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WHAT DO YOU MEAN, “SOLICITATION?”

“to ask or request”
Solicitations are used to announce opportunities in a way that ensures fair competition. 

What IS a solicitation?

 Announcements are produced by many types of funders (public and private) for many purposes (discipline or 
industry definitions vary.)

 There are different types, formats, titles, numbering systems, and categories for solicitations. In Research 
Administration circles and academia we use some terms more often than others. Not all are interchangeable.

 Content of a solicitation may be very detailed or not much at all, depending primarily on the type of funder and 
purpose of the opportunity.

 For our purposes, a solicitation is an announcement of an opportunity for funding published by a external funder.  
We will speak primarily about solicitations from Federal sources.

 There is a hierarchy for the “rules.” Code of Federal Regulations > Statutory Authority > Agency Guidance > 
Solicitation



TYPES OF NOTICES & 
ANNOUNCEMENTS

 PA – Program Announcement

 APS – Annual Program Statement

 FOA – Funding Opportunity 
Announcement

 RFP – Request for Proposals

 RFA – Request for Applications

 NFO – Notice of Funding Opportunity

 BAA – Broad Agency 
Announcement (“Parent” 
Announcement)

 NOT – Notice or Announcement (NSF 
Dear Colleague Letter)

 “Solicitation” or “Call”

Unsolicited Opportunities (still have 
guidance!)

https://grants.nih.gov/grants/guide/description.htm

https://grants.nih.gov/grants/guide/description.htm


SOLICITATION VS. GUIDANCE

Remember the hierarchy of “rules.”

Code of Federal Regulations – Federal regulation for administration of public funds

Statutory Authority - The legislative mandate authorizing use of the funds for the intended purpose 

Agency Guidance – Funder's administrative, management, and application information

Solicitation – the instructions and information for the specific funding opportunity

Regardless of the specific program or solicitation, a proposal to an agency must also meet the requirements set forth 
in the agency’s guidance. These materials trump serve as the foundation for most or all of an agency's funding 
mechanisms. Get to know how the guidance materials are organized and make them easily accessible.

You should defer to the guidance as the authority, but the solicitation for specificity.



https://grants.nih.gov/grants/policy/nihgps/nihgps.pdf

https://www.nsf.gov/pubs/policydocs/pappg20_1/nsf20_1.pdf

https://nifa.usda.gov/sites/default/files/resour
ce/NIFA-Federal-Assistance-Policy-Guide-
2018-10-05-508.pdf

https://www2.ed.gov/policy/fund/reg/edgarReg/edgar.html

https://www.ojp.gov/sites/g/files/xyc
kuh241/files/media/document/DOJ_
FinancialGuide.pdf

https://grants.nih.gov/grants/policy/nihgps/nihgps.pdf
https://www.nsf.gov/pubs/policydocs/pappg20_1/nsf20_1.pdf
https://nifa.usda.gov/sites/default/files/resource/NIFA-Federal-Assistance-Policy-Guide-2018-10-05-508.pdf
https://www2.ed.gov/policy/fund/reg/edgarReg/edgar.html
https://www.ojp.gov/sites/g/files/xyckuh241/files/media/document/DOJ_FinancialGuide.pdf


WHY DO WE READ THEM?

RFPs aren’t just “the instructions.” They can be used as a tool to help with the strategic design of your project 
and proposal. This is just one of many reasons it is so important to start early.

*if you become aware of the opportunity too late to do a good job, investigate when it might roll out again and be 
prepared early!

We read an RFP to guide and inform the preparation of a response.

1. Identify the funder’s purpose and priorities 

2. Identify issues of compliance with the funder’s regulations

3. Identify the required application structure and process



BEGIN WITH THE END IN MIND

Reading and analyzing a solicitation using these steps will help you 
produce an outline of the elements required for your proposal and 
which...

 Reflects the purpose of the funder,

 Is responsive to the stated review criteria,

 Is formatted correctly 

 Is compliant with agency requirements.



