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Why are we here?

Securing funding, such as grants and publishing papers, are 
probably a researcher’s two biggest ongoing challenges.

8/17/2024 2



8/17/2024 3



What is a grant?

• Why should we apply for a grant?
• Grant is a giving of funds for a specific purpose

• Research and development

• Building capacity

• Operating costs

• Business growth

• Confidence

• It is not a gift or charity.
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Point 1: 

You (yes, YOU) can get a grant
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Two common questions that are commonly asked 
by grant seekers

1. “Where is the money available?”

   2. “How do I seek funding?”
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“Select projects that will enable us to achieve our goals”

✓ Your project must be a good fit for the funder’s 
priorities.

✓ You must understand these priorities BEFORE you 
start writing a proposal.

✓ A proposal is more like a (written) job interview than 
a journal article
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Grant assessment criteria often include the 
research project’s:

• Practical applications

• Social distribution

• Ability to incorporate theories and methodologies from varied 
disciplines
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START PLANNING EARLY

FROM “PLAN” TO “APPLY” 
COULD TAKE 8+ MONTHS

The grant life cycle
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BASIC ELEMENTS OF GRANT WRITING 

• Define your project.  ...

• Identify the right funding sources. ...

• Contact the funders. ...

• Acquire proposal guidelines. ...

• Know the submission deadline. ...

• Determine personnel needs. ...

• Update your timeline. ...

• Writing your proposal
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Grant Proposal

• Grant proposals differ widely across the scientific disciplines, 
but there are general tips that work universally.
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How to write for success (1)

• Obtain all of the current instructions

• Format Specifications
• Page limits and size
• Multicolumn page format (NIH strongly recommends against it)
• Type face and font
• Font size
• Type dencity and line spacing
• Page header and footers
• Color
• Margins
• Hyperlink and URLs (are not allowed)
• Filenames and File size (max 50 characters)

• Hierarchial Formatting 

• SECTION HEADING
• Subsection heading

• Sub-subheading
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How to write for success (2)

• Apply strategies employed by writers of newspapers 

• Newspaper writers are taught to write in such a way that the reader 
will want to read what has been written. In contrast, reviewers have 
to read what is written in grant application. The ideal application 
should be written so cleverly and compelling that it will convert its 
reviewers from “have to” to a “want to” mode.

1. Choose intersting and short headlines

2. Introductory paragraph

3. Paragraphing

4. Style of writing (simple, direct style that emphasizes brevity and is 
easily read and comprehensive)
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How to write for success (3)

• The proposal should look like one person wrote it, even if done by a 
committee (have an editor)

• Show that funding the proposal will benefit many, e.g., social benefit.

• Talk to others who have written grants – their experience, lessons 
learned

• Try to locate people who have been funded by organizations you plan to 
submit a proposal
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How to write for success (4)

•Remember your audience: The Reviewer
• Typically doesn’t know anything about your situation, your 

community, or even your state

• Explain basic facts

• MUST MAKE IT EASY FOR THE REVIEWER

• Don’t deviate from the guidance
o they set the order of sections and the titles
o they set the rules
o they have the money

• Be detailed (even to the point of being elementary)

• Be concise (less words the better)
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• Put yourself in the funding source’s shoes 

• Ask yourself the same questions that a skeptical reader would 
ask:
oWhy should anyone bother to read this?

oWhy should they care?

oWhat difference is this going to make?

How to write for success (5)

8/17/2024 16



How to write for success (6)

• Writing Style

• Keep paragraphs short -- use headings and subheadings
• Rational, documented facts -- show emotion and feeling but don’t let it 

dominate

• Use tables, charts, graphs – be visual

• Use bullets -- easy to read and follow -- show logic
• Avoid abbreviations, acronyms, and jargon if you can but if 

used then EXPLAIN

• Don’t Plagiarize!

•Be sure to:
• Regularly review and update the text to ensure accuracy, relevance, and 

transparency.
• Review, update, and cite any data, charts/graphs, or statistics you used in 

previous proposals to ensure they accurately reflect current information.
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The Criteria that reviewers MUST use

1. Core-Review Criteria
a. Significance

b. Investigator(s)

c. Innovation

d. Approach

e. Environment

2. Overall Impact Score

3. Additional, Unscored Criteria and Considerations (protection for 
human subjects, inclusion of women, minorities, children; 
verrtabrate animals and biohazards)
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How to find a powerful Idea for 
your Application
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1. Identify a relatively under-explored niche within the area of your 
broad research interest.

