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Revamping the HEC Research Grants Framework 2019 
 

The R&D Division of HEC was established with the goal of providing funding to 

investigators to pursue ground‐breaking, high‐risk/high‐gain research as well as funding development 

and innovation projects in key enabling technologies. It is one of the premier research funders in 

Pakistan. Scientists and scholars of Pakistani nationality and in any discipline can apply to the HEC for 

a grant to undertake research at the frontiers of knowledge. Researchers at a comparable career stage 

compete for Starting, Consolidator or Advanced Consortium Grants — the sole criterion for receiving 

research funding is scientific quality aiming at excellence of both the project and the principal 

investigator. The evaluation of proposals is conducted by means of a structure of high‐level scientific 

review panels. 

Recently, HEC has been striving to revamp the overall research grant framework in 

order to meet the national and local needs as well as achieve a much wider societal impact. Error! 

Reference source not found. depicts the future landscape of the research grants offered by HEC. 

Following are the major components of the R&D research grants portfolio: 

 NRPU–National Research Program for Universities 

 GCF–Grand Challenge Fund 

 LCF–Local Challenge Fund 

 TTSF–Technology Transfer Support Fund 

 

 

Figure 1. Landscape of HEC Research Grants. 
 

National Research Program for Universities (NRPU)1 

The objective of the NRPU program is to support university-based researchers for 

conducting cutting-edge research. The program is open for contributions related to both basic and 

applied research. NRPU aims to stimulate scientific excellence and the advancement of knowledge by 

allowing researchers the freedom to formulate by themselves the research concept, method and 

                                                           
1 Revised policy of NRPU approved in the Commission Meeting held in Dec 2021 
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implementation, and to solve a specific research task within a limited period of time. Demonstration 

of the strategic relevance and impact of the proposed research to Pakistani industry and/or society 

will be considered a merit. 

The eligibility criteria for the NRPU grant is as follows: 

 The Principal Investigator (PI) has to be a regular faculty member 
(BPS or TTS) of the HEI or must hold a contract equivalent to the 
length of duration of the project. 

 Each PI can be awarded maximum one research grant under 
NRPU at the particular time. 

 PI must have an advanced academic degree (PhD, MS/MPhil or 
FCPS/MCPS/FRCS) 

 

The budgets for NRPU projects are anticipated upto PKR 20 Million, with a maximum 

project duration of 3 years.  Co-financing – including in kind and cash contributions–by industry 

partners will be considered a merit and an indicator of industry support.   

The NRPU grant awards will be made to the host higher education institution of the 

lead academic – faculty – associated with the project, and administered through the appropriate ORIC 

on campus.  The budgetary provisions will be covered under Financial Rules for HEC Competitive 

Research Grants 2021: 

The submitted application is assessed by other active researchers with great expertise 

within the field. We have clear guidelines for the assessment work, and evaluate the process 

continuously. The assessment shall be of high quality and be conducted in an objective, impartial and 

transparent manner. 

Nurturing Academic Excellence in Strategic Sectors 

The World Bank funded Higher Education Development in Pakistan (HEDP) Project will 

strengthen the research capacity and academic excellence of higher education institutions in Pakistan.  

It will promote relevant and cutting-edge research in universities, with a focus on strategic sectors 

identified for the country’s socioeconomic progress.  It will provide funds for peer-reviewed 

competitive research grants, innovation and commercialization grants, and specialized training and 

support to potential entrepreneurs identified from among those with a current or recent university 

affiliation. 

1.1. This sub-component is focused on promoting relevant research and 
supporting technology transfer through two distinct mechanisms.  

1.2. This sub-component is focused on encouraging entrepreneurship and 
self-employment through the higher education sector.  This will be 
accomplished through two distinct activities. 

1.3. This sub-component is focused on strengthening research capacity at 
higher education institutions across Pakistan. 
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Sub-Component 1.1: Grand Challenge Fund and Technology Transfer Support 
Fund 

The Grand Challenge Fund (GCF) 
  

The Pakistan Grand Challenge Fund (GCF) will support large, multisectoral/ 

multidimensional research projects.  Each GCF proposal should focus on a specific theme of national 

interest.  The focus under GCF is not on individual researchers, but rather on collaborations necessary 

to accelerate research progress and make a societal impact.  Projects should use a systems-type 

approach in developing the research agenda, where separate projects come together to achieve 

concrete results and impact.  The project will be implemented under the direction of a Principal 

Investigator with the support of a research team.  The project will include research activities, 

postgraduate student training, and disseminating knowledge both through traditional academic 

pathways and those leading to direct societal impact.  The priority themes for the GCF include: 

