experience and by using the guidelines and tools 
that are available to you the task will become easier.  
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About this Community Development Toolkit  
 

This community development toolkit was created by Danielle Bennicke and Hilary 
Turner, with editorial review and revisions by Kelly Vodden, Kyle White, and Gail Collins. 
The toolkit was created as part of a community-based research project undertaken by 
students in an undergraduate course at Memorial University, Department of Geography, 
instructed by Dr. Kelly Vodden (Geography 3350 – Community and Regional Planning 
and Development). The project was completed in partnership with the Central Region 
Community of Practice – Community Development. Using a ‘Community of Practice’ 
learning approach the project was intended to provide resources that introduce students 
and community development practitioners to several key community development and 
regional planning tools and concepts. The financial support for this project provided by 
the Rural Secretariat-Executive Council, as well as the support and participation of 
Regional Partnership Planners Linda Brett and Tanya Noble, is gratefully acknowledged.  
 

 

  


