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”How to write a successful grant 
application"
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Chair RHD and PANPACH task-force PASCAR 2017-2021
Director Children's Heart Disease Research Unit| Paediatric Cardiologist

Vice-President  South African Medical Research Council

Director Children's Heart Disease Research Unit
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fellowships and grants support the 

research, study and training needed to open 
doors, provide  academic currency 

and gain independence
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Outline today
Build evidence, grow your team, and increase impact with each funding stage.

Successful applications tell a compelling story:
Important question → Strong team → Preliminary evidence → Feasible 

methods → Meaningful impact.

• Hard facts
• Money follows good ideas
• Is this the right fit? 
• Title 

• Background 
• Aims and objectives 
• Methods 
• Theoretical framework 

• Ethical considerations 
• General writing tips
• Common mistakes
• Final thoughts
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A Successful Grant Funding Journey
Build evidence, grow your team, and increase impact with each funding stage.
A progression from early career opportunities to sustained research leadership

Travel/Courses
Build your networkres

en your work 
✓ Focused CV
✓ Clear objective
✓ Feasible reason
✓ Developmental 
opportunity

✈

Study

✓ Focused CV
✓ Clear objective/s
✓ Funding personal 
study/Masters/PhDs
✓ Developmental 
opportunity

Develop expertise
Acquire skills • Publish

🎓

Pilot

✓ Focused CVs
✓ Clear objectives
✓ May include 
students
✓ Preliminary evidence

Generate preliminary 
data

Test ideas • Reduce risk

🧪

Project

✓ Focused CVs/R4Rs
✓ Multiple objectives
✓ Staff and students
✓ Multi-site, multi-
national  evidence

Deliver high-quality 
science

Strong outputs •

📄

Personal

✓ Focused high-level 
CV for awards, honours
✓ Multiple objectives
✓ Staff and students
✓ Multi-site, multi-
national  evidence

Become an 
independent 
investigator

Leadership • Vision

🏅

Programme
✓ Multiple high-level 
CVs
✓ Multiple objectives
✓ Staff, students, PD
✓ Multi-site, multi-
national  evidence
✓ Independent 
institutes, multi-year 
programmes

Lead transformative 
research

Sustainable impact
Ecosystem development • 

Capacity building

🌍

Successful applications tell a compelling story:
Important question → Strong team → Preliminary evidence → Feasible 

methods → Meaningful impact.
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Hard facts
Build evidence, grow your team, and increase impact with each funding stage.

Successful applications tell a compelling story:
Important question → Strong team → Preliminary evidence → Feasible 

methods → Meaningful impact.

• Both small and large grants get rejected
• Every rejection hurts, because every 

grant application is a massive amount of 
work 

• Every grant application needs to be as 
perfect as it can be 

•  “The only real deadlines are grant 
deadlines“

Being a renowned scientist 
doesn’t ensure success. 

On the same day that 
molecular biologist Carol 

Greider won a Nobel prize in 
2009, she learnt that her 
recently submitted grant 

proposal had been rejected.
Rejection may well be 

redirection.
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Money follows good ideas
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https://bit.ly/3TwWThK
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Always have your elevator pitch ready
Make sure you have a handy one-pager

Read around your subject to create potential linkages
Network and discuss

Take and make your chances
Know what you need

Update your CV every month
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Is this the correct fit?

Look at what kind of projects were funded by this funder before 
Try to find someone who has already been funded under this grant call 
Think like the funder: 
 What work  are they interested in
 What the gaps are 
 Potentially get in touch with existing grant holders
 Try and look at successful grant applications
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Is this the correct fit?

Successful applications tell a compelling story:
Important question → Strong team → Preliminary evidence → Feasible 

methods → Meaningful impact.

D
Different skills

E
Engaged

C
Connection

I
Impact

S
Size

V
Variety

E
Expectations
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“If you fail to prepare, 
prepare to fail”
Benjamin Franklin

The most important research first
THE RFA
Research the grant application itself thoroughly
Regarding of how big or small
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• Read all the guidelines
• Read them again
• Read them once again
• Highlight key pointers eg. DATES, % overheads, 

inclusion and exclusions
• Be ruthlessly pragmatic
• Highlight areas you are unsure about
• Speak to program officers/attend all webinars

• BLOCK off time
• BLOCK off more time
• There is always something you missed
• Check check and double check

• Finally,  word count, dates and closing TIME
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WHAT TIME IS MIDNIGHT?

