
NSERC  
Alliance grants 
 
Preparing an Alliance application 

Canada’s research partnerships program 

April 2020 



Outline 

• Alliance grants: objectives and options 
• Alliance option 1 
• Alliance option 2 
• Alliance grant applications: best practices 
• Alliance grants: what’s next 

2 



• Replace prior university partnerships programs. 
• Support research in the natural sciences and engineering (NSE) led by 

strong, complementary, collaborative teams. 
• Enable collaborations with a broader set of partner organizations. 

 private, public, not-for-profit sectors 

• Remove barriers and provide more flexibility in building partnerships 
that will effectively generate new knowledge and accelerate the 
application of research results for the benefit of Canadians. 

Alliance grants: Objectives 
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Enable researchers, through such partnerships, to 
go beyond what would have been possible for them 
to accomplish using our prior programs. 



Alliance grants: Options 
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• 1 funding opportunity, 2 options 
 option 1 

 option 2 

• The 2 options have the same 
 objectives 
 evaluation criteria 
 peer review process for overall merit assessment 
 academic community and types of partner organizations served 
 requirements for the recognition of partner organizations 



Alliance option 1 
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Alliance option 1 
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• Funding: $20,000 to $1M per year; from 1 to 5 years 
 The limits of the funding range are not yearly averages. 

• Cost-sharing: 50% to 66.7% from NSERC 
 Determined by type of partnership and global size of the partner 

organization(s) recognized for cost-sharing. 

• Partner organizations 
 Can be from private, public or not-for-profit sector. 
 At least 1 must be recognized for cost-sharing and must make a cash 

contribution commensurate with applicable cost-sharing ratio. 
 Each must be involved in the project and contribute to its success. 
 At least 1 must have the ability to exploit the research results and to 

achieve the desired outcomes. 

https://www.nserc-crsng.gc.ca/Innovate-Innover/alliance-alliance/role_of_partner_organizations-role_des_organismes_partenaires_eng.asp#roleofpartner


Alliance option 1 
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• Cost-sharing: 50% from NSERC (1:1 ratio) 
 large organizations (≥ 500 employees globally) as a sole partner 

organization or in partnership exclusively with other large organizations 
within the same sector (private, public or not-for-profit) 

• Cost-sharing: 66.7% from NSERC (2:1 ratio) 
 large organizations (≥ 500 employees globally) in partnership with other 

large organizations from a different sector or in partnership with small 
and medium-sized organizations from any sector 

 small and medium-sized organizations from any sector as a sole partner 
organization or in partnership with organizations of any size from any 
sector 

The cost-sharing is calculated based on the sum of cash 
contributions from all recognized partner organizations.  



Alliance option 1 
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• Application 
 application template 
 NSERC’s On-line System 
 apply at any time 
 no limit on number of applications 

• Follow instructions. 
• Keep template’s headings and bullets. 
• Do not change font, font size or margins. 

• Keep within page limit (includes 
template’s headings and bullets). 

• Evaluation 
 administrative assessment: completeness and compliance 

► NSERC 
► application not accepted if not complete or not compliant 

 merit assessment: to determine priority for funding on a competitive basis 
► peer review, NSERC 

https://www.nserc-crsng.gc.ca/_doc/alliance/Proposal_Template-Alliance_Grants_e.docx
https://ebiz.nserc.ca/nserc_web/nserc_login_e.htm
https://www.nserc-crsng.gc.ca/OnlineServices-ServicesEnLigne/instructions/101/alliance_eng.asp


Alliance option 1 
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• Merit assessment: process 

Small project Medium project Large project 

Annual request of $20k or 
more, up to average of $30k 

Average annual request of 
more than $30k, up to $300k 

Average annual request of 
more than $300k, up to $1M 

NSERC: evaluation supported 
by existing NSERC peer 
review (applicant and co-
applicant[s]) 
OR 

External reviewers with 
expertise directly related to 
the proposal, if no existing 
NSERC peer review evidence 

