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OVERVIEW 
 

The third in the Three Pillars of Successful Grantseeking series that is designed 
to provide participants with an understanding of the key planning and 
implementation components of understanding, applying for, and managing 
grant funding, this webinar examined special cases in proposal development. 
Specifically, this webinar focused on complex proposals, including large-scale, 
multidisciplinary and/or multi-organizational proposals.   
 

CONTENT & PRESENTERS 
 

This webinar featured a presentation on special cases in proposal development 
by Bryan DeBusk, Hanover Research Grants Consultant, and Susan Perri, 
Hanover Research Grants Consultant. Following the presentation, this webinar 
featured a Question and Answer segment. 
 

KEY CONTENT 
 

This webinar shared best practice strategies for proposals that include multiple 
organizations, involve multiple disciplines and are large- scale in size as well as 
a case study of the development of a complex proposal. The information below 
shares some of the key content from the webinar.  
 
MAJOR CHALLENGES IN PROPOSAL DEVELOPMENT 
 
This webinar presented extensive best practices to support the development of 
complex proposals. These types of proposals include ones that have multiple 
collaborating programs or departments, centers, or institutions; proposals with 
multiple projects and/or core resources; proposals with substantial institutional 
commitment in financial or other resources; as well as proposals with related 
but distinct components managed, envisioned, and/or implemented by distinct 
individuals or groups.  
 
Developing complex proposals that involve multiple organizations or 
disciplines, or are large in scale can have several challenges that set them apart 
from other types of proposals. Major challenges in the development of these 
types of proposals are keeping all team members engaged throughout the 
development process, keeping all cores/programs aligned with the overall 
vision, maintaining timelines, obtaining institutional and departmental data, 
potential pushback from other programs including turf battles, budget creep, 
as well as the management of personalities and capabilities.  
 
BEST PRACTICES FOR THE EARLY STATES OF MANAGING COMPLEX PROPOSAL 
DEVELOPMENT 
 
The Strategic Interdisciplinary Research Office (SIRO) at Pennsylvania State 
University recommends the following three steps for the planning phase of  
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“Some of the key 
challenges that are 
likely to arise during 
proposal development 
of this scale and scope 
are related to keeping 
everyone on the same 
page throughout the 
process. So these 
challenges relate to 
managing expectations 
and creating a seamless 
sustainable process 
from beginning to end.”  
 
– Susan Perri 
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proposal development.1 The first step is Planning to Plan. In this step, institutions define priorities and a plan 
for grant efforts rather than immediately applying for grants. Knowing exactly what the institutions is looking 
for can help to identify the best opportunities when later applying for grant opportunities. The second step in 
this framework, which relates to the management of the grant writing process, is to work through the three 
phases of proposal development, which are framing, collaboration, and refinement. Following these phases, the 
third step is the sustainable process.  
  
During the early stages of proposal development, several best practices will guide the development of your 
complex proposals. First, thoroughly understanding the RFP will best position you to design a proposal that 
meets the requirements of the RFP. Best practices include confirming eligibility, obtaining institutional approval 
for applying, breaking down the RFP in such a way that everyone involved clearly understands all 
requirements by summarizing the funder’s goal(s), identifying all required components of the proposal package, 
and defining key terms for members of the team who are less familiar with specialty language. Upon 
understanding the requirements of the RFP, establishing a timeline for all activities in the three proposal 
development phases (framing and planning, collaboration, refinement) will guide your planning and 
development of the proposal.  
 
Specific steps to include in the timeline include:  
 

 Analysis and Planning 
 Problem Development 
 Program Officer Input 
 Partnerships 
 Management/Personnel 
 Key Budget Components 
 Proposal Writing 

 
THE ROLES WITHIN A PROPOSAL TEAM 
 
Upon understanding the RFP and determining a timeline, the establishment of the proposal team is a 
suggested next step. Key roles to include in the team are the Principal Investigator, University Advocate, 
Development Specialist, and Research Administrators.   
  
Based on a model from the Strategic Interdisciplinary Research Office (SIRO) at Pennsylvania State University, 
the following chart provides an overview of the responsibilities of the delineated roles.2 Detailed information on 
each of these roles and tasks during the three phases of Framing, Collaboration, and Refinement can be found 
in the presentation slides.  
 
