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How to prepare competitive proposals and 
job applications
 

Johan H. Knapen    1,2  , Henri M. J. Boffin    3, Nushkia Chamba    4 & 
Natashya Chamba    5

Writing proposals and job applications is arguably one of the most 
important tasks in the career of a scientist. The proposed ideas must 
be scientifically compelling, but how a proposal is planned, written and 
presented can make an enormous difference. This Perspective is the third 
in a series aimed at training the writing skills of professional astronomers. 
In the first two papers, we concentrated on the writing of papers; here we 
concentrate on how proposals and job applications can be optimally written 
and presented. We discuss how to select where to propose or apply and how 
to optimize your writing, and add notes on the potential use of artificial 
intelligence tools. This guide is aimed primarily at more junior researchers, 
but we hope that our observations and suggestions may also be helpful for 
more experienced applicants, as well as for reviewers and funding agencies.

Writing proposals forms a fundamental part of modern science. 
Whether you request observing or supercomputing time, ask for a 
grant to fund students, post-docs or equipment, or if you apply for a 
position, you will have to write a competitive proposal, which is typically 
peer-reviewed. Proposals are often solicited, submitted after careful 
writing and discussion within a team, then evaluated by a panel of fellow 
scientists. Proposals are thus among the most important documents 
that you will have to write.

This Perspective is the third in a series on scientific writing for 
professional astronomers. Many aspects discussed in the first1 and 
second2 Perspectives on how to plan, write and organize your paper 
in astronomy are also fully applicable to proposal writing and shall be 
referenced where appropriate.

In this third Perspective, we address points that are specific to 
writing proposals, including job applications. There is a slight bias 
towards US and European Union (EU) proposal and job opportunities, 
of which there are many, but most comments made here will be more 
widely applicable. We share our experience in writing, handling and 
evaluating proposals in astronomy, and add thoughts about modern 
developments, including the possible use of artificial intelligence (AI) 
large language models (LLMs) such as ChatGPT. Just like the first and 
second Perspectives, this Perspective is aimed at beginner writers in 
professional astronomy, but should also be useful for more senior 

astronomers and scientists in adjacent fields. We declare that our aim 
in providing these notes is not to make the competition for funding, 
telescope time and jobs even harder, but instead to provide a more 
level playing field for applicants.

Proposal basics
Allocation of resources or jobs is competitive. At the European Southern 
Observatory (ESO), for example, some 900 proposals are received every 
6 months to request observing time on the La Silla Paranal Observa-
tory’s telescopes. Oversubscription at these facilities, as on telescopes 
such as the Atacama Large Millimeter/submillimeter Array (ALMA), 
the Hubble Space Telescope (HST) or the James Webb Space Telescope 
( JWST), varies from a factor of 5 to over 15. The numbers are as bad 
for many grants and jobs—the success rate for EU European Research 
Council or Marie Skłodowska-Curie Action calls is often below 10%, 
and fellowships and permanent positions may attract dozens or even 
hundreds of candidates.

It is essential to carefully study the call for proposals or a job 
advert, and the criteria for evaluation that should be (but often are 
not) published along with it. Is the call really for you? Do you fulfil all 
the criteria? Is it worth investing time in writing something of quality, 
given the expected success rate? The answer to these questions will 
depend on the kind of proposal that is required (Is it 3 or 30 pages 
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in your specific area. Your proposal must therefore be understandable 
for a non-expert. It must be explicit, and you should never assume that 
the panel will work out what you meant. Explain your points in general 
terms, but avoid being seen as condescending to that one panel mem-
ber who actually is that world expert on your exact science (see ‘Basic 
points in writing style’ in ref. 1).

A successful proposal will likely combine several aspects. First, 
you need to convince reviewers, even if they are not within your field of 
expertise, that your proposal is scientifically relevant and exciting. Sec-
ond, the outcome should appear fundamental rather than incremental, 
and lead to substantial progress. Third, the author is the key point in 
making this possible—thanks to some unique skills or a unique idea. 
Fourth, the methodology should be sound and the timeline convincing. 
Fifth, and most important, a compelling proposal is presented as a story 
that is nice to read and easy to follow, and that will make an evaluator 
enthusiastic. The final goal of the proposal is that the reviewer wants to 
know the end to your story and will therefore recommend approving 
your application rather than those by others.

