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“I know the score I am going to give a grant 
application after reading the Aims page.”



NIH Simplified Review Criteria



Reviewers only have to answer 3 questions 
about your proposal.

Factor 1 (1-9):
How important is the proposed work (NOT the disease you are 
studying)?

Factor 2 (1-9):
Can the work be done AND done well (i.e., rigor and feasibility)?

Factor 3 (Yes or No):
Does the team have the expertise and resources to do the work?



Help your advocate!

➢ Most study sections I serve on have 70-90 proposals. Only 
10% of these will be funded, when you factor in A0 and A1 
submissions.

➢ To be in the 10%, you need:
➢ All 3 reviewers to “like” your grant AND
➢ One reviewer to “love” your grant enough to fight for it. 

This is your advocate.

All 3 reviewers must understand the proposal, think it is very 
important, and believe you are the right team for the job.



NIH Impact Score



What next? Who cares?

➢ The overall score assigned to your proposal is called the Impact Score. 
NIH defines the impact score as a numerical score from 1 to 9 that 
represents the overall scientific merit and potential influence of a grant 
application.

➢ Impact according to Gilpin: “If every experiment works exactly as 
predicted, what does that mean for the field or human health (i.e., the NIH 
mission)?

➢ Impact according to Floyd Bloom: “Now that you know that, what do you 
know?”



So, what is an Aims page?



What similarities
do you see between these Aims pages?



What differences
do you see between these Aims pages?



NIH Specific Aims Page
according to AI



Strategies for Success
➢ Lead with public-health impact & NIH alignment
➢ Be concise, clear, and visually scannable
➢ Choose independent, feasible aims
➢ Highlight innovation and feasibility explicitly
➢ End with strong, confident impact statement

Pitfalls to Avoid (“loose threads”)
➢ Overambitious aims
➢ Inter-dependent aims
➢ Vague gap/hypothesis (Who cares?)
➢ Excessive methods detail … this is not the place for it
➢ Misalignment with NIH institute priorities … talk to your PO!!



Design Essentials
➢ Use short paragraphs and clear aim titles
➢ Avoid jargon and define key terms
➢ Quantify outcomes where possible
➢ Use bold/italics sparingly for emphasis

Content essentials
➢ Clearly state the critical knowledge gap (first).
➢ Define what you aim to accomplish and why it is important (Factor 1)
➢ Convince the reviewer you can do the experiments (Factor 2)



NIH Specific Aims Page
some reasonably useful pointers from (someone at) NIH



1. Identify a research gap. Will your research move the field forward?
2. Determine the significance of the problem and impact of the work. Is the 

work important—will progress make a difference to our understanding of 
science and/or human health?

3. Determine if your team is experienced and able to carry out the work.

Specific Aims Page: Critical Elements (NINDS)



• Step 1: Determine whether your research questions are exploratory 
(hypothesis-generating) or confirmatory (hypothesis-testing). If 
confirmatory, make sure the hypotheses are focused, testable, built 
on a solid scientific foundation, and important.

• Step 2: Draft aims to generate and/or test the 
hypotheses feasibly within the grant period.
– The aims should be focused and easy to assess by reviewers. 
– Avoid interdependent aims.
– In drafting the specific aims, it can be informative to: 

• Outline experiments and outcomes.
• Determine approximate personnel, resources, and timeline.
• Identify a potential funding institute and funding mechanism. 
• Consider potential study sections and expertise of reviewers.
• Assess feasibility of proposed work and fit for funding mechanism. 

• Step 3: Revise aims as needed.

Specific Aims Page: Step by Step (NINDS)



• Part 1 – Narrative:
– Describe the rationale, significance and goals of your planned research
– State your hypothesis and describe how aims build on rigorous prior work.
– State the technologies you plan to use.
– Note the expertise to do a specific task or that of collaborators.
– Describe past accomplishments related to the project.
– Describe preliminary studies and new and highly relevant findings in the field.
– Explain the area's biology.
– Show how the aims relate to one another.
– Use bold or italics to emphasize items they want to bring to the reviewers' attention.

• Part 2 - Aims:
– State your plans using strong verbs like identify, define, quantify, establish, determine.
– Describe each aim in one to three sentences.
– Add bullets under each aim to refine your objectives.
– Describe expected outcomes for each aim.
– Explain how you plan to interpret data from the aim’s efforts.
– Describe how to address potential pitfalls with contingency plans.

• Part 3 – Closing Statement:
– Emphasize the significance of the work, collaborators, or any other points of focus.

Specific Aims Page: Composition (NINDS)



NIH Specific Aims Page
according to Your LSU Health Colleagues



I want to be convinced that the question is important, 
answerable, and and that the team is appropriate.

Core Ingredients:
1. Clear & compelling hypothesis: Testable, bold, and the anchor of all aims
2. Strong rationale & significance: Explains why this matters and what gap it fills
3. Feasible, independent aims: Integrated but not interdependent
4. Grounded in science: Logical foundation with preliminary support
5. Explicit outcomes: What new knowledge or impact will result

Make it Readable, memorable and convincing:
1. Clear, accessible language: Avoid jargon and long technical sentences
2. Logical, easy-to-follow structure: Paragraph breaks, short sections, flow
3. Eye-catching summary figure: Conveys the big picture at a glance
4. Professional polish: Typo-free, authentic tone
5. Concise, focused writing: Only essential ideas, not details
6. Reviewers skim first: Design for clarity, white space, and visual flow

As a reviewer, what are the most important fundamental 
elements of an NIH Specific Aims page?



As an applicant, how do you generally go about structuring 
an Aims page and what are your main goals on this page?

I want my Aims page to excite, assure, and inspire confidence in 
my science and my team.

Main goals of the NIH specific aims page:
1. Engage and persuade the reviewer immediately — make them care!!!
2. Convey a logical and cohesive flow from rationale to outcomes
3. Demonstrate feasibility and innovation — ambitious yet credible
4. Show clear linkage between aims and central hypothesis
5. Leave the reviewer thinking: “This is important, feasible, and impactful.”

Structural elements of a strong Specific Aims page:
1. Start with the big picture and rationale: Engage the reader and frame significance
2. Define the specific gap in knowledge your work will fill
3. Present the central hypothesis or overall objective clearly
4. Lay out 2–4 clear, non-overlapping aims that test the hypothesis
5. End with expected outcomes and impact tied to the big picture
6. Summarize preliminary data or expertise showing feasibility
7. Include a concise overview of approach (models, design, key methods)
8. Use a simple summary figure to orient reviewers



NIH Specific Aims Page
according to Gilpin



Five Aims Page rules to live by:
1. Who cares??? EXCITE reviewers.
2. Write the Aims page for reviewers that are NOT in your field.
3. Write the reviewers’ critiques for them!
4. Reviewers should not be surprised by anything after the Aims.
5. A graphic that truly represents all aims and experiments, and 

how they fit together, is worth its weight in gold.

NIH Specific Aims Page
according to Gilpin
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