
What’s a proposal? 















A proposal is a piece of text to 
persuade somebody of something 

!   Presents the problem, so the reader understands it and 
sees the opportunity 

!   Its relevance 

!   Proposes a solution  
!   You show you know how to solve the problem 

!   For that you need resources (money, equipment, FTEs, 
etc) 

!   Report back 

There is a hole to be filled and you know how 
 



Before that, try to play the Evil 
Queen & magic mirror 

Magic mirror in my hand, who is 
the fairest in the land? 
 



My Queen, you are the fairest in 
the land. 

!   Ask the mirror: 
!   What is the problem you want to solve 
!   Why that matters 
!   How you want to solve it 

!   Then you have to pack it (your idea) right, otherwise 
you damage yourself (effort to produce ideas and 
previous work done to get there) 

!   Lose a chance to improve your reputation (see later the 
virtuous cycle) [In any arena: proposals, talks, 
committees… prepare it right] 

Don’t waist your time with 
question you already know 
the answer!




Packing your idea 













Writing is an art and can be 
perfected 

!   Try to write your proposal being aware of things 
discussed here 
!   Sense of purpose 

!   Clarity of idea and what you want to achieve and how 

!   Self-contained 

!   Ask for advice 

!   Get to know your audience 



Getting help: Local Experts 

!   Successful/senior colleagues to read your proposal 

!   Current/former OPC & panel members to have a 
critical reading of your proposal here 

!   You have to put energy (and time) in  



As any art – training is the 
quintessence of growing 
!   Practice and study, like any art, like anything in life. 



The audience 

!   We have some experience in writing our ideas 
!   Grant proposals, observing proposals, scientific reports, 

papers, etc. 

!   One key element: adjust it to your audience (the OPC 
in our case) 
! Creating effective slides by Jean-luc Doumont 



Who’s the OPC? 

!   Experienced astronomers (mid-point of their careers
+seniors) 

!   Having a (very good) perspective of what is important in 
their research fields (i.e., in their panel) but not necessary 
experts 

!   Are likely to be overloaded (projects, administration, 
research, teaching) 

!   Probably tired and reads your proposal while doing other 
things 

! Gonna read your proposal after have read another >20 or so 



Psychological aspects 



Vicious x Virtuous 



No 
motivation 
to work on 

it 

Weak 
proposal 

Negative 
answer 

“I will 
never get 

time” 
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Filled with 
enthusiasm 

Strong 
proposal 

Positive 
answer 

New data, 
new results, 
new papers 
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How to break a vicious cycle? 



How to break a vicious cycle 

!   Strengthen your case 
!   Archive data, simulations 

!   Publish on-going projects 

!   Increase your visibility portraying yourself as someone 
who is able to finish projects (until the paper is out/
presented in a conference) 

!   Join a virtuous cycle 
!   Expand your network (conferences, visits) 

!   Offer technical expertise 



ESO proposals 



Writing a successful proposal 

!   Make your science understandable 
!   make it as simple as possible for the panel to understand your 

science and proposal 

!   remember there are broad topical panels 

!   get to the point immediately  

!   be explicit, do not assume that the panel will work out what 
you meant 

!   it is most likely that your proposal will be the 20th proposal to 
be read during that day … 

!   if the referee does not understand what you say you have lost 

!   there is no possibility to check the literature 



Writing an exciting proposal 

!   Make your science understandable (cont.) 
!   avoid jargon 

!   expressions in your field may not be used in others 

!   avoid acronyms, which may not be clear to everybody 
!   what was ε Eri Ba again? 
!   H0 may be understood by most, w’ needs explanation 
!   if you need acronyms or special terms explain them 

!   avoid complicated language  
!   use simple English  
!   should be correct English – have (senior) colleagues or 

collaborators read your proposal 



The Abstract is important 
!   Write your abstract first 

!   this is the one paragraph that is guaranteed to be read by 
everybody 

!   you have to be able to summarise the excitement in one 
paragraph 

!   revisit your abstract several times during the writing and 
improve it 



The Abstract is important 

The big picture 
 

What I would like to do and its 
connection to the big picture 

(central problem) 
How? 

The expected goal and the outcome of 
the observations 



And the title as well… 

Determining the Vertical Evolution of Bars through Stellar Kinematics 

The central idea is crystal clear 
 



Example #2 

Is accretion on-going in the low-mass members of the Orion Nebular Cluster? 



Science case (Box 7A) 

The bar plays a key 
role in the galaxy 

evolution 
 



The goal is crystal clear, after 
reading it, we want to know the 

result! 
 



