
FROM IDEA TO FUNDED PROJECT

The Grant Application Playbook for Photographers, 
Filmmakers and Journalists.

Practical frameworks for finding funding, building stronger 
applications, and turning creative ideas into reality.



This guide is for photographers and filmmakers with a project in progress, or a 
body of finished work, and a desire to find funding or recognition. We’re talking 
about the application process for grants, fellowships, competitions, film festivals, 
and book publication.

You might be working on a long-term documentary project, a short film, a fine  
art series or something in between. You don’t need to be a full-time professional. 
You don’t need gallery representation. But you do need a project that means 
something to you, and a reason to share it. 
 
Whether you’ve applied for a dozen grants or none at all, I hope I can help you 
tighten your materials and present your work in a way that lands you results. 
Personally, I’ve been through the cyclical process of applying, getting rejected, 
applying again, getting funded, over and over. It’s a constant practice. 
 
So... where to start? Here’s a little about my journey, and why I’m qualified to 
help. I’m a documentary journalist. Over the years I’ve covered stories about the 
genocide of the Rohingya in Western Myanmar, cultural responses to school 
shootings in Texas, Ukrainian frontline combat tactics, COVID in northern Mexico, 
warming ocean temperatures in the North Sea, illegal mining in Malaysia, and the 
list goes on…

I’ve been lucky enough to contribute to outlets including The Washington Post, 
The New York Times, Outside Magazine, NBC, PBS, The Guardian, Harper’s, 
The BBC, WIRED, Vice Magazine, Newsweek, Bloomberg Businessweek, 
The New Yorker, plus a ton more.
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The production of a big chunk of my work has only been possible through grant 
funding from organizations like The Pulitzer Center, The Society of Environmental 
Journalists, or Mongabay. These cash injections paid for my flights, hotels, food, 
translators, sometimes cameras.

But ultimately I’m an artist. Quite simply I’m interested in making images and video 
that convey meaning - empathy, narrative, and mood. As artists the creation 
of our work is personal to us, the motivations we have, the topics that we cover, 
and the mediums that we use. But the methods of getting our projects out into the 
world, finding funding and winning competitions have a structure. The process is 
uniform for us all, and there are definite fundamentals. 

AN INTRO TO GRANTS

Grants are a major part of the film and photo production cycle, and sometimes 
they can be what tips a project into profit. They’re not a loan, and they don’t 
require ownership of your work.

They’re a philanthropic offering by an independent organization to help fund 
the creation of media around an issue or topic deemed important, be it fiction 
or non-fiction. For example, The Society of Environmental Journalists offers 
funding for projects related to environmental topics, and The Aftermath Fund 
offers money for the completion of work about war.

Grants come in many flavors, and different grants cover different costs. Photo 
grants tend to stick to funding travel or production costs, and range between 
$5,000 and $10,000.

Video or film grants cover a wider range of activities way up into the hundreds 
of thousands, development, pre-production, production, travel, equipment, 
post-production, distribution etc.

Personally, I stick in the $5,000 to $15,000 bracket. The paperwork is easier, 
and I can arrange a few to land back-to-back, bringing in a decent cash injection.  
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COMPETITIONS

A quick note about competitions, while I know that these aren’t grants strictly, 
there is a little overlap. For photographers and filmmakers there is no end to the 
choice of competitions and festivals to submit your work. Some are monthly, 
some are annual, some have exhibitions attached, some have prize money.

But recognition from the right competition can be a rocket ship for your career. 
It’s not about prize money, a free camera, or the competition win itself, but about 
the fact that your project now has a stamp of approval from a professional body. 
Someone in the industry has said “yup, this is good.”

For self-esteem this is massive. It’ll offer a boost in motivation, the energy needed 
to push on with a project, and most importantly it means that you have news to 
send to your email list of editors and producers - “my work was recognized in this 
competition. Are you ready to collaborate now?”

Competitions offer a way to test work before you begin hard pitching to grant 
bodies, a way to check whether you have enough material or need to keep 
working, and a way to check your own gut reaction to your material - is it good 
enough? Are you comfortable with the message? Are you proud of it? It’s also 
a way to get eyes on your work without waiting for the perfectly edited, 
painstakingly produced, final piece.