17

18



07/08/2026

10

19

Outline today
Build evidence, grow your team, and increase impact with each funding stage.

Successful applications tell a compelling story:
Important question → Strong team → Preliminary evidence → Feasible 

methods → Meaningful impact.

• Nitty-gritty of application elements. 
• Title
• Background 
• Aims and objectives 
• Methods 
• Theoretical framework 

TITLE

Should clearly describe what the study is about 
Concise, convincing 
Accurate, unambiguous, complete 
Relatively short and catchy, specific 
Appealing: spark interest in readers so they want to learn more 
Use professional language (avoid rarely-used abbreviations) 
There might be requirements on the title length
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Outline today
Build evidence, grow your team, and increase impact with each funding stage.

Successful applications tell a compelling story:
Important question → Strong team → Preliminary evidence → Feasible 

methods → Meaningful impact.

• Nitty-gritty of application elements. 
• Title
• Background 
• Aims and objectives 
• Methods 
• Theoretical framework 

BACKGROUND

What is the current state of the field 
Present the knowledge gaps 
Include relevant preliminary data if available/applicable
End with what you/your study/your course will do

21

Outline today
Build evidence, grow your team, and increase impact with each funding stage.

Successful applications tell a compelling story:
Important question → Strong team → Preliminary evidence → Feasible 

methods → Meaningful impact.

• Nitty-gritty of application elements. 
• Title
• Background 
• Aims and objectives 
• Methods 
• Theoretical framework 

BACKGROUND

What is the current state of the field 
Present the knowledge gaps 
Include relevant preliminary data if available/applicable
End with what you/your study/your course will do
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Grant 
writing 
pearls

• Be realistic
• Make it easy for the reviewer
• Multiple drafts- read and re-read
• Get someone to read for you
• In general, the more red marks a grant receives 

before it is submitted, the more likely it will 
succeed.
• Check word counts, spelling and grammar
• Check all attachments
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Outline today
Build evidence, grow your team, and increase impact with each funding stage.

Successful applications tell a compelling story:
Important question → Strong team → Preliminary evidence → Feasible 

methods → Meaningful impact.

• Nitty-gritty of application elements. 
• Title
• Background 
• Aims and objectives 
• Methods 
• Theoretical framework 

AIMS AND OBJECTIVES

Have a clear research question (study aim) 
This should not be too long and should be focused on the key theme(s) 
It does not need to include the objectives under it – these can be 
stated separately.
Have well-defined objectives: Create specific aims and well-defined 
criteria to quantify success, and keep it concise.
Work Packages work well to compartmentalise the approach

24
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strongheart.samrc.ac.za
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Outline today
Build evidence, grow your team, and increase impact with each funding stage.

Successful applications tell a compelling story:
Important question → Strong team → Preliminary evidence → Feasible 

methods → Meaningful impact.

• Nitty-gritty of application elements. 
• Title
• Background 
• Aims and objectives 
• Methods 
• Theoretical framework 

METHODS

Have a clear research question (study aim) 
This should not be too long and should be focused on the key theme(s) 
It does not need to include the objectives under it – these can be 
stated separately.
Have well-defined objectives: Create specific aims and well-defined 
criteria to quantify success, and keep it concise.
Work Packages work well to compartmentalise the approach
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Research the grant application process
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Develop an action plan for your research grant
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Write the first 
draft, follow 
the rules, be 
concise, 
repeat.
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• Receipt of award
• Project 

management

• Reporting
• Proposal close-

out

• Proposal writing
• Submission

• Proposal 
conceptualisation

• Grant scoping

Search 
for 

funding

Apply 
for 

Funding

Manage
the 

Funding

Report 
on 

Funding

Pre-award
Post-award
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Outline today

Successful applications tell a compelling story:
Important question → Strong team → Preliminary evidence → Feasible 

methods → Meaningful impact.