 
 
 
1. From Dressler, K., Mulfinger, L., & Page, N. “Averting the Big Bang.” NCURA Magazine, Volume XLV, No.2, March/April 2013. p. 19-22.  

2. Ibid.  
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Adapted from  Dressler, K., Mulfinger, L., & Page, N. “Averting the Big Bang.” NCURA Magazine, Volume XLV, No.2, March/April 2013. p. 19-22.  

 
While working together as a team, each of the roles listed has clear responsibilities to the team and the 
development of the proposal.  
  
ADDITIONAL BEST PRACTICES FOR MANAGING COMPLEX PROPOSAL DEVELOPMENT 
 
Upon establishing a project team, the first task is to define your problem and assess the resources available to 
address it. This part of the process includes: 
 

 Defining the team and/or institution’s vision and goals for the project 
 Developing an outline for the document that will drive data collection, budgeting, and writing tasks 
 Estimating a budget and involving administrators in the process 
 Obtaining any preliminary or institutional data needed to support proposal 
 Revising the proposal outline based on the data or budgetary information you receive 
  
Following this, the next step is soliciting input from the funder. This usually means contacting a program officer 
responsible for the specific funding opportunity and requesting a call or email conversation to ensure that your 
team’s goals and approach are appropriate to the program. The suggested manner of communication is an initial 
email that includes a brief request for a follow-up conversation by phone or email, the title and number of the 
relevant solicitation if available, and a one or two-sentence description of your project. If the program officer agrees 
to a phone call, prepare an elevator pitch -a 30-second description of your project and goals- so that you are 
prepared to succinctly and clearly share the goals of your project. Additionally, by preparing a list of key information 
about your project, you will be prepared to respond to questions from the program officer. In some cases, prior to a 
call, some program officers will request a concept paper or white paper. This one-to-three-page document should 
be a slightly expanded version of your proposal outline and should summarize the need, the approach, the available 
resources, and any innovative aspects of the project. After the call, the project team will need to further revise your 
outline based on the program officer’s feedback. 
                  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1. Examples of grant narrative languages can be found at the NIAID (National Institute for Allergic and Infectious Diseases) website: www.niaid.nih.gov 
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ROLE OVERVIEW OF RESPONSIBILITY  
Principal 

Investigator (PI) 
The primary player with considerable responsibility for project design, the research 

plan elements, the implementation plan, and the evaluation design. 

Advocate (AV) 
The role, identified by both the institution and the PI, ensures broad oversight and 
institutional involvement with and commitment to the project in both the proposal 

development and project implementation stages. 

University 
The university should support the project going forward, have an understanding of 
what is required of the institution, and confirm that the institution will be able to 

provide effective oversight to the program administration. 
Development 
Specialist (DV) 

Typically someone with subject matter expertise and previous grant experience, this 
role assists the PI with project design and development. 

Research 
Administrators (RAs) 

This role manages the business of the submission and administration while ensuring 
that the proposal meets institutional and funder requirements. 

Overview of Roles and Responsibilities  
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A key practice is the establishment of partnerships to support the development and implementation of your 
proposal. In addition to establishing an internal project team, many projects require partners who may be 
external to the project team. While the process of identifying potential partners may be included when 
assessing the resources available during the planning phases of the project, additionally, program officers may 
recommend partnerships or the need for a partner may arise further along in the proposal development 
process. The PI and university advocate should approve approaches to potential partners in advance to reduce 
the risk of conflicts or confusion. It is important to clearly define the roles and responsibilities of each partner 
and identify the individuals responsible for maintaining contacts across departments or organizations. If 
working with an external partner, you should consider preparing a formal memorandum of understanding 
describing these relationships and responsibilities. 
  
The budget process can be a major challenge when a project includes many competing interests. At the 
beginning of the project, it must be clear who will be responsible for making final budgetary decisions. While it 
is often the PI, it is not uncommon to have a small senior leadership group share the responsibility. When 
developing a proposal, typical steps include the drafting of an internal budget, determining external partner 
needs and budget division, determining cost share needs, securing cost share, refining overall budget and 
justification, and confirming budget is aligned with all activities included in the proposal narrative.  
  
