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Someone out there relies on what you do. You could be 
spending your valuable time and skills elsewhere. But 
you’re doing this. It’s critical—more important than 
anything else that you could describe. Thank you. 
 
Every successful grant proposal—and every other type of 
request—hinges on a compelling need. You know how 
HUGE the need is. The person reviewing the request has 
to know, too. 

Needs Compel People to Give. 



“Need” Defined 
A need is a condition or situation in which 
something is required. 
 
The Needs Statement is the part of the proposal in 
which you articulate the need that your will address. 



A social return on an investment in your organization. 
 
In other words, the grant you receive is not a gift, but an 
investment in which they expect to see a return, not for 
financial gain, but for public benefit. Every nonprofit 
organization is technically designated as such because it 
provides a public benefit. They want to help you provide 
that benefit. Nonprofits provide benefit by meeting an 
established need. 
 
 

What Foundations Really Want Is… 



Your grant proposal is essentially a business plan. If you 
start a business and need capital, you want to convince 
investors that (1) there is a demand for your product or 
service and (2) you have the right strategy to meet this 
demand and return the investment, with dividends. 
 
The grant you receive is not a gift, but an investment in 
which the foundation expects to see a return, not for 
financial gain, but for public benefit. In this equation, 
demand = need. 

Since the Grantmaker Is Investing… 



Benefits of Great Need Statements 

•  Solid plans and time saved later on. 
•  Preparation to answer tough 

questions from various donors. 
•  Guidelines for key, internal decisions 

and delivery of 
consistent information. 

•  Simple frameworks for describing 
complex initiatives and services. 



How to Recognize a Need 

A need is a condition or situation  
in which something is required. 

Always “lead with the need.” 

•  External to your organization. 
•  Compelling challenges. 
•  Measurable. 
•  Objectively documented. 
•  “Universal and indisputable” helps. 
•  Aligned with organization’s mission. 



How to Identify Needs 
•  Ask those who are most invested in 

your efforts. 
•  These include board members,  

front-line staff and top organization 
executives. 

•  Include input from those who are 
served. 

•  Test assumptions using appropriate 
data. 



What Foundations Look for in a 
Need Statement 
•  A concise statement of the problem to be addressed. 
•  The scope of the problem, including a description of 

the population that is affected and the geographic 
area of concern. 

•  Objective evidence that the problem exists. 
•  Compelling reasons to care about the problem. 



Tips for Needs Statements 
•  Invest a few hours in research. 
•  Know your audience. 
•  Remember that you often won’t know your audience. 
•  Trust your gut. 
•  Make people cry. 
•  Recycle and refresh. 



Sketching Out the Need 



Common Mistakes 
•  Complicating the need. 
•  Confusing the solution with the problem. 
•  Disconnect between problem and solution. 
•  Using adjectives instead of compelling details. 
•  Too much focus on the organization’s need. 
•  Too little documentation that the problem exists. 
•  Needs that lack alignment with the organization. 



Needs that led to grants 
1. The size and need of the local elderly population 
is growing rapidly. 
•  The combined total of patients served in the last four years is greater 

than the total in our previous twenty years of operation. 
•  In 2006, our agency served an average of 30 people a day. By the end 

of 2010, we received 780 physician referrals and served approximately 
200 patients daily. 

•  Our county is at the heart of an area recognized nationwide as a 
retirement haven (according to AARP, Barron’s, Harris Poll, MSN, USA 
Today and others). Approximately 22% of Jones County’s population is 
already over 65. This is very significant compared to North Carolina 
(12% over 65) and the nation (12.4%), according to US Census 2000.  



Needs that led to grants 
2. Tourism is key to the Smith County economy, yet 
no attractions cater to children and their families. 
•  NC Department of Commerce statistics report that Smith County 

ranked 17th in travel impact out of 100 NC counties. Thus, Smith 
County plays a significant role in generating revenues for tourism, one 
of NC’s largest industries. Tax revenues generated from Smith County 
tourism amounted to $16.6 million in 2009 and have increased annually 
for a decade. More than 2,160 jobs in Smith were directly attributable to 
travel and tourism in 2009, generating a $37.04 million payroll. 
Domestic tourism in Smith County generated an economic impact of 
$174.08 million in 2009.  

•  Despite all that the county has to offer, there are few activities for 
children. Over 60% of surveyed parents note that much of the popular 
downtown is composed of “hands off” antique stores and art galleries.  



Needs that led to grants 
3. The Oakville area is more prohibitive to home 
ownership than any other comparable area in NC. 
•  According to the 2010-2015 plan created by the area’s Regional 

Housing Consortium, “Input from citizens and elected bodies has 
repeatedly confirmed that affordable housing is the most important 
community development need in our area.” 

•  The plan describes a situation that is familiar to the people we serve: 
“For at least the past 7 or 8 years, the Oakville metropolitan statistical 
area has had the unenviable distinction of having the most expensive 
housing of any MSA in North Carolina, even though median income is 
below the state figure and hourly wages are well below state averages.  

•  Median house prices are about $170,000 throughout the Consortium 
and rising every quarter. For comparison, the maximum price [that] a 3-
person household at 80% of median income can afford is $131,000. 



Your Proposal Rests on Needs 
If organization leaders do not agree on a need that the 
organization’s mission compels it to address, the 
leadership will never be able to completely agree on an 
effective solution. 



If a Need Is Hard to Document 
•  Get out there and document it! 
•  Two words: Survey. Monkey. 
•  Share an anecdote. 
•  Be creative. 
•  Are you sure that there is a real need, and that this is 

the one to address? 



Thank You for Listening! 

www.communicationmark.com/workshops.php 

Mark Goldstein, CFRE 
mark@communicationmark.com 
(828) 650-0902 


