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General Points to Consider
• Start early, make a timeline, stick to it

–Allow time for serious and rigorous pre-submission 
review by your mentors and colleagues 

–Allow time for revisions after internal review
• Be absolutely clear and direct
• Tell a compelling story: let your passion come 

through in your proposal



You are telling a story
• Why is your study important?
• Why is this a key missing link in our knowledge?

–Systematically review the literature! 
• What is new or innovative about your methods, 
populations, strategies?

• What is your approach in addressing your specific 
aims and testing your hypotheses?

• What is your concept’s application, impact, and 
generalizability? 



You need a great idea on an important topic
• Articulate a worthwhile ultimate objective: the major 

overarching purpose of the study
• Specific Aims are clearly related to one another & fit within 

the overall objective; an example:
–Aim 1: What will you do first (explore barriers/facilitators)?
–Aim 2: What’s the core of your work?
–Aim 3: How will you pull together your findings to take the 

research to the next level (e.g., plan an intervention)?
• You should SELL your idea in the ABSTRACT and the 

SPECIFIC AIMS. 



IMPACT and FOCUS
• Impact = significance + feasibility

–Choose a problem to:
• Address an important, focused issue 
• Bring something new (e.g. method) to the field
• Can feasibly be answered

–Stay close to your expertise 
–Ask yourself how reviewers will assess study’s impact

• Talk to colleagues and NIH program officials



Scoring Criteria

• Significance
• Innovation
• Approach
• Investigative team
• Environment



HOW TO APPROACH YOUR GRANT
1. The research strategy!

1. SIGNIFICANCE
–Read, to gain expertise/ideas in the field (syst. rev.)
–You need a very good idea for your I.S. research

2. INNOVATION: What’s new here? How will 
science change?

3. APPROACH: Be realistic, yet comprehensive
–Plan is easy to follow and activities are clear



HOW TO APPROACH YOUR GRANT
2. Investigators and Environment

INVESTIGATORS
–Ensure a qualified team of researchers
–Make sure there is expertise in each area of research and 

innovation
–Ensure biosketches adhere to requirements and structure 

them to cover the needed expertise and capacities
ENVIRONMENT

–Do the work where it can be done best and efficiently
–Make sure you have the resources and experience needed to 

conduct the research



HOW TO APPROACH YOUR GRANT
3. Budget Justification and Timeline
• Submit a realistic budget – there are no page limits

–Well justified
–For personnel, you can expand on their expertise here to 

remind reviewers about their competencies
–Clarity about each year of funding and why these expenses 

are needed (make sure you know the allowable expenses)
–Consider putting in an organizational chart in the budget

• Timeline should be realistic and reflect the research 
activities



APPROACH: Be Realistic
• Ask questions answerable with the methods that you propose
• Provide tantalizing preliminary data as evidence that the 

questions are worth asking and answerable BY YOUR TEAM
• Propose state-of-the-art technical approaches within your 

team’s expertise – innovation points!
• Always be crystal clear as to your “deliverables”
• Proposed work volume compatible with available time & money
• Always be realistic, i.e., not too ambitious or optimistic

–Tell the reviewers what might go wrong and what you will do



CLARITY: The Key to Success
–You will have some reviewers who are NOT experts in the 
field

• Assume some ignorance on the part of the reviewer
• Provide an accessible conceptual background

–A visual depiction using diagrams & cartoons – it breaks up 
the page

• Use outline, italics and format for emphasis
–Define abbreviations and acronyms 
–“Strategic redundancy” to clarify and repeat key points

• Make the grant appear visually appealing



Key points
1.Clarity of figures and tables that 

enhance your grant: 
Imagine that you are on the review committee 
at the NIH seeing the support materials for the 
first time. 

-- Just copying tables from journals doesn’t 
work
-- Create high quality graphics that guide



Use of Tables and Figures to Present Data
Comparison of Selected Sites for a Trial



Defining Your Outcomes 





Is it Important?
Identifying Implementation Gaps



Depicting Complex and 
Interactive Concepts

Stigma



Key Points
2. Avoid jargon & acronyms: 
• Unless your audience ONLY has 
persons in the same discipline, you 
must remind people about diseases, 
symptoms, statistics, & lab methods

• If you must, create a legend or list of 
commonly used terms



Glossary or Commonly Used Terms



Key Points

3. Make your grant appealing to 
the eye

• It takes discipline and experience not to 
cram in everything; be selective!

• Better to cut than to cram, e.g., Arial 11 
font, 6 point spacing between paragraphs

• Break up page with figures/tables





Make Presentation Easy to Read
• Think of the reviewer (each reviewer reads 6-12 applications) 
à what type of document would YOU like to read?

• Avoid verbosity; use “friendly formatting”
• Adopt a unique style of presentation that engages the reader
• Give the reviewer the key elements that he/she can 

incorporate into a favorable review (e.g., innovation)
• Good outline and cross-referencing

–Do not force the reviewer to hunt through the grant application for 
information (“See Section 4.3.4.1 for more detail”)



What is a clear hypothesis (examples)?  
• We hypothesize that people with HIV will improve 

their CD4 counts by providing good nutrition.