 Food security 
 Water management and sustainability 
 Sustainable energy, energy efficiency  
 Identity politics 
 Export promotion 
 Urban planning, sustainable urban design, low-cost housing 
 Climate mitigation and adaptation 
 IT/Telecom, including but not limited to artificial intelligence, 

cybersecurity, cloud computing and big data 
 Innovative governance and reforms 
 Disaster management 

   GCF proposals will be written by university faculty members from research-intensive 

institutions.  Given the scope of the proposals, a consortia of faculty members from multiple university 

departments and/or multiple universities may be part of the project team.  As appropriate, consortia 

members may include private sector participants, although grant funding must be used for university-

based team members.  International collaborations are encouraged when the international partner 

brings a unique added value to the project team.  Proposals must clearly describe the skills and 

research strengths that each investigator brings to the systems-type multidisciplinary research 

agenda.  

The budgets for GCF projects are anticipated to range between Rs. 15 million – 225 

million (USD 100,000 – USD 1,500,000), with a maximum project duration of 3 years.  Co-financing will 

be sought from relevant Ministries and Departments, and complementary financing for the projects 

is desirable.  The GCF grant awards will be made to the host higher education institution of the lead 

Principal Investigator.  The host institution may make sub awards to partner institutions that host 

research team members.  The project budget can finance the following activities: 

a. Salaries for PI and co-PIs based on the amount of time spent on 
the project 

b. Stipends for bachelors, masters, doctoral students, and post-
doctoral scholars to conduct the research proposed 

c. Travel to national and international meetings to present research 
results obtained 

d. Travel to consortia members’ institutions in support of the 
research proposed 
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e. Processing fee for open access journals for disseminating 
research results  

f. The purchase and maintenance of appropriate, approved 
equipment to conduct the research proposed 

g. The purchase of research supplies necessary to conduct the 
research proposed 

h. Grants to attract visiting researchers from outside Pakistan to 
conduct research that contributes to the grant objectives.  These 
visiting researchers can be either expatriate Pakistani scientists 
or foreign scientists. 

i. A component of the grant will be earmarked for the problem 
solving (i.e., it will be released only if there is a demonstrable 
evidence of success in solving a problem). 

  

The Calls for Proposals for the GCF will be issued by the Higher Education Commission.  

Proposals must be submitted by the host higher education institution (public or private) of the lead 

Principal Investigator.  Submission must be made to the Higher Education Commission online portal 

according to the Guidance provided in the Call for Proposals. 

Within the GCF competitions, the Higher Education Commission aims to support a 

portfolio of projects that, as a whole, address the broad range of development challenges as identified 

above.  It is anticipated that research supported by GCF will be conducted at research-intensive 

universities around the country.  To take full advantage of the national research capacity in Pakistan, 

the research teams will be comprised of junior and senior academic staff, and a significant proportion 

of Principal Investigators (team leaders) and team members will be female.  Furthermore, GCF 

consortia should include qualified researchers from institutions with limited research capacity. 

 

The Technology Transfer Support Fund (TTSF) 
 

The Technology Transfer Support Fund (TTSF) will support promising university 

technological research that has previously developed an existing prototype or advanced model.  The 

purpose of the grants is to foster partnerships between academia and industry to facilitate the transfer 

of technology to industry and the commercial sector. The anticipated result is the development of 

products or services that are marketable and can generate positive cash flows. 

The grant will seek to develop commercializable solutions in a broad range of key 

areas (e.g., water efficiency, water monitoring, energy efficiency, crop efficiency) implemented 

through the use of advanced technologies, e.g., 

a. Telecommunications 
b. Information Technology and its application in health, textile, agriculture and agri-

business such as dairy and horticulture 
c. Engineering sciences, including microelectronics, water, power, energy and fleet 

management 
d. Biotechnology 
e. Materials sciences, for example nano-technology 
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The grant competition will be open to faculty members and students from both public 

and private universities.  Faculty members and students are expected to partner with industry – 

including industry research and development teams – in project formulation. 

The budgets for TTSF projects are anticipated to range between Rs. 7.5 million – 20 

million (USD 50,000 – USD 140,000), with a maximum project duration of 2 years.  Co-financing – 

including in kind and cash contributions – by industry partners is mandatory and an indicator of 

industry support.  The TTSF grant awards will be made to the host higher education institution of the 

lead academic – faculty or student – associated with the project, and administered through the 

appropriate ORIC on campus.  The project budget can finance the following activities:  

a. Salaries for PI and co-PIs based on the amount of time spent on the project   
b. Stipends for bachelors, masters, doctoral students and post-doctoral scholars to 

help take the prototype or proposed product to market. 
c. Travel to national and international meetings to present research results obtained 

and in support of the proposed research 
d. Processing fee for open access journals for disseminating research results obtained 
e. Limited research and development costs 
f. Patent filing 
g. Producing licensing agreements 
h. Legal and financial investment advice 
i. Marketing of the prototype or proposed product to appropriate investors or 

stakeholders 
 

The Calls for Proposals for the TTSF will be issued by HEC.  Proposals must be 

submitted by the host higher education institution (public or private) of the lead academic – faculty 

or student – associated with the project.  Submission must be made to the Higher Education 

Commission online portal according to the Guidance provided in the Call for Proposals. 

