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What is a Proposal and Why 

Prepare One? 

A proposal, no matter who issues it or
what it is seeking, is a request to get
something accomplished. The something
might be to develop or run a project, pro-
vide a service, design a training program,
start a reengineering initiative, acquire
resources, and so on. A proposal is an
attempt to convince somebody that he
or she should use your product or service. 

If you are writing a proposal that does
not require funding from outside your
organization and if there is no require-
ment for added expenditures, you should
answer these questions: 
1. Why solve this problem rather than

another? 
2.  Why use this solution rather than

another solution? 
3. How will you know when you have

finished the task-solved the
problem? 

4.How will the task be managed? 
 
If the proposal requires justification of a
budget, you should answer one more
question: 
5.How much will it cost? 
 

Providing the Answers tO the 

Five Questions 

Let us look at the questions in order. The
first sets the stage. Before asking for
money or resources you must explain
why a problem is worth solving. 

Why Solve This Problem Rather Than

assessment issue in a subtle form. Here
you determine which gaps in results
exist and what should be done about
them. You can develop priorities for
closing the gaps based on what it costs
to meet these needs compared to the
costs of ignoring them. Or, put anoth-
er way, is this really a high priority
need? The first critical requirement is
to define need as a noun rather than as
a verb. 
 
A need is a gap between current and
required results or a gap between what
is and what should be, not a gap in
means, resources, or processes. 
 
The process used to discover needs
and prioritize them is needs assess-
ment. Usually priorities are developed
by identifying what it costs to meet the
need versus what it costs to ignore it
(for more about needs and needs
assessment see the appendix). You can
determine costs by using costs-conse-
quences analysis. Cost-consequences
analysis is a comparison of what you
spend and what you get. Costs include
expenditures, budgets, missed oppor-
tunities, and use of people and other
resources. 
 

In this phase of a proposal-asking and
answering question number 1-you
should document the "territory" and
show the reviewers of the proposal that
you know the context within which you
are proposing to work. Demonstrate that
you know the arena in which you are to
operate and document known gaps.
Suppose, for example, that the proposal 
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is to provide job training for disenfran- 
chised mothers. You could supply the 
number of mothers on Aid for 
Dependent Children, the number of 
abused mothers, the number suffering 
from disabling illness, and so on. You 
could state that we know that the 
mothers reading scores are low, but we 
do not know which of several interven- 
tions will close the gaps between current 
and desired performance levels. 
 
Finally, show that the needs are real and 
of high priority and that addressing them 
is justified. You are making the case for 
spending time, resources, and effort to 
close the needs documented in your 
proposal. 
 
Set the Stage for Costs-Consequences 
Justification for Your Proposal. By 
defining need as a gap in results you may 
show, "Why this problem?" To achieve 
this you require three important pieces of 
information: 
 the cost of meeting the need (closing 

the gap in results); 
_ the cost of ignoring the need; and 
_ the ideal consequence (as well as you 

can describe it at this time). 
Instead of basing your proposal on costs 
alone, you will demonstrate the return on 
investment--costs-consequences- 
gained by meeting the need. 
 
Referencing. Referencing is vital, but is 
often missing. You provide a solid basis 
for the reviewers to agree with you by ref- 
erencing the support for your interpreta- 
tion of the problem and your approach. 
You provide convincing evidence about 
the efficacy of what you intend to do and 
your reasons for doing it. Citing refer- 
ences from the research and operational 
literature will let the reviewers know that 
you are basing your proposal on solid 
ground. Often this means submitting a 
review of the literature, either formally 
or informally. 
 
In preparing a review of the literature, 
you should present the basic issues in the 
field and the specific issues relating to the 
problem area and document your sources 
of information. A competent literature 
survey informs the reviewers that you 

costs of meeting the need versus the costs
of ignoring it, that is, you show how you
are providing added value. 
Strategic planning (and total quality man-
agement) are firmly established in most
organizations, so relate your needs assess-
ment to: 
 a societal ideal vision (the kind of

world we want for our grandchil-
dren); and 

the organization's mission. 
 
Establish the link in results between three
levels of results and consequences: soci-
etal, organizational, and operational. (See
Figure 1) 
 
By relating what you will deliver to orga-
nizational and societal payoffs, you can
truly answer the question, "why this
problem rather than all other problems?"
One planning and proposing hint: if you
first identify which external/societal
results you wish to contribute to
achieving, relate the mission objective to
that, and then base your proposed inter-
vention on that chain of results, you will
greatly increase both your credibility and
your chances of success. 
 
