GRANT APPLICATIONS

Overview.

Firstly, every individual will have a different mechanism by which they address the process of preparing and submitting a grant.  The first step is to remember the “Dos and Don’ts” from your doctoral submission.  You must have a precise plan of attack, know your strengths and weakness (in the grant application process, your track record as well as in undertaking the proposed studies), and accommodate these during the writing process to ensure that potential areas of criticism are minimized.

You can prepare to submit your own application and help a colleague by offering to critically read their application.  This process permits you to determine what is involved in preparing a grant, and you provide critical feedback to the applicant.  Also read grants from other investigators (both funded and unsupported).  Too often you will hear “the referees (reviewers) didn’t understand my grant (manuscript)”.  In fact, it the comment should be “I failed to convey the content and significance of the material to the reviewer”.

RULE.  

There is an unwritten rule in the granting process.  That is: All project grants are to be considered as fundable.  You would not waste your time if you considered that your application had no chance of being supported, and equally the assessors and study section would not devote their time if no grants were to be funded.  The review committee (study section) has essentially one task, that is, to rank grants from top to bottom to facilitate the “exclusion” non-fundable grants.  With this philosophy it can be appreciated that weaknesses of a grant or applicant will strongly influence the final ranking of a grant.  Common reasons why a grant is scored low are: poor grant, poor track record, inappropriate Chief Investigators, inappropriate Associate Investigators or by the ranking process.

READ THE INSTRUCTIONS.

Never assume that the instructions for any granting organization will remain constant from the previous year (round).  Read the instructions carefully and consult ALL instructional material relevant to the grant application.  If unsure, seek advice or clarification on issues contained within the instructions from colleagues, research office or the funding organization.

Determine whether you are eligible to apply for the grant prior to writing, and what might be the consequences if the grant is awarded.  For instance, some institutions are ineligible to hold grants from certain organizations, and determine if your funding may be in jeopardy if you receive grant funding as a named investigator (this is particular true for individuals on training or post-doctoral awards since they may have to be relinquished if you are awarded a grant as a named investigator).

Most funding bodies are rigorous about adhering to the application guidelines.  They stipulate how long sections can be, the type and font size, and what ethic and clearance requirements they need.  The following text is usually included to ensure that the submission process is adhered to.  Any Application that does not comply will be excluded from the peer review process.

COMPUTING

Ensure that you have availability to back up facilities on your server, external hard drive, or can save to CD.  Back up frequently - this is a more stressful time than writing a manuscript or a thesis because there is a timeline component.

RESEARCH OFFICE

Depending upon your organization you may or may not know staff in your Research Office.  It is worthwhile to get to know them, advise them that you are submitting a grant (name the organization you intend to submit to) well in advance of the deadline.  Your Research Office will then advise you of their internal deadline, and what additional information they may require from you.  Further, the Research Office may advise you of alterations to submission procedures, or of grant writing workshops in you institution.  Many Research Offices will check your submission (particularly the budget pages to insure Indirect Costs and Fringe Benefit values have been included or quoted correctly).  

The Research Office will receive 90% of applications in the last 48 hrs prior to submission.  If you can lodge your application prior to this time, you will receive an adequate opportunity for internal review than that afforded to a last minute submission.

Do not work to the deadline date, but work to at least one week prior to the deadline date.

Also use the resources in the funding organization you are applying to. The NIH and DOD have tremendous administrative support to help you through the process.  I am a foreign applicant and our funding organizations do not have the resources equivalent to that of the NIH.  I know that many other countries wished to have administrative support equivalent to the NIH.

THE GRANT

ROLE OF THE CHIEF INVESTIGATOR(S).
C.Is.
Must be appropriate for the grant application.  It is worthwhile to state the role of a CI in the application or in the budget page.  Most granting bodies will have a separate section in which the roles of the investigators will be outlined.  The time commitment for your first grant is crucial as the first named CI.  I think that it should >50% to 100%.  This time commitment reflects that you do not currently have a track record with results (output – publications, patents etc.) from a grant.  Therefore you must indicate that you are committed to the project and will provide it every opportunity for success.  Further, a time commitment of >80% is usually required for named investigator to receive 100% salary (check the funding organization).

Associate Investigators.  What is their contribution, and is the contribution worthy of C.I. status?  Too often A.I. commitments are equal to or beyond that for a C.I.  For important technology, reagents or access to key facilities that are essential for the completion of the grant, it is best to have such an individual listed as a C.I.  Letters of support from Associate Investigators may be allowed by a funding organization, and these should be provided.

ADMINISTRATIVE ISSUES

DURATION.  Ensure that the grant justifies the funding request (1 – 5yr), and provide a timetable for entire funding period.

JUSTIFICATION.  Look for areas that you may have to justify your grant request, such as a New Investigator, if the grant exceeds 3yr, commercial collaborator or foreign support.

