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Introduction

Funding decisions in the social sciences and  
humanities (SSH) often appear opaque from 
the applicant’s perspective. While evaluation 
criteria are public and accessible, applications 
are most often considered in relation to one 
another rather than against a fixed set of stan-
dards.

This guide treats committee review as a situ-
ated practice shaped by disciplinary norms, 
comparative ranking, and time constraints. 
It draws on empirical studies of peer review, 
qualitative accounts of panel deliberation, and 
Canadian analyses of adjudication, including 
how proposals are discussed and ranked.

A committee does not operate from a sin-
gle perspective. Standards vary by field even 
when a funder uses common criteria. Commit-
tee members also do not all read applications 
in the same way. Although instructional ma-
terials are provided to committee members,  
reviewers engage with them inconsistently 
(Sims Gould et al. 2025, 4).

This guide does not aim to provide a template. 
It describes how evaluative attention tends to 
function in practice and how applications can be  
designed for legibility under those conditions.

1. What a Committee Does when it 
Reviews Applications

A committee does more than assess merit. It 
judges relative strength under conditions of 
limited funding. During review, very different 
kinds of work are being made comparable on 
a common scale and then ranked. As SSHRC’s 
Blue Ribbon Panel notes, committee members 
weigh the “relative merit, quality and signifi-

cance” of proposals in contrast with many oth-
ers (SSHRC 2008, 2).

Committee work often proceeds in two phases.  
Initial assessments are typically formed by a  
subset of committee members before propos-
als enter comparative discussion. The commit-
tee then weighs proposals against one another, 
focusing discussion on points of disagreement 
or where applications fall into a competitive 
middle range (SSHRC 2008, 47).

This comparative phase creates a predictable 
problem. Many applications are written as if 
they will be judged in isolation, but committees 
score proposals in relation to others competing 
for the same pool of funds.

2. What Committees Evaluate

Application guidance often presents criteria as a 
single list. In practice, committees evaluate dif-
ferent parts of a proposal using different criteria.  
Hug and Aeschbach distinguish between the 
evaluated entity and the evaluation criteri-
on. The entity is what is judged, such as the 
research question, methods, plan, budget, or 
applicant achievements. The criterion is the 
dimension of judgment, such as originality,  
relevance, rigour, clarity, or feasibility (Hug and 
Aeschbach 2020, 4).

Social Sciences and Humanities Research 
Council of Canada’s (SSHRC) formal evaluation 
criteria for competitions such as Insight Grants 
are organized around three main dimensions: 
Challenge (the aim and importance of the en-
deavour, including originality and contribution 
to knowledge), Feasibility (the plan to achieve 
excellence, including methodology, timeline, 
and budget), and Capability (the expertise to 
succeed, based on the applicant’s research 
contributions and experience) (SSHRC 2025).

Proposals frequently develop some compo-
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nents more fully than others. A rich theoretical 
framework may be paired with an underde-
veloped plan. A strong research question may 
be accompanied by limited methodological  
details.

Hug and Aeschbach further group evaluation 
into aims, means, and outcomes. Aims and  
anticipated outcomes are judged for originality 
and relevance. Means, including research pro-
cess and use of resources, are judged for rigour, 
appropriateness, coherence, and clarity of  
description. Resources as well as the appli-
cant’s experience and track record are judged 
in terms of feasibility (Hug and Aeschbach 
2020, 23–24).

Strong applications show precisely where orig-
inality is situated and how the proposed means 
can actually realize their aims.

3. How Standards of Quality Differ 
Across Disciplines

Even when the same criteria are used, commit-
tees do not share a single standard of excellence. 
Lamont’s study of multidisciplinary panels 
shows that reviewers bring discipline-specif-
ic standards and often justify them in discus-
sion. Differences are managed through what 
she calls “customary rules of deliberation”  
(Lamont 2009, 6).

One key rule is cognitive contextualization. 
Evaluators interpret shared criteria in ways 
that are compatible with the discipline of the 
proposal. This presumes methodological plu-
ralism and recognition that different methods 
serve different purposes (Lamont 2009, 133).  
It often involves recognizing that those closest 
to the field have the strongest basis for accu-
rate evaluation.

Two consequences follow for SSH applicants. 
Proposals are read by mixed audiences that 

include non-specialists who rely on signals of 
intelligibility and plausibility. At the same time, 
deference to expertise can constrain the dis-
cussion. Lamont describes a case where a pan-
elist suspected a proposal was being dismissed 
unfairly as “dilettantish” but hesitated to  
challenge the judgment outside their expertise, 
resulting in more limited deliberation (Lamont 
2009, 119).