When choosing competitions to enter, pay attention to whether your work 
is relevant. Take time to research the notoriety of your chosen competition 
or festival within the industry. Is it known? Is it well respected? Is it connected 
to an outlet? Check also previous winners. Where is their work now? Are they 
publishing in the types of places you aspire to be?

Some competitions will require a small entrance fee, whether they do or not isn’t 
a measure of legitimacy, but do pay attention to what the competition offers as 
“prizes.” If it sounds too good to be true, it probably is. 
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FRAMING

Grant funder interest in your work depends on narrative framing, and the first 
impression you give to judges will be through text. Your application statements 
will be written, your rationale will be written, as will your budget. Here you need 
to get comfortable articulating your project in words rather than video or image.

So, are you offering something that no one else has? Is your project unique?

The media industry is much like any other, it follows the rules of supply and 
demand. If many people are offering similar work, there’s little demand for 
it over time. But if you have something interesting, an angle unique to you, 
editors and producers will be chewing your hand off for it. 

Our goal is to tread new ground. We’re trying to make something, say something, 
show something that nobody else has. We’re aiming for a new angle, a new take, 
perhaps a new process for articulating our chosen narrative. And by carefully 
choosing a “frame” for our work, it allows us to offer something different from 
the rest, and set our work apart from the pack. 

The framing of our project allows us to narrow our story idea, to niche it down 
to something that’s very specific, very particular within a larger theme.

Simply put, your frame is the current cultural context of your project. It answers 
the question: why should your audience care? And it addresses those questions 
through the simplest emotional truths. So, where’s the conflict? Who are the 
players? What are the stakes? Why does this matter for the audience? 
What’s the worst-case scenario? 

Your frame must have teeth. It cannot be tepid. It cannot be feel-good. If you’re 
left with a lukewarm feeling, think again, revisit, reshoot, re-imagine.

For example, in stories around environmentalism, the stakes are massive, aren’t 
they? The frame would be the demise of the human species. If it’s a story about 
a business in liquidation, the stakes are maybe a billion-dollar bankruptcy, not as 
large as a human scale extinction event, but still large, and much more immediate.

Think about what has moved you to make the work. What keeps you coming 
back? What is the personal appeal to you? Before you can unleash your art on 
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the public, your message must be locked down. So, consider what you’re 
documenting. Who’s in the frame? What is their plight? Is it positive or negative? 
What is the common thread that connects the characters or elements 
in your project?

Now distill these answers down to the simplest emotional truth. For example, 
a story about migration could become a story about a mother’s separation from 
her children, a series about marathon running could become a project about the 
human body at the limits of its capability. 

Look for highly charged subthemes within your larger topic to use as frames. 
Because a viewer will connect to your piece based on things that they can relate to, 
we need to find the kernel of the story that resonates the most, usually this is base 
level emotion, the point of highest drama, emotion, or conflict.

It’s not necessary to have a clear frame from the outset, sometimes the idea 
only lands with a little exploration. But make sure you keep an eye open for that 
rationale as you work. Then once you find it, double-down on it – make sure every 
photograph, video clip, or paragraph backs it up in some way. As your project 
progresses it’ll become stronger, more dialed in, and more succinct.

Later, if your frame is clear in your mind, if you know why you made the work, 
and the message it offers, applying for grants will become easy. Just articulate 
your frame into one paragraph and paste it into your application – and that’s the 
hardest piece of your application already done.

WHO, WHAT, WHEN, WHERE, WHY?

When trying to explain your work through the creation of frames, a helpful 
structure to use is “who, what, when, where, why?” It’ll give you a very concise 
paragraph to use.

This is the backbone of almost every successful story, and it applies when we’re 
writing applications, pitches, captions, artist statements, project statements, 
essays - it underpins how we talk about our work in any capacity. 
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Who: Who is the work about, or who is the subject? This gives human context 
and helps reviewers connect with the story or theme.

What: What is happening in the work? What is the story or topic? Be specific. 
Don’t just say “environmental issues,” say “illegal sand mining in northern Vietnam.”

