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Grant applications typically require program or project 
budgets. If your Programs or Finance Team does not 
already have a detailed budget that was used to inform the 
annual operating budget, here are guidelines for creating a 
program budget you can use throughout the fiscal year. For 
example, how do you create a program budget for Kids 
Cafe Program? Or how do you create a project budget for a 
capacity building need? How do you translate your program 
or project budget to the grant maker's budget template? 
This guide helps to simplify and make budgeting less 
intimidating. Create a budget you can defend and you’re on 
your way to more funding.

BUDGET TYPES

Budgets are snapshots of projected expenditures and revenue for your 
organization, specific program or project. It is important to keep in mind that 
a complete budget shows both expenses and revenue. Funders not only like 
to see that you have accounted for what something costs, but how you will 
fund it during and beyond their investment. Be sure to understand what 
your funder is expecting.

⤑ Annual Operating Budget: An annual operating budget is prepared 
annually by various team members and reviewed and approved by the 
Board of Directors. Often, a grant writer may not be involved in this 
process except to forecast grant revenue. This budget is a required 
attachment for nearly every grant submission. Ensure you have a 
simplified version for your grants – ideally a one-two page PDF with a 
header consisting of your logo, organization name, dates of fiscal year it 
covers and just two columns of expense/revenue description and dollar 
amount. In most cases, expenses and revenue will balance but if not, 
include a reason as to why.
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BUDGET TYPES – (continued)
⤑ Program Budget: It is not uncommon to have an annual budget that is created based on expense and revenue 

type that is not broken out by specific program. You may find that going directly to the managers responsible for 
those programs may have a more detailed budget for just their programs that rolled up into the larger budget. If 
so, you’re a step ahead. IF NOT, IT’S OKAY. In the next section, we provide suggestions for creating program 
budgets for your organization and most importantly, your grants.

⤑ Project Budget: Some funders do not require a detailed grant proposal budget. Therefore, keep it simple. For 
example, perhaps you are adding a piece of equipment to the food bank or to a partner agency. What does that 
project cost? Consider a few line items for your budget such as staff time to research and administer project, 
cost of equipment, delivery of equipment, perhaps electric upgrades to install equipment.

PROGRAM BUDGETS FOR CONSIDERATION

As a grant writer, you may find that your organization has a solid annual operating budgeting process, yet for grant 
applications, you need detailed program budgets. Where to begin? Here are a few ways to go about this. However, 
don’t develop these budgets on your own. Seek support from your grants team (Development, Programs, Finance 
staff, etc.) on what type of program budgets you feel comfortable developing and defending. Perhaps it’s a mix of 
some of the samples below. Remember, budgets are snapshots of projected expenditures and revenue and the 
budget you provide to a funder will form the basis of the final report you submit back to the funder.

1. By Program: Food bank grants are often submitted for specific programs such as Kids Cafe, Backpack, or 
Mobile Pantry. When you have a funder interested in childhood hunger, or rural hunger, these programs fit the 
bill. And your programs staff should have all the metrics and stories you need to write a grant about the program. 
You may also find your Finance team uses GL codes that can help to quickly discern different budget items. 

a. From Annual Operating Budget: If you can, it is best to align your program budget line items with your 
organization’s annual operating budget line items. To do this per program, consider how many pounds a 
program distributes, as a percentage of total pounds distributed, and use that percentage as a 
percentage of each operating budget line item.

b. From Scratch: See sample program budget on next page to account for DIRECT program expenses (the 
main costs of running the program), revenue from other sources, and what you’re specifically requesting 
of the funder. These can be developed annually with your grants team (Development, Program, Finance 
staff, etc.) and are typically done AFTER your annual operating budget is finalized. Sit down and discuss 
how and who best can pull each line item such as what percentage of time Program staff are working on 
a program, how much food and what it costs, supplies, etc.

Grant Program/Project Budgets

TIP
Not sure how to calculate donated food costs for your 
programs? Work with Finance and Operations for an 
average cost for each program, as it varies due to the 

variety of ways we talk about food costs, including Shared 
Maintenance, Product Acquisition Costs, and Cost to 

Distribute a Meal (net and gross).  If writing a multi-year 
grant, be sure to adjust for projected rise in costs for food.