In answering question number 1 you
identified needs. Now you show why
your approach will meet those needs
effectively and efficiently. 

Why Us6 This Solution Rath6r 
Than Anoth6r Solution? 

"Why use this solution" is a vital ques-
tion, but one that is not always easy to
answer. However, many performance
improvement practitioners unwittingly
rush into solutions (programs, projects,
activities) before defining needs. To
answer the question you should demon-
strate that you are not using a particular
solution or procedure because you are
familiar or comfortable with it; that you
are not grinding an old ax; or that you
are not trying to sneak an old and well-
known solution in through the back door
by calling it important, or worse still,
stating that it is "needed" (sic).
Remember that when you use "need" as
a verb, you are jumping right into a solu-
tion before defining and justifying a need
as a gap in results. 

Figure 1: A Results Chain 
 

know what you are talking about and
that you can substantiate your proposal
with other researchers' and authors' sup
port and writings. When citing literature
you should follow a standard format, for
example, the one published by the
American Psychological Association. 
 
Establishing the Scope of the Proposal.
Remember, show that the problem you
want to resolve is the most important of
all the problems that confront the orga-
nization. Fit your request into the con-
text of the organization and of society.
Substantiate the gaps based on both
external (societal and external clients)
and internal (organizational associates)
types of needs assessment: show how
meeting the needs within the organiza-
tion will have payoffs outside of it. Do
not propose any development, imple-
mentation, program, or research that
does not meet this test. By relating to
needs as gaps in results you can show the 
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By proposing solutions that you have 
selected or designed precisely to meet the 
client's needs and by demonstrating that 
you have selected them on the basis of a 
costs-consequences analysis, you can 
show confidence that your proposal will 
be effective, efficient, and justifiable. That 
confidence will transfer to the reviewers. 
 
To answer the question, present the 
requirements derived from the needs 
selected for action (a need selected for res- 
olution is called a problem). Then you 
can provide possible ways to address 
these requirements using alternative 
methods and means, citing tactics and 
tools that will close the gaps both effec- 
tively (get the job done) and efficiently 
(consume the least amount of effort and 
resources). To accomplish this, you can 
employ a technique such as methods- 
means analysis, where you identify pos- 
sible solutions along with the advantages 
and disadvantages of each for meeting 
the needs. These may be supplemented 
by sophisticated techniques that compare 
costs and results. 
 
Your answer to the question should show 
that you are open to other alternatives. 
Discuss other possibilities, as well as your 
favorites, from a critical and detached 
point of view and note the gains from, 
and penalties for, using each. None of the 
possible solutions will be perfect. Neither 
will any likely be without merit. Look at 
the strengths and weaknesses of each, 
document them, and put them in your 
proposal. Be objective. 
 

HOw Will You Know When You 

Have Finished the Task- 

Salved the Problem? 

You have now ~set the proposal table." 
The next step is to show how you and the 
funding agency will be able to determine 
the successes and possible shortfalls of 
your proposed solutions. This is the eval- 
uation stage, where results are compared 
with objectives. (Kaufman, 1992; 1996) 
You will explain your plans to accom- 
plish this comparison. You will detail the 
methods you will use to study the 
problem, the objectives to be achieved, 
the way in which you will seek answers

(sometimes called the design of research),
and the statistical tools and techniques
that you will employ for evaluation
purposes. 
 
This section of the proposal sets out how
you will determine whether you have
succeeded or failed, how you will handle
the data, and how you will report the
results. Think this out carefully, for it is
often the most closely read portion of a
proposal. 
 
One variation on evaluation is contin-
uous improvement. By using continuous
improvement, you commit yourself to
using performance data to move ever
closer to your objectives. Continuous
improvement allows you to use perfor-
mance data for fixing, and not for
blaming. 
 

How Will the Task Be 

Managed? 

You have addressed three of the five
tough questions involved in preparing a
proposal: you have stated and justified
what you want to accomplish, explained
how you intend to do that, and shown
how you will evaluate the work done.
Now you must turn to management. You
are proposing to carry out work and
deliver specific results. Show the
reviewers that you know not only what is
to be accomplished, but also how you are
going to manage the money, equipment,
and people to do the job. 

To do this list all the functions-building-
block results-to be performed and show
the order in which these are to be carried
out and the relationships between them.
Note who will perform each function and
when the functions will be performed,
including the starting and completion
dates for each, and present this informa-
tion graphically. One device for showing
this graphically is the Gantt chart. The
functions and time lines on a Gantt chart
depict the complete job in terms of what
will be done and when. If you wish, you
can add a column to the right of the chart
to show the people required (and the
number of days to be expended) for each
function.

