
Applying for your own grants: why, how 
and where?

Anne Lingford-Hughes 

Professor of Addiction Biology, 

Head, Centre for Psychiatry, Imperial College, London 

Consultant Addiction Psychiatrist, 

CNWL NHS Foundation Trust

http://www.cnwl.nhs.uk/index.html






• Becoming a researcher is an apprenticeship

• Identify good supervisors, mentors, teams 
etc



What kind of funding?

Fellowship 

Personal award

Grant

Team
or



Fellowships:
primarily for PhD, but are some for other career stages

• MRC 

• Wellcome

• NIHR

• Charities

• Know the scheme(s)

• Tailor your application 
to fit their profile and 
guidance

– Strategy documents

• ‘Is yours’ & not your 
supervisors ‘rehashed’ 
project grant – ‘I’ not 
‘we’

• Competitive

• Set up alerts



UKRI, MRC etc 

NIHR

Wellcome

UKRI, Future Leaders Fellowship

Some organisations have fellowships co-funded with 
other organisations eg charities etc



NIHR: 





https://www.nihr.ac.uk/documents/mental-health-incubator/25453

https://mentalhealthresearch.org.uk/



https://www.ukri.org/wp-
content/uploads/2020/09/MRC-250920-
DeliveryPlan2019.pdf



https://wellcome.org/what-we-do/mental-health



https://www.mqmentalhealth.org/our-work/research-programmes/



http://www.bmafoundationmr.org.uk/



http://www.rdlearning.org.uk/Welcome.html



The InstitutionThe Project

You

Writing a competitive application for a 
fellowship

Much of the following will also apply to writing a 
competitive grant application



The Project

• The scientific merit of the project will be assessed in terms 
of its originality and the importance of the scientific 
questions addressed. 

• The overall approach will be assessed, including the 
appropriateness of the proposed methodology, risks and 
alternative strategies, the requested resources and 
feasibility of the timescale. 

• NB – many of the panel/reviewers may not be experts in the 
field so clearly stating why this project is important to fund 
is crucial.

• The project should be appropriately ambitious and offer 
suitable career development opportunities for the level of 
fellowship.



• What opportunities for your 
career development are they 
offering? 

• Mentor
• Different institution

• Letter(s) of support/collaborators
• Eg access to database

The Project The Institution



The Project The Institution

You

Early-career: Consolidation and exploration: applicants should have delivered 
previous research projects and have evidence of outputs. They should have plans for 
a coherent and integrated training programme.
Transition to independence: applicants should have the potential to become 
independent researchers by having clear research plans that are distinct from their 
current group / leader and citing outputs from their research experience to date to 
demonstrate their readiness to develop. Applicants will generally have experience of 
more than one research environment.
Transition to leadership: applicants should have a track-record of nationally 
competitive research and already be independent and effectively leading a research 
team. They should demonstrate the potential to become a leader in their field.



From MRC:

• Use their guidance to direct how you write your application



• If you can't write down in a couple of sentences why a research aim is important, 
maybe it isn't... 

• And if you can’t write down a hypothesis, then how do you know your experiment 
is designed correctly? Statistical support.

• Does it make sense to your best friend /  ‘person in the street’

From MRC:



From MRC:

If this is your goal, be working on these points during your PhD, ACL, research post etc  



From MRC:



From MRC:



NIHR: what makes an application excellent? 
https://www.nihr.ac.uk/blog/what-makes-an-application-

excellent/10987

By Prof Gary Frost, Chair of the NIHR Doctoral Fellowship selection committee

• Clarity of writing - No typos, grammatical, formatting errors

• Importance - You need to demonstrate that what you are doing is important. 

• Why should the NIHR invest in your work? 

• What difference will it make? 

• Make clear that your proposed research is applicable on a national level.

• Five Ps:

– Person - Training plan is critically important

• Don’t just list graduate school courses, think about what weaknesses you 
have that challenge the delivery of your research and state how you will 
overcome these.

– Place - You need to align yourself with the best of the best & make sure 
they have right experience

– Project – hypothesis, if expt B relies on expt A which does not go to plan, 
what is alternative?

– Patient and public involvement (PPI)



Patient and public involvement (PPI) 

• This is as important as your project methodology. You must 
demonstrate how you are working in partnership with the patients 
of populations your project aims to help.

• You should develop a PPI plan at the beginning of the project that 
demonstrates how people will be involved and enhance your 
project from the initial idea to dissemination. 

• This applies to all applicants, even those proposing data driven AI 
projects. 

• The best applications thread PPI throughout their proposal, and 
state how the project will impact on patients and populations in the 
medium and long term.



Funding sources: support small(er) 
projects, travel, MSc etc.

• (MRC) 

• (Wellcome) (Arts)

• (NIHR)

• BMA

• Charities

– MQ

• Travel awards

• Pharma

• Local R&D, university 

• Know the scheme

• Tailor your application 
to fit their profile and 
guidance

– Strategy documents

• Success – <1 in 10?



Preparation, preparation, preparation
When to start?

• For a fellowship 
• It is never too early to think about what you need to do.

– 2-3 years

• Your CV
– Have you got the appropriate/any publications?

• Takes time

– Have you experience in the techniques you want ‘£1million’ 
for?

– Have you been to a conference, met with key people in the 
field?
• ‘I do not know the candidate, but heard them present at a 

conference/read their latest interesting/important paper’



• For all applications (fellowships & grants)
• Start early – at least 6 months

– Application submission dates are published well in advance
– Several iterations will be needed

• Departmental or university review?

– Read the guidance about what is needed
• Don’t leave for eg impact statements etc to last minute. 

– How much notice does your university office want?
• Finance, approvals etc

– For a fellowship - does your Head of Department know YOU and 
about the application?

– What other people need to sign off or provide letters of support 
for the application?

Preparation, preparation, preparation
When to start?



On UKRI website
https://www.ukri.org/blog/fellowship-application-myth-busting/

What do I look for? 
• The candidate 

– Achievement and 
potential of the 
candidate

• The project
– Does it make sense, 

do I understand why 
it should be done?

– Feasibility and 
timeliness of project

– Suitability of 
location

• Presentation
• Answer questions from 2 panel members, possibly some follow-up from Chair or others



And if at first you don’t 
succeed………

• Getting a fellowship or grant is hard simply because there are a 
lot of good, smart researchers out there applying for them

• Competing with all medical disciplines

• Why? 
• Feedback 

– About project
– About you if fellowship

• The process will have helped you develop your ideas about 
your research 

• Continue to work on your CV, techniques etc




