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To d a y ’s  
a g en d a

An d y  No b es
Pr o g r a m m e Sp ecia lis t

15.00: Introduction
15.05: Designing for research impact
15.20: Grant proposal writing: discovering, planning and 

writing phases, Q&A
15.45: Key components of a successful proposal, Q&A
16.10: Tea break
16.25: Structuring a winning proposal – group exercise
17.20: Final Q&A and wrap up

Jo hn  Yo u n g
Execu t iv e  Dir ect o r
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H o u s ek eep in g

We’ll send 
the slides 
separately

Please use 
chat to ask 
questions

Please 
mute your 

mics

Have your 
phone 
handy!

Please mute your mic
You might want to have your phone handy  ‐ or can use a separate 
browser window
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Designing research 
projects for impact

In this brief talk I’m going to refresh your memories of and then build on 
some of the ideas I introduced in the last session – in particular on 
theories of change and communication and introduce a couple of other 
tools which you might find helpful when planning a research project for 
impact.
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It ’s very simple….

• I dent ify what  sort  & level of impact  is realist ic

• Set  som e clear object ives

• I dent ify who you need to influence

• Decide how you m ight  be able to influence them :

– What  evidence you will need

– How best  to com m unicate that  to them

• Check what  resources you’ll need (people/ skills)

• I dent ify where to get  them  

• Make a plan

• Develop a budget

• (Write a convincing proposal to)  to get  the m oney.

It’s not rocket science.
Essentially you’ve got to…..
And there are lots of tools that can help with all of these steps
I’ll be focusing on the top few bullet points and Andy will pick up on the 
lower ones later in the session.
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What  is Impact ?

• Cont r ibut ion to society & 

economy

– Academ ic im pact

– Econom ic and societal 

im pact

• Can include:

– I nst rum ental

– Conceptual

– Capacity building

https://esrc.ukri.org/research/impact‐toolkit/what‐is‐
impact/

https://www.fasttrackimpact.com/what‐is‐impact

1. Understanding and 

awareness

2. At t itudes

3. Economy

4. Environm ent

5. Health and wellbeing

6. Policy

7. Other form s of decision-

m aking /  behaviour change

8. Culture

9. Other social

10. Capacity or preparedness

Last time I talked about the ESRC definition of research impact, and then a 
rather more complete list from Fast Track Impact – I’ll be talking more 
about that later.
Then I described the 5 levels of policy when I have found useful when 
thinking about what impact my work might have.
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ht tps: / / www.odi.org/ features/ roma/ home

ROMA

I then ran through some of the tools that you can use to understand the 
context (the CEL framework), to narrow down your research question (the 
5 whys) and start to identify who and what processes you might be able to 
influence with the results of your research.
And you had a chance to try out FFA
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www.theoryofchange.org/ pdf/ Jam es_ToC.pdf

1. What do you want to achieve?

2. Who else is involved?

3. How do they influence change?

4. How can you influence them?

5. Which options will work best?

6. What else can help or hinder?

“An ongoing process of reflection on 
how change happens, and the role 
we play”:

Theories of change

What I’m going to spend most time on today is theories of change. They 
can be a fantastically useful way of thinking through how to affect change, 
how to check you are on track, and how to present what you are trying to 
do succinctly in a picture or diagram.
That’s what most people think is the most important thing about a ToC, 
but actually the most important thing is the process you use to generate 
it, and especially the people you involve in doing that.
It should be a collaborative exercise involving the whole research team 
and all the other stakeholders who will be involved and affected by the 
project (remember my slide about transdisciplinarity).
And it’s not just for the start of a project, it should be an ongoing process 
throughout the whole project – checking you are on track and changing 
course if necessary, and making sure all the other stakeholders are on 
board.