A sympathetic reader may not be able to  
advocate for a project if its value cannot 
be articulated in terms that the committee  
recognizes. This requires writing that remains 
specific within a field but also intelligible and 
accessible to non-specialists.

4. How Decisions are Made in 
Committee Meetings

Committees operate under various constraints. 
Two features are especially relevant.

4.1 Limited Time and Uneven Training

Reviewers often describe learning to review 
“on the job,” with limited standardized training. 
Even when guidance exists, it is not internal-
ized and utilized evenly. In these conditions, 
reviewers rely on personal experience and 
their own philosophies of merit (Sims Gould et 
al. 2025, 4).

In this situation, review does not become arbi-
trary but interpretive capacities begin to vary. 
When shared assumptions cannot be relied 
upon, clarity and explicitness in writing carry a 
lot of significance.

4.2 The Difficulty of Distinguishing Similar 
Proposals

Reviewers frequently struggle to differentiate 
proposals of similar strength, particularly with-
in the “meritorious middle” (Sims Gould et al. 
2025, 7). When distinctions become difficult to 
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delineate, judgments may be guided by person-
al topic preferences or perceptions of what is  
fashionable (Sims Gould et al. 2025, 5).

In these cases, proposals benefit from stating 
clearly what should count as their main points 
of distinction. These should be framed in terms 
committees already assess, such as specific 
claims to originality, the significance of the con-
tribution, the methodological choices that make 
the work viable, and the plan and resources that 
make the completion of the project feasible.

5. Decision-Relevant Elements

Under time constraints, committee discussion 
centres on elements that directly inform evalu-
ation and scoring. Some recurring focal points 
include:

•	 What is being studied and its significance, 
including anticipated contributions to 
knowledge

•	 What the research will do and whether the 
approach is viable

•	 Whether the applicant’s track record shows 
that they can bring the project to comple-
tion

•	 Whether requested resources are aligned 
with the proposed work

Because these elements anchor deliberation 
from the outset, proposals benefit from artic-
ulating them clearly and making them easy to 
locate through framing and section structure.

6. The Proposal in Deliberation

Deliberation is not simply an accumulation 
of individual reviews. It is a process through 

which individual assessments are translated 
into a collective ranking of proposals.

Lamont shows that even when panels aim to 
apply universalistic standards, deliberation 
unfolds in a social setting shaped by collegial 
norms and intellectual affinities. These norms 
help panels function but can also limit how far 
disagreement is pursued (Lamont 2009, 120–
121). Not every hesitation about a proposal be-
comes a sustained critique in conversation.

This is significant because committee discus-
sion does not always fully and adequately an-
alyze a proposal’s strengths and weaknesses. 
Early characterizations can therefore carry 
weight in how a project is understood relative 
to others.

For applicants, this means that parts of a pro-
posal will circulate in discussion rather than 
being reread in full. The proposal should be 
formulated so that claims remain accurate 
when retold by others and visibly grounded in 
the written document.

7. Designing an Application for 
Committee Evaluation

Grant applications are evaluated structurally 
as well as intellectually. Committees look for 
specific components that allow for compar-
ison and judgment. The task is to make these 
components easy to locate and clear enough to 
avoid misinterpretation.

These elements align with SSHRC’s formal 
evaluation structure. Namely, Insight Grant ap-
plications are assessed under the categories of 
Challenge, Feasibility, and Capability (SSHRC 
2025). 

7.1 Challenge: Aims

Aims include the topic, research questions, 
goals, and scope. They are judged primarily for 
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originality and relevance.

A common problem is treating a topic or 
theme as if it is a research aim. Committees 
need to know what will be clarified, revised,  
argued, tested, or produced within the pro-
posed framework.

Aims should be stated in ways that allow com-
mittees to critically distinguish one project 
from another. When many proposals claim to 
produce new insight, specificity about what 
becomes newly thinkable or doable allows  
distinctions to emerge.

7.2 Challenge: Outcomes

Outcomes include expected results and an-
ticipated contributions to the field. They are 
judged for originality and relevance, including 
extra-academic relevance when applicable. 

Outcomes describe what changes and devel-
opments will occur if the work succeeds. In 
SSH this may involve conceptual clarification, 
empirical insight, methodological contribu-
tion, archival work, or knowledge mobilization. 
Committees also attend to the significance 
of these contributions, meaning how they  
advance understanding, reframe existing ques-
tions, or open productive lines of inquiry.

7.3 Feasibility: Means

Means include theory, method, analysis, and 
research process. They are judged for rigour, 
appropriateness, coherence or justification, 
and clarity of description. 

A strong theoretical framing does not compen-
sate for an under-specified research process. 
Committees may value the orientation and still 
judge the means as underdeveloped.

The research process needs to be described 
in a way that makes the sequence of steps and 
expected outputs visible. This is the level at 
which methodology is evaluated.

