
Mindset-PCS 
SDG Fundraising package 

2020 
 

1 | P a g e  
 

CORE RECOMMENDATIONS FOR SUCCESSFUL GRANT-WRITING FOR START-UPS IN THE 

HUMANITARIAN & DEVELOPMENT SECTOR 

 

This document is part of Mindset-PCS’s broader ‘fundraising and partnerships support package’ for 

start-ups evolving in the humanitarian and international development realm and contributing to the 

Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).  

It summarizes 1) general recommendations, as well as 2) specific recommendations on the content  of 

proposals for successful grant writing. 

1. General recommendations. 

 

 First, develop a grant strategy. 

 

Understanding all of this requires patience, organization/structure, and strategy: 

 

 First, invest time to research money trends, donors’ strategies: 

It's not just about mapping but understanding ‘politics’ and trends - and see how you can 

use them to your advantage (like surf the trends).Surf the trends (e.g. localization, resilience, 

nexus innovation etc.). 

 Analyze and find where you best fit: geographical locations, priorities, requirements etc. 

 Then, build a master table with the channels that best fit you (you can use Annex A as a 

starting point). 

 Then develop a tracking mechanism (e.g. bi-weekly or monthly check-ins, alerts, 

subscriptions networks etc.). 

 

 

When writing, be specific. Clear. To the point. 

 

 Answer the questions. Structure your answer (e.g. with titles, bullet points, paragraphs etc.) 

 Avoid generalizations (‘social issues’), commonalities (‘water is scare in Africa’), judgmental 

and patronizing statements (‘The solution will teach them…’, ‘Humanitarians need this 

application to work more efficiently’), prose and philosophical terms (‘Make the unheard 

heard’, ‘revolutionize’, ‘navigating the sea of data’). 

 Be very careful of the terms you use and what they mean in the sector (e.g. ‘the needy’ vs. 

‘underserved populations’, ‘the poor’ vs. ‘people living with under a dollar a day’, ‘the third 

world’ vs. ‘the Global South’ etc.).  

 Do not use words unless you are sure you can define them (‘change’, ‘impact’). 

 Use research- and practice-based evidence. If you cannot prove it, don’t write it! 

 Assume that people who will read your proposal are not technical experts. 

 Be extremely careful about format and style. Don’t use jargon or acronyms without 

defining first for what it stands. 
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Engage. Build rapport. Identify ‘entry points’ or ‘champions’. 

 

 Don’t forget that calls for proposal is a 2-leg strategy: only 50% is about writing - the other 

50% is about strategizing and ‘politics”. Get out there and make sure the donor knows you! 

 Use the network to get e-introductions + Linkedin. 

 Make sure your e-introductions are clear, to the point, attractive, not overwhelming, and 

speaks the language of the organization to whom you are writing (e.g. refer to/align with its 

strategy, priorities etc.). Do not try to sale right away. Rather, explain that you would like to 

‘share best practices and explore synergies’. 

 

 

2. Specific recommendations on proposals’ content. 

 

Context and needs analysis: 

 

 Do not use general or approximative statements and terms: “Water is scarce in Africa” - 

“The world is facing unprecedented environmental and social issues”. Avoid terms like ‘a lot’ 

‘many’ ‘significant amounts’. Instead use specific statistics (but don’t abuse) to back your 

knowledge. 

 Always back your statements with research-based and practice-based evidence. You 

should refer to well-know/robust sources such as country analysis, gap analysis, etc. (e.g. if 

you have a food security solution, you can refer to FAO, IFAD, WFP).  

 You can also refer to community/stakeholders engagement to justify knowledge / 

statements (e.g. ‘80% of women interviewed by our national health partner stated that…’). 

 Avoid prose and ‘philosophical terms’: like “revolutionize’, ‘make the world a better place’, 

‘make the unheard heard’, ‘navigating the sea of data used by agencies’. Make clear and short 

sentences. Cherish your title and your first sentences and paragraphs because first 

impressions do matter.  