When: When did you make the work? When does the story take place? Even just 
the year helps, especially if the work engages with a specific moment in time.

Where: Where was it made? Where are the subjects or themes based? 
Geography matters more than you think. It provides cultural, political, 
or environmental context that anchors the work.

Why: Why does this work matter? Why now? Why should it be funded or exhibited? 
This is the most important, and often the most neglected, question. It’s your chance 
to explain the relevance and urgency of the project in a wider context, and tell the 
viewer why they (or their audience) should care about your topic.

 

CLARITY OVER ART-SPEAK

One of the fastest ways to lose a reviewer’s attention is to write like you’re trying 
to impress them. Avoid vague phrases, conceptual buzzwords, or poetic ambiguity, 
especially if you’re applying to grants, festivals, or exhibitions with large juries 
or institutional funders. Keep it simple. Keep it human.

Instead of: “My work interrogates the liminality of displacement through a non-
linear visual exploration of space and identity.” Try this: “This project follows 
seasonal workers as they migrate across Europe, capturing the tension between 
home, labor, and belonging.”

You don’t have to dumb things down. You just need to communicate clearly 
so that anyone, regardless of background, can understand what you’re doing 
and why it matters.
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PRESENTATION MATTERS

Strong work is essential of course, but it’s not enough. Great images and 
powerful footage can still be overlooked if the surrounding materials aren’t 
pulling their weight. Most applications get skimmed first. A reviewer will glance 
through your images, your text, maybe your file names, and decide within seconds 
whether they want to see more. That’s not because they don’t care, it’s because 
they’re busy. Your job is to make it easy for them to understand what your project 
is, and why it matters.

Structure, clear writing, smart sequencing, and professional formatting show 
that you’ve thought your application through, that you know what you’re doing, 
and that you’re ready. Making strong work is about curiosity, timing, craft, and 
perspective. Presenting strong work is about clarity, context, and communication.

You can have a beautiful, layered, important body of work, but if it’s displayed 
in a confusing way, it won’t land. A grant panel doesn’t have time to dig through
a messy folder or decode a vague project statement. They only know what you 
show them. Strong presentation doesn’t mean over-polishing or overselling. 
It just means you’ve taken the time to make your work legible.

Avoid common mistakes like submitting too many images, using cryptic filenames 
(e.g., “DSC_8395.jpg”), or sending massive uncompressed folders. Stick to the 
requested format, if they ask for JPGs under 2MB, don’t send TIFFs or WeTransfer 
links. Use clear, consistent naming and provide helpful captions that give context 
without needing to be decoded.

Show that you’ve thought about how someone else will experience your  
application, what they’ll see first, what they’ll understand, and what will stick  
in their mind. Most importantly, apply before the deadline. Nothing stings more  
than seeing a grant that’s perfectly aligned with a project you’ve just wrapped, 
getting busy with other tasks and realizing the cutoff was two days ago.  

Build a system, set reminders, and stay on top of your calendar.
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COLLABORATION / NOMINATION

Perhaps the most frustrating thing to read in the application instructions for an 
opportunity is that they require proof that an outlet will publish the work when it’s 
complete, or that you’re already working in collaboration with a media organization.

If your end goal is to get three grants of $5,000 to fund the creation of a project, 
but you need outlet commitment upfront, you’ll find yourself in a catch-22, you 
can’t make the work without a grant, but you can’t get a grant without commitment 
from an outlet, and you can’t get commitment from an outlet without completed 
work. You’ll need to break that cycle.

Here’s how I quickly side-step this one…

Normally an email from the editor or producer, giving a theoretical nod 
is enough. Usually, I’m against giving work away for free. This is the only 
exception. Look to your contact list, and choose the most reputable outlet, 
producer, or organization, but the one who you know pays the worst, and offer 
the work for free. I choose New York Times or WIRED - massive names who 
pay like crap.

If we promise the work for free to an outlet that we know will only pay 
$200 anyway (on a non-exclusive licence), in order to get an upfront email 
of commitment, we’ve made a good deal. We’ve lost a potential $200 sale 
later on, but have a solid “yes” from a big name, and are instantly eligible 
and competitive for our three target grants, totaling $15,000. That’s a win!

