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ABSTRACT: 

A research proposal describes planned 

research activities. It is the plan submitted to an 

institutional Review Board for review and may be 

submitted to a sponsor for research support. The 

research plan includes a description of the research 

design or methodology, how prospective subjects are 

chosen, a description of what will happen during the 

study and what data analysis will be used on the data 

collected. Whether proposal receives funding will rely in 

large part on whether the purpose and goals closely 

match the priorities of granting agencies. Locating 

possible grantors is a time consuming task, but in the 

long run it will yield the greatest benefits... This paper 

aims in explaining how the proposal should be drafted 

keeping the key elements in mind. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Grant writing varies widely across the 

disciplines, and research intended for epistemological 

purposes (philosophy or the arts) rests on very different 

assumptions than research intended for practical 

applications (medicine or social policy research). 

Nonetheless, this article attempts to provide a general 

introduction to grant writing across the disciplines.  

 

Although some scholars in the humanities and 

arts may not have thought about their projects in terms of 

research design, hypotheses, research questions, or 

results, reviewers and funding agencies expect us to 

frame our project in these terms. Learning the language 

of grant writing can be a lucrative endeavor, so give it a 

try. We may also find that thinking about our project in 

these terms reveals new aspects of it to us.  

 

Writing successful grant applications is a long 

process that begins with an idea. Although many people 

think of grant writing as a linear process (from idea to 

proposal to award), it is a circular process. We need to 

plan accordingly.  

 

PROJECT TITLE 

The title page usually includes a brief yet 

explicit title for the research project, the names of the 

principle investigator(s), the institutional affiliation of the 

applicants (the department and university), name and 

address of the granting agency, project dates, amount of 

funding requested, and signatures of university personnel 

authorizing the propos al (when necessary). Most funding 

agencies have specific requirements for the title page; 

make sure to follow them.  

 

ABSTRACT 

The abstract provides readers with their first 

impression of our project. To remind themselves of our 

proposal, readers may glance at our abstract when making 

their final recommendations, so it may also serve as their 

last impression of our project. The abstract should explain 

the key elements of our research project in the future 

tense. Most abstracts state: (1) the general purpose, (2) 

specific goals, (3) research design, (4) methods, and (5) 

significance (contribution and rationale). Be as explicit as 

possible in our abstract. Use statements such as, " The 

objective of this study is to ..." 

 

INTRODUCTION 

The introduction should cover the key elements 

of our proposal, including a statement of the problem, the 

purpose of research, research goals or objectives, and 

significance of the research. The statement of problem 

should provide a background and rationale for the project 

and establish the need and relevance of t he research. 

How is our project different from previous research on 

the same topic? Will we be using new methodologies or 

covering new theoretical territory? The research goals or 

objectives should identify the anticipated outcomes of the 

research and should match up to the needs identified in 

the statement of problem. List only the principle goal(s) 

or objective(s) of our research and save sub-objectives for 

the project narrative. 

 

BACKGROUND/RATIONALE/LITERATURE 

REVIEW 

Basis for doing the research study, Explain why 

the research should be done, is a good research question. 

There is no need for an extensive literature review for a 

simple study. The literature review can be the 

bibliography compiled to support the research question. 

Many proposals require a literature review. Reviewers 

want to know whether we have done the necessary 

preliminary research to undertake our project. Literature 

reviews should be selective and critical, not exhaustive. 

Reviewers want to see our evaluation of pertinent works.  

 

PROJECT NARRATIVE 

The project narrative provides the meat of our 

proposal and may require several subsections. The project 

narrative should supply all the details of the project, 
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including a detailed statement of problem, research 

objectives or goals, hypotheses, methods, procedures, 

outcomes or deliverables, and evaluation and 

dissemination of the research.  

 

For the project narrative, pre-empt and/ or 

answer all of the reviewers' questions. Don't leave them 

wondering about anything. For example, if we propose to 

conduct unstructured interviews with open-ended 

questions, be sure we should explain why this 

methodology is best suited to the specific research 

questions in our proposal. Or, if we're using item 

response theory rather than classical test theory to verify 

the validity of our survey instrument, explain the 

advantages of this innovative methodology. Or, if we 

need to travel to India, abroad to access historical 

archives, clearly and explicitly state the connections 

between our research objectives, research questions, 

hypotheses, methodologies, and outcomes. As the 

requirements for a strong project narrative vary widely by 

discipline,  

 

PERSONNEL 

Explain staffing requirements in detail and make 

sure that staffing makes sense. Be very explicit about the 

skill sets of the personnel already in place (we will 

probably include their Curriculum Vitae as part of the 

proposal). Explain the necessary skill sets and functions 

of personnel we will recruit. To minimize expenses, 

phase out personnel who are not relevant to later phases 

of a project. 

 

BUDGET 

The budget spells out project costs and usually 

consists of a spreadsheet or table with the budget detailed 

as line items and a budget narrative (also known as a 

budget justification) that explains the various expenses. 

Even when proposal guidelines do not specifically 

mention a narrative, be sure to include a one or two page 

explanation of the budget. Consider including an 

exhaustive budget for our project, even if it exceeds the 

normal grant size of a particular funding organization. 

Simply make it clear that we are seeking additional 

funding from other sources. This technique will make it 

easier for us to combine awards down the road should we 

have the good fortune of receiving multiple grants.  

 

Make sure that all budget items meet the funding 

agency's requirements. If a line item falls outside an 

agency's requirements (e.g. some organizations will not 

cover equipment purchases or other capital expenses), 

explain in the budget justification that other grant sources 

will pay for the item.  