Be sure to provide a delivery schedule
that states what will be delivered, when,
and to whom. You should also provide a
checklist for the project so the client can
use it to keep track of delivery. You
should relate each objective to a deliver-
able, the item or service you propose to
provide. Make certain you provide assur-
ances that you will deliver what you say
you will and list the steps you will take
to ensure that the job is accomplished
and on time. 
 
In this section you should also list the
proposed personnel, the capabilities of
each person, and everyone's role and
responsibilities. List the project manager's
or principal investigators name and com-
petencies first, and then all others who
will contribute to a significant extent. If
you intend to use interns or relatively
inexperienced people for noncritical
work, be sure to say so. 
 
Do not forget to emphasize any special
characteristics of your organization. Note
any special expertise and experience that
relates to the problem being addressed.
List special equipment and facilities.
Detail the resources you will use and
when you will use them to assure the
reviewers that you have the resources and
the managerial wherewithal to do the job
well. Be complete; note all capabilities.
Show that you know what you are doing
and how to do it. 
 
Remembe a proposal must convince its
readers that you understand the problems
and opportunities, know the territory,
know what you are going to do and how
to do it, and that they will get the results
you are proposing. To communicate this
effectively, write clearly and simply, and
format it for understanding. Write it in
such a way that you would want to read
it and in such a manner that you would
fund the effort. 
 

How Much Will It Cost? 

Now let us turn to the additional ques-
tion to be answered when you are also
seeking money. In a world of scarce
resources, people want to know what
they are going to get for their investment. 
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What added value will they obtain as a 
result of funding you to do this work? 
Here you tell how much you will spend 
and thus justify the proposed costs. Make 
a list of the objectives you intend to 
accomplish. Then identify the human and 
nonhuman functions that have to be per- 
formed to achieve each objective and list 
the cost of each of these functions. 
Finally, list the costs according to the 
guidelines the funding agency supplies or 
place them in categories familiar to the 
reviewers. 
 
Make sure your proposal makes sense in 
terms of what you would want to know 
if you were reviewing  it. Here are some 
common categories: 
*   salaries for project staff; 
*   related fringe benefits; 
*   other personal services; 
*   travel; 
*   supplies; 
*   equipment; 
*   postage; 
*   data processing/computing; 
*   word processing; 
*   copying, duplicating, printing; 
*   telephone; 
*   graphics; 
*   editorial work; and 
*   overhead (or list overhead items, such 
as rent, utilities, and janitorial services, 
separately). 
 
Only budget for what is required and do 
not include anything that is not essential. 
You might ask yourself if you were 
paying for this out of your own pocket- 
book, would you fund all of it? But do 
not cut corners or delete vital elements 
simply to get some money. Your reputa- 
tion is on the line, and besides, those 
people for whom you are reducing or 
eliminating needs are depending on your 
success. 
 
Reviewers often dismiss proposals that 
are unusually inexpensive because they 
think that the authors are being unreal- 
istic. A proposal that is too costly will fall 
outside the limit of funds available. Make 
it right, accurate, and reasonable, while 
keeping in mind that things always seem 
to cost more than you estimated they 
would. 

Have a "money" person experienced in
proposal preparation and funding review
this part of the proposal to ensure that
you have not overlooked anything and
that you are being realistic. 
 
Showing how much each activity (or
function) will cost next to each objec-
tive will impress most reviewers. They
want to know what you will do and
what it will cost to achieve each objec-
tive. Proposals do not do this often, but
they should. Another advantage to
pricing out a proposal in this way is that
if the funding agency wants you to cut
the bid price arbitrarily, you can ask the
negotiator to identify those objectives
that should be eliminated to meet the
reduced price tag. This provides some
recourse for dealing with the funding
agency that believes it can arbitrarily cut
estimates with impunity because
everyone fudges costs upward. With
costs specifically related to objectives
and functions, you provide the basis for
realistic negotiations. 
 
Another powerful way to justify your
budget (and the approach you pro-
pose) is to show, based on needs, the
cost of meeting the needs versus the
cost of ignoring them. For example,
the state of Florida decided to invest
more in prenatal care after it was
demonstrated that it cost much less to
have each pregnant woman receive
competent prenatal care than to pay
for the care of very low and ultra-low-
weight babies. 
 

Style and Audience 

As noted earlier, the basic purpose of
writing a proposal is to get someone to
support an activity that will provide
useful results and payoffs. That someone
is critical and must be convinced of both
the merit of the idea and the procedures
to implement it. If possible, find out who
will review the proposal and what they
might be looking for. 

