
1 Don’t try to circumvent mandatory 
page limits by moving experimental 
details into sections that fall outside 
them – like Human Subjects, Verte-
brate Animals, and Data & Resource 
Sharing.

2 Don’t boast in your Personal 
Statement.

3 Don’t try to cram in more information 
than a 12-page Research Strategy 
can comfortably hold by using densely 
written text with small fonts and small 
margins.

4 Do use the “elevator speech” test for 
your proposal. Imagine you’re in an 
elevator with Bill Gates and he has a 
billion dollars to invest in research. 
Could you convince him in a couple of 
minutes that your research needs to 
be done – and that you can do it? Is 
your proposal succinct? 

5 Do write your proposal as if you’re 
telling a story, with a solution that 
explicitly explains the impact of your 
work: “When this research is done, 
my field will be changed because we 
will know (fill in the blank) and we will 
then be able to go on and do (fill in the 
blank).”

6 Do use the Introduction section if 
you’re resubmitting to outline a 
big-picture view of the original 
reviewers’ major concerns and how 
you’ve addressed them. Then refer 
new reviewers to your revised 
document.

7 Do get a letter of support from your 
department head stating your 
institution’s commitment — in terms of 
human and financial resources — to 
your success. 

8 Do spend quality time and effort on 
the Approach section, discussing 
specific problems, alternative strate-
gies, and benchmarks for success. 
Reviewers are interested in your 
thought process.

9 Do convince reviewers there is a future 
to your proposal, even if your results 
don’t correlate with your Specific Aims. 
Make sure that your Aims are 
interconnected, but independent of 
each other, and indicate possible 
alternatives and outcomes in your 
Research Strategy.

10 Do discuss reliability and standard 
operating procedures in the Approach 
section — and in the Environment 
section if your institution has a history 
of Good Laboratory Practices (GLP) or 
Good Manufacturing Practices (GMP).

11 Do use the correct adjectives when 
describing your resources: 
“specially-constructed modules,” 
“state-of-the-art laboratory,” 
“cutting-edge clinical operations,” 
“dynamic imaging” and “centralized 
data collection.”

12 Do be sure to explain why you 
changed your Specific Aims if you’re 
applying for a competitive renewal.

13 Do address any unique capabilities of 
your institution’s scientific environ-
ment that will contribute to your 
success, highlighting any features that 
make it the best place to do your 
proposed research.

14 Do play up in the Impact statement 
any additional uses of the data set 
you’ll be putting together. If you can 
use your data to do more than one 
study, you are much more likely to get 
your work funded.

15 Do use your Biosketch to detail your 
experience and qualifications, 
including your pedigree, research 
experience, and track record of being 
able to solve problems in new areas. 
Be sure to reference specific objec-
tives and criteria in your background, 
grants you have already been 
awarded, and publications that came 
out of those grants.
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16 Do use the Personal Statement, if 
appropriate, to make it clear that while 
you are a new investigator, you are 
not an early-stage investigator. That’s 
an important distinction reviewers 
need to know about.

17 Don’t go into great experimental 
detail in your application or include a 
lot of background on the history of 
your field.

18 Do complete a first draft at least one 
month before the application is due 
and find someone who’s not involved 
in the project (other PIs and PDs) to 
check it out. 

19 Don’t forget to tell reviewers why 
you’re doing a specific experiment. 
You know the logical connections, and 
they must be crystal-clear to others.

20 Do use the word “impact” as often as 
necessary, but only use the word if it is 
applicable; do not force its use.

21 Don’t confuse Significance and 
Impact. The former is whether what 
you’re doing is worth doing; the latter 
is what the NIH gets after it has 
funded you.

22 Do use the Personal Statement 
section to clarify who does what in 
experiments that involve multiple 
personnel and multiple funding 
sources. 

23 Do show clearly your independence 
from collaborators, as well as other 
researchers at your institution, 
especially your mentor. 

24 Do tell reviewers the ultimate utility of 
your research — even if it’s five years 
down the road.
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25 Do provide Preliminary Data in the 
Approach section of your Research 
Strategy. It can establish the 
likelihood of success, demonstrate 
feasibility, and highlight any neces-
sary resources and expertise to carry 
out proposed experiments. If possi-
ble, provide preliminary data through-
out your Research Strategy.

26 Do use your list of publications within 
your Biosketch to show previous 
collaborations with your co-investi-
gators. You want to show that you’ve 
successfully worked with them 
before.