 

Many universities require that indirect costs 

(overhead) be added to grants that they administer. Check 

with the appropriate offices to find out what the standard 

(or required) rates are for overhead. Pass a draft budget 

by the university officer in charge of grant administration 

for assistance with indirect costs and costs not directly 

associated with research (e.g. facilities use charges). 

 

TIME FRAME 

Explain the timeframe for the research project in 

some detail. When will we begin and complete each step? 

It may be helpful to reviewers if we present a visual 

version of our timeline. For less complicated research, a 

table summarizing the timeline for the project will help 

reviewers understand and evaluate the planning and 

feasibility. For multi-year research proposals with 

numerous procedures and a large staff, a time line 

diagram can help clarify the feasibility and planning of 

the study.  

 

RESEARCH METHODS 

 Study design: Explain the study design and choice 

of methodology. 

 Statistical bias: Measures take to avoid bias (if 

relevant). If random sample, how will sample be 

chosen?  

 Study procedures: What will happen to the 

people participating in the study? 

 Study duration: How long will the study last; 

expected duration of subject participation? 

 Standard tools: Will any standard tools be 

utilized (e.g. Beck Depression Inventory)? 

 Study Participants 

Who will participate in the research? 

How will research participants be recruited? 

Sampling: (If applicable) explain how sampling  

will occur? 

Selection and withdrawal of subjects 

 Statistical Analysis (only if applicable) 

Statistical methods including interim analysis if 

appropriate Number of subjects to be enrolled 

Rationale for choice of sample size (power 

calculation and justification) Level of significance 

to be used Criteria for terminating the study 

Procedures for reporting deviations from the 

original plan Selection of subjects for inclusion in 

the analysis 

 

ANTICIPATED RESULTS AND POTENTIAL 

PITFALLS 

Obviously we do not have results at the proposal 

stage. However, we need to have some idea about what 

kind of data we will be collecting, and what statistical 

procedures will be used in order to answer your research 

question or test our hypothesis.  

 

TIPS TO GET FUNDING 

1. Make a cost/benefit decision. Decide whether 

you want to go after external funding. There are 

two units of academic currency: articles and 

grants. The opportunity cost of writing a 

competitive grant proposal is high, and we may be 

better suited to writing articles. 
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2. Make ourselves valuable. Develop a set of 

demonstrable core competencies through our 

publications. Our Curriculam Vitae is our portfolio 

of skill sets, and we will be judged on our ability 

to deliver. Don’t submit a proposal before we have 

a few publications under our belt in the relevant 

area. 
 

3. Get to know the funding sources. Different 

funding sources have different missions and 

different criteria. Our sponsored research office 

(SRO) should be able to help us get this 

information, and we should also peruse the 

foundation websites. NSF, for example, funds 

basic research, so intellectual merit and broader 

impact, are the key criteria. Foundations have 

specific goals in terms of advancing a particular 

agenda. Government agencies have specific 

missions. Don’t forget about doing consulting 

work, particularly if we can turn the information 

gleaned from the work into an insightful 

publication. Identify the funding source which has 

the greatest overlap with your research interest and 

invest heavily in getting to know more about their 

interests. 
 

4. Get to know the key people. If we are going after 

grants, get in touch with the cognizant program 

officer. It is their job to know about their 

foundation, and they will often know about 

upcoming opportunities at both their foundation 

and others. But don’t waste their time. A courteous 

email which provides a concise outline of our 

research idea, and connects it to their mission is a 

much better introduction than a phone call out of 

the blue. 
 

5. Get to know the community by presenting at 

their conferences. This helps in several ways. 

First, a good presentation helps establish us as 

competent and explains our research agenda 

beyond our proposal. Second, the networking with 

others who have been successful at getting grants 

helps us get a better sense of the funding source’s 

portfolio, and the style of research they support. 

Third, members of the community will typically be 

asked to review any grant proposal we submit. 
 

6. Submit our first few grants with senior 

colleagues who have been successful in getting 

grants. Grant writing is a skill that is not typically 

taught in graduate schools, and on the job training 

is the best way to learn how to acquire that skill. 
 

7. Write well and have a focus. In your opening 

paragraph, state your focus. Every sentence that 

we write in the grant should develop our key idea. 

Write clear prose that assumes the reader is an 

expert, but not necessarily deeply embedded in our 

project. We should have a clear and logical 

beginning, a middle, and an end to our proposal. 

Write multiple drafts and eliminate verbosity, 

jargon and extraneous sentences. Cite other 

research that relates to our idea, but make it clear 

how our work fills an important gap in that 

research. 

 

8. Ask for feedback. It’s very important to get others 

to read our proposal and make critical suggestions 

so that we submit the strongest possible proposal 

to the funder. There are reputation consequences to 

submitting poor proposals. 

 

9. Resubmit. If we get good, constructive, reviews, 

consider resubmitting the proposal. Consult with 

the program officer before doing so, and spend a 

lot of time making sure we address each point 

carefully. 

 

10. Deliver. Most foundations are interested in 

developing an academic community that studies a 

set of problems related to their mission. Once we 

get that first grant, make sure we deliver on what 

we promised. Let the program officer know about 

our publications, presentations, and other visible 

consequences of their investment in us. The more 

valuable that our research is, and the more active 

we are in the professional community, the more 

likely it is that the funding agency will continue to 

support us throughout our career. 

 

DISCUSSION 

It is important to convince the reader of the 

potential impact of our proposed research. We need to 

communicate a sense of enthusiasm and confidence 

without exaggerating the merits of your proposal. That is 

why we also need to mention the limitations and weak 

nesses of the proposed research, which may be justified 

by time and financial constraints as well as by the early 

developmental stage of your research area.  
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