
 

Arts Administration Practical Guide for  

Community Engaged Artists 

Written by Sharon Kallis 

There are as many ways to define a creative social engagement practice as there are 
artists. I think the key for anyone is to use their own strengths, abilities and experi-
ences and build on that. This document aims to provide a bit of grounding in some 
basic administration methods, organizational tools as well as provide awareness of 
what is often required for a community engaged project. 



 

Introduction:  

I have been working as a community engaged environmental artist since 2008, before that I 
split my time between my own studio work, teaching art in various capacities and working part 
time as an arts administrator for the City of Burnaby. It was through a mentorship with artist 
Haruko Okano that I began to see how all the pieces of my own puzzle could come together- 
merging the skills I had developed in arts admin to my own art practice, and bringing my own 
environmental sensitivities to my creative role as an artist in the community. 

My creative mandate is to leave as soft an environmental imprint as possible, while engaging 
with others through the practice of common work - participatory art installations and shared 
art related experiences. 

 

Every project is as different as the artist who envisions it, but I am using some of my past  
ÐÒÏÊÅÃÔÓ ÁÓ ÔÅÍÐÌÁÔÅÓ ÔÏ ÇÉÖÅ Á ÃÏÎÔÅØÔ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÎÖÅÒÓÁÔÉÏÎȢ  ) ÈÁÖÅ ÎÏ ÆÏÒÍÁÌ ÔÒÁÉÎÉÎÇ ÉÎ ȰÁÒÔÓ 
ÁÄÍÉÎȱ ÁÓ ÉÓ ÎÏ× ÏÆÆÅÒÅÄ ÁÓ Á ÆÏÃÕÓÅÄ ÄÅÇÒÅÅ ÐÒÏÇÒÁÍȟ ÂÕÔ ÈÁÖÅ ÌÅÁÒÎÅÄ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÊÏÂ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ ÔÒÉÁÌ 
and error. The following information comes from my own experience; like the wide variety of 
approaches to an art practice, there are many ways to approach administrative work efficiently. 
What is presented here is what works for me, and I hope gives you some assistance in  
developing your own administrative methods. 

This document covers three main categories: 

 

Project Development  

 

Project Management  

 

Reporting  

 

I am breaking down many different bits of information under these sections to help you 
build a project, source funding, problem solve challenges and forecast issues that may 
arise in your work within a community engaged context. 



 Project Development: planning, funding and implementation 

So, you have a great idea and now you need to find the people and financing to make it 
happen, what next?  

 

Find your partners  

Beginning  your narrative, timeline, and budget  

Letters of support  

Grant submissions  

Find your Partners 

Most grants are not eligible to individuals, but to organizations, or (as with Canada Council) to artist 
collectives of 3 or more eligible artists.  

Do research and find a suitable partner organization, a non -profit, charity, neighbourhood 
house or community centre.  

All of these are great places to begin looking for a partnership organization. Most grants will need to 
go in through the partner organization, but you most likely will do the grant writing, and will need to 
×ÒÉÔÅ Á ÓÈÏÒÔ ÓÙÎÏÐÓÉÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÏÊÅÃÔ ÉÄÅÁ ÆÏÒ ÁÎ ÏÒÇÁÎÉÚÁÔÉÏÎȭÓ ÂÏÁÒÄ ÔÏ ÌÏÏË ÁÔ ÁÎÄ ÁÐÐÒÏÖÅȢ .ÏÔÅ ÔÈÁÔ 
an organization will not be eligible for more funding until final reports are submitted, so your project 
ÎÅÅÄÓ ÔÏ ÆÉÔ ÔÈÅ ÏÒÇÁÎÉÚÁÔÉÏÎȭÓ ÍÁÎÄÁÔÅȢ 

 



 

 

Many funders like to see partnerships between  
organizations, so having a network of similar-interest parties is great. 

 

Think about what the key goals of your project are;  

place it at the centre of a network that you can create.  