8



1. Understand the 
context

2. Develop clear 
goal and outcomes

3. Identify key 
partners

4. Identify required 
changes

5. Identify pathways 
of change

6. Identify external  
assumptions

7. Develop MEL 
framework

8. Implement and 
review progress

Developing a ToC

Here’s the process graphically…..
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ODI’s ToC

Improved Development 
Policies in Developing 

Countries

And the resulting ToC can be almost anything – provided they show who 
you are hoping to engage with and how and how that will contribute to 
the final impact.
Some are just lines and boxes
This is a very simple one we developed for ODI about 15 years ago.
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KSI’s ToC

And some are interlocking pieces or frameworks.
This is one I developed about 10 years ago for a big programme in 
Indonesia called the Indonesia Knowledge Sector Programme.
It has the overall goal at the top, then the overall outcome, then the 
contributory outcomes (or sub‐components) of that, then some specific 
changes in specific stakeholder groups which will contribute to them.
There was also a longer version which included specific activities with 
those groups.
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INASPs ToC

And sometimes there more like pictures.
This is ours.
It shows how we hope our capacity‐development work at 3 levels will 
strengthen the capacity of stakeholders in, and contribute to what we call 
equitable knowledge ecosystems which will improve the quality and 
impact of research.
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BROOKE’s ToC

And here’s another one. This is for BROOKE – a charity which aims to 
improve the health of horses and donkeys world‐wide.
What they all have is:

A high level goal
A couple of different sub‐elements of that
And four specific outcomes that BROOKE will deliver which will contribute to 
them.

They often also try to illustrate the vision or mission in a simple picture
And try to show graphically how things contribute to it.
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BROOKE’s ToC

https://www.theoryofchange.org/pdf/TOC_fac_guide.pdfhttps://cdn.odi.org/media/documents/9835.pdf

And you can find out much more about how ToC are being used, and how 
effective they are on this ODI web page
And there’s a really good step‐by‐step guide on how to do it on The Aspen 
Institute site.
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Logical f rameworks

Goal I ndicator MOV

Purpose I ndicator MOV Assumpt ions/ Risks

Output  1 I ndicator MOV Assumpt ions/ Risks

Output  2 I ndicator MOV

Output  3 I ndicator MOV

Output 4 I ndicator MOV

√
√

Personally I remain a fan of log‐frames
It was developed in the United States for USAID and has been adopted and 
adapted for use by other major donors including DFID and the EC. As 
experience has grown on what makes development aid more effective and 
accountable, an increasing demand for greater rigour in planning, 
implementing, monitoring and evaluating has led to the introduction of the 
Logical Framework Approach. 
The approach enables the main elements of a project to be concisely 
summarised and brings structure and logic to the relationship between 
project purpose and intended inputs, planned activities, and expected 
results. If used with flexibility this approach to planning encourages creative 
thinking and promotes participatory engagement between all parties 
throughout the project life‐cycle. 
Logframes have become discredited as being “too linear and logical”, but 
they needn’t be – you can have multiple purposes, and several outputs can 
contribute to more than one purpose..
As with Theories of Change they should be developed in collaboration with 
and reviewed regularly with all stakeholders but seldom are.
They can have policy‐focused purposes. 
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• I dent ify the audience

– I nform at ion needs

– I nform at ion preferences

• Develop the m essage

• “Shape”  the m essage to suit  the audience

• Deliver it  in the most  appropriate way

• Check it  has been received

• Reinforce it  through repet it ion

• The boom erang approach.

Develop a communicat ion st rat egy

https://odi.org/en/publications/successful‐communication‐a‐toolkit‐for‐researchers‐and‐civil‐society‐organisations/

Last week I talked about how it is vital to think about communication 
throughout the research cycle. It’s not just something to do at the end –
you need to communicate with everyone who might be involved right 
from the start.
Like a ToC the communication strategy will evolve through the life of a 
project – depending on who you want to communicate with about what.
And like ToC a good communication strategy is not rocket science – you 
just need to….
I particularly like what is called the boomerang approach – if you can’t 
reach your target audience directly, maybe you can reach them indirectly  
via someone else – you may remember the story I told last time about 
the department of agricultural extension in the ministry of agriculture in 
Indonesia telling their rather traditional colleagues in the department of 
livestock services that the participatory approaches we were using were 
actually rather good. 
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Develop a communicat ion st rat egy

https://odi.org/en/publications/successful‐communication‐a‐toolkit‐for‐researchers‐and‐civil‐
society‐organisations/

One helpful way of thinking through a communication activity is whether 
you are going to use formal or informal approaches, and whether you are 
going to work closely with the people you are trying to influence, which 
we call inside track, or more remotely, which we call outside track.
Different approaches work better in different situations.
This figure shows how different approaches to communication map onto 
this framework.
You can find out much more about how to use this tool and a wide range 
of other communication tools in our research communications toolkit at 
this address. 
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Assess your own capacit y

• What  type of policy 

influencing skills and 

capacit ies do we have?

