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Key points for writing a good 
research proposal 

A) KEY QUESTIONS: 

•  WHAT? 

•  WHY? 

•  HOW? 

•  WHO? 

•  WHEN? 



B) PREPARATION: 

  —> PLAN 

  —> SELECT 

  —> SCRUTINIZE 

  —> INVOLVE 

  —> BUDGET 

  —> ETHICS 



Writing a good research proposal  

•  WHAT? WHY? 
CONTEXTUALISE YOUR TOPIC/RESEARCH PROBLEM 
You need to: 
–  Present an argument – why is this important? 
–  Excite the reader –  tell a story 
–  Situate your topic/problem within the existing body of research 

and show how your study will fill a research gap  
–  Have realistic and attainable aims  
–  Present them in a clear and concise way 
–  Consider what new knowledge your study will bring about 
–  And potential benefits to the wider community 
–  Plan how you will present your results 



Writing a good research proposal  

•  HOW? 
Provide a clear account of: 
–  Theoretical framework 
–  Methods – why is your choice the best? 
–  Data – existing or new data? 
–  Ethical implications? 
–  Any potential risks or problems? 

Provide a clear outline of your budget and justify your costings: 

–  What kind of support are you asking for? Is your proposed budget 
realistic? 

–  Never ask for things that might be regarded as unnecessary extras! 
–  Provide quotes, base salary expenses on proper going rates, allow 

for inflation etc.  
–  A specified budget will instil confidence in the proposal. 



Writing a good research proposal  

•  WHO? 

 How to communicate that you are the best without 
spelling it out explicitly: 

–  Display your profound knowledge of existing research relevant 
to your topic – in the background section and in the 
bibliography  

–  Track record – a matter-of-fact account of your achievements 
to date relative to opportunity 



Writing a good research proposal  

PRESENTATION  

Different recipients: 

1. Expert readers in your area of research 

2. General assessors/academics from various disciplines 

3. Politicians, laypeople – voice from society 

   



Mind your readers! 

—> PLAIN LANGUAGE    

—> AVOID JARGON  

—> CLARITY    

—> CORRECTNESS 

OTHERS TO CHECK: 

ACCURACY   CLARITY  LANGUAGE 

LANGUAGE SUPPORT? 



The bewildering detail 



The big picture 



Structure of the proposal 

1. Title and title page 

2. Abstract/project summary/executive summary 

7. Costs: resources and staff, budget, budget justification 

8. Track record 

9. Bibliography 

3. Introduction: Research problem, aim and overall design 
4. Background: relation to previous research 
5. Theoretical and methodological framework (approach) 

6. Project design: methods, data, ethics, outcomes, timeline 



Structure of the proposal 

1. The title and title page 

 Neat and tidy cover page 

 Spend time on the title!  
–  It should be informative 
–  It should be relatively short (single sentence, 

possibly two-part title) 
–  It should clearly reflect what the project is about 

 The most important information first  



Examples: titles 

•  Secret Lives and the Lives of Secrets: Secret Police 
Narratives and Writing the Past 

•  Interaction and Variation in Pluricentric 
Languages: Communicative Patterns in Sweden 
Swedish and Finland Swedish 

•  Address in Some Western European Languages:     
A Study of Language and Social Change 



Structure of the proposal 

2. The abstract/project summary/executive summary:  

–  Be focused and concise, but informative 
–  Be to the point, exciting, and free of technical data or too 

detailed information  
–  State what you want to do, why it is of interest – what is new? 

(aims and objectives), how it will be done (research design) 
–  State what the expected benefits/outcomes are 
–  Be written in plain language and avoid jargon 
–  Be the last part of the application that you write  



Examples: abstract/summary 

 This project investigates how recent sociopolitical events and 
developments have impacted on the ways in which people 
address each other in French, German, and Swedish. 
Comparisons will be made with Italian and Dutch and between 
nations using the same language. There is to date no 
comparative study of this kind. The project is innovative in its 
use of qualitative and quantitative methodology and will lead 
to a new conceptual framework for the study of address. It will 
provide insights for inter-cultural communication and second 
language acquisition as well as the relation between language, 
cultural values, and sociopolitical change.  



Structure of the proposal 

3. Introduction: Research problem, aim and overall design 

    WHAT? WHY? 

 Contextualise – set the scene, what is the problem? 