External reviewers with 
expertise directly related to 
the proposal 

Ad hoc review committee with 
expertise directly related to 
the proposal 

NSERC does not hold 
evaluation site visits for 
Alliance grants 



Alliance option 1 
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• Merit assessment: evaluation criteria (each with multiple subcriteria for a 
total of 11) 
 relevance and outcomes 
 partnership 
 quality of the proposal 
 training 

• Merit assessment: to determine the application’s overall merit 
 NSERC uses merit indicators to rate each subcriterion/criterion for each 

application 

• Funding 
 applications selected for funding by NSERC on a competitive basis 
 based on applications’ merit ratings 

https://www.nserc-crsng.gc.ca/_doc/alliance/Merit_Indicators-Alliance_Grants_e.pdf


Alliance option 1 
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Merit indicators   

https://www.nserc-crsng.gc.ca/_doc/alliance/Merit_Indicators-Alliance_Grants_e.pdf


Alliance option 2 
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Alliance option 2 

What is particular compared to option 1? 

• 3 specific characteristics 
• 90% to 100% funding from NSERC, if the characteristics are met 
• additional section in the application template 
• 3-stage assessment process 
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Alliance option 2 – Characteristics 

3 specific characteristics 
 

• societal impact 
• making connections 
• broad outcomes 
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Alliance option 2 – Characteristics 
Societal impact 
• generates societal benefits (e.g., improving quality of life, health and safety, 

public goods and resources, prosperity, sustainability) 
• tackles national or regional priorities or global issues where Canada  

is involved  
• builds capacity to transform a sector and its practices 
• provides evidence for new policies or regulations 
• solves an issue affecting a whole business area or creates a new area of 

the economy 
• results in new technical knowledge and societal impact 
• more than improving a product/service for increased profit 
• impacts beyond near-term economic success 
• outcomes beyond the partner organizations 15 



Making connections 
• meaningful partnership 
• working with end users and implementers         needs-driven 
• societal perspectives/skill sets         merge ideas, overcome barriers and 

find creative solutions 
• creates new relationships or builds on existing efforts, and integrates 

solutions with decision-makers within and across sectors 

Alliance option 2 – Characteristics 

Despite a limited financial contribution: 
• partners are active and highly committed  
• valuable opportunity to connect with others 
• partners are committed to sharing results beyond their own 

organizations 
16 



Alliance option 2 – Characteristics 

Broad outcomes 
• outcomes benefit beyond the partner organizations 
• results accessible by all stakeholders in society 
• strategy to raise awareness on the resulting products, services or 

policies among potential users 
• intellectual property management not a barrier 
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Alliance option 2 – Characteristics 
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When to consider option 2 
• challenge in the NSE 
• important unmet societal need 
• expected societal impact 
• barriers preventing the research from happening 
• financial support scarce or not available 
AND 
• A viable solution can be envisioned to significantly contribute to long-

term societal benefits. 
• Higher NSERC support is key to enabling these advances. 



Alliance option 2 – Characteristics 

Option 2 is not 
 
• Engage grants or Strategic Partnership grants 

• a means to provide a test ground to establish new partnerships 

• a means to offset the cost of research where investments are available 

• a means to address research challenges for the strict benefit of the 
partner organizations 
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Alliance option 2 – Cost-sharing and initial launch phase 
• Cost-sharing: NSERC may cover up to 

 100% of the project cost – public or not-for-profit partner organizations only 
 90% of the project cost – participation of private-sector organizations 

Requirement: 10% of project costs covered by partner organizations 
recognized for cost-sharing 

• Mandatory: Participation of at least 1 partner organization whose 
contributions would normally be recognized for cost-sharing (even if 
NSERC is providing 100% of the funding) 

During initial launch phase 
• funding: more than $30,000 up to $100,000 per year; 1 to 5 years 
• 1 application per applicant (PI or co-PI) per 12 months 
• 2 applications per partner organization per 12 months 
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https://www.nserc-crsng.gc.ca/Innovate-Innover/alliance-alliance/role_of_partner_organizations-role_des_organismes_partenaires_eng.asp#roleofpartner


Alliance option 2 – Application 
Application process 
• same as for option 1 (On-line System) 

