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A BEGINNER’S GUIDE TO THE WORLD OF 
RESEARCH GRANTS FOR SOCIOLOGISTS1

GETTING STARTED

Getting started to prepare a grant proposal is a lot like getting started to write a research paper. 
But, the scale of the enterprise is a little bit bigger because funders will usually expect you to
produce more than one published article from a project that they support.  It all begins with A
GOOD IDEA.  Where do “good ideas” come from?  Basically, they come from previous work that
has been done in a substantive area, and they identify unanswered questions that you will be able
to answer when the funder gives you lots of money (or at least that’s the story).  So, you must be
familiar with the literature in the area within which your project is situated; and you have to be
creative enough to come up with a set of research questions (sometimes stated as hypotheses)
that seem: (1) relevant to the substantive area, (2) scientifically important, and (3) answerable with
the methodological approach you propose to use.

In general, you will probably want to avoid grand, sweeping questions like, “Why are societies
stratified?” or “Why is the homicide rate in the U.S. so high?”  But, you’ll also generally want to
avoid questions that are too specific and focused, like, “Why are 35-year old white males living in
central cities in the Northeast less likely to be married than 35-year old white males living in
suburbs in the Northeast?”  Rather, you’ll probably want to pose “middle range” research
questions that give you lots of room to maneuver once you get your award.  Something like the
following 2al 12 n2e
avoid quI1.147p more than 





3  NSF does contribute to some very expensive projects such as the General Social Survey, the New
Immigrant Survey, the Integrated Public Use Microdata Series Project.  But, it usually does so on a collaborative
basis with other federal agencies.  Occasionally, NSF also sponsors special initiatives that will support larger awards
than those that are typically made to individual researchers through the main programs, such as Sociology.
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Regardless of the agency or foundation that you are targeting there are some pretty generic
things that you will want to (or be required to) include in your proposal.  Below is a partial list:

1. Project Summary.  Usually you will be required to begin your proposal with a brief
summary of the project you intend to carry out.  For NSF this is called the “Project
Summary.”  For NIH it is called a “Project Description.”

2. Project’s Objectives and Scientific Importance.   You must provide a clear description of
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9  For an excellent discussion of how to write good non-fiction I recommend, On Writing Well: The Classic
Guide to Writing Nonfiction, by William Zinsser (New York: HarperCollins, 2006).

7

at NSF and NIH, but many of the steps are pretty generic and will be used at other
agencies and foundations as well.

1. The Reviewer.   The agency will have your proposal reviewed by experts in your



10  I have never served on the regular Sociology NSF Panel, so this description is based on information that
I have gathered from actual panel members, NSF program staff, and service on special NSF panels.
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successful, though that is not always the case.   At NIH reviewers are asked to
assign a numerical score to each proposal, using the following ranges as a guide:

1.0 - 1.5 “Outstanding”
1.5 - 2.0 “Excellent”



11  With the new electronic submission and review proce
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