 Do not judge. Do not assume. Avoid putting your opinion out there. Avoid words like 

‘ironically, ‘strikingly’, ‘surprisingly’. For every sentence containing a core message, ask 

yourself: how do I know that? Will stakeholders agree with that statement? Do not put words 

in people’s mouths.  

 Avoid paternalistic/patronizing/vertical terms like ‘We empower women’, ‘We Teach rural 

communities’. Words reflect the mindset behind a proposal; they reflect the way you think, 

and the way your work.  

 Do not only focus on needs and gaps. Also look at opportunities, resources, and 

potentials. Embrace an asset-based approach as opposed to an exclusively needs-based 

approach in your writing. 
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Problem statement: 

 

 Make sure there is a real problem to address! 

 Make sure you have a clear problem definition. “Clear problem definition is at the heart 

of successful innovation, through all stages. Failed innovations are often associated with a 

lack of focus at the start, or a failure to adapt as evidence suggests a need to change the 

approach” (ELRHA, Humanitarian Innovation Guide). 

 Demonstrate a systemic approach. Show the problems in their whole complexity (e.g. 

cause, consequences, all the ramifications around a problem etc.) and explain where the 

solution fits in that complex web. Isolated interventions/linear products are not sufficient to 

address root causes and complex problems that usually require longer-term 

transformational changes. 

 Highlight a clear continuum between: 1) The problem or opportunity; 2) The current gaps 

in addressing the problem or in maximizing the opportunity; 3) The need to address such 

gaps; 4) Where you come in (your value proposition), and 5) The specific expected impact. 

 Don’t sale. Do not use promotional tone. The application is not a marketing material. 

Rather, show that you share the concern of the donor/institution for a certain problem, or 

opportunity, and that the solution (can) benefit(s) populations, organizations or systems. 

 

Objectives definition: 

 

 Show a clear logical continuum between the activities (or solution) and the ultimate goal. 

This logical multi-step ‘dissection of objectives’ will allow you to avoid using broad 

objectives. 

 

 
 

 

 

 

https://higuide.elrha.org/
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Innovativeness: 

 

 Be specific about the components of the innovation. Describe in concrete, specific, and 

simple terms your solution and its different components (remember that the reviewers 

might not be technical experts in that specific sector).  

 Provide an ecosystem analysis. Show which other solutions are out there, and emphasize 

where your solution positions itself in that ecosystem. Make a comparative table.  

 Highlight what is truly innovative about your system, what the added value is: 

✓ Technological innovation 

✓ Business model innovation 

✓ Social impact innovation 

 Use evidence both from research and from practice that can demonstrate your added value, 

and that the innovation works / or has the potential to work  (e.g. quantitative indicators of 

comparison to competitors, indicators related to impact on users, successful mini pilots, 

internal AND external evaluations etc.).  

 “A strong proof of concept statement should have measurable indicators of success that 

clearly provide evidence that your innovation works (e.g. X number/percentage increase in 

effectiveness compared to existing approaches; X number/percentage reduction in costs 

compared with existing approaches etc.).”1  

 Demonstrate evidence both in terms of efficacy of the innovation and its positive 

impact on the lives of the affected population/systems. 

 

 

Partnerships: 

 

 Show that you have: 

✓ Evidence partners: academic or research institutions that are helping with the tech 

development parts (labs) - especially at early stages - or academic/research 

institutions that are helping with social impact research (e.g. behavioral change 

research) - at all stages. 

✓ Field partners: especially NGOs and CBO - especially if you work at community level. 

✓ Private sectors partners: This is useful for scale strategies (It shows interest / 

potential in future commercialization).  

✓ Humanitarian and development partners. 

✓ If the solution addresses community needs: your mush show that your approach sees 

communities as ‘partners’ rather as opposed to ‘targets ‘. 

 Show that you have partners for learning and dissemination strategy. Emphasize the 

potentials for dissemination, adoption, and scale, with partnerships that will help 

disseminate learnings about your solutio, such as networks (e.g. if you work in health, the 

CORE group), clusters, alliances, universities with large coverage etc. 