If the grants don’t come in, you haven’t made the work, haven’t spent money, 
and have broken even financially. Then you either wait to reapply, find some other 
grants, or change your pitch.

If the grants do come in, you can make quality work with a decent production 
budget. Your work will be much more attractive to outlets, and the chance to make 
multiple sales will increase - it’s gone from being a theoretical pitch, to a finished 
and tangible project, ready to publish.

Now we’re able to continue pitching the finished project for sale to all the other 
clients, producers, and editors in our list.
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FINDING COLLABORATION AND CONTACTS

“But I don’t have a list of clients, producers, and editors” I hear you say. 
Well.. let me help with that too! 

As photographers and filmmakers, finding the right media contacts to connect 
with is vital. We’ll discuss LinkedIn research, using data scraping tools, searching 
mastheads, and learning an outlet’s email formula. 

LinkedIn is always my starting point when looking for contacts within the film 
and photo industries. Once I’ve identified an organization that I’d like to publish 
with, I search for their company LinkedIn page, for example The Washington Post, 
or Vogue. Then I wander to the company’s “people” section to find employees 
that might be a good fit for my outreach, watching for relevant job titles like 
“senior producer,” “creative director,” or “managing editor,” making a list of 
profiles as I work. Then, with my list of LinkedIn profiles at relevant outlets, 
I use Rocketreach.co, Hunter.io, or Agency Access to scrape email addresses 
from LinkedIn profiles or search based on organization name. And yes, this is legal.  
 
Direct email remains by far the most effective method of pitching, even over social 
media messaging, or email blasts, so mastering the methods of finding email 
addresses from LinkedIn will be a game-changer.

Another research method is studying outlet mastheads. A masthead is a list 
of a publication’s staff, including producers, directors, and editors, and is often 
posted somewhere on the outlet website, sometimes listed as a “staff,” “team,”  
or “contacts” page. In printed newspapers the masthead is usually found on the 
first couple of pages. Once you’ve found the masthead, study it closely. 

Pay attention to the titles of the employees and their specific areas of focus. 
For example, an editor who specializes in documentaries may not be interested 
in a scripted drama. It’s also important to note the hierarchy of the masthead. 
Senior contacts are usually listed at the top, followed by more junior individuals. 
Focus your outreach efforts on the folks who are most likely to be interested in 
your specific work. 

In addition to the masthead, pay attention to the content of the publication itself. 
Look for articles and features related to your industry or topic. These can provide 
clues as to which contacts may be drawn to your work. If the outlet isn’t showing 
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email addresses, make a list of the staff that you’d like to work with, and get back 
to LinkedIn, using the data scraping methods above. 

Media companies often use consistent email structures for their employees, 
which usually includes a combination of their first name, last name, or initials, 
followed by the domain of the company’s email address. For example, the email 
address for John Doe at ABC News might be jdoe@abcnews.com. By researching 
this pattern, we can recreate email addresses of specific people at a company, 
especially if we already have one confirmed email address. Then we can plug 
in the names of other employees to the outlet’s email formula.

Judges and reviewers at film festivals, photo exhibitions, and literary events are 
typically experienced producers and editors representing media outlets, and are 
often accustomed to receiving pitches for fresh projects. Press releases for these 
events often list the names and contact details of participants, and can be a gold 
mine when researching contacts.

It’s important to cast a wide net and identify many contacts in each organization. 
By including a mixture of senior and junior editors, directors and producers, you 
increase your chances of getting eyeballs on your work. While junior editors may  
be more accessible and open to receiving your email, senior editors have the 
authority to make decisions. Junior editors may pass your work up the chain  
to decision-makers, but if you can connect with decision makers directly, it can  
be a huge advantage. Strike a good balance here. 

There is some manual labor involved in researching contacts, but if you make time 
to add a few more contacts to your list each week, you’ll grow a solid list steadily. 
If you’re pitching work to the contacts on your list regularly, you’ll begin to develop 
relationships, and things will snowball. Persevere, be patient, and nurture your 
contact list!