Differences in application 
• cost-sharing ratio (90% or 100%) 
• Public Impact Value Proposition (PIVP) section in the proposal 

 must address 5 points to justify fit to option 2’s characteristics 
 use up to 3 pages for this section, which comes in addition to the page 

length for the rest of the proposal, as per instructions 

• Keep headings and bullets from the template. 
• Do not change font, font size or margins. 
• Keep within page limit (which includes template’s 

headings and bullets). 
21 

https://ebiz.nserc.ca/nserc_web/nserc_login_e.htm
https://www.nserc-crsng.gc.ca/_doc/alliance/Proposal_Template-Alliance_Grants_e.docx
https://www.nserc-crsng.gc.ca/OnlineServices-ServicesEnLigne/instructions/101/alliance_eng.asp


Alliance option 2 – Evaluation process 
Assessment 
• administrative assessment – completeness and compliance 

 application not accepted if not complete or not compliant 

• PIVP selection committee – fit to option 2 characteristics 
 quarterly meetings 
 application will not proceed to next merit assessment stage if 

characteristics deemed not met 
• merit assessment – peer review  

 same process as for option 1 
 PIVP section not provided 

• funding decision 
 same process as for option 1 

PIVP selection committee 
• 15 to 20 members 
• multidisciplinary & multisectoral 
• broad knowledge and experience  
• focus on 3-page PIVP section 
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Best practices for Alliance 
applications (options 1 & 2) 
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Alliance applications – Best practices 

Almost 1 year of experience … 

• many applications  have not been accepted 

• need to provide further guidance to help applicants submit a 
complete application 
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Alliance applications – Best practices 

Main reasons for not accepting applications 

• altering the proposal template’s format, text or margins; not keeping 
bullet points in the proposal template 

• not complying with NSERC presentation standards for proposal 
• exceeding the total allowed number of pages 
• not addressing each of the requests listed in the bullet points included 

in the proposal template under each heading 
• missing adequate demonstration that equity, diversity and inclusion 

(EDI), with explicit practices, has been considered in the training plan 
 (cont’d) 

25 



Alliance applications – Best practices 
Main reasons for not accepting applications (cont’d) 

• inadequate cost-sharing ratio 
• erroneous recognition of partner organizations’ cash contributions in 

cost-sharing calculations 
• no in-kind contributions from partner organizations 
• annual requested amount below $20,000 (this minimum is not an average 

over the project’s duration) 
• inclusion of a letter of support rather than a Partner Organization Form 
• use of Form 100 free-form section instead of Form 100A; non-

compliance with instructions for Form 100A 
• out-of-date CCV (6 years) 
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https://www.nserc-crsng.gc.ca/OnlineServices-ServicesEnLigne/instructions/Alliance_Partner-Alliance_Partenaires_eng.asp


Alliance grants – Brief overview 

Resources on the Alliance website 
 In particular 
• Recognition and role of partner organizations 
• Funding your research project (cost-sharing options) 
• Instructions for completing an application 

NEW 
• Alliance grant application checklist 
• Equity, diversity and inclusion in your training plan 
• Partner organization self-assessment tool 
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https://www.nserc-crsng.gc.ca/Innovate-Innover/alliance-alliance/role_of_partner_organizations-role_des_organismes_partenaires_eng.asp
https://www.nserc-crsng.gc.ca/Innovate-Innover/alliance-alliance/funding-financement_eng.asp
https://www.nserc-crsng.gc.ca/OnlineServices-ServicesEnLigne/instructions/101/alliance_eng.asp
https://www.nserc-crsng.gc.ca/_doc/alliance/ApplicationChecklist_e.pdf
https://www.nserc-crsng.gc.ca/_doc/alliance/EDI-TrainingPlan_e.pdf
https://na1se.voxco.com/SE/?st=Ay1/BWXbJQDiRygZAAWJPDe6dVTQxpBR5mRdW7M0plI=


Alliance applications – Best practices 

Alliance 
grant 
application 
checklist 

 

