
  

Before You Apply: Why a Grant Readiness 
Assessment Can Make or Break Your Funding 
Strategy
By Don Cassano | Government Capital Strategist Consulting Services

Every year, billions of dollars in federal, state, and foundation grant funding go unclaimed — not 
because worthy projects don't exist, but because organizations apply before they're ready. A grant 
readiness assessment is the diagnostic step that separates confident, competitive applicants from the 
ones who scramble, miss deadlines, and wonder why they keep getting rejected.

If you've ever submitted a grant application and heard nothing back, or won funding only to struggle 
with compliance and reporting afterward, this piece is for you.

What Is a Grant Readiness Assessment?
A grant readiness assessment is a structured review of your organization's capacity to successfully 
pursue, win, and manage grant funding. It looks at your internal systems, documentation, financials, 
governance, and project clarity — the full picture a funder will evaluate before awarding you a dime.

Think of it as a pre-flight checklist. The checklist doesn't make the plane fly. But skipping it means you
might not make it off the ground.

Readiness assessments are used by nonprofits, municipalities, housing authorities, community 
development organizations, and public-private partnerships (P3s) of all kinds. The larger and more 
competitive the grant program — CDBG, HUD, EPA Brownfields, EDA, USDA Rural Development, 
state revolving funds — the more rigorously a funder will scrutinize your capacity before committing 
resources.



The Eight Pillars of Grant Readiness
A thorough readiness assessment examines your organization across eight core areas:

1. Organizational Eligibility

Does your organization meet the basic eligibility criteria for the programs you're targeting? This 
includes legal status (501(c)(3), unit of government, tribal entity), geographic coverage, and any sector-
specific qualifications. Eligibility mistakes are the most avoidable rejection — and they're more 
common than you'd think.

2. Financial Integrity

Funders want to see clean, audited financials, a functioning accounting system, and evidence that your 
organization can manage grant funds separately and accountably. Weak financial controls — or a gap 
year in your audit trail — can disqualify you from federal programs entirely. Do you have a current 
single audit (if required)? Current bank statements? An active fiscal sponsor if you're unincorporated?

3. Organizational Capacity and Staffing

Do you have the personnel to execute the project and manage the grant? Many organizations win 
funding and then discover they don't have the bandwidth to implement, report, and comply. Funders 
increasingly ask for staffing plans, key personnel resumes, and demonstrated track records. If you're a 
small organization pursuing a large award, you may need to address capacity gaps upfront — either 
through hires, partnerships, or a phased project scope.

4. Project Readiness

Is your project defined clearly enough to be fundable? This means documented need (data, community 
input, letters of support), a defined scope of work, a realistic timeline, and a line-item budget that's 
defensible. Projects that are still in the "idea stage" at application time rarely compete well against 
organizations that can show site control, preliminary engineering, or executed MOUs.

5. Match and Leveraging

Most competitive grant programs require a non-federal cost match — often 20% to 50% of total project
cost. Do you have committed match in hand, or are you counting on match you haven't yet secured? 
Unconfirmed match is a red flag. Funders also reward applications that demonstrate leverage: every 
additional committed dollar from another source strengthens your competitive position.

6. Compliance History

If you've received federal or state funding before, how clean is your compliance record? Outstanding 
audit findings, unresolved monitoring issues, or a history of late reports can follow your organization 
across programs. A readiness assessment surfaces these issues so they can be addressed — or so you 
can explain them proactively rather than have a funder discover them.



7. Governance and Accountability

For nonprofits and public entities alike, funders want evidence of strong governance: an active, 
engaged board (for nonprofits), clear lines of decision-making authority, conflict of interest policies, 
and written procurement procedures. Governance gaps are surprisingly common and surprisingly 
fixable — but only if you know they exist.

8. Narrative and Documentation Readiness

Grant writing is only as strong as the underlying documentation. Do you have current photos of the 
project site? Community need data broken down to the census tract level? Letters of support from 
elected officials, partner agencies, and beneficiaries? A logic model or program theory of change? 
Strong applications are built on strong documentation. Gathering this material after you find a deadline 
is a recipe for a weak submission.

Who Needs a Grant Readiness Assessment?
Not everyone needs a formal assessment every cycle — but here are the situations where one is 
especially valuable:

• You're applying for the first time to a competitive federal program and want to know where 
you stand before investing weeks of staff time. 

• You've been rejected from a program multiple times without understanding why. 
• You're planning a major capital project — infrastructure, housing, environmental 

remediation — with a multi-year funding strategy. 
• Your organization has gone through significant change: leadership transition, financial 

stress, a merger, or rapid growth. 
• You're a municipality or regional authority that wants to pursue multiple concurrent grant 

streams and needs a master readiness baseline. 
• You have a funder relationship and want to be sure you're a credible applicant before making 

the ask. 



What a Readiness Assessment Produces
A well-conducted assessment delivers more than a report card. The output should include:

• A readiness score or gap analysis by category, showing where you're strong and where you 
have work to do 

• A prioritized action plan with specific steps, owners, and timelines for closing each gap 
• A funding match matrix identifying realistic grant programs aligned to your project type, 

eligibility, and capacity 
• A documentation inventory cataloging what you have and what still needs to be developed 
• A narrative positioning statement that frames your project's need and impact in the language 

funders respond to 

This package becomes the foundation of your grant strategy — not a one-time exercise, but a living 
document you update as your capacity evolves and your pipeline grows.

The Cost of Skipping It
The hidden cost of an unreadiness-driven rejection isn't just the lost award. It's the staff time spent on a 
losing application. It's the project delay while you wait for the next funding cycle. It's the funder 
relationship that starts on a bad note. And for organizations pursuing federal capital programs with long
windows — RAISE grants, BRIC, Brownfields — a missed cycle can mean a 12- to 24-month setback.

A readiness assessment typically costs a fraction of what you'll spend writing a competitive application.
Done early enough, it either gives you a green light to proceed with confidence, or it identifies the 60-
day sprint of capacity-building work that turns a marginal applicant into a competitive one.

A Note for Public-Private Partnerships and Mixed-Finance 
Projects
P3 projects — where public benefit and private development intersect — carry an additional layer of 
readiness complexity. Funders scrutinizing a P3 application will evaluate not just the public partner's 
capacity, but the financial strength of the private partner, the structure of the underlying agreements, 
and the project's ability to sustain itself beyond the grant period.

For these projects, readiness assessment has to extend into the deal structure itself: Is the partnership 
documented? Is there an executed term sheet or development agreement? Has the project cleared 
environmental review (NEPA/SEPA) or is that still outstanding? These are not afterthoughts — they're 
often threshold criteria.



Getting Started
If you're exploring grant funding for an economic development, housing, environmental, transportation,
or recreation project, the first step isn't finding the right grant program. It's knowing whether your 
organization is ready to compete for it.

A readiness assessment doesn't have to be a months-long engagement. In many cases, an experienced 
consultant can conduct a working-session assessment in a matter of weeks and deliver an actionable 
report that reorients your entire funding strategy.

The organizations that win competitive grants consistently aren't always the ones with the best projects.
They're the ones that knew they were ready — and had the documentation to prove it.

Don Cassano brings 50 years of Government Capital Strategist experience, with more than $500 
million in government funding assisted since 1976. Don Cassano provides grant readiness 
assessments, funding strategy, and document production for nonprofit, public, and public-private 
development projects nationwide.

Reach out to Don at 617-888-7028 or doncassanoreports@gmail.com

Learn more at doncassano.com


