
 
 

 

Towards getting ET research funded more easily 
 
Tips en Tricks 
We spend a lot of our time on writing proposals to fund our research, typically by 
participating in competitive calls for proposals. Overall funding rates decrease, leading to 
lower success rates and proposal rejections. Thus, the time spent on proposal writing 
tends to increase. To avoid this trap, we need to write better - or more precisely: “more 
successful” – proposals, and/or we need to select calls for proposals with higher success 
rates.  
 
The ET research support team observed that in proposal writing, sometimes mistakes are 
made that originate from relatively practical misunderstandings: the work doesn’t fit the 
scope of the call; the referee is addressed at a too scientific level; the ambition level is too 
low (or too high); the research question is missing; the call for proposals is not as open 
as it seems etc. Some calls are financially not viable and a proposal risks not to make it 
through our internal procedures. Such mistakes can be relatively easily avoided. This 
document collects some practical tips and tricks which may help ET researchers to 
improve the success rate of proposals.  
 
There are for sure additional recommendations that could improve the success rate of our 
faculty’s proposals. If you have practical tips yourself, please let the ET research support 
team know. We will include them in future updates.  
 

1. A great research idea packaged in a great proposal  
You will need both. Generating a great research idea is beyond the scope of this 
document. Writing great research proposals is a skill which can be worked on. A 
good start: the UT has a subscription on the on-line Nature master class 
persuasive grant writing . Highly recommended!  
 

2. The first ten to twenty lines sell your proposal 
If you don’t manage to get the main message across in a few hundred words, 
you are likely to lose the referee and the grant. Revise the first paragraphs of the 
proposal many times. Your proposition should be crystal clear.   
 

3. Read the call text 
Many questions that are asked in the proposal template are sometimes 
answered in the call text. For example, the intended impact is usually described 
in detail. This is exactly the impact you should be after in the proposal. Also, the 
ranking/selection criteria are often described in detail. Check if you cover all of 
them.  
 

4. Does your research fit the scope of the call? 
It is not always easy to find a call that fits your research interest. Researchers 
are very creative in interpreting a call text in such a way that their research 
interests are covered. Don’t stretch it too much. You risk doing work for nothing. 
See also 5. 
 

5. Call the program officer, or whoever is involved from the funding office 
First, you can check if your idea fits the call, but even if you are already sure:  

https://masterclasses.nature.com/
https://masterclasses.nature.com/
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find a reason to contact the program officer. The program officer is usually 
concerned if there is sufficient interest in the call, and your phone call will take 
away this worry. Furthermore, the administrative part of the program officer’s job 
may not be the most rewarding. They are there and like to help you. If they 
remember you (in a positive way) in the assessment stage it is certainly not in 
your way. Keep in mind that a phone call works better than an e-mail.  
 

6. Find people with experience in the particular call 
There are a range of possibilities: you fellow researchers, Research Support 
Team members, SBD. Some calls have very specific conditions which are not 
always clearly written out. It is by far more efficient to find somebody who knows 
the way already, than find out everything by yourself.  
 

7. Start from an existing earlier proposal 
Writing a research proposal from scratch is hard work. It is much easier to start 
from an earlier successful proposal in a related call or research area. Ask your 
fellow researchers if they can help you out, see also 8. 
 

8. Work together 
Work together from the start on. Especially within a chair: decide who are going 
to write a particular proposal as a team. You will probably have colleagues with 
expertise on the work you propose, but also layman’s advice is relevant: how 
certain are you about the expertise level of the referee(s)? Include a layman in 
the team to make sure that the goal is clear for non-experts. Even though your 
referees will usually be working in a field close to yours (depending on the 
specific call), the deciding committee will usually not be from your field, see also 
9. 
 

9. Don’t overestimate the referee/jury 
“30% of proposals are unreadable” [anonymous NWO officer]. It is usually more 
important to clearly show the contribution of your work within its scientific or 
societal context, than to highlight the nitty gritty details, see also 10. 
 

10. Address recognisable problems 
For example the ones you find in the newspapers. Especially in engineering, we 
aim to solve problems that arise in society. At this time (start 2026) you could 
imagine that project proposals that address the rising cost of infrastructure, or 
health, increasing productivity, establishing materials autonomy, or building 
defence expertise would work well, for example. Longer term, circularity seems 
to be a good bet. Topics can quickly lose relevance as well: blockchain has lost 
attractiveness, climate interests seem to shift from stopping climate change to 
mitigating climate change. There is also a danger in being too ‘fashionable’: 
nowadays more than half of the proposals involve some kind of machine 
learning, which therefore is unlikely to be a decisive factor for success. 
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11. Problems and Knowledge gaps 
In a nutshell, proposals usually start with a problem, which is usually not 
scientific (or is a bigger scientific problem: e.g. we need to generate 
mathematical methodologies not available today to work with the future quantum 
computer). There is a knowledge gap that stops us from overcoming the 
problem. The proposal describes the work required to take away the knowledge 
gap, allowing us to overcome the problem. In fundamental work the primary 
question of the referee could be: “What (bigger issue) will we understand that we 
do not understand yet?” and in more applied work maybe: “What problem will we 
be able solve that we can’t solve yet?” It is important that there are different 
problem levels. The proposal usually works on a (detailed) knowledge gap to 
address a larger problem.  
 

12. Why didn’t anyone do this before?  
Second question of the referee: “If this is so important, why didn’t someone else 
do this before?” Usually, the answer is that your proposal builds on recent work 
(preferably your own) which puts you in the perfect position. An idea can also be 
completely original. In engineering there is also the possibility to put a couple of 
existing technologies together to measure, or engineer something new, or in a 
different way. This is dangerous ground; you should ask yourself why nobody 
has done this before, and where is the science in that? 
 

13. Make it look good 
Use figures and make them nice. Try to not make the proposal look like you tried 
to maximise the number of characters. A document with more white space reads 
better. The poor referee probably needs to read another 10 proposals. 
 

14. Co-create 
Co-funders have usually a pretty good idea of what they need. Reality is that 
researchers do not always listen, and simply tell co-funders what they need; 
which is not advisable. 
 

15. Careful with AI tools 
AI gives you a great means to check if you didn’t miss anything in state-of-the art 
sections, or to find more background on the (non-scientific, see 11) problem you 
address. Some researchers use it to make a first draft of a proposal (but no-one 
knows where your great research ideas end up this way). Whatever you do: 
remove AI jargon from your proposal. If a referee suspects AI, you risk losing 
credibility. Example: “Leveraging the structured guidance embedded within this 
document, you will progressively enhance your proposal-writing capabilities, 
cultivating expertise while unlocking pathways to scientific collaboration and 
engagement that have historically remained inaccessible.” Who is going to 
believe that? 
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16. Rebuttals 
Firmly stand your ground without attacking referees. Never play referees out 
against each other (which can be very tempting): as explained by referee 1, 
referee 3 is wrong) - as if you would need referee 1 to disagree with referee 3.  
 

17. In time 
Finances, approvals, submissions, support letters, collaboration agreements. 
Many things have formal deadlines. Make them and aim to be early. Ask 
specialists at the university (but not at the funding agency!) in time what to do if 
you see coming that you will need a day or two extra. A deadline is never flexible 
after expiry.   

 


