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Today’s 
Takeaways

How to Write a 
Winning Grant 

Proposal 

How to Complete the 
Grant when Awarded



Part 1
Steps to Writing a Winning Grant Proposal 
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Develop a 
System

1. To obtain grant funding, commit to the game
• 5-10% of proposals are funded 

• Create a plan to submit the same proposal to 
multiple funding sources 

2. Develop a strategic plan for submissions
• Year 1: Document preliminary data

• Year 2-3: Apply for pilot funding 

• Year 4-5: Submit a large proposal



Game 
Plan –
Year 1 



Game 
Plan –
Years 2-3 



Game Plan –
Years 4-5 
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Ask 
Colleagues 
for Funded 
Grants

Ask for “funded” research proposals 
from colleagues that are more senior 
to you or if at your level and have 
secured the funding you want 

Ultimate goal, an example of a 
successful proposal formatted exactly 
for where it is going (i.e., NIH 
R01/R21, American Heart Association 
Scientist Development Grant, etc)



Review the 
Funded Grant 
& Find the 
Strategy

How did this grant align with the funders 
mission? 

How many aims did they have? Are aims 
mechanistic, behavioral, RCT, etc? 

Is there preliminary data? Do you have 
similar data you can use? 

How is the grant formatted? Are there 
sections that surprise you or that you 
aren’t prepared for and need more data? 



Learn about 
your Funder



Learn about 
your Funder

Do you need to submit a letter of intent? 

Is there a note that speaking to the program officer (PO) 
is strongly encouraged? 

Will you be able to submit the proposal, or do you have 
to go through your office of grants and contracts (OGC)? 

What other forms or documents are needed for 
submission? 
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Grant Proposals the 
“Aims Page”



Specific Aims: 
most crucial 
part of the 
application, do 
in sequence

Provide short 
summary of 

research question

Identify gaps in 
knowledge

State an overall 
hypothesis

List each Aim 
Identify 

experimental 
goals of each Aim

Convey why the 
overall study is 

important

Include a “grand 
scheme” graphic



Examine 
the Hidden 
Formula 



Opening Sentence 

• Need to immediately capture the reviewer’s attention by highlighting the relevance of 
your topic

• Consider the mission of the funder and include key words that highlight that mission



Current Knowledge

• In 3-4 sentences what is known on the subject

• Keep in mind you are setting up the reviewer for the “gap in knowledge” you are 
proposing to fill with your proposal 



Research Gap 

• Define the subject of your proposal 

• Keep in simple, direct, and relate it to the preceding sentences



Long-Term Goal 

• State to the reviewers where this project will go next 

• They want to see that the results from this project will continue into the next logical 
step



Part 1: 
Importance -
Identify Gap in 
Literature



Part 2: 
Preliminary 
Data



Terms preliminary data
and pilot data can’t be 
used interchangeably. 



Part 3: 
Rationale, Aims, 
& Hypotheses

Appropriate Aims for PILOT STUDY



Biosketch



Perfectly
Aligned



Study Design



How to Choose Study Design 

GOAL:

Valid and precise information 

Association between exposure and disease 

Using minimum resources

OBSERVATIONAL:

Research question involves a prevention, treatment, 
or causal factor

Moderate or large effect expected

Trial not ethical or feasible

Trial too expensive

COHORT:

Little known about exposure

Evaluate many effects of an exposure

Exposure is rare

Underlying population is fixed

RETROSPECTIVE:

Disease has long induction and latent period

Historical exposure

Want to save time and money

PROSPECTIVE:

Disease has short induction and latent period

Current exposure

Want high-quality dataCASE-CONTROL

Little known about disease

Evaluate many exposures

Disease is rare

Disease has long induction and latent period

Exposure and data are expensive

Underlying population is dynamic
EXPERIMENTAL:

Research question involves a prevention or treatment

Small effect expected

Ethical and feasible

Money is available





Study 
Design 
Cheat
Sheet
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Grant Proposals the 
“Project Narrative”



Address the 
W’s

• Who is your audience? Understand the focus of the granting agency

• What  

• is the question you are addressing?

• is the biological/physiological/pathophysiological importance of the 
question?

• tools will be used to address the question?

• deliverables will be obtained?

• Where will the research lead (i.e., future directions)?

• Why:

• is now the time to address your question?