• I n what  areas are we weak?

• What  opportunit ies do we 

have (allies and connect ions)?

• What  factors can underm ine 

our ability to do this (enem ies, 

t im e, resources)

• What  can we do about  them ?

Strengths Weaknesses

Opportunities Threats

www.betterevaluation.org/evaluation‐options/swotanalysis

Another vital part of the strategic planning process is ensuring the project 
has the capacity to do it.
We frequently use a simple SWOT analysis to do this. 
A SWOT can reveal hidden obstacles to a planned project, especially when 
participants come from different departments or geographical areas in the 
same organization. 
You can find out much more about how to use SWOT analysis on this site.
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Fast  Track Impact

https://www.fasttrackimpact.com/
https://www.fasttrackimpact.com/i‐want‐to‐plan‐my‐impact

I said I was going to come back to Fast Track Impact. As I said last time it 
is a fantastic resource on how to do research with impact.
Mark Reed has a huge amount of experience advising research groups in 
the UK.
There’s lots of free stuff on his website or you can buy his book on 
Amazon.
One of the most useful tools he has developed for UK‐based researchers 
submitting proposals to the Global Challenges Research Fund is his 
Impact Planning Template.
It’s just a step‐by‐step framework to assemble the information you need 
to be able to include a really convincing description of how your research 
will have impact – in whatever format the donor wants it in. 
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Any Questions?
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Grant proposal writing: 
discovering, planning and 
writing phases

Delivering a presentation on proposal writing to a mixed group of scholars 
is always a challenge, because every funding application is different. 
There are already lots of resources out there on the internet about grant 
writing tips, but many resources are specific to certain disciplines and 
funders, and so it’s not always easy to find the right type of advice for 
everyone, and provide the most appropriate tips for the call that is in front 
of you. 
As this group is for a mixture of experienced and less experienced 
scholars, this presentation will cover all types of grants – from small 
fellowship and scholarship applications to large collaborative grants – this 
will cover the themes that are common to all types of proposal.
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Results from last week

Two more questions! 
Please go to menti.com and enter code 
7863 0050 
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More informat ion available onl ine 

Many of the themes of this presentation are covered in an online module 
that we recently developed called ‘Proposal Writing with Impact’, which 
was designed for Early Career Researchers. This is available for the next 
month
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Airplane analogy

Pre- flight  and landing checks

Make sure you are eligible for the grant  
before invest ing t ime in the grant  

writ ing process

Double check you have correct ly 
followed all the inst ruct ions before you 

subm it

Even if you have wings, you can’t fly in the world of research funding 
unless you do your pre‐flight checks! Do you have fuel, permission to take 
off, cabin pressure etc.? In other words, don’t spend time writing an 
application for a grant that you are not eligible for! And you might also 
waste a lot of time on an application if you make an error which 
disqualifies you.
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Follow t he inst ruct ions!

Give yourself t im e to get  things 

r ight

• Deadlines are not  flexible

• Word lim its are not  flexible 

• Give yourself plenty of t im e 

(6-8 weeks for a research 

council grant , 6 m onths with 
big grants) .

• Don’t  be afraid to ask 

quest ions to the Program m e 

Officer of the grant  giver 

(em ail address)

The number #1 tip for grant writing is to FOLLOW THE INSTRUCTIONS! 
Often funders give you very clear guidelines and clues. Your proposal can 
be rejected for the smallest error, so give yourself enough time to get 
things right!
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Be real ist ic

• Start  sm all and early but  dream  big!

• Don’t  t ry to solve all the problem s in your field in 

a single proposal

• I f you lack key skills, build a team  with people 

who have!  Be st rategic in looking for 

collaborators

As young researchers, we don’t necessarily expect you to be going after 
the big international funding proposals yet – often you will need to start 
small and win smaller opportunities and grants, or focus on smaller, niche 
research topics, and build your way up. You may also have to team up with 
colleagues or experts in other disciplines. The same can be said for 
influencing practice and policy – even with fantastic research you 
probably won’t be able to shift government policy as an individual, they 
may have to focus on more local decision makers, or collaborate with 
other researchers and actors first.
(picture is a mustard seed)
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The discovery phase

• The inform at ion is out  there on the World Wide 

Web!  

