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Why the Aims Matter

• Specific Aims are your first, main, most important opportunity to grab 
the reader’s attention and interest them in your project
• It may be the only page some reviewers read!
• Once you have a good Aims, it is a highly useful document to send to 

colleagues, mentors, co-investigators to introduce your work and 
solicit feedback
• Solid aims structure and facilitate writing the rest of the application--

each sentence will be a paragraph/subheading of your research 
strategy, and what you hypothesize dictates the assessments and 
power analysis



SF424 Instructions—Forms F

• State concisely the goals of the proposed research and summarize the 
expected outcome(s), including the impact that the results of the 
proposed research will have on the research field(s) involved. 

• List succinctly the specific objectives of the research proposed (e.g., 
to test a stated hypothesis, create a novel design, solve a specific 
problem, challenge an existing paradigm or clinical practice, address a 
critical barrier to progress in the field, or develop new technology). 



General Principles

• Start early (at least 2 months out from deadline) and plan to go 
through MANY revisions
• Every word in the aims is precious—labor over each one and mete 

them out judiciously
• Reverend Maclean’s commandment: “Again, half as long.”

• Consider each sentence a distinct idea taking the reader a single step 
in the argument
• Initiate a style that you will carry through the application uniformly
• Make things easy on reviewers—they are “cranky”



Structure of Aims

• P1: Introduction/Background

• P2: Overview of Project

• P3: Aims and Hypotheses

• P4: Significance and Innovation







Introduction/Background

• Elements of an effective introduction:
• Great first sentence that grabs the reader’s attention—avoid “Bad things 

happen to many people”
• Concisely and clearly explain what is known
• Outline the gap in knowledge that you will be addressing
• Identify why it is important to fill this gap—the critical need for your research

• Writing style for educated non-specialists (save the confusing details 
for the research strategy)
• Limit abbreviations or undefined confusing terms
• In discussing how the literature has evolved and its current state, 

consider privileging work you have done



Example



Example 1st sentence to grab

why importantwhat is unknown

what is known



Overview of Project

• The “Who, What, Why” Paragraph

• This is where you say, “Ok, so to address this crucial gap in human 
knowledge, here is what we are going to do.”

• Major points:
• Long term goal of the work
• Your central hypothesis and solution to the knowledge gap
• Rationale 
• You and your team’s qualifications

• Can be used to briefly summarize the basic elements of the project



Example



Example
long term goals

team’s qualificationsrationale and central 
hypotheses

summary and solution to 
knowledge gap



Aims and Hypotheses

• Briefly describe each aim and accompanying hypothesis(es). Usually the aim is 
worded more broadly and the hypothesis more focused.
• Generally 2-4 aims with associated Hyp and possibly sub-Hyp. People vary on 

Exploratory Aims.
• Be precise and specific; provide names of the primary outcome measures and 

directions of effects.
• They should be clear, achievable, and familiar to readers from the foregoing 

Introduction and Overview
• Use active language and avoid rote repetition of phrases
• Aims should be related but not dependent upon each other
• No purely descriptive aims (ie fishing)
• No matter how the hypothesis testing works out, be able to accomplish the aim



Example
• 3 Aims and 1 Expl
• Not dependent
• Reasonably clear and specific
• No descriptive aims



Significance and Innovation

• At their own peril, some neglect this and/or repeat a few sentences 
from the background
• Keep some of your powder dry from the Introduction—you don’t 

want to be left with a dry repetition in the last paragraph
• Close the loop back to the first sentence by identifying the specific 

ways your project will be valuable to the funding agency, the field, 
and society



Example



Example
innovation

loops back to background

significance



Writing Tips

• Be open to revision, even rather late in the game (but not too late)
• Be a good receiver of feedback, and don’t be unnecessarily attached to 

your initial ways of presenting things
• You may consider a figure or graphic on the Aims page, but use caution 

since you have so little space available
• Go easy on underlining, bold, etc. A little goes a long way.
• Usually do not need references as they distract and will be found in 

Strategy
• Acquire and read as many specific aims pages as possible—observe and 

appreciate all the different ways to get across the same information
• None of my funded aims provided the perfect example for this class!



Resources

• NIH REPORTER—review project summaries there, which are often cut 
and pasted from investigator’s aims pages

• Monte and Libby. Introduction to the Specific Aims Page of A Grant 
Proposal, Acad Emerg Med 2018; 25:1042-1047.

• Russell and Morrison, The Grant Application Writer’s Workbook

• Feel free to contact me with any questions! brr8@cumc.columbia.edu


