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Research grants are the dominant way 

for academic researchers to get 

resources to focus on research



WHILE GRANT 

OPPORTUNITIES ARE 

ABUNDANT, THE 

COMPETITION IS 

BECOMING MORE INTENSE 

AS TRADITIONAL FUNDING 

SOURCES RUN DRY.

WE NEED TO BE 

COMPETITIVE AND 

APPEALING IN ORDER TO 

GET THE ADDITIONAL 

FUNDING THAT IS SO 

DESPERATELY NEEDED



 Some people see a 
grant as a source of 
free money. 

 Some think it’s a way 
for outsiders to 
meddle in their 
organization.

 Some just want to 
forget the whole 
thing.

 Do Not Listen to All 
These People



 Grants are not a way to get 
free money. 

 It’s a lot of hard work and it 
takes commitment. 

 If you do it right the granting 
organization will be 
supporting your mission, not 
imposing their ideas on your 
work. And don’t forget about it 
either. There are hundreds of 
foundations and government 
agencies with billions of 
dollars to give away. 

 Someone has to get it. Why not 
you?



Government
Foundations

• Private, Family, Community

Corporations
Trusts

Each of these organizations will have 
its own rules and regulations, and its 
own mission to support.

With all of these options, there is sure 
to be one out there for you.



 •Foundations investing in 
future technologies and 
improving societal 
wellbeing

 •Industry seeking 
solutions to their own 
manufacturing and 
business problems

 •Industry seeking new 
products and 
technologies to maintain 
competitiveness in world 
market



•A document that presents the case for 

1.An idea 

2.An action one takes to materialize 

the idea



 The proposal is a request for support to pursue 
the idea

 –Support the investigator financially so they can 
free their time to work on the idea

 –To provide support for other staff while working 
on the project

 –To provide support for equipment and supplies 
directly used to perform the research

 –To provide support for travel to attend technical 
meetings related to the research project



 Even a strong 

proposal is in a 

lottery, but a weak 

one is certainly dead

 Many research 

proposals are weak

 Most weak proposals 

could be improved 

quite easily



Knowing what funders want and how 

to deliver it 



About half of all grant proposals are 
rejected because they are poorly 
organized or they don’t conform to the 
Request for Proposal’s (RFP) 
guidelines. 

The difference between a winning and 
losing proposal can be as simple as 
being organized, understanding what 
the funder really wants, and knowing 
how to sell your organization. 



Without careful planning and 

organization, many proposal can 

overlook details or misunderstand 

larger issues laid out in the RFP.



Carefully read and analyze the RFP and then 
make an honest decision about applying.

Develop a checklist of everything that is 
being asked in the RFP 

Develop your strategy and key selling 
points. 

Make a schedule for yourself. 
Do your research. Use the funding agency 

as a resource. Some agencies accept drafts 
for review. 



Be sure to follow an outline or the 

steps laid out in the RFP. 

Design your program including time 

and budget. 

 Write your first draft. Make sure your 

proposal is a cohesive piece even if 

different people worked on it. 



Review and revise as many times as 

necessary. Don’t be afraid to let an 

outside reader give you feedback. 

Write your cover letter and executive 

summary. 

Prepare appendices/attachments. 

Submit proposal on time. 



RFPs can often be confusing. 

Sometimes it’s difficult to under stand 

exactly what is being requested and 

why.

 Nonetheless, the most important rule 

in developing a proposal is to follow 

the RFP to the “tee.” No matter how 

difficult this may be, the RFP is your 

most important source of information. 



Carefully go over the RFP with your 
checklist as many times as necessary 
until you feel that you fully understand 
all that is being asked. 

The checklist should encompass 
everything ranging from the problem to 
task assignments to delivery due dates. 

Proposals that are incomplete, too long, 
or do not adhere to the instructions will 
likely be returned as non-conforming. 



The project’s goal is clearly stated and 

will address the identified 

community’s needs and the program’s 

purpose. 

The workplan and strategies are 

feasible, realistic, and logically 

sequenced. 



The project can be monitored and 

evaluated. 

The project will result in specific 

outcomes. 

The staff and organization are 

qualified to do the job. 

The project is deemed necessary by 

the community.

The budget is realistic.  



 With luck, your proposal will be read 

carefully by one or two experts.  You must 

convince them.  

 But it will certainly be read superficially by 

non-experts… and they will be the panel 

members.  You absolutely must convince 

them too.

 Some influential readers will be non-

experts, and will give you one minute 

maximum.



1. I want to work on better type systems 

for functional programming 

languages

2. Give me the money



1. I want to work on better type systems 

for functional programming 

languages

2. Give me the money

You absolutely must 

identify the problem you 

are going to tackle



What is the problem?

Is it an interesting problem?  That is, 
is it research at all?

