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COUCH TO £500K: 

Turning an Idea into a Proposal 
 

This is an in-depth programme that takes participants step by step  

through the proposal creation process to develop a first draft 
 

Trainers: Professor Dan Allwood & Dr Elaine Massung 

CASE STUDY:  

Dr Lauren Cator, Imperial College London 

 

‘Take this amazing opportunity! We have so few chances for iterative feedback 
on our writing. The ring-fenced time to focus on proposals was invaluable. 

Elaine and Dan are knowledgeable and excellent teachers — it was one of the 
most valuable training opportunities I’ve had as an Imperial academic.’ 

 

THE CHALLENGE: 
After initial success with funding, Lauren found herself going through a grant “dry spell”. She was 
losing confidence in her ability to write competitive proposals, and she struggled to find time to work 
on grant applications. She also lacked opportunities for feedback on her draft proposals. 
 

LESSONS LEARNED: 
During the Couch to £500k programme, Lauren learned how to treat writing a proposal as a strategic 
process. This included both the system for how to break the grant down into smaller tasks and also 
ensuring that each section is addressing criteria that reviewers will be using the assess the grant. 
 
Lauren continues to use the INDAY framework and briefing document tools taught on the 
programme to make sure she is producing a proposal that will be easy for reviewers to support. 
 

THE RESULTS: 
Following her participation in the Couch to £500k programme, Lauren has applied for five funding 
opportunities, receiving over £3 million in grants as PI or co-I: 

✓ PI: Defra-UKRI One Health VBD Hub (£1.5M) 
✓ PI: Wellcome Trust Discovery Award (£1.4M) 
✓ Co-I: Medical Research Foundation Award (£298,396) 

 
 

IN HER OWN WORDS: 
‘I really enjoyed this programme. Prior to this grant writing felt like an increasingly 
intimidating and pointless task. The system and sessions helped me to break it 
down, remove the anxiety, and put it into its proper place in my research career.’ 
 



  

COUCH TO £500K CASE STUDY: Dr Hannah Stewart 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

COUCH TO £500K: 

Turning an Idea into a Proposal 
 

This is an in-depth programme that takes participants step by step  

through the proposal creation process to develop a first draft 
 

Trainers: Professor Dan Allwood & Dr Elaine Massung 

CASE STUDY:  

Dr Hannah Stewart, Lancaster University 

 

‘Absolutely do it! Because it’s not just a writing course, it is a course about how 
to approach the whole design, planning, writing and feedback process.  

It’s everything.’ 
 

THE CHALLENGE: 
Before joining Couch to £500k, Hannah found that the hardest part of grant writing wasn’t the 
technical detail: it was stepping back to see the bigger picture.  
 

LESSONS LEARNED: 
Through the programme, Hannah gained a clear system for how to plan and write grant proposals 
as well as respond to reviewers effectively. She learned: 

• Not every idea belongs in a single grant: planning future and side projects makes proposals 
more focused and achievable. 

• Creativity is essential, especially in designing imaginative outreach and engagement 
activities. 

• Reviewers’ limited time means clarity and signposting are critical throughout the proposal. 
• Responding calmly and factually to reviewer comments (even when disagreeing!) can make 

all the difference. 
Couch to £500k reshaped how she approaches the early stages of writing: she now systematically 
analyses funding calls, connects her applications to the funder’s purpose, and ensures her work 
demonstrates benefit to wider communities, not just her field. 
 

THE RESULTS: 
Following her participation in the Couch to £500k programme, Hannah has received over £2 million 
in funding, with several proposals currently under review: 

✓ PI: UKRI Future Leaders Fellowship (£1.95M) 
✓ PI: Internal pots of funding (£80k) 

 
 

IN HER OWN WORDS: 
‘My research has become a lot more about the population my grants are about. I 
think this has become really clear in how I now write grants but also plan studies 
and future work. My approach has changed quite a lot since the Couch course.’ 
 



  

COUCH TO £500K CASE STUDY: Dr Aidan Hogg 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

COUCH TO £500K: 

Turning an Idea into a Proposal 
 

This is an in-depth programme that takes participants step by step  

through the proposal creation process to develop a first draft 
 

Trainers: Professor Dan Allwood & Dr Elaine Massung 

CASE STUDY:  

Dr Aidan Hogg, Queen Mary University London 

‘I would 100% recommend it. The programme really fast-tracked my 
understanding of what funders are looking for, and it gave me insights that 

would probably otherwise have taken years to pick up …  
if I had picked them up at all.’ 