 
 Example: 

 !Î ÉÎÎÅÒ ÃÉÔÙ ÆÏÏÄ ÓÅÃÕÒÉÔÙ ÁÎÄ ȰÅÄÉÂÌÅ ÁÒÔȱ ÐÒÏÊÅÃÔ ÍÁÙ 

 partner youth training with a specific urban group, and 

 an environmental food growing focused non-profit.  

 
4ÈÉÎË Ȱ×ÉÄÅ ÁÎÇÌÅȱ ÏÎ ×ÈÏ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÇÁÉÎ ÖÁÌÕÁÂÌÅ 

experience and connections from being connected  

with others in a creative project.  

 

How to Begin: draft a short document that includes a brief narrative, timeline and budget 

A brief narrative of project; the idea and objective or goal  

Include short biographies of your key role people: artists, community members, and any partner  
organizations. If you are hoping to have an organization/artist involved but do not yet have  
ÃÏÎÆÉÒÍÁÔÉÏÎȟ ÌÉÓÔ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÔÉÏÎ ÁÓ ȰÐÅÎÄÉÎÇȱ ÓÏ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÉÎÖÏÌÖÅÍÅÎÔ ÉÓ ÉÎÃÌÕÄÅÄȟ ÂÕÔ ÉÔ ÉÓ ÃÌÅÁÒ ÔÏ 
everyone where your project development process currently stands.  

 

A timeline   

This is an important document that you will need for grants, but is also a great organizational 
tool.  

It allows everyone to see the breadth of the project; is it 2 months or a 1 year? Include in your timeline 
the other grant deadlines that you will be applying for, a community consultation phase, a research 
phase,  as well as the hard deadlines that apply to your specific project- performances, final  
celebrations etc.  

See Planning Notes under the developing a narrative  section for more information on effective and 
useful timelines. 



Build on Existing Infrastructure: 

Whether you are working in a larger geographical commu-
nity, with a community centre, or other group; look for  
existing calendars of events.  

 

Are there annual festivals, celebrations, weekly workshops,  
community gatherings?  

 
What exists in the culture that you can build on and add to?  

Think how the existing infrastructure can be used as a marketing tool for getting the 
word out about your project, as well as where opportunities exist to highlight and  
feature the work that has happened in your project.   

Do some research on activities and dates for events and build these into your timeline. Large 
regular occurring seasonal events are often produced by small groups that may be interested in 
being listed as project partners; find and develop contacts with other event organizers in the 
community, it is worth them knowing what you are up to and finding how your projects can 
possibly support each other. 

Think of building a budget as packing a trunk for a trip, or filling a kiln for  
firing ceramics - there is a finite amount of space, and a certain amount that 
needs to fit in the space.  

A budget  

I know very few artists who like budgets, most people hearing the word budget think 
math- I personally was a math drop-out and love budgets- go figure! 

The reason? 

 I love puzzles, spatial planning and the sense that everything is in its place. 

If it helps, think of the numbers just as  cubits of space-
taking objects, and the total budget amount as how much 
room you have, then just play with the numbers until all the 
ÓÐÁÃÅ ÉÓ ÕÓÅÄȟ ËÎÏ×ÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔ ȰÓÏÍÅ ÂÁÇÓ ×ÉÌÌ ÒÅÑÕÉÒÅ ÍÏÒÅ 
ÒÏÏÍ ÔÈÁÎ ÏÔÈÅÒÓȱȟ ÁÎÄ ÁÒÅ ÌÅÓÓ ÆÌÅØÉÂÌÅ  ÉÎ ÓÃÁÌÅȢ  

Math is not that necessary, but the auto sum button on 
excel will be your new best friend.  



Do note:  

Most funding bodies will fund 50% to 75% of a project and also have an average or ceiling 
of what they will fund.  

Funders want to see that there is money being applied for from various sources.  

Some grants are good for funding administration or documentation, while others might 
cover more community engagement or artist fees. Do your research on what is fundable 
from whom, and how much they will fund.  

A large project may have several grants with deadlines spread over several months. Make 
sure your budget lists grant funds to be used for project component happening well after 
you would have received those funds- not before! It helps to think of project phases or 
stages- Some money may come in mid stage 1, and be available for stage 2 expenses.  

