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Limitation	of	liability/disclaimer	of	warranty:	While	the	authors	have	used	their	best	efforts	in	preparing	
this	guide	and	workbook,	they	make	no	representations	or	warranties	with	respect	to	the	accuracy	or	
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Introduction to Proposal Management 

The	contents	of	this	booklet	first	appeared	on	the	Peak	Proposals	blog	(www.peakproposals.com)	as	a	
series	of	posts	on	proposal	management.	To	make	it	easier	to	read	the	series,	the	posts	have	been	
collected	and	organized	as	an	eBook.	

Proposal	management	is	an	inclusive	term	that	covers	the	full	range	of	steps	required	to	produce	a	
grant	proposal.	The	proposal	management	process	begins	once	you	decide	to	respond	to	a	particular	
grant	opportunity.	It	ends	after	you	submit	the	proposal	and	addressed	any	follow-up	questions	or	
requests	for	revisions	from	the	funder.		

The	information	provided	in	this	booklet	applies	to	grant	proposals	for	foundations	and	government	
agencies	and	for	grants	both	large	and	small.	

On	the	following	pages	you’ll	find	guidance	on	several	aspects	of	the	proposal	management	process,	
including	how	to:	

• Create	a	proposal	calendar	
• Assemble	a	proposal	binder	
• Organize	a	proposal	team	
• Structure	your	proposal	using	templates	
• Manage	the	proposal	writing	and	revision	process	
• Collect	and	define	abbreviations	and	terms	of	art	
• Package	and	submit	the	final	draft	

Using	the	described	proposal	management	approaches	will	not	guarantee	that	you’ll	have	a	smooth	
proposal	process,	or	that	your	proposals	will	be	funded.	However,	we	hope	this	guide	will	give	you	
actionable	tips	and	help	you	to	create	a	system	of	proposal	management	that	works	for	you	and	your	
team.	

If	you	have	questions	about	the	content,	please	feel	free	to	email	us	at	
theorganizedgrantwriter@peakproposals.com.	
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How to Create a Proposal Binder 
After	you	identify	an	opportunity	to	respond	to,	you'll	want	to	prepare	a	proposal	binder	to	organize	
your	materials.	You	may	want	to	prepare	several	copies	of	the	binder,	one	for	each	member	of	the	
proposal	team.		The	contents	of	the	binder	will	vary,	depending	on	how	complicated	the	proposal	is.	
However,		there	is	some	standard	information	you'll	want	to	consider	including:	

The Basic Contents of the Proposal Binder 

• Copy	of	the	opportunity	announcement	(request	for	applications	[RFA],	request	for	proposals	
[RFP],	or	request	for	letters	of	intent	[LOI])	

• Copy	of	the	opportunity	summary	completed	during	go/no-go	review	
• A	summary	of	the	proposal	requirements	(required	sections,	formatting	and	submission	
instructions,	etc.)	

• Copy	of	a	past	proposal,	if	relevant	(i.e.,	if	the	RFA	is	funding	a	follow-on	to	a	project	your	
organization	currently	manages)	

• Copy	of	any	pre-solicitation	material,	if	relevant	
• Information	about	the	funder	(e.g.,	foundation	or	government	agency)	
• List	of	proposal	team	members,	with	contact	information	
• Tentative	proposal	outline,	with	room	to	add	the	names	of	the	lead	writers	once	they	are	
assigned	

• Copy	of	the	proposal	calendar	(what	is	due	by	when)	
• Copy	of	any	proposal	guidance	(i.e.,	the	organization's	style	sheet	and	standard	processes	for	
working	on	proposals)	

• Meeting	agendas	

Additional	Content	If	It	Is	a	Foundation	Grant	

• Annual	report,	if	the	foundation	publishes	one	
• List	of	recent	grant	recipients	for	similar	projects	
• Information	about	past	projects	funded	under	the	same	project	
• Copy	of	select	pages	from	the	foundation's	website	
• Copy	of	foundation's	general	grant	submission	guidelines	and	eligibility	rules	

Additional	Content	If	It	Is	a	Government-Funded	Grant	

• Relevant	pages	from	the	funding	agency's	website	that	illustrate	its	interests	and	current	
projects	

• Information	on	the	agency's	recent	grants--who	received	them,	what	was	funded,	where	did	
the	work	take	place	

• If	a	similar	grant	or	program	has	been	funded	in	the	past,	information	about	that	project	and	its	
impact	

• If	the	grant	funds	work	in	a	specific	geographic	region,	list	of	related	government-funded	
projects	operating	in	the	same	area	(and	possibly	funded	by	other	government	agencies)	
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Choosing Physical Binders or Digital Folders to Store Proposal Materials 

Whether	you	go	with	a	physical	binder	or	digital	folders	to	manage	a	proposal	depends	on	how	you	
work	best	as	well	as	the	culture	of	your	organization.	It	also	depends	on	what	resources	you	have	to	
store	and	share	digital	materials.	

Physical	Binders	

If	you	prefer	working	with	paper,	going	the	physical	binder	route	will	be	the	way	to	go.	You	may	also	
want	to	go	ahead	and	create	physical	binders	if	your	colleagues	primarily	take	written	notes	and	prefer	
to	read	physical	copies	of	documents	rather	than	digital	ones.	If	your	organization	uses	desktop	
computers	instead	of	laptops	and	are	therefore	unlikely	to	have	a	computer	with	them	during	
meetings,	you	may	want	to	create	physical	binders.	

Physical	binders	can	be	easier	and	faster	to	access	than	digital	ones	since	you	don't	have	to	wait	for	a	
computer	to	boot	up	or	remember	a	login	to	get	to	the	materials.	All	you	need	to	do	is	grab	the	binder	
from	the	shelf.	

The	disadvantages	of	physical	binders	include	that	they	can	be	heavy	and	clunky	to	lug	around.	They	
are	clearly	not	ideal	if	you	need	to	travel	to	attend	proposal	meetings.		Creating	a	physical	binder	is	
more	expensive	than	going	digital	because	you'll	need	to	buy	the	binders,	the	paper	for	the	copier	
machine,	the	tabbed	pages,	etc.	Physical	binders	are	also	less	environmentally	friendly.	You'll	use	a	lot	
of	paper	to	create	the	binders,	and	most	of	the	paper	will	be	recycled	in	just	a	few	short	weeks	once	the	
proposal	has	been	submitted.	Still,	physical	binders	have	their	place.	Especially	for	people	who	have	
difficulty	reading	long	documents	on	a	screen,	they	are	going	to	be	the	best	option.	

Digital	Folders	

Going the digital route and creating a virtual proposal binder can work very well. Increasingly 
well, in fact, as the number of options for sharing information and collaborating online increase. 
If your organization has an intranet that you use for shared folders, you can set up a series of 
folders for the proposal team with varying degrees of permissions. Because you're establishing 
a virtual file cabinet, you might want to go ahead and create all the folders you'll need for the 
entire proposal process. This includes the materials gathered for the preliminary start-up period, 
the draft-generating phase, and the final draft of the proposal.

• All-Team	Folder:	The	all-team	folder	will	store	the	core	content	outlined	above	(opportunity	
description,	team	contact	information,	proposal	calendar,	etc.).	Everyone	on	the	team	should	have	
access	to	this	folder.	

• The	Budget	Folder:	The	finance	staff	at	your	organization	probably	already	have	a	system	set	up	to	
store	budget	information	securely	in	password-protected	folders.	If	they	do	not,	you'll	create	a	folder	
for	budget	information	that	is	accessible	on	a	"need-to-know"	basis.	This	folder	will	contain	draft	
budgets	along	with	any	supporting	documentation	required	for	the	budget	proposal.	

• The	Proposal	Narrative	Folder:	The	proposal	narrative	folder	(technical	proposal	folder	or	proposal	
application	folder,	whatever	fits	best)	is	where	you	will	store	the	drafts	and	ultimately	the	final	copy	of	
the	narrative	proposal.	Note	that	the	budget	usually	has	a	narrative	piece	as	well	(the	budget	
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description)	but	this	will	go	into	the	budget	folder.	Who	has	access	to	the	proposal	narrative	folder	
depends	on	how	you	structure	your	proposal	team.	If	you	have	a	large	proposal	team	with	many	
writers	and	reviewers,	you	may	want	to	limit	access	to	the	proposal	narrative	folder	to	just	a	few	
people,	maybe	the	proposal	managers	and	the	senior	technical	lead.	You	may	also	want	to	create	
folders	for	each	section	of	the	technical	proposal	and	limit	access	to	those	individuals	involved	in	the	
writing	and	reviewing	that	particular	section.	

• Supporting	Materials:	Some	proposals	require	few	supporting	materials,	maybe	just	a	copy	of	the	
501(c)(3)	documentation.	For	larger,	more	complex	proposals	there	will	be	a	long	list	of	attachments,	
and	you'll	want	to	have	a	dedicated	folder.	Supporting	materials	can	include	copies	of	staff	CVs,	a	
table	breaking	down	staff	training	and	experience	(the	skills	matrix),	and	letters	of	support	from	
partner	organizations.	

• The	Final	Proposal	Folder:	This	folder	will	store	the	final	versions	of	everything--the	narrative,	the	
budget,	the	attachments.	You	may	want	to	have	two	subfolders	within	this	folder,	one	for	the	final	
versions	of	the	document	in	Word	or	other	editable	program	and	another	set	saved	as	PDFs.	A	second	
folder	should	store	the	submitted	version	of	the	proposal	(which	may	be	different),	including	a	copy	
of	the	cover	letter.	

• Follow-Up	Submissions:	After	you	submit	the	proposal	you	may	be	done.	You'll	either	learn	that	your	
proposal	didn't	get	funded	or	you'll	receive	an	award	letter.	There	is	another	scenario	that	sometimes	
happens,	in	which	the	funder	comes	back	and	essentially	says	"I	like	it,	but….”	In	other	words,	the	
funder	wants	you	to	make	some	changes	and	resubmit	(no	guarantees	it	will	be	funded,	but	it	
definitely	will	not	be	funded	if	you	don't	make	the	changes	and	resubmit).		While	you	could	store	the	
revised	versions	of	the	proposal	in	the	"final	proposal"	folder,	having	one	folder	containing	multiple	
versions	of	a	document	all	marked	"final"	can	get	confusing.	Additionally,	you	may	need	to	submit	
other	documents	as	part	of	the	resubmission.	Creating	a	separate	folder	can	help	you	keep	each	
submission	organized	for	later	archiving.	

Using Third-Party Services to Store & Share Proposal Materials 

If	you	do	not	have	access	to	a	company	intranet	or	SharePoint	site,	you	may	want	to	set	up	an	online	
folder	system	for	your	proposal	using	a	third-party	service	like	Box,	Dropbox,	or	Google	Docs.	If	you	
choose	a	third-party	service	to	store	your	folders,	you'll	want	to	review	carefully	how	to	keep	your	
folders	private,	create	collaborative	spaces,	and	control	the	versions	of	documents.	

Some	project	management	and	online	storage	options	may	not	be	optimal	for	setting	up	multiple	
folders	with	different	levels	of	access.	If	this	is	the	case,	creating	fewer	folders	and	limiting	access	to	the	
online	folders	to	only	a	few	people	such	as	the	proposal	managers,	lead	technical	staff,	and	the	budget	
manager	might	work.	