• Subscribe to newslet ters, websites, blogs.

• Follow funding bodies, societ ies, universit ies, 

researchers on Twit ter

• Use Google (but  sm art ly)

• Bookm ark and sign up for alerts at  com m on 

funding portals such as  Terraviva Grants, Grants.gov, 

Early Career Cent ral, Opportunity Desk, ec.europa.eu, UKRI  

Opportunit ies

• AuthorAI D funding page:  

ht tps: / / www.authoraid.info/ en/ funding/

The information is out there, you just need to learn where to look, and 
search smartly. What other sources of funding opportunities do you use?
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Anticipate 
the funding 

cycle

Too late? Plan 
for next year

If you are too late for a funding opportunity (like the participants were in 
this example from a workshop in 2019), make a note of the date and plan 
for next year
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Do your research

• Make sure you are eligible – use your t im e 
wisely

• Check that  your work is a ‘good fit ’ – does 
it  align with the values of the funder?

• The recipe for success is often provided on 
the funder ’s webpage

• Read about  previous successful grants –
m ost  funders have grant  databases

• Check if the funder provides a scoring 
cr iter ia or weight ing

• I nterdisciplinary proposals need you!

General tips that are useful for any grant proposal
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Find successful examples

• Ask your colleagues who have had success applying 

for the sam e funder

• Check your inst itut ion – they m ay have a database of 
successful grants

• Free online resources:

– The Open Grants database 

– RI O journal (Research I deas and Outcom es)

– Nat ional I nst itutes of Health (US)  sam ple grants

Find successful examples of funding applications which you can learn from 
– colleagues, institutional examples and open databases on the internet. 
However, remember that every funding opportunity is different, so whilst 
you can learn from structure, style and approach of successful 
applications, it’s more important to follow the exact instructions of the 
current funder and call that you are applying for!
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The Planning Phase

• Check eligibility / r ight  fit

• Background research on the funder 

and requirem ents

• Checking your applicat ion with 

others – m entor, supervisor, 
colleagues, fr iends, previous 

applicants

• Official approval/ inst itut ional sign 

off

• Clarify details with the program  

staff

• Reference/ recom m endat ions?

• Do you need to at tend an 

interview?

• Difficult  requests for 

docum entat ion/ data

• Updat ing and tailor ing your CV

• Final double and t r iple checks

• Breathing space for a 2nd look

• Leave t im e for possible technical 

problem s

“Estimate the time needed then double it!”

What do you need to make time for?

There are lots of things to consider when planning your proposal – many 
things that can cause unforeseen problems and take longer than you 
think. One researcher I know also suggests that everything takes DOUBLE 
the time you think it will. 
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Planning phase - previous workshops

What do you need to make time for?
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“ Physiology”  of  a reviewer

Proposal Summary

• It’s my door: I enter the application through it.  

Proposal Goals Vs Funders’ Goals

• If they don’t match, an application is in trouble.

• If they slightly match, an application begs me. 

• If they very much match, an application 
commands me. 

“Know the song of the funder, and sing it well, so a reviewer could dance to your version”
Bernard Appiah

Think of the reviewer – tired, overworked, slightly bored. Trying to justify 
why one proposal is better than the other . If your goals align with the 
funders, then reviewers like Bernard Appiah are ‘commanded’ to take the 
application seriously.
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Experiences of  a grant  coordinat or/ assessor

• My experience with assessing applicat ions

– Scient ific soundness

– Diversity (how we reported winners to the public 

and funders)

– I m pact  ( im pressed by im pact  beyond career 

progression and publicat ions)

– Developm ent  im pact  (SDGs)

• Read and follow the inst ruct ions carefully. 

• Look for hints. 

• Research the language and values of the funder.

• Tell your story, stand out .

This is my experience working on a small grants programme. 
Administrators may reject your application for not following the 
instructions, and reviewers might be looking for different strengths
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The writ ing phase - st yle

• Make the t it le com pelling

• Explain why research is needed

• Avoid too m uch jargon, explain acronym s and 

write concisely

• Get  specialists AND non-specialists to read your 
applicat ion

• Don’t  write like you would for a book or journal 

art icle!