An example of  3 Stages may be: Research, Production and Presentation 

A Simplified Example: (for demonstration purposes only!)  

YOUR Project Title 
here 

Canada Council  
max funding up to 
75% of total project 

BC Arts Council 
max funding up to 
50% of total pro-
ject 

Municipal Grant  
max funding up to 
50% of total project 

In kind 

Total Request 
$53,000 

20,000 15,000 8,000 10,000 

 Artist fees 25,000 14,000 8,000 3,000 0 

Marketing  3000 500 500 1,000 1,000 

Administration 
10,000 

3,000 2,000 2,000 3,000 

Documenta-
tion5,000 

2,000 2,000 1,000 0 

Production Costs 
10,000 

500 2,500 1,000 6,000 

It is crucial that your budget balances the expenses and revenues  

Revenue: 

,ÉÓÔ ÁÌÌ ÇÒÁÎÔÓ ÙÏÕ ÐÌÁÎ ÏÎ ÁÐÐÌÙÉÎÇ ÆÏÒ ÁÎÄ ÎÏÔÅ ȰÐÅÎÄÉÎÇ ÏÒ ÃÏÎÆÉÒÍÅÄȱ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÓÔÁÔÕÓ 

In -kind  ÃÁÎ ÓÏÍÅÔÉÍÅÓ ÂÅ ÕÓÅÄ ÁÓ ÍÁÔÃÈÉÎÇ ÆÕÎÄÉÎÇ ÏÒ ÒÅÃÏÇÎÉÚÅÄ ÁÓ ÔÈÅ ȰÏÔÈÅÒȱ ÐÅÒÃÅÎÔ ÒÅÑÕÉÒÅÄ- 
ask. 

In-kind may include general volunteer hours, facility rental donation from community partners, 
professional services from a participant- ask the grant officer, and find out what if any support  
documentation is required for listing in -kind.  

In -kind is a powerful thing to have on your side . It shows community support for the project 
and can also be listed as confirmed on your budget, when everything else may be pending! 



$ÏÎȭÔ ÐÕÔ ÁÌÌ ÏÆ ÙÏÕÒ ÅÇÇÓ ÉÎ ÏÎÅ ÂÁÓËÅÔȦ 

Balance project expenses between a few grants. Chances are high you will not 
get a full  100% funding from 100% of the grants you apply for, and will be doing 
some serious re -drafting; this is easier if you have listed each expense line 
across a few of the grants.  

Many grants have a final report budget form that needs to be filled out. 

There may be a specific method of how they want things categorized i.e.; artists fees, 
administration, marketing etc . Take a look at the final report form requirements 
ÆÏÒ ÇÒÁÎÔÓ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÆÕÎÄÅÒȭÓ ×ÅÂÓÉÔÅ ÁÎÄ ÓÅÅ ÈÏ× ÔÈÅÙ ÈÁÖÅ ÔÈÉÎÇÓ ÌÉÓÔÅÄȠ ÉÔ ÍÁÙ ÂÅ 
of use to refer to those categories in how you build your budget in the first 
place.  Assuming you are going to get your grant, you may as well build the budget 
from the ground up in the way it will finally need to be reported on.  

 

Letters of support:   

With many grants letter of support from the community or partnering groups 
are needed, or at least helpful. Give lots of lead time for this, and offer to draft a 
point form of what is helpful to have included. Make it easy on your partner 
ÃÏÍÍÕÎÉÔÙ ÇÒÏÕÐÓȟ ÁÎÄ ÄÏÎȭÔ ÆÏÒÇÅÔ ÔÏ ËÅÅÐ ÔÈÅÍ ÐÏÓÔÅÄ ×ÈÅÎ ÙÏÕ ÆÉÎÄ ÏÕÔ ÉÆ 
you have been successful or not. 