If	you	do	need	to	limit	who	can	access	online	folders,	you	can	use	email	to	share	drafts	with	team	
members.	While	email	can	work	for	this	purpose,	version	control	can	be	harder	to	manage	using	email.	
Additionally,	if	email	is	used	to	transfer	drafts,	team	members	will	need	guidance	on	which	documents	
are	confidential	and	should	be	password	protected	or	encrypted	before	being	sent	by	email.	Lastly,	
before	you	choose	a	third-party	service	for	document	storage	or	sharing,	make	sure	that	your	employer	
allows	the	use	of	a	third-party	product.	Many	employers	do	not,	particularly	if	the	account	is	
established	as	a	personal	account.	
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Another	option	for	online	storage	and	collaboration	is	Microsoft	SharePoint.	SharePoint	is	a	good	
option	if	you	need	to	collaborate	with	individuals	based	at	other	organizations	(you	can	structure	the	
permissions	so	that	external	team	members	have	access	to	either	limited	folders	or	the	full	project	site).	
The	downside	is	that	your	organization	needs	to	have	SharePoint	in	place,	so	it	isn't	a	resource	you	can	
spontaneously	decide	to	use.	A	second	issue	is	its	usability.	SharePoint	is	a	powerful	platform	but	not	
the	most	user-friendly.	

9 Productivity Tools To Stay On Top of Proposal Management Tasks 
Once	you	have	identified	a	funding	opportunity	to	respond	to,	you'll	need	to	start	assembling	the	
people,	information,	and	materials	required	to	write	the	proposal.	

Even	for	a	relatively	simple	proposal,	proposal	work	requires	the	work	of	many	hands.	This	means	that	
before	you	start	working	on	a	proposal,	you'll	want	to	have	systems	in	place	to	track	the	status	of	tasks,	
delegate	work	assignments,	and	communicate	with	team	members.	

There	are	lots	of	software	programs	and	phone-based	apps	that	can	help	you	keep	track	of	tasks	and	
organize	your	project	communications.	Some	are	easier	than	others	to	master,	and	not	all	of	the	tools	
are	free.	

If	you	have	project	management	tools	like	Microsoft	SharePoint	through	your	workplace,	you	might	
have	everything	you	need	for	your	proposal	management	work,	especially	in	combination	with	
Outlook.	However,	if	you	are	a	new	nonprofit	and	need	an	easy	way	to	share	updates	and	collaborate,	
you	might	want	to	try	one	of	the	Cloud-based	tools	designed	to	facilitate	productivity.	Even	if	you	have	
options	for	project	management	through	your	employer,	you	may	still	want	to	consider	some	new	tools	
to	manage	personal	task	lists,	notes,	and	email.	

The	list	below	is	a	collection	of	tools	to	manage	tasks,	email,	notes,	and	workflow.		All	of	the	products	
on	the	list	offer	a	free	trial	period	so	you	can	test	them	out	to	see	if	they	work	for	you.	Several	also	offer	
free	versions.	

Task	Management	

	 •	 Nozbe:	Michael	Sliwinski,	Nozbe's	founder,	was	inspired	by	the	methods	of	David	Allen,	the	
productivity	expert	who	wrote	the	book	Getting	Things	Done.		Nozbe	can	be	used	to	track	tasks	
and	collaborate	through	sharing	projects	and	files	and	delegating	tasks.	Nozbe	allows	you	to	
work	with	people	who	do	not	have	a		Nozbe	account,	which	is	a	nice	feature.	Many	popular	
tools--including	Dropbox,	Box,	Evernote,	and	Google	calendar--integrate	with	Nozbe,	making	it	
possible	to	pull	files	from	different	places	to	attach	to	tasks	or	projects.	Nozbe	works	with	Mac,	
Windows,	Linux,	Android,	iPad,	and	iPhone	and	syncs	across	devices.	Nozbe	offers	a	30-day	free	
trial.	After	the	trial	period,	it	costs	$8/mo.	if	billed	yearly	or	$10/mo.	if	billed	month-to-month	
for	1-2	people.	Each	additional	person	is	$4/mo.	if	billed	yearly	or	$5/mo.	if	billed	month-to-
month.	Nozbe	maintains	its	main	servers	in	Europe	and	is	Payment	Card	Industry	Data	Security	
Standard	(PCI-DSS)	compliant.	

	 •	 Wunderlist:	Wunderlist	(recently	acquired	by	Microsoft)	is	a	task	management	app	that	allows	
you	to	create	multiple	lists,	receive	reminders,	and	assign	to-dos.	If	you	forward	your	email	to	
Wunderlist,	Wunderlist	has	a	feature	that	turns	them	into	action	items.	You	can	use	Wunderlist	
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to	collaborate	with	others	by	sharing	your	lists,	an	option	offered	through	the	Wunderlist	Pro	
version.	Wunderlist	is	free	on	iPhone,	iPad,	Mac,	Android,	Windows,	Kindle	Fire,	and	the	Web,	
and	syncs	across	devices.		The	free	version	limits	you	to	5MB	per	file,	25	assigns	per	shared	list,	
and	25	subtasks	per	to-do.	Wunderlist's	premium	versions,	Wunderlist	Pro	and	Wunderlist	for	
Business	offer	expanded	storage	and	unlimited	files,	to-dos,	and	task	lists.	The	Pro	version	is	
$4.99/mo.	or	$49.99/year	and	the	Business	version	is	$4.99	per	user/mo.	or	$49.99	per	user/
year.	Wunderlist	for	Business	is	the	Pro	version	for	multiple	licenses.	The	Pro	version	allows	you	
to	delegate	to-dos	to	an	unlimited	number	of	members	on	a	shared	list,	add	notes,	and	store	
and	share	files	of	any	size	and	almost	any	type.	You	can	also	have	conversations	with	your	team,	
with	comments	stored	together	with	the	to-dos.	Wunderlist	Business	has	256-bit	encryption.	
Wunderlist	offers	a	20%	discount	to	non-profit	and	educational	organizations	on	Wunderlist	for	
Business.	

Email	Management	

	 •	 Inky:	Inky	is	an	email	sorter	that	provides	an	easy	way	to	separate	personal	email	from	emails	
containing	newsletters,	social	media	updates,	etc.	that	do	not	require	any	action.	For	team	
management	purposes,	Inky's	value	comes	into	play	for	those	with	multiple	email	addresses.	To	
make	it	easier	to	catch	important	emails,	personal	emails	from	each	email	account	linked	to	
Inky	are	consolidated	into	a	single	"view."	Inky	has	some	other	features	in	addition	to	the	
filtering,	including	the	ability	to	send	yourself	notes,	which	Inky	files	in	a	separate	email	view.	
Inky's	interface	is	clean,	and	the	setup	is	easy.	Inky	does	not	require	that	you	set	up	a	new	email	
address--it	pulls	your	email	from	your	existing	accounts--and	you	can	go	back	and	forth	
between	your	providers'	websites	and	Inky.	Inky	does	not	store	your	email,	which	remains	on	
your	providers'	servers.		Inky	works	with	any	email	account,	IMAP	or	POP,	and	uses	an	
automatic	account	discovery	system	to	connect	to	accounts	such	as	Yahoo	and	Outlook.	As	a	
Cloud-based	service,	you	do	not	need	to	install	any	software	onto	your	device	to	use	Inky.	The	
Inky	app	is	$9.99	through	the	Apple	App	Store.	Inky	can	be	downloaded	for	free	for	desktop	use	
(Mac	or	Windows).	

	 •	 Sanebox:	Sanebox	uses	a	"smart	filtering"	process	similar	to	Inky.	Sanebox	removes	
unimportant	email	messages	from	your	inbox	and	places	them	into	a	folder	labeled	
"SaneLater."		Sanebox	also	has	a	"SaneBlackHole"	folder	that	works	as		"one-click	unsubscribe."	
If	you	drag	an	email	to	the	SaneBlackHole,	any	future	emails	from	that	sender	will	go	directly	to	
trash.	Other	features	include	response	tracking--SaneBox	will	notify	you	if	an	email	you	sent	
was	not	replied	to	so	you	can	follow	up--and	a	snooze	feature	for	non-urgent	emails	that	will	
return	emails	back	to	your	inbox	at	a	specified	time.	Sanebox	also	sends	a	summary	(the	"Sane	
Summary")	that	summarizes	your	day's	activity.	You	can	view	and	process	unimportant	emails	
and	reminders	directly	from	the	summary.		Sanebox	works	with	any	email	client	or	service,	
including	Microsoft	Exchange,	and	on	any	device.		Sanebox	offers	a	free	trial.	After	the	free	trial,	
you'll	have	the	option	of	three	pricing	points:	Snack,	Lunch,	or	Dinner.	"Snack"	is	$7/mo.	and	
offers	priority	filtering	and	one	optional	feature	such	as	advanced	filtering	or	SaneSnooze;	
"Lunch"	is	$12/mo.,	and	offers	priority	filtering	and	five	optional	features;	and	"Dinner"	is	$36/
mo.	and	includes	priority	filtering	and	all	features.		Sanebox	also	has	a	business	product	
(contact	Sanebox	for	pricing).	
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Team	Management	

	 •	 Asana:	Asana	is	designed	to	take	team	communication	out	of	the	email	inbox		and	into	a	
system	specifically	designed	to	manage	conversations	and	tasks.	With	Asana,	conversations	
and	tasks	show	up	in	one	place,	eliminating	the	need	to	go	back	and	forth	between	email	and	
a	task	management	system.	Some	of	its	features	include	the	ability	to	create	tasks	for	yourself	
or	others,	organize	tasks	into	shared	projects,	link	conversations	with	tasks,	and	receive	
automatic	updates	about	tasks	you're	watching.		Like	a	more	traditional	task	management	tool,	
Asana	can	be	used	to	create	tasks	and	schedule	due	dates	for	your	personal	work	and	track	your	
team's	progress	through	a	high-level	view.	Asana	works	with	several	popular	storage	services	
including	Dropbox,	Box,	and	Google	Drive,	and	it	integrates	with	a	diverse	list	of	tools	from	
Mailchimp	to	Wordpress.		Asana	can	be	accessed	through	the	Web,	iOS,	and	Android	and	has	
both	free	and	premium	options.	The	premium	version	begins	at	$21/mo.	(paid	annually)	for	up	
to	5	team	members	and	goes	up	from	there.	

	 •	 Basecamp:	Basecamp	is	a	project	management	tool	to	manage	tasks	and	projects.	Individuals	
can	use	it	to	manage	personal	tasks	and	projects,	but	it	is	designed	for	team	management.	
Basecamp's	features	include	a	dashboard	that	provides	a	snapshot	of	your	conversations,	tasks,	
files,	events,	etc.,	and	it	works	with	more	than	80	third	party	tools.	Basecamp	offers	a	free	60-
day	trial	period.	After	that,	you'll	need	to	choose	a	monthly	plan.	Basecamp	charges	by	the	
project,	not	by	the	number	of	users.	Prices	start	at	$20/mo.	for	10	active	projects	and	3	GB	
storage	space	and	go	up	to	$3,000/year	for	unlimited	projects	and	500	GB	storage	space.	All	
pricing	plans	include	unlimited	users.	Basecamp	is	free	for	teachers.	

	 •	 Flow:		Flow	is	about	making	"chats	actionable."		Using	Flow,	you	can	create	a	task	list	from	a	
chat	thread	and	then	add	next	steps	to	develop	your	project.	You	can	also	direct-message	
people	on	your	team	for	private	conversations,	receive	alerts	when	your	name	comes	up	in	a	
chat,	and	share	files.		Flow's	Dashboard	allows	you	to	manage	your	personal	tasks	and	calendar,	
view	team	conversations	and	to-do	lists,	and	assign	tasks	to	team	members.	The	Dashboard	
offers	different	view	options.	You	can	see	your	tasks	as	a	traditional	list	or	in	a	calendar	layout.	
Flow	can	be	accessed	on		Android,	iOS,	and	Mac.	For	Android	and	iOS,	there	are	two	apps:	Flow	
Chat	and		Flow	Tasks.	Task	and	chat	functions	are	integrated	from	the	Mac	version.	Flow	has	a	
free	trial	period	that	apparently	doesn't	have	a	fixed	end	date.	The	company	says	to	use	Flow	
until	you	know	it	is	right,	and	then	choose	a	payment	plan	based	on	the	size	of	your	team.	Flow	
starts	at	$19/mo.	for	up	to	3	people,	jumps	to	$59	for	4-10	people,	$129/mo.	for	up	to	20	people,	
$229/mo.	for	up	to	30	people,	and	$399/mo.	for	up	to	50	people.	For	more	than	50	people,	you'll	
need	to	contact	Flow	for	pricing.	Flow	offers	discounts	to	educators	and	nonprofits	(contact	
Flow	for	more	information).	

