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sample 

Pre- characterisation 

Can neutrons help me? 

Idea & Research problem 

the unique information obtained 
from neutron experiments 



Are you sure? 
 
Can you obtain the information 
with a different technique?  
 
Are you completely sure? 
 



Before writing a proposal 

• Literature review on similar experiments 

 

 

 



Before writing a proposal 

• Literature review on similar experiments 

• Talk to colleagues 

 

 

 



Before writing a proposal 

• Literature review on similar experiments 

• Talk to colleagues 

• Research available instruments worldwide 

 

 

 

 



Where should I go to get my neutrons? 
 

Sources    http://neutronsources.org/  
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Where should I go to get my neutrons? 

• Where can I do the best science? 
– Instrument specs 

– Flux 

– Sample environment 

– Technical/user support 

– Laboratory space/facilities 

– PhD programmes 

– Software 

• Proximity/ease of access 

• Funding 

• Personal connections/collaborations 

• Food/Scenery 
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Before writing a proposal 

• Literature review on similar experiments 

• Talk to colleagues 

• Research available instruments worldwide 

• Contact instrument scientist and ask questions! 
• instrument configuration 

• sample environment 

• time required  

• … 

• Decide on proposal type 

 

 

 

 



Access Types 

• Normal proposal rounds –  twice per year 

• Rapid access – for urgent studies or ‘hot topics’, submit at any 
time 

• Xpress access, including postal service 

• Industrial access (collaborative or for cash) 

• Back door – collaboration/tests with institute scientists 

• Programme access – long time proposals  
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• Research available instruments worldwide 
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Before writing a proposal 

• Literature review on similar experiments 

• Research available instruments worldwide 

• Talk to colleagues 

• Contact instrument scientist and ask questions! 

• Have I done preliminary characterisation? 

• Will neutrons answer my questions? 

 

 

 



the Proposal Process (in general) 

• Two proposal calls per year 

• Deadline is real! 

• Technical reviews (by facility scientists) – feasibility, safety… 

• Scientific Review 
– Classification is done by subject or technique 

– At least 2 reviewers per proposal by external experts 

– Panel meetings at facilities  

– Time recommended 

• Final balance (eg. national funding) 

• Letters sent out to PI’s 

 

 

 



Scientific reviewers are not always experts in your 
specialty since science at the facilities is so diverse. So, 

don’t assume they know everything. 

 

Most reviewers spend 5-8 minutes per proposal! Many 
will not have time to read through the references! 

 

So, you must get all relevant information in the proposal. 

Make your point, clearly and succinctly. 

 

 

Things to keep in mind… 
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Proposal Ingredients (Part I) 

• User/participant information  

• Title and abstract 

• Sample description 

• Sample environment requirements 

• Instrument specs requested and time 

• Publications, student thesis, scientific area, 
grants, submission status, safety… 



JCNS, Munich 

User info 

Title 

Abstract 

Sample info 

Sample 
environment 

info 

Time 

Instrument 



ISIS, UK 

User info 

Title 

Abstract 

Sample info 

Instrument 
Time & 

Sample 
environment 

info 



NCNR, USA 

User info 

Title 

Sample environment 
info 

Instrument 

Time 

Sample info 



Proposal Ingredients (Part II) 

Two-page description of proposed research (incl. references) 
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Proposal Ingredients (Part II) 

Two-page description of proposed research (incl. references) 

 

 
• Brief background, state the problem clearly and why the experiment is 

important, why it will make a difference – Why should one care? 

• Clear justification of need for neutrons and particular instrument- why do you 
need beamtime on X? 

• Description of preliminary characterisation or work on the sample/system- do 
you understand your sample? 

• Aims of the experiment- What and how are you going to measure, and is the 
time requested justified? 

• Description of data analysis/modelling – What will you do with the data? 

• Evidence team’s productivity and experience – Will they publish in a timely 
manner? 

 

 

 



Proposal Ingredients (Part II) 

Two-page description of proposed research (incl. references) 

 

 
• Brief background, state the problem clearly and why the experiment is 

important, why it will make a difference – Why should one care? 

• Clear justification of need for neutrons and particular instrument- why do you 
need beamtime on X? 

• Description of preliminary characterisation or work on the sample/system- do 
you understand your sample? 

• Aims of the experiment- What and how are you going to measure, and is the 
time requested justified? 

• Description of data analysis/modelling – What will you do with the data? 

• Evidence team’s productivity and experience – Will they publish in a timely 
manner? 

• Be clear and specific – not vague and general! 

• Think of yourself as a reviewer! What would annoy you? 

