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Development

 The project is a natural continuation of my previous historical archaeological research in the 
Southern Caribbean BUT it isn’t merely an incremental step ― balance continuity (feasibility) 
and breakthrough (risk) carefully. 

 I dialed up the complexity of my previous research by incorporating many more sites to 
excavate, an interdisciplinary team, and a whole panoply of cutting-edge science techniques. 

 I use my tested conceptual framework developed in my PhD but employ it to answer a novel
and risky, big-picture question: How does the early modern past of the Southern-Caribbean 
make us rethink modernity writ large?

 I did the writing myself and only had a few close friends/colleagues revise it. My wife was my 
most important springboard for ideas! 

Context

 I first applied in 2021 after just finishing my Marie Skłodowska-Curie Action (first postdoc).

 Reached second stage in 2021, 2023 & 2024. Received “B” in 2021 & 2023.  

 By 2023, I was midway through my Juan de la Cierva Incorporación – 7 years after PhD.  

Starting 
grant Background

Alternative Modernities and Everyday Life in the Pre-emancipation
Southern Caribbean (c. 1634–1863)



Form

Break the monotony. Invest time and effort in smart graphics that synthesize key aspects of 
your project.

Readability. Put effort not only into content but also into the readability of the content. 

Use various headings, highlighting, size, color, bolding, italics, underlining,
indentations to make it easily readable and make the key words, phrases, and 
sentences stand out. Don’t overdo it, less is more. 

Your contributions. make your contributions immediately recognizable in the bibliography 
(e.g., put them in a different color). 

Content
Seek inspiration. Find or ask for successful proposals. 

Keywords. Seek out keywords that are important to your topic/discipline and use them 
throughout.  

Don’t save the hardest for last. Write B2 first, then B1. Remember, the B1 is NOT an 
extended abstract of the B2!

Audience. Gear the B1 for a broad multidisciplinary audience, pare back jargon. 

Starting 
grant B1: The Structure & Content



Form
Make it attractive. For example, include 
the covers of the books/articles you have 
written in the track record.

Hyperlinks. I use hyperlinks (just in case 
someone is interested in clicking them). 
Don’t overdo it, though.

Draw the eye. Put amounts of funding 
received and other critical details in red
and bold key phrases.
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B1: Curriculum & Track Record



Starting 
grant

B1: Curriculum & Track Record

Content
Don’t just cram all of your achievements in. Choose those aspects of 
your CV that best fit the ERC excellence criteria and the project topic 
and scope. 

Expand upon. Add succinct and punchy sections that explain your 
achievements and aptitudes. 

Showcase. Think of “research achievements” as an elevator speech in 
visual form. Show why your publications & projects are important, and 
how they make you an ideal PI for the project.   

Suggested structure. Personal details (.5 p), research achievements (1.5 
p), peer recognition (1 p), additional information (1 p). 

Think like a reviewer. Consider the evaluation criteria. E.g. “To what 
extent does the PI have the required scientific expertise and capacity to 
successfully execute the project?”

What CV aspects demonstrate expertise and capacity to be a PI?

Don’t overplay research and underplay teaching and supervision 
if you will have personnel in your project.   



Form

Illustrate. If applicable, design compact yet easy-to-
understand diagrams/charts that visualize important aspects.  
Make sure they are legible!

Content

Summary. I included a paragraph-length summary at the 
beginning of the B2. 

Suggested structure. Section a (4 p), section b (14 + biblio). 

Confident tone. Balance the tone carefully to not sound 
overconfident/presumptuous but also not uncertain/hopeful.

Superlatives. Be judicious with how many times you say, “the 
first”, or “unique”, or “groundbreaking”. When you say this, 
give the reason why. 

 Granularity. Explain, explain, explain. Don’t leave 
terms/concepts undefined or without sufficient detail. Avoid 
assuming and implying things.  

Examples. Providing specific examples (citations) from 
previous/current research is very important! 
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B2: The Structure & Content



Mature the project. The first time I applied, a reviewer (rightly) said: “I think that it [the 
project] is underdeveloped and that the PI should spend another year or so developing it 
further” and scored my scientific expertise and capacity to execute the project as “good”.

Take comments on board. I took on board all the constructive comments offered by 18 
reviewers. They are invaluable resources to polish the project, tie up loose ends, and 
address blind-spots. Alternatively: have more than 10 friends/colleagues revise it! 

Invest time in reworking. Don’t leave the critiques of the reviewers for the last minute –
take this as seriously as you did writing the proposal from scratch. Give yourself one month 
of full-time focus to address comments and adjust the proposal.  

Multidisciplinary panels. E.g. if you are an archaeologist in SH6, think about what a 
historian would critique in your proposal and address it. Give your proposal to a colleague 
from another discipline that is present on your panel.  

Be judicious with unfair/mean reviewers. Out of the 18 reviews I received (in total), one 
seemed mean-spirited, biased, and simply unfair. I ignored the nastiness, but adjusted 
what might have provoked some of it in my following proposal (some of my language 
might have sounded overconfident, I had not cited enough people). 

Pack in the citations. In both rounds I realized that many comments were simply that I had 
not included many references I should have. My bibliography nearly doubled from my first 
to my last proposal! 
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Review & Resubmit: Lessons



1. Invest time. Invest a lot of time into the proposal writing. The more time you invest, the more likely you are to pass to stage 2!  

2. Fine-tune. Read and re-read it. Then re-read again.  

3. Let it sit. Leave yourself with enough time to let the finished proposal sit a few weeks. Then return to it with fresh eyes and a 
sharper mind. 

4. Seek help. Ask colleagues, friends, and family to look through the proposal (or sections of it). The more they are from outside the 
field or academia, the better for the B1. For the B2 look for close colleagues in your and related fields. 

5. Different panel. Applying to the same panel committee, that is an odd year or even year only, can be a bad strategy as they might 
remember and pigeonhole you. A new committee gives you a fresh start!

6. Budget. Don’t leave the budget for last, it will be a nightmare! 

Starting 
grant Lessons learned, (Personal) Tips, and Best Practices

Don’t forget: you are the expert in your field! 
Make that come through in your proposal! 

Don’t overthink it, also pay attention to your 
instincts. 
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