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Some (very biased) thoughts on 
Grant Writing



Don't wait for external push...
• A common trend I noticed in colleagues, friends and myself: some of us wait for a push,

(usually by current supervisor), so that some tell you"now it's time to write your 
project"


• Don't expect your supervisor to guide you through the possible project calls 
(especially it these are career grants). Some supervisors may push for it, others not. 
Keep in mind that your supervisor is likely employed at permanent position and 
does not keep track on up-to-date trends in career grants...


• Take initiative in your hands. 


• There is never early to apply for a project (for example: you can apply for Marie-
Curie project as your first "post-doc")

Don't hesitate!



Where to start? (before you write anything)
• Step 1: discuss with the head of the group (or your contact person) in the Host 

Institution (HI) where you want to implement your project - get the green light from 
them 

• Step 2: reach out to National Contact Point (NCP) at HI (usually this is the same office for 
ERC, Marie-Curie, other Horizon projects, as well as national calls) - they will tell you 
what to do step-by-step and provide relevant training for the specific call you aim for   


• Don't re-invent the wheel, don't hold it to yourself - talk to right people from the 
very first day! By no means, don't be scared of people stealing your ideas! 


• There will be also some paperwork to be done (official support letter by HI) - NCP 
takes care of this - not you! (But reach them out as early as possible)

Don't hesitate!



• Step 3 (optional but highly recommended): find someone to share with you 
at least one example of successful proposal (that's what I did multiple 
times...). 


➡I also shared mine later to friends/colleagues

Where to start? (before you write anything)

Don't hesitate!



Once you write your first draft of the project, seek for feed-backs right away, 
don't wait!


• Colleagues


• Friends


• National Concat Points (NCP) - usually NCP will provide you one feed-back 
by a professional scientific writer (at least this is the case for ERC) - extremely 
useful - profit of it if such an opportunity exists! 


CAUTION: depending on the mood and setting, can appear (on a surface) 
demotivating. Example: the first review I got (while being nothing but 
constructive) got me frustrated (even angry). I took a deep breath, and 
implemented all the suggestions. later I realized that this was one of the key 
points of success

Feedbacks



• Pay attention to non-expert feedbacks! 

• Example: If your a theoretician - you must be able to convince 
experimentalists (and the other way around)


• In ERC panel there is a ~dozen of referees. If we take PE9 panel (Universe 
science) there will be people representing cosmology, neutrinos, cosmic 
rays, astronomers, theorists, experimentalists, experts in solar physics etc... 
If you're lucky - 1 or 2 persons might have a clear understanding of what 
you are doing/proposing (and might actually try helping you implicitly) - but 
you need to convince the others as well!


• In Marie-Curie project there are usually 3 referees - but the same idea, most 
likely they are not directly working in your field. For example, a GW expert 
might be reviewing your project on neutrinos ...  

Feedbacks



Even if your project is not selected - keep if for the next call (might be with different funding 
scheme/agency the same year), next year etc. Remember: the work/time you invested in the 
project writing is never lost!


• Example: my First ERC - I never really thought it will pass through, I just did it to clear my 
mind (and I was running out of post-doc options ...  )


➡Idea was there around  (and not just in my head) - it's about packaging it


➡Both of my ERC projects - I was aiming on national funding agency in first place 


➡Tried ERC as a kind-of last resort (I had the project already prepared - so I submitted it 
to two funding agencies, ERC and the national one)


➡My second ERC: I was even more sceptic about it ...

Luck often comes when you don't expect it

Don't hesitate!



• If the funding allows for it (the one of your current group or the one in your 
target HI) - hire a professional scientific writer to review your proposal and 
provide feed-back


➡ Depending on the country that service may cost ~2-3K EUR). That is 
clearly a worthy investment. It is not strictly necessary but it will increase 
your chances significantly (may be the last missing drop to fill the cup..)


➡Even if the project do not pass, this investment is not lost! You will use 
the project next year, year after etc. (I know people who did 3-4 
application with ~same project year-after year before they get an ERC)


➡I didn't do it for my first ERC, but I profited from it for the second one... 

Seek support of good scientific writers



Survivorship bias or survival bias is the logical error of concentrating on entities 
that passed a selection process while overlooking those that did not. This can lead 
to incorrect conclusions because of incomplete data. If you have a change, look at 
the examples of unsuccessful projects as well

Mind the survival bias!



