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the audience feel comfortable with the grant seeker is 
a worthwhile strategy. Many non-profit foundations 
actually state that they promote projects which address 
their published values and goals. I became increasingly 
aware of the need for connecting with the audience of 
a proposal during my work with a Samaritan Center 
that was seeking funding from the Hogg Foundation 
in 1999. Analyzing and emulating the communication 
preferences of a grant proposal audience is as much a 
key factor in success as is presenting a clear message 
that answers all the questions of the funding source; of 
course, the style will not have the desired impact if the 
content is completely void of substance, so a review of 
the essential content is prudent.

Step 1: Be Clear on the Grant  
Proposal Message

In any grant-writing endeavor, the first task is to fully 
develop the message; then, audience analysis can aid 
in choosing writing styles that present the message 
convincingly. Every good proposal must have a purpose; 
a proposed project aims to fill a real need or solve a real 
problem by making a change in a methodical way and 
documenting that the result of the change met the need. 
Clearly explaining this message is the first challenge that 
a grant writer faces, and this is one of the essential skills 
of grant writers.

Distinguish Needs from Solutions that  
Meet the Needs
Often, grant writers make the mistake of confusing the 
“need” with what they want to have. One of the major 
tasks of writing a grant proposal involves describing a 
problem that needs to be solved or goal that needs to 
be achieved and then explaining the steps (objectives) 
that will be taken to attain the goal. In writing a needs 
statement, it is imperative to be specific in showing the 
difference between what the beneficiaries of the project 
currently have and what they need. To do this, grant 
writers must clearly separate the need from the solution 
in their own minds. For example, school social workers 
might need a van to transport children to and from 
after-school tutoring activities. It is obvious to the school 
social workers how helpful the van will be. By focusing 
on the van, however, they are focusing on one part of 

a solution and not on the needs that the van will meet. 
The message would be clearer if they document the 
learning needs of the students who will be transported 
in the van and how the van will help improve learning 
(Chavkin, 1997). Grant writers should be clear about 
needs and solutions. 

Most grant-writing experts recommend logical, 
factual descriptions of needs, including a brief review of 
what relevant experts have said, to verify the existence 
of the need(s) and either to document an ongoing 
history of a problem or to show how a recent change 
in some circumstance is the cause of the problem. 
“By simply reviewing the literature and reporting the 
research conducted by others, grant-proposal writers 
can build convincing support for their grants” (Henson, 
2004, p.68). Some experts believe that proposals need 
to include pilot study data and/or explanations of 
logical decision-making processes that were used to 
determine that the need really exists or that a specific 
solution is feasible (Friedenberg et al., 1995, p.64). A 
viable proposal, then, demonstrates a need for specific 
knowledge in a discipline or for changes in physical 
circumstances among a specific population or within a 
specified physical location. To avoid confusing the need 
with the solution which will meet the need, it is a good 
practice to brainstorm all aspects of the problem and 
the solution in order to ensure that the message is clear 
to the writer before he/she attempts to explain it to a 
funding source. Explaining the need, and the reasons 
why it must be met, is the first step in explaining the 
central message in a grant proposal.

A statement of need must consider two aspects of 
the problem to be solved. The first is a matter of how 
serious the problem is (how desperately it needs to be 
solved). The seriousness of a problem can be established 
by looking at the consequences (effects) of the problem. 
To mentally explore a problem, one might begin with 
a logical mind map (sometimes called a cluster map) as 
shown in Figure 1. The effects are typically the perceived 
problems, but the cause is the real underlying problem 
that produces the effects (Johnson-Sheehan, 2002). 
Showing the connections between the real problem and 
its deleterious consequences can help to prove that a 
problem deserves to be solved. 
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Figure 1. Logical Mind Mapping Exercise Shows the 
Existence (and Severity) of a Problem

The second requirement for creating a statement of 
need involves a grant writer demonstrating that he/she 
understands the cause(s) of the problem. Figure 2 shows 
a logical mind map for exploring causes. Causes can be 
determined by asking “why” and “what” over and over 
until one arrives at a starting point. One should keep 
asking these questions (Why is this happening? What 
changed to bring about the undesirable effects?) until 
the ultimate cause that is to blame for the problem is 
uncovered (Johnson-Sheehan, 2002).  A viable solution 
must target whatever caused the current need. The 
solution is the basis for the objectives in a proposal, and 
the goal of the proposed project is to change the effects 
by altering the causes. Differentiating causes from effects 
of a problem allows one to articulate a valid goal that 
will make an appropriate change.