The Spitzer Space Telescope Science Center provides guidance 
to potential applicants, including:

"Good proposals include some background on the subject you 
are studying, in particular why anyone not in your specific field 
should care. Then you can explain what exactly you want to do, 
and why it will solve every problem left in astronomy and find a 
cure for the common cold. Adding good figures and tables almost 
always makes a proposal stronger and easier to understand for 
the reviewers.”

Although an exaggeration, it illustrates the point of a successful 
proposal: it needs to be ambitious though not bragging, while provid-
ing all relevant information. For this to work, a proposal uses data and 
facts, and avoids superlatives and qualifiers. All this has a clear impli-
cation: writing a good proposal is not an easy task, and it takes time.

Writing a competitive proposal
The same rules of good writing for scientific articles also apply to 
proposals1,2. The structure of the hourglass (see, for example, ref. 3) is 
important: because the reviewer is not necessarily an expert in your 
field, you start with the general picture as to why your research area is 
of high interest and what exactly is the problem, with an emphasis on 
explaining why it needs attention now. Then you funnel to the middle 
part of the hourglass, describing the details of what you will study and 
how you will solve the stated problem. Towards the end of the proposal, 
you open up again and state how the field will have progressed once 
you have done the work you propose. It is essential that you provide an 
up-to-date, comprehensive bibliography in your proposal, with both 
historical and the latest references. Making these references into click-
able links makes it easier for reviewers who read your proposal online. 
Check whether you are asked to include your papers that are submitted 
or in preparation—some panels request these, in other cases they will 
be ignored as they cannot be verified.

Similarly to how you draft your papers, when writing your proposal 
we recommend that you start by creating an outline of what you will 
discuss, including sections, subsections, paragraphs and so on. As in 
papers, make the most of your section titles by avoiding generic ones 
like ‘Methods’. Then write a quick first but complete draft. Spend the 
remaining time on revising it. It is often useful to play the role of ‘criti-
cal reviewer’ to your own proposals as you revise it. If you are afraid to 
delete a piece of well-written text, copy and move it elsewhere.

Remove everything that is not relevant or needed, from single 
words to sections. Add missing information. Avoid rambling, in par-
ticular in sections you are not expert on (for those, ask for advice).

Make your sentences as clear as possible.
Iterate several times. Once you have something that seems com-

plete, show it to colleagues, including those who do not work in your 

long? Does it need extensive preparation or can you recycle material? 
Can you provide all requested aspects, like a Gantt chart or evidence of 
previous experience?), the potential gain (some additional telescope 
time or a career-making grant or permanent position?), and whether 
you are preparing the proposal alone or within a team.

Using an indiscriminate approach to respond to many calls or 
advertisements is usually not a good idea. Low success rates mean that 
only the most competitive and relevant proposals are selected, not nec-
essarily the lucky ones. As the effort needed to produce a competitive 
funding proposal can be as large as that involved in writing a research 
paper, choosing your target call is important, unless material can easily 
be recycled (for example, in job applications) or proposals are quick 
to produce (for example, some telescope time or travel grant applica-
tions). In our experience, ambitious proposals can take 3–6 months 
to write, of which 1–2 months essentially full-time, and may only get 
approved after one or more resubmissions.

Specific sections that you are not familiar with may require extra 
effort. Examples are ‘impact’ in many EU proposals, or custom state-
ments on teaching, diversity or open-access publishing. What can also 
take time is explanatory work in terms of pilot studies or developing 
links to new partners in industry or elsewhere. Reviewers are more 
likely to be convinced by the technical details and methodology of 
your proposal if you also demonstrate their feasibility. For first-time 
writers, this step may well be time consuming as it will often require 
using dedicated tools as well as crafting clear figures and graphics. Find 
a balance that will convince the expert reviewer but not put off their 
non-expert colleague with a flood of numbers and details.

Once you decide to respond to a certain call, define the scien-
tific idea that must support your proposal. Try to summarize it in one 
sentence, then in a paragraph. Use that to derive the specific goals or 
objectives. Then construct your proposal from there. Identify your 
approach by studying the call for proposals and plan how and when 
to write each (sub-)section. Consider who can help you, from trusted 
scientific colleagues to grants office staff or external consultants, and 
enlist their help as early on as feasible. If the proposal language (nor-
mally English) is not your own, or if sections (for example, abstract) are 
needed in a language that you do not dominate, plan for adequate help 
and review. The second Perspective2 has useful hints in this regard, in 
particular on writing mechanics. Study the length of sections and aim 
for a balance that is right in response to the call, rather than the easiest 
to write for you. Plan when to have drafts ready for review. Proposals 
normally have deadlines but these are random dates—consider set-
ting your own deadline well ahead of the official one to create time for 
review by yourself and others.