TIP
Administrative Line: It is common to allow up to 15% for 

indirect administrative costs in all program budgets. 
However, if your organization claims that less than 5% 
of annual costs goes to administration, consider using 
that percentage. This gives you another opportunity to 

explain and claim your efficiency.

*For explanations of the different types of food costs, see the 
Addendum: Food Costs Explained at the end of this guide.
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2. By Fundable Element: Fundable Elements are annual organization activities presented in a compelling way 
to donors. They are organized around an impact area or theme, include all activities related to that impact 
area or theme and fully loaded costs incurred to perform those activities, and articulate the strategic 
importance of the impact area or theme to the organization's mission. Fundable elements break the mold of 
just talking about programs, resulting in larger program budgets and more narrative about our work.

a. Fundable Elements by Population: Feeding/Nourishing Kids, Feeding Seniors, Feeding 
Families/Communities

b. Fundable Elements by Theme: From Hunger to Health, Environmental Sustainability, Capacity 
Building

c. Visit Learning Hub Case for Support

Grant Program/Project Budgets

https://learninghub.feedingamerica.org/best-practices/toolkit/view.php?id=25&ttype=own
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3. By Counties: Sometimes it is important to summarize the work you are doing in a county, which can also 
be a Fundable Element, sometimes called Feeding Communities or Feeding Families. Doing so can help 
you raise funds from foundations and corporations that are located in those counties or give grants to that 
county. Determine county budgets and stats and you’re on your way to creating a case for each county and 
showing your impact.

a. Budget by County: Determine how many pounds or meals each county distributes as a percentage 
of total pounds or meals distributed. Using your annual operating budget, calculate how much each 
county “costs” by multiplying that percentage by each expense line item.

b. Stats by County: Work with your Agency Relations and Programs team to determine general and 
program stats, such as below.
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ENSURING BUDGETS ALIGN WITH FUNDER EXPECTATIONS AND NARRATIVE

You’ve put in all this great work to develop budgets by program, fundable elements, or county. But 
when you write the grant, the funder has a completely different budget template to use. Don’t fret. 
Align your budget with theirs the best you can. Create a working budget and color code the 
expenses you chose in your budget to put in their line items. When it comes to reporting, this 
internal working budget will be useful. Also, often the funder will allow you to add line items or have 
an “Other” line. Use it.

Also, make sure your grant budget is consistent with your grant narrative. When they ask 
specifically what their funding will be used for, and you indicate in your budget that you will apply 
their grant to food costs, talk about the specific food costs in your grant narrative. Do not say it will 
be used for “Kids Cafe Program,” or to “Feed Kids,” for example. Share how you acquire food, how 
you determined cost per pound, and/or how many pounds or meals their investment will yield.

SUSTAINABILITY OF PROGRAM/PROJECT BEYOND THE GRANT

Most funders require applicants to explain how your program, fundable element, or project will be 
sustained beyond their grant investment and grant period. Often, except for the case of a project 
grant, you can use the same paragraph and update it annually. Food banks and hunger relief 
partners often have well-rounded fundraising programs so be sure to talk about your various 
strategies. For example: 

“In order to sustain our efforts beyond this grant, our plans to raise the funds necessary include 
these various strategies. First, a direct mail program…. By building individual giving through direct 
mail, we also build our individual major gifts program... Grants…local, regional, state…and grants 
provided through our national office, Feeding America. In addition to grants from Feeding America, 
we are also recipients of cause-related marketing funding... Our local United Way continues to be 
strong supporters and advocates of our work…. And, we have added fundraising events… 
Volunteers save us time…. Donated food saves us expenses….”

Food Bank Emergency Food Box Pantry

Cooler and Chest Freezer $3,590.65

Shelving Units $3,001.35

Industrial-size Platform Scale $635.00

Total Project Cost $7,227.00

4. By Project: Grant writers are sometimes put in the position to make a request (with approval) for 
something unbudgeted, such as equipment or vehicles. And sometimes funders do not require a 
detailed grant proposal budget. Therefore, keep it simple. 
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Feeding America resources

Look at budget examples from fellow 
network members in the Examples from 
the Network section of this Grant 
Management Toolkit.