• Ethical considerations 
• Extra items

33

New focus areas: 
ESG
• Digital and Electronic 

Submission: Using 
specialized online portals 
(like institutional eRA 
systems or cloud-based 
platforms like Fluxx) instead 
of paper forms.

• Equity, Diversity, and 
Inclusion (EDI): Providing 
clear plans on how projects 
reach diverse communities 
and offer fair opportunities.

• Stronger Impact and 
Evaluation Metrics: 
Showing exact, measurable 
goals and detailed methods 
for tracking project success 
over time
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Application 
writing tips

• Read all the instructions very carefully 
especially eligibility criteria
• Check all the items needed to be included
• Never rush a grant application
• Time the grant application- some can take 

months!
• Short precise, not complicated language 
• Be clear 
• Formatting – white space, paragraphs, bold 

headings, illustrations 
• No spelling errors, grammatical slips and 

lengthy proposals
• Add in figures, tables, preliminary data, 

resources already established
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Common 
mistakes

• Not the correct fit
• Not enough planning , preparation, and 

research
• Simple admin errors eg PI, time zone.
• Be focused specific and to the RFA
• Too much detail / Not enough detail 
• Leaving out essential information
• Budget: Under-budget, over-promise leads to 

under-delivery 
• Leaving out key details of methods

36



07/08/2026

19

37

• Tell people your 
areas of interest.
• Listen to their 

areas of interest 
and send them 
tips, hints and 
potential 
opportunities.
• Values-aligned 

team members
• Share webinars, 

grant-writing 
seminars and 
recordings.
• Soon enough, it 

will come back to 
you.
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Offer to assist your colleagues with proofreading
Bring on a colleague to proofread your grant applications
Offer a co-I role to emerging researchers/post-docs
Create interview panels for grants you have won
Help highlight the pitfalls in the ones you haven’t
Save and then share questions from panels
Present protocols and ideas to journal clubs
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Many times the favourite doesn’t win.

Competition is often a useful source for fuel. In our 
scarcity-driven world, looking for external metrics 
might be a productive way to focus our energy or 
gather resources.
But it’s also a trap.
A trap that seduces us into accepting someone 
else’s priorities.
A trap that causes us to forget what got us here and 
to ignore our good fortune.

Rejection may just be redirection.

Many times competition is not constructive
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Writing a successful grant is a skill, not an inherent talent.
• Know your mission
• Start with the question
• Do your research to find partners and match goals
• What does the funder want to fund?

– Topic
– Team
– Values and Friendship-aligned
– Amount
– DECISIVE traits
– Practical points

• Balance facts and feeling
• Build a realistic budget
• Measure true outcomes
• Plan backwards
• Plan forwards
• How can I do this with this team, with this amount of 

money, in this timeframe, in this community to answer 
this question?

• Tell the story
• Be authentic, detailed, precise and pragmatic
• Plan your submission
• AI in grant applications

– Spell and grammar check
– Figures, tables and Gantt charts
– Be careful

• Revise and reread
• Recheck the budget
• Submit in time
• Remember computer glitches, laptop issues
• Save your progress throughout.
• Recheck if submitted J

• Accept rejection with grace
• Pay it forward if successful

Successful applications tell a compelling story:
Important question → Strong team → Preliminary evidence → Feasible 

methods → Meaningful impact.
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Grant applications teach profound life lessons: 
clarity of purpose, 

alignment with the right people, and resilience through 
rejection. 

They show us how to combine hard facts with human 
stories, plan for unexpected bumps, and accept that 
every "no" is just feedback to build a stronger plan.
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Grant applications teach profound life lessons: 
clarity of purpose, 

alignment with the right people, and resilience through 
rejection. 

They show us how to combine hard facts with human 
stories, plan for unexpected bumps, and accept that 
every "no" is just feedback to build a stronger plan.

Every yes is also an opportunity to grow your science, 
build your team and make a meaningful difference.

@lieslzuhlke
liesl.zuhlke@mrc.ac.za

All slides will be shared
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strongheart.samrc.ac.za

Scan the QR code to access our website, or type 
the website address into your web browser 
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