28 

https://www.nserc-crsng.gc.ca/_doc/alliance/ApplicationChecklist_e.pdf
https://www.nserc-crsng.gc.ca/_doc/alliance/ApplicationChecklist_e.pdf
https://www.nserc-crsng.gc.ca/_doc/alliance/ApplicationChecklist_e.pdf
https://www.nserc-crsng.gc.ca/_doc/alliance/ApplicationChecklist_e.pdf


Alliance applications – Best practices 

Alliance grant application checklist 
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Alliance applications – Best practices 
Alliance grant application checklist 
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Alliance applications – Best practices 

Alliance grant application checklist 
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Alliance applications – Best practices 

Alliance grant application checklist 
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Alliance applications – Best practices 

Alliance grant application checklist 
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Alliance applications – Best practices 

Alliance grant application checklist 
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Alliance applications – Best practices 

Alliance grant application checklist 
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Alliance applications – Best practices 

Alliance 
proposal 
template 
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https://www.nserc-crsng.gc.ca/_doc/alliance/Proposal_Template-Alliance_Grants_e.docx
https://www.nserc-crsng.gc.ca/_doc/alliance/Proposal_Template-Alliance_Grants_e.docx
https://www.nserc-crsng.gc.ca/_doc/alliance/Proposal_Template-Alliance_Grants_e.docx
https://www.nserc-crsng.gc.ca/_doc/alliance/Proposal_Template-Alliance_Grants_e.docx


Alliance applications – Best practices 

Alliance 
proposal 
template 
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Remember 
• Keep headings and bullet points from the template. 
• Do not change font, font size or margins. 
• Keep within page limit (includes template’s 

headings and bullets) – refer to instructions. 
• Address all of the bullet points’ requests.  

https://www.nserc-crsng.gc.ca/_doc/alliance/Proposal_Template-Alliance_Grants_e.docx
https://www.nserc-crsng.gc.ca/_doc/alliance/Proposal_Template-Alliance_Grants_e.docx
https://www.nserc-crsng.gc.ca/_doc/alliance/Proposal_Template-Alliance_Grants_e.docx
https://www.nserc-crsng.gc.ca/_doc/alliance/Proposal_Template-Alliance_Grants_e.docx
https://www.nserc-crsng.gc.ca/OnlineServices-ServicesEnLigne/instructions/101/alliance_eng.asp


Alliance applications – Best practices 

Instructions 
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* No active NSERC peer-reviewed grant: you may submit a maximum of 10 pages 
** Multi-party projects: you may add up to 3 pages (under Team) strictly to provide  

details on project management, governance structure and university support 

! 

! 

! 

! 

https://www.nserc-crsng.gc.ca/OnlineServices-ServicesEnLigne/instructions/101/alliance_eng.asp


Alliance applications – Best practices 
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Partner Organization Form – refer to instructions 
• Online form must be completed by authorized contact for the partner 

organization. 
• Form must include partner organization profile: 1 free-form page. 
• Profile must address 2 requirements: 

 description of organization, including nature of its operations in 
Canada and how it intends to grow them by developing innovative new 
or improved products, services, processes or policies 

 demonstration that organization has existing or planned capacity to 
achieve the project’s expected results (human resources, facilities and 
financial capabilities) 

• Reference to partner organization’s website is not acceptable in lieu 
of the profile. 

https://www.nserc-crsng.gc.ca/OnlineServices-ServicesEnLigne/instructions/Alliance_Partner-Alliance_Partenaires_eng.asp


Alliance applications – Best practices 

Context 
• NSERC is committed to promoting the integration of EDI in 

research design and practice. 
• Consideration of EDI in the training plan is part of the evaluation 

criteria. 
• Explaining how EDI is considered in the training plan is 

mandatory.  
Expectations 

• Applicants must describe specific, concrete practices that will 
be put in place to ensure that EDI is intentionally and 
proactively supported in the training plan. 