Additional resources…

External resources

Check out Intstumentl’s blog post on Four 
Examples of Grant Budgets.

Read ClickTime’s article titled How to Write a 
Grant Budget to Win your Dream Grant.

https://learninghub.feedingamerica.org/best-practices/toolkit/view.php?id=144
https://learninghub.feedingamerica.org/best-practices/toolkit/view.php?id=144
https://learninghub.feedingamerica.org/best-practices/toolkit/view.php?id=144
https://www.instrumentl.com/blog/grant-budget-examples
https://www.instrumentl.com/blog/grant-budget-examples
https://www.clicktime.com/blog/how-to-write-a-grant-budget-to-win-your-dream-grant
https://www.clicktime.com/blog/how-to-write-a-grant-budget-to-win-your-dream-grant
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When it comes to the cost to distribute food at a food bank, there are a few different ways we 
can calculate these costs to illustrate in a grant. When you are working with your Finance, 
Programs, or Operations colleagues to develop grant budgets, be sure you are all speaking the 
same language. Below are the most common terms explained:

Shared Maintenance Fee – Found on the revenue side of the financial statements and budgets. This 
is usually paid by agencies but may be sponsored by public or private funds as well. The maximum 
allowed, set by the Network, is currently $0.19/pound. However, this doesn’t reflect the cost to 
distribute the food, only what the maximum allowable reimbursement is for donated products.

Product Acquisition Costs - Found on the expense side of the financial statements and budgets in 
one or more areas. These are the combined costs to bring in Product which may include the cost of 
purchased food, shared maintenance fees (paid to other food banks, Affiliate Food Banks, 
Redistribution Organizations, State Associations, or produce cooperatives), transportation for 
Products (purchased, donated, and commodities), fees paid to value-added processors (picking, 
packing, bagging, preparing, cooking, etc.), and may include the costs associated with your 
procurement team, drivers, volunteers, and portions of marketing or communications budgets 
associated with your collective food sourcing efforts. This may be useful for grants that are supporting 
the overall acquisition (only) of products. While this can be a large amount of data points that come 
together for the overall costs to acquire the food, it still only represents acquisition costs. 

Cost to Distribute a Meal – Our Network uses a combined metric, reported annually in the Network 
Activity Data Center, to look at the comparative costs for distributing a meal. This metric factors in the 
total costs of the organization (inclusive of all functions) and the amount of meals distributed by the 
food bank. A calculation that includes the meals enabled by SNAP programs and the costs of those 
programs is separated in the report and food banks can use either metric in their communications. 
Partner Food Banks can also use their own documented calculations if they want to adjust for specific 
revenue, expenses or use multi-year averaging. For the purposes of communication to donors, the 
Cost to Distribute a Meal may  be more useful to acknowledge the total costs involved in the food 
bank that are part of the distribution. For example, Products have to be stored and transported safely, 
agencies need to be monitored and some may need capacity investments, commodity programs 
require administration and advocacy, inventory must be maintained, waste does occur, etc. The Cost 
to Distribute a Meal attempts to reflect not just the acquisition and distribution of the Product, but the 
end-to-end supply chain that must be maintained for the Product to move from source to recipient.

Net Cost to Distribute a Meal – This lesser used metric modifies the Cost to Distribute a Meal by 
subtracting reimbursement for Product or Meal Distribution. These include revenue from Shared 
Maintenance Fees, Value-Added Processing Fees, Food Purchase Program Fees, Delivery Fees, 
Referral Fees, and reimbursements from state food purchase programs or federal programs (i.e., 
TEFAP, SNAP, CSFP, CACFP, SFSP, etc.). When discussing your cost to Distribute a Meal with your 
team, it’s important to distinguish between the Cost to Distribute a Meal and the Net Cost to Distribute 
a Meal.


	Slide Number 1
	Slide Number 2
	Slide Number 3
	Slide Number 4
	Slide Number 5
	Slide Number 6
	Slide Number 7
	Slide Number 8