What makes a proposal successful?
A proposal can be seen as a sales tool, rather than an information pack-
age. As in business, your proposal should convince the panel members 
(clients) that they should approve your proposal (buy your product) 
and not those of others.

A proposal requires you to be convincing, but also to the point. 
Given the workload of your reviewers, who will do their evaluating 
tasks on top of their usual duties, your proposal must be captivating, 
allowing the reviewer to understand immediately what you want to 
do, and enthuse them. Your proposal also needs to be concise. Most 
proposals have very strict constraints: maximum number of pages, 
specific sections, fonts and font sizes, margins, and so on. Ensure that 
your proposal is compliant.

The committee in charge of evaluating the proposal is composed 
of peers. For large observational facilities, such as at ESO, ALMA, HST or 
JWST, there will be subpanels that consist of experts in a broad area, but 
in most national time-allocation committees or in hiring committees, 
there is only one group. Even if funding proposals are seen by fellow 
astronomers (they may not—find out in advance who will judge your 
proposal!), it is unlikely that more than one, if any, will actually work 
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field, and ask for their honest feedback. Then, revise again. In all this, 
make sure that the deadline is far enough in the future that there is 
ample time for each revision step.

Four parts of your proposal are particularly important: the title, 
the abstract, the opening paragraph and the conclusion. For instance, 
proposals may be allocated to reviewers by a panel chair who will not 
read your entire proposal but will base their choice on these items. Also, 
a proposal may well be read in detail by two referees or rapporteurs, 
who will report on it to the wider panel of people who may not read your 
entire proposal in detail, but will base their own opinion on the four 
items mentioned above, plus additional ones like figures.

The current authors do not agree on whether it is best to draft your 
title and abstract before anything else (which capture the main message, 
allowing you to construct your proposal around the main points) or at 
the very end (when you know what the proposal says). As with papers, 
there are few hard rules, so choose what works for you. But ensure that 
your title is catchy, relevant, short and with as many keywords as feasi-
ble. For instance, in a JWST proposal there is no need to include ‘JWST’ 
in the title. ‘Unveiling’ is too vague to be useful. If your object of interest 
is, say, young, a title often does not need to detail exactly how young. 
Acronyms, jargon and object names are usually best avoided in titles.

Similarly, the abstract should summarize the excitement in one 
paragraph and rather not contain jargon or assume specialist knowl-
edge. Here also, try to follow the hourglass structure, from the big pic-
ture, via the details of the problem the proposal will address and your 
solution, to the expected goal and outcome and how this will change 
the field. Managing to do this in the space constraints is not simple, 
and you may see yourself editing it over and over again.

Figures
Kuchner4 suggests that a perfect proposal includes three different kinds 
of figures: a beautiful butterfly figure, a family portrait and a before/
after figure. The beautiful butterfly figure is a figure whose purpose is to 
grab the reader’s attention and set the stage. It could be a nice image of 
a galaxy or a nebula, or an image of a simulation. Try to personalize this 
figure, and avoid using that picture from an Annual Reviews paper that 
is so great that everyone in your field has been showing it for a decade.

The family portrait is a figure where you present the state of the art 
of the field. It is your best chance to show that you are familiar with the 
current state of your research area and to acknowledge the work done 
by all your peers. It could for example show a mass versus orbital period 
diagram for all currently characterized exoplanets, highlighting some 
of the most relevant examples and indicating where your proposal will 
solve an outstanding issue.

Finally, the before/after figure is what we know from advertise-
ments. Show the current state of research and next to it, how it would 
improve should the proposal be approved. The more striking the dif-
ference, the more chance you have for the proposal to be accepted. 
This could for example illustrate a 1σ contour of a variable in a given 
plane and how this would dramatically shrink should more observa-
tions be available.

Only in the largest proposals is there generally space to include all 
of these. In smaller proposals, a before/after figure may be your best bet 
as this is what will convince the reviewer. Also consider your panel—if 
your proposal is judged by experts, they do not need a picture of a gal-
axy, whereas that same picture may strike a chord with reviewers from, 
for example, theoretical physics or social or life sciences. Whether your 
panel contains subject specialists or not, ensure that your figures are 
clear, legible and that all aspects are explained. Often a new version of 
a published figure (quoted as ‘based on Author et al.’) is preferable to 
an existing but cluttered one.