27 Don’t use a limited definition of 
Innovation. It can mean your idea is 
innovative, you’re changing the 
paradigm and the way you look at a 
problem, or you’ve got new instru-
ments or methodologies or 
techniques for your invention.

28 Don’t short-change your Environ-
ment. NIH requires you to address 
exactly how the scientific environ-
ment at your organization will 
contribute to your probability of 
success.

29 Don’t use the application as lever-
age to get a promotion. Reviewers 
may be skeptical if you’re a long-term 
postdoc with an offer of an assistant 
professorship if you get a grant. They 
prefer that your institution has already 
made you one.

30 Don’t organize your application by 
bullet points and subheads in a 
generic form. Instead, provide a 
narrative.

31 Don’t force a hypothesis on experi-
ments that are not truly hypothe-
sis-driven. Unless your project is 
discovery research, it’s key to have a 
specific, falsifiable hypothesis, stated 
explicitly. It can be an overarching 
hypothesis that covers the entire 
proposal, or specific to each aim.

32 Don’t hesitate to pitch long-term 
research. Show that you have 
thought about the future of your work.

33 Do limit supplemental data, unless 
it demonstrates the solution of a 
problem threatening the feasibility of 
the proposal.

34 Do understand that some reviewers 
will focus on the techniques you use 
when evaluating Innovation. If you 
are applying established techniques 
in an innovative way, describe the 
endpoint of your experiments, if they 
work as planned, and then explain 
what is new and novel about the 
information you will have at the end 
of the day.

35 Do, if your project is in the early 
stages of development, describe your 
strategy to establish feasibility and 
address the high-risk aspects of the 
proposed work in your Approach.

36 Don’t compromise the novel aspects 
of your work. Rather, reference a 
publication that explains the new 
technique and stick to a brief descrip-
tion of its advantages in your 
Approach section. If there really 
needs to be a large chunk of explica-
tive text, try getting the Scientific 
Review Officer’s permission to submit 
it as supplemental material.

37 Do treat your Specific Aims as a 
critical page in your application. 
Most reviewers will read it and make 
up their minds about whether your 
work is fundable. 

38 Do keep in mind these distinctions 
when writing your proposal: goals 
are strategic and high-level, objec-
tives are a restatement of your 
hypothesis in a way that can be 
falsifiable and aims are the tasks you 
will perform.

39 Don’t limit your funding success by 
only applying to an R01 Parent 
Announcement. You may find a better 
fit for your research using a different 
activity code or a Request for 
Application. 

40 Do have your thoughts organized 
before you contact NIH officials. Be 
aware of situations where it is 
mandatory to contact an official, such 
as a budget request for more than 
$500,000 in direct costs for any year. 

41 Do be aware of budget concerns if 
your salary structure looks high. 
Explain it in the Budget Justification 
section if you think that may be an 
issue.

42 Do emphasize institution-level 
collaborations in your Environment 
section and highlight unique aspects 
like Historically Black University 
status. Individual-level collaborations 
should be highlighted in your Personal 
Statement.

43 Do communicate to reviewers in their 
language. Make sure that your work is 
understandable to them.

44 Do look up the top research priorities 
for the NIH and its ICOs and demon-
strate how your research is respon-
sive to their priorities. Reviewers are 
concerned with your project’s impact 
on human health.

45 Do focus on a mechanistic structure 
for your proposal. Make detailed 
observations that are objective and 
quantifiable, then develop experi-
ments that will perturb the system and 
provide the chain of events that leads 
to your observation.

46 Do make sure that your budget 
agrees with your Research Strate-
gy. If you place in your budget the 
need for special reagents or access to 
fancy equipment, make sure its use is 
indicated in your Research Strategy 
so reviewers can determine if it is 
warranted in your budget.

47 Do use the NIH Matchmaker Tool to 
find similar NIH funded projects. This 
allows you to assess the originality of 
your proposal, possible competition, 
and locate your potential PO.

48 Do establish a good relationship 
with your PO. They can advise you 
on: funding announcements that are 
best for your research, choosing a 
study section, feedback on rejected 
proposals, and resubmission tactics. 

 

49 Do use key words in your Abstract to 
get the best reviewer assignment.

50 Don’t apply if you’re not ready. Be 
sure to provide a complete applica-
tion, ensuring your best chance of 
success. Never submit incomplete 
work, it is a complete waste of your 
valuable time and the time of NIH. 
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