Meeting notes FORMAS grant proposals: tips, tricks and lessons learned
Date: Tuesday 23th of February, 10:30-12:00.
Arranger: Jan Kuiper (on behalf of the postdocs) and Eva Brattander
People attending: 35 SRC staff.
Speakers:
· Henrik Aspeborg 
· Eva Brattander
· Örjan Bodin
· Matilda Valman
· Thorsten Blenckner

The PowerPoint presentations of the speakers will be made available on the Loop. The notes below are compiled by Jan and Eva.
Notes
Jan Kuiper 
A warm word of welcome to all, and the speakers in particular. Jan presents a bit of the background and motivation for organizing this meeting. During discussions among postdocs over the years, the need for support around proposal writing was a recurrent topic and hence an important argument for self-organization at SRC, to learn from and support each other. Last year we focused on VR. This year the focus is on FORMAS. Jan mentions some challenges and questions brought up by the postdocs and points to the deadlines for this year’s annual cycle. 
Henrik Aspeborg from REIS
The SU Office for Research, Engagement and Innovation Services (REIS) can provide support when applying for research funding. Support for individual researchers when it comes to Formas applications include: Prisma support, successful applications on demand and budget support (limited). When it comes to EU-applications further support can be provided. Henrik Aspeborg is the contact person Stockholm Resilience Centre.

The assessment criteria for Formas are: 1) Research question, 2) Scientific competence, 3) Method and performance, 4) Potential societal value of the research topic, 5) Communication with stakeholders and users. You will need high score in all the assessment criteria, so take them all serious. 

Henrik recommends to put time and effort into emphasising the societal relevance, short and long term perspective and to have a realistic project and realistic communication plan. He also recommends creating a reference group or sounding board. You will probably have conversations with your mentors and academic friends anyway along the way, so why not formalize that strategically into a reference group. Most calls allow for including budget for a reference group.

In addition: See Henrik’s presentation at the Loop, and the notes and presentation of Mikko Roos from REIS from last year, also on the Loop.
Eva Brattander shares some statistics and lessons learned from previous years.
Eva shows statistics of approved and rejected applications to Formas and Vetenskapsrådet. SRC is getting slightly more applications approved overtime from Formas. In 2020 we were most successful in the Formas Annual Open Call, with 6 approved and 13 rejected applications.
When looking at review feedback on what makes an approved application strong, aspects like the research question is of clear relevance, methods are well described, it shed new light to an important ongoing debate and builds on previous research, were stated. The statement of the approved Mobility grand for early-career highlighted aspects like “novel application”.
When looking at review feedback on what makes a denied application weak, aspects within methodology, theory, staffing and value concerns, were stated.
It is a lot of uncertainties around the possibility to draw insights from SRC’s applications to Formas and VR, e.g. regarding the small sample, the differences between topics/methods, who is in the research panel and if what they write in the review feedback reflects what is valuable to know. If keeping this uncertainty in mind, three things to consider could be 1) If you are suggesting to use more than one method, don’t forget to write the rationale behind your selection of methods, and how methods tie together. 2) Be explicit about how the proposal can advance existing knowledge, by describing the role of it. 3) Some panels might need support to think deeper and broader when it comes to communication, e.g. how it connects to social value, “samverkan” and collaborative methods.
In addition: See Eva’s presentation at the Loop, and the notes and presentation of Eva last year, also at the Loop.

Örjan Bodin has been successful several times.
Örjan remarks that it’s really hard to figure out how to get funding from FORMAS. Easily becomes anecdotal evidence. A more systematic assessment of what makes a good FORMAS proposal is much welcome, e.g. based on an assessment of a large amount of successful proposals. For the year 2014 Örjan made a first attempt of such an assessment. This was partly triggered by SLU standing out in the number of granted proposals. However, when corrected for the number of submitted proposals, SLU is somewhere in the middle (lesson: increase the number of proposals). 
The assessment further focused on principal investigators, also because that information is readily available. Though the average person getting funded that year was quite experienced, the distribution of number of years since the PI defended his/her PhD thesis was wide, indicating that there is no problem getting a grant even for ECR researchers. And various calls, like the Mobility grant, are by definition for ECRs. 
Number of publications was the same thing. The average is quite high, but the distribution super broad, so a long list of publications is not essential. And same for H-Index (mean 12,3), M-index (0.83), and number of citations (702), all with a broad distribution. So from a bibliometric point of view, you don’t have to be a superstar to get funding from FORMAS. So your CV is important, but also not that important. But, of course, more experienced researchers had a longer period of shaping their field and become recognizable by reviewers. Yet, you need to show novelty as well. So here the need for a balancing act between familiarity and novelty (but be careful writing novelty explicitly, it can put reviewers off if they don’t agree).
Örjan also shares some personal reflections and anecdotal evidence. Formas focuses on applied research (but not exclusively). Interdisciplinarity is favoured, but it might be favourable to not go hard-core as evaluators themselves are likely trained in an intra-disciplinary area. So might be good to have a home discipline. Stakeholder engagement is favoured.  
Have a compelling story, that triggers people’s imagination. Triggers curiosity. Revisits ‘old truths’. Title is instrumental here. Use the title to spark interest and imagination. Helps to stick out. Again, balance between familiarity and novelty. Trendy. Link with current debates (many evaluators are Swedish). Also, the committee is broad, so don’t make your narrative too complicated.
In addition: See Örjan’s presentation at the Loop, and the notes and presentation of Örjan on VR last year, also on the Loop

