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[bookmark: _Toc343172583][bookmark: _Toc235716501][bookmark: _Toc1120758509]Introduction
This guide takes you through the application journey from growing your research idea to submission of your proposal. It demystifies the process by explaining what fellowships are, where to look for opportunities, and what to consider in preparation for writing a competitive proposal.
We take you step by step through the essential characteristics of a competitive fellowship application. It contains worksheets and templates that support you in developing your research and career vision as well as a strong proposal. Alongside top tips for success, you’ll find case studies from successful research fellows and insights from experts in research funding.
The guide is aimed at and directly addresses researchers looking to develop and submit a high-quality fellowship application to a funder. It is primarily for those with limited application experience but can also be used by more experienced researchers who wish to refresh their knowledge by providing a thoughtful space for reflection and planning. 
It can also aid research support professionals, Principal Investigators/Project Leads or those who act as mentors to support researchers in applying for fellowships. 

[bookmark: _Toc743380222][bookmark: _Toc235716502][bookmark: _Toc1405129980]How to use this guide
Treat this guide as your companion for your fellowship application journey. You may wish to read it cover to cover and work with the prompts as you develop your idea, identify suitable schemes, and craft your proposal. If you already feel confident in certain areas, you can refresh your mind by skimming through some sections and diving deeper into specific topics. To make navigation easy for you, each section in the contents table is hyperlinked.
The guide includes interactive templates to aid your planning and development that you can type straight into or print off. These templates can inform conversations with peers and mentors. You can scan the guide for Top Tips or get inspired by reading our case studies from successfully funded research fellows.
For shorter fellowships (up to approximately three years in length), not all information and guidance provided here may be necessary. Always check your funder’s and scheme’s guidance to know what you need to submit. 
Throughout you’ll find key words and phrases in bold. You can find a glossary of these at the end of the guide.


[bookmark: _Toc1969915009][bookmark: _Toc235716503][bookmark: _Toc752328719]1. What is a fellowship? 
For the purposes of this guide, a fellowship is an externally funded, competitive award. As a personal award, a fellowship allows a step-change in your research career by giving you the opportunity to develop your leadership capabilities through the delivery of original research. This focus on the fellow makes fellowships distinct from grants. 
To apply for a fellowship, you need to identify a host organisation where you will be based during the fellowship, and who will support your career development and the delivery of your project. This can be a university, a research organisation, or a firm/business.

[bookmark: _Toc2142620796][bookmark: _Toc235716504][bookmark: _Toc1831730270]Benefits
Fellowships come with sought-after benefits. They offer you: 
· research independence;
· focused research time, with up to 100% salary cover;
· strategic opportunities to shape your career trajectory through professional development and networking;
· transferable skills in project management, grant capture, and (where applicable) building and leading a team;
· increased competitiveness for future funding and employment success.

[bookmark: _Toc971868228][bookmark: _Toc235716505][bookmark: _Toc1570777792]Types of fellowships 
Fellowship opportunities come in many different shapes and sizes in terms of both duration and budgets. They can have a specific focus (e.g. for development, commercialisation or policy work, to begin a new or complete a research project), target different career stages, or enable specific career paths (e.g. for clinicians or industry).
Types of fellowships include, for instance: 
· short- to medium-term fellowships for different career stages (postdoctoral/early career, mid-career and leadership fellowships);
· long-term fellowships to establish a research team and drive a long-term research vision;
· policy fellowships; 
· innovation/industry fellowships;
· bridging fellowships to enable researchers to develop a bigger research or fellowship application.
Before beginning your application, consider your circumstances and career goals to identify the most suitable fellowship opportunity. See our section on Choose the right funder and scheme for advice on how to do this.TOP TIP: Consider the benefits of short-term fellowships.
Long-term fellowships don’t have to be your first step into funding. Short-term fellowships can offer you a stepping-stone to a bigger fellowship application, the opportunity for proof-of-concept work, an early chance to demonstrate independence from your supervisor or group leader, and enable international networking and collaboration. If you are a mid- or advanced-career researcher, consider incorporating visiting or writing fellowships into research grant applications. Centres for Advanced Studies or field-specific research centres often welcome international visiting scholars who bring their own funding.



[bookmark: _2._Planning_for][bookmark: _Toc1377508667]2. Planning for unsuccess
Fellowships are extremely competitive. Some schemes have a less than 5% success rate. It’s a difficult truth that to be unsuccessful with a fellowship application (especially on first attempt) is a strong possibility. You might think: ‘If chances are that slim, what's the point?’. There are four considerations here:

[bookmark: _Toc1429911815]Use the application as a development opportunity 
The labour that goes into fellowship applications is active research time, regardless of the outcome. Every fellowship application is an opportunity to reflect on your career goals and shape your longer-term research vision and strategy, to develop time and project management skills, and to broaden your research network.
The process invites you to develop your research idea for which you’ll explore new areas. All the reading and work that goes into defining the project’s contribution to the field can translate into review papers or conference papers. It can help you to think about the impact you want your research to make and how you’ll achieve that.
Writing a fellowship application demands that you reflect on your career stage and ambitions such as what type of research you want to do, where and with whom. To identify a suitable host organisation, mentor, or collaborator means that you’re actively building your network. These contacts may lead to invitations to seminars, publications, or future collaborations. You’ll actively think about your development needs and opportunities that may lead to applications for small pots of funding to build your research profile. You’ll gain a deeper understanding of the funding landscape that makes future application writing easier. 

[bookmark: _Toc1462050278]Shorten the odds of unsuccess
Success rates are out of your control. However, there are plenty of elements within your control that can increase your chances of success.
This means giving yourself enough time to develop your idea, establishing a strong support network for accessing expertise and gaining insights, and drafting and revising your proposal with plenty of feedback. See Preparation and Writing a Competitive Proposal for practical and actionable suggestions for how to do this.




CASE STUDY
Name: Buffy Eldridge-Thomas
University: University of Edinburgh
Fellowship Type: Wellcome Trust Early Career Award
Duration: 5 years
“All the knowledge-gathering that you have to do for a fellowship equips you with a better awareness of the training opportunities that are available to you; the conferences that you might attend; how to budget etc. Even if you don't get the funding, you may still be able to make use of these opportunities, and capitalise on your expanded skillset.”
“Preparing these applications equips you with knowledge and agency over your personal development. I, for example, now feel like I have a very thorough understanding of the personal development opportunities that are available at Edinburgh (I wouldn't have to such an extent if I hadn't had to outline my personal development plans in my ECA application!) - regardless of whether I received the award, I would have taken up lots of the institution's offerings for my concordat 10 days.”
Research: My research will study non-professional efferocytosis - the process by which non-immune cells clear dead debris from our bodies. My fellowship allows me to recruit a Research Assistant, giving me opportunity to develop my leadership skills, and combined with the research niche that I will carve out through my project, this should place me in a strong position to begin my independent research career at the end of my fellowship.  





















[bookmark: _Toc235716509]

[bookmark: _Toc153089980]Have a plan B, plan C...
Be prepared for unsuccess. Have an alternative plan in place by reflecting on: 
· How can you continue to develop your idea (e.g. collecting preliminary data; workshopping ideas with collaborators, etc.)?
· What opportunities are available to you to develop your profile and build your network? 
· Who has relevant experience to advise and guide you both within and outwith your institution as well as in sectoral networks? 
· What are alternatives to fellowships? 
[bookmark: _Toc235716510][bookmark: _Handling_rejection][bookmark: _Toc809986118]Handling rejection
Rejections sting. Disappointment, disillusionment, frustration and anger are understandable, appropriate, and common first responses when the ‘Thanks, but no’ notification lands. Because the emphasis of the fellowship is on the applicant, a rejection can feel deeply personal. But remember, ‘no’ doesn’t mean no forever. Often, it just means ‘not yet’.
When the outcome lands in your inbox, allow yourself time to process the emotional response. Spend time on things you enjoy doing. Talk to friends and colleagues either as a distraction or to gather ideas for next steps.
Once you’ve had time to process, only then will you have the capacity to consider your next steps. And these may vary from reworking the application to developing new ideas or seeking new pathways. 

CASE STUDY
Name: Luke Daines
University: University of Edinburgh
Fellowship Type: Wellcome Trust Early Career Award
Duration: 5 years
“After several unsuccessful attempts, my confidence in securing a fellowship was at a low point. What helped me rebuild was talking it through with people I trusted, who were kind, wise, constructive, and gently spurred me on. When the disappointment eased, I reread the feedback and chose what I could change. I learned that I could be bolder, but doing so sometimes meant letting go of ideas I had assumed were central. Unsuccessful applications are really painful at the time but looking back I can see each attempt was an opportunity for growth and refinement. I became more resilient, gained confidence, and developed a wider circle of colleagues, mentors and collaborators.”
Research: The five-year fellowship will support research titled “Digital signatures of asthma: mechanisms and trajectories from multimodal wearable data” and will investigate how data 	collected through wearable devices can reveal digital signatures – or novel physiological patterns – that may help identify deterioration earlier and support more proactive, personalised monitoring of asthma.






















CASE STUDY
Name: Milena Tripkovic
University: University of Edinburgh
Fellowship Type: British Academy Mid-Career Fellowship
Duration: 12 months
“The success in securing the BA fellowship is preceded by quite a few unsuccessful applications. In a way, it was about trying again and again, but it was also more about listening to feedback and improving your proposal – there was also something natural about allowing yourself time to grow as a researcher and letting your ideas mature. Throughout it all, I realized that one of the main reasons that my previous applications were not successful is that, quite simply, it was not their time yet. Therefore, I think that it is no accident that this application was the first one I submitted that I was really happy with. Having pressed that ‘Apply’ button, I found myself in an unprecedented situation: I was more happy about finally reaching a stage where I was proud and confident about my project, than I was excited about the prospect of getting it.”
Research: The project explores how the use of penal power towards citizens has been changing in recent times, by studying the relationship between migration, belonging and punishment.






















[bookmark: _Toc235716511][bookmark: _3._Preparation][bookmark: _Toc1501726553]3. Preparation
To develop a competitive fellowship application, you need to take ownership of the entire process. This involves developing a strong idea, giving yourself plenty of time to identify the ideal host organisation and mentor, gaining an in-depth understanding of relevant fellowship opportunities, as well as developing your profile and network. 

[bookmark: _Toc235716512][bookmark: _Grow_your_idea][bookmark: _Toc1216680317]Grow your idea
To state the obvious: a fellowship application requires an original and timely research idea. As Luke Daines’ and Milena Tripkovic’s case studies at the end of section 2 illustrate, developing an idea takes time and involves getting feedback. What is the question, challenge, or problem that you’re curious about finding an answer or solution to? How would you go about solving it? Who would need to be involved? It’s helpful to start sketching out your ideas. See the Project Development Canvas. 
Consider what activities spark your creativity and allow you space to generate ideas. It might be stepping away from the desk or out of the lab, going on a walk, having conversations over coffee, or attending a conference in an adjacent field to expose yourself to new ways of thinking. Maybe your career trajectory has facilitated different approaches that allow you a unique perspective or methodological exploration. 
Seeking out opportunities that unlock your creativity and keeping a log of questions that intrigue you can be a way to start growing your idea. Seminars or workshops provide a testing ground for initial ideas. Your institution/department might also run pitching sessions or sandpits for idea development. Events or development opportunities such as these can connect you to colleagues from a range of disciplines sparking new avenues and enabling feedback from experts and non-experts in your area. TOP TIP: Know what you want to do before finding the right fellowship opportunity.
The clearer your research idea, the more intentional you can be in what to focus on in the short-term as you get ready to apply. It’ll determine priorities for developing your profile, where you choose as your host organisation and who could be a potential mentor, and who is the right funder for your research.