Explain Goals Clearly as Making a Specific Change
Once the effects have been examined in order to 
demonstrate the severity of the problem, and the causes 
have been accurately identified, then the next task is to 
show how the proposed project will solve the problem 
in a reliable way. The purpose of a goal statement is to 
hypothesize about how much of what kind of change will 
occur in a target area/population within a specified time 
for a set amount of money. A need is typically a problem 
to be solved, the goal is the outcome desired (solution), 
and the objectives are the activities that will bring about 

the desired outcome or solve the problem. The purpose 
of objectives statements is to specify how the change will 
be made to happen (that is, what concrete actions will be 
taken). Objectives are typically not as difficult as needs 
statements or evaluation plans. 

Once the grant writer has defined the goal and 
explained the methods of a project, the project goal 
must be matched with the goals that a funding source 
is willing to fund and submitted only to agencies 
concerned with the kind of problems and solutions that 
the proposed project is pursuing. The “shotgun” method 
of submitting grant proposals typically “results in high 
rates of rejection and negative positioning with funding 
sources” (Henson, 2004, p.4). Sending proposals to 
numerous foundations and government agencies that 
seem to have interests only marginally related to the 
goals of a proposed project not only garners rejection 
of the proposal, it also reduces the credibility of the 
project team, their organization, and the grant writer. 
If an organization’s rejection rate rises to more than 
50%, then the name of that organization on a proposal 
will begin to elicit immediate negative responses from 
reviewers at grant-making agencies (Bauer, 1999). 
Showing that good research goes into the selection of 
potential funding sources, as well as the development of 
the project, enhances credibility. Finally, every funding 
source will want some kind of assurance that its money 
is well-spent and that the proposed goal is achieved; a 
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communicated in a way that enhances shared imagery 
and sensations, feelings of being joined can also be 
enhanced.

Understanding not only the values, but also the 
communication style preferences of grant reviewers, 
may help a grant writer to identify with his/her 

Act I – setting up the story – where, when, who, why, what, how
Setting A working class neighborhood of 82 houses

Protagonist Our community and your grant-making agency working together
Imbalance faced Rising crime rates are threatening to ruin the lives of 82 American families with fear / threat of 

serious losses (property and maybe life)
Balance sought The original peace can be restored to these families
Solution to pursue Training a volunteer Neighborhood Watch program can empower residents to reduce crime 

and eliminate fears that currently grip them 
Act II – developing the action with facts and evidence
Main point 1
Neighborhood Watch programs work

Supporting point 1.1 evidence from research
Supporting point 1.2 evidence from other Neighborhood 
Watch programs
Supporting point 1.3 evidence from local police department 
crime reports

Main point 2
The residents of this area are properly motivated

Supporting point 2.1 48 neighbors made commitments to 
participate 
Supporting point 2.2 elderly and disabled folks agreed to 
provide coffee
Supporting point 2.3 parents of small children agreed to 
provide batteries, etc.

Main point 3
Local police are willing to work with volunteers

Supporting point 3.1 police have given a list of needed 
safety equipment
Supporting point 3.2 police will train volunteers on two 
evenings for free
Supporting point 3.3 All that is needed is $1,600 to purchase 
safety equipment

Act III – frame the resolution
Crisis [Briefly restate the crisis / problem and its negative effects] Rising crime rates are threatening 

to ruin the lives of 82 American families with fear / threat of serious losses (property and maybe 
life)

Solution restated [Repeat something the audience already knows—the needed solution] Peace can be restored to 
these families with the right action plan

