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U.S. GOVERNMENT PARTNERS



Major sources of research funding:

➢ Federal (science) agencies (NIH, NSF

➢ Foundations (BMGF, Welcome, Rockefeller, Haya)

➢ Limits on overheads covered

➢ Bilateral donors (USAID, USDA, DFID, GIZ)

➢ Trusts (Grand Challenges)

➢ Sub-grants within others’ proposals

➢ Innovation Lab pass-throughs

➢ Multilaterals (UNICEF, FAO, WFP)
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http://www.esmo.org/Research/EU-Calls-for-Proposal
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Responding to Requests For Proposals

➢ Propose explicitly to answer what is called for.
➢ Demonstrate clear understanding of science, but also 

technical feasibility, financial management, administrative 
complexity.

➢ Propose a team of heavy-hitters who will deliver on time.
➢ Articulate value-for-money.
➢ Respond to values of donor (partnership, capacity-building, 

innovation, research-to-practice, gender, EMP).



WHAT IS A COMPELLING PROPOSAL?

1. A clear strong narrative – problem, relevance, process, solution.
2. Well thought-through team of complementary skills, institutions.
3. Articulate record of past performance.
4. Strong administrative/financial systems, audits, safeguards.
5. Track record of publishing (influencing the field).
6. Not over-promising, but reaching high.
7. Innovative, not replicating.



1. Do your homework!  What does the donor 
want (or think they want)?

➢ Find the right funders to partner with/support your 
work. 

➢ But if responding to a call ensure a ‘match’! A successful 
proposal meets the needs of the funder. Interests, goals, 
ethics, needs must align well. 



2. Present a solution to a defined problem

➢ Tell a compelling story. The narrative is critical. 

➢ Stories have a beginning, middle, and end (problem, 
solution and outcome). The reader should want to read 
from abstract to the end; should not have questions 
about interpretation; not get lost in the flow of text. 

➢ The solution to presented problem must make sense.

➢ Why should anyone care about the issue or findings? 



3. Convince the funder you know what you’re doing!  

➢ Demonstrate a clear understanding of the problem

➢ Demonstrate understanding of how to undertake the work.

➢ Donor must feel confident that you/your organization can be 
a responsible steward of their funds. Present a clear plan, 
and highlight skills and experience of investigators relevant 
to the research.



4. Consistency matters. Tell the same story in budget 
and proposal narratives.

➢ A compelling narrative falls down if budget is not clearly 
aligned to achieve proposed activities. 

➢ Budget narratives and capability statements are more 
opportunities to tell your story, but they must match.

➢ All main budget line activities should be obvious in the main 
narrative. Avoid raising questions in the budget. 

➢ Ensure that individuals proposed as investigators ‘make sense’ 
based on the proposed work (consistent with the narrative). 



5. Proposal reviewers are human (not institutions)

➢ Treat them as intelligent people.

➢ If appropriate call them (not just email) with questions.

➢ Many successful grants are based on relationships!!! 
Networking at conferences may help. Building engagement 
with potential partners can facilitate future proposal 
preparation. 



Dear Colleagues,
We received an update from the donor today. Unfortunately, our proposal was 
eliminated and we will not go forward for the next round of competition. 

We received the following feedback:   
• The applicants fail to create a network that is capable of addressing donor needs. 
It’s unclear exactly how they will bring in additional partners
• The proposal neglects to show how they will fund research to solve the questions 
they identify. Likewise they neglect to show how those solutions can be translated to 
policy-relevant findings. 
• The skills for the roles are not sufficient; It is unclear what their qualifications are.
• The institutional competencies and resources are directed primarily towards rural 
transformation, which is not in fitting with the goals of this RFA to establish a network 
with a broad array of sectors. 
• Brief mentions within the text (p. 1-4) give hints, but no clear plan is outlined 
specifically. Therefore, it is unclear whether they can fulfill requirements.











AND THE WINNER IS…

“Dear Team Members, 

MacArthur Foundation announced the 8 semi-finalists for its 

100&Change competition. Although reviews of our proposal 

were highly complementary, our proposal, “First 1,000 Days 

for 100&Change: Nourishing Mothers and Children”, 

was not selected to move forward in the competition.” 



DON’T GIVE UP!

➢Learn from feedback. It was probably not a match.

➢Recycle proposals to the extent possible. Good ideas 

are still good ideas. 

➢Do better next time. Plan and prepare for calls for 

proposals, don’t just react to them and scramble.

➢The future of research is bright! (i.e. remain optimistic…)



www.feedthefuture.gov