	 •	 Smartsheet:	Smartsheet	is	another	project	management	tool	that	facilitates	team	
collaboration.	Smartsheet	is	based	on	the	familiar	spreadsheet	format.		It	includes	features	
such	as	file	attachment,	automated	workflows,	Gantt	chart	views,	and	Web-based	forms.	
	Smartsheet	works	with	more	than	40	third-party	tools.	For	Google	users,	Smartsheet	has	some	
attractive	benefits,		including	the	ability	to	update	projects	from	within	Gmail.	Smartsheet	
offers	a	free	trial	period	and	has	three	pricing	levels:	Basic	($14/mo.,	paid	annually)	for	
individuals;	Team	($39/mo.	when	paid	annually	for	teams	of	three	or	more	users);	and	
Enterprise	for	organizations	(call	for	pricing).	Nonprofit	pricing	is	also	offered	at	Basic	($139/
year)	and	Team	($399/year)	levels.	
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	 •	 Trello:	Trello	is	a	visual	task	and	project	management	tool	that	works	on	multiple	devices	
including	Android	phones	and	tablets,	iPhone,	iPad,	and	Kindle	Fire.	Trello	integrates	with	
about	a	dozen	third-party	tools	including	Box,	Dropbox,	Evernote,	and	the	calendar	app	
Sunrise.		Because	it	is	visual	and	creates	a	virtual	bulletin	board,	conceptually	Trello	has	some	
similarities	to	Pinterest.	To	use	Trello,	you	start	a	project	by	opening	a	card	and	adding	
comments,	attachments,	checklists,	etc.	You	can	share	your	board	with	others.	You	can	also	
create	teams	and	have	shared	boards	with	your	teammates.		To	assign	tasks,	you	drag	and	drop	
people	to	a	project's	card.	Trello	has	a	notification	system	that	will	send	you	updates	via	email,	
mobile	notifications,	browser,	or	from	within	the	app.	Other	features	including	being	able	to	
create	cards	by	sending	an	email	to	Trello.	You	can	also	add	comments	to	a	card	via	email	(each	
card	has	an	email	address).	Trello	has	free	and	paid	versions.	The	basic	version,	which	is	meant	
for	individuals,	is	free.	Trello	Gold	offers	individual	users	add-ons	including	bigger	file	uploads	
and	premium	board	backgrounds.	Trello	Gold	is	$5/mo.	or	$45/year.		Trello	Business	Class	is	a	
shared	space	for	teams	to	collaborate	and	share	information.	It	includes	added	privacy	and	
other	admin	controls	and	costs	$8.33	per	user/mo.	when	paid	annually.	

The	free	trial	periods	offered	by	each	company	should	be	enough	time	to	see	if	a	tool	will	work	for	you.		

If	you	experiment	and	decide	to	stick	with	Microsoft	Word,	Excel,	and	OneNote,	set	aside	some	time	to	
learn	what	each	can	do	and	master	the	features	you'll	need	during	the	proposal	process.	Microsoft's	
products	are	more	than	adequate	to	manage	a	proposal's	development.	However,	they	are	not	always	
intuitive	to	use.	This	is	the	main	advantage	offered	by	the	tools	above	which	boast	a	simple	interface,	
focus	on	one	thing	like	email	sorting	or	task	lists,	and	do	that	one	thing	well.	

If	you	are	interested	in	exploring	other	productivity	tools	and	approaches	for	managing	your	work,	
Lifehacker	(www.lifehacker.com)	is	one	resource.	Once	you	choose	a	tool,	head	over	to	lynda.com	to	
see	if	there	is	a	course	on	how	to	get	started.	

What's	Next	
Now	that	you	have	your	proposal	materials	gathered	and	your	task	management	tools	identified,	it’s	
time	to	assemble	your	team.	

Creating a Proposal Team: Identifying Who You'll Need 

Once	you've	identified	an	opportunity	to	respond	to	and	started	to	assemble	your	materials,	you'll	need	
to	recruit	a	team	to	work	on	the	proposal.	If	you	have	been	anticipating	an	opportunity's	release,	you	
may	already	have	your	team	in	place,	in	which	case	you	can	go	directly	to	assembling	your	proposal	
binders	and	scheduling	the	initial	proposal	planning	meeting.	

However,	if	this	is	a	new	or	unanticipated	opportunity,	you	will	need	to	identify	the	expertise	you	need	
and	who	can	provide	it.	

A	proposal	requires	input	from	many	people.	While	you	may	opt	to	have	a	single	writer	in	an	attempt	to	
maintain	a	consistent	narrative	voice	throughout	the	proposal,	you'll	still	need	to	recruit	reviewers.	
Additionally,	unless	the	writer	is	very	familiar	with	the	organization's	history	and	the	details	of	the	
proposed	work,	other	staff	members	will	need	to	contribute	background	information.	You'll	also	need	to	
find	someone	to	develop	the	proposal's	budget.	
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The	steps	to	form	a	proposal	team	begin	with	deciding	on	the	proposal	development	strategy	and	
determining	the	expertise	you'll	need.	Once	you	know	this,	you	can	identify	who	on	your	staff	can	fill	
those	roles.	

Step	#1:	Creating	a	Proposal	Response	Strategy	

Before	you	can	decide	who	you'll	need	on	your	proposal	team,	you'll	need	to	decide	how	the	proposal	
process	will	work.	Do	you	want	one	writer	and	a	handful	of	reviewers?	Do	you	want	a	handful	of	writers	
and	two	reviewers	for	each	of	the	drafts?	Do	you	plan	on	using	an	external	grant	writer?	Or,	will	staff	
write	the	proposal,	but	you'll	plan	on	hiring	a	consultant	with	industry	knowledge	to	serve	as	your	
primary	reviewer?	

Your	approach	will	impact	who	you	need	on	your	team	and	the	development	of	your	proposal	calendar.	
The	more	writers	you	have,	the	more	time	it	will	take	to	stitch	the	sections	together	and	create	a	final	
draft	with	a	uniform	narrative	voice.	If	you	intend	to	rely	on	consultants	for	any	part	of	the	proposal's	
development,	there	will	be	repercussions	not	only	for	your	proposal	calendar	but	also	the	cost	
associated	with	developing	the	proposal.	

After	you	have	an	idea	of	your	process,	you	can	start	filling	in	deadlines	in	your	proposal	calendar	for	
the	proposal	drafts	and	revisions.	With	a	tentative	schedule	and	a	process	at	least	tentatively	mapped	
out,	you'll	have	an	idea	of	which	dates	you'll	need	each	of	your	writers,	reviewers,	and	finance	staff	to	
work	on	the	proposal.	This	information	will	be	very	helpful	to	have	on	hand	when	you	begin	to	recruit	
team	members.	

Step	#2:	Determining	the	Expertise	You'll	Need	

Once	you	have	your	strategy	figured	out,	the	next	step	is	to	sit	down	with	the	opportunity	
announcement	and	generate	a	list	of	the	expertise	and	knowledge	that	is	needed	to	prepare	the	
proposal.	You'll	almost	certainly	need	someone	who	can	draft	some	language	on	the	organization's	
history,	experience,	and	accomplishments.	If	the	proposal	is	a	request	for	continued	funding	of	a	
current	project,	you'll	need	someone	on	your	team	who	can	speak	to	the	project's	goals,	
accomplishments,	and	challenges	faced.		Responding	to	the	request	for	applications	(RFA)	may	also	
require	specialized	knowledge	of	a	technical	or	geographic	area.	

In	addition	to	the	more	technical	or	substantive	aspects	of	a	proposal,	your	proposal	team	will	also	need	
individuals	with	administrative,	financial,	and	management	skills.	Administrative	team	members	
include	a	proposal	manager,	who	will	oversee	the	proposal	process,	and	support	staff	to	assist	with	the	
copy	editing,	formatting,	and	final	assembly	of	the	proposal.	You	should	identify	all	roles	and	
responsibilities,	down	to	who	will	photocopy	and	package	the	proposal,	so	that	you	can	reserve	the	
staff	members’	time.	

Step	#3:	Identifying	Who	You'll	Need	on	Your	Team	

After	you've	identified	the	expertise	you	need	and	have	a	rough	outline	of	the	proposal	schedule,	you	
can	move	to	the	third	stage,	which	is	identifying	the	individuals	who	have	the	required	knowledge	and	
experience.	

To	identify	individuals,	you	might	begin	by	reviewing	your	organization's	staff	list	(have	their	resumes	
nearby)	to	determine	where	the	needs	of	the	proposal	and	the	experience	of	the	staff	intersect.	This	
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step	should	not	take	long	if	you've	defined	the	proposal	team	roles	carefully.	You	may	have	already	
completed	this	step	when	you	first	identified	the	opportunity	and	evaluated	it	during	the	go/no-go	
meeting.	

If	the	proposal	focuses	on	a	new	area	of	work	for	the	organization,	you'll	need	to	determine	whether	
you	have	someone	on	staff	with	the	requisite	knowledge	and	experience.	If	you	do	not,	you'll	need	to	
recruit	someone	who	does.		If	your	organization	intends	to	partner	with	other	organizations	on	the	
proposal,	you'll	have	the	advantage	of	being	able	to	tap	your	partners'	staff	to	fill	in	any	knowledge	
gaps.	

To	help	you	determine	who	you'll	need,	review	the	opportunity	announcement	and	the	proposal	
requirements	with	"who,	what,	when"	in	mind,	as	in:	

	 •	 Who	do	we	need	to	address	each	part	of	the	proposal	
	 •	 What	do	we	need	them	to	do	(write,	review,	support,	etc.)	
	 •	 When	do	we	need	them	in	the	process	(i.e.,	what	phase,	weeks,	or	days)	

Having	answers	to	these	questions	will	help	you	to	evaluate	potential	proposal	team	members.	Since	
you'll	know	the	proposal	schedule,	anyone	who	won't	be	around	during	the	time	you	need	them	will	be	
eliminated	from	consideration,	and	conversely,	anyone	with	the	time—who	also	has	experience	
performing	whatever	role	you	need	them	to	fill	(reviewer,	writer)—will	be	prioritized.	

Finally...	Bringing	theTeam	Together	for	the	Kick-Off	Meeting	

Once	you	decide	to	pursue	an	opportunity,	you'll	want	to	schedule	a	kick-off	meeting	as	soon	as	
possible.	Who	you	invite	to	the	kick-off	meeting	depends	in	part	on	your	proposal	strategy.	You	may	
want	to	limit	participants	to	those	doing	the	hands-on	work	of	preparing	the	proposal	narrative	and	
budget.		Or,	you	may	want	a	larger	group	including	representatives	from	any	partner	organizations	
involved	with	the	proposed	project.	You	could	also	opt	for	two	sets	of	meetings.	One	with	senior	leaders	
for	high-level	discussions	about	the	proposal's	strategic	direction	and	staffing	decisions	and	another	set	
with	the	proposal	managers	and	writers	who	will	prepare	the	proposal.	