Specific writing tips
Avoid generic statements. A sentence like: ‘The study of galaxy evolu-
tion/GRBs/the Moon is one of the key fields of modern astrophysics.’ 

will not tell the reviewer anything new. Instead, start with a sentence 
that will trigger their interest and grab their attention, for instance, 
a question you aim to answer, or your main hypothesis5. You can also 
start by explicitly stating your aims, something like ‘We propose xxx 
to confirm whether galaxies yyy’. This is what Hollywood does in the 
movies: “a great film hooks viewers through an early scene that raises 
an exciting question”6. Effective communication is about knowing your 
audience; likewise, you can write a better proposal if you understand 
what the reviewer knows about your problem and what you need to tell 
them. Your opening paragraph is the key to explain the problem at hand.

Keep it simple. Write concise and clear sentences. Carefully review 
whether any long sentences are really needed, and really work. Realize 
that your native language may push you towards longer sentences, for 
example, German and Spanish tend to require more elaborate sen-
tences. Reviewers are busy and will appreciate that your text is agree-
able to read. Limit jargon and abbreviations. Do not use contractions 
or exclamation points. Avoid typos. Short sentences can be effective.

Make every sentence count. In proposals, it is even more important 
than in most papers to remove dead wood and filler words. You can, 
for example, replace ‘the majority of’ by ‘most’. Words like ‘In this 
proposal’ at the start of a sentence can almost always go. Steer clear 
of words such as ‘unique’ (can you really prove it?), ‘maximize’ (be 
quantitative instead), or ‘I believe’ or ‘I think’ (believing is a matter for 
the faithful—we want facts). More tips are in ref. 2.

Avoid packing as much text as possible. Blocks of small letters will 
make the reading very hard, frightening any reviewer. Use bullet points 
or bold/italic font to emphasize the point you make.Try to liven up large 
blocks of text, in particular in long proposals, by carefully including 
and distributing white space, figures and tables, text boxes, highlight 
colours and so on—though without making your proposal look like the 
graphical equivalent of a Christmas tree. Another tip is to concentrate 
on one or two scientific questions rather than many related issues.

Project enthusiasm. You can use words such as ‘stunning’, ‘remark-
able’ or ‘awesome’ but there is a fine line between enthusiasm and 
boasting. Using proactive and confident language helps, for example, 
‘We will conduct/work…’ rather than ‘We are going to…’ or ‘We have 
discovered…’ rather than ‘One of our papers shows…’. Feedback from 
your peers will help you avoid overdoing it, in particular if your mother 
tongue is not that of the reviewers.

Beware of biases. Alarmingly, gender and culture often influence how 
proposals are written and evaluated. For instance, Lerchenmüller et al.7 
reported that male first authors are more likely to present research 
findings positively than female first authors. To complicate matters 
more, however, Valian8 stated that “in anonymous proposals, women 
should not refrain from using positive words to emphasize their work, 
but” [because of biases], “in non-anonymous proposals, they need 
to refrain to do so as people don’t like women who brag”. This is yet 
another strong reason, in our opinion, to use anonymous peer review, 
train all reviewers, and make panels use well-defined criteria rather 
than value judgements such as ‘high-quality science’, ‘importance for 
the wider field’ or ‘excellence’. We point out that biases tend to be per-
sistent, for instance, Primas et al.9 concluded from a detailed analysis 
of the impact of dual-anonymous peer review on ESO telescope time 
allocations that this has not cancelled the gender gap in the success 
rate of proposals led by male or female researchers.

Cultural and regional biases also exist. For example, Carpenter 
and Corvillón10 analysed the ranks of ALMA proposals as a function 
of the region of the principal investigator. They found that proposals 
from Chile, East Asia and other regions continue to have poorer pro-
posal ranks relative to principal investigators from Europe and North 
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America even after randomizing the investigator list (as was done in 
ALMA Cycle 7) and the introduction of dual-anonymous review (in 
ALMA Cycle 8), although the ranks of Chilean proposals appear to 
have improved slightly. The cause of this discrepancy is not clear, but 
it may be due to a different use of language, with North American and 
European principal investigators using more enthusiastic language. 
To close this gap, one might consider asking LLMs for help (but see 
below), or ask others for help and advice.