[bookmark: _Toc235716513]

[bookmark: _Toc1520077997]Start early
Start looking for opportunities and beginning to prepare your application as early as possible. There’s no hard-and-fast rule for how long it takes to prepare, write, and submit a fellowship application. It depends on the scheme and application requirements, whether it’s your first funding application or you’ve done it before. However, it always takes longer than you think. If it is your first fellowship application, we recommend giving yourself at least one year if you already have an idea for a project. 
Your first steps involve: 
· developing your idea; 
· identifying suitable schemes;
· reaching out to potential mentor/s and hosting institutions;
· reaching out to research offices and research support services at host institutions;
· having conversations with peers, successful applicants, senior colleagues and peer reviewers of fellowship schemes to learn as much as you can;
· developing your research profile.

To develop your profile and your own research agenda is active research time. This means that you need to negotiate priorities for your professional development in line with your career plans and time dedicated to work on the application with your line manager / supervisor. If your current institution is a signatory to the Researcher Development Concordat, you are entitled to a minimum of 10 days’ time for professional development. Developing a fellowship application will take significantly more than that. 
Start conversations with your line manager / supervisor early how you can allocate a certain amount of time of your working hours to proposal development and opportunities to build your profile in your current role. It’s the responsibility of Principal Investigators/Project Leads and managers of researchers to support you in your career development. Have persuasive arguments ready for how your success also benefits your PI / line manager (e.g. demonstrating that they support others to funding success and contributing to a positive research culture). TOP TIP: Carry out an early and honest appraisal of your achievements.
You’ll need to demonstrate that you’re the right person to deliver the project and that the fellowship will progress your career trajectory. Focus on any potential weaknesses or concerns that evaluators may see in your profile at point of application. As this may include a need to improve your contribution to knowledge (e.g. via publication record), many research support experts suggest looking into fellowships two years before you expect to apply.





[bookmark: _Choose_the_right][bookmark: _Toc1954045380]Choose the right funder and scheme 
To identify and target the funder and fellowship scheme most relevant to your research, personal circumstances and career aspirations, we recommend you create your opportunity map with the template below:
	Your research 
What are the keywords connected to your research idea? Which disciplines and research fields does your idea connect to? Do you want to start or complete a project? This will direct which funders and schemes you target.
	Your career 
Did you have a career break and seek to re-integrate into research? Are you pivoting into a new research area and seek to develop new skills? Are you transitioning into leading a research team for the first time? Are you seeking to reengage with your research after spending time focusing on administrative/teaching commitments?

	Your personal circumstances
Are you on a fixed-term or open-ended contract and what are the implications for what resources you need? Do you have a personal characteristic that is underrepresented (e.g. gender, ethnicity) in your field of research?
	Your eligibility
Take note of your degree completion date (both viva and award date), any career breaks, and contract type. This can determine which schemes you can apply to, and for how long you’ll continue to be eligible. 


To identify relevant opportunities, you can check the databases and funding portals that list open calls for schemes. The links below take you to funder-specific webpages listing their funding schemes. Note: this isn’t an exhaustive list.
· British Academy
· Chief Scientist Office
· Euraxess (European Commission)
· Leverhulme Trust
· National Institute for Health and Care Research (NIHR)
· Royal Academy of Engineering
· Royal Society
· UK Research and Innovation (UKRI)
· Wellcome TrustTOP TIP: Ensure your research is within the funder’s remit.
Many funders provide concrete online guidance or offer remit checks. These allow you to check with the funder that your research idea meets their remit before applying. When in doubt, email the funder and ask.


You can check and set up alerts for the following funding databases: 
· ECRcentral — Funding for Early Career Researchers
· Jobs.ac.uk (many institutions advertise their interest in supporting prospective applicants for externally funded schemes through this website) 
· Pivot RP; ResearchConnect (both require institutional subscription)

Increasingly, many funders use LinkedIn to advertise opportunities. Follow funders on LinkedIn to receive notifications whenever they post. If you are a member of learned societies or research associations and organisations, subscribe to their newsletter to learn about any short-term fellowship opportunities. 
Most universities have dedicated research offices to assist you in identifying suitable fellowship opportunities and advising on eligibility, but it helps to have an idea of what schemes you’ve considered before contacting them. Depending on the size and structure of your host organisation, you may have access to local, as well as cross-institutional, support.

Eligibility 
Some schemes only offer you a short window of opportunity to apply. For instance, the eligibility for early career fellowship schemes may only lie between 1 to 3 years after your PhD viva or graduation. However, this is becoming less common as funders recognise that there are different career paths into research and applicants may have had career breaks. While some funders will show some flexibility, others continue to apply time boundaries around such terms as early- or mid-career researchers and experienced Principal Investigators/Project Leads in eligibility criteria which do not adequately represent the lived realities in the research environment.
Fellowship eligibility can be confusing as funders try to be inclusive to people with different career paths. If you aren’t sure, it’s vital to talk to someone in your research office or the funder directly. They are as keen as you to avoid the frustration of an ineligible application.TOP TIP: Check funders’ latest eligibility rules.
Even if you’ve ruled out a scheme in the past, it’s worth re-checking. For instance, the European Research Council changed the eligibility criteria for its Starting and Consolidator schemes twice in 2026 alone.


Make a note of schemes suitable for your career stage, goals, and research area. You want to ensure a strong match to the funder and scheme. If, for example, you’re proposing an idea with a heavy focus on societal impact, you need to choose a funder with an interest in impact.
Have an honest conversation with mentor(s), colleagues and research support professionals about whether your profile is competitive for a particular scheme. This will assist you in planning your application strategy, and in deciding for or against a fellowship scheme.

[bookmark: _Toc235716514][bookmark: _Toc1002280204]Find the right mentor(s)
Many fellowship schemes require you to have a mentor. By choosing your mentor, you also choose your host institution. The rationale for both needs to be grounded in your research and career ambitions. 
Fellowship mentors are not the same as a supervisor or line manager. Mentors are not primarily intended to give advice on the Fellow’s research (though they can do this). Instead, fellowship mentors are more like a sounding board, there to provide practical support and guidance. It’s important to find a supportive mentor who will give you the space to lead your own research.
As you grow your idea, establish how you want to carry out the research (e.g. your methodological approach) and what research environment would be most suitable for you, think about potential mentors. Consider what you need from a mentor both in terms of your research and career (e.g. expertise in research leadership; interdisciplinary working; policymaking). 
CASE STUDY
Name: Sobhan Mortazavi-Derazkola
University: University of Leeds
Fellowship Type: Royal Society Newton International Fellowship
Duration: 3 years
“When choosing a host institution, I looked beyond reputation and focused on where my proposed research could develop most effectively. My background is in nanotechnology, so I wanted an institution with strong expertise and facilities in nanomaterials, as well as complementary strengths that could help me expand the project into new areas. The University of Leeds stood out because its research environment offered opportunities to connect chemistry and nanotechnology with biological and antibacterial research. I then focused on finding a host whose expertise closely matched the direction of my proposal and who could provide the right support, collaborations and facilities. My top tip is to prioritise scientific fit and complementary expertise rather than reputation alone.”
Research: My research focuses on nanostructures. This fellowship enables me to delve into the study of atomically precise, multi-ligated Au/Ag nanoclusters, with a focus on combating antibiotic resistance.



















Your existing network might include someone with relevant experience, or someone might have a suggestion and can make an introduction for you. When contacting potential mentors, get in touch early with a short project proposal and a CV, along with an explanation of what schemes you’re considering and why you’d like them to mentor you. Your chosen mentor will be critical in making introductions to Heads of School or Head of Centre as departmental and institutional support are key to a competitive fellowship application. Many institutions run internal selection processes well before any funding deadline and the discussions surrounding support for you during the fellowship and, where a requirement, pathways to an open-ended contract. (See Demand Management)
As you prepare and develop your fellowship application, mentoring can include:
· navigating institutional support, such as development opportunities and relevant networks;
· accessing external networks and collaborators;
· peer-reviewing the Fellowship application;
· writing letters of support/recommendation;
· sitting on mock interview panels.
CASE STUDY
Name: Fred Wilson-Spencer
University: University of Leeds
Fellowship Type: NERC Independent Research Fellow
Duration: 5 years
“The best mentors understand what you are trying to achieve. Try to find someone who has been successful with what you are applying for, understand (or can get to understand) you and your work well, and will be honest but (hopefully) encouraging. These qualities allow them to see the woods whilst you are amongst the trees and give you the nudges that will keep you pointed at success.”
Research: My fellowship seeks to resolve the chemical composition of Earth's core through atomic scale computer simulations. Understanding this fundamental property of our planet is essential to learning how our planet formed and how it evolved to the habitable world of today.

















Some fellowship schemes require a certain level of commitment from mentors during the fellowship. Mentors’ responsibilities include:
· helping you settle into the School/Department;
· discussing the progress of the project and any problems that arise;
· providing advice or steerage (when asked to by the mentee);
· building the Fellow’s confidence;
· career development, including advice on the academic job market.

[bookmark: _Ensure_institutional_alignment][bookmark: _Toc1138579797]Ensure institutional alignment
Any externally funded fellowship application requires support from a host organisation. A strong fellowship application must be well-aligned with the host institution (see Place). Institutional websites usually contain details of their overarching research and innovation strategy, and individual Schools/Departments will often have webpages detailing their respective strengths and research themes.
Read these documents carefully to ensure that you understand how your work aligns with their interests. This is where a mentor at that institution is vital, as they can also provide additional information about the ‘direction of travel’: areas that the Department/School is looking to move into.
When developing your application, consider: are you aligned with their existing remit and strengths, or are you aligned with a new research area in which they’d like to move? Increasingly, institutions run internal selection processes that decide which candidates they will support to apply. Being able to articulate your institutional alignment will be advantageous. (See Demand Management) 

[bookmark: _Toc235716517][bookmark: _Toc694672385]Build a strong support network
Developing and writing a fellowship application does not happen in isolation. The stronger your support network, the stronger your proposal will be. 
To build your network, you need to know what you require support with and then identify the relevant people who can help. It may be helpful to think about the areas of professional development, project idea and management, proposal development and writing, processes and procedures, and practicalities.

