Quick Reference

A Checklist For Writing Grant
Proposals that Encourage
Meaningful Community Engagement

Your goal is to write a grant proposal that ensures community engagement is central
to project design and implementation. This document provides a checklist useful for
guiding project team conversations toward this end.

Meaningful community engagement defined.
To build trust and establish strong relationships, meaningful engagement
+ provides communities opportunities to be an integral part of the visioning, decision-making, and
leadership of projects;
« removes barriers to community participation to ensure all activities are inclusive of community
priorities and needs;
« makes connections across community priorities and values, including the environment, health, and
well-being;
« ensures decisions are embraced and supported by those that will be affected;
+ increases project impact and decreases project delays by ensuring community desires are reflected in
project design and implementation; and
« ensures project benefits flow back to the community.

(Information derived from the National Marine Fisheries Service.)

The audience for this checklist.
Grant proposals led by community-based organizations typically have the relationships and trust needed to
ensure meaningful community engagement. Unfortunately this type of leadership isn’t always available.

This checklist was developed for organizations with less experience in developing grant proposals alongside
communities. The emphasis is on identifying and engaging with individuals and groups that have these
relationships throughout the process, and adjusting the project plans accordingly.

Instructions for using the checklist.

Every grant that achieves meaningful engagement starts by co-developing the proposal alongside community
partners and members. In fact, 90 percent of the work, the relationship building, should be done before a
proposal idea is even conceived. Use this checklist to facilitate engagement-focused dialogue and learning
amongst project team members and the community.
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After you’ve used the checklist.

As a team, go back to the items rated as “making progress” or “needs work.” What improvements can be made
to strengthen meaningful engagement? If you don’t feel you can adequately move the majority of the relevant
items toward the “fully integrated” category, have an honest discussion with partners and communities about
how this will impact project outcomes. For the elements where the project falls short during the grant writing
process, think about how the team can continue to work together toward improvement if the proposal is
funded and implemented.

Some of the checklist items may not be part of the actual grant application. However, all items are important
to discuss during the project conception and proposal development phases to ensure there are resources and
capacity budgeted towards each element for project implementation.

This checklist does not replace or supersede a particular grant program’s request for proposals. A grant writer
must follow the requirements in the notice of funding opportunity, and use this checklist to think through
how to center meaningful engagement within the proposal guidelines. Check in with the funder if you have
questions about proposal requirements (e.g., eligible participant engagement costs such as food).

And remember: meaningful engagement doesn’t end once the grant is submitted. Relationships and
trust should not wax and wane based on grant cycles.
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The CHECKLIST

Writing Grant Proposals that Encourage
Meaningful Community Engagement

To ensure meaningful community engagement occurs during the grant writing process and project
implementation, there are numerous considerations to explore. Use the following checklist, which is
organized around the categories found in many grant proposals, to start discussions within your team.

For each section, rate where your proposal stands, with a goal of moving the “making progress” and “needs

work” responses toward “fully integrated.”
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Project Team

COMMUNITY LEADERSHIP

O

] MAKING PROGRESS
No community leadership. Community-based organizations and community members are part of the
project team or are serving in advisory roles, but are not lead members of the project team.

[J NEEDSWORK
No community representation. No community-based organizations or community members are

represented on the project team.

(] NOTAPPLICABLE
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COMMUNITY DECISION-MAKING

OJ

] NEEDS WORK
Communities have no decision-making power. The community has no decision-making power and is
informed about project progress as an afterthought.

(] NOTAPPLICABLE

COMMUNITY POINTS OF CONTACT

O]

] NEEDS WORK
No community-based organizations have been identified. A total absence of community-based

organizations, or general “TBD” language, such as “We will identify community-based organizations for
engagement...” is used.

[J NOTAPPLICABLE
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COMMUNITY-LED ENGAGEMENT

OJ

] NEEDS WORK
Scientific and agency experts lead engagement. Scientists, technical experts, consultants,
and agency representatives with limited capacity or experience with engagement lead the
engagement process

[(J NOTAPPLICABLE

HISTORY OF ENGAGEMENT

O

] NEEDS WORK
No history of engagement before submitting the proposal. No evidence of partners being engaged.

Wording indicates the proposers haven’t talked to key community partners - “We’re going to reach out
to...” or “We plan on talking with...”

[J NOTAPPLICABLE
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COMMUNITY PRIORITIES

OJ

] NEEDS WORK
Only scientific or agency missions represented. The project team has expertise and experiences that
don’t overlap with identified community priorities.

