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Overview  
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What is Research? 
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Who Might Fund Your Research? 
 
• National Research Councils  

• eg, in UK: EPSRC,  MRC, … 

• Charities/Trusts and Foundations  

• eg, Wellcome Trust,  Alzheimer’s Society, … 

• Local and National Government Agencies 

• European Union (H2020) 

• Industry 
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What will a Funder Pay for? 

 
• Fundamental Research 

• Travel grants 

• Equipment 

• PhD scholarships 

• Fellowships (incoming and outgoing) 

• Hosting of events 

• Teaching replacement 

• Preparation of proposals 

• …… 
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Questions you might want to ask about funding organisations: 

• Who are they? 

 What are their strategies, policies, key areas of interest 

• How much funding are they likely to provide? 

 Are there lower and upper limits? 

• Over what time period will they fund? 

 6 months, 2 years, 5 years? 

• What are the reporting requirements? 

• Why would they be interested in funding me or my institution? 

• What/who have they supported in the past?  

 area of research or type of resource 

• What research would they not support?  

• What process has to be completed to get the funding? 

• effort v  funding value 

• Is the funding programme responsive or prescriptive? 

• freedom v constraints 

 

Choosing Funders 
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Are you Eligible for the Funding? 

University 
Requirements 

Staff 
Eligibility 
Criteria 

Suitable 
sponsor? 
(Ethics) 

Funder’s 
Requirements 

University 
eligible? 

Do you 
meet the 
funder’s 
eligibility 
criteria? 

Does your 
project you 
meet the 
funder’s 
eligibility 
criteria?? 
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Often provide special funding programmes for early-career researchers 
 
eg, in the UK: 

AHRC – Arts and Humanities Research Council  

BBSRC – Biotechnology & Biological Sciences Research Council 

EPSRC – Engineering & Physical Sciences Research Council 

ESRC – Economic and Social Research Council 

MRC – Medical Research Council  

NERC – Natural Environment Research Council  

STFC – Science and Technology Facilities Council 

 

National Research Councils 
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First Grant Scheme (EPSRC) 

• This First Grant scheme is a mechanism that provides support for 
new academics at the start of their careers 

– to help new academics apply for research funding within the 
first three years of their career 

• Funding is limited to a maximum of £125,000 

– (calculated at 100% full economic costs - with EPSRC 
contributing at 80% fEC)  

– with a maximum duration of two years.  

– This is a “responsive mode” programme: there are no specific 
calls nor closing dates 

. http://www.epsrc.ac.uk/funding/howtoapply/routes/newac/firstgrant/ 
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Ethical Funders 

Your institution may have Guidelines on Acceptable External Sources 
of Funding for Research 

• Not all sources of funding may be compatible with the ethos of 
independent research, and the acceptance of funding from certain 
sources might harm or undermine the institution’s reputation 
and/or freedom to undertake research 

 

Some general principles: 

• An institution will usually accept funds from any legal and reputable 
source where there is no conflict with other institutional policies 

• Careful consideration should be given to ethical issues and potential 
conflicts of interest before funding is accepted 
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Particular Care is Required if … 
• the original source of the funding is unclear, unknown and/or 

cannot be identified 

• the potential funder wishes unduly to restrict publication and/or 
exploitation of the findings of the research or wishes to exert 
inappropriate influence over the findings and their dissemination 

• a member of staff or student has a material interest in or 
connection with a potential funder that might suggest that 
objectivity is compromised 

• accepting funds from one source might affect the institution’s 
ability to apply for funds from other sources 

• the interests, aims, practices and priorities of the potential funder 
are contrary to or in conflict with the institution’s interests, aims, 
practices and priorities 

• acceptance of the funds is likely to result in negative publicity or 
harm to the reputation of the institution 

• the research has the potential to harm the public or participants 
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Help from within your Institution 

Research & Innovation Office 

• Help find funding Opportunities 

• Provide guidance and advice 

• Help with costings 

• Manage the internal approval 
process 

• Make the submission via online 
submission portal 
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Institutional Guidance 
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Institutional Guidance 
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External Broker Sites 
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External Broker Sites 

eg, Research Professional 

• A database of funding opportunities providing up-to-date 
information on current national and international, government 
and private funding sources, including fellowships, research 
grants, publication support,  etc.  