Too much time in the introduction 
and not enough on the 

contribution the proposal brings 
to the field 

 



Immediate Objective - Box 7B 

Description of the previous result 
 

Only here the goal is briefly 
mentioned! 

 How accretion is going to be 
measured  

 



No time granted! 

Previous results from a FLAMES/GIRAFFE run, suggest that 8 of 91 
surveyed objects in the Orion Nebular cluster might be accreting. The 
applicants propose to observe those objects with X-SHOOTER to 
confirm whether accretion is still taking place. A control sample is 
proposed to be observed as well. After a quite clear description of the 
disk-locking scenario for the loss of angular momentum in collapsing 
cores, the planned observations are described. However, very little is 
written on how these observations can contribute to the disk-locking 
theories. There is no mention of the evidence of disks on the targeted 
systems, or whether the FLAMES data confirmed that the target stars 
are indeed young stars.  

Comments are excellent (and right)! They give a clear guidance for 
improvement 

 



Recap from above 
 

Velocity dispersion is the main 
observable here, methodology is 

explained 
 



Time granted! 

"Very interesting proposal from expert team 
who convincingly responded 
to our queries in the last round." 



Be consistent 



Consistency 
!   Write a consistent proposal 

!   have you selected the best suited instrument for your 
observations? 

!   the exposure times and the target sample have to match your 
science case 

!   there is a good chance one referee will pick up on any 
inconsistencies 

!   exposure times have to make sense, use the ETCs 

!   figures (tables) should help the text and be relevant 



Consistency 
!   ESO proposal form 

!   particularly important boxes 
!   Boxes 3 (run definitions and 

total times) 

!   4 (previous observations and 
future needs) 

!   5 (special remarks) 

!   8a (telescope justification) 

!   8 (justification for observing 
time) 

!   11 (target list) 

!   13 (instrument setup) 



Consistency 



Box 3 

Bierwirth et al. 2010 



Box 3 



Consistency 





Overheads are important 

!   From the Call for Proposals 



Consistency 



Resubmissions 

!   We all have had proposals rejected 
!   and yes, sometimes it really hurts 

!   Address comments from a previous submission 
!   be clear what has changed and how the proposal has 

improved 

!   Why did the panel not understand your proposal?  
!   this is not only their fault 

!   be more explicit, more direct, crystal clear 



Resubmissions 

!   Continuation of programmes 
!   address the new goals 

!   explain why you need a bigger sample 

!   what has changed since the last proposal? 



Apply!

!   Remember – this is an international competition


•  explain why your project is interesting

•  use simple language – keep it simple

•  try to think like the referee/panel member


!   why is this interesting?

!   why should my proposal be chosen above others?

!   can the proposal be understood quickly, e.g. from the abstract 

alone?

!   are the figure supporting my story (next page example)?

!   are they clear and to the point?








Thinking fast & slow 



Thinking fast & slow 

! Howdo you feel about your mother? 

!   Drive a car an empty road 

!   Answer 2+2 

!   “Bread and …” 

!   Detect hostility in a voice 

!   … 

!   Focus on someone's voice in a 
crowded room 

!   Maintain a faster walking 
speed than is natural for you 

!   Tell your phone number 

!   Monitor the appropriateness of 
your behavior in a social 
situation 

!   17 x 24 

System 1 System 2 



Thinking fast & slow 

!   Fast 

!   Automatic 

!   Frequent 

!   Emotional 

!   Stereotypic 

!   Subconscious 

!   Slow 

!   Effortful 

!   Infrequent 

!   Logical 

!   Calculating  

!   Conscious 

System 1 System 2 



Cognitive ease 

Thanks to the way that system 1 works, if it is cognitively easy 
to understand, it feels familiar, it feels true 

 



Some biases discussed in the book 
that affect proposals [and interviews]  

!   WYSIATI 
!   “Will Mindik be a good leader? She is intelligent and 

strong …”  [Make a good story; marketing] 

!   Halo effect 
!   “She knows nothing about this person’s management 

skills. All she is going by is the halo effect from a good 
presentation”  [marketing; increase your influence] 

!   Loss aversion 
!   “We discovered an excellent dish at that restaurant and we 

never try anything else, to avoid regret.” 
!   “The salesperson showed me the most expensive car seat and 

said it was the safest, and I could not bring myself to buy the 
cheaper model. It felt like a taboo tradeoff.” 

!   our tendency to fear losses more than we value gains. 
[decrease the risk perception in your proposal giving 
confidence you know how to do it] 

 



That’s why we need committees and boards – 
To minimize those individual biases 



Two links 

!   Daniel’s lecture in Zurich 

! https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qzJxAmJmj8w 

!   Dan Ariel: are we in control of our decisions? 

! https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9X68dm92HVI 

 