(] NOTAPPLICABLE

LOCATION OF PROJECT TEAM

O

] NEEDS WORK
No members are physically located in the community. Project team is not physically living or

working in the community, such as a consultant or academic in Oregon engaging a community in Maine.

(J NOTAPPLICABLE
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SOCIAL SCIENCE RESEARCH

OJ

[J NEEDSWORK
Social scientists are equated with community engagement. Social science research is equated with
community engagement. Conducting research on a community does not demonstrate engagement,
particularly when a researcher has no history of working alongside a community.

(] NOTAPPLICABLE

NEW POSITIONS FOR COMMUNITY MEMBERS

O]

] NEEDS WORK
New positions are playing lead roles. For new positions, there are few if any commitments to hire a

community member.

(] NOTAPPLICABLE
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Grant Narrative

DEFINED COMMUNITY

O]

] NEEDS WORK
Community is not defined. Unclear what specific community is targeted (e.g., will work with

three coastal communities in Florida to be identified after funding is received) or lacks community
understanding beyond online search results, census data, or maps. The identified community may not
even exist (e.g., audience is city planners of rural communities that don’t currently have city planners).

(J NOTAPPLICABLE

UNDERSTANDING COMMUNITY VALUES

O]

] NEEDS WORK
Only “know” the community through online research. Proposal only cites sources of information
that can be found without ever engaging the community directly.

(] NOTAPPLICABLE
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COMMUNITY BENEFITS

OJ

] NEEDS WORK
Disconnect between community and project benefits. Project benefits are identified but no strong
linkages to community (e.g., restore a coastal habitat without consideration for whether the people
living in the adjacent neighborhood will directly benefit).

(] NOTAPPLICABLE

COMMUNITY VULNERABILITY REDUCTION

O]

] NEEDS WORK
No linkage to any vulnerability. There is no evidence that the community is vulnerable to a priority

hazard (e.g., coastal hazards, climate change), and so no direct reduction of community vulnerability.

(J NOTAPPLICABLE
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DIRECT COMMUNITY CONNECTIONS

OJ

[J NEEDSWORK
Community context comes from using the internet. Project team’s only effort to engage
communities is to use a state or federal tool or data to identify communities.

(] NOTAPPLICABLE

Overall Approach

NEEDS ASSESSMENTS

O

] NEEDSWORK
No needs assessments. There’s no evidence of a needs assessment or the community expressing a

need for the proposed project.

(] NOTAPPLICABLE
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COMMUNITY STRENGTHS

D _
D _
(J NEEDSWORK

Focus is on needs and vulnerabilities. No community strengths or assets are mentioned. Proposed
project focuses on community needs, vulnerabilities, and deficits only.

(] NOTAPPLICABLE

COMMUNITY VISION

D _
D _
] NEEDS WORK

No community vision referenced. The proposal doesn’t reference the community’s vision for

the future.

(] NOTAPPLICABLE
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VALUES ALIGNMENT

OJ

] NEEDS WORK
Community values and priorities are not understood. The proposed project is being driven by the

organizational missions of the project team. There’s minimal evidence of the project being connected to
broader community values and priorities.

(] NOTAPPLICABLE

COMMUNITY EXPERTISE

O]

J NEEDSWORK
Local expertise and knowledge excluded. Only scientific or technical reasoning is used to design the

project’s approach; no local knowledge is used.

[J NOTAPPLICABLE
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DATA MANAGEMENT

O

[J NEEDSWORK
Data management meets minimal standards. Recognition that data needs to be managed, but focus

is data management solely to meet federal or institutional regulations. No evidence community was
consulted.

(J NOTAPPLICABLE

Engagement Approach

ENGAGEMENT PLAN

O]

] NEEDSWORK
No engagement plan. There is no mention of an engagement plan.

(] NOTAPPLICABLE
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RECIPROCAL ENGAGEMENT

OJ

] NEEDS WORK
Information flows from project team to community. Engagement is characterized as education and
outreach (flow of information from project team to community) only. Project team only uses easy and
passive methods for advertising convenings (e.g., the organization’s Facebook page, flyers)

(] NOTAPPLICABLE

PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT OPPORTUNITIES

O

] NEEDS WORK
No professional development opportunities. Doesn’t create professional development opportunities

as part of the project.