2. Develop a long-term research goal in the niche area and conceive a 
continuum of research that will be needed to reach that goal.

3. Conduct a comprehensive, critical review of the related literature.

4. List key words that characterize the subject you have chosen and the 
names of investigators who have been active in the area during the 
last ten years.

5. Develop a preliminary idea for your proposal.

6. Search databases of already funded grants and use what you learn to 
refine and improve your idea.

7. Seek constructive criticism of the idea from knowledgeable colleagues, 
further refine your idea, if necessary.
• You can accept or reject the ideas of the experts.

• You should be confident that the final idea is doable and completely sound and make 
a difference in your field when acted upon.

8. Identify alternative/additional granting agencies to target with your 
application.
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NIH Grant Components Checklist

❑Appendices

❑Biosketches

❑Budget

❑Budget justification

❑Cover Letter

❑Equipment (if applicable)

❑Enrollment Form

❑Facilities and Other Resources

❑Human Subjects

❑Inclusion of Children

❑Inclusion of Women, Minorities

❑Letters of Support

❑List of Appendices

❑Project Narrative

❑Project Summary

❑Research plan (Specific Aims + 
Research Strategy)

❑Resource Sharing Plan

❑Special Agents, Vertebrate

❑Title
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Research Plan

• SPECIFIC AIMS (1 PAGE)

• RESEARCH STRATEGY (6 or 12 pages)

• Significance (4-5 pages)
• Scientific Premise

• Significance of the Expected Research Contributions

• Innovation (1/2 page)

• Approach
• Each specific aim (same format)

• Introductory Paragraph

• Technical Preliminary Studies

• Research Design

• Expected outcomes

• Potential problems & Alternative approaches

• Timeline

• Future directions (optional)

8/17/2024 22



SPECIFIC AIMS Section

• “State concisely the goals of the proposed research and summarize the 
expected outcome(s), including the impact that the results of the 
proposed research will point on the research field(s) included. List 
succinctly the specific objectives of the research proposed. 

• e.g. to test a stated hypothesis, create a novel design, solve a specific 
problem, challenge an exciting paradigm or clinical practice, address a 
clinical barrier to progress in the field, or develop new technology. “ 

• you are limited to one page.  
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SPECIFIC AIMS Section

Current Knowledge

Gap in Knowledge/Lack of something

Statement of need and consequence of not meeting the need

Long-term Goal

Overall Objective

Central Hypothesis and How Formulated

Rationale

• Specific aim  / working hypothesis 1
• Specific aim / working hypothesis 2
• Specific aim / working hypothesis 3

Expected outcomes

Positive Impact
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NIH: Only ONE page
NIMAD: TWO pages

Borrowed From GWSW, the grant application writer’s workbook, April 20168/17/2024 24



Links and flow of Specific Aims Section

Gap in Knowledge/Lack of something

Statement of need

Overall Objective

Central Hypothesis

Specific aims

Expected outcomes
Borrowed From GWSW, the grant application writer’s workbook, April 2016
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SPECIFIC AIMS Section

By the end of the first paragraph, the reviewers must completely 
convinced there is a gap/lack that is hampering progress in an NIH-
relevant, or NIMAD field. 

By the end of the second paragraph, the reviewers should understand 1) 
what continuum of research is that you will be following long term 2) 
What is the next step along that continuum 3) what is your best bet 
regarding how to take that next step and 4) why you want to do so

By the end of the third paragraph (aims), the reviewers  should understand 
how you objectively test your central hypothesis by pursuing specific 
aims/working hypothesis

By the end of the fourth paragraph, payoff paragraph, the reviewers 
should understand the expected outcomes and the veridical advancement 
that your proposal would bring to your field and positive impact that such 
progress would have. 

Borrowed From GWSW, the grant application writer’s workbook, April 2016
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SMART Goals

➢Specific: Clear and focused to avoid misinterpretation. Should 
include assumptions and definitions and be easily interpreted.

➢Measurable: Can be quantified and compared to other data. It 
should allow for meaningful analysis of progress.

➢Attainable: Achievable, reasonable, and possible under 
conditions expected (i.e. budget and timeframe).

➢Relevant: Fits with the project’s overall theme.

