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Writing Grant Applications 
A grant is defined as “a form of sponsorship for a project, the ideas for which generally originates with 
and is designed to be carried out by the applicant” (Reif-Lehrer, 1995). Grants may be classified by the 
type of research, or type of funding. A grant may cover all of the expenses of a project or only a specific 
part of the project. It may cover only direct costs (such as salary and supplies) or it may also cover 
indirect costs (such as administrative expenses and utilities).  

Writing a grant is a process of putting your ideas into a clear, concise message using the application 
package requested by the funding agency.  

The purpose of a grant proposal is to convince the agency (or review panel) to fund your research 
project. How will you convince them to give you money? You need to persuade your audience that the 
goal of the work is important, the work is relevant to the funding agency mission statement, the 
proposed research is sound, your staff is capable, facilities are available, and the amount of money 
required is reasonable. A grant proposal needs to be written in an organized manner in order to present 
all of this required information clearly.  

Why write a grant? 
Grant writing creates opportunities for people to collaborate, build a larger peer group, gain respect and 
credibility and enables you to work on your exciting research projects. It also creates an opportunity for you to 
seek out the knowledge and advice from more experienced people and forces you to focus on your 
professional growth plan. For example, where do you want to be in 3-5 years in terms of your research 
program?  

Before you write a grant 
• Check agencies for funding opportunities. Determine which opportunity is the most appropriate for your 

research. Keep in mind that research grants are different in every country. Also keep in mind that different 
agencies and programs have different rules.  

• Be sure you have a good idea. Discuss your idea with colleagues. Identify the important and interesting 
question you are going to address in the proposal.  

• Determine if the funding opportunity objectives align with your research. If you apply to the wrong agency 
you will likely not be funded. Pay attention to granting agency objectives and criteria. Associate Deans 
can be helpful to students and faculty members when deciding where to apply for grants.  

• Collect information from your institution. Does your institution support the project? Are you allowed to 
apply? Do you have to file intent to apply letter? Will your institution administer the grant? Who has to 
approve or sign off on your application? Does your institution have policies on salary, patents, copyrights 
and equipment acquisition? (see Research Service Office for assistance) 

• Collect information from the funding agency. Does the agency have resources on its policies and 
mandates? Do you qualify to apply? How much money does the agency grant? Is there a formal 
application? Does the agency require a pre-application or letter of interest? Is there a specific format for 
the research plan? What is the mandate of the agency? For example, the mandate of CIHR is, “To excel, 
according to internationally accepted standards of scientific excellence, in the creation of new knowledge 
and its translation into improved health for Canadians, more effective health services and products and a 
strengthened health care system.” 
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• Collect information from successful applicants. Read applications that were successfully funded from the 
agency you wish to apply.  

• Keep a notebook with ideas. Do not throw away previous ideas. They may help you to write a future 
grant.  

• Read all instructions carefully before you begin to write the application. Follow instructions.  

• Prepare a checklist to help you complete all parts of the application.  

Planning your Research Plan 
• Decide what you are going to do. What is your purpose or hypothesis? Is it a research problem? Is it an 

important problem? What are you proposing to do? Describe what you will do and how it will be done 
(usually described in the aims).  

• Do a feasibility analysis. Do you have facilities, resources and support for this research? 

• Determine if your work is original. Review (or learn) the background for the area of research. Your 
proposal should demonstrate that you are knowledgeable of other work in the field.  

• Determine if your research is timely. Why is this research important now? What is the rationale for doing 
this research? 

• Determine the significance of your research.  

• Outline the long term goal of your research. Determine your specific aims and objectives. Do your specific 
aims and objectives lead towards your long term goal?  

• Determine if your methods are innovative or state of the art. Why this approach? Why are you using the 
chosen methods and why is this method the best approach? 

• Determine who will do the work proposed.  

• Determine your qualifications to do the work. Why should you be chosen to do this work? Does your 
research group have a good track record of research and publication? Why are you the best one to do 
this work? For example you have proven experience, collaborators, and skill sets. Show this with your 
publication record or preliminary data.  

• Prepare a rough budget and a budget justification. How much will the research cost and why? 

• Determine the project site where the research will be conducted. Determine what facilities will be required 
for the research. Do you have access to required facilities? 

• Determine what you expect from the results of your research. Design contingency plans or alternative 
methods in case the first method does not succeed. 

• Determine the cost/benefit ratio for the proposed research. How will this work benefit your institution, the 
granting agency, and society? 

• Determine how long it will take to complete the research. Keep in mind that grants are usually funded on 
three or five year time periods. If you are a new investigator, it is more likely that you will be funded for a 
three year grant. Keep the timeline in mind when you are preparing your ideas for a grant proposal.  
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