


CONTENT DESIGN

Fondo: the public arts-grant application,

rewritten

A state arts council gives away money. Individual artists - the people the fund exists

for - were the least likely group to successfully ask for it.

68%  of individual applicants who started an application never submitted one.

Institutions, with grant-writing staff, completed at 91% . The council read that gap as a

capacity problem, and proposed workshops teaching artists how to fill in the form.

When 68%  of your users fail, that is not 68%  of your users being deficient. That is a

design defect with a very large sample size.

Mean readability of the application: grade 17. The eligibility page contained

'applicants must not be concurrently in receipt of disbursements from a cognate

instrument.' Not one of 17 artists could tell me what that sentence meant. Four assumed

it disqualified them and closed the tab. It did not disqualify them.
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WHAT I'D DO DIFFERENTLY

What I'd do differently.

I should have interviewed the panel reviewers in week one. The single highest-leverage

piece of content in the whole application - what a good answer to this question actually

looks like - was sitting in four people's heads, and I didn't go get it until month

three. The people who READ the thing you're designing the writing for are a research

population. I now treat them as one by default.

And I'd have shown legal the research sooner. I spent weeks bracing for a fight that

never happened, because I'd assumed legal was an adversary. That assumption cost more

time than the actual negotiation did.
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