Matilda Valman is a panellist on FORMAS evaluation panels. 
FORMAS has 10 panels – read about them on the website. Panelists is a mix of scientists and people working in society, often agencies and authorities. If you are a bit social sciences, there is a good change that you’re evaluated by panel 10, even if you applied to a different panel (so look into panel 10 as well). Application is reviewed by 3 or 4 people. Grades run from 1 – 7. You need high grades on each of the 5 sections, but hardly ever someone gets a 7 on all sections. Basically you need a 6 on all sections. 
Research question section is most important. If applications have the same end scores, evaluators read again the research question sections to decide. 
Methods and performance section: remember that your evaluators may be from a whole different discipline – so help them understand your methods section. Not only what you are going to do, but also how you are going to do it. Not forget, they will be able to assess feasibility very well, so be realistic. 
Scientific competence section: agree that it’s not super important, but it will be reviewed. If you don’t have a long CV, explain why you are still able to manage the proposal. Also, if you apply with co-applicants, the group will be evaluated as a group. So be strategic here, and come up with a plan for how the group will work together. Explain clearly not just that you will do activities (run a workshop), but also why and how the results of these activities will feed into your research and communicated to stakeholders. 
Societal value section is really important for FORMAS. Don’t do ‘sustainable development’ washing. Be specific. Be specific how stakeholders will use your results, discuss how it is valuable for them (remember that evaluators may be potential stakeholders). 
Communication with stakeholders and users section: this is where many proposals fall short. Come with a good plan. Be specific. Reviewers will know whether you include the relevant stakeholders or not (in fact they might be your stakeholder). Make it concrete. How will stakeholders be involved? Throughout the research, or only in the end? Only through communications? Generally this section is at a too low level. 
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Thorsten Blenckner, represents the SRC Funding Task Force
Following discussions between principal researchers and leadership, SRC now has a funding taskforce (until the summer), which will build an internal strategy for being more successful (VR, FORMAS, EU, MISTRA, VINNOVA, Wallenberg), as well as an organizational learning of proposal writing. Currently brainstorming and generating ideas, which will be prioritized and discussed with leadership. If you have good ideas, share them with the Task Force. 

The presentation was followed by questions and plenary discussions. 
Is there a preference for Swedish based research? Not really. A third of the reviewers is from outside Sweden. Specific calls may differ from the annual calls though and may require a Swedish link. 
Is it strategically wise to bring in senior co-applicants? Not per se. The CV is not that important compared to proposing good research. But it is good if the group complements each other. So it may help. But if it’s obvious that the superstar is a free-rider it won’t help your cause. 
If you have an international case study / research focus, do you still need to explain how it is relevant for Sweden? No, not per se. Maybe most importantly, always do a good job describing how end-users are served (e.g. an interviewee often is not only a source of information, but also a receiver of the results, and as such the communication plan needs to explain that). Before there was a need to explain how the answers to research questions are relevant for Sweden. But clearly explaining the generalizability is probably more important. One might also want to explain how ‘Swedish’ knowledge is used to support other countries/contexts, as a form of knowledge transfer to support sustainable development elsewhere. 
Proposals need to have a freshness. Evoke a happy surprise with the reviewers. A fresh angle. Again the title here is important. Framing of ‘sustainability’ is not sufficient. There needs to be something fresh, but not too fresh. Regarding methods: you need to show capacity to be reflexive on the methods chosen; show that you thought it through. 
Now the Mobility grant is not part of the annual call anymore, you can apply to both the Mobility grant and ECR project grant as a PI (check on the website). Yet you can only accept one. Reviewers do not check whether a similar proposal is submitted to another call. But you cannot apply to both the ECR project grant a regular project grant, as these are both part of the annual cycle and you can only apply for one. 
You can always contact FORMAS if you have questions. The email addresses are at the end of the call text on the web page.
Eva closes with a reminder to (rules about notifying closest manager and for engaging with admin).
To submit a proposal from SRC you need approval from your closest manager, and budget approval from a financial controller.
Four weeks before submission deadline: Contact the financial controllers to let them know that you intend to submit a proposal, and the type of help you expect that you will need.
Two weeks before submission deadline: The project application, including a budget, should be in such condition that it can be presented to the closest manager for a decision to “go ahead”. Any co-financing on SRC behalf should be clearly documented in the presentation to the manager. The closest manager also makes decision (in discussion with the Director) on whether SRC can support potential co-funding or other in-kind contributions. A lower OH than normal is such an in-kind contribution. See the admin-pages in the Loop for more information. 

GOOD LUCK EVERYBODY!!