Climax [Provide an overall “theme” to bring together all parts of the message] “Neighborhood crime 
need not be the end of an American community”

Resolution [Provide a simple, catchy phrase to plant your idea in the minds of the audience and prompt 
them to view your project favorably] 
Empowering individuals can revitalize American communities

Figure 3. A Storyboard Template Can Be used for Organizing a Grant Proposal. Atkinson’s Storyboards Organize Complex 
Information with Both Logical Facts and Emotional Appeals
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developed for a specific sense (Dunn & Dunn, 1987; 
Grinder, 1991; Markova, 1992; Sprenger, 2002). Just 
as most of us develop a preference for using one hand 
or the other, and that one becomes ‘dominant,’ many 
people likewise appear to have dominant sensory 
pathways” (Sprenger, 2003, p.33). For some people, the 
one sensory modality becomes so dominant that they 
must “translate” everything into that modality in order 
to understand, remember, and recall the information 
(Sprenger, 2003). Since people tend to understand and 
remember better the information that comes to them 
via their preferred sensory pathways, it makes sense that 
reflecting the sensory modality of a grant reviewer in the 
writing style of a proposal would allow the proposal to 
seem more clearly comprehensible and more memorable. 

Figures 6 and 7 provide an example that may 
illustrate the application of sensory modality theory to 
audience analysis. The example for analysis (Figure 6) 
comes from online materials about the history of the 
Hogg Foundation. The results of an analysis (Figure 
7) of visual, auditory, and kinesthetic words, as well 

as value-laden words, can be seen in this document. 
The analysis shows that the dominant sensory 
modality is kinesthetic and values include: education, 
communication, research, reputation, minorities, 
culture, employment, and mental health. Thus, the 
Samaritan Center’s proposed project to reduce violence 
among families in one Houston area ethnic-minority-
dominated neighborhood by educating local pastors 
in mental health diagnosis and referral was correctly 
targeted to the Hogg Foundation. In writing the 
proposal to the Hogg Foundation, I translated my 
naturally visual wording into kinesthetic language, and 
the proposal was well-received. Performing a modality-
based audience analysis on a mission statement or 
program description in a RFP, as well as a search through 
the content for value-laden words, before writing 
any grant may enable grant writers to better attune 
their language to that of the reviewers and, perhaps, 
even understand them better so as to establish a more 
comfortable sense of rapport, trust, and identification. 
This can help to establish a partnership that supports a 
project in which both have become invested.  

Practical experience with modality analysis
When the Samaritan Center initially applied to the 
Hogg Foundation to fund a project in 1999, they were 
not prepared for a response that required significant 
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not unusual for the agency to engage in an ongoing 
relationship of mutual cooperation and oversight. This 
scenario is especially likely when the funding source has 

a kinesthetic (hands-on) communication preference. 
Based on my targeted writing style and clear content, the 
Hogg Foundation and the Clear Lake Samaritan Center 
developed a partnership of trust, and the proposed 
community mental health initiative was funded. As an 
added bonus, it was very rewarding to be able to mediate 
a process of establishing rapport between two groups of 
people that both wanted to serve the community. 

Example of Modality Analysis Applied to a 
Government RFP
Modality analysis need not be restricted to foundation 
grants. In order to make the modality analysis process 
more clear, I have added an additional example 
involving part of a RFP for a program sponsored by 
the U.S. Department of the Army. The text (Figure 8) 
describes the purpose/goals of the program. The analysis 
(Figure 9) displays the results which indicate that the 
dominate communication modality is visual and the 
values include supporting early-career scientists in the 
eradication of breast cancer via creative means.

Further Research and Applications are Needed 
In addition to a foundation grant, I have succeeded in 
attaining funding from the NIH and the TEA, and I 
helped others use these techniques in DOE grants. My 
experience with several successful grants, however, is still 
only my experience. It would be interesting to see how 
many other grant writers might improve their success 
rates by applying modality analysis to their repertoire of 
techniques. I encourage other grant writers to use the 
ideas presented here and decide for themselves if these 
techniques are helpful. 
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