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ÅGrant/Proposal Writers
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The Enigma of Online Proposals

Enigma 
(noun, “in-IG-mah”
a person or thing that is 
mysterious, puzzling, 
or difficult to understand
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Enigma



•What’s the problem?1

•How did we get here? 2

•What’s next?               
(proposal tips/resources)3

Today’s Overview The Enigma of Online Proposals
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What’s the Problem?

The Enigma of Online Proposals
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Are you satisfied with the online application process?

ÅYES  (9%)    

ÅNO (74%)

ÅUNSURE  (17%)

The Enigma of Online Proposals

Online Grant Application Survey, Horton, 2016
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The Enigma of Online Proposals

Å loss of draft content 45% 

Å poor instructions 75% 

Å poor customer service 20% 

Å limits to # of words and/or characters 

(i.e. "small boxes") 
75%  

Å problems with submitting completed 

proposal 
55% 

Å problems with proposal attachments 50% 

Å redundant questions 55% 

Å other (please describe) 30% 

Which of the following online application issues have you personally experienced? 
(answer all that apply)
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What’s the 
Problem?

The Enigma of Online Proposals

Something else ?

Word & 
character limits  

(those *#&!^ little boxes!)
Grantmaker instructions

Download issues

A
T
T
A
C
M
E
N
T
S

http://www.grantprofessionals.org/
http://www.grantprofessionals.org/


How did this happen?

The Enigma of Online Proposals

Å Technology (thanks, Al Gore)

ÅEconomy(The Great Recession)

ÅFrustration(both grant makers & grantseekers) 

Å The Federal Government
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“The administrative burden placed by funders 
on community nonprofit organizations is so 
heavy and so unrelenting, and places so many 
constraints on their ability to operate that it is a 
wonder they can deliver any services 
effectively.”

We /ŀƴΩǘ !ŦŦƻǊŘ ǘƻ Řƻ .ǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ ¢Ƙƛǎ ²ŀȅΥ 
A Study of the Administrative Burden Resulting from Funder

Accountability and Compliance Practices (L. Eakin, 2007)

The Enigma of Online Proposals

http://www.grantprofessionals.org/
http://www.grantprofessionals.org/


ÅProject Streamline (2007) 
Å Foundation Center &

Grant Managers Network

Å Grantmaker Surveys & Reports

(2007, 2011, 2013)

The Enigma of Online Proposals
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Grantmaker Survey Findings

Å Poor application instructions

Å Inconsistent application format & content

Å Narrow word & character restrictions

Å Proposal/report submission glitches

Project Streamline Recommendation: 

Improvements were responsibility of 

software vendors & grantmakers

The Enigma of Online Proposals
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“Practices Matter” report (2013)

Å + 80% application forms & reports online 

Å 24 essentialfeatures of applications 

Å “Good communication matters!”
o Grantmakers need to solicit feedback 

from grantseekers

The Enigma of Online Proposals
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•Get organized (bookmark 
application login pages)1

•Create a road map (preview 
application & report 
instructions)

2

•Create (& work from) a 
working document offline3

12 Tips for the Online Applicant 



•Call rewrite! (2nd read of 
funder instructions)4

•Enter the data (from final 
working document)5

•Keep your presentation 
simple (watch those bullets, 
fonts, text effects)

6

12 Tips for the Online Applicant 



•Keep track of characters & 
word counts (on working 
document)

7

•Use creative placement to 
utilize unused space8

•Take time to prune (remove 
adjectives, extra spaces & 
duplicate responses)

9

12 Tips for the Online Applicant 



•Tend to attachments (font 
choice, headers, funder-
specific document labels)

10

•Read it through one last 
time (typos, flow, missing or 
redundant information)

11

•SUBMIT! (after copying 
entire application into Word, 
1-2 weeks before deadline)

12

12 Tips for the Online Applicant 

“12 Tips” provided courtesy of Allison Sherk, Vashon WA 



To Conclude

ÅPay early and close attention to grantmaker 
instructions

ÅReview all application- and report-related 
questions before you start your proposal

ÅUse an offline working document

ÅRemember, the online application process is still 
“a work in progress –don’t be shy about sharing 
your concerns with potential funders

ÅAnd most of all, Don’t Panic!
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Thank you!
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APPENDIX



RESOURCES

Allison Shirk: 
(12 Tips for Filling Out/Submitting Online Applications)
http://www.allisonshirkgrantwriting.com/articles/2013/12/2
2/12-tips-for-filling-outsubmitting-online-applications

GuideStar:
https://www.guidestar.org/

To update your nonprofit profile:
(http://learn.guidestar.org/update-nonprofit-
report?search=false&search=false)

http://www.allisonshirkgrantwriting.com/articles/2013/12/22/12-tips-for-filling-outsubmitting-online-applications
https://www.guidestar.org/
http://learn.guidestar.org/update-nonprofit-report?search=false&search=false


Resources

Foundation
Center

http://foundationcenter.org/

Grant
Managers 
Network 

http://www.gmnetwork.org/

Project 
Streamline

http://www.gmnetwork.org/p
rojectstreamline/about-
project-streamline/
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Resources

Grant       
Professionals 
Association

http://www.grantprofessionals.org

WVDO http://wvdo.site-ym.com

Rick Horton hortonrh@gmail.com
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RESOURCES

2014 - Simplify
(A coalition of Foundations, Grant Manager 
Software Vendors and Nonprofits)

Simplify for grant applications allows nonprofits 
to keep their current core data in one place (their 
GuideStar Nonprofit Profiles), 
automatically adds the datato grant applications 
for participating funders
having a single database makes it easier for 
nonprofits to maintain and share accurate 
information about their organizations.

The result: Grantmakers get quality data, 
grantees save valuable time, and everyone 
benefits from a more efficient process.
Simplify is free to nonprofits 
http://www.simplifynow.org/

http://www.simplifynow.org/