 

CONSIDER RELEVANCE

Choosing grants is not an exact science, but there are some strategies. Look for 
relevance with your theme, for example look for environmental grants to fund 
your environmental project. That goes without saying, right? Consider how 
competitive a grant is. Funding attached to big names like Getty or Alexia will 
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have tens of thousands of applicants. Instead look for smaller or less famous 
offerings. Even look regionally to increase your chances. Some cities offer large 
arts development grants to residents, which only have a few hundred applicants 
each round. They’re not necessarily famous, but the money is a game-changer.

PRESENTING A BUDGET

Most grants and some exhibitions will ask for a project budget. This isn’t about 
accounting perfection, it’s about showing that you’ve thought through what your 
project will realistically cost, and how you’ll use the funding to bring it to life.

Your budget items will vary depending on which grant you’re applying to, 
and where in the production process your project is, but some ideas are:

• Travel and logistics (flights, fuel, hotels, local transport).
• Gear and materials (camera rental, film, hard drives, lighting, sound equipment).
• Production support (fixers, translators, assistants).
• Post-production (editing, color grading, software, studio time).
• Living expenses (if you’ll be working full-time on the project).
• Contingency (usually 5–10% of your total, for unexpected costs).
• Research.

You don’t need to justify every cent, but do make it believable, and aligned with 
your project scope. If the grant only covers part of your total budget, show how 
the rest will be covered (personal funds, other grants, in-kind support). This tells 
funders that you’ve thought things through, and that your project is viable.
 
 

PAYMENT TERMS

Some grant payment terms are a little frustrating - 50% upfront, then 50% upon 
completion. For projects that require funding for travel this is tough. It means 
you either have to find a second grant or have to fund half of your expenses 
personally, reimbursing yourself when the project completes. There is risk. 
If an outlet backs out of a promise, pulls out of publication, and forfeits payment, 
you’re left in the hole.
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To insulate myself against this I’ll request enough cash to make an epic project, 
with a few flights, car transportation, translation, fixers, hotels, and an assistant.  
I won’t invent costs, I’ll stay honest. But when the time comes to shoot I’ll scale 
back a little and will make the work on a shoestring.

I’ll aim for the same production value and outcome, but without quite the level 
of expense. Perhaps I won’t use an assistant, maybe I’ll only use one fixer, 
and will travel by train rather than plane. You get the idea.

If there’s a problem down the road, and the final 50% doesn’t come in, I’m not 
in the red with no money to cover sunk costs. If the last of the money does land, 
which so far, it always has, it’s all profit. When making these projects your physical 
and psychological safety are number one, but your financial security takes a solid 
second place!
 

REJECTION

I’ve done a lot of weird jobs through life - sold asparagus at the side of the road, 
worked in a CD factory, made emergency lighting, put telephone poles in the 
ground, ordered prescriptions for patients, built patios, moved stone by forklift, 
had a paper round, look after horses, made graphics for design agencies, run bars, 
pulled pints, worked doors as a bouncer, and for 20 years now, a journalist.
 
When I was young, I’d change jobs often depending on what was happening in life. 
The focus was always location over career. Before I began to make money as a 
photographer, I was itchy, moving around a lot, looking for “the answer,” adventure, 
trouble, freedom. Probably all of the above. 

I’d work, save money, quit, adventure, come back, and hunt for work again.
My Dad worked, and still does, for a trade union. He’s always trodden the line 
between white collar and blue collar, relying on manual labor through recessions, 
building our own barns on the farm at weekends, servicing tractors, and getting 
back into London offices for Monday morning. He is a monster of productivity.
 
When the time came for my next “career” my dad would say “hunt thirty rejections.” 
It was similar when we chopped wood, he’d say “hit through the log, aim for the dirt 
beneath.” He was talking about laws of averages, follow-through, smashing a goal, 
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picking a target past the one you want, and finding the needle in the haystack.
Switching our mindset to getting thirty rejections is subtle, but the change massive.
 
It takes our eye off the boiling pot, stops us from hoping for a result, rather than 
creating one. This “law of thirty” can be applied to photography or filmmaking, 
finding access, pitching, grants, exhibitions, in fact everything in the workflow of a 
producer, filmmaker, or photographer that requires us to reach out  to other people. 