Proposal writing can be a very complicated process when it comes to complex proposals, and the choice of 
Development Specialist can be critical in managing the flow. Including the following best practices in your 
proposal writing approach will minimize duplicated effort and to ensure each piece of the proposal is completed 
as directed and on time. 
 

 If multiple authors will contribute, prepare a style guide with formatting requirements including 
margins, font, spacing, and heading guidelines. 

 Prepare a place for people to share documents electronically, and establish guidelines for naming 
conventions and editing permissions. 

 Make writing assignments, and have someone on the team be responsible for reminding the team 
about deadlines. 

 Compile the draft, request input, and make revisions. 
 Request additional input through a more formal internal and external review, and revise again. 
 Once you have a full draft that incorporates internal and external recommendations, revise the full 

document for style and consistency. Also make sure someone is responsible for checking alignment with 
the budget and the RFP. 

 Submit the document for internal and external signoffs. 
 
The use of planning tools during the development of complex proposals creates a smoother proposal 
development process. Specific tools discussed include: 
 

 Planning retreats which provide opportunities for the team to meet away from the distractions of the 
office to focus completely on the task at hand 

 Style guides 
 Shared document storage (e.g., Dropbox, Google Docs, or institutional options) 
 Including multiple cycles of review (at least three cycles is recommended) in the proposal development 

timeline is essential for any complex project  
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Most complex projects include some form of evaluation, whether it is an evaluation plan prepared by an 
external evaluator or a data collection and analysis plan prepared by the project team. In either case, it is 
essential that the team agree on the metrics to be used and that the team clearly defines data collection 
responsibilities and analytical approaches. For research proposals, the team must ensure the measures being 
used are up to date and appropriate to the outcomes of interest. For programmatic proposals, the team must 
ensure the measures provide data that can inform the broader activities of the participating institutions and 
stakeholders. In some cases, this means measuring the impact of the program in the community, describing 
educational and outreach activities, or providing data to support institutional benchmarking. 
  
In addition to evaluation plans, increasingly, sustainability is an essential part of any complex proposal. Federal 
agencies and foundations are looking for opportunities to invest in ideas that can quickly gain independence 
and do not require long-term commitments. Reviewers value projects that demonstrate early investments by 
stakeholders and partners as well as gradual internalization of personnel and major ongoing expenses. 
  
To demonstrate sustainability, best practices include: 
 

 Providing evidence of broad stakeholder support and institutional commitment through explicit letters 
of support and budgetary evidence 

 Including partners who can contribute services or other support 
 Providing evidence that other resources can be leveraged to maintain the program after grant funds get 

the project up and running 
 

CASE STUDY - NIH CLINICAL AND TRANSLATIONAL SCIENCE AWARD (CTSA) 
 
During the presentation, a case study was discussed to highlight the use of the best practices presented. The 
case study features a large program proposal for the NIH Clinical and Translational Science Award, which is a 
five year, $20 million center grant program designed to establish integrated resources to improve clinical and 
translational sciences. Awards can be made to a single institution with multiple departments or multiple 
collaborative institutions. The original solicitation included approximately 15 separate Cores and Resources with 
independent descriptions in the proposal, which yielded a 250-page narrative and 750-page full proposal. 
Demonstrating the responsibilities of each of the roles outlined above, the team roles were described as 
follows:  
 

• Research Administrators worked with an External Consultant directed the collection of supplemental 
documents 

• A dedicated RA compiled all documents, and Dedicated RA and External Consultant reviewed and 
revised all materials 

• PI, University Advocate, and Dedicated RA ensured all university approvals were complete prior to 
submission 

 

Demonstrating how organizations work with partners throughout the proposal development process, the case 
study detailed that the organizations featured worked with two external partners to develop the proposal. The 
first partner was a for-profit healthcare system with large patient population but limited research infrastructure 
and the second was an independent university campus within the same state system with valuable distinct 
strengths. During the planning period, the organization identified and integrated representatives from each 
partner to participate in the full proposal development process to ensure effective collaboration, buy-in, and to 
strengthen the final product.  
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To develop a budget plan, the organization used a collaborative budgeting process including the following 
steps:  
 