For	smaller	organizations,	all	staff	members	may	be	involved	in	making	the	decisions	about	what	to	
propose,	and	everyone	may	have	some	role	in	the	proposal's	development	and	ultimately	the	proposed	
project.	For	larger	organizations,	the	group	working	on	the	proposal	may	be	a	subset	of	those	who	will	
work	on	the	project	if	it	is	funded.		In	fact,	staff	members	may	not	even	know	that	they	are	being	bid	
(i.e.,	their	names	appear	in	the	proposal	attached	to	a	specific	role).	This	leads	to	a	final	note	on	forming	
a	proposal	team:	Inform	those	you	intend	to	bid.	

If	the	proposal	results	in	award	staff	decisions	can	be	revised,	but	as	a	matter	courtesy,	it	is	always	a	
good	idea	to	let	staff	know	that	their	names	are	going	in	before	you	ask	for	their	resumes.	Otherwise,	it	
can	be	disconcerting	and	anxiety-producing	for	staff	to	hear	that	they've	been	added	to	a	
proposal,	especially	if	they	already	have	a	full	workload.	

What's	Next	
Now	that	you've	assembled	your	team,	the	next	step	is	finalizing	the	first	couple	of	weeks	of	the	
proposal	calendar	and	producing	your	first	draft.	

www.theorganizedgrantwriter.com www.	peak	proposals		❊	�13

http://www.theorganizedgrantwriter.com
http://www.peakproposals.com/?p=639
http://www.peakproposals.com/?s=go%2Fno-go
http://www.peakproposals.com/?s=go%2Fno-go
http://www.peakproposals.com/?p=220


Writing a Strong Proposal Takes How Many Drafts? 
After	you	decide	to	respond	to	a	funding	opportunity	and	have	your	team	in	place	of	writers,	reviewers,	
and	support	people,	you'll	need	to	organize	and	launch	the	writing	process.	It	takes	multiple	drafts	to	
get	a	proposal	ready	for	submission.	Before	you	begin	the	writing	process,	you'll	need	to	create	a	
proposal	calendar	to	plot	out	how	many	drafts	you'll	create	on	your	way	to	the	final	draft.	

How	many	drafts	you'll	need	depends	on	the	type	of	grant.	For	the	average	grant	proposal,	plan	on	at	
least	three	drafts.	For	most	proposals,	three	drafts	(with	a	formal	review	process	in	between	each)	will	
be	a	reasonable	number	to	strive	for	if	you	have	4-6	weeks	to	prepare	your	proposal.	If	you	have	more	
than	six	weeks,	still	start	with	a	six-week	process	built	around	three	drafts.		Extending	the	proposal	
process	longer	than	six	weeks	doesn't	always	lead	to	a	more	finely	crafted	proposal,	so	start	with	a	six-
week	process.		If	the	second	draft	is	still	pretty	rough,	or	you've	only	been	able	to	produce	a	partial	draft	
in	that	time,	consider	adjusting	your	proposal	calendar	to	add	a	fourth	draft.	

For	lots	of	reasons,	primarily	burn-out	of	the	proposal	team,	it	makes	sense	to	produce	the	proposal	as	
quickly	as	you	can	without	compromising	on	quality.		Schedule	the	proposal	process	for	a	reasonable	
number	of	weeks	and	don't	automatically	go	to	the	maximum	number	of	weeks	by	default.	

If	you	do	decide	to	extend	the	proposal	development	period,	it’s	a	good	idea	to	pause	the	proposal	
writing	for	a	day	to	evaluate	your	process.	It's	possible	that	the	proposal	isn't	coming	together	because	
the	team	configuration	is	not	quite	right.	Maybe	you	need	to	engage	new	writers	who	can	articulate	the	
project	goals	more	clearly.	Or	perhaps	you	need	to	recruit	external	reviewers	who	can	bring	greater	
objectivity,	redirect	the	proposal,	and	bring	out	its	strengths.	On	the	other	hand,	maybe	the	proposal	
development	process	is	fine,	and	the	team	members	are	in	the	right	roles,	but	the	project	strategy	is	
flawed	and	doesn't	work	on	a	fundamental	level.	Adding	more	drafts	will	not	fix	a	proposal	built	around	
a	poorly	conceived	idea.	

And	of	course,	adding	more	drafts	and	changing	your	proposal	team	configuration	will	not	help	if	you	
are	writing	a	proposal	that	isn't	a	good	fit	for	the	funding	opportunity.	If	you	are	struggling	to	produce	a	
proposal	responsive	to	the	funder's	interests,	it	may	be	an	indication	that	there	is	not	a	good	fit	
between	your	project	and	the	funding	mechanism.	If	this	is	the	case,	consider	halting	the	process	and	
looking	for	another	grant	opportunity.	

What	You'll	See	with	Each	Draft	If		You	Follow	a	Three-Draft	Process	

	 •	 First	Draft:	The	first	draft	takes	the	longest	to	create.	You	are	starting	from	a	blank	slate	and	
even	if	there	are	multiple	writers--each	responsible	for	only	a	small	section--coming	up	with	the	
initial	content	can	be	a	slow	and	arduous	process.	Expect	that	the	first	draft	will	take	at	least	a	
week	to	develop.	Subsequent	drafts,	unless	you	need	to	do	a	major	rewrite,	should	not	take	as	
long.	The	first	draft	will	probably	be	choppy,	particularly	if	there	are	several	writers.	It	will	also	
have	major	formatting	issues	and	grammatical	errors.	All	of	this	is	okay.	The	first	draft's	purpose	
is	to	start	the	process	and	develop	the	framework	for	the	proposal,	so	treat	it	almost	as	a	
brainstorming	exercise.	Ideally,	your	first	draft	will	be	a	complete	draft	of	the	proposal	narrative	
(not	including	any	supporting	materials	for	the	appendix).	
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	 •	 Second	Draft:	The	second	draft	is	about	refining	your	ideas.	By	the	second	draft,	you'll	want	to	
begin	to	work	on	the	formatting.	When	the	proposal	is	formatted	correctly,	you’ll	be	in	a	better	
position	to	judge	how	you	stand	relative	to	the	page	limits.		If	you	hold	off	on	the	formatting	
too	long,	you	may	find	that	once	you	adjust	the	margins	and	font	size,	you'll	be	scrambling	to	
cut	text	at	the	last	minute.	Additionally,	by	the	time	the	second	draft	is	assembled	and	goes	out	
for	review,	you	should	have	all	of	the	supplementary	materials	identified,	if	not	included	in	the	
draft.	Supplementary	materials	may	include	proof	of	nonprofit	status	and	letters	of	support,	or	
copies	of	an	organization's	recent	newsletter.	As	with	formatting,	you	don't	want	to	wait	too	
long	before	you	pull	together	the	supporting	materials.	Some	of	the	materials--a	staffing	plan,	
for	example--will	need	to	be	part	of	the	formal	review	process.	Other	materials,	like	an	
organizational	newsletter,		can	be	tacked	on	at	the	end	without	further	review.	

	 •	 Third	Draft:	The	third	draft	is	where	the	polishing	occurs.	Now	is	the	time	to	start	worrying	
about	grammar.	Your	proposal	should	be	within	the	page	limits	by	now,	and	you	should	have	
your	supporting	materials	ready.	When	reviewers	look	at	the	third	draft,	they	should	see	a	
complete	version	of	what	will	be	submitted.	By	the	third	draft	of	the	technical	(narrative)	
proposal,	the	budget	for	the	proposal	should	be	ready	and	in	the	process	of	being	reviewed	as	
well.	Depending	on	the	size	and	complexity	of	the	proposal,	different	people	may	be	involved	in	
preparing	and	reviewing	the	budget	than	the	technical	proposal.	You'll	need	to	coordinate	the	
process	so	that	the	budget	and	narrative	pieces	are	ready	at	the	same	time	for	the	final	
packaging	and	submission.	

	 •	 Final:	The	final	draft	should	be	submitted	several	days	before	the	official	due	date.	You'll	want	to	
have	as	wide	a	margin	as	possible	around	the	final	due	date	to	accommodate	any	last-minute	
glitches	that	can	come	up.	These	include	technical	problems	with	the	submission	process	to	
mail	delivery	delays	because	of	inclement	weather.	The	final	draft	will	be	your	best	effort	on	all	
fronts.	The	proposal	will	be	correctly	formatted,	all	glaring	(and	many	not-so-glaring)	
grammatical	errors	will	be	resolved,	and	all	pieces	of	the	proposal	package	will	be	labeled	
appropriately.	In	addition	to	finalizing	the	proposal,	while	the	final	draft	is	being	assembled	
you'll	need	to	spend	some	time	creating	a	cover	letter	to	accompany	the	submission.	If	you	
work	with	a	larger	organization,	you	might	have	to	factor	in	several	layers	of	institutional	
review,	which	may	require	further	edits	before	the	proposal	can	be	submitted.	For	the	final	
reviews,	you’ll	want	to	block	off	24-48	hours.	When	you	are	within	24	hours	of	the	submission	
date,	the	review	process	needs	to	be	wrapped	up	and	the	proposal	submitted.	

As	you	develop	your	proposal	calendar	and	think	through	your	draft	process,	here	are	five	tips	to	keep	
in	mind:	

Five Tips to a Better Proposal 

	 1	 Know	your	limits:	When	you	decide	to	respond	to	a	funding	opportunity,	an	essential	first	step	
is	to	complete	a	resource	assessment.	

	 •	 Time:		Realistically,	given	everything	else	you	and	your	team	have	going	on,	how	much	
time	can	you	afford	to	spend	to	develop	the	proposal?		If	you	are	already	stretched	and	
working	toward	meeting	several	project	deadlines,	you'll	need	to	factor	in	how	many	
hours	it	will	take	to	meet	your	other	obligations.		You	may	discover	that	you	can	only	
dedicate	two	hours	a	day	during	the	work	week	to	the	proposal.	Ten	hours	a	week	is	not	
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a	lot	of	time.	Are	you	willing	and	able	to	work	on	the	weekends	during	the	proposal	
period?	If	not,	can	someone	else	on	the	team	increase	their	efforts	to	fill	any	gaps?	

	 •	 Money:		How	much	money	is	in	the	budget	for	proposal	development?	Proposals	cost	
money	to	prepare.	There	are	material	costs	such	as	paper,	ink,	binders,	and	postage	
that	you'll	need	to	cover.	If	you	need	to	submit	multiple	hard	copies	of	a	proposal,	it	
may	be	necessary	to	use	the	services	of	a	professional	copy	center,	so	you'll	want	to	add	
these	costs	in	as	well.	Overall,	the	cost	of	materials	should	be	relatively	low.	Much	of	
proposal	development	process,	and	often	the	proposal	submission	itself,	can	be	done	
electronically.	However,	material	and	equipment	costs	are	still	important	to	note,	
especially	if	you	have	a	tight	budget.	

	 •	 Human	Resources:		One	of	the	most	important	assessments	will	be	of	human	resources.	
You	should	have	evaluated	whether	you	have	the	necessary	people	on	hand	to	write	the	
proposal	during	the	opportunity	evaluation	phase,	but	knowing	that	someone	is	around	
for	the	next	month	doesn't	tell	you	her	weekly	schedule.	As	you	develop	your	proposal	
calendar,	you'll	need	to	find	out	when	each	person	on	the	team	can	work	on	the	
proposal	and	coordinate	things	accordingly.	If	you	learn	that	one	of	the	reviewers	can	
only	complete	her	review	on	a	handful	of	dates	during	the	proposal	period,	you'll	need	
to	make	sure	that	the	proposal	draft	can	be	ready	in	time	for	her	review.	If	you	miss	the	
window	in	which	she	can	review	the	draft,	what	will	you	do?	Is	there	someone	else	who	
can	take	on	the	review?	If	you	have	a	team	member	who	is	essential	to	the	review	
process	and	cannot	be	replaced	(such	as	the	executive	director),	what	can	you	do	to	
guarantee	that	the	proposal	draft	will	be	ready	on	time	for	her	review?	Before	you	
begin	the	proposal,	you	need	to	identify	any	"hard	stop"	deadlines	that	you	must	meet	
and	commit	to	meeting	these	deadlines	and	staying	on	schedule.	