The writing style for proposals is a skill in itself, and it is subtly different 
from scientific writing. The style has to be more readable, persuasive, 
straight to the point and low on jargon unless it’s necessary.
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Reason for rejecting a proposal:
“Reads like a journal article.”

Academic writ ing vs.  grant  writ ing

From “Why Academics Have a Hard Time Writing Good Grant Proposals” ‐ Robert Porter

Some tips from Why Academics Have a Hard Time Writing Good Grant 
Proposals by Robert Porter (Journal of Research Administration; Fall 2007; 
38, 2; ABI/INFORM Global). pg. 37

‘(A baffled professor once came to my office bearing the written critiques 
he had received from reviewers of a failed proposal. One of them included 
this killer remark: “Reads like a journal article.”)’
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Drawing at t ent ion t o your opening

1. Diabetes is a public health challenge in Afr ica

2. X%  of adults in Afr ica have diabetes and the 

proport ion is expected to increase to Y%  in the next  
decade 

When you explain context, make sure you stress the significance and 
urgency of the situation
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Upside-down t riangles

Effective paragraphs are 
modelled after news 
stories

Typical academ ic writ ing 
(passive)

Consider also:
• Using active voice
• The ‘Assert‐justify’ technique

Writing is effective when the reader knows where they are going
• The main building block of a piece of writing is the paragraph 
• Effective paragraphs begin with a “topic sentence”, so you are front 
loading with the most important information 
• Note: Academic or passive writing styles usually dictate that our 
paragraphs end with the topic sentence
Another similar method is called ‘assert‐justify’, also called ‘Tell them; 
then convince them’
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Example

If taken out of context the paragraph speaks for itself
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Make your CV st and out

• What  to include – Nam e, contact  inform at ion, 
educat ional background, work experience, 
publicat ions, presentat ions, awards and honours

• Not  needed unless asked for – marital status, num ber 
of children, photograph, religion, passport  num ber, 
hobbies etc.

• Funders m ay have very specific requests – length 
(e.g. 2 pages) , sect ions, font  

• Tailor ing your CV to m atch the grant

• Use descript ions of your previous work that  displays 
significance to this applicat ion

• Tip:  create a ‘long version’ of the CV which is 
regular ly updated, which can be adapted to individual 
grants

CVs for proposals should not be like a CV for a job application. You may 
have to tailor your application to each opportunity – some things are 
more relevant on one application than they are for another.

See also Grants and fellowships: How to find the right opportunities, cope 
with failure and craft successful applications
https://www.authoraid.info/en/news/details/1480/ 
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Any Questions?
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Key Components of a 
Successful Proposal
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Who,  What ,  Where,  When,  Why,  How?

W ho – You and your organisat ion /  who are the beneficiar ies?

W hat – What  are you going to do?

W here – Define target  area

W hen – Project  t im ing/ length, and act ivity delivery dates. Const ruct  a t im eline

W hy

– Why you are target ing who you are target ing

– Why you have decided on what  you will do

– Why you will provide services in a part icular place

– Why you have decided on part icular t im es

How

– How you will engage the target  populat ion

– How will individuals be assessed and adm it ted?

– How you will provide services.

– How you will retain part icipants.

– How you will evaluate the project ’s effect iveness.

“A good way to start [learning how to write grants] is to take English 
composition or Journalism classes at a local college to sharpen your 
writing skills.. You have to learn to tell a story”
http://seliger.com/2008/07/21/every‐proposal‐needs‐six‐elements‐who‐
what‐where‐when‐why‐and‐how‐the‐rest‐is‐mere‐commentary/
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Heilmeier’s
catechism

• What are you trying to do? Articulate 
your objectives using absolutely no 
jargon.

• How is it done today, and what are 
the limits of current practice?

• What's new in your approach and why do you think it will be 
successful?

• Who cares? If you're successful, what difference will it make?
• What are the risks and the payoffs?
• How much will it cost?
• How long will it take?
• What are the midterm and final "exams" to check for success?