  

 
1 Guidelines from Humanitarian Grand Challenges: https://humanitariangrandchallenge.org/.  

https://humanitariangrandchallenge.org/
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Ethics, sustainability, and other risks: 

 

 Do not embrace a tokenistic approach but show how you concretely and specifically 

integrate key ethical requirements into your innovation journey. 

 Show that your technology is sustainable, e,g. that it will not depend on external 

interventions to make the system work or maintain it. 

 Show that you are using meaningful and genuine community/user engagement as well 

as accountability mechanisms: 

✓ For instance, incorporate an ethics/accountability committee attached to the project 

or the innovation journey; 

✓ Put in place other mechanisms to safely collect qualitative feedback; 

✓ Showcase partnerships with local actors; 

✓ Show that you are using specific UX design methods to engage users, communities, 

partners (e.g. IDEO toolkit, DIY toolkit, ELRHA humanitarian innovation guide, MIT D-

lab, Stanford D-School design bootleg etc.) 

 Show the use of concrete do-no-harm mechanisms that ensure that the technology (and 

the whole innovation journey) is not harmful to individuals, the social and economic 

relationships in place, nor the environment. Demonstrate that the tech will not contribute 

leaving some groups behind (e.g. digital technologies that require basic tech literacy skills 

that not everyone has - thus leaving some groups behind). 

 Explain which tools you use to analyze enablers and dividers in a specific context., e.g. 

safety audits, gender analysis, market analysis, etc. 

 Show a genuine gender, inclusion and diversity approach:  

✓ Make sure your team is gender balanced and diverse; 

 Identify all risks, including ethical/do-no-harm risks, business-related risks, COVID-related 

risks, security/safety risks, environmental risks etc. – each associated with clear mitigation 

strategies (use table if you can). 

 

 

Workplan and feasibility: 

 

 Make sure to identify specific, feasible, measurable, and relevant activities (including 

monitoring and evaluation, learning, and dissemination activities). 

 Associate activities with deliverable and SMART indicators to track progress: 

✓ Output indicators (e.g. #people reached); 

✓ Outcome indicator (e.g. % increased in knowledge); 

✓ Means of verification (e.g. reports, focus group discussions). 

 Identify a realistic timeframe for activities (GANTT diagram). 

 Make sure your workplan and budgets perfectly match your narrative. 

 Highlight how your team is best suited to implement. Show that your team is diverse and 

include sectoral experts, business development experts, UX design experts, as well as 
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humanitarian-development specialists. If you do not have members with such expertise, 

consider highlighting how you obtain the required expertise from your advisors, Board, and 

partners.  

 

 

Budget / Value for Money (VfM): 

 

 Invest as much energy in the budget as you do with the narrative.  

 Show that your budget reflects VfM2, i.e. the optimal use of resources to achieve intended 

changes. It is not just about lowest costs (economy) but also about, Efficiency, Effectiveness 

and Equity: 

✓ Economy (spending less): Make sure you are offering the desired quality at the 

lowest price. 

✓ Efficiency (spending well): Make sure that results justify the costs. E.g. computers. 

✓ Effectiveness (spending wisely): Make sure the outputs (e.g. # of people) will achieve 

the desired outcome. 

✓ Equity (spending fairly): Make sure that the allocation of resources is fair amongst 

the different actors. This includes considerations of gender and social inclusion. E.g. 

do not show important gaps in salaries between local and international staff. 

 Be reasonable about salaries and consultancies. 

 Do not add contingency budget line, avoid lumpsums, and vague budget lines (e.g. 

lumpsums for ‘training’). 

 Beware of inflation policies, overhead policies, salary policies etc. 

 

 

For more information or to receive the complete ‘fundraising and partnerships support package 

for start-ups’ contact us at info@mindset-pcs.com. 

 
2 Based on ELRHA guidelines: https://www.elrha.org/funding-support/.  

mailto:info@mindset-pcs.com
https://www.elrha.org/funding-support/

