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Suggested Guidelines for How to Write Grants 
 

1. Plan your project 
a. What are you doing? 
b. Why? 
c. Who will it affect/impact? 
d. How much will it cost?  How much money do you need? 
e. What other sources of support do you have? Ex. Money, time, volunteers, goods, 

services, etc. 
 

2. Research potential funding sources 
a. Private/public  
b. Past giving, you can look at past grants on their 990 form 
c. Guidelines—get the most recent and make sure you fit before you start! 

 
3. Contact the potential funding agency 

Printed material and websites from an agency often describe very broad areas of interest 
or it, in fact, may be out of date; the agency may have new interests or priorities. Talking 
with a program representative will help assure you that you have a clear understanding of 
an agency's current funding priorities. Generally, grantors want to help and don’t mind 
answering a few questions: 
 

a. How much money will they have for new applications? (This is especially important 
at the federal level as some agencies may be obligated to spend a significant 
percentage of their budget to support continuing projects.)  

b. How many new applications do they typically receive and what percentage do they 
fund? (A 20%-30% funding rate is good; if it's less than 20% you need to consider 
whether it's worth the investment of your time and effort.)  

c. What are the most common mistakes or flaws in proposals they receive?  
d. What criteria will be used in evaluating your proposal? What is the relative weight 

given to criteria?  
e. Do they fund individuals? Would they send you a list of previous recipients?  
f. Would they recommend a previously funded proposal for style or format? Could 

you obtain a copy by sending them a self-addressed stamped envelope?  
g. Who will be evaluating your proposal, i.e., what background will the reviewers 

have? Would they send you a list of current or previous reviewers? (It is important 
to know the audience for which you will be writing.)  

h. Are there any areas or topics about which they are particularly interested in 
receiving proposals?  

i. If you have a copy of last year's application guidelines, ask if they expect to make 
any significant changes. Can you use last year's information to get started? 

j. Would they be willing to review a draft of your proposal?  
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Investing the time and making the effort to develop a concept paper, and then 
following through with an agency contact, can pay huge dividends by allowing you to 
determine which funding agencies are most likely to be interested in supporting your 
project.  

 
4. Balance your budget  

a. When you write your budget for the grant, make sure that your income matches 
your expenses. If you project a much higher amount in income than you do in your 
expenses, grantors may not think you really need the money. If your expenses are 
much higher than your income, you may risk not getting the grant because they 
will think even with the grant, you won’t have the funds for the project. 

b. Use real numbers. The people who review artists’ grants regularly know how much 
usual expenses are and they will know you are inflating the numbers if they are too 
large.  

c. Do your homework to see how much things cost. Even if a really high number is 
accurate, if it is higher than the average cost for that service (say framing for 
example) the grant reviewers might think you wouldn’t use their money wisely. If it 
is really important to have that expensive thing or service, just explain why. 

d. Example Budget 
REVENUE 
Sponsorships: $5000 
Catalogue Sales: $3000 (150 for $20) 
Artwork Sales: $2000 
OVAC Creative Project Grant: $1500 
Artist Contribution: $500 
In-kind contribution: $1,000 
Total Revenue: $13,000 
 
EXPENSES 
Design of exhibition post card invitations: $75 
Design of Reception invitation and RSVP card: $125 
Matting and Framing of artwork : $3300 (22 pieces at $150 per piece) 
Audio production of voice over dialogue: $1000 
Design and printing of the banner: $500 
Catering for Reception: $3000 
Design and production of Art Catalogue: $1000 
Postage for direct mail promotion: $3000 (USPS permit and postage) 
Web design: $1,000 
Total Expenses: $13,000 

  
5. Tell your story 

a. As you are writing the components of your grant, keep in mind that the people 
reviewing your grant are likely unfamiliar with your work and your project. It is 
important to be VERY clear. It is highly recommended that you have a friend that if 
also unfamiliar with your work and project read over it. If they have questions, you 
will know which parts you need to add more details to. If you have to error on one 
side, error on the side of having too much information. If you have very little 
information, the grant reviewers may think you don’t know the details or you didn’t 
take the grant application very seriously.  
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6. FOLLOW DIRECTIONS and MEET DEADLINES! 
a. Often, artists don’t receive grants simply because they didn’t follow directions, left 

items out, or submitted late. Grantors want to know that the artists they fund will be 
good stewards of the money they give and following directions shows the grantor 
that the artist is taking the grant, and therefore the project, seriously. 

 
7. If you aren’t funded, ask why 

a. Often, if you ask, funders will be happy to provide feedback. It could be there was a 
part of your application that was weak or it could be just that it was very 
competitive and they couldn’t fund all of the project. Whatever the feedback is, 
use it to make your next ask stronger and more appealing.  

 