Your network can support with:
	Improving the quality of the application
	Learn from successful applicants and peer reviewers for that funder/scheme; your research community may hold seminars or pitching sessions for feedback opportunities

	Career ambitions and plans
	Peers, mentors, senior colleagues and career consultants can be helpful for conversations to identify and articulate your strengths and future vision

	Project requirements
	Mentors, collaborators and/or partners directly involved in the project; communities (e.g. patients) shaping the project should be engaged from the idea development stage; for larger fellowships, consider putting together an advisory board for the length of the fellowship

	Understanding the complexities of the application process
	Research support professionals at the host institution can advise on suitable funders, schemes, and eligibility, assist with budgets; mentors and peer reviewers on funder panels can provide insights into how applications are evaluated and what makes a successful application; funders often host webinars and information sessions for schemes with opportunities to ask questions

	Broadening your network
	Use your existing connections to expand into new areas and connect with interested parties



CASE STUDY
Name: Olivia Swann
University: University of Edinburgh
Fellowship Type: Wellcome Early Career Award
Duration: 5 years
"Building a strong support network is less about finding the “right” people and more about being open about what you don’t know. My work sits across paediatrics, data science and housing, and early on I thought I needed to be an expert in all of it. I don’t. What matters is bringing together people who are generous with their time and knowledge, and who care about the question as much as you do. Seek out collaborators from different disciplines, involve people with lived experience, and invest in those relationships. A good network doesn’t just strengthen your science — it makes the work more thoughtful, realistic and impactful.”
Research: My work focuses on how cold, damp homes and the different ways of heating them are associated with respiratory infections in children. We are using the new ability to link healthcare and individual property data to build a national dataset linking information on healthcare, housing, smart meters, high street banking, outdoor air pollution and climate for all children under five across Scotland. Project Webpage: https://homesheatandhealthykids.github.io/ 
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Building Your Fellowship Network Worksheet
This worksheet prompts you to reflect on the strengths, needs and opportunities of your fellowship support network. It encourages you to identify individuals, communities, partners, organisations and services, who can support you throughout your fellowship journey in line with your career, research, and funding ambitions. Using this as a mapping activity when you’re working on your fellowship application can also help you in articulating your governance and why you’re the right person to lead the project. For each column, consider the questions and note down the respective strengths as well as needs and opportunities in the relevant space provided. 

Focus on: 
· Who do you need in your fellowship network? 
· What do you need them for and when? 
· How can you develop the relationship and enhance your network?

	
	Career
	Research
	Funding

	

Questions to consider
	· What’s my career ambition and who do I need for support? 
· Who do I need to speak to? 
· What new skills, experiences, and activities do I wish to develop and who can support/help?  
· What life choices or changes am I facing?
· What support/help do I need?
	· Who is/needs to be involved in my project?
· Who else do I need input from and collaborate with?
· Where do I need to develop my research network/socialise the idea? 
· Who is interested and who needs to know? How will I reach them?
· Do I have/need institutional buy-in? How will I get it?

	· Who can offer advice on funding options and best funder fit? 
· Who do I need to involve in proposal writing and when? 
· Who has funder and scheme insights?
· Who in my network has insights as successful applicants/members of funders’ peer review colleges?
· 


	

Network Strengths
	
	
	

	

Network Needs & Opportunities
	
	
	


	
	
	




[bookmark: _Finding_&_Identifying][bookmark: _Toc678879552][bookmark: _Toc235716519][bookmark: _Toc353498918]4. The application process
Once you have identified a suitable scheme, familiarise yourself with the application process. Application processes are evolving and can involve multiple stages both at the institutional and funder levels. Regardless of what the process is – it'll take longer than you think. Starting early firstly means that you’re not rushing to meet deadlines. And secondly it gives you time to prioritise, plan, write, and revise. 
Some schemes have one annual call, while others have multiple submission deadlines or an on-going open call. You can sign up to funder newsletters to be informed about call openings and deadlines for effective time management. TOP TIP: Attend funder webinars and call information sessions.
For well-established fellowship schemes such as the Marie-Sklodowska Curie Postdoctoral Fellowship Scheme, ERC Starting, and UKRI’s Future Leaders Fellowship scheme funders run online webinars that provide call-specific details. They offer helpful outlines of the process and evaluation, signpost to resources, and give you the opportunity to ask questions. Often, successful applicants to the scheme share their experiences and tips. They are advertised on LinkedIn or via funder newsletters.


For effective time management, you need to know what you need to submit when and to whom. Below is a checklist for what to consider:
· How does my research idea fit the remit of the funder?
· What are the stages of the application process? (e.g. Expression of Interest / Outline; full application; response to reviewers; interview etc)
· When is my prospective host institution’s internal deadline? (see Demand Management)
· When is the funder’s deadline?
· What documents do I have to submit, when, and to whom? 
· How will I be evaluated?
· Who will evaluate the proposal? 
· How / where can I access the application template? 
· Does my host provide any guidance on filling out the application form?
· Who do I need documentation / information from and by when? (e.g. Letters of Support; collaboration agreements etc)
· What budget is available and how does that impact what I’ll be able to do?
· Can I re-submit if I’m unsuccessful? Would I still be eligible and for how long? 

[bookmark: _Toc59044439][bookmark: _Demand_management][bookmark: _Toc235716520][bookmark: _Toc874930852]Demand management
Demand management processes limit the number of applications that can be submitted to specific funding schemes. This can be imposed either by the funder or by the institution. Funders increasingly use this to manage the volume of applications they receive, to avoid putting pressure on their peer review systems. Institutions use this to manage their financial resources and ensure that they can provide ample support to each candidate.
TOP TIP: Consider the implications of multiple deadlines for your time management.
Be aware that, especially for predictable annual schemes, institutions put in place pre-selection processes, with deadlines months before the funder’s deadline. If in doubt, contact your local research office to ask about internal deadlines as soon as possible.

Institutional submission processes and accessing support 
For schemes where demand management is in place, your chosen host institution will run an internal selection process. Depending on scheme and the reason for demand management, this process can involve multiple stages. If, for instance, a hosting department can only afford to support a certain number of applicants to the Leverhulme Early Career Fellowship scheme, then the department will run that selection process. If the funder imposes a cap on the institution such as for UKRI’s Future Leaders Fellowship scheme, then the initial selection might be made at a departmental level, followed by College/Faculty level, and, finally, at institutional level. This means that you will have institutional deadlines for which you may have to submit different documents. 
Be informed about the institutional submission processes for your chosen scheme and find out about their internal decision-making criteria. Articulating the institutional alignment and strategic fit is crucial. (See Ensure institutional alignment.)
If your research idea and profile is a good match with potentially two different institutions, consider multiple institutions or Schools/Departments for the same scheme (see Place for further information). However, to increase your chances of being selected, you can submit an Expression of Interest (EoI) to multiple institutions for internal selection. If you are selected by more than one institution to proceed with your application, you must decide which host institution is the better fit. You can’t apply to the same fellowship scheme through multiple institutions at the same time. Be aware that deadlines can vary from institution to institution.

Funder submission processes
Funders can have multi-stage selection processes for their schemes, commonly detailed on their webpages. This can include: 
· Expression of Interest (referred to as EoI)/outline proposal; 
· full proposal; 
· response to reviewers; 
· interview.
The time from submission to outcome can be between 3 months to over 1 year. 

[bookmark: _Toc449967930]Costing a fellowship
Fellowship schemes vary widely in what they can provide. Some schemes provide generous packages of support, covering salary for yourself and team members, research activities (including equipment and travel), career development costs, and more. These may be pre-set amounts, or they may outline maximum spend amounts. Other schemes provide relatively limited financial support.
The budget available to you will shape the scope of your proposal. Know what you need funds for and ensure that they are an eligible cost. Get help as early as possible from your local research office in drawing up a realistic budget, and ask successful applicants about their budget approach and whether they’d do anything differently in hindsight.
Research funding never covers the full costs of research. Different funders cover different proportions of research costs. UKRI, for example, covers up to 80% of the full Economic Costing (known as fEC) of a project. The host institution will cover the remainder portion. If you have any questions about budget and finances, speak to your host institution’s research office.








[image: ]EXPERT INSIGHT
Name: Anna Anderson
University: University of Edinburgh
Department: Edinburgh Research Office
Role: Clinical Research Funding Manager

“The priorities of the budget for a fellowship are the personal and team salaries, required equipment, training and costs for dissemination through meetings and conferences. Do ensure these are costed correctly and at the right level, and for the team at the correct level for their required role in the project. If you plan to spend time abroad during the fellowship ensure that this is costed to include travel and accommodation and visa, insurance, housing and any family allowances. Justification for every cost is important, and it should be clear why you are requesting the various costs for the reviewer and funder. If you have an increased research role, consider whether costings are to be included for backfilling duties, particularly around teaching buyouts.”
Expertise: My specialities include accountancy, law, research management, clinical funding and knowledge exchange




















[bookmark: _Toc647915075]How to submit
In most instances, you will submit your application via the funder’s online platform. This requires you to register on the platform and enter details, including your host institution and, in some instances, mentors. If you submit via an online platform, register as early as possible and familiarise yourself with the platform and all information required. Many platforms require and/or allow you to add collaborators to the application. This includes research support professionals in your host institution’s research office, who will ensure all documentation is there and assist with the budget section. 
For the fellowship proposal, you may enter your application text into specific boxes that may have a word or character limit, or you might upload documents. Adhere to the funder’s submission guidelines.
To ensure that your application is being evaluated by the best possible panel members, do take a moment to consider in which discipline you make the most significant innovation. If your chosen fellowship scheme operates via an online submission platform, submit your project-related keywords early on rather than closer to the deadline so that the funder may form a panel with expertise in your area.
You will have institutional deadlines for your application, at least 1-3 weeks before the funder’s deadline. This is to allow for the institution to complete compliance and budget checks as well as getting all relevant units to sign off on the application. It’s your responsibility to alert your Research Office when your application is complete and, where relevant, uploaded to the online platform. It will be the institution’s research office who formally submit the application to the funder.

The sample timeline below illustrates the process from preparation to submission, indicating the activities you will engage in during that process. The window from submission to receiving the final outcome may include a response to reviewers and/or an interview, depending on the scheme.

[image: A diagram showing the application process. The initial stages include profile building, developing a research idea, collaborators, impact, innovation and partners, and funder engagement. These all come before you identify a host, which should happen before the call opens. You then need to develop a vision, plan and write the application, submit, then undergo any post-application processes.

5 non-linear lines with each representing a different activity / focus in the preparation phase. These 5 non-linear lines merge into a linear arrow that shows the milestones in the application process above the line and a summary of activities below the line to the corresponding milestone. ]



[bookmark: _Toc1157365087][bookmark: _Writing_a_competitive][bookmark: _Toc235716522][bookmark: _Toc567565701]5. Writing a competitive proposal
You’ve got an idea. You’ve found the right scheme for you. You’ve got a host organisation and a mentor confirmed. Now you can start the process of proposal writing.

[bookmark: _Toc235716523][bookmark: _Toc821038382]Write to the evaluation criteria
What it means to submit a ‘competitive’ proposal is determined by each scheme’s specific evaluation criteria. And to write a competitive fellowship application means to write to the evaluation criteria. These are not optional but should be your compass. Evaluation criteria can vary from scheme to scheme, even for the same funder. Not all funders evaluate applications in the same way, and different funders will emphasise certain aspects of the application more than others.
Know how your application will be evaluated. You can find information on the funder’s scheme-specific webpages. Look for guides to assessment criteria and pay attention to the weighting of each criteria as well as any guidance for reviewers. For instance, the Wellcome Trust evaluates applications to the Early Career Award and Career Development Award across 3 criteria: your skills and experience (25%); your project (50%); and your plans to foster a positive and inclusive research environment (25%). For the UKRI Future Leaders Fellows scheme, there are four equally weighted criteria: Research & Innovation Excellence; Applicant & Their Development; Impact & Strategic Relevance; Research and Innovation Environment and Costs.
Some funders are extremely vague about what their evaluation criteria are, and so in these cases, it helps to speak to your wider network, particularly colleagues and peers with experience and knowledge of that funder.

