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Some Notes on Writing Proposals

Steve Ackerman

Abstract 

The abstract will likely be the first section read by reviewers. A good abstract provides a quick overview of what you propose to do and demonstrates a clear understanding of the project's significance, generalizability, and potential contribution to the field. Project end products should be clearly identified. 

As you write this keep in mind:  “Why you?”. “So what?”, and “How so?”.  Many write this section last, but you may want to write it first.

Introduction 

The introduction should establish the significance of your research proposal. It should establish your credibility in the topic area and lead logically to the problem statement.  The introduction can be extensive, and should be well written. In some formal proposals to the government agencies, this can be incorporated into a ‘background’ section. This section of the proposal should include references to projects that you’ve already worked on and, if appropriate, how this experience fits into your overall goals. You can use this section to compliment your resume and further communicate to the reviewers that you’ve done work similar to the proposed work.

Statement of Problem 

Your statement of the problem represents the reason behind your proposal. It specifies what you want to accomplish. You need to support the problem with evidence drawn from an appropriate literature review, include your own work if appropriate.  Be sure to quickly summarize the problem, and to state it as clearly as you can.  Demonstrate that you are familiar with prior research on the topic.  Justify why this problem needs to be investigated/solved.

Establish the significance of the problem. Indicate the relationship of your proposed research to the ‘big picture’ – the larger set of problems. Demonstrate your problem is feasible to solve, and that you have an approach to the solution, though don’t get into details in this section – that’s for later. It’s not enough to say ‘little is known about…’  You should explain the consequences of the lack of this information, and thus the importance of your retrieval methodology.

Objectives 

Your objectives specify the outcome of your project, the end product(s). State your project’s objectives and/or research questions clearly.  Demonstrate why your project’s outcome is important to the field.  State your objectives in a way that they can be evaluated, that’ll make your results section easier.

Some tips:

· List your specific objectives in approximate order of importance. 

· Don't confuse your objectives (ends) with your methods (means).  (A good objective emphasizes what will be done, whereas a method will explain why or how it will be done.) 

· Include goals (ultimate) and objectives (immediate) statements. 

Method 

The ‘methods’ section describes your project activities in detail, indicating how your objectives will be accomplished. Start with an objective and describe what needs to be done to achieve this objective. The description should include the sequence and interrelationship of activities. It should discuss why your success is probable, and maybe even outline the risks of your method.  Tell what is unique about your method/approach.  Include a description of instruments here and the data you will use.

Validation 

Provide a general plan for validating (or evaluating) you methodology. In this section, you should include: 1) Identify what will be evaluated, 2) Determine the method of validation (e.g. sensitivity studies from model calculations or comparison with other observations), 3) Outline your evaluation plan. Explain an appropriate validation/evaluation strategy for each objective. Be specific on how the evaluation/validation will be conducted and what will be learned from the validation. Identify what will be evaluated – if you wrote measurable objectives this will be easy. Be sure that the scope of the validation is appropriate to your project. Identify the purpose of your evaluation and describe any information/data needed to evaluate each objective.  

Schedule 

Define the sequence of events you will follow in completing your project; cast the major milestones into a schedule. Segment your total project into manageable steps and let your reviewers know what you plan to do--and when. In addition to helping you, it lets the reviewers know you have done significant planning and have thought out the major steps of your project and are not just proposing on a whim. It gives them a road map of the territory you plan to cover. The schedule can also represents a clear, one-page, visual summary of the methodology and validation sections. 

Proposal Appearance 

Pay attention to the appearance of your research proposal.  Make sure all figures are readable, check grammar and spelling, make sure you have page numbers, use headings and subheadings.

The audience, not the author, drives the design of the proposal. 

Create a reader-friendly proposal. An executive summary may have a top-down, deductive approach in a brochure style, be 30-40 percent visual and done in color.  The body of the proposal may have a double-column format, be 20-30 percent visual, be organized more inductively, and use color sparingly. Don’t forget about the skimmer and the scanner.

Keep visuals simple and uncluttered.

Demonstrate that you recognize the agency’s goals and key issues and that you translate that recognition into features that benefit the agency’s objectives, and provide proofs that will convince the reviewer that you can do what you say you will do. Don’t make “motherhood-and-apple pie” type statements that you can’t substantiate at some point in the proposal.

Developing a Proposal Section
Determine what content the section must address. Develop a logical organization with a clear opening, middle, and closing. Develop the theme of the section. Determine how to visualize the key section theme and write captions for the visuals that help the ‘skimmer’ (e.g. link features and benefits). Identify proofs of statements and substantiate all claims. Determine how long the section will be. Write the draft. Get feedback.

Another way to think of it: Determine content, organize the content, develop the themes, develop the visuals, develop the proofs, storyboard the section, now write the draft.

When writing, think about Goals, Issues, Features, Benefits, and Proofs:

Goals: How does your proposal match the announcement goals?

Issues: What are the concerns in selecting proposals that will achieve these goals?

Features: What are you proposing to do or provide?
Benefits: What will your proposal do for the agency?

Proofs: What is the validation and substantiation that the benefits are real?