– Covering UK, Europe, USA & rest of the world 

Provides links to: 

• Funding opportunities & sponsors’ databases 

• Personal Funding Alerts – for individual needs 

• Access to Research Fortnight online 

Access by personal or institutional login: 

http://www.researchprofessional.com/login.html  
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Essential Preparation 

Before you start, ask yourself 5 key questions: 

1. What problem are you trying to solve? (Why bother?)  

2. Is it a priority for the funding agency and the particular funding 
call? 

3. Is the solution already available? (Product, service, technology  
transfer) 

4. Why now? (What would happen if this research was not 
completed now?) 

5. Why you? (Do you have the best experience/expertise/team to 
conduct this research?)  

Some of these questions may be very hard to answer (honestly)! 

But don’t give up!!! 
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Most proposals have four main aspects:  

• Scientific Excellence 

• Impact 

• Management and Implementation 

• Financial Administration 

 

Preparation: The Basic Elements 

How to Build a Proposal - Early Steps: 
• Start by writing a one page proposal 

 think of this as a lobby document  
• Work this up into a four-page proposal addressing 

- Excellence 
- Impact 
- Implementation   

• Include an abstract, using a journalistic style  
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Some Key Considerations 

• The importance of the non-technical summary 

• Distinguishing between academic and non-academic beneficiaries 

• Describing the Impact 

– and identifying the Pathways through which Impact will be 
achieved 

• Effective use of the space available on the application form  
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Key Requirements 

Identify the international, national and local context in which 

research in the relevant area is conducted 

Be aware of research at the forefront of the discipline 

 

Decide on the most appropriate external funder to support research 

on your particular topic 

Appreciate the differing requirements of a range of funding models 
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Key Requirements 

Develop an application that is consistent with the funder’s criteria 

 

Justify in detail the budget sought to support the proposed research 

Evaluate the likely expertise of external reviewers based on funder 

guidance and tailor an application to the appropriate level 

Engage constructively with reviewer criticism and construct well 

reasoned rebuttals 
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Proposal Elements 

Typically a proposal includes the following elements 

(each funding body specifies it’s own particular elements and format) 

• A Case for Support 

– including a track record 

– and a description of the proposed research and its context 

• Pathways to Impact 

• Justification of the resources requested  

• A Work plan  

• CVs for named researcher(s) 

– and for visiting researchers and researcher co-investigators 
(where applicable)  
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Additional Proposal Elements 

Additional materials may also be required: 

• Statements of support from any project partners (where 
applicable) 

• Quotations for purchase of equipment 

– (usually major items only)  

• A host organisation statement 

– Indicating how the institution will additionally support the 
researcher while they are conducting the proposed research 
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Research Concept and Objectives 

 

• Specify the concept/hypothesis of the proposal 

 

• Explain why the proposed project is of sufficient timeliness and 
novelty to warrant consideration for funding 

 

• Specify the aim and the measurable objectives against which 
the outcomes of the work can be assessed  

 

A proposal has in general one Aim 

• as each objective is achieved it helps move closer to achieving 
the overall aim of the project 

http://www.epsrc.ac.uk/funding/guidance/preparing/Pages/writing.aspx#desc 
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The Case for Support 
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The Case for Support 
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Case for Support 

This is your opportunity to convince a panel of reviewers why they 
should fund your work 

• There is no general ‘formula’ to preparing the Case for Support 

• So, your proposal may be motivated either by a specific deadline or 
at a natural point in time in your research 

 

Purpose: 

• Be clear what it is that you want to propose 

– and how you will actually undertake the work 

– discuss this with any collaborators prior to writing 

• Be clear about how your proposed work would provide a (scientific) 
advance 

• Stay focused on the funder’s specification 

– and be aware of the main assessment criteria 
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Commitment! 