George Heilmeier was an American engineer who was one of the 
inventors of liquid crystal displays (LCDs). His advice on proposal writing 
was written in the 1960s, but is still relevant today as a set of questions 
that anyone proposing a research project or product should be able to 
answer
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• Proposal Form  ( including budget )

• Researcher/ team  Track record with/ without  CV

• Research environm ent

• Background /  I m portance /  Lit  review

• Aim s /  Object ives /  Hypothesis

• Program m e and Methodology

• Managem ent  plan

• Pathways to I m pact  /  I m pact  Plan

• Just ificat ion of Resources

• Data Managem ent  plan

• Work Plan(s)

Common elements of a proposal

There are many different sections that you might be asked to complete for 
a proposal. Have we missed anything?
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Component s of  a proposal

Nat ional I nst itutes of 

Health ( US)

Art icle metadata

• Execut ive summary

• Keywords

Research & Related Other 

Project  I nformat ion

• Project  Descript ion

• Public Health 

Relevance Statement

• Facilit ies & Other 

Resources

Budget

Specific research plan

• Specific aims

• Research st rategy

• Resource sharing plan

References

OW SD Scholarship

Problem /  research quest ion

Methodology and feasibility

Budget  and required resources

I nst itut ional collaborat ions

Linking with possible indust ry 

partners

Scient ific excellence

Leadership skills

Research impact

Ethical, environmental and r isk 

factors

Out reach and communicat ions

I nclusiveness

Sustainability

Sw iss Nat ional Science 

Foundat ion

Problem statement

 The issue

 Mainst ream responses 

and exist ing research

 Research gap

Hypotheses and object ives 

Theoret ical and analyt ical 

framework

Methodology

( including m ethods of data 

collect ion, data management  

plan)

I mpact

 Pathways to im pact

 Links to the SDGs

I mplementat ion

Lay summary

Acknowledgem ents

References

Three completely different examples of the components of a proposal. Are 
there any themes? 
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Funder What they assess on

National Institute of Health (United 
States)

The review panel assesses each 
individual on the strength of the 
approach, significance, innovation, 
investigators, environment

Australian Research Council – discovery 
projects

Assesses applications based on – the 
strength of the investigators (35%), 
project quality and innovation (40%), 
feasibility (10%) and benefit of the 
project (15%)

Economic and Social Research Council 
(UK)

Prioritises research excellence, ability to 
deliver and value for money, but they 
also judge applications based on impact, 
innovation and interdisciplinarity.

Three national funders what they assess applications for. 

What are the common threads? Impact, innovation, Value for money, 
significance

47



UKRI scoring matrix

Here is a UKRI scoring matrix which gives further insight into what they 
consider ‘exceptional’ https://mrc.ukri.org/funding/peer‐
review/guidance‐for‐peer‐reviewers/scoring‐matrix/
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Dif f icult  quest ions

Many internat ional funders are increasingly interested 

in:

• I m pact  and sustainability

• Significance and innovat ion

• I nterdisciplinarity/ t ransdisciplinarity

• Capacity building for internat ional partners

• Value for m oney (VFM)  

• Due diligence and safeguarding 

• Whist leblowing

• Risk m anagem ent

• Diversity

I’ve spoken to a few grant officers, and many young researchers just don’t 
know how to answer these questions and sometimes even leave them 
blank. Make sure you take these sections seriously, and get help if you 
need it.
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Working wit h col laborat ors

Research collaborat ions can fail (50-75%  of 
inter-organizat ional collaborat ions fail* )

– Ensure com m itm ent  from  all part ies

– Be clear over roles and responsibilit ies 
( in writ ing)

– Ensure you share the sam e vision

– Be sensit ive to different  cultural norm s

– Ensure the collaborat ion is equitable

*  “Ten Rules for Successful Research Collaborat ion”  

See also “Ten Rules for Successful Research Collaboration” and “Giving 
and Getting Value in Research Collaborations: 10 Tips for Making 
Meaningful Impact and Advancing Your Career “ 
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Significance Innovation      Impact Sustainability

What do significance, innovation, impact and sustainability mean in the 
context of proposal writing, and how are they actually different?
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Signif icance – so what ?