GETTING STARTED

Some tips:

• Your level of familiarity or experience with the agency will determine how you approach 
an RFP - particularly for those 100+ page solicitations!

• Your role in the proposed project will affect how you read the RFP. For example, PIs/PDs 
take full ownership of the project; Research Administrators are interested primarily in 
structure and compliance; subawardees or consultants may be interested in scope and 
project design.

• Try going "old school" and using highlighters, sticky tabs, etc.; approach the preparation 
tasks with the same gusto as the proposal. I still make a binder and an electronic folder for 
every project I work on.

• Print and mark a hard copy but keep your digital copy handy – you will need and use it 
more than you think.



THE FIRST READ - TRIAGE

1. ELIGIBILITY 2. DECISIONS 3. DEADLINES 4. DEAL-
BREAKERS



THE FIRST READ - TRIAGE

Eligibility

 Organizational

 Type of institution,

 required partnerships/consortia,

 limit on number of submissions,

 previous or sequential funding recipient?

 Individual 

 Career status/appointment,

 limit of submissions per role,

 citizenship, 

 ability to commit required FTE

NIH ESI Info 
https://grants.nih.gov/policy/early-
investigators/index.htm

https://grants.nih.gov/policy/early-investigators/index.htm


THE FIRST READ - TRIAGE

Decisions

 Track or Type

 Are there multiple offerings of scope, 
budget

 sequential stages?

 Key Players 

 If there are required partners, will you be 
able to secure their commitment in time?

 Missing capacity?



THE FIRST READ - TRIAGE

Deadlines

 "Drop Dead" date

 agency deadline for submission by AOR;

 Does it vary by track or program?

 LOI or preliminary proposal required?

 Consider internal deadlines for your team and partners

 Interim tasks

 registrations, approvals for systems and platforms,

 required credentials,

 method of submission

 Cycle/forecast

 next opportunity?



THE FIRST READ - TRIAGE

Deal Breakers

 Budget-related

 Costshare?

 Cap on indirect?

 Limit on various categories?

 Is the award ceiling appropriate for the proposed 
work?

 Unallowable costs?

 Realism

 Project period or earliest start date?

 Expected number of awards.

 Sufficient internal and administrative support



READING AGAIN (AND AGAIN)

A proposal is a significant investment of time. You owe it to yourself to prepare 
and set yourself up for success by reading, and re-reading, and marking your 

solicitation several times. It is worth the effort to read for:

Purpose Compliance Structure

Pro Tip: Break out the markers!

You might find your entire printed solicitation marked up with highlighting. Try the tri-color approach and use a 
different color for noting important info for each type of info.



READING FOR PURPOSE & PRIORITIES

 No matter how fabulous your project idea is, it MUST align with the purpose 
of the funder.

 Attention to detail here will help you draft writing prompts for your 
narrative.

 Most solicitations begin with the purpose of the opportunity. Some will 
describe not only the purpose of the RFP but will reference where this 
opportunity fits into the agency's greater goals. This is your cue to learn as 
much as you can about those goals and priorities and think of ways to 
demonstrate how your project complements the sponsor's purpose.

 You are looking for key words and phrases here. You will use these same 
words and phrases directly from the RFP to plan your project and sell your 
idea in your proposal. Make notes and draft writing prompts using the 
solicitation language AND your project's goals, focus and activities.



READING FOR PURPOSE & 
PRIORITIES

Review or Evaluation Criteria

 Review criteria may include competitive 
preference or invitational priorities which require 
specific populations, services, or activities.

 Review criteria may be agency standard and/or 
solicitation specific. (NSF Broader Impacts & 
Intellectual Merit; NIH Innovation, Approach, etc.)

 Review criteria may include mandatory objectives 
or performance indicators (common in Dept. Of 
Labor and Education)

 Consider the point value assigned to the 
evaluation of various components, if applicable. 