➢Timely: The work is doable within the performance period of the 
award
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SPECIFIC AIMS Example 

Title:

Peer-driven HIV self-testing for Iranian female sex workers, their 
clients, and partners

8/17/2024 28



SPECIFIC AIMS Example 
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SPECIFIC AIMS Example  – continued
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SPECIFIC AIMS Example – continued
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Research Plan

• SPECIFIC AIMS (1 PAGE)

• RESEARCH STRATEGY (6 OR 12 PAGES)
• Significance (4-5 pages)

• Scientific Premise

• Significance of the Expected Research Contributions

• Innovation (1/2 page)
• Approach

• Each specific aim (same format)
• Introductory Paragraph

• Technical Preliminary Studies

• Research Design

• Expected outcomes

• Potential problems & Alternative approaches

• Timeline
• Future directions (optional)
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Approach

• Are the overall strategy, methodology, and analyses well-reasoned and 
appropriate to accomplish the specific aims of the project? 

• Have the investigators presented strategies to ensure a robust and unbiased 
approach, as appropriate for the work proposed?

• Are potential problems, alternative strategies, and benchmarks for success 
presented?

• If the project is in the early stages of development, will the strategy establish 
feasibility and will particularly risky aspects be managed?

• Have the investigators presented adequate plans to address relevant 
biological variables, such as sex, for studies in vertebrate animals or human 
subjects?

• If the project involves clinical research, are the plans for
• 1) protection of human subjects from research risks
• 2) inclusion of minorities and members of both sexes/genders, as well as the 

inclusion of children, justified in terms of the scientific goals and research strategy 
proposed?
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Approach

• Approach
✓Each aim

➢ Introduction

➢Research Design

➢Expected outcome

➢Potential problems & Alternative Strategies

✓Timeline and Benchmarks for Success

✓Future direction
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Approach example 
Table 1 - Overview of proposed research methods by aim

Aim 1 Aim 2
Primary aim Develop a feasible and acceptable primary and 

secondary HIV self-testing distribution program to 

female sex workers, their clients, and other partners

Test the uptake of HIV self-testing and linkage to care among female sex workers, 
their clients, and other partners recruited via social media with and without low 

monetary incentives 
Data collection 

method

- Desk review, expert panel discussion
- Qualitative focus group discussion
- Key informant feedback 
- In-depth interview

- Online baseline survey
- Review of HIV self-testing kits pin numbers 
- Review of consultation records at HIV counseling and care/treatment sites
- Online follow-up surveys for self-test acceptance, rejection and refusal

- Exporting and review of private Telegram group conversations
Sampling methods Maximum variation through purposive inclusion of 

stakeholders and policy-makers; combined street, 

facility, service and peer-referral recruitment of FSW

- RDS-based peer referrals for FSW participants
- FSW participants will invite their peers, partners and clients to self-testing and 
completed the online follow-up forms

Study sample To saturation - FSW from Tehran and Isfahan, age 18 years and older, who had sex for money in 
the previous month, have an active Telegram account, and HIV-negative or 
unknown HIV status.

- Peers, partners and clients of FSW participants
Design Qualitative - Single-blind parallel randomized controlled trial

- Qualitative and quantitative
Intervention None Group 1: Peer-leaders to post HIV-related content and invite to self-testing 

Group 2: Peer-leaders to post HIV-related content and invite to self-testing + 
monetary incentives for successful testing and returning results, or inviting 

clients, partners or peers for HIV testing.
Sample size 12-20 (FSW), 10 (FSW) and 60 (peer, partners, and 

clients) in Tehran and 12-20 (FSW), 10 (FSW) and 60 

(peer, partners, and clients) in Isfahan 

Group 1: 210 FSW (140 in Tehran and 70 in Isfahan)

Group 2: 210 FSW (140 in Tehran and 70 in Isfahan)

Outcomes / outputs - Refined adopted guidebook for oral fluid-based and 
blood-based HIV self-testing + educational videos
- Refined protocol to successfully approach and invite 

FSW to self-testing in the next phase of study 

Primary: HIV self-testing uptake, returning of results, test positivity rate, linkage 
to care
Secondary: a) Same outcomes among FSWs’ partners, clients and peers, b) stigma 
on HIV prevention and testing c) reasons for rejection and refusal, d) positive and 
negative events after self-test offer to peers, partners or clients, e) suggestions to 

improve self-testing program 
Independent 

measures
---- Main predictor: group assignment

Other predictors (bassline data): Demographics, socio-economic status, sex and 

drug related risk behaviors, recruitment type
Analysis - Theme analysis on motivators and concerns for 

doing an oral fluid-based and blood-based HIV self-
test and best ways to approach and invite other FSW 
to self-testing 