EDI in your training plan (help guide) 
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https://www.nserc-crsng.gc.ca/_doc/alliance/EDI-TrainingPlan_e.pdf
https://www.nserc-crsng.gc.ca/_doc/alliance/EDI-TrainingPlan_e.pdf
https://www.nserc-crsng.gc.ca/_doc/alliance/EDI-TrainingPlan_e.pdf
https://www.nserc-crsng.gc.ca/_doc/alliance/EDI-TrainingPlan_e.pdf


Alliance applications – Best practices 

Do not 
• provide vague or generic statements. 

 e.g., “in future hiring, EDI will be considered” or “the 
university is committed to EDI” 

• refer to the team’s current diversity. 
• refer to EDI general best practices only. 
• refer to the university’s EDI policy alone. 

What specific initiatives, measures, actions will be put in place 
in the project’s training plan to support EDI in the team? 

EDI in your training plan (help guide) 
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Alliance applications – Best practices 

Resources 
• NSERC’s Guide for Applicants: Considering EDI in your 

application 
• Best Practices in EDI guide for applicants to the New Frontiers 

in Research Fund, including the section on Research team and 
environment 

• university’s EDI plan, if applicable 

EDI in your training plan (help guide) 
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http://www.nserc-crsng.gc.ca/_doc/EDI/Guide_for_Applicants_EN.pdf
http://www.nserc-crsng.gc.ca/_doc/EDI/Guide_for_Applicants_EN.pdf
https://www.sshrc-crsh.gc.ca/funding-financement/nfrf-fnfr/edi-eng.aspx
https://www.sshrc-crsh.gc.ca/funding-financement/nfrf-fnfr/edi-eng.aspx


Alliance applications – Best practices 

Partner organization self-assessment tool 
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• The tool helps a potential partner organization determine if its cash 
contributions to an Alliance project may be recognized in cost-
sharing calculations with NSERC. 

• NSERC’s final decision on the recognition of a partner’s cash 
contribution will be made in the context of the proposed project. 

https://na1se.voxco.com/SE/?st=Ay1/BWXbJQDiRygZAAWJPDe6dVTQxpBR5mRdW7M0plI=
https://na1se.voxco.com/SE/?st=Ay1/BWXbJQDiRygZAAWJPDe6dVTQxpBR5mRdW7M0plI=
https://na1se.voxco.com/SE/?st=Ay1/BWXbJQDiRygZAAWJPDe6dVTQxpBR5mRdW7M0plI=
https://na1se.voxco.com/SE/?st=Ay1/BWXbJQDiRygZAAWJPDe6dVTQxpBR5mRdW7M0plI=
https://na1se.voxco.com/SE/?st=Ay1/BWXbJQDiRygZAAWJPDe6dVTQxpBR5mRdW7M0plI=
https://na1se.voxco.com/SE/?st=Ay1/BWXbJQDiRygZAAWJPDe6dVTQxpBR5mRdW7M0plI=
https://na1se.voxco.com/SE/?st=Ay1/BWXbJQDiRygZAAWJPDe6dVTQxpBR5mRdW7M0plI=
https://na1se.voxco.com/SE/?st=Ay1/BWXbJQDiRygZAAWJPDe6dVTQxpBR5mRdW7M0plI=


Alliance applications – Best practices 

While addressing all requirements in bullet points, remember to 

• under “Background and Outcomes”, describe the need for original 
research to address the project’s topic and the potential for generating new 
scientific knowledge 

 How will the topic be addressed through original research? 

 What are the concepts or directions that may lead to advances in the 
field? What is the type and scope of the anticipated advances? 

 How is the proposed project positioned relative to the state-of-the-art? 
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Alliance applications – Best practices 

While addressing all requirements in bullet points, remember to 

• under “Partnership” explain how each partner organization has been 
involved in the co-design of the project and how it will be actively 
involved in it 

 complemented by the description of in-kind contributions in the 
pertinent section 

• under “Partnership” outline each partner organization’s strategy 
and capacity to translate the research results into practical 
application to achieve the desired outcomes and impacts 
 not just the strategy and capacity to participate in carrying out the 

project 
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Alliance applications – Best practices 

While addressing all requirements in bullet points, remember to 

• under “Proposal” identify indicators and methods for monitoring 
progress during the project and for assessing the outcomes 
 not just how progress will be monitored (e.g., regular meetings 

with partners, oversight committee), but also what metrics will be 
measured/monitored 

 during the project and after its completion 

• under “Training” describe how the project and the partnership 
offer opportunities for enriched training experiences 
 including the nature of planned interactions with the partners  
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Alliance applications – Best practices 

Equipment requests in Alliance applications 
• Need must be well justified. Equipment must be essential to the 

project’s success and not available/accessible at university or 
through the partner organization(s). 

