Meeting notes VR grant proposals: tips, tricks and lessons learned
Date: Tuesday 10th of March, 9:30-11:00.
Arranger: Jan Kuiper and Eva Brattander
People attending: 25 SRC staff, including a few online.
Speakers:
•	Mikko Roos (SU Research Support Office)
•	Eva Brattander
•	Örjan Bodin
•	Line Gordon

The PowerPoint presentations of the speakers will be made available on the Loop. A Zoom recording of the presentations is available too, but the sound quality is rather poor. The notes below are compiled from notes taken by Eva, Jan, David and Laura.
Notes
Jan Kuiper welcomed everyone and introduced the meeting. While the interdisciplinary and action-oriented research conducted at SRC speaks clearly to the interests of FORMAS, it is a bit less clear how to be successful with VR. Arguably, VR is more interested in funding intradisciplinary research. The goal of the VR grant proposal writing meeting is to reflect on our strategies, learn from our joint experiences and be better prepared for the upcoming cycle of annual VR calls.
Mikko Roos from the SU Research Support Office, shares their knowledge about successful VR applications, and explained what the Research Support Office has to offer. The Support Office posts information about new grants and organize seminars (see and subscribe to the newsletter). The Support Office can support individual researchers with an introduction on how to use Prisma, share some successful applications on demand and provide very limited budget support. Contact person at the moment is Mikko Roos.
In general, VR is considered playing it “safe” and useful for incremental research. ERC is on the other side with more “high risk, high gain”. Officially VR has a positive attitude towards interdisciplinary research, but they do not have interdisciplinary panels. Check panel members during the application!
VR considers the following in reviews of applications
· Assessment criteria: scientific quality, novelty & originality, feasibility, merits of the applicant
· Merits of the applicant are evaluated proportionate to applicants’ career stage. So ECR can be PI’s; no clear strategy whether it wise or not to make a senior researcher PI.
International panels, sometimes also remote referees, names of panel members are available at www.vr.se. Make sure to have a look.
Around 50 % proposals are considered “reasonable chance to get funded”: only those will get comments during review.
If VR grants are approved, you need a Data Management Plan.
In addition: See Mikko’s presentation at the Loop.


Eva Brattander shares some statistics and lessons learned from previous years.
[bookmark: _GoBack]Eva shared information on SRCs 13 approved VR applications since 2013. 6 of those are related to international Postdoc’s or young researchers. In 2 of the cases the call was aimed at applications on “Sustainability and resilience”, in 1 case at gender, in 1 case at transdisciplinarity and in 1 case on development. 1 was the 2016 Open call on Natural Science (but both social and natural science panel members), and 1 was the 2018 Open call on Social Science. Summarizing: we are doing well on the postdoc grants and the targeted calls, but not so much on the annual project calls. 
For information on approval rates for Formas and VR, and the grades of both approved and rejected VR application see graphs on slide 3-5 in Evas presentation.
Common thoughts among colleagues regarding rejection reasons:
· Too out of the ordinary
· They don’t understand transdisciplinary
· They thought it was too vague
· Over the years I have submitted numerous proposals. Most of the times I don't have a clue why they get rated as they do.
· It is difficult to draw any major conclusions of these decisions. Depending on the composition of the group, different things are weighted up or down.
VR’s and Formas’ review feedback about what makes an application strong:
· Research question is of clear relevance / Asks important and relevant questions.
Clear description of the problem area.
· The proposal is well-written. The proposal is fairly devoid of jargon, buzz words and repetitions. (VR)
· Methods are well described / State-of-the-art methods.
· Team of competent researchers. / Strong local partners.
· Merits of the applicant(s): outstanding (grade 7 of 7)
· Shed new light to an important and ongoing debate. The proposal introduces a fresh air of thinking.
· Building on previous research.

VR’s and Formas’ review feedback about what makes an application weak 
Methodology concerns
· The wide number of perspectives makes the project’s exact focus unclear.
· Few methodological details are provided and the rationale for these.
· Not convinced that the suggested methodology will contribute significant.
· Vagueness in the methodology regarding the collection of data.
Theory concerns
· Theory setting is addressed only on a superficial level; it should have described the knowledge gaps it intends to fill.
· The fitting together of the theoretical framework and the fieldwork is not fully clear.
Staffing concerns
· Concern that the not-identified postdocs are allocated the roles as WP leaders.
· Not completely clear what the two senior scholars can contribute with such a limited involvement in the project.
Value
· Its delivery is shadowed by questions about whether the proposal can substantially advance the existing knowledge.
3 things you might want to consider:
1) If you are suggesting to use more than one method, don’t forget to write the rationale behind your selection of methods. VR and Formas seem to be looking for a clear logic of how methods tie together, and strengthen each other. If the methods are only described in isolation, they might grade the overall method as unclear. (Especially if they are handling both disciplinary and trans-/interdisciplinary proposals.)