LAY DESCRIPTION. Is usually required and this is for media / publication purposes, and should been written in a non-technical style.

ETHICS.  Ensure that you have approval (or pending) for human and animal ethics or for genetic manipulation / radioisotopes.

PATENTS. Provide full details of patents, whether they are active or lapsed.  Provide the patent number, country, year, registered name, title, status (provisional, PCT, National Phase), funding source of the patent.  The date of lodgement is crucial since patent numbers provided in some countries are misleading to their actual date of lodgement. 

GRANT SUPPORT.  Reviewers and study section members will cross reference current support to determine if there is potential overlap between grant applications.  They will also view past support to determine if you have been a good investment (publication [your list] and patent output). Your total time commitment is obvious at this point.

PROGRESS REPORTS.  These are critical to establish your track record of your achievements from previous grants.  If the funding organization requires progress reports on previous grants highlight publications and patents that have resulted, how the application provided leverage for other funding, international recognition (invitations to international meetings lectures or plenary sessions).
BUDGET
SALARIED POSITIONS.  Justify them and ensure that the track record reflects their support. It is essential that the roles of salaried staff be reflected by their position on publications.

CONSUMABLES.  Be extensive (animal housing costs, EM charges, FACS charges, expensive tests, reagents, tissue culture costs etc.).  Some funding organizations may permit computer purchase or publication costs, others do not (consult guidelines).

BACKGROUND AND RESEARCH PLAN

The Background to the application is to provide sufficient information to the reader to the field, whilst highlighting your contributions.  But most importantly, the knowledge gap that this work will fulfil.  This is essential to determine the significance of the application.

Do use limited bold text to highlight key issues, and highlight your contribution to the field by referring to your publications in the attached cv or Biosketch (MTG refs 4, 5).
Preliminary data for the application.  If the work is not published and it is essential preliminary data to the application, it must be included.  If the work is in press but will not be published prior to review, include the data in the application.  Too often the reviewers and study section do not see preliminary data that drives the application, and this will jeopardize the proposal.

In general you cannot refer the reader to a website to view preliminary data.

AIMS.

List 3-5 broad aims that the grant will address, and use the same aims in the body of the application.  During the application you may provide a number of sub-aims within the Broad Aims of the proposal. 

Ensure that each aim stands alone, and that not all aims are dependent upon successful completion of the previous aim (“a linear grant”).  If all aims are dependent upon the first aim being completed, or upon an essential reagent that the applicant does not have (eg., knock out mouse that is being generated, as opposed to one that is made and has bred), the grant will not be supported because it is too high risk.

RESEARCH PLAN.  

· Do not make this too dense. Each member of the study section has a number of applications to read (in Australia this is approximately 100 grants).

· Not a linear grant.  Each aim must stand alone.

· Develop grant from easy to difficult.

· Emphasize the reagents or edge that you have.

· Fall back positions if things do not work.

· Reference your publications to experimental procedures.

· Feasibility, timeline and outputs

· Significance.

References to other scientists.  If there is a cut off date for references in your cv or Biosketch (usually previous 5 years), then include publications of yours in this section.

BIOSKETCH

This is an important document to highlight your training, awards, invited plenary lectures, publications, grants, patents and seminal contributions to the field.  It is also important to highlight career interruption(s) in this section.

Your references.  Granting bodies may request the applicant’s track record over the past 5 years, and there may be a page restriction for this information.  If this is the case, it is also important for you to indicate the number of publications you have prior to this date, and how many publications that you have in the last 5 years.  Therefore I suggest the following headings:

“Publications over the past 5 years (from 1999 inclusive). 60 publications prior to 1999.”

or

“Selected publications from 45 over the past 5 years (from 1999 inclusive). 60 publications prior to 1999.”

or

“Selected publications from 105 over my career (1986 – 2003).”

IMPACT FACTORS AND CITATIONS.  It is now commonplace to quote impact factors (IF) and the number of times a publication has been cited.  If your publications are in a variety of different discipline-specific journals, it is worthwhile to cite impact factors for these (especially if they are greater than 7.0).  It is generally accepted that Journal of Experimental Medicine (currently, IF 15.837) is a benchmark for a seminal contribution, whilst the Journal of Biological Chemistry is a benchmark for a substantial contribution to the field (IF 6.696).  Use these as a benchmark for the IF of your publications. 

If a publication has been cited over 100 times it also constitute a seminal contribution to the field (especially in the past 5 years), while a publication cited over 30 times constitutes a significant contribution to the field (particularly in the past 5 years).

To convey the significance of a publication, quote relevant information after citation. Include the IF and numbers of times cited “(IF 15.837, cited 148 times)”, or whether the article was a feature article “(Featured on journal cover)” or “(Reviewed in News and Views)”.
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