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How to write a proposal

A short guide – what we look for
There are many ways to approach writing a strong proposal in response to a brief, and we recognise that each creative practitioner will bring their own style and voice. 
The most successful proposals we receive tend to share a few key qualities: they are clear, well-structured, and thoughtfully developed. They set out a compelling creative vision while remaining easy to follow and grounded in deliverable ideas.
Strong proposals balance ambition with clarity. They communicate not only what you want to do, but why it matters, who it is for, and how it will come to life. At their best, they place creativity at the heart of communities and show a genuine understanding of engagement, collaboration, and impact.

What can make a strong application
Top tips
Structure your proposal clearly
Breaking your proposal into clear sections or headings helps guide the reader through your thinking. Consider including areas such as concept, approach, community engagement, outcomes, and delivery. A well-structured document makes it easier for us to understand how your ideas connect to the brief and to each other.
Respond directly to the brief
Take time to read the brief carefully and identify its key themes, priorities, and goals. Strong applications clearly demonstrate how the proposal aligns with these. Be specific: show how your work will contribute to the intended outputs, outcomes, and longer-term impact. This helps us see both the relevance and value of your proposal.
Embed meaningful community engagement
At Northern Heartlands, we are committed to trusted, creative community engagement. We are particularly interested in proposals that go beyond consultation and create genuine opportunities for co-creation.
Think about:
· How communities will be involved in shaping the work
· How their voices, stories, or ideas will influence the outcome
· How participants will feel ownership over the creative process
Strong proposals demonstrate care, inclusivity, and a clear understanding of the people and places involved.
Be bold and creatively ambitious
We champion creativity and are excited by imaginative, original ideas. Don’t be afraid to think big or take creative risks. At the same time, show us how your ambition is grounded in a realistic plan.
Consider how your project will inspire and energise participants. What makes your idea distinctive? What kind of experience will it offer to those involved?
Show how the project will work in practice
Alongside your creative vision, it’s helpful to include a clear outline of delivery. A simple timeline can show the stages of the project from development through to completion. A budget breakdown demonstrates how resources will be used and reassures us that the project is achievable.
This doesn’t need to be overly detailed, but it should give a clear sense of planning and feasibility.
Keep it clear and accessible
We understand the effort that goes into preparing a proposal. While you may wish to present it as a designed or highly creative document, this is not a requirement. What matters most is clarity and content. A straightforward written proposal—or an alternative format such as a video—is absolutely fine, as long as it communicates your ideas effectively.
Allow enough time and meet the deadline
Strong proposals are rarely rushed. Give yourself time to reflect, refine, and review your submission. Make sure all required information is included and that your application is submitted before the deadline.
Accessibility and alternative formats
We are committed to making the application process as accessible as possible. If a written document is not your preferred format, we are open to receiving proposals in other formats, such as video. The key is that your idea, approach, and plan are clearly communicated.

A final note
We recognise the time, care, and creativity that goes into every proposal we receive. While we are not always able to support every strong idea, we value each submission and the thinking behind it.
Our aim is to support work that is imaginative, community-focused, and thoughtfully delivered—and to make the process of applying as open and accessible as possible.

















Proposal Checklist
Use this to review your application before submitting
✅ Structure & Clarity
· ☐ Have I organised my proposal into clear sections (e.g. concept, approach, engagement, delivery)?
· ☐ Is my proposal easy to read, follow, and understand?
· ☐ Do the sections clearly link to what the brief is asking for?

✅ Responding to the Brief
· ☐ Have I read the brief carefully and identified its key themes?
· ☐ Have I clearly explained how my proposal aligns with these themes?
· ☐ Do I show how my project will deliver the intended outputs, outcomes, and impact?

✅ Creative Vision
· ☐ Is my idea clear, compelling, and well thought through?
· ☐ Does my proposal demonstrate creativity and originality?
· ☐ Have I communicated why this project matters and who it is for?

✅ Community Engagement & Co-Creation
· ☐ Does my proposal include meaningful opportunities for community involvement?
· ☐ Have I explained how participants will shape or co-create the work?
· ☐ Does the approach feel inclusive, respectful, and relevant to the community?
· ☐ Have I considered how participants will feel ownership of the project?

✅ Ambition & Inspiration
· ☐ Am I being bold and ambitious with my creative ideas?
· ☐ Have I shown how the project will excite and inspire those involved?
· ☐ Is there a clear sense of what makes this idea distinctive?

✅ Delivery & Planning
· ☐ Have I included a realistic timeline showing key stages of the project?
· ☐ Is there a clear outline of how the project will be delivered in practice?
· ☐ Have I demonstrated that the idea is achievable as well as ambitious?

✅ Budget
· ☐ Have I provided a clear and realistic budget breakdown?
· ☐ Does the budget reflect the scope and scale of the project?
· ☐ Have I shown how resources will be managed effectively?

✅ Format & Accessibility
· ☐ Is my proposal presented clearly (written or video format)?
· ☐ Have I focused on clarity rather than design or presentation style?
· ☐ If using an alternative format (e.g. video), does it communicate all key information?

✅ Final Checks
· ☐ Have I allowed enough time to review and refine my proposal?
· ☐ Have I included all required information?
· ☐ Have I checked for clarity, spelling, and consistency?
· ☐ Am I submitting before the deadline?

✅ Final Reflection
· ☐ Does my proposal clearly show what I will do, how I will do it, and why it matters?
· ☐ Does it reflect both creative ambition and practical delivery?
· ☐ Have I presented a strong case for why this project should be supported?
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