 

These starting points: narrative,  timeline and budget are the basics for the next 
ÓÔÅÐȣ 

Grant Officers 

I cannot stress enough the importance of having conversations with funding of-
ficers, they are your friends!  During the jury process they will be the ones that know 
ÁÂÏÕÔ ÙÏÕÒ ÐÒÏÊÅÃÔ ÁÎÄ ÃÁÎ ÓÐÅÁË ÏÎ ÙÏÕÒ ÂÅÈÁÌÆ ÔÏ Á ÊÕÒÙȭÓ ÑÕÅÓÔÉÏÎÓȢ  There is no 
point in applying for funding from a grant for which your project does not fit.  

 Grants 



 

Write down the key points 
about your project; 4ÈÅ Ȱ×ÈÏȟ 
what, where,  ÈÏ× ÁÎÄ ×ÈÙȱ  

 
Read everything listed on-line 
about the grant, then read it 
ÁÇÁÉÎ ÔÏ ÍÁËÅ ÓÕÒÅ ÙÏÕ ÄÉÄÎȭÔ 
miss anything. 

Make a list of your questions and  

call the grant officer.  

Introduce yourself and your project in a simple concise 

way and do some fact gathering about what parts of your 

budget would be eligible versus better listed for another 

grant AND confirm your general eligibility.  

For instance some artists you wish to be working with 

may not have the experience to be eligible on a Canada 

Council grant, but could be for a municipal grant. Your 

budget needs to reflect this. 

Some grants are artist peer reviewed, and as such should use appropriate  
language , where other grants may be more social enterprise and the jury will be  
looking for different things, and more inclined to follow a different language; tailor 
each grant to the specific audience. 

 

When grant writing - highlight the language the funder uses, and know who 
the audience is.  

 
The grant information itself will have key words 
listing the kind of projects and outcomes funders 
are looking for in the projects they support; take 
note of this language, and check back periodi-
cally as you write and edit and re -read that 
ÆÕÎÄÅÒȭÓ ÄÏÃÕÍÅÎÔȢ 

 
Make sure you are answering all of the questions 
being posed using the appropriate language. 



 

 Developing a Grant Submission 

I think a grant application that reads well is equal parts selling the 
idea, highlighting the beauty, originality and need for the project 
balanced with a good pragmatic justification. Once you have some of 
the hard lines figured out; the budget and the timeline, you can turn 
your mind to the magic and the poetry of the project.  

Remember there are many, many applications  that a  jury  will be reading- I have 
heard with Canada Council the jury spends an average of 6 minutes per application- 
they are pre-reading for days, then as a group discussing the merits, identifying any 
weaknesses and looking at the images that support the application. 

You need to be concise and clear in your thinking, and not leave  

ÁÎÙ ȰÂÕÔ ×ÈÙȟ ÈÏ× ÏÒ ×ÈÏȱ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÊÕÒÙȭÓȭ ÍÉÎÄȢȢ 

I personally find the grant writing process both hair pulling and incredibly clarifying 
for my own sense of why 

I want to do what I am proposing. 

 

Have a few good readers/editors on board  who can do cold reads for you and give 
constructive feedback.  

There are usually very tight word/space counts for each section and the hardest part 
can be editing down what you want to say to fit within the confines allowed.  

 

Do not go over word limits!  

Do not use hard to read fonts- be nice to the jurors. 

Once you have done an edit down to the allowable size, go back and reread the  
application information  from the funder - check the language and expectations - 
then reread your application - I usually find I do a few tweaks again after this. 



 

Every grant I write - ×ÈÅÔÈÅÒ ÓÕÃÃÅÓÓÆÕÌ ÏÒ ÎÏÔȟ ÆÅÅÌÓ ÌÉËÅ ȰÔÉÍÅ ÉÎȱ ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ 
skills needed for sourcing funding.  Sometimes a grant may be unsuccessful just  
because the timing was wrong, or maybe the competition was too high. Put it away and 
re-read it in 6 months; you may see then very clearly why it was not successful, or you 
may suddenly realize that a part of it can be used for another application and the  
project will morph into something else.  

An unsuccessful grant is not a waste of time, but a part of the process.  