Avoid using negative expressions. These leave a more lasting impres-
sion than positive ones—something called negativity bias11. Moreover, 
negative sentences also tend to be more difficult to understand. If you 
do need to share bad news or a caveat, avoid doing so in a first or final 
sentence of a paragraph. You can also try to balance the negative with 
a positive statement, or indicate how the negative will be overcome 
with your proposed work.

Job applications
An important kind of proposals are job applications. Get spelling and 
grammar right throughout (one of us remembers once seeing an appli-
cation with the applicant’s name misspelled—it did not succeed). Read 
the job advertisement carefully to know if you are asked to submit a 
‘research statement’ (mostly a summary of past research) or a ‘research 
plan’ (a proposal for research projects to be undertaken during the job 
if hired). In particular, the latter follows the principles of a proposal as 
indicated above—within the requested length and format, and ideally 
including the three kinds of figures.

In addition, you are usually asked to add a motivation (or cover) 
letter and a curriculum vitae (CV). Check out examples of CVs on the 
web or ask collaborators if you can see theirs. A typical structure is 
to start with your details (name, address, contact details—items like 
your photo, date of birth, marital status, even first name are optional 
as they may trigger biases in the evaluators), then education, work 
experience, list of publications, technical skills. If you have awards, 
prizes, invitations or achievements in outreach or service (for exam-
ple, organizing a meeting or seminar programme), list them. Change 
the order of the sections so the most important ones come first. And 
within each section, listing the more recent items first works best. 
Avoid any typos at all cost. Add the names of your supervisor(s), and 
avoid the use of ‘et al.’ in publication lists. If you are proficient and 
your publication list is long, you can summarize it in the CV and add 
a separate publication list. Scientific independence is sometimes 
a selection criterion, often assessed on the basis of papers of the 
applicant produced without their supervisors.

The motivation or cover letter is important, and should be tailored 
to the position you are applying for. We recommend concentrating 
on professional motivations, but personal ones may be appropriate 
if they are important or especially relevant. Often you should provide 
both a cover letter and a research proposal. You could consider the 
cover letter an executive summary of your whole application, aimed at 
enthusing the reviewer. Maybe one page, with a first short paragraph 
indicating your interest in the position, then a paragraph introducing 
yourself and summarizing your experience, next one or two paragraphs 
with motivation: why do you apply for this job, and a final paragraph 
expressing your expectation for the position, and reminding the reader 
to read your other documents and that you are looking forward to 
discussing matters further at interview. As always, for all your docu-
ments, ask peers, friends or supervisors if unsure and for feedback. 
As you recycle your application and letter, ensure to refer to the right 
position, institution and people.

Always try to address the cover letter to a person. Find out who 
chairs the panel, for instance. Do not assume a gender or marital status 
when using a title; referring to someone as Professor or Doctor is always 
safe, even if it transpires that they do not hold these titles, while the 
opposite is not normally seen in such a positive light. Mention people 

who you would be interested in working with, especially if you know 
that they will be involved in the selection. Panel members are people, 
and we all like to see our work and interests respected and referred to. 
In general, the recruiters need to see that you made an effort to learn 
about their group or institute, and how you will fit in.

For job applications, you generally need to provide the names of 
a number of referees. Aim to select people that know you well and who 
will take the time to write detailed and personalized recommendation 
letters—if you are aiming for a PhD position, ask your MSc advisor; for a 
postdoc position, your PhD advisor. In particular for (independent) fel-
lowships, that a referee knows how you work and can vouch that you can 
deliver certain goals may be more important than a ‘big name’ writing 
a reference. Provide your referees, well ahead in time (a month ideally, 
two weeks minimum), with all the necessary information: what the job 
is about, who to send the letter to, your CV and research plan and so on. 
Referees are busy people and writing a reference letter is a serious and 
time-consuming job, so they will be happy if you draft paragraphs or 
sentences for them, for example, summarizing your main papers and 
why they are so important. Keep your referees informed, including of 
the outcome of the process.

A feature of the widespread use of references in our field which 
we find unfortunate is that a vital part of a job application is not under 
the applicant’s control, and usually not even seen by them. It is a fact 
that some people write negative references. Many more think they 
are positive but their letters are not perceived as such due to how they 
write them. To spread your risk, we recommend not to use the same 
reviewers for all your applications—ask four referees, for instance, and 
then select changing sets of two or three.

If for any reason you cannot or would rather not ask your direct 
supervisor or employer to write a reference, try to ask one of your other 
referees to refer to this circumstance in terms that are positive for the 
applicant. As this is not always feasible, it is vital that panel members 
never assume that a missing key reference is due to a weakness of the 
applicant, but rather to a specific circumstances (which can, unfortu-
nately, include unpleasant ones like harassment or bullying).