[bookmark: _Toc1992376267]Demonstrate funder fit
You need to be able to articulate and demonstrate alignment with your funder’s strategies, aims and interests. You can’t just put any idea to any funder.TOP TIP: Use the funder’s Guide for Applicants.
Any major fellowship scheme will have a ‘Guide for Applicants’ that lists the remit, aim, and eligibility criteria for a particular scheme. This is your ‘Bible’ during the preparation and application process. Pay close attention to the title and the description of the scheme/s as it gives you clues where to put the focus in your application narrative. Reading the Guide for Applicants carefully helps you in articulating your application’s alignment with the funder and scheme.

Successful fellowship applications are tailored to the funder and the scheme. Funders’ webpages, strategies, and scheme-specific information give you clear indication of the keywords they’re using and what they’re looking for in successful applicants.

CASE STUDY
Name: Eric Breard
University: University of Edinburgh
Fellowship: NERC Independent Research Fellowship
Duration: 5 years

“To write a competitive application means to tailor it to the funder. For my NERC IRF application, I examined the topics NERC had funded in previous years to understand where its investments and priorities were concentrated. I then looked for important areas that remained underrepresented and considered why addressing them mattered to the UK research landscape. This allowed me to show both why the proposed research was strategically needed and why my particular combination of field, laboratory, observational and numerical expertise made me uniquely placed to deliver it.
A competitive NERC IRF proposal should make the panel feel that the project is both necessary, timely and uniquely matched to the applicant. The strongest case is not simply “I have a good idea”, but “I have built the rare combination of field, laboratory, observational and numerical skills required to make this idea possible.” The proposal should be ambitious enough to feel transformative but structured as a medium-to-low-risk, high-reward programme with clear work packages, milestones and fallbacks. It must show independent vision, ownership of the research questions, strategic awareness of where the field is going, and why a five-year fellowship is the right framework.”
Research: 5-year long NERC Fellowship on the Rheology of Multiphase Volcanic Flows. Home | Eric Breard

























[bookmark: _Toc235716524]

TIME
PERSON
PROJECT
PLACE

[bookmark: _Toc1830038650]The 3Ps for a competitive proposal narrative
Regardless of what fellowship you are applying for, there are three essential components to a competitive application narrative often referred to as the 3 Ps: Person; Project; Place. 
Think of the relationship between the 3 Ps as one of mutual benefit and synergy.


[bookmark: _Toc771770788][bookmark: _Toc235716525][bookmark: _Toc668776845]Timeliness
To give your fellowship application a competitive edge, you need to articulate why it’s timely. You need to provide a compelling answer to: ‘why is now the perfect time for you to do this research?’ 
On the research side, why do you need to do this research now? Link your work to recent developments, current challenges or opportunities, or investments in the area that you can connect with and take advantage of. 
On the career side, why is this fellowship the right opportunity now? Talk about how it will accelerate the momentum that you’ve already built and how it will lead to a step-change in your career trajectory (see Development plans).TOP TIP: Develop the Person and Place narrative of your application.
To address how and why you are the right person to deliver the project and how you will be supported at your host organisation is critical to a strong application. Plenty of researchers have innovative and exciting research ideas, but the most fundable applications engage with delivering the non-research elements of proposals as much as the research idea itself.










[bookmark: _Toc1742209593][bookmark: _Toc235716526][bookmark: _Project][bookmark: _Toc27228572][bookmark: _Toc1262559394]Project
Funders are looking for high-quality original and ambitious research ideas with clear potential to advance a research field as well as career trajectories.

CASE STUDY
Name: Buffy Eldridge-Thomas
University: University of Edinburgh
Fellowship: Wellcome Trust Early Career Award
Duration: 5 years

“At the core of all successful fellowship applications is a brilliant research question, so honing this is key. Strong proposals may seek to answer big outstanding questions in the field, or address fundamental topics which have been understudied/ overlooked. You should make clear why your proposed research is so important, and why it needs to be funded now – have central evaluation terms, like ‘bold’, ‘ambitious’, ‘significantly advance’, in mind. Crucially, a great research question, combined with the personal development opportunities that a fellowship provides, should provide a platform on which you can launch your independent research career – communicate this too.”














A competitive proposal must answer: 
· What is your project going to achieve? 
· How is the project a) innovative, b) ambitious, and c) feasible?
· Why do it now? 
· What transformative outcomes will the project bring for a) the research community and b) your career? 
· What will be the ripple effects/impact of your research in the mid- and long-term? 
You may have had a look at successful applications without even starting to put your project idea to paper. We strongly advise that you start from your idea. (See Grow your idea) What is the research idea that you wish to pursue and why? You may not know where to start. To help you to develop your idea, use the Project Development Canvas.[footnoteRef:2]  [2:  The Project Development Canvas is a common tool used in project management. It is inspired by Alexxander Osterwalder’s Business Model Canvas. ] 



How to use the Project Development Canvas
You can use the Canvas at any point in your idea development phase and starting with any of the boxes. They cover key components of most funding applications, and the prompts guide you in thinking through different project aspects. 
If there are boxes that you are unsure about (such as budget or impact) then you can identify relevant support and/or initiate conversations to develop your idea and details further. If you’re working on a collaborative project, the prompts in the Canvas can structure your conversation to co-create the vision, shape, methods, and outputs for your project.
Once you have filled this out, you have the big picture of your project that can help you in crafting your project pitch (see The Pitch). 
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[bookmark: _Toc506042956]The Project Development Canvas
	Title
	Aim
(What do you want your project to achieve?)
	Timeline 
(What is the scale of your project?)

	Idea / Problem / Challenge
(What research question drives the project? What specific problem / challenge are you seeking to address? Why will it transform the field? Why does it matter? And why now?)
	Objectives
(What are the specific activities to achieve project aim?)
	Contribution 
(Where is this project situated in the wider research landscape? What do you build on? Where and how will you innovate and advance the field?)

	Methodology
(What methods are you using? Are you using established methods, are you including innovative methodological approaches? What expertise do you bring and where do project partners come in?)
	Deliverables / Outputs
(What will be your outputs? e.g. tools, software, policy papers, IP/patents, datasets, development opportunities, publications etc. What are your plans for open research practices, including archiving and sharing?)
	Team, Collaborators & Partners 
(Who is most critical to your project? Who do you need to support you? Who benefits from your project? From whom do you require input / expertise?)


	Outcomes / Impact  
(What will be the mid- to long-term ripple effects of your research? e.g. scientific, cultural, economic, environmental, health, political, social etc. Who are the beneficiaries / users of your research and how will you engage with them? What does impact mean for your project? How will you embed, measure and evaluate project impact?) 
	Risks 
(What could go wrong? Consider both research-related risks as well as project management risks. What might be unintended negative impacts and for whom? How will you mitigate any risks?) 
	Resource Needs / Budget Requirements
(What resources do you need? e.g. salaries; equipment; consumables; development; research, dissemination and communication activities etc.)


	
	
	




Work programme / Gantt Chart
Your work programme must be feasible and demonstrate that you’ll achieve project objectives. Essentially, you need to tell the funder what will happen, and when.
Some funders simply ask for a year-by-year breakdown of what you’ll cover, but others may specifically ask for a detailed workplan and/or Gantt Chart. This is a visualisation of the lifetime of the project, indicating work packages with their tasks, activities, milestones, and deliverables. Depending on the length of your proposed project, you may indicate the duration for activities in months, quarters, or years. Gantt Charts can easily be created in Excel, or you can find templates freely available online.
When developing your work programme, consider: what are the building blocks of your project? How will you break up your overall research project into manageable phases or work packages? Each phase or work package should group together related tasks and be assigned a duration.
You may also wish to include details of outputs, dissemination and professional development within your workplan. Some funders explicitly ask for this.TOP TIP: Access successful applications for inspiration on how to a) structure a research project and b) communicate and visualise it.
Your host institution may have a database of successful applications you can access. You can also reach out directly to previous successful applicants and ask them whether they’re willing to share their application.


Budget 
Peer reviewers will consider and may even be directly asked whether your project will deliver value for money. You must demonstrate that your budget request is justified, appropriate, and reasonable for the research that you’ve planned.
You will need, with help from your host institution’s research office, to budget for:
· Salaries
· Equipment
· Consumables
· Travel and associated costs
· Professional development for you (and your team, if relevant)
In addition, there are other extra costs which will be added to your budget. These are often referred to as 'indirect costs’ and are essentially the proportional cost it takes to run the infrastructure – i.e. your institution – to carry out your research.
What you include in your budget will confirm or cast doubts on your project management skills as well as your commitments, for instance, to research culture. Have you included funds for professional development for team members? What activities will support your stakeholder engagement and project impact and what are the budget implications (e.g. collaborations, meetings, events, cost for expertise / input from non-academic partners, communication assets etc.)?
Some schemes require you to include a section justifying the budget. You do not need to list every element of the budget here. Instead, use this section to justify your major expenses (e.g. staff costs including your own salary, travel, equipment). You need to make a convincing case that the resources you’ve requested are proportionate to the proposal and good value for money.
CASE STUDY
Name: Joanna Bullivant
University: Birmingham City University
Fellowship: UKRI Future Leaders Fellowship Round 9
Duration: 4 years

“When budgeting, I broke things down into two areas. Firstly, I thought about the project staff I needed and how much that would cost and why they were needed to deliver the research. Reviewers always comment on value for money and deliverability, so it’s important you have the right skills represented and that you can justify what work someone will be doing. Secondly, I worked through any budget for events, conference attendance, equipment – basically enumerating everything we would need and ensuring we could afford it. I spent time getting quotes for services and talking to specialists about equipment and this has worked out well when we’ve come to start buying on the project. Something I wish I’d budgeted for that I didn’t was admin support. On a large fellowship project with lots of activities the admin tasks really eat up time, so I wish I’d budgeted for this and fully understood what was allowable under the scheme I was applying for.”
Research: My fellowship project explores the historic soundscapes of England’s East Coast. My research seeks to understand connections between physical environment, sound, and culture in this unique and fascinating region. The fellowship has enabled me to lead an interdisciplinary research team and work extensively with heritage organisations and community groups. One of the greatest opportunities and challenges has been moving outside my own discipline and working towards creating knowledge and resources for public impact.























Risk management 
No research is risk free. Show reviewers that you have thought through both potential research-specific risks as well as project implementation risks with appropriate contingency plans.
Consider potential risks in relation to each of your research objectives and pay attention to potential knock-on effects between planned work. A useful method can be to also look at your milestones and consider the potential risks. For example, what happens if that milestone isn’t achieved?
You can draw up a risk register. This may take a table format, as shown below, where you identify the risk and assign grades for the likelihood of the risk occurring (from low to high) and the impact on project (from low to high). You can then detail your risk mitigation plans.

