
My name is Faye Farmer. I worked for 
four amazing years with the faculty and 
staff at the Biodesign Institute as a 
proposal writer, editor, and manager. 
Two years ago, I moved to the Office of 
Knowledge Enterprise Development 
(OKED). In this role, I contribute to  the 
development of high impact, high dollar, 
trans-disciplinary, intra- and inter-
university proposals and other 
collaborative research opportunities in 
support of ASU’s research mission. In 
addition to supporting an internal ASU 
grants program, I have supported over 
50 proposals (two per month on 
average) over the past two years. 
Sponsors include the United States 
Agency for International Development 
(USAID), National Science Foundation 
(NSF), Department of Energy (DOE), 
and the Department of Defense (DoD). 
On average, proposal teams are 5 – 10 
principal investigators and total annual  
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My position affords me the opportunity to 
work with a wide-range of investigators 
from varied disciplines. I help them in a 
myriad of ways to achieve their vision. I 
am exceptionally lucky to be able to rub 
shoulders with some of today’s best and 
brightest academics. The one thing they 
all have in common is the desire to 
successfully pursue their research 
program. That can take the form of 
responding to a $5,000 award for a seed 
project or participating as a Co-I in a 
$5M project. As a leader or participant, 
there are universal truths for success. 
Namely, you must have vision, intention 
and follow through. Vision to see where 
it is you want to be in the next year or 
five years from now; Intention to 
purposely act in strategic and 
reasonable ways to incrementally or 
through disruptive advancement; and 
follow through to confirm 
accomplishment of your objectives.  
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Today’s new economic world view is 
resulting in increased standards for the 
competitive range in federal funding. The 
new reality is challenging for both small 
and large awards, irrespective of 
discipline or sponsor agency. It become 
increasingly challenging when 
investigators opt to move their research 
into larger, more complex trans-
disciplinary or multi-institution proposals.  
 
Improving outcomes and win rates is 
crucial for all investigators. You cannot 
afford to waste effort pursuing 
opportunities that are not strategic or 
somehow meaningful.  
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It does not matter if you are pursuing 
large or small awards, contracts or 
grants, multi-investigator of sole PI 
efforts. A systematic approach to the 
proposal lifecycle can ease frustration, 
decrease confusion, and assist you in 
prioritizing your efforts. This makes 
pursuing each and every opportunity a 
worthwhile endeavor, even if you don’t 
end up submitting a proposal. Applying 
these five phases of the proposal 
lifecycle will help you improve your 
response to an opportunity immediately 
and over time.  
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Development is when you lay the foundation for 
your proposal efforts. Early in the lifecycle you 
are talking to colleagues, visiting the sponsor, 
tracking who is receiving awards for how long 
and of what type.  
 
Once a solicitation or opportunity is available, the 
evaluation phase describes the logical and 
rational discussion regarding whether you can 
actually pursue the opportunity. The goal is to 
decide if preparing a proposal is somehow 
moving your research portfolio forward. 
 
If you opt to pursue the opportunity, the pursuit 
phase is where you begin to scope the work 
required to complete the proposal. 
 
During the production phase includes 
developing a strong research narrative, working 
closely with university staff to utilize their 
expertise, and protecting your time to really flesh 
out an idea that’s been rolling around since the 
development phase. 
 
Debrief is the phase at the end of the proposal 
lifecycle used to examine your efforts. It is the 
single most undervalued part of the proposal 
lifecycle. Even if you opt not to submit,  
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The development phase must begin 
before the solicitation is available 
publicly. This phase encompasses 
interacting with your team and your 
sponsor in creative and daring ways. 
Once a solicitation is out, you should be 
in the next phase working towards a 
submission decision. Development 
focuses on that interstitial space 
between your raw research idea and the 
shape of a funding opportunity. It 
requires that you believe in yourself and 
peddle your wares in front of a galaxy of 
people, some of whom may be 
interested. It is also when you start 
looking at sponsor agencies long term 
plans, goals, and funding priorities – 
hopefully, finding ways your research 
agenda melds with their strategy. 
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Create a professional presence on social 
media, curate your information on ASU’s 
site, use professional organizations to 
connect. 
 
Social media examples: 
•  LinkedIn.com (resume) 
•  http://www.altmetric.com/ (impact 

factor) 
•  http://www.mendeley.com/ (references 

and social media) 
•  Twitter.com (microblogging)  
•  Wordpress.com (blogging) 
 
Other resources: 
•  http://www.experts.scival.com/asu/ 

(free to all ASU and used to find 
collaborator) 

•  TRIPS program provides internal 
funds to visit sponsor agencies: 
https://funding.asu.edu/
show_opportunity.php?recID=17050 
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Visit your sponsor agency website 
frequently for program updates and to 
track long range opportunities.  
 
