Sharon M. Louden
Anatomy of Applying for An Opportunity
A “no-big-deal,” easy approach to sending out an application
Sometimes it’s so damn hard to apply for an opportunity, especially when we believe that a lot of other
people are applying for the same thing and we are convinced that this will help further our work. I believe
it’s important to constantly apply for any and all opportunities - those that will help us financially or
provide professional accolades or just plain further a dialogue. It’s certainly harder to lift that pen to paper
when things aren’t going well, or our expectations aren’t being met, or we’re feeling lonely and
discouraged that our work is going unnoticed.
I found these 15 steps helpful to me when applying for opportunities:
Part One: steps 1-8:
1. Doing your research: find an appropriate opportunity that matches one or more of your goals.
Before applying for an opportunity, you might want to give some thought and assessment if it is
realistically reachable and appropriate for where you are in the development of your work and career. I
always think that having a realistic list of goals is a way to ground your path as to where you want the
work to be seen and how you want to grow as an artist. Research is a constant activity and tool that can
only benefit you: digging to unveil openings available to you to foster more growth in your work.
2. Seek appropriate application materials by either sending a letter requesting information or
downloading from a website. Find the right documents (guidelines/application forms/etc) to apply to
your targeted opportunity. Recently, I noticed a grant that I had never heard of before was listed on
several artists’ resumes whom I respect. I Googled the name of the grant and found the granting
organization, but there was no application form on-line. The next thing I did to start the process in
applying for this specific grant was to write the organization for more information.
3. Assess what is needed to complete your application: organize and create a list of items required.
Sometimes applications can be mind-numbingly overwhelming. At times, I freak out when I feel as
though there are too many details in an application when viewing it all at once. I combat this feeling by
organizing in advance each requirement so that I can take it step by step rather than all at once, thereby
minimizing the feeling of being scattered.
4. Confirm address and contact information as to where the application will be received (and if it's by
email, the email address). Sometimes a venue’s address sponsoring an opportunity is outdated. I would
just confirm in advance the address, double-checking a website’s contact information so you don’t waste a
lot of energy.
5. If an essay is needed, refer to your artist statement to craft your statement. Work on your essay
before tending to the other elements of your application (as this is generally the most time
consuming). The dreaded Artist Statement – ugh! I have found to write an artist statement that is about
your work and not necessarily about you as the artist (unless you are the subject of your work) is a great
way to be objective and to provide a template for an essay. In the least, it can get you started with a
foundation to work from when crafting a proposal for an application.
6. Arrange for professional photography if needed, and follow directions as to whatever else is
required to accompany your images (such as including an annotated list of descriptions of your
images). Prepare your photography by resizing photographs (if necessary). Take the necessary steps to
get some killer photographs. Someone who served on a panel recently informed me that having “sexy,
attractive, gorgeous photographs” will set you apart from those who don’t take the time to properly
photograph their work (no more pics of your work on paint cans outside against a brick wall!) We invest
in our materials for our work; it should be no different that we should invest properly when it comes the
proper presentation of our work! I cannot stress this point enough.

7. Consider the order of the photography that you have selected by seeing the context of each piece
next to one another and consider how the work will be presented. For instance, pay attention to
how many images will be displayed at once, either projected or placed on a monitor. Context is
everything: think about how the panel will view your work, one piece next to the other, in order to make
as clear as possible what constitutes your visual vocabulary. Often when I’m applying for an opportunity
where I know (through reading the guidelines and/or research about the opportunity) that my work will
be projected, I will do my own “mock presentation” for myself, projecting images side by side and to see
how my work looks projected versus just on a computer. You must be objective with regard to how your
work will be received.
8. Prepare the other supplemental materials that are required and have all written material presented
in the same font, size, and type of paper. Make sure each page has your name and letterhead on it.
Ok, this may seem pretty uptight, but I have found that the more “neutral” and formal your presentation
is, the less distraction is away from what is most important to view, which is your work. I think it’s very
professional to be consistent in how you present yourself in your written materials. Pick a font that you
like and stick with it.