	Risk
	Likelihood
	Impact
	Mitigation measures

	Risk 1
	Medium
	Low
	Mitigation 1

	Risk 2
	Low
	High
	Mitigation 2


TOP TIP: Consider whether you need an advisory board.
If you’re seeking to move into a research field / area or methodological approach new to you, it might also be worth thinking about creating an advisory board for your project (this, of course, depends on the scale of the project but might be worthwhile for longer-term fellowships of more than 5 years).


Collaborators & project partners
Your research project may involve collaborators or project partners who bring in expertise, are prospective users or benefactors of your research outputs, and/or enable access to relevant networks, resources, and infrastructures. 
To identify suitable individuals or organisations, reach out as early as possible. Relationships with potential collaborators and project partners take time to develop. It can also take time to get collaboration agreements, approvals and letters of support. Be clear about expectations and their role in and contribution to the project.
You may wish to involve them in the ideation phase and to bring in their expertise into the research design. If you want to co-create, do it properly and ensure it’s not tokenistic or exploitative. Small funding for workshops or sandpits can provide you with resources in the planning and preparing stages of your fellowship application.
To improve health research and services, for example, a responsible research design involves active and collaborative partnerships with patients, healthcare providers, and/or the public. Your host institution may have special support services for Patient and Public Involvement and Engagement (PPIE) who can assist with connections as well as offering advice on pathways and inclusive design. 
CASE STUDY
Name: Lisa Schölin
University: University of Edinburgh
Fellowship: Society for the Study of Addiction Fellowship
Duration: 3 years

“My fellowship looks at emergency care responses to addiction and mental health, working in partnership with Scottish Ambulance Service and NHS 24. Working directly with healthcare services means clear routes for impact through close partnership working to understand how the findings from the research can inform service delivery and improve care for people presenting with addiction and mental health issues. Before submitting the application, together with a colleague I ran multiple PPI workshops with different groups of people with lived experience. Their thoughts on the project, and the issues to be studied, really helped shape the project and narrow the focus to specific urgent and emergency care services.”
Research: “Beyond Ticking Boxes Under Blue Lights – Exploring coding, interactions, and lived experience of emergency responses to addiction and mental health issues". The research focus is integrating a public health and emergency medicine perspective to better understand presentations to 999/111 and ambulance service for addiction and mental health issues. The study is a qualitative exploration, using a range of different methods including qualitative analysis of electronic patient information, ethnography, and interviews with people with lived experience/family members, carers, and friends. The overall focus is understanding why people present, how information gets recorded to capture these presentations, interactions during call handling, and experiences of contact with these front-line services.




























Impact
What does impact mean? The Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC) defines it as “the demonstrable contribution that excellent research makes to society and the economy.” This can include both academic impact, and economic and societal impact.
What counts as impact? Professor Mark Reed proposes ten different types of impact:

	Attitudinal
	i.e. your research led to a change in attitudes

	Capacity or preparedness
	i.e. your research helped individuals and groups better cope with changes that might otherwise have a negative impact

	Cultural
	i.e. changes in prevailing values, attitudes, and beliefs

	Economic
	i.e. your research contributed to cost savings, costs avoided, or increases in revenues, profits or funding

	Environmental
	i.e. your research led to benefits which aided genetic diversity, habitat conservation, ecosystems, etc.

	Health and wellbeing
	i.e. your research led to better health and wellbeing outcomes for individuals or groups

	Policy
	i.e. your research contributed to new or amended policies or laws

	Understanding and awareness
	i.e. your research helped people to understand an issue better than they did before

	Other forms of decision-making and behavioural impacts
	i.e. whether directly or indirectly, your research informed individual, group or organisational behaviours and decisions

	Other social impacts
	i.e. such as access to education, or improvement in human rights






Consider what impact means for your research. What kind of contribution do you want your research to make? What’s the change that you want to see in the world? Are you pursuing fundamental research or do you seek to propose solutions to global challenges?
How you answer these questions determines not only which funders are suitable, it also informs research activities, communication and dissemination plans, users and beneficiaries of your research.
Be mindful that dissemination and outputs do not equate to impact. Dissemination means sharing information; research impact requires some kind of change. Dissemination can amplify and maximise impact, but it is not impact in and of itself.
To increase the likelihood of your research having the desired impact, engage and collaborate with partners as early as possible. Your impact plans should be embedded within the project from the very start.
You should start by mapping your stakeholders, considering both their level of power and influence, and their level of interest.
1. Keep Satisfied
Meet their needs
2. Key Players
Manage closely and nurture relationships
3. Monitor
Least contact and effort
4. Keep Informed
Show consideration and consult
Level of Interest
Power & Influence
Low
High
Low
High















	
	
	




Stakeholder Mapping Worksheet
Identify any person, group or organisation that might have a stake in your research. Map these against their respective levels of power and influence, and their level of interest. This will help you to identify who you need to speak to when developing your application.

	Power and influence
	High
	1: Keep satisfied
	2: Key players

	
	Low
	3: Monitor
	4: Keep informed

	
	
	Low
	High

	
	
	Level of interest


	
	
	




Your host institution may have research support professionals with an impact and engagement and/or policy focus. Reach out for resources, relevant networks, and advice. 
EXPERT INSIGHT
Name: Ged Hall
University: University of Leeds
Department: Organisational Development and Professional Learning 
Role: Head of Researcher Development

“The most important tip to write a compelling fellowship with regards to research impact is do not leave thinking what the impact could be and how to achieve it until the very latest stages of the writing process. This puts you at risk of being superficial and ultimately lacking in credibility in this area. Therefore, you should do the opposite of this, think about the potential impact from your research as early as possible. My direct advice for this is immediately after producing your very first draft of your research objectives/questions. Come up with some draft ideas for impact now and then test them through consultations with interested and relevant parties. Adapt those potential impacts through that feedback to make them more specific, precise and credible. Those conversations can also help with the plans (or pathways) to turn those potential impacts into realities.”



























[image: ]CASE STUDY
Name: Katsia Pabortsava
Organisation: National Oceanography Centre
Fellowship: UKRI Future Leaders Fellowship Round 9
Duration: 5 years

“Embed impact in a fellowship by clearly defining the project’s core outcomes - new knowledge, capability, methodological innovation or tools - and mapping which stakeholders will benefit and how. Name specific stakeholders across research, government, industry and NGOs, and show how each will use the outputs. Strengthen credibility by demonstrating prior engagement or collaborations, including those enabled by your host institution. Provide a clear delivery plan with timelines and evaluation metrics to show how impact will be achieved and monitored. Highlight concrete activities - talks, policy briefings, target journals, workshops, symposia, training, co-development and advisory engagement - to demonstrate how outcomes will be communicated, adopted and sustained.”
Research: NANOMES – MEaSuring NANOplastics and their interactions in the Ocean. NANOMES will transform marine plastics research by closing the critical knowledge gap on how nanoplastics – potentially the most harmful and pervasive size class of plastic pollutants – are distributed in the ocean, what they look like, how they move, and how they interact with organisms and the environment. This work will generate urgently needed environmental data essential for robust modelling, ecotoxicological risk assessments, and the development of effective guidelines and policies.


































[bookmark: _Toc843362366]Research integrity
Research integrity is core to all research processes. Funders expect that your research will be underpinned by responsible research practices. 
Take time to develop your research methods and practices by contemplating the question: how will you do the research that you’re proposing? How will you model and promote integrity? 
You can use the following 5 core areas identified by the UK Research Integrity Office as guiding prompts: 
· be honest in the planning, methodology, data collection, reporting of your research:
· be rigorous in using appropriate methods, following protocols, interpreting data, drawing conclusions, and disseminating results;
· be transparent by reporting on full methods, publishing all results, sharing data / code / materials, declaring conflicts of interest;
· ensure accountability for everyone involved in the research project with defined roles and responsibilities;
· respect all involved in the research from colleagues to researchers, participants, animals, and the environment.  
Examples for things to consider across these areas are:
· setting expectations for ethical and rigorous research in your research area and supporting others in developing and engaging with good research practices;
· ethical frameworks that underpin your research questions and research design;
· inclusive project design for audiences, participants, and stakeholder engagement;
· sharing research data and outputs under FAIR principles (fair, accessible, interoperable, reusable); 
· sustainable research practices (e.g. travel; responsible use of resources).  
Your host institution may offer Research Ethics and Integrity Training for you or your team members. There are also dedicated initiatives at institutional, regional and national level that promote and showcase good research practices (e.g. the UK Research Integrity Office (UKRIO)).




You may wish to follow the AREA Framework to help you develop and plan:
	Anticipate
	What are the potential outcomes and implications (both wanted, and perhaps unwanted) of your research?

	Reflect
	What is your motivation for this research? What are the associated uncertainties, assumptions, dilemmas and social transformation this may bring?

	Engage
	How can you engage with a diverse range of audiences and users to enable dialogue and debate?

	Act
	How can you use the insights gained from the first 3 steps to ensure your research is undertaken responsibly so that it makes a real difference in the world?



[bookmark: _Research_culture_and]Research culture, EDI and environment
Research culture is defined as “the behaviours, values, expectations, attitudes and norms of our research communities”.[footnoteRef:3] A positive research culture has positive effects on the wellbeing of the research community and the quality of research carried out. [3:  See the Royal Society’s definition for research culture: Research Culture | Royal Society (accessed 27 February 2026).] 

In recent years, our awareness of research culture challenges, such as highly competitive environments, funding uncertainty, and inequities in who is seen and rewarded in academia, has risen. As a result, funders are increasingly asking researchers to consider how they can have an impact on research culture within their own institution or discipline.
When developing your fellowship proposal, consider: what are the major challenges you see within your area? What steps could you take to fix or improve just one aspect of research culture?
The steps you propose don’t need to be huge. It could be as simple as:
· Leadership and advocacy: sitting on committees to ensure your community’s voices are heard.
· Reward and recognition: celebrating your team’s small successes, as well as the big ones; nominating colleagues for awards.
· Social and wellbeing: hosting informal meetups; organising a welcome rota for new colleagues.
EXPERT INSIGHT
Name: Soo Lincoln
University: University of Leeds
Department: Research Culture
Role: Research Culture Advisor (EDI)

“Start by looking within yourself; reflect on your positionality and be clear about your personal and professional values and motivations. Inform yourself about how privilege and power (or its absence) shape the way research is conducted and use this understanding to support more inclusive practice. You do not have to do everything - focus practical, specific & proportionate actions. For example, engage collaborators and beneficiaries from the outset, involve and empower communities and participants rather than extract from them. Build equity and inclusion into project design, avoid unintended harms on environments and people (including yourself) and recognise all contributions, not just academic ones. EDI in research is not about compliance, it is about quality, integrity and accountability.”















[bookmark: _Toc788402748]Additional documents for your application
Fellowship application schemes come with different documentation requirements, and you are likely to need to include:
· Data Management Plan 
· Ethical Considerations and Approval 
· Gender Dimension to Research Content (mainly for EU applications)
Reach out to research support services and digital research services to get as much support as you can in drawing up these documents. Information services and digital research services may have templates, advice and/or offer feedback in drawing up data management plans.