	 2	 Anticipate	delays:	The	proposal	calendar	you	create	at	the	beginning	of	the	proposal	process	is	
your	ideal	schedule.	In	all	likelihood,	it	will	not	be	the	final	one.	Some	of	the	dates	will	slip.	
There	will	be	a	few	non-negotiable	deadlines	you	need	to	plan	around,	such	as	the	submission	
deadline	and	dates	that	are	fixed	because	of	team	members'	schedules,	as	discussed	above.	
There	will	also	be	many	missed	deadlines.	Anticipate	that	there	will	be	a	lot	of	adjustments	
throughout	the	proposal	process.	To	accommodate	missed	deadlines,	add	buffers	throughout	
the	proposal	development	process.	For	example,	if	you	think	it	will	take	five	days	to	create	a	
first	draft,	schedule	the	first	draft	for	five	days	on	the	"official"	proposal	calendar	that	gets	
circulated	to	team	members.	Next,	create	a	"shadow"	calendar	that	only	you	can	see	that	has	a	
Plan	B	schedule	with	extra	days	built	in	for	each	stage.		With	a	Plan	B	ready,	when	the	inevitable	
slippage	occurs,	you'll	know	you'll	still	be	okay	and	able	to	meet	the	submission	deadline.	
Another	way	to	add	flexibility	to	the	proposal	calendar	is	to	plan	on	having	the	final	draft	of	the	
proposal	ready	a	week	before	the	submission	deadline.	If	you	don't	end	up	needing	the	extra	
week,	there's	no	downside;	you'll	just	submit	the	proposal	early.	If	you	do	experience	delays	
during	the	proposal's	development,	you'll	be	grateful	that	you	have	the	extra	time.	

	 3	 Expect	unanticipated	problems:	In	addition	to	missed	deadlines	and	team	member	schedules	
playing	havoc	with	your	proposal	process,	there	will	be	other	problems.	Although	you	won't	
know	in	advance	what	kinds	of	problems	will	come	your	way,	expect	problems	at	each	stage	of	
the	process.	These	unexpected	problems	are	another	reason	you	need	to	create	a	proposal	
schedule	that	allows	for	delays.		Anticipated	problems	that	can	affect	your	schedule	include	
writers	who	fail	to	submit	their	sections	on	time	or	a	budget	that's	behind	schedule	because	of	
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delays	getting	salary	figures	from	HR.	Unanticipated	problems	come	in	many	forms.	They	
include	tech	issues	(computers	crashing,	corrupted	files),	weather	issues	(tornadoes,	hurricanes,	
blizzards--anything	that	can	result	in	power	outages	and	office	closings),	and	personal	
calamities	(illness	of	a	key	team	member).	Something	is	going	to	happen	that	will	shake	things	
up.	While	you	may	not	be	able	to	plan	for	everything,	you	can	do	a	few	things	to	ward	off	
potential	interruptions.	You	can	save	your	proposal	drafts	in	the	Cloud	instead	of	on	a	drive	on	
your	computer	to	protect	the	proposal	in	case	your	computer	dies.			You	can	email	yourself	the	
latest	proposal	draft	as	a	back-up	in	case	something	happens	with	your	Cloud	storage.	You	can	
save	drafts	of	the	proposal	on	a	regular	schedule	under	new	file	names	as	a	security	against	
corrupted	files		(i.e.	instead	of	clicking	"save,"	do	a	"save	as"	with	a	new	file	name,	which	might	
be	the	name	of	the	draft,	the	date,	and	the	time	[hour	and	date]	of	the	save).		Weather	and	
personal	issues	can	be	a	little	harder,	but	simple	things	like	taking	your	work	computer	home	
with	you	every	night	can	be	helpful	if	you	should	find	yourself	unexpectedly	out	of	the	office.	

	 4	 Prepare	for	conflict:	As	you	move	through	the	proposal	process,	you	may	find	that	there	is	
confusion	within	the	proposal	team	about	who	is	doing	what.	Or	maybe	there	is	no	confusion	
on	this	point,	but	there	are	team	members	who	are	not	doing	what	they	need	(and	agreed)	to	
do.	Proposal	writing	is	not	fun	for	most	people.	Particularly	with	a	high-stake	proposal	on	which	
the	survival	of	an	organization	may	depend,	emotions	can	run	high.	Expect	unhappiness	and	
stress.	Expect	that	the	long	hours	and	lost	weekends	will	make	team	members	irritable.	
However,	there	are	some	things	you	do	to	help	prevent	conflicts	from	brewing.	Having	
flexibility	in	your	proposal	calendar	will	again	be	key.	If	you	can	give	someone	an	extra	two	days	
to	submit	their	piece	because	you’ve	built	in	some	wiggle	room,	you'll	be	able	to	reduce	their	
stress	and	keep	the	proposal	on	track.	Another	thing	that	can	reduce	conflict	as	you	move	
through	the	proposal	process	is	understanding	your	boundaries	around	what	you	will	and	will	
not	do	and	making	sure	each	member	of	the	team	does	the	same.	If	you	know	in	advance	that	a	
team	member	cannot	work	on	weekends,	you	can	build	that	into	the	process	from	the	start.	As	
part	of	the	team-building	process,	articulate	your	work	style	and	boundaries	and	encourage	
others	to	do	the	same	so	that	everyone	knows,	and	can	be	respectful	of,	each	other's	limits.	

	 5	 Be	clear	on	your	goal:	One	of	the	things	that	can	cause	a	proposal	to	derail	is	the	pursuit	of	
perfection.	The	proposal	does	not	need	to	be	perfect.	Your	goal	should	be	to	submit	a	proposal	
that	is	responsive	to	the	funder's	needs	and	compliant	with	all	submission	requirements.	It	
needs	to	be	clearly	written,	but	it	doesn't	need	to	be	perfectly	written.	During	the	early	stages	
of	the	proposal	process,	when	the	proposal	is	in	its	roughest	shape,	there	can	be	a	tendency	on	
the	part	of	some	reviewers	to	spend	time	correcting	grammar	mistakes.	Grammar	is	certainly	
important,	and	egregious	grammatical	errors	must	be	corrected	before	the	proposal	is	
submitted.	However,	at	the	stage	of	the	first	and	second	draft,	grammar	issues	should	not	be	
the	focus.	The	focus	initially	should	be	on	crystallizing	ideas	and	reaching	a	clarity	of	thinking	
about	the	proposed	project	or	research	idea.	Grammatical	errors,	formatting	problems—these	
things	can	be	resolved	later.	Spend	the	early	days	of	the	proposal	working	through	the	bigger	
issues,	and	you'll	find	that	the	writing	naturally	becomes	clearer	with	many	of	the	grammar	
issues	resolving	on	their	own	with	the	growing	clarity.	

Each	proposal	you	work	on	will	be	a	little	different.	Some	proposals	will	have	a	very	short	turn	around	
and	you'll	need	to	condense	the	process	into	two	stages,	a	rough	draft,	and	a	final	draft.	Others	are	
going	to	be	more	layered	with	the	proposal	coming	together	in	stages,	with	a	complete	draft	not	
assembled	until	the	very	end.	What	is	a	certainty	is	that	there	will	be	multiple	drafts,	and	there	will	be	
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problems,	so	plan	for	what	you	can	and	add	lots	of	buffer	to	your	proposal	schedule	to	accommodate	
the	unexpected.	

Why You Need to List the Abbreviations in Your Proposal 

One	of	the	pillars	of	your	proposal	framework	should	be	a	template	to	collect	and	define	acronyms	and	
abbreviations.	For	the	benefit	of	the	other	writers	and	particularly	the	proposal's	reviewers,	it	is	
essential	to	collect	and	define	abbreviations.	Unless	the	writers	define	their	abbreviations	consistently,	
the	proposal	can	quickly	become	difficult	to	read.	This	is	especially	true	if	a	proposal	has	multiple	
writers	representing	different	disciplines	and	using	specialized	terminology.	

Defining	abbreviations	within	the	body	of	the	proposal	is	something	each	writer	should	do	as	they	
write.	

Example:	"Our	latest	achievement	is	a	new	Training-of-Trainers	(ToT)	curriculum."	

Defining	abbreviations	within	the	proposal	is	only	part	of	the	process.	The	next	step	is	to	collect	the	
acronyms	and	abbreviations	in	a	central	place	for	easy	reference.	

Ideally,	the	proposal	writers	will	not	only	define	their	terms	as	they	write	but	also	will	add	their	
abbreviations	to	a	table.	The	table	could	be	an	Excel	spreadsheet	or	a	table	generated	in	Word.		The	
table	should	list,	in	alphabetical	order,	all	abbreviations	that	appear	in	the	document	along	with	their	
definitions.	To	reduce	the	amount	of	work	required	to	assemble	the	final	draft,	it	helps	to	create	the	
acronym	and	abbreviations	template	in	the	form	you	would	like	it	to	appear	in	the	final	proposal.	For	
ease	of	reference,	add	the	table	to	the	front	of	the	draft	proposal.	Later,	when	you	assemble	the	final	
draft	of	the	proposal	for	submission,	the	list	of	abbreviations	can	be	inserted	after	the	table	of	contents.	

What Is the Difference between Acronyms, Abbreviations, and Initialisms? 

An	abbreviation	is	a	shortened	version	of	a	word	or	phrase.	There	is	more	than	one	way	to	abbreviate,	
and	that	is	where	acronyms	and	initialisms	enter.	

Your	proposal	will	probably	include	both	acronyms	and	initialisms.	While	they	serve	a	similar	purpose	of	
shortening	a	word	or	phrase,	they	are	different.	An	acronym	is	made	of	the	initial	letters	of	a	name	or	
phrase.	As	an	example,	one	acronym	you	may	be	familiar	with	is	HIPAA,	which	stands	for	Health	
Insurance	Portability	and	Accountability	Act	of	1996.		Another	well-known	acronym	is	NASA,	which	is	
used	far	more	frequently	than	the	full	name,	the	National		Aeronautics	and	Space	Administration.	One	
of	the	distinguishing	features	of	an	acronym	is	that	it	is	pronounced	as	if	it	were	a	word.	We	pronounce	
HIPAA	as	"HIP-AH"	and	NASA	"NAS-AH"	and	not	by	their	individual	letters.	

An	initialism	is	a	shortened	version	of	a	word	or	phrase	that	is	pronounced	as	a	series	of	letters.	
Examples	of	well-known	abbreviations	include	CEO	for	Chief	Executive	Officer	and	NSF	for	the	National	
Science	Foundation.	Initialisms	often	appear	with	periods,	which	can	help	you	identify	them	as	
initialisms	(U.S.A.,	U.K.,	etc.).		Instead	of	the	word	"initialism,"		words	pronounced	as	a	series	of	letters	
are	frequently	referred	to	as	simply	abbreviations.	Strictly	speaking	though,	"abbreviation"	is	an	
umbrella	term	that	covers	both	acronyms	and	initialisms.	
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As	far	as	your	template	is	concerned,	the	distinctions	between	acronyms	and	initialisms	doesn’t	really	
matter	because	you'll	be	gathering	them	into	a	single	list	of	abbreviations.	Many	people	use	the	words	
acronyms	and	abbreviations	interchangeably	and	title	their	list	of	abbreviations	"acronyms."		Labeling	a	
list	"acronyms,"	when	it	actually	includes	both	acronyms	and	initialisms,	is	a	minor	detail	in	the	scheme	
of	things,	but	it	is	more	accurate	to	label	the	list	by	the	general	and	inclusive	term	“abbreviations."	

Do You Need to Define Every Abbreviation? 