The number 30 is significant too, it’s not unobtainable, but is high enough that 
we can’t labor over each with perfectionism. In order to hit thirty, we need to work 
swiftly, getting applications out fast, or we’ll never finish.

Most importantly it desensitizes us to “no.” Realistically most people won’t 
want our work. It doesn’t mean our work is bad, or we’re not good enough. 
Mostly it’s because we’ve missed a gap in a publication window, perhaps our 
topic isn’t relevant to their grant, or they won’t have the budget. It’s not personal, 
just finding a good fit for a story is tough. On the way to your thirty rejections, you 
might begin to get some “yesses,” of course reply to the “yesses” but keep hunting 
the rejections for another couple days too. You might reach your thirty rejections, 
but also bag five “yesses.” That’s the goal.

REPURPOSE, REUSE, RECYCLE

The best applicants don’t necessarily start from scratch every time. They build 
a core project package, a flexible set of materials that can be tailored for different 
formats. Once you’ve written a strong artist statement, project description, and 
caption set, you can adjust them slightly to fit the requirements of exhibitions, 
grants, residencies, or festivals. You don’t need 10 perfect applications. You need 
one strong core, adapted many times.

Start by writing for the lowest common denominator, the basic materials that 
most applications ask for:

• A short project description.
• An artist bio.
• Captions and metadata.
• A link to correctly formatted media (low-res JPGs or MP4s).
• A budget.
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From there, you can add or subtract depending on what’s needed, maybe a 
timeline, or a headshot. But the core stays the same. This saves you time, helps 
maintain consistency, and reduces the burnout of applying to multiple things. 
It also increases your chances because you’ll actually apply.
 
 

PLAYING THE LONG GAME

Most funders and curators don’t expect final-form masterpieces. They’re looking 
for direction, cohesion, and a strong sense of purpose. Sometimes I’ll delay my  
own applications while I wait for one final image, or to perfect a certain edit.  
This is a trap. Sometimes I can flag this behavior as a component of my fear  
of failure. There’s an element of perfectionism rolled in there of course - projects 
are never complete, never as shiny as we imagine - but also a feeling that if I delay 
my application for a reason that I’ve convinced myself is legitimate, I won’t have  
to suffer the feeling of failure if my work isn’t chosen or funded.

It’s been a much better strategy over time to send projects into opportunities 
when they’re as close to completion as I can get them within reason. Sometimes 
this work does land funding or an award, which I can then use to continue to 
develop the work, to polish it, add another chapter, complete that edit. It’s a bit 
of a flywheel effect. Don’t let perfectionism block momentum. Hit send. 
Get feedback. Apply again. That’s how this works.

The first few applications might feel clumsy. You’ll wonder if your writing is clear 
enough, if your images are sequenced right, if your project even makes sense. 
That’s normal. But with each submission, things sharpen. Your explanations 
become more focused. Your visual edits more intentional. You begin to anticipate 
what panels or juries might be looking for, not to pander, but to make your message 
land more clearly.

Even rejections hold value. They’re a mirror. They show you where your work might 
not be resonating yet, or where your framing could be stronger. You won’t always 
get detailed feedback, but the silence itself can be instructive. Over time, you’ll 
notice patterns, what types of projects tend to get through, what kind of language 
connects, what types of opportunities align best with your work.
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In a creative field where it can often feel like you’re shouting into the void, 
applications become a kind of conversation. They’re a way of saying: This is what 
I’m making. Here’s why it matters. And even when the answer is no, the act of 
stating your case out loud helps you grow.

Landing a grant or exhibition isn’t a lottery. It’s a process. It’s about sending your 
work into the world often enough, and in strong enough shape, that eventually 
something connects. Think of applying like a regular part of your creative life, 
like editing photos or maintaining your gear. And just like those tasks, the more 
consistent you are, the less friction you’ll feel. So keep going. Keep refining. 
Keep applying. Over time, the results stack up—and you’ll be miles ahead 
of where you started.

Good luck out there! Keep at it!
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