Intelligent use of AI
For most of us, including all the current authors, English is not our 
mother tongue and writing a competitive proposal in English is thus a 
double challenge. One way to cope with this is to use AI tools. For exam-
ple, the DeepL translation software can help if you find it easier to draft 
sentences or sections in your mother tongue. Chatbots based on LLMs, 
such as chatGPT, Claude or Gemini, are remarkably powerful in pro-
ducing text that is well constructed in terms of spelling and grammar.

Using LLMs as a tool to enhance your language skills and perfect 
your writing style is very interesting, as is asking them for inspiration 
if you are stuck with, for example, a title, a specific sentence or even 
a paragraph. You can ask LLMs to correct and proofread your own 
English, to find errors and inconsistencies in spelling, grammar or 
even logic. In this way, you can use them to improve your writing while 
maintaining your style and voice, as opposed to using LLMs to write 
from scratch. You can also use them as an English training tool by ask-
ing it to analyse your writing.

Author Natashya Chamba frequently incorporates AI into her 
lectures. She teaches students how to frame a prompt into an LLM that 
yields the best results or how to use its audio mode as a conversational 
partner12. To summarize complex information, her students need to 
state the topic, then explicitly ask the LLM to break down the topic into 
smaller, easier-to-understand parts, with real-life examples and analo-
gies for better comprehension. The more descriptive and detailed your 
prompt, the better the output from the LLM. In fact, writing prompts 
has garnered so much attention that it is now officially a job role in 
many tech firms. If you want an LLM to analyse part of your proposal 
and give you effective feedback, clearly define the parameters and 
the guidelines of the proposal so that the LLM can align to this. When 
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crafting paragraphs for your proposal, you can provide the LLM with 
samples of your own writing before the prompt, to guide the LLM to 
generate text that is similar in style to your own writing.

The use of LLMs can, however, limit your learning, and can lead 
to ethical problems, including plagiarism. Sharing proposals with 
these tools, especially when reviewing proposals, is often against the 
rules of funding organizations, and may mean that they will become 
public—check in detail before using any AI tools. Using LLMs for certain 
sections or paragraphs can lead to different writing styles across your 
proposal, which reviewers will not appreciate. Another key point is that 
LLMs, by definition, predict from historical use of language, where a 
competitive proposal should present and explore new ideas.

When asking LLMs to write as well as evaluate telescope time pro-
posals, Jerabkova et al.13 found that chatGPT-adjusted proposals receive 
lower grades than the original proposals. When evaluating, chatGPT 
is very good at summarizing but less good at identifying weaknesses, 
and tends to prefer proposals written by itself. Jerabkova et al.13 confirm 
that LLMs tend to be verbose, without flavour, may invent facts and 
references (see also Kabir et al.14), and in any case need very specific 
instructions to generate useful output.

Always treat the outcome of LLMs as you would any draft, and edit, 
correct, proofread and check the results, and ask others to read your 
corrected version. Look out for words that you would not normally 
use or that are not common in our field. Check whether you need to 
declare the use of LLMs when you submit a proposal. Our recommenda-
tion is to embrace these new AI tools to improve your writing or your 
efficiency, but to remain very critical of their output, in particular for 
such important and unique documents as proposals. And make sure 
you follow any rules set by the funders (for example, the EU now issues 
recommendations but also asks applicants to explain any use of genera-
tive AI in their proposal).

Summary remarks
By preparing well and training yourself in writing proposals, you can 
be successful even though most proposals and applications fail. How 
to achieve that? First, develop good scientific ideas (which we cannot 
help you with). Then, study how to write, using, for example, the first 
and second Perspectives in our series and the further reading in Box 1, 
follow those guidelines that you think will work for you, choose critically 
and realistically which calls or advertisements to target, discuss your 
proposals with others (peers, supervisors, collaborators, successful 
past applicants, commercial consultants if you can find funding), and 
analyse feedback on earlier submissions.

Success is almost always the result of hard work and dogged deter-
mination (for instance, J.H.K.’s currently funded EU Doctoral Network 
project EDUCADO was the result of the proposal failing twice before, 
and only scraping through the selection in the third round). Of course, 
the news is dominated by success stories of major grants or awards, but 
even the most successful among us must deal with more disappoint-
ments than successes. Without exception, every single scientist could 
publish a ‘CV of failures’15.