[bookmark: _Toc235716527][bookmark: _Toc954975754]Person 
As fellowships are awarded to people, your career vision is as important as your research vision. For a competitive proposal, you must make a convincing case that your proposed fellowship has transformational leadership potential. 
[bookmark: _Toc357570079]Vision 
Take a moment to reflect on where you are in your research career and where you want to go. Contemplate: What motivates you to apply for this particular fellowship?
Your first thoughts might go to ‘I want a permanent contract’ or ‘I want to be promoted to Professor’. That’s fair. But those aren’t career goals; they’re an employment status.  You need to think beyond a specific job title and focus on the type and scale of research you want to do (e.g. theoretical; applied; interdisciplinary; setting out a new field, etc.) and how you want to do it (e.g. team leadership; innovation; engaging with policy; developing others, co-creation, etc.). Think of it this way: you’re creating your own job – you're in charge of what, where, how, and with whom. Your vision needs to be big enough to justify 100% of your research time.
Questions to help you refine your vision include:
· What is the next step in your research career and how will the fellowship help you to get there?
· Where do you want to be in 5 or 10 years’ time? (Where do you want to work? With whom? What type of project? What skills, expertise, network and collaborators do you need to get there?)
The clearer you can be about your career vision, the stronger your application.
The ‘added value’ of a fellowship
A key question that funders expect you to answer is: ‘What value would this fellowship add to your career that other paths wouldn’t?’. Why are you applying for a fellowship, rather than a grant?
Consider the following to help you craft your answer:
· How will you develop your independence as a researcher?
· How will you expand your expertise into a new research area, methodology and/ or change your research area entirely?
· How will you develop your networks?
· What specific resources do you require which are only available at a particular institution, or how do you want to connect with a specific research centre?
· How will freeing up your time from other responsibilities advance your profile in line with your career goals?
[bookmark: _Toc152681598]Your potential and competitiveness
Your next job is to demonstrate to the funder that you can make your vision a reality; that you have the potential to succeed. To demonstrate your potential, you need to evidence your knowledge, skills, and behaviours.
Think about past experiences that have led to your present role, and articulate how the fellowship will enable you to achieve your career objectives in the future.
· How do you best describe your research profile for this scheme?
· What are your 3 key achievements to date? 
· What research activities or esteem indicators highlight your research innovation? (e.g. PhD funding/essay or poster prizes/research awards/invitation to give a keynote)
· What methodological skills do you have and wish to develop? 
· How can you demonstrate leadership in research? 
· How can you evidence project management skills?
Once you’ve considered the questions above, you’ll need time for reflection and conversations with others. Use the questions below as a starting point for these conversations:
· Do you have a combination of skills and experience that will allow you to deliver the research you propose more successfully than others? 
· Do your examples put a spotlight on your most relevant achievements and make you stand out? 
· Does a fellowship make sense at your current career stage? 
· Do you demonstrate potential to be a research leader? 
· Will the fellowship assist you in achieving your career objectives? 
At heart, a difficult question you need to answer is: is your profile competitive? There’s no easy answer to this, so answering this question requires you to reflect on your track record and get honest feedback from peers and colleagues, particularly those with experience of the scheme that you’re applying to. You can also consult funder webpages for case studies of successful fellowship applicants.TOP TIP: Using the CAR format can help to explain the contributions you’ve made.
It can feel uncomfortable to discuss your achievements, as if you're ‘boasting’. This is why the CAR format works well – it provides a succinct and evidence-based method of showing what you’re capable of. See the Narrative CV Worksheet for how to do this. If you’re still struggling to write about yourself, ask colleagues and friends for feedback and suggestions.

CASE STUDY
Name: Winifred Obande
University: University of Edinburgh
Fellowship: Royal Academy of Engineering Research Fellowship
Duration: 5 years

“A fellowship funds evolution. Your proposal must convey a comprehensive understanding of the funder’s mission and how YOU will be a high-reward investment. To articulate its value, bridge your current standing and long-term goals by addressing these three areas:
· Strategic Fit: Identify the specific skills, networks, or resources this fellowship provides that are not readily accessible elsewhere. Self-check: ‘Can a standard grant accomplish these instead?’
· Timeliness: Map these unique assets to concrete career milestones. Self-check: 'Without this exact opportunity, would my progression stall?'
· Trajectory: Reviewers see countless great candidates, so provide proof of your trajectory. Self-check: ‘How exactly will this fellowship catalyse my next big step?”
Research: Dr. Obande’s research addresses a critical sustainability bottleneck in the advanced composites industry: the high-volume waste and energy-intensive recycling of carbon fibres. While carbon composites are essential for lightweighting in the aerospace, automotive, and renewable energy sectors, the industry currently generates 48 kilotonnes of fibre waste annually. Current recycling methods degrade fibre performance, and attempting to restore their structural value through fluid-based alignment consumes immense energy, largely due to a drying phase that accounts for 97% of the process's total energy demand. To overcome these limitations, Dr. Obande is developing a novel alignment fluid that rapidly solidifies into a functional coating, eliminating the need for energy-intensive drying. Her fellowship focuses on engineering a scalable alignment system and advanced surface treatment method that balances high throughput, elevated areal weights, and low energy demand. By transforming degraded waste into high-value, aligned carbon fibres, this research pioneers a viable, energy-efficient lifecycle for next-generation lightweight materials.
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Narrative CV and track record
Being competitive in today’s academic climate is about more than just a strong research record. Funders increasingly look for well-rounded researchers who are developing a sense of research leadership, supporting the development of others and contributing to the wider community, academic or otherwise.
One way to consider your track record is by using the Narrative CV (NCV). NCVs are now a common part of the application process. But even if your funder doesn’t ask for one, they’re a useful opportunity to reflect on your achievements to date. The most common NCV template used in the UK is the Résumé for Research and Innovation (R4RI) which asks you to reflect on your contributions in 4 broad areas:
· The generation of new ideas, hypotheses, tools or knowledge
· The development of others, and the maintenance of effective working relationships
· The wider research and innovation community
· Broader users / audiences and towards wider societal benefit
A strong NCV is both selective and specific:
· Selective: it demonstrates a selection of the most relevant skills and experiences that clearly show the funder why you’re the right person for this fellowship.
· Specific: it demonstrates exactly how you accomplished your achievements or developed your skills and why it matters.
Use the Narrative CV worksheet to map your skills and experiences against each section.
TOP TIP: Your Narrative CV must be a tailored document for the fellowship.
Your NCV needs to convince reviewers that you’re the right person to deliver the project. Create a list of essential criteria for knowledge, skills, and behaviours relevant to your proposed project and then choose relevant evidence from your trajectory to date.



	
	
	




Narrative CV Worksheet
1. Under each section, make a note of the skills and experiences you’ll need to demonstrate that you’re the best person for this fellowship. Technical or subject-specific skills are important, but don’t forget the transferable skills, too (e.g. teamwork, leadership).
2. Add specific examples of when you’ve demonstrated the skills / experiences you listed in Step 1.
3. Provide more detail for each example using CAR stories (Context-Action-Result). In other words: what was the situation or task you were in, what steps did you take, and what was the evidence that you had an impact?

	The generation of new ideas, hypotheses, tools or knowledge 
e.g. key outputs (publications, conference papers, datasets, software, products, exhibitions); development of methods, tools or resources; generation of new ideas and hypotheses; funding, awards and prices
	The development of others and maintenance of effective working relationships
e.g. supervision; teaching; mentoring; teamwork; establishing and maintaining collaborations; leadership 


	The wider research and innovation community 
e.g. interdisciplinary, interinstitutional or international engagement with other researchers; editing or reviewing responsibilities; positions on committees and professional bodies; things you do to benefit the research community (e.g. EDI, Open Research, research culture)
	Broader users / audiences and towards wider societal benefit
e.g. work beyond academia – knowledge exchange, policy engagement, partnerships with business, industry, healthcare, community groups; public engagement; participatory research 


	
	
	




[bookmark: _Toc1785674845][bookmark: _Development_plans]Development plans
Think of a fellowship as an opportunity for growth. Funders expect you to detail your plans for professional development alongside your research plans. This can include:
· Gaps in your skills / knowledge
· Existing skills that you’d like to develop further
· New experiences that you’d like to undertake (e.g. working abroad, leading a project, supervising a team)
Ensure that you align your plans for professional development with a) the requirements for your fellowship research, and b) your future career goals.
The first question to ask is “What skills or experience do I need in order to complete this research?”. Don't just consider technical skills; transferable skills like teamwork, communication and leadership are all important parts of being a researcher.
The second question to ask is “Where do I want to be in 5/10 years, and how can I use the fellowship to make that a realistic goal?”. Here, you’re probably going to want to consider how you’ll develop your skills as a leader.
Once you’ve identified your development priorities, it’s time to develop a plan. Remember that development is not just about taking courses. The 70-20-10 model is a useful way for thinking about how we develop our skills:
· 70% of your development time should be experiential / ‘on-the-job' learning (i.e. putting your formal and social learning into practice!)
· 20% of your development time should be spent on social learning (e.g. discussing with colleagues, being a mentee/mentor, learning from others)
· 10% of your development time should be spent on formal learning (e.g. courses, workshops, reading)
A genuinely useful development plan will take all three elements into account.
If your fellowship will involve you supervising others, such as PhD students or technicians, you should also consider their development needs. In the UK, the Researcher Development Concordat and Technician Commitment outline expectations for support, so use these to consider how you might support those working with you
	
	
	



.
Development Plan Worksheet
1. Identify three or four development priorities, and add these to the first column.
2. Using the 70-20-10 model, list how you’ll achieve your development priorities.
3. Add more detail to the last 3 columns. Be as specific as possible. Remember to include:
· When you’ll undergo development (e.g. in what month/s)
· Where (e.g. at the University / through your funder / through an external organisation)
· Who’s involved (e.g. collaborators, mentors, colleagues)

	Development priority
(e.g. leadership)
	Experiential learning (70%)
	Social learning (20%)
	Formal learning (10%)

	1. 
	
	
	

	2. 
	
	
	

	3. 
	
	
	

	4. 
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[bookmark: _Place][bookmark: _Toc1595804319]Place
The quality of your host institution’s research environment and their commitment to supporting you is a key assessment criterion. More importantly, strong institutional support is key to your fellowship success.
For most schemes, you will need to clearly articulate how you will be integrated into the research environment, their commitment to realising your potential, and available career development support. Such statements need to be tailored to you, your project, and institutional and hosting School/Department strategies.
Reach out to relevant researchers and research support professionals at your host institution as early as possible to discuss their support and contribution to your fellowship and to find out about available opportunities. 