• Core and Program Directors submitted requests 
• Senior leadership team and university advocate identified opportunities for university contributions 
• University advocate obtained institutional commitments 
• Senior leadership team and university advocate reviewed and revised Core and Program requests 
• Core and Program Directors submitted revised requests 
• Senior leadership team revised and finalized budgets 

  
A distributed proposal writing process was used by this organization during the proposal writing stage. To 
accomplish this, 12 of 15 Core/Program directors developed their first drafts and 3 of 15 Core/Program 
directors requested that the external consultant assist with the first draft by providing answering to questions 
for the consultants or providing written information to support the creation of the draft. In addition, the PI and 
external consultant drafted the overview. The centralized revision and editing process involved senior 
leadership and external consultant reviewing all drafts through several review cycles. The external consultant 
was responsible for the final stylistic revision and consistency check for the full proposal, which was supported 
by the RA.  
  
Demonstrating the use of helpful planning tools, the organization used three planning retreats to plan, develop, 
and refine their proposal. During the first retreat, the participants reviewed the RFP, agreed on overall vision, 
assigned writing tasks, and established a timeline. During the second retreat, the Core and Program directors 
outlined their ideas and received feedback from the group prior to developing full drafts. Finally, during the 
third retreat, the group reviewed first drafts. Upon the completion of the full proposal draft, the project team 
and three external reviewers reviewed the proposal prior to final stylistic revision and consistency check. The 
project team and external reviewers provided written feedback along with feedback from university advocates. 
Using this feedback, the senior leadership and external consultant revised the full proposal.  
  
As Evaluation was a required Core in the CTSA proposal, extensive logic models to direct the evaluation of the 
overall Center as well as each core and program were developed. Additionally, the Core requested the 
resources needed to establish a robust data collection and reporting system to provide near real-time feedback 
to senior leadership and core and program directors. 
  
Demonstrating sustainability, the lead institution committed approximately $10 million at the outset of the 
project, clearly demonstrating a commitment to the program. The CTSA program also requires sustainability in 
the form of written plans for institutionalizing shared resources once the user base no longer requires 
significant subsidies from the Center. We recommend these types of sustainability plans in most complex 
proposals. 
 

POLLING RESULTS  
 

Several live polls during our webinar provided invaluable information on the proposal development activities at 
the institutions of our webinar participants. When participants were asked about their level of expertise 
participating in the development of large-scale, multidisciplinary and/or multi-organizational proposals, the 
majority of respondents (over 64 percent) shared that they had some experience with this type of proposal  
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development. In addition, over 18 percent of respondents had significant experience and over 16 percent had 
no experience.  When asked what type of Development Specialist participants have used on previous complex 
proposals, over 39 percent of respondents shared that they have used more than one of the options while over 
26 percent responded that Members of the team wrote different sections, and one team member compiled it, 
over 15 percent used an internal grant writer and over six percent indicated that The PI was the lead writer. The 
elements of the planning for program evaluation and sustainability that participants identified as needing the 
most support with include Measure community impact (59 percent), Developing metrics (50.9 percent), Show 
broad stakeholder support and buy-in (40.2 percent), Benchmarking (29.4 percent), and Education and outreach 
programming and development (22.5 percent).  
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“Planning to plan means having a little bit of leeway in terms of planning for your grant efforts as opposed to 
finding an open RPF and plunging right in. So a little bit of foresight and planning in terms of knowing exactly 
what you are looking for can help your institution to identify the best opportunity.”  
 
-Susan Perri 
 
“Program officers at various funding agencies or foundations are very helpful in responding to questions 
about your eligibility, your specific ideas, and your overall approach.” 
 
-Bryan DeBusk  

 



LEARN MORE 

 
Headquartered in Washington, DC, Hanover Research is a global research and 
grant development firm providing solutions to higher education, K-12, healthcare 
organizations, hospitals, municipalities, and other non-profit organizations. We 
work with executives and their teams across a cost-effective partnership to help 
them better understand and pursue external funding in the face of increased 
competition for funding with government and private entities. 
 

To view the recorded webinar, open the following link 

http://hanoverresearch.adobeconnect.com/p92v4caqa4n/ 

 

For more information on Hanover Research’s grant services, check out our 

capabilities at http://www.hanoverresearch.com/grants-capabilities/ 
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