A proposal is a communication tool. It
should have clear objectives, and the
style, format, content, and delivery
should be targeted to:

* meet the needs of those-including
internal and societal clients--to
whom the proposal is written; and 

* demonstrate that the results are worth
the price. 

 
Style is the vehicle you use to communi-
cate what you are doing and why you are
doing it. Write your proposal simply. Be
sure it is well organized. This sometimes
requires that you follow a set of pub-
lished guidelines or procedures supplied
by the recipient, such as those the U.S.
Department of Education or the National
Science Foundation supply. These guide-
lines almost always describe the required
format and content, and often provide
clues as to what you should include in 
the 
proposal. Read them carefully. The style
is up to you. 
 
While writing in an intricate, comp|ex
style may be tempting, avoid the ten-
dency to sound scientific. Readers are
morelikely to read and understand a pro-
posal consisting of simple words and
short sentences than one that uses long,
complex ones. 
 
Set off each section clearly. Do not be
afraid to use white space to emphasize
divisions in thought and content. 
 
Keep ideas basic. Keep facts in focus.
Remember who your reviewers are and
include content, words, and references
they will understand and accept. Make
sure your proposal is complete and
shows exactly what you want to do and
why. Do not waffle or be vague. If some-
thing is unknown, say so. Do not try to
fake it. The reviewers might not accept
your proposal, but you can ensure that
their decision is an informed one. 
 

Appendix: Needs Assessment 
Basics 
 

Needs assessments can be a  powerful 
organ;!tonal and performance 
improvement tool for identifying 
what is working and what is not. 
Unfortunately, there is much confu- 
sion over what a needs assessment is, 
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pragmatic appendix identifies tbe 
essential elements for a useful needs 
assessment and provides tbe criteria 
for belping develoP and use one. 
 

Needs Assessments: What 

They Are 

For a process that is so basic, simple, and 
rational, it is remarkable that there is so 
much confusion over what a needs 
assessment is and how to do one. This 
appendix provides guidance to take away 
the confusion. 

When improving what your organization 
and/or project does and delivers, here are 
some basic needs-assessment-related 
questions to ask: 
* What results are we now getting, and 

how do those compare with those we 
should accomplish? 

* What contributions to our own orga- 
nization, to our external clients, and 
to their success and well-being- 
value-added--must we deliver? 

* What do we use to justify and priori- 
tize the needs? 

* How can we demonstrate that the 
interventions we select will deliver a 
positive return on investment? 

* How can a needs assessment help us 
do sensible evaluation and continuous 
improvement? 

 
Tough questions? Sure. But if we don't 
provide sensible answers to them, what 
will our future hold? Needs assess- 
ments, done with integrity, will answer 
these questions and better ensure your 
success and the success of your organi- 
zation. 
 
Needs assessments provide a process 
for defining the gaps between current 
and desired results and provide the jus- 
tification for identifying and choosing 
the ways and means to close those 
gaps. Before selecting any intervention 
(be it training, the current project, 
human resources development, reengi- 
neering, or quality management) a 
needs assessment provides the basic 
data for ensuring that solutions, once 
selected, deliver desired and useful 
results

Practical and sensible needs assessments
will allow you to define and achieve orga-
nizational success. The following defini-
tions, related to basic needs assessment
realities, will help. 
 
Needs are different from wants: 
* Need: the gap between current and

desired (or required) results, or (stated
another way) the gap in results
between "what is" and "what should
be." 

* Needs Assessment: a process for iden-
tifying needs and placing them in pri-
ority order on the basis of what it
costs to meet the need versus what it
costs to ignore it. 

After identifying needs you find
what's causing them and what might 
be used to eliminate them:
* Needs Analysis: the process of deter- 

mining the reasons and causes for a
need so that appropriate interventions
may be identified and later selected. 

There are three levels of results that
are important to your organization 
and any project. You should relate
everything you use, do, produce, and 
deliver to them:
* Mega level results relate to societal 

payoffs and consequences, such as
survival and quality of life, such as a
vocational rehabilitation client who
returns to and/or achieves self-suffi-
ciency (and does not have to be re-
admitted for remedial learning). 

* Macro level results relate to what the
organization delivers outside of itself,
such as finished automobiles, a
patient discharged from a hospital, or
a graduate from college. 

* Micro level results relate to internal`
inside the organization-results for
individuals or small groups, such as
job competence, a successful gall
bladder operation, a quality-accepted
fender. 