We finish with some final recommendations for resubmissions—as 
most proposals and job applications, unlike papers, can be re-used and 
improved with time.

•	 Never take a rejection personally: it is of the actual proposal sub-
mitted at a given time, not of your person. The same proposal that 
was brutally rejected may well be approved with very positive com-
ments when re-submitted. And often there are simply not enough 
resources or positions to accommodate all excellent proposals.

•	 Critically read the feedback from the reviewers and use it to 
improve your application, preferentially after discussing it with 
colleagues. Ask for feedback if it is not provided by default.

•	 Go through the proposal and wherever possible make it clearer, 
shorter, more compelling.

•	 Ensure that there are no errors, and remove any vague or ambigu-
ous statements.

•	 Strengthen your science case, for example, by using archive data 
or simulations to show that the proposed strategy works.

•	 Publish ongoing projects, so that the reviewers will not doubt 
your productivity.

•	 Increase your visibility by giving talks and by networking during 
conferences. Your future referee may be one of the attendants or 
the person you just talked to.

•	 Finally, analyse why a certain proposal or application, however 
modest, is successful, and celebrate those successes. Good luck!

References
1.	 Chamba, N., Knapen, J. H. & Black, D. How to plan your 

astronomy research paper in ten steps. Nat. Astron. 6,  
1015–1020 (2022).

2.	 Knapen, J. H., Chamba, N. & Black, D. How to write and develop 
your astronomy research paper. Nat. Astron. 6, 1021–1026 
(2022).

3.	 Ivanochko, T. Think, Do, and Communicate Environmental Science 
200–213 (Cambridge Univ. Press, 2021).

4.	 Kuchner, M. J. Marketing for Scientists (Island Press, 2021);  
http://marketingforscientists.com

5.	 Pzreworski, A. & Salomon, F. On the Art of Writing Proposals 
(Social Science Research Council, 1995); https://www.ssrc.org/
publications/the-art-of-writing-proposals/

6.	 Hartmann, C. How screenwriting can help your grant writing. 
Nature https://doi.org/10.1038/d41586-023-01881-6 (2021).

7.	 Lerchenmüller, C., Lerchenmüller, M. J. & Sorenson, O. Long-term 
analysis of sex differences in prestigious authorships in 
cardiovascular research supported by the National Institutes of 
Health. Circulation 137, 880–882 (2018).

8.	 Valian, V. Evaluating merit. In Peer-Review Under Review (ESO, 
2023); https://www.eso.org/sci/meetings/2023/PRUR.html

9.	 Primas, F., Jerabkova, T., Patat, F. & Boffin, H. M. J. Impact of dual 
anonymous peer review on ESO telescope time allocations. Proc. 
SPIE 13098, 130980H (2024).

10.	 Carpenter, J. & Corvillón, A. Systematics in the ALMA proposal 
review rankings. Zenodo https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.7646905 
(2023).

BOX 1

Further reading
Additional background material on how to write more competitive 
proposals can be found at the following URLs:

	• https://writebetterproposals.org
	• https://www.ogrants.org
	• https://www.stsci.edu/stsci-research/
fellowships/nasa-hubble-fellowship-program/
announcement-of-opportunity/advice-for-applicants

	• https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-022-02958-4
	• https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-023-01881-6
	• https://www.nature.com/collections/iihihcfghe
	• https://www.nature.com/collections/bihhaafahc
Guidelines have been published to improve proposal writing for 

several telescopes, including for JWST, ESO and Keck. The AAS hints 
are also useful.

Fouesnau et al.16 provide a detailed look at the possible role 
of LLMs in astronomy, while further information is available in the 
series of ESOGPT24 conference talks.