[bookmark: _Toc932082365]Mobility 
Mobility is often considered a great advantage on the CV. It can help make your case for developing your own independence from previous supervisors and line managers, and it shows that you’ve been exposed to different ways of approaching research.
Traditionally, mobility meant moving institution or country. Today, though, mobility can take different forms, including:
· moving from one discipline/School/Faculty to another within the same institution;
· broadening your network by working with academics other than your previous supervisor and/or PIs;
· undertaking a secondment or placement at other institution or organisation during your fellowship;
· undertaking extended research visits to collaborators;
· hosting researchers from other teams in your group.
Wherever you choose to host your fellowship, it needs to be a place where you have space to grow, develop your independence, and deliver the research. If you have spent a long time somewhere, you need to demonstrate that it would be counterproductive to leave.
Moving institutions or countries does not always make sense, either from a personal or a professional perspective. Mobility might not be possible for every researcher due to personal circumstances, and fellowships don’t always include funds for visa or relocation which further enables the able-bodied and privileged. Nowadays there is far less prejudice against applicants who wish to remain in the same place for their careers.
[bookmark: _Toc1702051889]Articulating the institutional fit
Your application should convey clearly why your chosen host institution is the best place for you and your project. You should think about the two-way transfer of knowledge – so how will you contribute to the host’s research environment and how will the host enable you to achieve your career aspirations and deliver your project. 
The argument for the host institution should address: 
· how you will benefit from the institution and how the institution will benefit from you;
· professional development opportunities for you; 
· institutional support for your research project;
· international networking opportunities and collaborations. 
To address these aspects, it is helpful to think about your host institution’s:
· research and innovation strategy & research strengths (e.g. connection to your project; alignment with your long-term career goals);
· research infrastructure (e.g. expertise; individual researchers, research networks, and global partnerships and collaborators); 
· research culture and career support (e.g. initiatives; signatory to sector initiatives such as Researcher Development Concordat and Technician Commitment; professional development opportunities; mentoring schemes);
· research support (e.g. finance; research office; commercialisation; resources).
The table on the next page supports you in reflecting on and identifying concrete synergies and mutual benefits between your profile and aspirations, your proposed project, and your host institution. By teasing these out, you are laying the groundwork for a compelling fellowship application in which you must articulate why you have the potential to be a research leader and have the skills to deliver the innovative and timely project you’re proposing and why your chosen host institution is the ideal place to do so. You can use the worksheet as the basis for conversations with potential mentors, senior colleagues, and research support staff.
	
	
	




Identifying Synergies Worksheet
The synergies table below contains prompts to shape your host institution/organisation narrative. To fill it out, you can delete the prompts when working on each section. If you want to print, please make sure you create space in the boxes for writing in notes. 
	
	Your Project
	Your Profile and Research Strategy
	Your Institution/Organisation

	University/ Organisation Research and Innovation Strategy
	e.g. research project focus and contribution
	e.g. your professional and research profile and ambition
	e.g. strategic research areas / missions; focus on interdisciplinary research; industry engagement, etc.

	Research Strengths & Networks
	e.g. research areas / fields; dissemination, communication, and impact plans and how it feeds into institutional strengths & networks and benefits from them
	e.g. your existing network and collaborators >> what you bring to the institution and how institution’s strengths and networks support your ambitions
	e.g. research centres / institutes; networks; international networking opportunities, partnerships, etc.
 

	Research Infrastructure
	e.g. project requirements/ needs
	e.g. identifying your research activities, medium- and long-term research vision and what support and resources you require; existing knowledge of research landscape and institutional research environment and how it can support you / how your expertise feeds into institutional research infrastructure
	e.g. central and/or College-/Faculty-level research support and research development; business development; international engagement; internal funding schemes; Knowledge Exchange and Impact units, etc.
 

	Training and Development for You & Your Team Members
	e.g. what skills does the project require from you and how will you develop these
	e.g. career ambitions; roles and responsibilities you hold / seek to take on, including supervising, recruiting a research team, developing others, management or leadership roles etc.
	e.g. researcher development / professional development opportunities; leadership training; impact and public engagement; teaching qualifications; mentoring programmes, etc.

	Leadership Opportunities
	e.g. leadership opportunities the project allows
	e.g. values and vision that underpin your research and career; lived experience; the work environment and research culture you want to model and create around you
	e.g. formal leadership roles available to you at School/Institute/Department as well as College/Faculty Level; existing networks or opportunities such as Postdoc Societies; mentoring schemes, etc.

	Project Management Support
	e.g. project requirements; costing and budget reporting; ethics and data management requirements; stakeholder engagement etc.
	e.g. roles and responsibilities you’ll be taking on as a project lead and how the institution will support you in those
	e.g. HR; Finance; Research Office; relocation support; International Office; IT; Ethics & Integrity; Data Management, etc.

	 Resources/
Equipment
	e.g. project resource needs; reliant on resources available at host; local / regional focus etc.
	e.g. resources and access you require to realise your research ambition
	e.g. state-of-the-art laboratory; archival collections; access to technologies, etc.


	
	
	



[bookmark: _Toc1729591531][bookmark: _The_Pitch]
[bookmark: _Toc235716529][bookmark: _The_Pitch_1][bookmark: _Toc735635524]The Pitch
“Success in grant writing is a matter of style and format as much as content…many good ideas are not funded because the proposal is poorly written.”
Porter 2007

How you communicate your ideas is as important as the ideas themselves. Every fellowship application is different and needs to be tailored to the funder and scheme. It also needs to be relatable and compelling, to grab the reviewers’ attention.

“By the end of the first paragraph I need to really care about this work and want it to happen. If I read the whole thing willing it to succeed, I am likely to view the proposal as full of possibilities rather than holes.” 
Sara Shinton, Professor of Practice of Research Leadership

To be pitch perfect, you need to know your audience, hook them in, and convince them that they absolutely must fund you and your idea. Your pitch in a nutshell is the abstract. Often, you have to supply not just one but two abstracts: 
· a scientific one for experts (but not necessarily subject experts);
· a lay summary for non-experts. 
Abstracts and lay summaries are often written last, but they are the first thing a reviewer reads. They are therefore crucial to making a strong first impression. TOP TIP: Find out what grant writing training and support you can access.
Most universities offer training workshops on grant writing and fellowship applications. These can be informational or hands-on. Some universities offer specific application masterclasses for particular schemes. Ask research support services at the prospective host institution about their support offering.


[bookmark: _Toc898386808]Lay summary (also known as the Plain English summary)
Don’t underestimate the importance of the lay summary: a short summary of your research, written for non-experts. It might seem simple at first, but lay summaries are a key part of fellowship proposals. We know that the readability of a lay summary can make the difference between a funded and unfunded proposal.

When writing your lay summary, the hourglass method is a convenient way to explain your research to non-experts.
Context / Problem / Question
Hook the reader, start off with the big picture
What you’ll do
Narrow your focus
Potential applications and benefits
Come back to the big picture









Start off broadly, introducing the reader to the topic with an interesting hook. Bring in some context which clearly answers the question “Why do we need to do this research?”. Then, narrow your focus down to what you’ll do, providing details about the methods and approach you’ll use, or outlining your research questions. Finally, broaden your focus again to answer the question “What will this achieve, and why does it matter?”.TOP TIP: Ask non-experts to review your lay summary.
Ideally, you should get this section reviewed by people with no knowledge of your field whatsoever – friends, family members, colleagues in other fields, etc.


[bookmark: _Toc818152779][bookmark: _Toc235716530][bookmark: _Toc112745420]The Look 
How you present the content of your application matters. Peer reviewers will read multiple applications. Make it easy for them to navigate the text and convey key information. Don’t cram too much information in, and make sure it’s readable. 

[bookmark: _Toc258302403]Format 
Stick to funder guidelines for length, font size and spacing. Consider:
· avoiding jargon and aiming for clarity at all times;
· cross-checking the language in your application against the Guide for Applicants and using their language (i.e. if they evaluate your project by how you ‘advance’ the field, then signal clearly where your project advances XYZ); 
· making use of bold (albeit sparingly) to emphasise your achievements or highlight key points for the reviewer.

[bookmark: _Toc2085951114]Images, tables and figures  
Consider breaking up block text by including images and/or tables if the application format allows. Concepts, processes, and interconnections may be more readily communicated in a visual format. Get help with the design and make sure you comply with accessibility requirements (e.g. use of colours, etc.). 

[bookmark: _Toc470807342]Accuracy 
By the time you submit, you’ll have looked at your application so many times that it becomes harder to spot mistakes. Leave yourself time at the end to do another careful proof-read for typos and inconsistencies. For example, you may have altered details of your work programme based on feedback such as fewer / more deliverables, etc., so make sure these changes are reflected throughout the application. Don’t give reviewers the opportunity for critiquing your attention to detail.TOP TIP: Ask colleagues to review how your application looks.
Content is key, but will your reviewers be able to easily find what they need? When asking colleagues to review your application, get their opinion on how it looks, as well as what it says.




[bookmark: _Toc388219007][bookmark: _Toc235716531][bookmark: _Toc1412909465]6. After submission 
What happens when you submitted your application to the funder depends very much on the evaluation process of the scheme. As we’ve noted previously, there may be a multi-stage process that can include a response to reviewers and/or an interview. 

[bookmark: _Response_to_reviewers_1][bookmark: _Response_to_reviewers][bookmark: _Toc428970369]Response to reviewers
Some schemes offer you the opportunity to respond to reviewers’ comments and feedback. You may be given a very short timeframe to submit your response. Make sure you understand who gets to read your response. Funding panels may only see your response to reviewers’ comments rather than a full proposal. You are unlikely to know the identity of the reviewers, but panel members might. Be mindful of how your emotions to the reviewers’ comments might affect the tone. Ensure that you are positive and respectful. 
The response is an opportunity to show that you can problem solve. Take it seriously by planning, sleeping on any initial response, and draw on your network for support and feedback. 
EXPERT INSIGHT
Name: Sara Shinton
University: University of Bath
Department: Vice Chancellor's Office
Role: Professor of Practice of Research Leadership

“My advice is always to avoid thinking of your response as a rebuttal because reviews are collegial scrutiny. Respond calmly, gratefully and point by point making sure it is easy to see that you have addressed every comment, even if only to explain why it’s out of scope. Focus on reviewers’ comments more than their scores (don’t be distracted by a high score in particular) and only quote praise from one reviewer when it helps counter a criticism from another. Where a reviewer seems to miss something, state the facts and signpost exactly where it appears, without snark. You may add new detail or updates if they directly answer a comment, but not otherwise. Stay neutral, evidence-led, and explain your choices clearly.”














[bookmark: _Interviews_1][bookmark: _Interviews][bookmark: _Toc1647371306]Interviews
If you’ve been invited to interview, this is a positive sign that your proposal is fundable. To maximise this opportunity, we advise that you get as much support during the preparation time as possible. Mock interviews give you the opportunity to practice your presentation and talk through answers to likely questions. Invest time in developing your slides and get feedback on your visual communication as well as delivery. Many universities offer to set up mock interviews as standard, as soon as you notify them that you’ve been invited to interview. Some funders may provide you with interview questions in advance. Research support offices may also have a list of commonly asked questions. Seek out previous successful applicants to gain their insights into the interview experience.
CASE STUDY
Name: Lukas Tamayo Orrego 
University: University of Edinburgh
Fellowship: Medical Research Council Career Development Award
Duration: 5 years

“Interviewing for a career development fellowship or major grant is a wonderful opportunity. I approached this ‘rite of passage’ with optimism, enthusiasm and calm spirit. In truth, the panel wants to help everyone, and you should do the best to be on the easy path. The tone of the interview is set by the nature of expert reviews: strong criticism means greater challenge. Most effort happens before the key date: it involves experiencing mock interviews with people who were successful in recent years and crafting the best and clearest possible presentation for the audience ahead. Panels vary in composition, so tailor your talk. Travel the day before and do everything you can to quench anxiety.  At the interview, be short and sharp with the answers, read the room, and show passion for your work.”
Research: We investigate how DNA replication is coordinated with the 3-dimensional organisation of the genome inside cells, illuminating how the DNA replication machinery deals with the proteins bound to DNA. In addition, we aim to study how DNA replication defects disrupt neural development, generating insights about the molecular and cellular bases of human brain development and the disease mechanisms underlying neurodevelopmental conditions.
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Some funders may also provide you with feedback ahead of the interview. Take a moment to digest the feedback emotionally before drawing on your network to identify opportunities how you can respond to any critical points in your presentation and/or responses to questions.
Make sure you:
· Understand the format – practicalities (e.g. online platforms, location for in person), timings, panel members (e.g. how many and expertise), and assessment criteria. 
· Are up to date on recent developments in your research area since submitting the application by reading widely and deeply.
· Practice your presentation – you are likely asked to present your project in a nutshell, and you may be given as little as 3 minutes to do so. Whatever the timings, practice your pitch delivery as much as you can with mentors, peers, colleagues and get feedback on pace, content, and slides. If the interview takes place online, practice in the digital space you’ll be in. Record yourself delivering your presentation and practicing answers to questions and watch back to see how you come across. 
· Arrange mock interviews - arrange at the very least one. We know some researchers go through 3 to 5 mock interviews. Use them as an opportunity to identify challenging questions that repeatedly come up and you can improve your answers.
· Revisit the evaluation criteria for the fellowship scheme for which you’re interviewing and make sure you cover all areas. Don't get caught out by questions that focus on the non-scientific parts of your fellowship application such as leadership values and potential or how you and your team will contribute to a positive research environment.