7.4 Feasibility: Resources

Resources include the budget, timeline, and 
institutional context. These are evaluated in 
terms of feasibility. 

For project grants, budgets often receive  
sustained attention in deliberation. In fellow-
ship competitions, where funding amounts are 
fixed, attention shifts to whether the proposed 
work is feasible within the time and support 
available.

If there is a budget to consider, the aim is align-
ment between the proposed work and the  
requested funds. A budget should function as 
a diagram of the project. If it is presented as 
a separate object, it invites scrutiny that goes  
beyond the core evaluation of the project.

7.5 Capability: Applicant’s Record and 
Alignment

Track record is read as evidence about an  
applicant’s ability to carry the proposed work 
to completion. Reviewers often look for signs 
of follow-through on related or similar projects 
and outputs that match prior commitments. 
This reflects the alignment between an appli-
cant’s documented abilities and the scope of 
the proposal.

Reviewers also assess the quality and impact of 
prior contributions, not only the quantity. Ca-
pability is read as evidence of intellectual po-
sitioning. In other words, it concerns whether 
the applicant has developed expertise, theoret-
ical grounding, or methodological experience 
that directly supports the proposed research.

A record is most persuasive when it reinforc-
es the proposal’s feasibility and overall coher-
ence. It is important to ensure that the track 
record demonstrates prior follow-through, rel-
evant research outputs, and experience man-
aging work of comparable scale.
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8. How Committees Differentiate 
Proposals of Similar Strength

Reviewers often struggle to distinguish among 
proposals of similar strength, especially in 
what Sims Gould et al. describe as the “meri-
torious middle,” referring to “applications that 
are considered ‘fundable’ if the funding pool 
was larger” (Sims Gould et al. 2025, 7). Many 
highly competent and feasible applications 
end up in this zone, where small differenc-
es in clarity, scope, or articulation can carry  
disproportionate weight.

This requires making points of comparison 
available. Instead of relying on strong claims 
alone, a proposal can provide clear points of 
reference for comparison.

Examples compatible with SSH norms:

•	 A clear statement of what the project 
changes or adds to existing scholarship, ex-
pressed in language that specialists and non- 
specialists can follow

•	 A clearly defined scope that makes the  
project’s limits explicit

•	 A clear connection between research ques-
tions, methods, and expected outcomes

•	  A distinctive and defensible set of materials, 
cases, or methods that can be summarized 
briefly

•	 the project’s scale being proportionate to 
the time frame and level of funding

•	 A budget that reads as necessary conditions 
for the work

A proposal’s overall scope, potential, and con-
tribution need to be stated clearly enough that 
reviewers can summarize them accurately in 
discussion.

9. A Compressed Working Model

Committee reading involves four main consid-
erations:

Orientation

The first stage establishes what kind of project 
this is and where it belongs. Early sentences of-
ten do this work, signaling the field, the topic, 
and the scale.

Aims and stakes

Here attention turns to what will be produced 
and why it constitutes an original and signifi-
cant contribution. This is where the propos-
al’s claims and stakes need to be made explicit 
rather than implied.

Plausibility of means

At this point reviewers look for a process that is 
coherent, appropriate for the project, and clearly 
described. Methods and research design should 
make the path from aims to outcomes visible. 

Comparative decision

Finally, the proposal is considered in relation 
to others. Distinctions become easier to draw 
when contributions, scope, and plans are stat-
ed in comparable terms.

Writing with this sequence in mind makes the 
project’s key elements visible at points where 
they inform evaluation.

Conclusion

Proposals are read comparatively. How a  
project is articulated matters as much as what 
it proposes to do.

Strong SSH applications present clear aims 
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and research questions, means and meth-
ods, outcomes and contributions, and overall 
feasibility. They give reviewers language that 
travels into deliberation without losing speci-
ficity appropriate to the field. They anticipate 
the comparative zone where distinctions are  
hardest to evaluate and supply defensible bas-
es for comparison.

Applicants should always consult the specific 
evaluation criteria and instructions for the pro-
gram to which they are applying, since these 
define how proposals are formally assessed. At 
the same time, assessment is not mechanical, 
and meeting criteria alone does not determine 
how a proposal is received. Committees inter-
pret proposals within practical and procedural 
constraints, and members bring varied experi-
ences and perspectives to their reading. Eval-
uation also unfolds relationally in discussion, 
where proposals are scrutinized and charac-
terized comparatively.

An application is therefore not only a state-
ment of research but a carefully designed docu-
ment calibrated for these conditions. It should 
be crafted to be conducive not only to reading 
but to discussion, maintaining its precision as 
it moves from individual review into collective 
deliberation.
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