http://www.nature.com/natureastronomy
https://research.iac.es/proyecto/educado/
http://marketingforscientists.com
http://marketingforscientists.com
https://www.ssrc.org/publications/the-art-of-writing-proposals/
https://www.ssrc.org/publications/the-art-of-writing-proposals/
https://doi.org/10.1038/d41586-023-01881-6
https://www.eso.org/sci/meetings/2023/PRUR.html
https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.7646905
https://writebetterproposals.org
https://www.ogrants.org
https://www.stsci.edu/stsci-research/fellowships/nasa-hubble-fellowship-program/announcement-of-opportunity/advice-for-applicants
https://www.stsci.edu/stsci-research/fellowships/nasa-hubble-fellowship-program/announcement-of-opportunity/advice-for-applicants
https://www.stsci.edu/stsci-research/fellowships/nasa-hubble-fellowship-program/announcement-of-opportunity/advice-for-applicants
https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-022-02958-4
https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-023-01881-6
https://www.nature.com/collections/iihihcfghe
https://www.nature.com/collections/bihhaafahc
https://jwst-docs.stsci.edu/getting-started-with-planning-jwst-observations#gsc.tab=0
https://support.eso.org/en-GB/kb/articles/this-is-my-first-eso-proposal-any-tip-for-a-good-start
https://www.ucobservatories.org/observatory/keck-observatory/keck-proposal-guidelines/
https://aas.org/grants-and-prizes/hints-preparing-research-proposals
https://youtube.com/playlist?list=PLLLg88mtP9s7olsC5-JEAnGKvKoKYBVMv


Nature Astronomy | Volume 9 | July 2025 | 951–956 956

Perspective https://doi.org/10.1038/s41550-025-02593-9

11.	 Peeters, G. & Czapinski, J. Positive–negative asymmetry in 
evaluations: the distinction between affective and informational 
negativity effects. Eur. Rev. Soc. Psychol. 1, 33–60 (1990).

12.	 Kruse, O. et al. (eds) Digital Writing Technologies: Impact on 
Theory, Research, and Practice in Higher Education (Springer, 
2023); https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-36033-6

13.	 Jerabkova, T. et al. Scientific text analysis with robots applied to 
observatory proposals. Proc. SPIE 13098, 130981J (2024).

14.	 Kabir, S., Udo-Imeh, D. N., Kou, B. & Zhang, T. Is stack overflow 
obsolete? An empirical study of the characteristics of ChatGPT 
answers to stack overflow questions. In CHI '24: Proceedings 
of the 2024 CHI Conference on Human Factors in Computing 
Systems, article no. 935 (Association for Computing Machinery, 
2025); https://doi.org/10.1145/3613904.3642596

15.	 Stefan, M. A CV of failures. Nature 468, 467 (2010).
16.	 Fouesneau, M. et al. What is the role of large language models in 

the evolution of astronomy research? Preprint at https://arxiv.org/
abs/2409.20252 (2024).

Acknowledgements
We thank our colleagues for providing input and suggestions at 
various stages of the preparation of this paper. In particular, we 
thank S. Comerón and Junais for providing detailed comments. 
Funding: co-funded by the European Union (MSCA EDUCADO, 
GA 101119830, and Widening Participation, ExGal-Twin, GA 
101158446). Views and opinions expressed are however those of 
the author(s) only and do not necessarily reflect those of their 
employers, nor of the European Union. Neither the European Union 
nor the granting authority can be held responsible for them. J.H.K. 

acknowledges grant PID2022-136505NB-I00 funded by MCIN/
AEI/10.13039/501100011033 and EU, ERDF.

Author contributions
J.H.K. and H.M.J.B. drafted the paper combining their years of 
experience as professors, lecturers, reviewers and application process 
managers. Nushkia Chamba and Natashya Chamba helped develop 
the final text from the perspective of a postdoc in astronomy and an 
English language lecturer using AI in a developing country.

Competing interests
The authors declare no competing interests.

Additional information
Correspondence should be addressed to Johan H. Knapen.

Reprints and permissions information is available at  
www.nature.com/reprints.

Publisher’s note Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to 
jurisdictional claims in published maps and institutional affiliations.

Springer Nature or its licensor (e.g. a society or other partner) holds 
exclusive rights to this article under a publishing agreement with 
the author(s) or other rightsholder(s); author self-archiving of the 
accepted manuscript version of this article is solely governed by the 
terms of such publishing agreement and applicable law.

© Springer Nature Limited 2025

http://www.nature.com/natureastronomy
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-36033-6
https://doi.org/10.1145/3613904.3642596
https://arxiv.org/abs/2409.20252
https://arxiv.org/abs/2409.20252
http://www.nature.com/reprints

	How to prepare competitive proposals and job applications

	Proposal basics

	What makes a proposal successful?

	Writing a competitive proposal

	Figures

	Specific writing tips

	Avoid generic statements
	Keep it simple
	Make every sentence count
	Avoid packing as much text as possible
	Project enthusiasm
	Beware of biases
	Avoid using negative expressions


	Job applications

	Intelligent use of AI

	Summary remarks

	Further reading


	Acknowledgements