Is it an important problem?  That is, 
would anyone care if you solve it?  
(jargon: “impact”)

Having a "customer" helps: someone 
who wants you to solve the problem



1. I want to solve the problem of 

avoiding all deadlocks and race 

conditions in all concurrent and 

distributed programs

2. Give me the money



1. I want to solve the problem of avoiding 

deadlocks and race conditions in 

concurrent and distributed programs

2. Give me the money

• It is easy to identify an impressive 

mountain

• But that is not enough!  You must 

convince your reader that you stand 

some chance of climbing the mountain



Two sorts of evidence

1. You absolutely must say what is the 

idea
that you are bringing to the proposal.

2. Explain modestly but firmly why you
are ideally equipped to carry out this 
work.  



Give real technical “meat”, so an 
expert reader could (without reading 
your doubtless-excellent papers) have 
some idea of what the idea is

Many, many grant proposals have 
impressive sounding words, but lack 
almost all technical content.  Reject!



Offer objective evidence that it’s a 
promising idea:

• Results of preliminary work
• Prototypes
• Publications
• Applications

Strike a balance: you don’t want the 
reader to think “they’ve already solved 
the problem”.



 “

 There is nothing more 

difficult than to write a 

good proposal based on a 

bad idea !”

Dr. S. McCarthy, Hyperion 

Ltd., Cork, Ireland

 •Novel (but not too novel!)

 • Important/significant

 • Feasible

 • Clear focus

 •Hypothesis-driven



Grants fund people

Most researchers are far too modest.  

“It has been shown that …[4]”, when 

[4] is you own work!

Use the first person: “I did this”, “We 

did that”.

Do not rely only on the boring “track 

record” section



Express value judgements using strong, 
but defensible, statements: pretend 
that you are a well-informed but 
unbiased expert

“We were the first to …”
“We are recognised as world leaders 

in functional programming”



Choose your area...

“We are recognised as world leaders 

in: 

• Functional programming

• Haskell

• Haskell’s type system

• Functional dependencies in Haskell’s type system

• Sub-variant X of variant Y of functional dependencies in Haskell’s type system”



We are ideally placed to do this timely 

research because

• We have an idea

• Our preliminary work shows that it’s a 

promising idea

• We are the best in our field



Proposals like this do sometimes get 
funded.  But they shouldn’t.

Your proposal should, all by itself, 
justify your grant

1. I am an Important and Famous 

Researcher.  I have lots of PhD 

students.  I have lots of papers.

2. Give me the money



1. Here is a (well-formulated, 

important) problem

2. Here is a promising idea 

(…evidence)

3. We’re a great team (…evidence)

4. We’ll work on it

5. Give us the money



1. Here is a (well-formulated, important) 

problem

2. Here is a promising idea

3. We’re a world-class team

4. We’ll work on it

5. Give us the money

The key question

How would a reviewer know if your 

research had succeeded?
Jargon: “aims, objectives”



“Gain insight into…”

“Develop the theory of…”

“Study…”

The trouble with all of these is that 

there is no way to distinguish abject 

failure from stunning success.



“We will build an analyser that will 
analyse our 200k line C program in 
less than an hour”

“We will build a prototype walkabout 
information-access system, and try it 
out with three consultants in hospital 
Y”

The most convincing success criteria 
involve those “customers” again



Goal 1: demonstrate that you totally know 
the field.  Appearing ignorant of relevant 
related work is certain death. 

Goal 2: a spring-board for describing 
your promising idea

But that is all!  Do not spend too many 
words on comparative discussion.  The 
experts will know it; the non-experts 
won’t care.



“Methodology”, or describing your 

step-by-step plans, is usually over-

stressed in my view.

Concentrate on (a) your idea, and (b) 

your aims/objectives/success criteria.  

Then the “methodology” part writes 

itself.



1. Here is a well-defined problem
2. It’s an important problem (evidence…)
3. We have a promising idea (evidence…)
4. We are a world-class team (evidence…)
5. Here is what we hope to achieve
6. Here is how we plan to build on our idea to 

achieve it
7. Give us the money.  Please.



Start with a one-page summary, that 

tells the whole story

Remember: most of your readers will 

only read this page

NO BOILERPLATE: “The XYZ institute has a 

vigorous research programme in many important 

fields...”. This page is worth 10x the other 

pages.  Every word is precious.



Read the call for proposals

Try to understand what the motivation of 
the agency (or company) is

Understand their criteria, and write your 
proposal to address them

But do not prostitute your research. 
Write a proposal for good research that 
you are genuinely excited about.

Do not exceed the page limit



 Cheap: what someone thinks after a 10-minute 
read is Really Really Important

 Informative: after reading 20 proposals by 
others, you’ll write better ones yourself.  Much 
better proposals.

 Effective: dramatic increases in quality.  There 
is just no excuse for not doing this.

Ask others to read your proposal critically

Revise, and ask someone else

Repeat



 To every unfair, unjustified, and ill-informed 
criticism from your reader, respond “That’s very 
interesting… here is what I intended to say… 
how could I rephrase it so that you would have 
understood that”?

 Better get criticised by your friendly 
colleagues than by panel member at the 
meeting.