2) Be explicit about how the proposal can advance existing knowledge. If you view it as a potential frontier, explain why. (Some panels seem to value clear bullet points).

3) Some SRC colleagues have felt misunderstood when it comes to the communication grade they got. Some panels might need support to think deeper and broader when it comes to communication. E.g. about how co-production and transdisciplinary connects to communication, or how the thoughtful selection of partners might be connected to dealing with real practice, or how the carefully designed process can accelerate science-based action for sustainability, or how “samverkan” can shorten the implementation-time, or how “samverkan” can make results more context-relevant and ready to implement, or how “samverkan” can include identified change makers from the beginning of a change process.

In addition: See Eva’s presentation at the Loop.

Örjan Bodin shares some of his secrets that led to successful VR applications in the past.
Take a close look at the board of evaluators (topic, and backgrounds). Choose evaluation committee carefully, and look at the members – how to speak to them! Think about level of intradisciplinary/interdisciplinary and which discipline(s). The Development grant committees are likely most interdisciplinary.
Generally, VR is intra-disciplinary, which come with many consequences. For VR applications, tips are to consider:
· Not too "wide" scope
· Choose one "home discipline", but add other are "side-kickers"
· Theoretically grounded! Practically relevant is important, but you need the theoretical grounding. 
· Make clear how the proposed research is embedded in previous work
· Too shallow referencing to disciplinary studies is bad
· Linking theory/method is important. Why do you use a specific method in relation to a specific theory? 

Overall tips:
· Simplicity - make the questions easy to understand. 
· Not too many moving parts (mixed methods, interdisciplinary, different data-sources etc. all sounds good, but can be difficult to explain in a clear and concise way...)
· Incremental: make it clear why the proposed research is a logical next step. Find a balance between new and novel and incremental. "Sensational" could give a bad taste, but too much incremental feels boring.
· The empiric (choice of cases) needs to be related to question (obvious). Emphasis if the case itself is important, otherwise make clear how to generalize from the case. But good if the cases feel "fresh" and interesting by themselves (even more so with Formas?)
· Independence valued, e.g. publishing w/o supervisor and publishing as sole author.
· For more insight into the world of grant proposals and reviewing, have a look at the report Forskning om forskning; granskning av granskarna (in Swedish) https://www.forskningspolitik.se/files/dokument/fof-1-2015-report.pdf

· Evaluation boards consist of humans (and we want to keep it like that, however…) Beware of, and exploit confirmation bias (reviewers generally tend to like things which are closer to what they do themselves etc.) Some randomness is unavoidable. Different valuing among individuals.
· Outcome of the evaluation is thus not only about the “quality” of your application. Örjans suggestion: stop referring to a rejected application as if it was not of high enough quality, and keep on trying…Also stick to your idea if you really think it’s a good idea. Next you’ll get a different committee, and your CV has grown in the meantime. 
In addition: See Örjan’s presentation at the Loop.

Line Gordon shares some lessons from chairing a VR Development research grant panel.
Try to be super clear: 
• What do I want to do - be upfront
• Why do I want to do it
• How am I going to do it – I’ve got the required skills 
Use VR to narrow down on some parts of your work. Pick a narrower question than you’d usually pick – make clear that the answer can be provided with the methods you choose and your experience. 
Think about that the panel members have many applications to review (around 30, sometime many more), so the importance of the application should be super clear and direct.
Show how the application is building on your/the teams previous work. Can you show that what you have done before have lead up to this?
Use the PRISMA section “Other Merits” extensively, to summarize your merits, like bibliometrics, but also to show contributions to policy/practice. In the application, you can also write some lines about the merits of the team members. 
The Development research panel is relatively interdisciplinary, but actually more multidisciplinary, which makes that there can be very contradicting views in the committee. 

The presentation was followed by questions and plenary discussions. 
Can we collect examples of truly outstanding proposals – those agreed upon by everybody to be perfect - and learn from their strengths. Yes, but don’t blind stare on them, otherwise, if interests or criteria have changed, we all make the same mistakes. And learn equally from unsuccessful proposals. 
Early achievement signs: show independence (publish without supervisor), other merits (amounts of funding received).
Remember the standard methods used in a discipline, and why you do/not use them. Make this clear.
Make sure you build on your previous work and make use of the appendices where possible, as it provides space to add figures, diagrams, preliminary results to show that you’ve already worked on it.
Importance of Swedish abstract: first thing the reviewer sees, if it is clear the applicant is not a Swedish speaker they may switch to the English abstract. Not all reviewers are Swedish speaking
Proposals are read by multiple people and few of them are from outside academia.
Start early, so that there is time to ask feedback from your peers. Especially the postdoc group provides a venue for peer-to-peer support and proof reading. Can we have a junior-senior mentoring system within SRC for in-depth proposal feedback? At least make sure your leadership representative knows about your grant writing activities.   

GOOD LUCK EVERYBODY!!