- Intent to treat analysis to assess the effect on primary and secondary outcomes
- Theme analysis on HIV prevention and testing stigma

- Poisson regression to assess correlates of self-testing  
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Approach example– continued
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Approach example- continued
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Approach example– continued
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Approach example – continued
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Approach example – continued
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Approach example – continued
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Approach example – continued
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Approach example – continued
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Approach example 1 – continued
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Research Plan

• SPECIFIC AIMS (1 PAGE)

• RESEARCH STRATEGY (6 OR 12 PAGES)
• Significance (4-5 pages)

• Scientific Premise

• Significance of the Expected Research Contributions

• Innovation (1/2 page)
• Approach

• Each specific aim (same format)
• Introductory Paragraph

• Technical Preliminary Studies

• Research Design

• Expected outcomes

• Potential problems & Alternative approaches

• Timeline
• Future directions (optional)
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Significance and Innovation

• Significance: the impact something will have on some other things.

• Innovation: a new and substantively different way of 
considering/addressing something, which opens new horizons.
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Significance

• Does the project address an important problem or a critical barrier 
to progress in the field?

• Is there a strong scientific premise for the project?

• If the aims of the project are achieved, how will scientific knowledge, 
technical capability, and/or clinical practice be improved?

• How will successful completion of the aims change the concepts, 
methods, technologies, treatments, services, or preventative 
interventions that drive this field?
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Significance section components

• Scientific Premise
• Overall scientific premise

• Scientific premise for Aim 1

• Scientific premise for Aim 2

• Scientific premise for Aim 3

• Significance of the Expected Research Contribution

4-5 Pages

Borrowed From GWSW, the grant application writer ’s workbook, April 2016
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Significance section formulation

• Overall and for each aim:
• Discuss the strengths and weaknesses of the relevant literature

• Use preliminary data to support the scientific premise 

• Significance of the Expected Research Contribution
• Clearly state the research contribution that you expect to make / positive 

impact on advancing knowledge or improving practice

4-5 Pages

Borrowed From GWSW, the grant application writer’s workbook, April 2016
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Significance example
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Significance example – continued

8/17/2024 51



Research Plan

• SPECIFIC AIMS (1 PAGE)

• RESEARCH STRATEGY (6 OR 12 PAGES)
• Significance (4-5 pages)

• Scientific Premise

• Significance of the Expected Research Contributions

• Innovation (1/2 page)
• Approach

• Each specific aim (same format)
• Introductory Paragraph

• Technical Preliminary Studies

• Research Design

• Expected outcomes

• Potential problems & Alternative approaches

• Timeline
• Future directions (optional)
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Innovation

• Does the application challenge and seek to shift current research or 
clinical practice paradigms by utilizing novel theoretical concepts, 
approaches or methodologies, instrumentation, or interventions? 

• Are the concepts, approaches or methodologies, instrumentation, or 
interventions novel to one field of research or novel in a broad 
sense?

• Is a refinement, improvement, or new application of theoretical 
concepts, approaches or methodologies, instrumentation, or 
interventions proposed?

1/2 Pages
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Innovation formulation

• Use literature to diplomatically frame the status quo

• Why what you propose represents – in your opinion - a substantive 
departure from the status quo.

• Describe how what you are promising will break down barriers that 
have prevented others from reaching the new horizons that you 
envision.

1/2 Pages

Borrowed From GWSW, the grant application writer’s workbook, April 2016
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Innovation example
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Create an informative title

• The importance of title (should be eye catching). 

• Appreciate that you have up to 200 characters (including punctuation) 
and space for your title (NIMAD proposals 100 characters)

• Appreciate that your title should emphasize the payoff from proposed 
research

• Steps to select a suitable title:
✓Title should include the payoff of the research not the process you will yield that 

product. 
✓Use the overall objective from the specific aims section and the “contribution” 

sentence from the first part of the significance subsection of the research strategy 
section to inform writing of your title.

✓Make a list of words and standard abbreviations that are candidates for use in 
your title.

✓Create a large number of titles, using combinations and permutations of the 
words and abbreviations you have selected. Select what you think are the top 10 
from the list.