 Aims     
–  Overall aim (Goals) 
–  Specific aims (Objectives) 

•  Research questions/hypotheses 



Structure of the proposal 

4. Background: literature overview, relation to 
(international) research 

 Include: 
–  A succinct review of relevant previous work with references  
–  How your project extends previous work 
–  How your project is unique 
–  Why your project is needed (the research gap) and needs to 

be funded  
Substantiate your claims: 

•  If you have carried out a pilot study or case study to test 
your ideas this should be referred to here. It conveys to 
reviewers that you have already taken a small step to 
begin your project 



Structure of the proposal 
    HOW? 

5. Theoretical and methodological framework 

6. Project design: 

 Methods     
–  Methods of data collection 
–  Methods of analysis  
–  Any pilot study results? —> testing of analytical tools 

 Data (and participants) 

 Ethics 

 Expected outcomes 
–  How will you disseminate results? 

 Timeline     
–  Overview of project from start to finish 



Structure of the proposal 

7. Costs:  

 Resources and staff 

 Budget and budget justification 

8. Track record 

9. Bibliography 



Characteristics of a successful  
proposal: 

•  Excites the reviewers  

•  Is easy to follow and understand – it ‘flows’  

•  Is to the point  

•  Is contextualised properly  

•  Has clearly formulated aims and objectives  

•  Has clearly stated hypotheses/research questions  

•  Describes the research design lucidly and in some 
detail 

•  Addresses expected outcomes and impact on 
stakeholders  



Characteristics of a successful 
proposal: 

•  Is realistic – the research could be 
undertaken within the time frame 

•  Includes a plan for how the results will be 
disseminated 

•  Has an applicant with suitable expertise and 
track record 

•  Peer-reviewed before submission 

•  Follows the submission guidelines closely  



Characteristics of an unsuccessful 
proposal: 
•  Research project falls outside the funding body’s priority 

areas 

•  It does not follow the submission guidelines (e.g. exceeds 
the page limits, lacks information asked for, requests money 
for items not funded by the funding scheme etc.) 

•  Poorly written – no clear structure, it is ‘all over the place’ 

•  Lacks an innovative approach – is like a ‘fishing expedition’ 

•  The literature review is uncritical and/or does not 
contextualise the research project 



Characteristics of an unsuccessful 
proposal: 

•  Lacks hypotheses or adequate research questions 

•  Is vague – does not describe the research design in 
concrete enough terms 

•  Does not have any concrete plan for how results will be 
disseminated 

•  Does not have a justified budget – it reads more like 
‘give us the money and we’ll see what we can do’ 

•  The project is unrealistic in terms of what can be 
achieved within the time frame (and budget)  



What is a reviewer looking for? 

•  Proposal answers the vital questions:  
–  Who?, What?, Why?, How?, How much?   
–  Does it fit the research scheme of the funding body? 

•  Evidence of sound reasoning:  
–  Clear and appropriate hypotheses/research questions  
–  Good ideas 
–  Easy-to-follow and clearly structured argument 
–  Evidence of your suitability for the task  

•  Attention to details: 
–  Make sure that all necessary information is included  
–  Follow the guidelines closely 
–  Correct spelling and good grammar 
–  All of this gives the reviewer confidence that you are 

organised, careful and reliable! 



The reviewer is not an ‘ubermensch’ 

•  The reviewer’s working conditions could be far 
from ideal: 
–  Could have many proposals to assess 
–  Might leave work to the last minute 
–  Might do bits and pieces now and then 
–  This is work done above and beyond their regular workload 

•  You need to grab their attention from the start:  
–  The abstract/summary – 100 words that could make or 

break the proposal 
•  Do not overestimate the reviewers’ abilities: 

–  Don’t expect them to read between the lines 
–  Don’t expect them to know who you are 



And remember… 

•  If you are not successful the first time: 
–  Don’t get upset – you are not the only one this has happened 

to 
–  Use the feedback from assessors to your benefit: How can 

you work in their suggestions to improve your proposal? 
–  Don’t give up – resubmit! 
–  and/or look for an alternative grant scheme 

•  GOOD LUCK WITH IT ALL 



FURTHER READING:  

•  Economic and Social Research Council, Britain: 

•  http://www.esrc.ac.uk/funding-and-guidance/guidance/
applicants/how-to.aspx: 

•  Research support services, University College, Cork 
Ireland: 

•  http://www.ucc.ie/research/rio/applying_funding/
guide1.html 

•  Monash Research Office, Monash University, 
Australia: 

•  http://monash.edu/researchoffice/advice/elements-of-
application.html 