Stay motivated! 

– persevere  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

– and dedicate a sufficient amount 
of time to complete the proposal 
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So What, Typically, is a Case for Support? 

Typically, a Case for Support would include: 

• Track record 

• Description of proposed research 

• Other supporting documentation 

– may include: 

• Pathways to impact 

• Work 

• Justification of the resources requested 

http://www.epsrc.ac.uk/funding/guidance/preparing/Pages/writing.aspx#desc 

All elements will be assessed and should be given sufficient and 
timely amounts of attention 
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Guidelines for the Case for Support 

• Your proposal should fit within the funder’s mission and 
objectives 

• Be clear, concise and not cluttered with technical jargon  

• Describe your objectives clearly and succinctly 

• Provide a convincing case for the originality of your proposal 

• Make clear what is exciting about the research 

It is likely that others will be carrying out similar/related work 

Your proposal will not be rejected just because of that, but … 

– you must describe the novelty of your approach 

– and the likelihood of success when compared with others 
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Components of the Case for Support 

 

• Track Record 

 

• Background 

 

• Research Hypothesis and Objectives 
 

• Programme and Methodology 

 

• Pathways to Impact 
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Track Record 

This section gives you the opportunity to demonstrate that 
you/your team have: 

– the appropriate mix of skills 

– expertise 

– and experience 

to carry out the research 

 

• This is particularly important for multi-disciplinary proposals 

– where you may need to demonstrate complementarity of skills 
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Track Record 

• Highlight the achievements and results in your work that 
support the proposal 

– focus on the related elements of your previous work 

 

• Highlight previous relevant work for which you have been 
funded by both the funding body and others 

 

• Provide details of relevant collaborative networks 

– highlight industry,  academia and end-users 

 

• Outline the resources and skills within your department that 
can support the proposal  
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Background 

• Introduce the problem and place it within the context of Academic 
and Industrial Research 

• Demonstrate a knowledge and understanding of past and current 
work in the subject area nationally and internationally 

• Be sure to provide details of state-of-the-art both nationally and 
internationally 

• Ensure references are complete,  up to date, and from reputable 
sources 

• Ensure similar projects and their results are included – particularly 
from the same funding body 
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Background 

Keep focus on the purpose of this Section: 

 

• What is the problem being addressed? 

– Have an appreciation for the funder’s view on the issue 

 

• How have others addressed the issue previously/currently? 

 

• What are the shortcomings?  

– (from the perspective of the results generated to date) 

 

• What are the opportunities to advance the state-of-the-art? 
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National (or International) Importance 

Describe the extent to which, over the long term, for example 10-20 
years, the research proposed: 

• contributes to, or helps maintain, the health of other research 
disciplines 

• contributes to addressing key societal challenges 

• contributes to current or future economic success 

• and/or enables future development of key emerging industry(s) 

• meets national/international strategic needs 

– by establishing or maintaining a world-leading research activity 

• fits with and complements other research already funded in the 
area  or related areas 
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Academic Impact 

• Describe how the research will benefit other researchers 

–  in the field 

– and in related disciplines 

– both within the funder’s geographical domain and elsewhere 

• What will be undertaken to ensure that they can benefit?  

 

• Explain any collaboration with other researchers and their role in the 
project 

– for any Visiting Researcher: 

• explain why they are the most appropriate person 

• and what they will contribute to the project 

http://www.epsrc.ac.uk/funding/guidance/preparing/Pages/writing.aspx#desc 39 



Be ‘SMART’ ! 

• S – specific 

 

 

• M – measurable 

 

 

• A – attainable 

 

 

• R - relevant 

 

 

• T - timebound 
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Programme of Work 

• Give details of, and justify, the methodology to be adopted 

• Detail the Programme of Work 

– What will be undertaken? 

• define this component explicitly 

– Who will undertake the work? 

– What are the deliverables? 