 



2-page case including references and figures/tables 
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2-page case including references and figures/tables 



Do’s and Don’t’s’ 

Use all space allocated 

 Add readable 
figures/graphs 

 Justify need for 
neutrons 

 Add references 

 Check before 
submission 

 Use miniture font  

 Include if they do not 
add to proposal 

 Use generic arguments 

 

 Expect reviewer to read 

 Make silly mistakes  



• Online 

• Read guidelines for given facility system 

• Follow instructions carefully 

• Meet the deadline (don’t play tricks!) 

 

 

 Proposal Submission 

INSTITUT MAX VON LAUE - PAUL LANGEVIN (ILL) 

 

Guidelines for the scientific background and  

detailed description of the proposed experiment  

 
(For electronic proposal submission only)  

 

Please remove this first page before creating your post-script file 

 
The two pages of this form are to be filled in by all users or groups of users who apply for 
beamtime for experiments at the ILL via the Internet. Please print pages two and three of this 
document into a postscript file and attach it to your proposal on the Electronic Proposal System. This 
two-page description will be reduced by the system to a one-page, A4 format in black & white, and 
will be attached to your web proposal. 
 
When preparing your description, please follow the instructions below: 
 

 Give a brief statement of the background and the general importance of the research. 

 Give a clear account of the aims of the proposed experiment and a detailed description of the 
experiment; keep in mind that not all of the subcommittee members are experts in the field. 



• Panel review 
– by technique or by science area 

– at least 2 reviewers per proposal 

– meeting at facility 

 

 

 Proposal Review Process 

College 1 Applied materials science, instrumentation and 
techniques 

College 2 Theory 

College 3 Nuclear and Particle Physics 

College 4 Magnetic excitations 

College 5 Crystallography 

College 6 Magnetism 

College 7 Structure and dynamics of liquids and solids 

College 8 Structure and dynamics of biological systems 

College 9 Structure and dynamics of soft-condensed matter 

@ the ILL, France @ SNS-HFIR, USA 

Subcommittee 1 Engineering and Materials 

Subcommittee 2 Imaging 

Subcommittee 3 Triple Axis 

Subcommittee 4 Time-of-flight 

Subcommittee 5 Low Q reflectometry 

Subcommittee 6 Low Q SANS 

Subcommittee 7 Single crystal diffraction 

Subcommittee 8 Powder drffraction 

Subcommittee 9 Disordered Materials 

Subcommittee 10 Low energy/Chemical spectroscopy 



• Proposal given a rating: eg. 1 to 5 (by 0.5), 1 to 10 (1) 
• Typical marking definitions (NIST) 
 
5 = E = Excellent proposal. Experiment must be carried out. Highest 

priority for beam time. 
4 = VG = Very good proposal. Experiment is highly deserving of beam 

time. No reason to deny beam time except under conditions of 
unusually high demand. 

3 = G = Good experiment. May receive beam time under normal 
circumstances, but may not, depending on demand 

2 = F = Fair proposal. While scientific merit does not appear to be 
exceptionally high, the experiment may receive beam time if it is 
available, but will probably not receive time. 

1 = P = Poor proposal. Scientific merit not convincingly documented. 
Beam time should not be allocated to the proposal.  

 
 

 Proposal Review Process 



Examples of Reviewer’s Comments 
ID# 6412 PI: Jones 

The proposed measurements of moisture absorption in polymer thin films are interesting and of commercial interest. 

What is unclear from the proposal is whether neutron reflectometry (NR) is sufficiently sensitive to the levels of 

absorption anticipated, since no estimated values are given. The investigators should use complementary 
methods (e.g., sensitive weighing of samples) to help eliminate ambiguities that undoubtedly arise in fitting data of this 
type.  
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ID# 6420 PI: Striver 

This proposal was rather confusing as to its purpose and feasibility. The first paragraph suggests an investigation of 
metal/polymer adhesion, but metals are not used in this study (?). From the proposal description, it seems instead that a 

silicon wafer coated with a polymer layer will serve as a reasonable model system, but it's not clear what the study is 
attempting to determine. I could be misunderstanding the experiment, but the proposal doesn't spell out the 

objectives or methods very clearly, unfortunately.  
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An ingenious set of experiments is proposed which could give very nice results, if contrast is sufficient and if the reaction 
front can be expected to remain roughly constant over the course of a measurement. The surface swelling of the film will be 

then be measured in deuterated solution and compared with the dry state. If the experiment is successful, the 
results could lead to a major advance in the field.  
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samples are on hand.  
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… depends on many factors: 

 
– Quality of proposal 

– Days available 

– Oversubscription 

– Committee’s feeling about high risk-high reward proposal versus 
unexciting but definite publication 

– Mood, tiredness… 

– Country balances 

– … 

 

 
 

 Success … 



Neutron Proposal Exercise 

• In pairs/trios  

• Use proposal template in your packs 

• No printers 

• One experiment 

• Deadline is 5pm Tuesday 15th  

 

• Panel meetings afternoon Wednesday 16th  

 

 