You can find grant and cooperative 
agreement opportunities here: 
•  http://pivot.cos.com/ (create an 

account and set up custom searches) 
•  https://www.fbo.gov/ 
•  http://www.grants.gov/ 
 
For access to state, local, and federal 
contracts: 
•  http://Iq.govwin.com (request access 

through Faye.Farmer@asu.edu) 
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The evaluation phase comprises two 
key steps: reading and evaluation.  
 
Reading the solicitation is highlighted 
because far too often, we fail to read the 
solicitation more than once and we fail to 
delve into the solicitation in any 
meaningful way. This is different from 
constructing a response to the 
solicitation (discussed in production).  
 
Objective evaluation is often times 
overlooked as an activity. This includes 
pro’s and con’s to pursuing the 
opportunity. Keeping an open mind 
regarding your time, resources, and 
technical approach will be integral to 
deciding whether you pursue an 
opportunity. There will be instances 
where you opt to write a proposal 
knowing that you haven’t got a strong 
chance.  
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If you’ve completed phase one, you 
know the context of the solicitation you 
are reading. Do not let that lull you into a 
false sense of security. If you have 
spoken to the program representative 
and know that they are eyeing your 
work, do not fall victim to passively 
reading the solicitation.  
 
Read the solicitation for content, but also 
read for context. If there is recycled 
information from previous solicitations, 
what does that tell you? If they have 
allocated funds in a particular way, how 
does that impact your technical 
approach? Is the number of awards or 
mechanism of award new or 
unexpected? Must you collaborate in a 
particular way?  

12/10/13 10



Do you have the team, time and resources? 
Proposals take twice as long as you expect them 
to and require 1.5 times the staffing you have. 
Ask for the people you need, prepare your team 
to devote their time to the proposal through 
repeated communication. If you need to reach 
out to your competition to fill out your team, do 
just this.  
 
What are the risks? If you know the risks, you 
can begin to address them, including risks 
inherent to your proposed idea and risks to 
completing a proposal and getting the award.  
 
Does it fit your mission? Funding opportunities 
should always support and advance your 
research goals. Even if it’s a small award, it 
should serve to advance your efforts. 
 
Can you take the lead? This includes your own 
leadership skills as well as the institutional 
capacity available to complete the work.  
 
Do you have past performance with the 
sponsor? This can be individually or as an 
institution. If there is no past performance, you’re 
going to be breaking new ground and have a set 
of issues to address in order for your proposal to  
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Pursuit occurs when you have a 
solicitation to respond to and have opted 
to begin preparing your response. The 
initial stages of pursuit will seem to take 
an inordinate amount of effort and time, 
but if done properly will greatly improve 
your understanding of the solicitation, 
encourage you to ask questions (of 
yourself, your team, your research 
administrative contact, or of the sponsor) 
that did not seem obvious when you 
were evaluating the opportunity, and 
frame your effort to write a proposal. 
 
Creating a shell document and timeline 
early in the pursuit phase will decrease 
your stress during production. 

12/10/13 12



Parsing the solicitation: 
Taking every statement for what is required 
and matching it (as best as possible) with 
the document’s organization and the review 
criteria.  
 
1.  Create a Word document that adheres to 

the format, font, font size, and margins 
requirement (create this as a style). 

2.  Identify headings and subheadings for 
each document. Create a consistent 
numbering system.  

3.  In different font color, identify page 
number constraints. Or, calculate page 
budgets based on merit review 
allocation. 

4.  Cut and paste content requirements into 
the document under each heading/
subheading, using a different font color. 

5.  Cut and paste merit review criteria into 
the document under each heading/
subheading, using a different font color. 

6.  Identify key themes for the overall 
document and each section, writing is 
completed as bullet points. 
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Be aware that almost 50% of your time will be devoted 
to developing the approach, i.e., clearly outlining the 
program you are proposing. This up front planning can 
be done before the solicitation is available, but must 
be adapted to the needs of the final solicitation you’ll 
be responding to.  
 
Keep in mind: 
•  New content = 2 pages/4 hours 
•  Editing = 1 page/1 hour 
•  Color Team Reviews = 3 days for Pink, 2 days for 

Red 
•  Graphics = 2 hours/version 
•  Team meetings = 1 hour/week 
 
Kick off meetings are opportunities to get the entire 
team on the same page from the beginning. It is 
important to connect the team visually. There are a 
variety of programs that allow for streaming video for 
relatively low investment (a webcam and a desktop 
computer), but you should always have a 
teleconference line available as well. Kick off meetings 
with adequate background materials and preparation 
can establish clear roles and responsibilities so that 
tasks are not dropped and time is not lost. Finally, kick 
off meetings establish an explicit timeline for delivery 
of the pieces and the proposal itself.  
 
Color teams provide a reality check from individuals 
external to the proposal. A pink team verifies the 
overarching message and content at the outline stage.  
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Production is more than simply putting pen 
to paper. You must rally the troops and 
marshal your resources.  
 