– What are the milestones? 

– When will the programme be completed? 

• The level of detail provided should be sufficient to indicate the 
programme of work for each member of the research team 

• Explain how the project will be managed 
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Where to submit to? 

• ‘Round peg,  square hole’ 

 

• It can be difficult to decide where to submit to 

– the issue can be viewed from two perspectives: 

• timeliness of Call for Proposals 

• suitability of submission to targeted calls 

 

Be aware of who are relevant funding bodies for your work 

– and check regularly for calls that are opening 
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Resources and Project Budget 

Time 

• eg, why 24 months? 

 

People 

• eg, why 1 Research Associate, and 1 PhD studentship? 

 

Equipment 

• eg, why a new computing cluster and specific software? 

– Should this already be provided by your institution? 

 

Constraints 

• calculate the budget genuinely in line with the project’s needs 

• ensure that the budget fits within the funding scheme 
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Some Considerations: 

• What assistance can be provided by your Institutional Research 
Office? 

• Full economic costs (FEC) and non-FEC costing models  

• Directly allocated v directly incurred costs 

• Eligible costs 

• Estimating investigator time 

– ensuring that an application is financially viable 

• Exceptions 

– particularly capital expenditure 

• Common pitfalls – be realistic 

 

 

Costing a Research Proposal 
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RA = 40K euro 
Your time = 10K euro 
Funding level =70% 



Submission of a Proposal is often via the 
Funder’s Online Portal 
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Typical Evaluation Process 

 

Individual  
Evaluation  

Report 

Individual  
Evaluation  

Report Individual  
Evaluation  

Report 

Consensus  
group 

(review panel) 

Consensus  
Report 

Individual  
Evaluation  

Report 

Individual  
Evaluation  

Report 

Expert Expert Expert Expert Expert 

Proposal 
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Typical Evaluation Criteria: Excellence 

• Clarity and pertinence of the objectives  

• Soundness of the concept 

– including trans-disciplinary considerations, where relevant 

• Extent that the proposed work 

– is ambitious 

– has innovation potential 

– is beyond the state-of-the-art 

• e.g. ground-breaking objectives, novel concepts and 
approaches  

• Credibility of the proposed approach 
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Typical Evaluation Criteria: Impact 

A good match with the expected impacts described in the funding 
programme 

• Enhancing innovation capacity and integration of new knowledge  

• Strengthening the competitiveness and growth of companies 

–  by developing innovations meeting the needs of any specified 
markets (eg, national, European, global) 

• Environmental and socially important impacts (as specified in the 
funding call) 

• Effectiveness of the measures proposed to exploit and disseminate 
the project results (Pathway to Impact) 

– including management of IPR 

– promotion and communication of the project 

– management of the research data, where relevant 
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Typical Evaluation Criteria: Implementation 

• Coherence and effectiveness of the work plan 

– including appropriateness of the allocation of tasks and 
resources 

 

• Complementarity of the participants within the team 

– (where relevant) 

 

• Appropriateness of the management structures and procedures 

– including risk and innovation management 
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How will an Evaluator Assess your Proposal? 

• If your proposal Is only marginally relevant in terms of its scientific, 
technological or innovation content relating to the call or topic 
addressed: 

– This will be reflected in a low score for the Excellence criterion 

• If your proposal does not contribute significantly to the expected 
impacts as specified in the call or topic 

– This will be reflected in a low score for the Impact criterion  

• If cross-cutting issues are mentioned explicitly in the call or topic, 
and not properly addressed (or their non-relevance justified): 

– This will be reflected in a low score for the relevant criterion 

– However, also addressing further cross-cutting issues which are 
not mentioned explicitly in the call or topic can also be evaluated 
positively 
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What Does an Evaluator Want to See? 

 

An evaluator expects: 

Credibility  The idea is convincing and achievable  

Communication  A clear description of what will be done 

Concrete Very specific (not general concepts)  
Who will do what, when and how?  

Consistency  High quality documentation (proof-read)  
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