Whether	you	can	avoid	defining	some	abbreviations	will	depend	on	the	style	guide	and	approach	
endorsed	by	your	organization.	Some	camps	hold	that	all	abbreviations	and	acronyms	must	be	defined	
on	first	use,	including	familiar	ones	like	"HIV"	or	"UNICEF."	However,	others	believe	that	some	
abbreviations	are	so	well	known	by	now	that	there	is	no	reason	to	define	them	and	that	doing	so	
unnecessarily	clutters	the	writing.	One	of	the	proponents	of	the	"don't	define	every	acronym"	approach	
is	the	U.S.	government's	plain	language	guidance	resource,	www.plainlanguage.gov.		

This	government-sponsored	website	offers	a	few	tips	about	use	of	abbreviations	including:	

	 •	 Don't	define	well-known	abbreviations	such	as	IBM,	ATM,	Ph.D.	

	 •	 Don't	define	something	that	you	know	will	be	obvious	to	the	reader.	This	point	relates	to	the	one	
above.	The	example	offered	by	www.plainlanguage.gov	is	that	if	someone	writes	a	letter	to	the	
Federal	Aviation	Administration	(FAA),	in	its	reply	to	the	individual	the	FAA	does	not	need	to	
define	FAA.	This	rule	has	an	obvious	application	to	proposals.	If	you	are	submitting	a	proposal	
to	the	Centers	for	Disease	Control	and	Prevention	(CDC),	you	do	not	need	to	define	CDC	in	your	
list	of	abbreviations.	

	 •	 Don't	use	an	abbreviation	unless	you	have	to.	The	Plain	Language	guidance	is	almost	radical	in	its	
philosophy	that	writers	should	use	only	2-3	abbreviations	in	a	document.	All	other	terms	should	
be	spelled	out.	They	believe	that,	except	for	a	few	words	or	phrases	that	get	used	over	and	over	
again	and	are	therefore	worth	abbreviating,	most	terms	in	a	document	are	used	so	infrequently	
it	is	not	a	burden	to	spell	them	out	each	time.	Abbreviations	are	hard	on	the	reader,	so	avoid	
them	whenever	possible.	

Is It Enough to Define an Acronym or Abbreviation Once in Your Proposal?  

If	you	define	an	acronym	on	page	two	of	your	proposal,	do	you	need	to	define	it	again	when	it	appears	
on	page	10?	What	about	page	20?	If	you	include	a	list	of	all	abbreviations	and	acronyms	at	the	front	of	
your	document,	it	is	probably	okay	to	define	an	acronym	or	abbreviation	only	on	its	first	appearance.	If	
you	cannot	include	a	consolidated	list	of	acronyms	and	abbreviations	in	your	proposal	for	whatever	
reason,	you	may	want	to	define	the	term	again	if	there	are	several	pages	of	text	separating	the	first	and	
subsequent	use.	

Want More Guidance on Abbreviations? 

If	you	would	like	to	read	more	on	the	use	of	abbreviations,	below	are	some	resources	used	for	this	post.	

	 •	 Grammar	Girl,	"Abbreviations,	Acronyms,	and	Initialisms"	(http://www.quickanddirtytips.com/
education/grammar/abbreviations-acronyms-and-initialisms)	
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	 •	 Plainlanguage.gov,	"Minimizing	Abbreviations."	
	 •	 Scribendi,	”	(http://www.scribendi.com/advice/the_correct_use_of_acronyms.en.html)	
	 •	 Wikipedia,	"Acronym"	and	"Abbreviation"		(https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Acronym)	

Another	resource	that	can	be	very	helpful	when	you	encounter	an	unfamiliar	acronym	is	Acronym	
Finder	(www.acronymfinder.com/),		a	database	of	acronyms	across	multiple	disciplines.	
	

� 	
		

Managing the Proposal Draft Process:  
Templates & Communication Strategies to Keep You on Track 

In	this	post,	we'll	cover	two	essential	pieces	of	the	proposal	management	process.	The	first	is	to	create	a	
template	or	proposal	"shell"	for	the	drafting	process.	The	second	piece	we'll	review	is	some	of	the	tools	
you	can	use	to	manage	the	draft		process	and	keep	team	members	informed	of	changes	to	the	proposal	
schedule	and	proposal	development	process.	

Advantages of Writing a Proposal Using a Template 

Creating	a	proposal	template	is	one	of	the	most	important	things	you	can	do	to	facilitate	the	proposal	
process.		The	template	comes	into	play	at	one	of	two	points.	Either	you	can	use	the	template	from	the	
start	of	the	process,	beginning	with	the	first	draft.	Or,	you	can	create	a	template	that	you'll	use	at	the	
end	of	the	process	after	the	proposal	text	is	finalized.		The	pros	and	cons	of	each	approach	are	discussed	
below.	

How to Create a Proposal Template 

The	easiest	way	to	create	a	template	is	to	create	a	new	document	in	Word	and	use	the	proposal	
guidelines	to	build	your	outline.	

Do	you	have	to	use	Word?	No,	not	necessarily.	If	the	proposal	will	be	submitted	as	a	PDF,	any	word	
processing	program	that	can	be	converted	to	a	PDF	will	work.	However,	some	funding	opportunities	
require	the	proposal	to	be	submitted	as	a	Word	document,	or	even	sometimes	in	two	versions,	Word	
and	PDF.	Before	you	start	to	build	your	template,	review	the	funder's	guidelines	to	confirm	the	required	
format.	If	the	funder	requires	proposals	to	be	submitted	in	Word,	create	the	proposal	template	in	Word.	
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The	goal	of	the	template	is	to	save	time,	so	building	your	proposal	in	the	format	you'll	ultimately	use	for	
the	submission	will	streamline	the	process.	

Advantages of Using a Template for the Drafting Process 

Having	a	template	for	the	proposal	draft	process	can	provide	much-needed	structure.	A	template	
allows	the	writers	to	insert	draft	text	directly	into	a	document	formatted	to	the	funder's	guidelines	and	
with	the	required	headings	and	sections	already	in	place.	

Using	a	template	at	the	start	of	the	proposal	writing	process	should	reduce	the	amount	work	you'll	
need	to	do	when	you	are	finalizing	the	proposal.	By	using	a	proposal	shell	from	the	start	of	the	process,	
the	proposal	should	already	be	organized	correctly	and	have	the	correct	margins	and	font	sizes	
throughout.	Having	the	basic	structure	in	place	means	you	will	be	free	to	focus	your	final	days	on	the	
proposal	refining	the	text	rather	than	formatting	it.	A	template	can	also	prevent	the	proposal	from	
going	way	over	the	page	limits,	which	can	easily	happen	if	the	proposal	writers	use	a	smaller	font	than	
the	one	required	by	the	guidelines	when	writing	their	draft	text.	

The Downsides of Using a Template for the Drafting Process 

There	are	a	few	potential	downsides	to	using	a	template.	The	first	is	that,	while	an	advantage	of	using	a	
template	is	that	it	helps	writers	stay	more	aware	of	page	limits,	the	disadvantage	is	that	by	being	aware	
of	page	limits,	the	proposal	writers	may	self-edit	too	much.	

The	draft	process--particularly	the	first	draft--is	useful	to	generate	ideas.	Although	more	structured	
than	a	brainstorming	exercise,	the	early	drafts	of	a	proposal	serve	to	get	ideas	on	paper.	With	each	
draft,	the	ideas	are	refined	as	the	process	moves	along	and	writers	respond	to	feedback	from	reviewers.	
If	the	writers	are	too	conscious	of	the	page	limits,	there	is	a	risk	they	will	limit	their	ideas	to	fit	into	the	
allotted	space	and	not	use	the	draft	process	as	a	means	of	working	through	ideas.	

A	related	risk	of	using	a	template	is	that	having	the	headings	of	the	proposal	sections	in	front	of	them	
can	squash	some	writer's	creative	thinking.	

For	example,	if	you	are	assigned	to	write	the	proposed	project's	management	plan,	seeing	"Project	
Management"	in	the	section	heading	may	lead	some	writers	to	produce	plodding	text	that	answers	the	
basic	question	"what	does	it	look	like."	If	instead,	the	writer	starts	with	a	blank	page	and	the	question,	
"How	should	this	project	be	managed	to	produce	the	best	results?"	the	writing	might	be	more	dynamic	
and	the	answer	more	thoughtful	and	innovative.	

Whether	using	a	template	will	have	a	dampening	effect	on	the	writers	depends	on	their	personalities	
and	work	style.	It	may	take	a	couple	of	proposals	to	determine	what	works	best	for	the	team	members	
and	produces	the	strongest	content.	

Another	risk	of	using	a	template	for	the	drafting	process	is	that	word	processing	programs	like	Word	
can	be	notoriously	unstable.	If	you	create	your	template	in	Word	with	the	goal	of	having	the	template	
evolve	into	the	final	proposal,	you	may	find	at	the	11th	hour	that	the	document	has	become	corrupted.	
Mysterious	page-break	issues	and	other	formatting	problems	may	crop	up,	and	no	matter	what	you	do,	
you	cannot	correct	them.	
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If	you	build	your	final	proposal	by	adding	to,	and	editing,	the	same	Word	document,	you	may	not	be	
able	to	find	a	version	of	the	document	that	is	problem	free	without	going	back	to	one	of	the	earliest	
drafts.	

You	can	still	have	major	formatting	problems	if	you	cut-and-paste	text	from	another	document	into	a	
template	after	the	content	has	been	generated,	but	the	problems	can	be	easier	to	correct.	

Three Ways to Resolve Formatting Issues  

If	formatting	issues	develop	after	your	insert	a	block	of	text	into	your	template,	the	problem	should	
resolve	as	soon	as	you	undo	("ctrl	z"	if	you	use	a	PC)	whatever	you	did	right	before	the	problem	
appeared.	While	undoing	the	last	action	will	solve	the	immediate	problems	in	the	template,		you'll	still	
need	to	find	a	way	to	get	the	text	inserted	again	without	having	the	problems	return.	

Here	are	three	options	to	explore:	

	 •	 One	option,	if	a	relatively	small	amount	of	text	is	causing	the	problem,	is	to	type	the	text	
directly	into	the	final	template.	Again,	this	is	only	a	viable	option	if	there	is	not	a	lot	of	text	to	
import.	

	 •	 A	second	option--a	little	more	tricky,	but	doable--is	to	convert	both	the	template	and	the	
separate	Word	document	with	the	troublesome	text	to	PDFs.	Merge	the	two	the	PDFs,	
inserting	the	new	text	into	its	appropriate	spot	in	the	template	document,	and	then	adjust	the	
line	spacing,	page	breaks,	etc.	to	create	a	seamless	document.	You'll	need	Adobe	Acrobat	Pro	to	
do	this.	

	 •	 A	third	option	to	try,	also	requiring	Acrobat	Pro,	is	to	convert	both	the	problematic	text	and	
template	into	PDFs,	merge	them,	and	then	convert	the	newly	combined	document	back	into	
Word.	With	luck,	after	the	conversion	to	PDFs,	the	problems	won't	reappear	when	you	return	to	
Word.	This	option	would	only	be	worth	pursuing	if	you	want	to	continue	to	work	in	Word	or	if	
you	need	to	submit	the	document	as	a	Word	file.	

Correcting	formatting	issues	can	take	a	long	time,	and	the	solution	isn't	always	straightforward.	This	is	
yet	another	reason	you	should	create	your	proposal	schedule	with	generous	margins,	so	you	have	the	
time	you	need	to	resolve	any	problems.	