READING FOR CRITERIA & COMPLIANCE

 Structure vs. Compliance – The next two sections may be a little difficult to differentiate, 
but they are separate.

 Structure speaks to how you should organize and format your proposal whereas 
Compliance speaks to the conditions on which funding (or even proposal review) is 
contingent. Structural issues CAN be compliance issues. For example, a page limit 
description is informative about the structure, but failure to comply with the limit would 
be cause for a rejected proposal.

 When reading for compliance you are looking for requirements to which you are 
obligated, such as confirmation of institutional assurances and certifications, inclusion of 
required proposal documents and forms, and allowable or unallowable costs/activities.

 Examples of compliance issues are things we've previously mentioned:  Deadline, 
inclusion of regulatory protections, inclusion of specified project components (standard 
review criteria headers, required letters, etc.) unallowable costs or failure to include a 
required partner.



READING FOR STRUCTURE & FORMAT

 Research is fundamentally about 
attention to detail. That goes 
double for proposal 
preparation!

 Competition is tight enough for 
funding. There is no reason a 
proposal should ever be 
returned without review due to 
an omission or formatting error.

 Before you call a Program 
Officer with a question about 
formatting or structure, re-read 
the RFP.



READING FOR STRUCTURE & FORMAT

 The solicitation will provide explicit instructions on what 
proposal components make up the full proposal package AND 
how the proposal must be formatted.

 Mark any notes in your solicitation pertaining to the page 
limits, organization of content, required sections, forms, and 
supplementary documents. Make notes of elements for 
which you must seek additional information in the 
agency guidance. Be consistent with the agency preferences 
for titles and headers and numbering/lettering.

 In this read through, also pay attention to instructions for 
proposal submission method and agency contacts you may call 
with questions. Some announcements include notices of 
upcoming educational programs about the opportunity. Make 
note of any upcoming conferences and webinars, or 
links to archived presentations.



DRAFTING YOUR OUTLINES

Using the solicitation as an organizational template ensures your proposal presents the right information, in the right 
order and with the right level of detail expected.

Consider preparing two types of useful documents:

1. Checklists to account for each document, attachment, or component of the full proposal. 

2. Outlines for the more complex portions (primarily the Project Description/Research Strategy/Narrative.) 

*Don’t necessarily rely on prepared checklists from other sources. They may not be specific to the solicitation and/or they may be 
out of date!



CREATING BIG PICTURE AND TASK CHECKLISTS

1. Create a checklist to account for each 
document, attachment, or component of the 
full proposal. 

 note the name of the document, any naming 
conventions, page limits, numbering, font, size, 
etc. 

 Refer to the solicitation AND agency guidance if 
necessary. 

 You want to include anything relevant to the 
various documents or attachments. 

 Don't forget to make notes for your budget, 
also!

 Create tools for managing info from other 
contributors.



CREATING OUTLINE & PROMPTS

2.    Create an outline for the more complex 
portions (primarily the Project 
Description/Research Strategy/Narrative.) 

 This is where you will include specific 
headers, sections, numbering, or other 
prescribed content for the narrative from 
the solicitation. 

 I prepare this document in the exact format 
required for each component of each project 
so I can use them as the working drafts. 

 When preparing your outlines, include 
writing prompts based on the review criteria, 
your proposed goals and objectives, and 
solicitation structural guidance



WRITE YOUR PROPOSAL!

 Now it is up to you and your 
team to “fill in the content” of 
your outlines with many, many 
drafts and iterations!

 Don’t forget to use a checklist for 
the administrative tasks and steps 
associated with submission!

 Good luck!



QUESTIONS?
DEVELOPMENT@OSP.MSSTATE.EDU

Stephanie Hyche
Associate Director, Office of Sponsored 

Projects
325-7395

140 Morgan Ave.
shyche@osp.msstate.edu

mailto:shyche@osp.msstate.edu
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