That said; no one likes rejection letters so start off on the right foot by knowing 
you are applying to the right place...  

!ÎÄ ÉÆ ÙÏÕ ÄÏÎȭÔ ÇÅÔ ÔÈÅ ÆÕÎÄÉÎÇȣ 

Once your ego has recovered:  

 

Call the grant officer and ask for  
feedback from the jury.  

 

Grant officers usually take notes during 
the process and there may be very  
helpful information for you to take for 
how you craft your next application. 

Think of grant writing as being a craft like any other: It takes time, patience and 
practice to get good at it.  



 Again...Back to that budget 

When a jury is looking at your project, the budget needs to support your description of 
the project, look reasonable and support the feasibility of the project.  

 

Take a look at suggested artist rates on either Carfac or Socan websites and use these 
to build up your artist fee section.  

Many partner organizations will expect to take 10-15% in administration costs to  
cover their own expense, so make sure you know from your lead partner organiza-
tion what they will be expecting, and build that into the budget.  

  

For a large, multi-partner, multi -ÁÒÔÉÓÔ ÐÒÏÊÅÃÔ ) ÂÕÉÌÄ ÉÎ ÁÎ  ÁÒÔÉÓÔȭÓ ÐÒÏÊÅÃÔ ÍÁÎÁÇÅȤ
ment fee that pays me to oversee making sure everything is moving along, reminding 
folks of  monthly invoicing, covering my meeting/email time etc.  

In your application you  need to state what actions you are taking to ensure the 
success of the project; having an able arts administrator listed in your budget 
can be referenced to show how you are building the framework for a project to 
succeed. 

$ÏÎȭÔ ÕÎÄÅÒÅÓÔÉÍÁÔÅ ÔÈÅ ÁÍÏÕÎÔ ÏÆ ÁÄÍÉÎÉÓÔÒÁÔÉÖÅ ×ÏÒË ÔÈÁÔ ×ÉÌÌ ÂÅ ÒÅÑÕÉÒÅÄ ÉÎ ÒÕÎÎÉÎÇ 
Á ÌÁÒÇÅÒ ÐÒÏÊÅÃÔȠ ÂÕÉÌÄ ÉÎ Á ÌÅÁÄ ÁÒÔÉÓÔ ÁÄÍÉÎ ÆÅÅ ÆÏÒ ÓÏÍÅÏÎÅ ÔÏ ÄÏ ÔÈÅ ȰÂÉÇ ÐÉÃÔÕÒÅȱ 
work.  

 



 Project Management: Getting Started 

Managing multiple roles  

Using your timeline and narrative  

Planning Notes  

Marketing  

Community consultation  

Project documentation  

Project communication and effective meetings  

Communication tips  

Responding to change  

Working Documents: keeping organized  

Tracking spending  

Managing multiple partners  

Time management  

Getting and keeping organized  

Finding your administrative seasonal rhythm  

Project management plays an important role in the success of a project. Aside from leading  
community activities there is also  the event planning, remembering details, communication,  
marketing and daily tasks that add up to a whole lot of computer time and paperwork.  The key for 
me to project management is clear communication with all partners, effective time  
management and building systems for myself to follow in tracking events, spending and other 
record keeping strategies.  The following are suggestions that cover both methods for project  
management and also highlights topics that need consideration for public events. 



Using your timeline and narrative: 

 

/ÎÃÅ ÙÏÕ ÈÁÖÅ ÁÎ ÉÄÅÁ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÏÖÅÒÖÉÅ×ȟ ÏÒȟ Ȱ ÔÈÅ ×ÈÁÔȱ ×ÒÉÔÔÅÎ ÔÏ ÃÒÅÁÔÅ ÔÈÅ ÂÉÇ 
picture, starting to flesh out the smaller activities is helpful.   

 

I find in the projects I take on there are often multiple artists that are leading various 
components. 

Having short workshop/event descriptions are useful in the grant to show more specific 
content as a part of your timeline, and these descriptions once written can be used 
again for marketing purposes.   

Why do the work twice!  

