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WHAT IS A COMMON NARRATIVE?

A “common narrative” is the story of your organization and the
work you do, along with other information frequently requested
in grant applications.

Goals:
Draft a narrative that keeps your org’s story consistent,
wherever you need it.
Save time in writing when submitting applications,
drafting donor appeals, updating a website, and more.
Keep favorite language and frequently requested
information easily accessble. 
Help delegate tasks when submitting multiple grants at
the same time.



WHY THIS MATTERS

Share your story consistently & efficiently.

Create a narrative that can be used
anywhere you need it.

Share it with your board so they speak the
same language. 

Save time: funders require a wide range of
information. Keep it easy to find. 

Avoid searching through old applications for
that paragraph you really loved.



Keep frequently requested information
together (org history, budget, links to key
documents, etc).

Time is limited. Use a common narrative to
delegate work to others.

Avoid funding gaps by looking at all of your
programs together when submitting
applications.

HOW DO I USE IT?

It’s a road map and a work in progress.



HOW DO I USE IT?

Use what you need to finalize an application
based on each funder’s guidelines.

Don’t copy and paste. Always read the
funder guidelines.
Tailor the language for each funder, if
needed.
If you don’t understand a question, don’t
hesitate to contact the funder.
Add to the Common Narrative if your
funders start asking new questions.



Key organization details 
Tax ID, UEI, congressional district, websites, etc.
Leadership & Staff

Narratives
Mission, org overview, program descriptions

Financial information
Budgets, tax returns, etc.

Impact, Feedback.
Quotes, informal or formal, surveys, etc.

Links to key documents, work samples, media

THE INGREDIENTS OF A
COMMON NARRATIVE



SAMPLE TEMPLATE



SAMPLE TEMPLATE



KEY HIGHLIGHTS - NARRATIVES

Mission statement. 
Provide the mission as approved by the board. 
Keep any explanation with the Org narrative.

Organization narrative. 
Give an overview and why you exist. 
Detailed history can be helpful, but isn’t always
required. Consider keeping that seperate.

 Program narrative. 
Provide an overall birds’ eye view.
Each program should have its own description.



KEY HIGHLIGHTS - FINANCIAL

Budgets 
Current & previous FYE org budget (this is not the 990) 
Relevant program budget

Financial documents
Most recent 990 (consider saving on your website)
Statement of Activities (aka “Profit & Loss Statement”)
Balance Sheet

 Other
Tax ID, UEI, SAM 
Keep your Illinois registrations up to date



KEY HIGHLIGHTS - MISC

Work Samples 
Usually no more than 5 or 10 pages; keep it simple
What highlights help show your organization’s story?
What are you particulary proud of?
Update this annually

Measurements & Impact
It doesn’t have to be a detailed survey
Even informal feedback can be useful to show impact



HUMANIZE THE STORY
Avoid sounding too detached from the work.
What personal stories help describe programs?
Quote specific feedback, don’t just summarize. 
Connect it to the audiences behind your work, not just
statistics and numbers.

What would not happen if your work stopped? 
Update at least once/year - add / remove what you need

TIPS



CONTACT

john@nonprofitsanity.com
www.nonprofitsanity.com
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