Every organization-including
yours-has external clients, and every
organization must make a positive 
societal contribution if it expects to
stay in business. Defining an Ideal 
Vision involves "practical dreaming":
* An Ideal Vision identifies, in measurable 

terms, the kind of world we want for
tomorrow's child. 

A Needs Assessment Checklist 

Using these definitions, here is a brief
needs assessment checklist. 

Needs are identified as gaps between
current results and desired results (or
stated another way, the gap in results
between "what is' and "what should
be"). 
There is a clear distinction made
between Ends (results, consequences,
payoffs) and Means (resources,
methods, how-to-do-its). 
There are three levels of results iden-
tified and linked and related, one for
individual performance (micro level),
one for organizational contributions
(macro level), and another for societal
and client contributions (mega level).
Any statement of need is free from
any indication of how the need will
be met (such as training, computers,
technology). 
Any statement of need is free from
any indication of what resources will
be used to meet the need (such as per-
sonnel, time, money, equipment). 
Needs are prioritized, and listed, on
the basis of what it costs to meet the
need versus what it will cost to ignore
it. 
Interventions are selected on the basis
of a costs/results-costsconsequences
    analysis` for each need, or cluster 
of 
related needs 
Evaluation and continuous improve-
ment criteria are taken directly from
the "what should be" dimension of
the selected needs. 
Evaluation results report the extent to
which needs, or families of related
needs, have been reduced or elimi-

1.

 

 

 

 

2.

 

 

 

3.
 

 

 

 

 

4.
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7.
 

 

 

8. 
 

 

 

9.

Rating Your Needs Assessment
Process 

In a needs assessments most powerful--
and practical-application, you will have
a YES for each of the nine items. Such a
high rating will be rare, however because
much of the conventional wisdom in the
field steers people towards the more com-
fortable Gtraining needs assessment,"
which might be better seen as a "training 
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requirements analysis," o'r, unfortunately, 
a "solutions/wish list" approach. 
 
Some simple advice: you should not pro- 
ceed without at least a "yes" for guide- 
lines 1, 2, 4, 5, 6, and 7. While this 
approach will not link what your orga- 
nization delivers outside of itself and the 
payoffs for external clients, it does form 
the basic and lowest level of a needs 
assessment. 
 
If you also can answer "yes" to ele- 
ments 3, 8, and 9 you and your organi- 
zation will most likely excel compared 
to your competition. The inclusion of 
all nine suggested needs assessment 
characteristics is the safest approach 
you can take, for it will allow you and 
your organization to (1) meet societal 
responsibilities; (2) provide for external 
client satisfaction; (3) provide internal 
client satisfaction and assistance; and 
(4) provide the data for continuous 
improvement. 
 

What About Other Needs 

Assessment Approaches? 

Fortunately, what is suggested in this 
appendix will differ from a number of 
popular published approaches, formats, 
and commercial materials. This is for- 
tunate because much of what is cur- 
rently used will fail you simply because 
it encourages people to choose com- 
fortable solutions to assumed (and 
often incorrect) problems and opportu- 
nities. Most existing approaches to 
"needs assessment" fall outside of the 
elements listed here because they focus 
primarily on means and resources, 
and/or only attend to perceptions of 
needs and not to actual performance 
and performance consequences both 
within and outside the organization. 
These conventional processes can stand 
in the way of getting useful results, 
useful to your organization, your 
external clients, and our shared world. 
Even though these conventional tech- 
niques seem intuitively attractive at 
first, they are not responsive to the 
questions provided here. To the extent 
to which they are not responsive, of 
what value are they? 

Can Performance Improvement 
Professionals Really Deal with 
Societal-Level Concerns? 

Professional performance improve- 
ment specialists are usually charged 
with bringing about useful and prac- 
tical change. The Mega level for plan-
ning, doing, delivery, and evaluation 
is the practical and ethical responsi- 
bility of everyone, including the pro- 
ject professional. 

The Mega level of concern for needs
assessment is part of a new organiza-
tional paradigm. Societal concern and
payoffs are vital for organizational sur-
vival and success, as I have championed
for many years and as is increasingly sup-
ported by others. 
 
If your organization does not intend for
everything it uses, does, and delivers to
be useful to both the client and our
shared society, it will predictably fail.
Aligning what an organization uses, does,
and delivers with the payoffs for clients
and society is fundamental. The above
needs assessment checklist will allow you
to identify the extent to which your
process will by practical and appropriate
for today's organizational realities and
imperatives. 
 

Suggested  Reading for Needs
Assessment and Mega  Level 
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Monthly, November  1994, pp.  53-80. 
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