• We hypothesize that nutritional advice and oral 
ingestion of 7 daily multivitamins with WHO/OMS 
recommended doses will correlate with a CD4 cell 
count increase of 50 cells/μL in persons with HIV 
who have a baseline count of 100-349 cells/μL 
over a 12-month period, compared to similar 
persons given nutritional advice alone.



Reasons why grant applications are not 
funded – 1
• Poor organization of the application
• Work has been done before (significance)
• Sounds like an exercise in data collection 

–“Fishing expedition” without clear Ho testing or etiological 
discovery 

• Work too descriptive; needs to be novel or interventional 
(innovation)
–“OK, so you showed that there is more lung cancer in 

Chinese men (or obesity in Indian diabetics); now what?”



• Objective not very important to health and disease
–“This subject is of some interest…”

• Serious difficulties with the Approach
–Lack of sufficient detail &/or unconvincing preliminary data
–Work may not be feasible, e.g., sample size issues
–Overly ambitious for the money/time
–Too many methodological flaws – ensure details

• Inadequate institutional support

Reasons why grant applications are not 
funded – 1



Common Pitfalls for New Investigators

• Overly ambitious
–“too much, given the time and money”

• Underdeveloped plans 
–“too little detail provided”



Other Reasons for a Poor Score 
• Lack of new or original ideas

• Hypothesis ill-defined, superficial, unfocused, or unsupported by preliminary 
data

• Methods unsuitable, not feasible, not rigorous or not likely to yield results (e.g., 
low stat power) – or may not be innovative 

• Design not logical, inappropriate instrumentation, poor timing or conditions
• Limited access to appropriate population

• Data management and analysis vague, not rigorous

• Inadequate PI/team expertise, or knowledge of field, or time committed by key 
team members

• Poor resources or facilities; no documented support from parent institution



Funding Opportunities

• Unsolicited grants (R01, R03, R21, R34, P01)
• Training Grants (F30, F31, F32, K01, K12, K23)

–K43 for international scholars – 5 years of training
• NIH Funding Opportunity Announcements (see NIH 

Guide, http://grants.nih.gov/grants/guide/index.html)

–Program Announcement Request (PAR)
–Requests for Applications (RFA)

http://grants.nih.gov/grants/guide/index.html


Resubmission:
 Resilience and Flexibility! 

1. Persistence pays off in the grant process!!
2. It is critical that a resubmission carefully responds to the 

critiques by revisions or by more clearly defending the 
original rationale

i. Likely that most of the same reviewers will see the second 
submission

ii. Reviewers will see the original summary statement and look 
carefully to see how the application has addressed the problematic 
issues (similar to a manuscript process)



When to Revise & Resubmit
• How do you know when to revise your application 

and resubmit (vs. beginning over with a new 
idea)? 
–If reviewers thought your basic idea was interesting 

and important, the application may be worth revising 
–However, if they felt the objective/aims were weak, 

best to begin with a new idea
• If the problems can be fixed, revise the 

application and resubmit it (to same SRG)



Remember, NIH is not your only option
• Wellcome Trust
• Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation
• Other foundations
• In-country donor agencies (DFID, USAID, GTZ, NORAD, 

CIDA, SIDA, DANIDA, and other European Community 
nations)

• Check the Web and your grant office
• Overseas equivalents of the NIH: MRC, ANRS, 

CAS/China CDC/MoST, ICMR



What are the best local sources?

• Government
• Private Sector
• Non-profit Sector
• Donors
• International agencies
• Partnerships with nearby nations



• Aims: What and why
–Hypothesis-driven research

• Significance: Why should we be interested?
–Give preliminary data

• Approach:  Describe methods
–Why is this realistic and likely to work? 
–How will you do the work and cope with challenges?

QUICK REVIEW SLIDES
Write with self-confidence and clarity



1. Significance
• Does this study address an important problem? 
• If the aims of the application are achieved, how 

will scientific knowledge or clinical practice be 
advanced? 

Significance



Make clear the SIGNIFICANCE 
of the research

• Ground your work in the literature
• Be imaginative, but realistic
• Keep it easy to understand

– Present in “educated layman’s” terms whenever possible
– Be brief, limited space is allotted for your grant

• “Why do we care deeply about this research question?”



Approach

2. Approach
• Are the…design, methods, and analyses adequately 

developed, well integrated, well reasoned, and 
appropriate to the aims …? 

• Does the applicant acknowledge potential problem 
areas and consider alternative tactics? 



• Provide enough background so that the 
reviewer fully appreciates what you are 
proposing, including preliminary data

– Extraneous information is distracting
• Make strategic use of diagrams and cartoons to 

present a hypothesis, an behavior model, an 
intervention, etc. 

APPROACH: Research Strategy



Innovation

3. Innovation
• Is the project original and innovative? 

–Does the project challenge existing paradigms 
or practice?

–Does it address an innovative hypothesis or 
critical barrier to progress in the field?

–Is it using new and better methods?



Investigators

4. Investigators
• Are the investigators appropriately trained 

and well suited to carry out this work?
• Does the investigative team bring 

complementary and integrated expertise to 
the project? 



Environment

5. Environment
• Does the scientific environment in 
which the work will be done 
contribute to the probability of 
success?



Some thoughts on types of grants 

• R01/U01
• R61/R33
• R34
• R21
• R03