✓Ask colleagues and layperson to select the most informative, interesting title.
✓Refine the final candidate(s) until it is possible to settle on one of them as your 

title. 
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Review Criteria and Impact 
Assessment
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NIH Grants – Evaluation Criteria
• Review of applications based on NIH standard review 
criteria 
• Significance

• Innovation

• Approach

• Investigators

• Environment
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NIH Grants Evaluation Criteria

• Significance: Does the study address an important problem?  
How will scientific knowledge and practice be advanced? Is the 
collective reviewers’ perception of whether the project is 
worth doing and important?

• Innovation: Are there novel concepts or approaches?  Are the 
aims original and innovative?

• Approach: Are design and methods well-developed and 
appropriate?  Are problem areas addressed?

• Investigator: Is the investigator appropriately trained?

• Environment: Does the scientific environment contribute to the 
probability of success?  Are there unique features of the 
scientific environment?
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Overall Impact score

• Reviewers will provide an overall impact score to reflect their 
assessment of the likelihood for the project to exert a sustained, 
powerful influence on the research field(s) involved, in consideration 
of the review criteria, and additional review criteria (as applicable for 
the project proposed).

• might be considered as to what the sponsor will get for its investment at 
the end of the project (hopefully, the field will have been “pushed 
forward”)
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What Determines Which Grants Are Funded?

• Impact Score—Scientific merit 

• Program considerations

• Availability of funds
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Reviewers (Sometimes):
•Are not experts in your specific area of research

•Have to read a lot of proposals in a relatively short time

•May be in a windowless conference room, in a city far 

from home

•Are either not paid, or not paid enough

•At some point are regret their decision to be a reviewer

8/17/2024 62



8/17/2024 63

Hamid.Sharifi@ucsf.edu


	Slide 1: Grant Writing  NIH and NIMAD proposals
	Slide 2: Why are we here?  
	Slide 3
	Slide 4: What is a grant?
	Slide 5
	Slide 6:   Two common questions that are commonly asked by grant seekers
	Slide 7
	Slide 8: Grant assessment criteria often include the research project’s: 
	Slide 9: The grant life cycle
	Slide 10: BASIC ELEMENTS OF GRANT WRITING 
	Slide 11: Grant Proposal
	Slide 12: How to write for success (1)
	Slide 13: How to write for success (2)
	Slide 14: How to write for success (3)
	Slide 15: How to write for success (4)
	Slide 16
	Slide 17: How to write for success (6)
	Slide 18: The Criteria that reviewers MUST use
	Slide 19: How to find a powerful Idea for your Application 
	Slide 20
	Slide 21:  NIH Grant Components Checklist
	Slide 22: Research Plan
	Slide 23: SPECIFIC AIMS Section
	Slide 24: SPECIFIC AIMS Section
	Slide 25: Links and flow of Specific Aims Section
	Slide 26: SPECIFIC AIMS Section
	Slide 27: SMART Goals
	Slide 28: SPECIFIC AIMS Example 
	Slide 29: SPECIFIC AIMS Example 
	Slide 30: SPECIFIC AIMS Example  – continued
	Slide 31: SPECIFIC AIMS Example – continued
	Slide 32: Research Plan
	Slide 33: Approach
	Slide 34: Approach
	Slide 35: Approach example 
	Slide 36: Approach example– continued
	Slide 37: Approach example- continued
	Slide 38: Approach example– continued
	Slide 39: Approach example – continued
	Slide 40: Approach example – continued
	Slide 41: Approach example – continued
	Slide 42: Approach example – continued
	Slide 43: Approach example – continued
	Slide 44: Approach example 1 – continued
	Slide 45: Research Plan
	Slide 46: Significance and Innovation
	Slide 47: Significance
	Slide 48: Significance section components
	Slide 49: Significance section formulation
	Slide 50: Significance example
	Slide 51: Significance example – continued
	Slide 52: Research Plan
	Slide 53: Innovation
	Slide 54: Innovation formulation
	Slide 55: Innovation example
	Slide 56: Create an informative title
	Slide 57: Review Criteria and Impact Assessment
	Slide 58: NIH Grants – Evaluation Criteria
	Slide 59: NIH Grants Evaluation Criteria
	Slide 60: Overall Impact score
	Slide 61: What Determines Which Grants Are Funded?
	Slide 62
	Slide 63