(J NOTAPPLICABLE

OFFICE FOR COASTAL MANAGEMENT | DIGITAL COAST 14 of 24



Quick Reference

LOCATION OF ENGAGEMENT

OJ

] NEEDS WORK
Engagement is held at government facilities. Convenings are hosted at the project team’s
headquarters or in government buildings, sending the message that community members should
come to us.

[(J NOTAPPLICABLE

TIMING OF ENGAGEMENT

O

] NEEDSWORK
Engagement only occurs during project team work hours. Engagement opportunities happen when

the project team is working (e.g.,9 a.m. to 5 p.m.).

(] NOTAPPLICABLE
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LANGUAGE AND CULTURAL TRANSLATION

OJ

[J NEEDSWORK
No cultural and language translation. No cultural or language translation is mentioned in areas with

large multilingual populations.

[(J NOTAPPLICABLE
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Timeline

TIME FOR PARTICIPATORY PROCESS

O]

] NEEDS WORK
Framed around research and regulatory constraints. Timeline only focuses on technical, scientific,
or regulatory constraints and outcomes.

(J NOTAPPLICABLE

TIME FOR COMMUNITY-LED OUTCOMES

O]

[J NEEDSWORK
Overly ambitious outcomes. Engagement takes time, so it’s unlikely that consensus will be reached at

the end of a grant without a demonstrated history of engagement with the community.

(] NOTAPPLICABLE

OFFICE FOR COASTAL MANAGEMENT | DIGITAL COAST 17 of 24



Quick Reference

FLEXIBILITY AND ITERATION

OJ

] NEEDS WORK
Engagement scheduled after decisions are made. Engagement opportunities are an afterthought,
incorporated at the end of key project phases to report out on project progress.

(J NOTAPPLICABLE

LONG-TERM COMMITMENT TO COMMUNITY

O

] NEEDSWORK
Community engagement ends with the grant cycle. There’s no mention of engagement beyond the

end of the proposed project’s funding timeline.

(J NOTAPPLICABLE
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Budget

ACROSS PROJECT TEAM

O

] NEEDS WORK
No funding for community participation. All or the majority of funds go to academic institutions,
consultants, and agencies.

(] NOTAPPLICABLE

IDENTIFY SPECIFIC COMMUNITY ORGANIZATIONS

O]

[J NEEDSWORK
No mention of community-based organizations. No line item for community-based organizations or

members to lead or participate in the project.

(] NOTAPPLICABLE
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COMPENSATE COMMUNITY MEMBERS

OJ

] NEEDS WORK
No funding for community members. No funding for community member time, participation, or
expertise.

(] NOTAPPLICABLE

FUNDS STAY IN COMMUNITY

O]

] NEEDS WORK
Al funds leave the community. Funds flow only to external organizations, businesses, and people.

(J NOTAPPLICABLE
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FUNDS PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT

OJ

] NEEDS WORK
Unpaid professional development opportunities. Only provides volunteer or unpaid internships,
making them inaccessible to community members.

(] NOTAPPLICABLE

BARRIERS TO PARTICIPATION

O

] NEEDSWORK
Barriers to participation are not funded. No funding is provided for participant support.

(J NOTAPPLICABLE
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PROFESSIONAL TRANSLATORS

OJ

] NEEDSWORK
No translation funded. No language translation is funded.

(J NOTAPPLICABLE

Letters of Support

COMMUNITY LETTERS

OJ

] NEEDS WORK
No community letters of support. Letters are primarily from outside the community (e.g., academic,
federal, and state agencies).

(] NOTAPPLICABLE
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COMMITMENT

OJ

] NEEDS WORK
No commitment. Letters simply state support for the project without providing a description of how
the organization or community will be directly involved.

(J NOTAPPLICABLE

GENUINE SUPPORT

O

] NEEDSWORK
Letters of support are all the same. The same boilerplate language provided by the applicant is used.

No unique insight into how the community truly feels about the project is provided.

(] NOTAPPLICABLE
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DESCRIBES LONG HISTORY OF ENGAGEMENT

OJ

] NEEDSWORK
No history of engagement. No mention of any engagement by the project team with the community.

(] NOTAPPLICABLE

DESCRIBES PROPOSAL DEVELOPMENT

O

] NEEDSWORK
No indication the community was engaged. Nothing describing how the community was engaged.

(J NOTAPPLICABLE

OFFICE FOR COASTAL MANAGEMENT | DIGITAL COAST 24 of 24



	Project Team
	Grant Narrative
	Overall Approach
	Engagement Approach
	Timeline
	Budget
	Letters of Support
	HOME



