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Why should you apply for grants?

• You may actually need money for your PhD project

• To gain experience in conceiving and selling ideas

• To gain a key skill that will be useful in your career

• To improve your CV 



Why should you apply for grants?

Who here has applied for a grant? 

What was the grant?



What kinds of grants are out there?

• Small grants – most likely the ones you will target

• Fellowships

• Major research grants / seed grants / network grants

• Targeted grants versus blue skies



Grant Writing Advice Part 1

• Read the call very closely, multiple times

• Follow the rules exactly, including formatting requirements

• Study the funder

• Use language from the call
and funder in your proposal

https://studentspace.org.uk/



Grant Writing Advice Part 1

• Find some examples of previous successful proposals

https://dictionaryblog.cambridge.org/



Structure of grants

• Summary / abstract
• Define the knowledge gap / need / pain
• Goals and objectives
• Methodology
• Preliminary results / proof of concept
• Timeline / gantt chart / milestones
• Project management
• Outputs and evaluation
• Risk mitigation
• Budget
• References



Structure of grants

Summary / abstract

• Have a well-balanced summary that both convinces on 
importance of work and makes clear what you will do 



Structure of grants

Define the knowledge gap / need / pain

• This is quite possibly the most important part of proposal

• The ‘pressing need’ should align with funder’s goals

• What do I mean by pain?

• Best if filling knowledge gap eases pain

• Criticise previous work, but remain positive



Structure of grants

Goals and objectives

• Have some simple and clever way 
to solve the problem

• But, simplicity trumps cleverness

• Novelty is good, but not essential

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rube_Goldberg_machine



Structure of grants

Methodology

• Level of detail depends on grant, but often great detail not 
necessary. You just need to be convincing.

• This part is important, but not as important as you might think.

• Needs to be achievable. See previous slide on simplicity.



Structure of grants

Preliminary results /
Proof of concept

• Good chance for nice 
figures in grant

• Trade-off between 
showing feasibility and 
need for more money



Structure of grants

Timeline / gantt chart / milestones

• What do I mean by milestones?

https://www.gantt.com/creating-gantt-charts



Structure of grants

Project management

• Who will manage whom?

• Who ensures the work gets done?

• Which people collaborate on which objectives?

• How is project monitored (and potentially evaluated)?



Structure of grants

Outputs and evaluation

• This is more than just journal articles

• How useful for the academic community, other communities?

• Will you do any outreach / dissemination?

• What will be the impact of the project?

• Read the grant call and funder’s objectives again



Structure of grants

Risk mitigation

• What challenges / problems might you encounter?

• What could cause the project to fail?

• What plans do you have in place 
if A or B goes wrong?

https://drawception.com/game



Structure of grants

References

• These will often be micro-formatted to fit space

• Should not be a literature review, but you want to 
show you have done your homework and are aware 
of preceding relevant work



Structure of grants

• Summary / abstract
• Define the knowledge gap / need / pain
• Goals and objectives
• Methodology
• Preliminary results / proof of concept
• Timeline / gantt chart / milestones
• Project management
• Outputs and evaluation
• Risk mitigation
• Budget
• References

What is missing here?
-personnel & institution
-background



Grant Writing Advice Part 2

What are the key features of successful proposals?

What makes for a well-written grant?



Grant Writing Advice Part 2
Repetition is OK

• Grant likely will have a summary or abstract. Nevertheless, 
the first paragraph of main text should summarise it.

• Then, the first page of the grant should summarise the 
whole grant, including background and objectives.

• You may have summary of methods under objectives 
before the more-detailed methods section.

• You will mention key outputs/results multiple times.



Grant Writing Advice Part 2
Follow general scientific writing advice

• Write from the reader’s perspective – give them text and 
content where they expect to find it.

• Use active voice and short sentences (17-23 words).

• Short paragraphs with clear topic sentence at top   
(reviewers will be skimming the proposal!)

• Use sub-headers, italics, bolding and underline to 
emphasise key text and ease transitions.



Grant Writing Advice Part 2
Follow general scientific writing advice

• Keep it simple and understandable by non-experts

• Avoid long blocks of dense text – less is more



Grant Writing Advice Part 2
Other key advice

• Do not be overambitious – grant must read as achievable
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Grant Writing Advice Part 2
Other key advice

• Do not be overambitious – grant must read as achievable

• Show awareness of ethics and best practice throughout

• Be inclusive, involve project partners in proposal development

• Allocate the time necessary to write an excellent grant

• Get feedback on multiple drafts of the proposal



What grants can you apply for?

• Grants from the DTP (ORVCF, ARC, PIP, PDS)

• Edinburgh in-house grants such as Davis Expedition Fund, Weir 
Fund, Innovation Initiative Grants, Elizabeth Sinclair Bequest, etc

https://www.ed.ac.uk/institute-academic-development/learning-teaching/funding/fund-opps

https://www.ed.ac.uk/biology/current-students/undergraduate/opportunities-careers-graduation/funding-for-

expeditions-travel-abroad

https://www.ed.ac.uk/student-funding/financial-support/travel/university-funds/science-engineering

• Grants from societies like Society of Systematic Biology, British 
Ecological Society, National Geographic, Royal Geographical 
Society, Botanical Society of Britain and Ireland, etc.

https://www.ed.ac.uk/institute-academic-development/learning-teaching/funding/fund-opps
https://www.ed.ac.uk/biology/current-students/undergraduate/opportunities-careers-graduation/funding-for-expeditions-travel-abroad
https://www.ed.ac.uk/student-funding/financial-support/travel/university-funds/science-engineering


What grants can you apply for?

What other grants should we list here?
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