Three Ways to Collaborate on Proposal Drafts 

In	addition	to	deciding	whether	you'll	use	a	template	to	build	the	draft,	you'll	also	need	to	decide	how	
you	and	the	other	team	members	will	share	the	draft	during	the	collaborative	process.	Three	common	
methods	are:	

	 •	 	Email.	Email	is	usually	the	default	method	of	sending	in	proposal	sections	and	circulating	the	
draft	for	review.	This	method	works	pretty	well,	and	it's	easy,	which	is	why	most	people	use	it.	
The	main	problem	with	using	email	to	circulate	drafts	is	version	control.	Version	control	issues	
can	creep	up	in	a	number	of	ways,	including:	

	 •	 Wrong	version	attached	to	an	email:	If	you	have	a	proposal	draft	circulating	by	email,	at	
some	point	an	older	or	incorrect	version	of	the	document	may	inadvertently	be	
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attached	to	an	email	and	enter	circulation.	This	is	hard	to	prevent	if	email	is	being	used	
to	pass	the	draft	from	one	writer	or	reviewer	to	another.	

	 •	 New	file	name	introduced:	A	second	problem	that	may	occur	is	when	someone	saves	the	
proposal	draft	under	a	new	file	name,	or	a	name	that	doesn't	conform	to	pre-
established	naming	standards	and	you're	left	not	knowing	which	draft	is	the	current	
one.	You	can	compare	the	documents	by	merging	them	into	a	new	document,	but	the	
review	can	take	time	and	may	not	tell	you	which	draft	is	the	most	recent	one.	

	 •	 Confidentiality	Issues:	With	email,	there	is	always	a	risk	that	a	copy	of	the	proposal	draft	
may	inadvertently	be	sent	to	the	wrong	person	because	an	incorrect	email	address	was	
entered.	

	 •	 Shared	Drive:	If	you	work	at	an	organization	with	an	intranet,	which	is	an	internal	network	that	
only	you	and	your	colleagues	can	access,	another	option	is	to	create	a	proposal	folder	on	the	
intranet	where	you	can	store	the	proposal	drafts	and	supporting	materials.	Using	a	shared	drive	
can	work	well	because	it	offers	a	central	storage	location,	but	it	can	present	similar	problems	to	
email.	

	 •	 Version	control.	With	a	shared	folder,	you'll	need	to	be	careful	to	set	up	a	schedule	so	
that	everyone	knows	when	it	is	their	turn	to	go	in	and	work	on	the	file.	If	you	do	not	do	
this,		you	may	find	that	more	than	one	person	has	gone	into	the	folder,	copied	the	file,	
and	is	working	on	the	document	from	their	desktop.	Version	control	problems	can	also	
occur	when	someone	retrieves	the	proposal	draft	from	the	folder,	makes	changes,	and	
either	forgets	to	return	the	draft	to	the	folder,	update	the	file	name,	or	otherwise	
indicate	that	they've	worked	on	the	draft.	

	 •	 Confidentiality	issues.	If	someone	can	copy	the	proposal	draft	and	save	it	onto	their	
computer,	there	is	a	risk	that	the	document	may	eventually	end	up	in	an	email	and	
begin	a	distribution	path	you	are	not	able	to	track.	To	limit	the	risk	of	this	happening,	
you	may	want	to	limit	access	to	the	proposal	folder	to	only	a	few	team	members.	One	
other	challenge	to	note	with	using	a	shared	drive	relates	to	external	partners:	If	you	are	
developing	the	proposal	with	external	partners,	it	may	be	difficult	to	grant	access	to	a	
folder	on	your	intranet.	At	least	for	purposes	of	communicating	with	your	external	
partners,	you	may	end	up	having	to	resort	to	email.	

	 •	 SharePoint	or	Other	Web-Based	Platform:	If	your	organization	uses	SharePoint,	there	are	several	
reasons	to	choose	it	as	your	primary	proposal	storage	and	collaboration	system.	One	major	
advantage	of	SharePoint	and	other	Web-based	tools	is	that	you	can	grant	access	to	the	site	to	
anyone,	including	those	outside	of	your	organization	if	you	are	working	with	external	partners.	
Second,	with	SharePoint	and	other	online	document	storage	options	like	Dropbox,	you	can	
control	access	to	the	document	by	setting	user	permissions.		You	can	make	the	document	read-
only,	or	restrict	it	so	it	cannot	be	downloaded.	You	can	also	require	team	members	to	check-out	
the	document,	which	locks	the	document	for	editing.	Only	the	person	who	has	checked	out	the	
document	can	edit	it,	but	everyone	else	on	the	team	still	retains	read-only	access.	With	the	
check-out	system,	there	is	never	any	confusion	about	who	is	working	on	the	document.	
Everyone	can	see	who	checked	it	out	and	can	request	automatic	notification	when	it	has	been	
checked	back	in.	The	third	advantage	of	SharePoint	and	other	online	systems	is	that	they	are	
flexible.	You	can	store	all	of	the	proposal	content	on	a	SharePoint	site	including	proposal	drafts,	
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the	budget	pieces,	and	the	supporting	materials,	but	limit	access	so	not	everyone	has	access	to	
every	folder	or	page.	Having	one	central	"hub"	for	all	the	proposal	pieces	is	convenient.	It	is	a	lot	
easier	to	direct	everyone	to	a	single	site	than	to	say,	"The	proposal	drafts	are	shared	by	email;	
the	budget	is	in	a	secure	intranet	folder;	and	the	supporting	materials,	the	team	list,	and	the	
proposal	calendar	are	all	on	the	SharePoint	site.”	

While	SharePoint	and	other	Web-based	systems	resolve	many	of	the	issues	found	in	the	other	methods,	
	they	are	not	without	their	challenges:	

	 •	 Web-based	systems	can	be	confusing.	SharePoint	is	powerful	project	management	tool.	
However,	it	can	be	confusing	to	the	new	user.	For	example,	to	use	SharePoint	effectively,	you	
need	training	and	lots	of	practice.	If	all	of	the	proposal	team	members	are	not	comfortable	with	
SharePoint	or	committed	to	using	it,	it	will	not	work	as	a	tool	to	manage	the	proposal.	You'll	find	
that,	regardless	of	the	system	you	put	into	place,	everyone	is	using	email.	

	 •	 Web-based	systems	take	work.	Even	if	the	team	knows	how	to	use	the		Web-based	system,	
whether	it	is	SharePoint	or	something	else,	there	will	be	a	strong	pull	toward	relying	on	email	
nevertheless.	Using	email	is	second	nature.	Most	of	us	send	emails	every	day	and	find	it	fast	and	
convenient	to	send	attachments	via	email.	SharePoint	takes	extra	work.	Not	a	lot	of	work,	but	
more	effort	than	sending	an	email.	You	have	to	type	in	a	Web	address,	sign	in,	and	then	follow	
whatever	restrictions	are	in	place	for	version	control.	It	is	hard	to	get	people	to	use	a	system	if	it	
involves	multiple	steps	and	limits	their	freedom.	

	 •	 Web-based	systems	take	time	to	setup:	Related	to	the	point	above	about	the	work	involved	with	
a	Web-based	system,	it	takes	work	to	build	the	SharePoint	site.	When	you	launch	a	SharePoint	
site	for	the	first	time,	all	you	have	is	a	blank	template.	To	get	a	working	site,	you	have	to	design	
it	to	fit	your	purpose,	adding	the	pages,	user	restrictions,	and	"apps"	that	you	want	to	have	such	
as	a	shared	calendar.	Doing	this	can	take	hours,	so	SharePoint	is	not	a	good	pick	if	you	don't	
have	some	lead	time.	If	you	throw	up	a	SharePoint	site	that	is	confusing	and	not	well-designed,	
even	those	team	members	who	are	willing	to	give	it	a	shot	will	probably	not	use	it.	Additionally,	
if	you	are	working	with	external	partners,	they	may	need	to	create	a	new	account	before	they	
login	to	the	site,	which	can	take	time	and	may	be	confusing	to	the	new	user.	

Each	of	the	three	methods	for	circulating	and	managing	the	proposal	drafts--email,	intranet,	or	Web-
based--will	do	the	job.	You	may	decide	to	use	some	combination	of	the	three,	such	as	using	SharePoint	
for	the	writing	process	and	email	to	send	the	document	to	the	review	panel.	Whatever	approach	you	
choose,	make	sure	it	works	with	the	team.	If	team	members	dislike	SharePoint	(and	many	fall	in	this	
camp)	or	don't	like	the	idea	of	using	a	folder	on	the	intranet,	you	may	find	yourself	relying	on	email.	
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Communicating Updates 

A	central	responsibility	of	a	proposal	manager	is	to	keep	everyone	informed	of	changes	to	the	proposal	
schedule.	The	proposal	schedule,	which	all	team	members	should	have	a	copy	of	at	the	start	of	the	
proposal	process,	is	not	static.	Your	deadlines	may	begin	to	slip	as	early	as	the	first	week	of	the	proposal	
development	process.	Being	proactive	and	keeping	the	team	informed	of	any	revisions	to	the	schedule	
can	reduce	questions	and	the	stress	the	team	can	feel	when	they	are	not	sure	what	is	going	on	and	
when	their	assignments	are	due.	

How	you	choose	to	communicate	the	updates	will	partly	depend	on	what	system	you	use	to	develop	
the	proposal.	If	you	are	using	a	project	management	software	or	a	SharePoint	site,	you'll	have	the	
option	of	communicating	with	team	members	within	that	platform.	

You	can	also	send	out	email	updates	to	everyone.	Although	not	everyone	reads	their	email	messages	
carefully,	most	people	do	at	least	scan	them.	In	contrast,	not	everyone	will	take	the	time	to	log	in	to	a	
SharePoint	site	or	other	Web-based	system	to	check	for	messages	on	the	virtual	bulletin	board	or	to	
view	the	project	calendar.	If	you	go	with	email,	it	helps	to	use	a	template	with	consistent	headings	in	
each	message.	A	consistent	structure	will	help	readers	quickly	scan	your	messages	and	find	the	
information	they	want.	

6 Strategies to Make the Grant Proposal Submission Process Less 
Stressful 

This	post	is	the	last	post	in	the	series	on	managing	the	proposal	process.	In	earlier	posts,	we	reviewed	
creating	a	proposal	calendar,	organizing	the	drafts,	and	managing	the	proposal	development	process.	
Now	it's	time	to	submit	the	proposal.	

The	last	week	of	the	proposal	process	can	be	hectic.	Below	are	six	tips	on	ways	you	can	make	the	final	
days	of	the	proposal	process	less	stressful	and	set	yourself	up	for	even	greater	success	(and	less	stress)	
for	the	next	proposal.	

Tip	#1:	Leave	Yourself	Plenty	of	Time	to	Review	&	Assemble	the	Final	Draft	

The	first	tip	for	making	the	grant	proposal	submission	process	go	more	smoothly	is	to	leave	yourself	
plenty	of	time	to	finish	the	proposal,	review	it	for	completeness,	edit	it,	and	submit	it.	While	this	may	
seem	like	an	obvious	step,	all	too	often	it	is	a	mad	rush	to	get	the	proposal	submitted	by	the	deadline.	
When	you	submit	a	proposal	at	the	last	minute,	you	don't	have	the	time	to	review	everything	as	
carefully	as	it	deserves	or	to	correct	last-minute	formatting	issues.	

How	much	time	should	you	leave	to	do	the	final	edits	and	assembly?		It	depends	on	several	factors,	
including	the	length	and	complexity	of	the	proposal.	As	a	general	rule	of	thumb,	reserve	at	least	two	
days	to	complete	the	final	edits	and	package	the	proposal	for	submission.	If	you	don't	need	both	days,	
you	can	always	submit	the	proposal	early.	On	the	other	hand,	if	you	don't	have	a	buffer	of	a	few	days	to	
handle	the	proposal	editing	and	assembly,	you	risk	not	being	able	to	meet	the	proposal	deadline	if	you	
run	into	last-minute	crises	related	to	the	content	or	structure	of	the	proposal.	
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Tip	#2:	Double-	and	Triple-Check	the	Submission	Guidelines	

Even	though	you've	probably	read	and	re-read	the	submission	guidelines	many	times,	read	them	again.	
Read	them	at	the	beginning	of	the	final	week	of	the	proposal	development	process	and	read	them	
again	in	the	final	hours	of	the	process	when	you	are	on	the	verge	of	submitting.	