“Good ideas don’t  always sell them selves:  Tell m e why 

it ’s im portant , up front , in the background sect ion, and 

I ’ll be ready to roll.  Tell m e what ’s known and what  isn’t  
known and how [ ... ]  you’ll m ove the field forward or 

answer im portant  quest ions. A lot  of people really are 

unaware of how absolutely im portant  it  is to tell the 
reviewer from  the beginning why it ’s worth doing”

NI H CSR I nsider 's Guide to Peer Review for Applicants

Significance has many different definitions, but it generally refers to 
general/global importance, or relevance to the big issues in the field ‐ for 
example in public health research it might be defined as:
the extent to which the research findings will be of great importance in 
the research area by substantially advancing knowledge, clinical and/or 
public health applications, policy development or change in the Field’ 
(NHMRC)
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Talking about  signif icance

1. I s it  a current  issue of im portance or cont roversy in 

the field? I s it  broad enough to be of interest  to a 

general audience? Will it  lead to a step change?

2. Explaining a real problem  or barr ier that  exists in 

your discipline, or the real world – what  is already 

known about  this topic?

3. What  are the gaps in knowledge (what  does the 
literature say?)

4. What  are you or your team  proposing to do about  it? 

What  is your innovat ive solut ion?

Some important questions to ask yourself to see if your research topic or 
solution is shows significance
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Highl ight ing innovat ion

I nnovat ive? Y/ N

Use of a new theory of m odel

Collect ing m ore data on an exist ing topic using exist ing m odels

Connect ing your research with pract ical applicat ions in indust ry

Novel applicat ion of an exist ing theory

Conduct ing research because you want  to cont r ibute m ore to 
the field

Borrowing an approach from  a different  field and applying it  to 
research in your field

Focusing on popular or cut t ing edge topics and technologies 
such as AI , m achine learning, big data, or crowd-sourcing

New and bet ter approach to an exist ing topic

Conduct ing the research because lit t le is known about  this 
topic

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

No

No

No

No

Depends

It is also important to be realistic about innovation in your work. 
Inexperienced researchers are unlikely to produce work that shifts major 
paradigms early in their careers. It is more normal for both experienced 
and inexperienced researchers to use new approaches or models, work in 
new areas, or test innovative ideas rather than cause a paradigm shift.
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Talking about  innovat ion

• This work is innovat ive because it  will analyse the 
m icropart icles in plasma of infant  children in using a r igorous 
method that  will lead to new methods in diagnosing...

• This project  w ill depart  from  the prevailing paradigm of 
studying the quant ity of species, focusing instead on 
understanding how biodiversity evolves over t im e due to hum an 
intervent ion...

• Our study has also revealed a novel connect ion between 
m itochondrial DNA m utat ion, prem ature aging and 
neurodegenerat ive diseases, which we will analyse further using...

• This m ixed-m ethods approach, along with the cross-disciplinary 
expert ise of the team  assem bled, w ill be com bined to exam ine 
for  the first  t im e the connect ion between m icrofinance and...

• We seek to shift  current  research paradigm s by analysing 
exist ing data using two different , but  com plem entary m ethods…

• The advantage of our m ethod over exist ing m odels is that  it  
builds upon the interoperability of ‘open data’ systems, and so we 
can analyse m etadata that  has not  been com pared with...

Sometimes it’s about being very clear with the words you are using –
signpost exactly how you think your methods is innovative. Don’t make 
the reviewer have to dig deep
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Impact

• What  is the difference between significance and 

impact?

• Think about  the future results and outcom es of the 
project  

• Answer the ‘so what?’ quest ion, but  in a m ore 

pract ical way

1). goals, 2). beneficiaries 
and 3). activities.

Fast Track Impact –”Three simple things that will make the impact in your next funding proposal highly competitive”: 

You may have already talked about the potential impact of your research 
when talking about significance 
When thinking of impact itself, try to think about the future results and 
outcomes of the project – this is an additional way of answering the ‘so 
what?’ question, but in a more practical way.

See also this video from Fast Track Impact – Professor Mark Reed talks 
about how this is actually really simple: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=J2RaRUqp2PU&feature=youtu.be
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Sust ainabil it y

• How do you sustain the work beyond the funding period?

• Financial, organisat ional, or com m unity sustainability

• Focus on sustaining outcom es and not  necessarily the 
project .

• Describe how outputs will cont inue to be used beyond the 
funding period.

• Can the work cont inue through t raining and capacity-
building? 

• Sustainability needs to be part  of the projects 
im plem entat ion – it ’s not  an afterthought

• How can you leverage your collaborators, contacts or 
inst itut ional links?

