
How to write your grant proposal 

• Title page 

• Abstract 

• Introduction (statement of the problem, purpose of research or goals, and significance of 
research) 

• Literature review 

• Project narrative (methods, procedures, objectives, outcomes or deliverables, evaluation, 
and dissemination) 

• Personnel 

• Budget and budget justification 

Format the proposal so that it is easy to read. Use headings to break the proposal up into 
sections. If it is long, include a table of contents with page numbers. 

Title page: The title page usually includes a brief yet explicit title for the research project, 
the names of the principal investigator(s), the institutional affiliation of the applicants (the 
department and university), name and address of the granting agency, project dates, amount 
of funding requested.  
Abstract: The abstract provides readers with their first impression of your project. To remind 
themselves of your proposal, readers may glance at your abstract when making their final 
recommendations, so it may also serve as their last impression of your project. The abstract 
should explain the key elements of your research project in the future tense. Most abstracts 
state: (1) the general purpose, (2) specific goals, (3) research design, (4) methods, and (5) 
significance (contribution and rationale). Be as explicit as possible in your abstract. Use 
statements such as, “The objective of this study is to …” 
Introduction: The introduction should cover the key elements of your proposal, including a 
statement of the problem, the purpose of research, research goals or objectives, and 
significance of the research. The statement of problem should provide a background and 
rationale for the project and establish the need and relevance of the research. How is your 
project different from previous research on the same topic? Will you be using new 
methodologies or covering new theoretical territory? The research goals or objectives should 
identify the anticipated outcomes of the research and should match up to the needs identified 
in the statement of problem. List only the principle goal(s) or objective(s) of your research 
and save sub-objectives for the project narrative. 
Literature review: Many proposals require a literature review. Reviewers want to know 
whether you have done the necessary preliminary research to undertake your project. 
Literature reviews should be selective and critical, not exhaustive. Reviewers want to see your 
evaluation of pertinent works.  
Project narrative: The project narrative provides the meat of your proposal and may require 
several subsections. The project narrative should supply all the details of the project, including 



a detailed statement of problem, research objectives or goals, hypotheses, methods, 
procedures, outcomes or deliverables, and evaluation and dissemination of the research. 

For the project narrative, pre-empt and/or answer all the reviewers’ questions. Do not leave 
them wondering about anything. For example, if you are using a new surgical methodology 
and compare with the standard procedure, explain the advantages of this innovative 
methodology.  

Clearly and explicitly state the connections between your research objectives, research 
questions, hypotheses, methodologies, and outcomes. As the requirements for a strong 
project narrative vary widely by discipline, consult a discipline-specific guide to grant writing 
for some additional advice. 

Personnel: Explain staffing requirements in detail and make sure that staffing makes sense. 
Be very explicit about the skill sets of the personnel already in place (you will probably include 
their Curriculum Vitae as part of the proposal). Explain the necessary skill sets and functions 
of personnel you will recruit. To minimize expenses, phase out personnel who are not relevant 
to later phases of a project. 
 
Budget: The budget spells out project costs and usually consists of a spreadsheet or table 
with the budget detailed as line items and a budget narrative (also known as a budget 
justification) that explains the various expenses. Even when proposal guidelines do not 
specifically mention a narrative, be sure to include a one- or two-page explanation of the 
budget.  

Consider including an exhaustive budget for your project, even if it exceeds the normal grant 
size of a particular funding organization. Simply make it clear that you are seeking additional 
funding from other sources. This technique will make it easier for you to combine awards 
down the road should you have the good fortune of receiving multiple grants. 

Many universities require that indirect costs (overhead) be added to grants that they 
administer. Check with the appropriate offices to find out what the standard (or required) 
rates are for overhead. Pass a draft budget by the university officer in charge of grant 
administration for assistance with indirect costs and costs not directly associated with 
research (e.g. facilities use charges). 

Timeframe: Explain the timeframe for the research project in some detail. When will you 
begin and complete each step? It may be helpful to reviewers if you present a visual version 
of your timeline. For less complicated research, a table summarizing the timeline for the 
project will help reviewers understand and evaluate the planning and feasibility.  
 