 

"ÕÉÌÄÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ "ÏÎÅÓȣȢ ! ÆÒÁÍÅ×ÏÒË ÅÖÅÒÙÔÈÉÎÇ ÅÌÓÅ ÃÁÎ ÈÁÎÇ ÏÎ 

Managing Multiple Roles? 

 

If you are both a lead artist and the project manager, do as much front -loaded 
admin work as possible before the project begins!  

I set up all of my budget tracking sheets and do as much of the marketing work as I can, 
basically- I create all of the  documents outlined below- before the project starts. 

Then when I am in the thick of it, I can spend less time on admin and just check in to 
complete the work I left for myself to maintain or publish online.  

This is where the grant you have written works for you - you have already done 
much of the work for your marketing info, and can pull text from the grant  
application, tweak language as  needed and you are good to go!  

 
When building a timeline that includes workshops or events, 
write a short description for each activity.  

 
This brief description can be in the grant application timeline in-
fo, and then can be pulled and used for your marketing. 

50-75 words is a pretty common length for most print and online 
marketing tools such as recreation guides and it works well for 
posters as well as web applications. 



Workshop description example: 

 

1) 

Working with English ivy and other local unwanted plant fibres participants will learn basic  
twinning techniques in weaving and make a small basket; from  beginning a piece to shaping forms 
and finishing. Participants may come for one day, but are encouraged to register for all three and 
continue developing their newly learned skills. Ages 13-24 years. Instructor: Todd Devries ( 59 words)  
add in dates and registration info 

 

2) 

Tracy Williams will talk about her seasonal foraging process for her weaving and bring examples of 
works made with locally harvested materials. Tracy will demonstrate how various plant and animal 
fibres can be blended for different results and participants may have a chance  to try their hand at 
spinning.  (49 words) 

 

In these two descriptions notice an important detail:  

 

In the first, participants are set up with a specific expectation of what they will be learning and it is 
very product oriented in its description.  

In the second description the use of the word may sets the tone for an experience that is much more 
process based and open ended. 

 

I am very careful in the words I chose for the expectation I set of what participants should expect.  

Using words like may instead of will  or could  instead of shall;  allows for a more open process-based 
experience. Keep this in mind for what seems appropriate for your style work. 

 



 Planning Notes 

A left -over from my art programmer days;  

Create one list of all the workshop/event descriptions for the public components   

that you are planning as a part of a series or large project.  

 
Include with your description:  

Instructor/leader - 

Location- 

Date(s), time and number of sessions 

      i.e.:  6.30pm-8pm x 4 

Also include max/minimum number of participants, or drop in vs. pre -reg information  

If I have a cost fee formula for the workshop I include it here 

 

Example: 250.00 artist fee + 40.00 materials cost 

4ÈÉÓ ÄÏÃÕÍÅÎÔ ÂÅÃÏÍÅÓ ÙÏÕÒ ȰÍÁÓÔÅÒ ÐÌÁÎȱ ÔÈÁÔ ÙÏÕ ÃÁÎ ÒÅÆÅÒ ÂÁÃË ÔÏ  
whenever you need to. It can include any organizational notes that are useful 
for you.  

 

Putting the workshops in calendar sequential order begins your timeline. I then 
copy this document and re-label it as ȰÐÕÂÌÉÃ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÐÔÉÏÎÓȱ and strip all of my  
planning notes off; leaving the dates, any public cost, location, time and instructor.  

I include the project name initials in the file name as well i.e:  UWP public descriptions 
would be the file name for the Urban Weaver Project document. 



Guess what? 

You now have a HUGE chunk of your timeline, budget AND marketing content 
sorted out!  

You do not need to plant new seeds every time you turn around, but should be able to 
build up from the start a working document that is pragmatic enough to be useful in the 
project and descriptive enough for your grant. Specific language can be tweaked as 
needed. 

For instance: a project description for marketing to youth may not be the language used 
in your grant application.  

 Marketing  

First off brand your project 

If you applied for a grant chances are high you have a name, now find images or  
something that can be used as a brand I.D. 