You	need	to	do	this	because	although	you	and	your	colleagues	have	read	the	submission	guidelines	
multiple	times,	often	this	is	at	the	start	of	the	proposal	process	when	everyone	is	focused	on	questions	
like	how	to	structure	the	proposal	response	and	who	will	be	the	proposal	lead.	At	the	start	of	the	
process,	it	is	natural	to	pay	less	attention	to	the	specifics	of	the	submission	process.	To	avoid	being	
surprised	at	the	last	minute,	read	the	submission	guidelines	while	you	still	have	time	to	address	them.	
Read	and	re-read,	check	and	double-check,	because	when	you	are	in	proposal-writing	mode	you	may	
have	been	unable	to	concentrate	on	the	finer	details	of	the	submission	process.	

Tip	#3:	Prepare	at	Least	Two	Sets	of	the	Final	Proposal	Package	

After	you	finish	the	proposal,	make	multiple	copies	of	the	full	proposal	package	before	you	move	
forward	with	the	submission	process.	The	full	proposal	will	consist	of	the	proposal	narrative,	the	
budget,	the	cover	letter,	and	any	attachments.	You	should	plan	on	distributing	copies	of	the	proposal	to	
the	other	proposal	team	members,	senior	colleagues,	and	external	partners	(minus	any	revealing	
budget	or	other	confidential	information).	At	least	one	copy	of	the	proposal	should	be	archived.	

Making	multiple	copies	of	the	final	proposal	package	is	important.	However,	there	is	something	else	
you	should	do	that	is	possibly	even	more	important,	which	is	to	have	a	back-up	"original"	copy.	In	other	
words,	prepare	two	identical	copies	of	the	proposal,	each	with	original	signatures	on	cover	letters,	etc.	
To	prepare	your	two	"originals,"	have	the	executive	director	sign	two	copies	of	the	cover	letter.	If	the	
grant	application	is	a	fill-in-the-blank	form	and	not	a	proposal	narrative,	fill	out	the	form	twice	and	get	
all	the	required	signatures	on	each	copy.	

Having	a	backup	"original"	will	be	less	of	an	issue	if	the	submission	is	electronic	instead	of	in	hard	copy.	
With	electronic	submissions,	the	essential	task	is	to	save	a	copy	of	the	final	version	of	the	proposal	in	a	
secure	place	(i.e.	not	on	your	laptop)	and	labeled	clearly	as	the	final	copy.	

You	need	to	take	these	steps	in	case	your	first	attempt	at	submitting	the	proposal	doesn't	go	as	planned	
and	you	need	to	resubmit.		If	you	submit	the	proposal	as	hard	copy,		photocopies	of	some	documents	
may	not	work,	which	is	why	you	should	complete	in	duplicate	anything	that	must	be	submitted	as	an	
"original"	document.		Of	course,	having	a	backup	copy	of	the	proposal	only	helps	if	you	have	enough	
time	to	resubmit,	so	this	leads	to	the	next	tip,	which	is	to	submit	your	proposal	not	just	on	time,	but	
early.	

Tip	#4:	Submit	the	Proposal	Early	

You	need	to	submit	the	proposal	in	time	to	reach	the	funder	by	the	due	date.	However,	submitting	the	
proposal	"on	time"	should	be	the	last	resort.	Ideally,	aim	to	submit	your	proposal	several	days	early	so	
that	if	something	goes	wrong	with	the	submission	process,	you	have	time	to	resubmit	it	and	still	make	
the	deadline.	How	much	in	advance	of	the	deadline	you	need	to	submit	depends	on	the	submission	
mechanism.	If	the	proposal	needs	to	be	submitted	by	hard	copy,	you'll	need	more	time	than	if	the	
submission	is	electronic.	For	hard-copy	submissions,	you'll	need	to	take	into	account	how	many	days	it	
will	take	to	deliver	the	proposal	using	a	reliable	carrier	service	and	a	priority	or	express	shipping	option.	
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Whatever	length	of	time	it	will	take	to	deliver	the	package,	double	it	and	work	backward	from	the	due	
date	to	find	your	target	shipping	date.		

As	an	example,	if	the	proposal	is	due	on	the	15th	of	October	and	with	priority	shipping	it	will	take	two	
days	for	the	proposal	to	reach	its	destination,	ideally,	you'll	want	to	mail	the	proposal	at	least	4-5	days	
before	the	deadline.	This	buffer	should	allow	enough	time	to	ship	a	second	copy	if	the	first	one	goes	
missing.	Yes,	this	means	you	will	lose	several	days	of	proposal	preparation	time.	However,	if	your	
proposal	doesn't	reach	its	destination	on	time,	all	your	work	will	be	in	vain.	It	is	worth	condensing	your	
proposal	development	period	so	that	you	have	some	assurance	that,	no	matter	what	last-minute	glitch	
happens,	you'll	still	have	a	good	chance	of	making	the	deadline.	

Submitting	a	proposal	by	email	or	through	an	online	portal	does	make	it	easier.	After	submitting	a	
proposal	by	email	or	online,		you'll	receive	an	auto-reply	message	letting	you	know	that	your	proposal	
has	been	successfully	received.		If	you	don't	get	the	acknowledgment	or	if	you	receive	an	error	
message,	you'll	know	that	you	need	to	resubmit.	Additionally,	you'll	often	have	feedback	on	why	the	
first	submission	attempt	didn't	work	out.	For	example,	maybe	your	document	was	in	the	wrong	format	
or	the	file	size	was	too	large,	two	things	that	are	quick	to	remedy.	For	electronic	submissions,	
submitting	the	proposal	24-48	hours	in	advance	should	be	enough	time.	

Related	to	electronic	submissions,	it	is	worth	noting	that	many	email	systems	have	size	constraints	and	
do	not	deliver	emails	10MB	or	greater,	so	check	the	size	of	your	attachments.	You	may	need	to	chunk	
your	proposal	up	into	several	smaller	files	before	submitting	it.	

Next	to	giving	yourself	a	buffer	of	a	few	days	to	prepare	the	final	proposal	draft,	submitting	the	
proposal	early	is	one	of	the	best	ways	to	reduce	the	stress	of	the	proposal	process.	

Tip	#5:	Confirm	Receipt	of	the	Proposal	

If	you	submit	the	grant	proposal	by	email	or	through	an	electronic	portal	such	as	grants.gov,	you	should	
receive	a	confirmation	message	by	email.	When	you	receive	this	acknowledgment,	you	can	begin	to	
relax—but	not	too	much.	Issues	can	come	up	with	the	electronic	files,	so	it	is	advisable	to	be	ready	to	
resubmit	the	proposal	right	up	until	the	due	date.	

If	you	submitted	your	proposal	as	a	hard	copy,	you	should	plan	on	contacting	the	funder	to	confirm	that	
it	was	successfully	received.	Do	this	even	if	you	receive	a	signed	confirmation	from	the	mail	carrier	
unless	you	are	100%	positive	that	the	person	you	sent	the	proposal	to	(e.g.	the	relevant	program	officer	
at	a	foundation)	signed	for	it	themselves.	A	quick	email	or	phone	call	is	all	it	will	take	to	confirm	that	Yes,	
the	proposal	was	received.	You'll	sleep	much	better	knowing	that	the	proposal	made	it	to	the	right	
person	by	the	due	date,	so	don't	skip	this	step.	If	it	turns	out	the	proposal	did	not	reach	the	right	person,	
if	you	gave	yourself	a	few	days'	buffer,	you'll	still	have	enough	time	to	resubmit	the	proposal	if	needed.	
Regarding	relying	on	a	national	postal	service	or	a	delivery	service	such	as	FedEx,	make	sure	to	require	
signature	confirmation	of	receipt.	And	not	just	any	signature.	Require	signed	receipt	by	the	person	who	
is	supposed	to	receive	the	proposal	according	to	the	proposal	submission	instructions.	

Not	mentioned	above,	but	there	is	one	other	delivery	option.	If	you	need	to	submit	the	proposal	in	hard	
copy,	and	it	is	feasible	to	do	so,	consider	hand	delivering	it.	

www.theorganizedgrantwriter.com www.	peak	proposals		❊	�27

http://www.grants.gov/
http://www.theorganizedgrantwriter.com


Tip	#6:	Request	Feedback	from	Your	Colleagues	&	the	Funder	

After	you	submit	the	proposal,	one	of	two	things	will	happen.	Either	you'll	receive	a	grant	or	you	will	
not.		Regardless	of	whether	your	proposal	is	funded,	you	probably	did	some	things	better	than	others	
during	the	proposal	process.	

While	the	proposal	process	is	still	fresh	for	everyone,	schedule	a	debrief	with	the	colleagues	who	
worked	on	the	proposal.	If	possible,	don’t	wait	until	after	you	hear	back	from	the	funder	to	do	this.	It	
may	take	several	weeks	or	even	months	before	you	learn	the	fate	of	your	submission	and	you	may	have	
forgotten	some	of	the	details	by	then.	With	your	colleagues,	review	each	stage	of	the	proposal	process	
and	discuss	what	went	well,	what	did	not,	and	what	could	be	improved.	Maybe	the	proposal	calendar	
wasn't	realistic	or	perhaps	the	review	process	didn't	go	smoothly.	Whatever	feedback,	take	notes	and	
think	about	how	you'll	implement	the	feedback	during	the	next	proposal	effort.	

Lastly,	consider	requesting	feedback	from	the	funder.	Again,	you	can	do	this	regardless	of	whether	the	
proposal	is	funded,	but	the	feedback	will	be	especially	valuable	if	the	proposal	has	not	been	funded.	As	
soon	as	you	receive	the	rejection	letter,	contact	the	funder	to	see	if	it	is	possible	to	arrange	a	time	to	
speak	to	them	about	where	your	proposal	fell	short.	The	funder	may	not	be	willing	or	have	the	time	to	
speak	to	you,	but	it	is	worth	exploring.	

If	you	submitted	your	proposal	to	a	U.S.	government	agency,	the	agency	should	inform	you	in	the	
rejection	letter	what	the	process	is	to	receive	feedback	on	your	proposal.	Depending	on	the	agency,	you	
might	be	given	the	option	to	meet	in	person,	join	the	agency	staff	in	a	conference	call,	or	(more	
commonly)	receive	written	feedback.	

If	you	have	the	opportunity	to	discuss	your	proposal	with	the	funder,	it	is	worth	doing,	particularly	if	you	
plan	to	submit	a	proposal	to	them	in	the	future.	During	your	meeting	with	the	funder,	you	may	receive	
general	feedback	that	the	proposal	was	not	responsive	to	the	RFA,	or	hear	about	specific	areas	where	
your	proposal	did	not	meet	the	funder's	expressed	interests.	With	this	information,	you'll	have	greater	
insight	into	how	the	funder	evaluates	proposals	and	be	in	a	stronger	position	for	your	next	proposal.	To	
make	sure	that	you	don't	forget	what	the	funder	tells	you,	write	up	the	meeting	after	it	is	over	and	
archive	the	meeting	notes	with	the	copy	of	the	final	proposal	for	later	reference.	
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If	you	would	like	to	read	more	about	
the	proposal	management	process	
and	access	templates	and	checklists	to	
help	you	structure	the	process,	you	
may	be	interested	in	Introduction	to	
Proposal	Management,	an	eBook	by	
Peak	Proposals.	Learn	more	at	
www.theorganizedgrantwriter.com.
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