[we don’t mean environmental sustainability]. Sometimes it can be 
difficult to demonstrate sustainability in research projects. And we could 
be looking at different types of sustainability depending on the proposal. 
For example, a new experimental drug, technique or tool that needs 
investment from the private sector; or embedding a training technique or 
pedagogy into a curriculum or larger training programme; or perhaps 
community sustainability ‐ getting buy in from community and other 
stakeholders from the beginning of the project to ensure a practice 
continues].
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Rej ect ion

Accept rejection and feedback. Even ‘outstanding’ applications get rejected

“Try and remember that these are certain 
people’s opinions and interpretations of a 
grant call that has also been set by people 
with certain opinions and preferences. The 
best thing to do is keep a good log of the 
grants you have not got funded. You can 
always re‐use parts for other projects or 
turn them into other things.” ‐‐ Louise 
Bezuidenhout, AuthorAID mentor

Unfortunately you will be rejected at some point in your applications, 
even if they are excellent. 
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Dealing wit h rej ect ion

• Rem em ber that  even ‘outstanding’ 
proposals are rejected

• Review feedback ( request  feedback if 
none given)

• Can you resubm it? Make t im e for 
revisions. 

• Learn from  the successful applicants

• Look for other funders. 

If reasons for the rejections are available, review them carefully. Reviewing 
the specific reasons for rejecting your proposal may give you some ideas for 
moving forward or maybe not even pursuing the idea again.
If a funder requires resubmission, do your homework prior to submission. 
Some proposals may require that you obtain preliminary data to strengthen it. 
If this is the case, resubmitting the same proposal without the preliminary 
data may be a big mistake. If you find that the team is not strong enough, you 
will have to consider other or additional partners.
Make sure that if you plan to resubmit you realise that you will probably have 
to rewrite a considerable portion of it to make it suitable for the specific 
call/funder.
Learn from those funded in the cycle that you applied. Some funders such as 
the Gates Foundation provide summaries of funded proposals. Reading the 
summaries may give you ideas for future grants. You could also consider 
contacting successful applicants to see if they would be willing to share tips or 
sample applications.
Sometimes, a funder may just not be a good fit for your idea. You will have to 
look elsewhere. However, ensure that you address key issues identified in the 
rejected proposal, if specific feedback is given about these.
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Successful resubmission

Successful NSF grant (2019) ‐ Resolving Large Eddy Simulations Using Reduced Biogeochemical Models
(Hamlington, Lovenduski, Niemeyer)

An example of responses to reviewer comments from a successful NSF 
grant (2019) ‐ Resolving Large Eddy Simulations Using Reduced 
Biogeochemical Models 
(Hamlington, Lovenduski, Niemeyer) which is available to view online via 
the ‘opengrants’ website
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Any Questions?
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Please be back at 16:25
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Exercise: Constructing a 
winning proposal
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• Read the proposal very carefully:
o Identify what it needs to include.
o Look at the scoring criteria and weighting.

• Write the proposal so that it:
o Provides all information requested.
o Is the right length.
o Has the right amount of detail for the weight 

of scoring (more for high-scoring items).
o Is structured to make it as easy as possible 

to score.
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In groups: Prepare a bullet point 
outline of a proposal to meet the 
requirements of your call. It should:
• List the main sections and show how long 

they will be (in pages)

• Have a few bullet points in each section 
outlining what will be in it.
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6. Further resources and 
feedback
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• AuthorAID was launched to support researchers in developing 
countries, and has a community of over 25,000 researchers in 
174+ countries
• Free online training in research and proposal writing
• Free online mentoring and collaboration
• Free resources and training materials
• Addressing gender inequities in higher education

www.authoraid.info
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Upcoming online courses

• Research Writing - 5th April 2022 to 16th May 2022 (6 weeks)

• Research Writing in the Social Sciences – 7th June 2022 to July 
2022

• Research and Proposal Writing - 6th September 2022 to 1st

November 2022 (8 weeks) 

These courses are entirely free for participants
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Furt her informat ion
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What have you 
found most useful?

What can we 
improve?

Your Feedback

Please go to menti.com and 
use code 2060 4290
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Keep in touch!

@INASPinfo jyoung@inasp.info/INASP.info ANobes@inasp.info
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