• No set limit for budget fraction that may be dedicated to equipment, 
but Alliance grants are not infrastructure/equipment grants. 

• If total expected equipment cost (incl. operation and maintenance) 
exceeds $400k over project’s duration 
 you should apply for an alternate source of funding such as the 

Canada Foundation for Innovation’s John R. Evans Leaders Fund. 

 NSERC and CFI have developed a joint application and review 
procedure for these cases. 
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https://www.innovation.ca/awards/john-r-evans-leaders-fund


Useful links 
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Useful links 

• Alliance grants website 
• Alliance research topics 
• Role of partner organizations 
• Funding and cost-sharing 
• Instructions for completing an Alliance grant application 
• Alliance proposal template 
• Review mechanisms and evaluation criteria 
• Merit indicators 
• Alliance resources  
• Alliance FAQ 
• Use of grant funds 
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http://www.nserc-crsng.gc.ca/Innovate-Innover/alliance-alliance/index_eng.asp
https://www.nserc-crsng.gc.ca/Innovate-Innover/alliance-alliance/research_topics-sujets_de_recherche_eng.asp
http://www.nserc-crsng.gc.ca/Innovate-Innover/alliance-alliance/role_of_partner_organizations-role_des_organismes_partenaires_eng.asp
https://www.nserc-crsng.gc.ca/Innovate-Innover/alliance-alliance/funding-financement_eng.asp
https://www.nserc-crsng.gc.ca/OnlineServices-ServicesEnLigne/instructions/101/alliance_eng.asp
https://www.nserc-crsng.gc.ca/_doc/alliance/Proposal_Template-Alliance_Grants_e.docx
http://www.nserc-crsng.gc.ca/Innovate-Innover/alliance-alliance/review-examen_eng.asp
http://www.nserc-crsng.gc.ca/_doc/alliance/Merit_Indicators-Alliance_Grants_e.pdf
https://www.nserc-crsng.gc.ca/Innovate-Innover/alliance-alliance/resources-ressources_eng.asp
http://www.nserc-crsng.gc.ca/NSERC-CRSNG/RPR-RPR/FAQ-FAQ_eng.asp
https://www.nserc-crsng.gc.ca/InterAgency-Interorganismes/TAFA-AFTO/guide-guide_eng.asp


What’s next 
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Alliance – What’s next 
• Communicating Alliance decisions – Effective by end of May 2020 

 Applicant: individual SharePoint library 
 RGO: monthly reports through GSAP 

• As per updated terms and conditions, grantees will be asked to 
provide contact information of all students, fellows and other 
research trainees paid out of their Alliance grants 
 obligation for grantees to inform trainees 

• Reporting will be streamlined 
 simplified yearly status reports done online through mostly 

checkboxes (< 10 minutes) 
 projects of 3 years or more: single simplified mid-term report 
 final report 
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• Alliance grants provide you with flexibility in building partnerships 
that will effectively generate new knowledge and accelerate the 
application of research results for the benefit of Canadians. 

• We invite you to make Alliance your partnerships program and to 
actively use it to go beyond what would have been possible to 
accomplish using our prior programs, and to have an impact on the 
economic prosperity, environmental quality and social well-being of 
Canadians.  

Alliance grants – Yours to actively use! 
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Thank you! 
NSERC Head Office 
613-995-1111 
alliance@nserc-crsng.gc.ca 

NSERC Regional Offices 
Toll-free 
1-877-767-1767 
nserc-atlantic@nserc-crsng.gc.ca 
nserc-ontario@nserc-crsng.gc.ca 
nserc-pacific@nserc-crsng.gc.ca 
nserc-prairies@nserc-crsng.gc.ca 
nserc-quebec@nserc-crsng.gc.ca 

For any questions, please contact us 
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