Tailor your project to the call!

- For example: evaluation criteria for Marie Skłodowska-Curie (MC) grant/call are 
equally accentuated on the project/science itself and the career prospectives of 
the applicant. ERC criteria, on the other hand, focus entirely on the project itself 
and the capability of the applicant (PI) to realize the project. 


- Another example, ERC proposals, by definition, are slightly more leaned towards 
risky projects compared to MC (in fact they encourage fair portion of risk, given 
that you adequately anticipated and described mitigation strategies).

• Excellence (50%) 

• Impact (30%) 

• Quality and efficiency 

of the implementation 
(20%) • "Excellence" (100 %) 



Tailor your project to the call!

https://www.ukro.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/06/20230609_2023_MSCA_PF_SubmisssionEvaluation_Session3.pdf



Tailor your project to the call!

https://www.ukro.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/06/20230609_2023_MSCA_PF_SubmisssionEvaluation_Session3.pdf

Make sure the referees easily find this keywords in your 
proposal. In fact, make sure they can copypase entire sentences 
from your proposal in their evaluation report, for example "the 
project goes beyond the state-of-the-art because ..."




Your CV is the first thing a referee reads!

You have to convincingly demonstrate your capabilities to realize the project of your own:

• Leadership

• Adequate level of independence from your supervisor(s) 

• Capability to finish projects (important papers, patents, hardware R&D solutions, ...)


Remember: you reached the point when you think of your project - this means you 
already have the above qualities - you just need to adequately show them. For 
example: 

  - emphasize talks at renown conferences (e.g. ICRC) (important to get ones for 
your CV - supervisor must help you with this - his/her direct responsibility)


  - papers with your leading contribution


  - leadership roles in collaborations



Some tricks for the proposal text...



Deliver key message as quick as possible!

Abstract Example        



Deliver key message as quick as possible!
Abstract

Why this is important? Referees are reviewing/evaluating tens of 
projects at the same time. If your message is not clear right from 
the start, even excellent project idea may get rejected simply 
because referee did not understand it or didn't have time to dig 
enough into details. You have to catch the attention first!




Make sure the project is clearly written

• GOTO: Feedbacks - give to as many people as you can. If you are able to 
explain the importance and relevance of your project to people outside your 
field (e.g. mathematicians, solid-state physicist) - you're already half way to 
success... 


• If it is Marie Curie call - don't ignore the other two criteria apart from the 
Excellence (Impact and Implementation) - even though they give less weight...


• IMPORTANT: referees are not obliged to follow the references! By default, 
they evaluate proposal based on what you have written! If you miss to 
convey a critical piece of information and put a reference instead - your 
message will likely not be heard - you will not be able to refute the referee's 
decision (because referee is not supposed to follow the reference/links/etc.)



First page of your proposal
• Try to have your entire project in a nutshell on the first page of your 

proposal. This is not mentioned anywhere as a formal requirement (in fact it 
may be even in slight "tension" with the imposed structure of the proposal 
document)


• I learned this trick from another person who did a successful ERC and I 
use it since then...



First page of your proposal

Example        



ERC: B1 (extended synopsis) is your entry ticket
• In all the trainings you will be taught to prepare the full proposal (B2 - 20 

pages) and the extended synopsis (B1 - 5 pages) with the same level of 
quality. But here comes a practical concern:


• Referees DO NOT have access to B2 (full proposal 20 pages) in the first 
evaluation stage. They only read CV and B1 (5 pages). So B1 is your 
entry ticket to the interview. 


• You should still try doing your best with B2 as well at the submission 
stage, but at least there you will have your chance to correct the flaws 
during the interview...



Don't be too humble...
• Being humble (in a healthy way) is a very good quality that helps you to maintain 

relations with your colleagues and ecological working environment.


➡In the papers/conference one never says ("I did, I achieved" - even if you did 
90% of work for a certain paper etc.)


• Yet, the scientific proposal is one place where you should not be overly humble.


➡In the proposal it is important that you stress your own contribution "I did", "I 
achieved", "I proposed a new method" etc. In fact, this is essential for the 
referees in order to assess you personal capability as a PI of your own project.


➡In the proposal, leverage a good balance between emphasizing your 
strengths, skills relevant for the project, leadership roles while not 
"overselling" yourself or showing red flags of disrespect to the work of others


