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Outline of This Presentation

ÅThe NIH grant submission process in brief
ðTypes of grants

ÅElements of a grant proposal
ðWriting the Description
ðWriting the Specific Aims
ðWriting the Background and Significance
ðWriting the Experimental Design

Å Formatting tips 
ÅThe review process, submitting revisions, and 

success statistics



The NIH Grant Process 
in A Nutshell

ÅSubmission 

ÅReview by Study Section= IRG (3 -4 
months)

ÅReview by institute Council (+2 month)

ÅòPink sheetsó sent out  

ÅNotice of grant award issued (+3 -4 
months)

Å9 months!





Kinds of NIH Grants, 
Research 

ÅR01- investigator -initiated research
ðAverage size is 225K per year direct costs

ÅPO1- program project grants
ÅR21- small pilot studies - 2 years
ðOnly 100-150K per year

ÅThere are many, many other kinds - R15, 
Pioneer Awards
ÅAll compete for extramural funds within an 

Institute



Kinds of NIH Grants - Training 
Å F and T-series - training grants for postdocs

ÅK awards- for training and support of faculty awards

ðK05- Faculty development award

ðKO3- Mentored Research Scientist Award

ðKO8- Mentored Clinical Scientist Development 
Award

ðK23- Mentored Patient -Oriented Research Career 
Development Award

ðNew -K99/R00 - Pathway to Independence Award

Å1-2 years of mentored support followed by 3 
years of independent support

ÅDP2- new innovators award (risky new PI 
projects)



NIH Resources -
Do Your Homework First

ÅFind out success rates for different 
institutes and types of grants
ÅFind out what your competitors are doing 

(CRISP)- ie what type of research actually 
gets funded
ÅIdentify the expertise of the various 

study sections and suggest a specific study 
section
ÅFind out if any institutes have RFAs into 

which your proposal would fit
ÅTailor your proposal to an institute and to 

reviewers



The NIH Grant Process

ÅSubmission 
ð3 times a year (dates vary by grant type) 

ðElectronic submission dates 
ÅYour institutionõs deadlines precede the 
NIHõs

ðRFAs (Request for Applications) can 
have special dates

ðSent to CSR (Center for Scientific 
Review)

ðKeep submission date table (next slide) 
near your desk!



Planning and Writing 



Planning a Grant: Timing

ÅGet preliminary data during the 
previous 6 -12 months; prepare figures
ÅSketch out possible specific aims at 

least 6 months ahead (can have extra)
ÅBeef up YOUR qualifications by 

publishing as much as possible in the 
best journals
ÅAllow 3 months minimum to write; 

ramp up effort to 100% in last few 
weeks (go to a quiet place!)



Experimental Design - Planning

ÅA  focused project with a small number of 
related aims is more likely to be funded 
than a large, diffuse  project or one 
containing unrelated aims

ÅUse three specific aims if possible (2 - 4)

ÅDo not be overambitious! (common beginner 
failing is to include 10 years of work)

ÅGet advice from senior colleagues on 
potential aims during planning stages



Grant Mentoring

ÅGet as much help as possible at all 
stages of planning and writing
ÅForm òmutual assistanceó groups with 

peers
ÅAsk for examples of successful 

grants from more senior colleagues
ÅAsk for help from non -scientists to 

catch  typos!

You canõt have too much help!



Novelty of Project  

ÅCan be novel in methods or in hypothesis

ÅNovelty is a double -edged sword - itõs good, 
but will reviewers believe in your paradigm 
shift?
ðReviewers  want to see other groups (peer 

review) agree with novel concepts first

ðOther papers (preferably from other groups) 
must have already been published in reputable 
journals!



Remember

ÅYou should propose to do the precise 
experiments which move the entire 
field forward as directly and quickly as 
possible 
ðDonõt propose experiments just because 

they CAN be done, or are variants of 
things that were done before that just 
prove the same things



When to Submit A Grant
(ie stop doing experiments)

ÅYou can show the need for the work in the 
field
ðHypothesis -driven research vs cataloging (ie a 

specific, later developmental stage in a research 
project)
ðImportant disparity in current research of others
ðRFA (Request for Applications) indicates interest 

by NIH
ÅYou can show you can accomplish the work
ðFeasibility studies done; or you have publications 

with techniques
ÅYour preliminary results show promise (but 

need more data) 
ðDo not do everything ahead of time!



Page Requirements 
(note that NIH may soon drop 

to 12 -15 pages)
ÅSpecific Aims - 1 page

ÅBackground and Significance - 3 pages

ÅPreliminary Studies - 3-4 pages (no 
limits) OR Progress Report - usually 7-
10 pages for a 5 year grant (no 
specific limits)

ÅExperimental Design ðtotals 25 pages  
including the above



The Cover Letter
ÅUsed to direct your grant to a specific 

study section and/or institute - will almost 
always accomplish this task
ðCSR encourages this. Spend time researching 

IRGs

Å Should be very brief: only states that you 
believe that the XXX study section has the 
requisite expertise to review your grant 
and/or that the work falls within the 
purview of the XX institute
ÅHaving your grant reviewed by people who 

do the same kinds of studies (= like the 
topic; approve of the methods) is critical



Targeting

ÅIf you have no cover letter, your 
title, abstracts, keywords, and aims 
are used to target your grants

ÅDiseases mentioned will target it both 
for funding by a specific Institute  

ÅYou may suggest the type of 
expertise required to review, but do 
not suggest specific people!



The Description (Abstract)

ÅThis is the only thing most reviewers at 
the study section will read

ÅIntroduce the subject, briefly explain what 
has been done, and what gaps remain

ÅDescribe each of your aims succinctly, 
summarizing what you will learn

ÅPut the project into a clinical perspective

ÅPolish: remove extra words, and make it 
elegant!



Specific Aims

ÅA one page summary of the proposal ( vs
abstract which is a half -page summary-
language can be duplicated)
ÅSpecific aims test specific predictions:

hypotheses  which involve mechanisms are 
best
ÅProvide rationale and brief summary of 

work, and expected impact on field
ÅRefine and revise multiple times! Very 

important part of the proposal (second only 
to abstract/description)



Specific Aims 
can contain 
questions



Or 
not ..