Part Two: steps 9-15, the finishing touches:
9. Collect items to secure the package of material such as a padded or white Tyvek envelope, two
sheets of cardboard, clear tape to secure seams of the envelope, and proper mailing labels. You may
not think that presentation and safety of your materials will make a difference, but surely it does. After all
the work you’ve put into the presentation – your application materials, photography, writing – every bit
of effort you’ve done on the application needs to be protected and nicely secured so that the person
receiving your package is not only impressed, but that there is no question as to what they are receiving.
10. Before putting all elements together in order, proof your written material carefully. I have found
it very helpful to have editors in my life. My husband is my number one editor, but also fellow artists who
I trust and am close to can be amazing editors, sound boards and certainly different sets of eyes to give
objective points of views.
11. Enter into your database the name, address and full contact information of the
person/organization you are sending your application to. I believe that the people who are looking at
your work in the process of reviewing your application are a part of your community. Putting the
information about the organization you’re applying to in your database adds them to your mailing list and
enables you to keep track of this opportunity. Sometimes it takes many attempts to receive a grant or
opportunity and it’s imperative to keep track of any and all correspondence, notes, feedback, etc., so that
you know where you’ve been in regard to previous applications.
12. Place application materials in a properly sized envelope in order of importance. If a CD or DVD
is required, and depending on the thickness of the other materials enclosed, it may be necessary to
use a folder to contain your documents. Read the application guidelines carefully if they insist on
certain guidelines (i.e. not using paperclips or not having elements stapled, etc.). One thing I’ve
learned is that organizations offering opportunities have put in a lot of thought as to what is or isn’t
necessary for their process to view applications. It is so important to respect the granting organization’s
wishes. Don’t assume if they don’t say it to add anything to your package such as supporting
documentation or excessive elements. In fact, sometimes these organizations design the hoops to jump
through exceedingly difficult so as to weed out those that don’t follow directions. If they say, “no paper
clips,” don’t use paper clips! I’ve heard of panels not even looking at applications that don’t follow
directions explicitly. Follow the directions exactly as to what is required and secure your materials well so
they get to the granting organization’s address in one piece, making sure that it looks as clean and
beautiful as possible.
13. Seal the envelope, including all the seams, and add mailing labels as necessary. Help the Post
Office as much as possible to get the package there safely.
14. Go back to your database and note when you sent your application. Note the date of when you
sent your application. For me, this is always great closure so I don’t have to think about the application

being reviewed and I can just go back to my studio to work. Also, if you’re sending a lot of packages out,
this is a way to keep everything organized and on track.
15. Follow-up: change of address, thank you note, and receiving feedback. A few common sense
things to keep in mind: make sure that if you move, you notify the granting organization of your change in
address. When you receive a decision from the granting organization (whether it’s a yes or a no), send
them a note of thanks for their consideration. If you did not receive the opportunity you applied for,
contact the granting organization and ask what you could have done better in your application to have
received the opportunity. Some organizations will give you feedback that can help you in the future.
Finally, mark in your database and notes the decision you received and when the decision came to you.
This will be great reference for the future if you wish to apply again. And always remember this if you
don’t get it, it’s only a difference of opinion.
Final Thoughts:
I’m currently editing a book entitled “Living and Sustaining a Creative Life: Essays by 40 Working
Artists” to be published in 2013 by Intellect Books. In this book, artists talk about how they sustain their
livings as artists. There is a mix of emerging to very established artists who share their “road maps” with
the world through this book. From reading these essays, I can say that even the most established still
apply for opportunities. Applications to grants, public art projects, residencies and the like allow creativity
and expansion of a visual vocabulary as well as time and perhaps financial compensation to continue
working.
What I have found is that after doing all of these steps, each time I apply for something, it’s a lot easier
because I’ve already gone down this road and the road is well paved for me to travel easily. And even if I
don’t get the opportunity that I’m applying to, I know that I’ve done the very best I can through research,
objective feedback from editors, and most importantly, presented my strongest work that I believe in. If
you know you’ve done the best you can, then, as one prominent museum director told me not long ago:
“It’s not your turn.” Maybe your turn is now; maybe it’s right around the corner, maybe it’s in the future.
If you’re absolutely convinced that your work suits this opportunity, it’s probably there for you when you
least expect it, which is very sweet!
Best of Luck!
Sharon M. Louden
June, 2012
© Sharon Louden
www.sharonlouden.com