• are you the person to perform the research?



Strategic Plan

SPECIFIC AIMS

SIGNIFICANCE INNOVATION APPROACH

Why this project? 
What is its value

w/supporting 
data?

What’s new

and different?

How the hypothesis 
will be tested with 
validated 
approaches?



Format, 
Format, and 
Format …

Does the funder recommend section 
headings, a specific format, page limits, font 
size, font style, etc? 

Research Strategy 
Significance 
Scientific Premise
Research Gap 
Innovation
Approach
Preliminary Studies
Study Design
Study Procedure
Assessments
Analytical Plan
Project Timeline 
Future Directions

• Summary of Proposed Work (100 words)
• Project Significance & Potential Impact
• Research Hypothesize and Study Aims
• Research Design: Data and Study Methods
• Key Personnel 
• Anticipated Products and Target Audience 
• Prior/Ongoing Research Directly Related to 

the Proposed Work 

Significance
Research Plan 
Personnel 
Resources



Tips and Tricks

Assume

Assume reviewers 
don’t know 
anything about the 
topic of your work

Use

Use text from the 
funding 
announcement that 
highlights how your 
work will address 
one of their 
needs/focus areas

Consider

Consider framing 
your work using a 
theory of change or 
mechanism of 
action



Common 
Problems

The project you plan to do is not 
clearly defined

The significance of the project 
doesn’t match the research you 
propose to do 

Lack of information regarding the 
setting, population, and outcomes



List Potential 
Problems 
with 
Solutions



Power 
Analysis



Pay
Attention
to Details



Let’s take a moment



Part 2
How to Complete a Funded Project
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Protocol 
Components 

Hypotheses and Specific Aims

Background and Significance 

Preliminary Studies/Progress Report

Research Methods

• Outcome Measures

• Description of Population to be Enrolled 

• Study Design and Research Methods

• Description, Risks, and Justification of Procedures & Data 
Collection Tools

• Potential Scientific Problems

• Data Analysis Plan

• Summarize Knowledge to be Gained

• References



Hypothesis and Specific Aims



Background & Significance



Preliminary Studies/Progress Report



Research Methods



Description of 
Population to 
be Enrolled



Recruitment and Consent



Study Design and Research Methods



Assessments



Risks of Procedures



Potential 
Scientific 
Problems



Data 
Analysis 
Plan



Summarize Knowledge to be Gained
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Data 
Collection



Building a 
Data 

Dictionary 



Biostatistician 
• Everyone needs one 

• Involve them early 

• Meet with them regularly 

• Learn their language 
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Data Analysis and Interpretations

List the main findings Plan how to best 
communicate the findings

Create a plan to 
disseminate the results



Publication Strategy

SUBMIT ABSTRACT DRAFT MANUSCRIPT CLOSER TO CONFERENCE 
DATE – SUBMIT MANUSCRIPT



List Potential Journals

http://jane.biosemantics.org/

http://jane.biosemantics.org/
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Advice from Colleagues



Aims Page:  
Critical 
Component

Spend 80% of time writing the grant on 
the aims page

Share the aims page with people in and 
outside the field

Most often this is the only page 
reviewers (2nd-3rd) will review and your 
score will be a result of this page only 



General Etiquette and Timeline

Etiquette 

• Draft letters of support 

o This will give you an opportunity 
to document the key items you 
need from each person

• Email colleagues early and provide 
due date and draft 

oGive them due date 7-10 
business day before your 
deadline 

Takes Time

• give yourself 4-6 months of 
dedicated time to process ideas, 
get feedback, and rewrite

• Writing proposal is not something 
you do in your “free time”

• Schedule 2-3 hour blocks of time to 
write – consider your best 
“creative” time



Reviewers Perspective 

Reviewers are asked to review many grants, and in a short amount of time

Most reviewers will skim read

• Make points clear and simple

• Use tables and bullets to summarize key elements

Read the reviewer criteria to ensure you are addressing each of the criteria very clearly

• In other words, hand them what they need and don’t make them have to work to find it

• Bold and underline this specific language so the reviewers see it immediately 

Don’t assume 

• Reviewers may know nothing about you and your field

• The only information they know is written in your proposal 



Summary

BE PATIENT STAY FOCUSED COLLABORATE



Thank you! 