 

THE CHALLENGE: 
Before joining Couch to £500k, Aidan’s biggest gap was understanding what funders are actually 
looking for: how to paint a bigger vision and frame his work in a way that speaks to their priorities. 
Grant writing support in academia is scarce, and myths and half-truths can easily build up as a result. 
He thought the whole process felt opaque and intimidating. 
 

LESSONS LEARNED: 
The tools and techniques taught on the programme have become go-to frameworks. INDAY is now 
used for structuring every proposal, and filters for examining research through different lenses 
rather than purely from a technical perspective. The marginal gains principle was also helpful: do 
the little things well, and the overall improvement can be huge. 
 

THE RESULTS: 
Following his participation in the Couch to £500k programme, Aidan has successfully applied for the 
following opportunities: 

✓ PI: EPSRC New Investigator Award (£607,233)  
✓ Co-I: Industry-funded project with L-Acoustics UK Ltd. (£65,621) 

 
 

IN HIS OWN WORDS: 
‘One of the biggest changes is that I now see grant writing much more positively. 
Before, it could feel quite opaque and like something to dread. Now I see it much 
more as an opportunity to show what I am about as a researcher, articulate a 
broader vision for my work, and make a case for support to pursue the research I 
am most excited about. That shift in mindset has made a big difference, as I now 
approach grant writing much more strategically and with greater confidence.’ 



  

COUCH TO £500K CASE STUDY: Dr Carla Molinari 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

COUCH TO £500K: 

Turning an Idea into a Proposal 
 

This is an in-depth programme that takes participants step by step  

through the proposal creation process to develop a first draft 
 

Trainers: Professor Dan Allwood & Dr Elaine Massung 

CASE STUDY:  

Dr Carla Molinari, Anglia Ruskin University 

‘What I have learned is reshaping my entire approach to writing proposals: 
from identifying the right funding call and developing a strong research idea, to 
crafting a compelling narrative, refining the written proposal, and planning the 

process from start to finish.’ 
 

THE CHALLENGE: 
Before joining Couch to £500k, Carla often found herself rushing last-minute funding applications. 
With little time for strategic planning, proposals were reactive rather than aligned with her long-
term research vision. The challenge was not just about time: it was about developing a clearer, more 
deliberate approach to crafting persuasive, well-structured proposals. 
 

LESSONS LEARNED: 
During the programme, Carla discovered that a strong proposal isn’t just about ambition; it’s also 
about feasibility and control. She learned to balance significance and innovation with careful project 
management. Couch to £500k helped her clarify what makes a proposal credible and compelling. 
 

THE RESULTS: 
Following her participation in the Couch to £500k programme, Carla has received funding from: 
 
✓ AHRC: Collections & Communities East of England Collaborative Doctoral Programme (£114,488) 
✓ RIBA Research Fund: Architectural media and gender (£3,326) 
✓ Internal Funding: Heritage and community engagement (£871) 
 
Perhaps most importantly, she has identified two core strands of research to focus on to make her 
next AHRC proposal more strategic and purposeful. 
 

IN HER OWN WORDS: 
‘This process helped me recognise the importance of focusing on the most 
significant aspects of my research interests. When applying for funding, it is 
essential to present a compelling and meaningful idea.’ 



  

COUCH TO £500K CASE STUDY: Dr Gary Nicholas 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

COUCH TO £500K: 

Turning an Idea into a Proposal 
 

This is an in-depth programme that takes participants step by step  

through the proposal creation process to develop a first draft 
 

Trainers: Professor Dan Allwood & Dr Elaine Massung 

CASE STUDY:  

Dr Gary Nicholas, Research Associate,  

University of Sheffield 

 

THE CHALLENGE: 
Before joining Couch to £500k, Gary felt uncertain about what made a proposal competitive. He 
wasn’t sure where to start, how to structure an application, or what reviewers were really looking 
for. Like many early-stage researchers, he found the process opaque and intimidating.  
 

LESSONS LEARNED: 
Through the programme, Gary learned how to strategically approach proposal writing. He also 
discovered the value of writing in ways that stand out so proposals are not only technically sound 
but also memorable and engaging for assessors. 
 
Couch to £500k also gave him a structured, repeatable system for developing grants: starting early, 
planning each stage, and exploring innovative ways to present information and data. This shift 
helped him move from uncertainty to clarity in how to communicate the importance and originality 
of his research. 
 

THE RESULTS: 
Since completing Couch to £500k, Gary has applied to several funding schemes and received external 
funding as a result:  

✓ Centre for Postdoctoral Development in Infrastructure, Cities and Energy Fellowship (£150k) 
✓ Innovation Launchpad Network+ Research in Residence Scheme (£50k) 

 
 

IN HIS OWN WORDS: 
‘Definitely would recommend Couch to £500k!’ 