The complete package is 98% technical 
solution, but every piece is an important 
support for the whole and must be not only 
compliant, but also compelling. This includes 
items like the budget justification and 
facilities. To do this, there are a variety of 
resources available to you on campus and 
through commercial vendors. You can 
improve your skill set, or rely on others to do 
complete smaller tasks.  
 
Ultimately, the finished product will be not 
only engaging to read, but also 
contextualized to the sponsor agency’s 
requirements. 
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100% of your time will be attempting to keep 
the train on the tracks, pulling more than 
your own weight. Frequent meetings or 
email check in’s often dispels concern or 
worry before it festers into a rail disaster.  
 
A 15 minute weekly meeting with the 
research administrative point of contact and 
co-investigators allows everyone to feel 
included and as if they’re progressing 
towards a common goal. Agendas, while 
required, need not be complicated.  
 
A well worded email to the team on a weekly 
basis allows them see that you’re committed 
to the project, allows for discussion, and 
fosters an environment of  productive 
conversation. Connecting using technology 
varies by team composition and need, so be 
flexible regarding platform and frequency. 
 
Assigning tasks and management structure 
can be collaborative, but must at least be 
socialized in order to be internalized by the 
team. 

12/10/13 16



Your approach should always begin with the 
sponsor agency. This contextualizes your 
proposal, establishes that you understand 
their needs, and can connect your idea to 
their mission.  
 
Establish your credibility and authority on 
the topic by clearly stating your past 
performance, your success, and how your 
next idea will build upon these. Importantly, 
your idea must be innovative, new, and 
creative, but overall – it must be realistic and 
something the sponsor wants. 
 
Always provide facts and figures to support 
your case, but make sure that the 
information is accessible to the reader. 
Know the style of your sponsor. For 
example, National Science Foundation 
(NSF) doesn’t like flashy graphics and 
NASA and the Department of Energy like 
very basic organizational charts (less is 
more).  
 
Break your proposal up using formatting or  

12/10/13 17



 
Web based tools for collaboration: 
Vidyo - http://help.asu.edu/sims/selfhelp/
SelfhelpKbView.seam? 
parature_id=8373-8193-6965  
EVO – http://evo.caltech.edu/evoGate/  
HubZero – http://hubzero.org/  
AdobeConnect – 
http://www.asu.edu/go/blackboard/forms/
request-adobe-connect.html  
Skype – http://beta.skype.com/en/   
Google Hangout – 
http://www.google.com/+/learnmore/
hangouts/  
Box.com – https://www.box.com/   
SharePoint – hosted by some schools 
and departments at ASU 
DropBox – https://www.dropbox.com/   
BaseCamp – http://basecamp.com/  
Google Docs – http://docs.google.com   
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Insanity: doing the same thing over and 
over again and expecting different 
results. Albert Einstein 
 
The federal government is obligated to 
provide review information to you. In 
contracting, this is called a debrief. The 
debrief phase is a formal recognition of 
both the process and content with input 
from everyone involve.  
 
In order to improve, you must learn from 
what you have done. Identification of 
what went well and what went poorly, 
from everyone who was involved in the 
process and the application of that 
information to subsequent attempts will 
ultimately contribute to a better product. 
This includes panel summaries, reviewer 
comments, peer review, and formally 
and informally soliciting team member 
feedback.  
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As with any project that you are heavily invested 
in, you will take pride in ownership. Make sure 
that you are able to objectively assess your 
proposal and incorporate prioritized comments: 
the perfect is the enemy of good.  
 
If you are not awarded, you should take all 
feedback to heart. The team should be asked 
about the process (good and bad), and the 
proposal reviews should be disseminated and 
dissected. 
 
ASU assistance: 
https://rsg.asu.edu/research-forums  
http://funding.asu.edu  
http://researchadmin.asu.edu/faculty-toolbox  
 
Training opportunities: 
http://www.tgci.com/ 
http://www.granttrainingcenter.com/ 
http://www.unh.edu/engagement/research/ 
http://www.grantcentral.com/ 
http://academicresearchgrants.com/ 
http://www.hanovergrants.com/our-members/
higher-education-grants-development/ 
http://www.isfdonline.com/ 
http://www.partnersforedu.org/  
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OKED Research Development Resources 
  
Relaunch of Funding.asu.edu will be end of 
January 2014 and include links to research 
development tools. 
 
Limited.Submissions@asu.edu manages 
review and approval of proposals that are 
restricted by type or number. Find these at 
funding.asu.edu.  
 
http://rsg.asu.edu/research-forums - 
provides archived and upcoming forums and 
funding success skills series (fs3). 
 
Request proposal development for large-
scale proposals through 
Faye.Farmer@asu.edu. 
 
Request competitive landscape analysis 
through Karen.Walker@asu.edu. 
 
Sponsor reporting and awards management 
for large-scale projects contact 
Kevin.Reinhart@asu.edu. 
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