EXPERT INSIGHT
Name: Sara Shinton
University: University of Bath
Department: Vice Chancellor's Office
Role: Professor of Practice of Research Leadership

“Base your preparation on the funder’s guidelines and anticipate what the selection panel might want to see addressed. You’ll often be asked to start with a presentation (stick to time) which needs to be visionary (the why and who), not a dense methods lecture. Interviews often start with a “what’s new?” question so prepare a brief “since submission” update that shows your momentum: reference new outputs, partnerships, proof-of-concept, or improved support. Rehearse under time pressure so you get used to giving focused answers. You may get the questions in advance – if so, avoid scripted reading. Interviews will often end by asking if there’s anything else you want to add so be ready to finish with a clear final takeaway.”















[bookmark: _Toc235716534][bookmark: _Toc1754985849]The final outcome
This can go one of two ways: either you’re successful, or you’re not.
If you’re successful, congratulations! Take some time to celebrate your achievement, then get in touch with your local research office so that they can help you set up the award as soon as possible.
If you’re not successful, remember that ‘no’ doesn’t mean ‘never’ - it means ‘not yet’. Give yourself time to step away from the proposal and the idea. It’s perfectly normal to feel upset and frustrated. Once you’ve had a little time, reach out to your network, engage with any feedback, and use the support around you to think about your next steps. See Planning for unsuccess for more details.

[bookmark: _Toc1394762202][bookmark: _Toc1516562064][bookmark: _Toc235716535] 
7. Glossary

Data management plan (DMP)
A formal document outlining how you will collect, organise, preserve and share your research data. This is a formal requirement for many funders and institutions. Some universities offer DMP training and review services to help ensure that your research is in line with institutional data management policies.
Deliverables 
Project deliverables are tangible or intangible outputs (e.g., reports, Data Management Plans, Interim Data Reports, Preprints). 	
Dissemination
To disseminate your research means to share knowledge and results with those who can benefit and those who can learn from it. Audiences may include scientific communities, industry, civil society, public authorities and policy makers. It can include academic publications, conference presentations, reports, datasets etc. 
Expression of Interest (EoI)
Expressions of Interest are preliminary applications used most often by institutions, and occasionally by funders, to help with demand management processes. These are usually shorter than a full application. They allow internal reviewers to evaluate the strength of each proposal and decide which candidates should submit a full application.
Full Economic Costing (fEC)
This is a standard costing methodology commonly used in the UK Higher Education sector. It establishes the full running costs of research including day-to-day project costs. To know the full / real cost of research is essential in securing the correct funding to support project objectives and activities.  
fEC comprises three cost categories: directly incurred costs (project-specific); directly allocated costs (not project-specific, e.g., estate costs); and indirect costs (central and distributed services by other activities, e.g., library, HR, IT).
Gantt Chart
A Gantt Chart is a tool used in project management that allows you to visualise what happens when during a project’s lifetime. It is useful to monitor progress, manage resources effectively, and respond to project risks. Many funding applications require you to include a work programme and a Gantt Chart can be an effective way of communicating your project activities to reviewers. 
Grant
A grant is the most common form of research funding. Grants fund a discrete research project with funds for staff costs, equipment, and project activities.
Impact 
“The demonstrable contribution that excellent research makes to society and the economy” (ESRC 2026). This can include academic impact, economic and societal impact.
Lay summary
A summary of a research project written for lay readers (a.k.a. non-experts). Most funders ask for a lay summary (sometimes called a Plain English summary) as part of any funding application.
Mentor
A mentor is a trusted, experienced colleague who provides guidance and support. Mentors can be subject experts, but this isn’t necessary – it can help to have mentors who are experts in other areas such as leadership, project management, etc.
Milestones 
Milestones are time-based stages in a project that allow progress monitoring. They signal when something has been achieved or completed. For instance, milestones might be ‘Data collection completed’ or ‘Model Developed’. You can also think of them as control points that allow you to trouble shoot when your project is running behind schedule. 
Narrative CV (NCV)
A short-form narrative format of CV, more like a structured personal statement. It requires you to detail how you have contributed to areas such as your field/s of research, your work with colleagues and collaborators, the wider research community, and broader society.
Outcomes 
Outcomes are the change or impact created by your outputs. Not to be confused with outputs (see below).
Outputs 
Project outputs are shared and available products of research, such as publications, digital tools, databases or datasets, patents, performances, designs, exhibitions, etc. Not to be confused with outcomes (see above).
Principal Investigator / Project Lead
The person “responsible for the intellectual leadership and overall management of the project” (UKRI 2024).
Research Office
Universities and research organisations all have a Research Office: a centralised department providing support to researchers from the moment you decide to apply, through to the end of your funding. In most cases, you can’t apply for a fellowship without the support of your Research Office.
UKRI
UK Research and Innovation, a non-departmental public body sponsored by the Department for Science, Innovation and Technology (DSIT). UKRI is the UK’s biggest research funder and consists of 9 separate councils, each with a specific remit.




[bookmark: _Toc1427060596][bookmark: _Toc235716536][bookmark: _Toc1711549437][bookmark: _Toc1903694397]8. Resources 
Funder webpages 
· British Academy
· Chief Scientist Office
· Leverhulme Trust
· National Institute for Health and Care Research (NIHR)
· Royal Academy of Engineering
· Royal Society 
· UK Research and Innovation
· Wellcome Trust
[bookmark: _Toc325967575]Funding databases
· ECRcentral — Funding for Early Career Researchers
· Euraxess (European Commission)
· Jobs.ac.uk (many institutions advertise their interest in supporting prospective applicants for externally funded schemes through this website) 
· Opportunities – UKRI
[bookmark: _Toc38237849]Employment context 
· Researcher Development Concordat 
· Technician Commitment
Narrative CVs
· A Padlet collating Narrative CV resources for both writers and reviewers
[bookmark: _Toc879641564]Sector-wide standards 
· Coalition for Advancing Research Assessment (CoARA) 
· Concordat for the Environmental Sustainability of Research and Innovation Practice
· Concordat to Support Research Integrity (UK Research Integrity Office – UKRIO) 
· Declaration on Research Assessment (DORA)
· Explainer: How UKRI is supporting research culture
· Open Science (Center for Open Science)
· Research Culture (Royal Society) 
[bookmark: _Toc876360589]Future Leaders Fellows Development Network - Toolkits 
· UK Research Landscape Toolkit
· Recruitment Toolkit
· Building Inclusive Teams Toolkit
· Policy Toolkit
· Influencing Toolkit

[bookmark: _Toc235716537][bookmark: _Toc2103549080]How this guide was created
This guide was co-written by Dr Anna Pilz (Research Development Manager, University of Edinburgh) and Dr Taryn Bell (Researcher Development Consultant, University of Leeds). It builds on and significantly expands ‘A Comprehensive Guide to Fellowship Applications’, Anna Pilz, University of Edinburgh, May 2023, licensed under CC BY-NC-ND. Sector developments necessitated revisions and additional sections, particularly in relation to Narrative CVs, impact, and research culture. This guide supersedes the previous version. 
The guide was co-authored to bring expertise from different institutional contexts and practice-led experience of fellowship support to the content and make it more interactive through additional worksheets. It was co-created with academics, successful research fellows, reviewers and subject matter experts who all have provided feedback as well as top tips. 
[bookmark: _Toc235716538][bookmark: _Toc1980556249]Acknowledgements
We wish to thank all the research fellows and subject matter experts who have shared their experiences and tips as ‘case studies’ for this guide: Anna Anderson, Eric Breard, Joanna Bullivant, Buffy Eldridge-Thomas, Luke Daines, Ged Hall, Soo Lincoln, Sobhan Mortazavi-Derazkola, Winifred Obande, Lukas Tamayo Orrego, Katsiaryna Pabortsava, Lisa Schölin, Olivia Swann, Milena Tripkovic, Fred Wilson-Spencer. Special thanks to Kirsty Collinge (Head of Research Strategy, University of Edinburgh) for feedback, design, and sparkle. 
We thank our colleagues for feedback and input: 
· Anna Anderson (Senior Research Funding Specialist, University of Edinburgh) 
· Shipra Bhatia (Research Fellow, University of Edinburgh)
· Eilidh Denham (Research Strategy Manager, University of Edinburgh) 
· Buffy Eldridge-Thomas (Wellcome Trust Early Career Fellow, University of Edinburgh)
· Anne-Sofie Laegran (Head of Research Impact, University of Edinburgh)
· Timm Krueger (Professor in Chemical Engineering, University of Edinburgh) 
· Alex Peden (Head of Research Cultures, University of Edinburgh) 
· Sarah Penny (Researcher Developer (Fellows), University of York)
· Tanja Romankiewicz (Senior Lecturer in Archaeology, University of Edinburgh)
· Sara Shinton (Professor of Practice of Research Leadership, University of Bath) 




[bookmark: _Toc235716539][bookmark: _Toc1232710107]About the authors 
	Anna Pilz
Pilz draws on her experiences in writing successful applications for visiting fellowships at research centres and to postdoctoral funding schemes (Irish Research Council and Marie Sklodowska-Curie Actions). At the University of Edinburgh, she supports research staff across career stages in developing their research strategies, planning and preparing research funding proposals including fellowship applications through workshops and 1:1 support.
	[image: ]


	Taryn Bell
Bell has worked with researchers at several universities, supporting the development of funding proposals across a range of disciplines and career stages. She developed, and runs, the Fellowship Accelerator Programme at the University of Leeds, ensuring that postdoctoral researchers have the knowledge, skills and confidence needed to put together strong fellowship proposals.
	[image: ]




If you have found this Guide useful, pass it on to others to support their fellowship applications, too. If you have any feedback that you’d like to pass on, get in touch with us:
Anna Pilz - anna.pilz@ed.ac.uk
Taryn Bell - t.l.bell@leeds.ac.uk
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