Within the TTSF competitions, HEC aims to support a portfolio of projects that, as a 

whole, address the broad range of sectors as identified above.  It is anticipated that research 

supported by TTSF will be conducted at universities around the country.  To take full advantage of the 

national research capacity in Pakistan, the research teams will be comprised of junior and senior 

academic staff, students, and female participation will be in line with overall project goals.  

Sub-Component 1.2: Business Incubation Centers and Innovator Seed 
Fund 

 

Sub-component 1.2 is focused on encouraging entrepreneurship and self-

employment through the higher education sector.  This will be accomplished through two distinct 

activities.  

Remodel Selected Business Incubation Centers (BICs) 
 

At Project launch, the Business Incubation Centers (BICs) affiliated with Pakistan 

higher education institutions do not meet the needs of faculty members and students due to 

insufficient funds, inadequate facilities and limited services capacity.  The first activities planned under 

Sub-component 1.2 focus on renovation of the infrastructure and facilities associated with selected 

BICs, and then developing BIC service capacity in line with international good practices. 
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The HEC is responsible for identifying which BICs will receive support for remodeling 

and program development.  A Consultant will be engaged by HEC to undertake an evaluation of the 

existing BICs.  The Consultant is expected to report on the existing capacity – including physical 

facilities, resources, and services – at the BICs, and to make recommendations on the investments 

necessary to achieve a global standard, and to prepare BICs for long-term sustainability.  In addition, 

the Consultant will catalogue previous successes that BICs have had in their incubation activities to 

provide a baseline of capability. 

The renovated BICs are expected to provide a physical infrastructure conducive to the 

needs of entrepreneurs and startup/early phase companies that launch from the university 

environment.  In particular, the BICs should offer:  specific types of laboratory and office space; flexible 

lease terms; and access to technology.  By providing space that brings complementary and synergistic 

startup companies into close proximity, the BIC may play a role – formal and/or informal – in 

knowledge transfer. 

The renovated BICs are also expected to provide business services – especially focused 

for entrepreneurs and startup companies – to tenants in the incubator. These services shall include: 

management coaching; mentoring; help in preparing business plans; financial management; advice on 

financing; advice on intellectual property; business networking; and technical assistance focused on 

marketing, proposal writing, legal support, and human resources.  These services should be available 

via both a formal suite of training programs and ad hoc support by BIC staff. To support the delivery 

of business services described above, HEC is responsible for coordinating the training of BIC staff by 

internal and external Experts to ensure that each renovated BIC effectively serves the faculty members 

and students launching new and startup companies. 

 

The renovated BICs should serve the stakeholders and beneficiaries - including the 

host universities, entrepreneurs and students – in the following ways: 

 

Higher Education Institutions Entrepreneurs Students 

 Opportunity to establish university-
startup linkage 

 A suite of training and support actions 
developed to bring tech advances and 
products to the market, and to create 
additional resources/income streams 
for the HEI 

 Well-equipped common 
laboratories and 
facilities, including 
libraries, computer labs 
and digital infrastructure 

 Technological and 
subject matter expertise 
through the university 
faculty members,  

 A well-educated 
workforce, including 
recent graduates and 
current students 

 Internship and 
part-time job 
opportunities 

 Real world 
examples as case 
studies 

 Opportunity to 
apply classroom 
knowledge to 
novel business 
problems 

 Introduction to 
entrepreneurshi
p early in career 
trajectory 
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The Innovator Seed Fund (ISF) 

  

The Innovator Seed Fund (ISF) will be implemented through the remodeled BICs.  

Participating BICs are expected to develop a suite of activities that will support the business 

development of start-ups launched by students, recent graduates and/or faculty from universities.  

The package will focus on business mentoring and training activities rather than product development 

and research activities. Given the nature of ISF, many of the activities supported – especially training 

programs–will be common amongst all grantees. 

The budgets for ISF projects will be Rs. 5 million (USD 35,000).  The project budget will 

finance the following training and mentoring activities: 

a. How to develop a business plan 
b. How to identify potential markets 
c. How to successfully market products and services 
d. How to manage an enterprise including financial management, and 
e. How to put together proposals that could win funds for enterprise development. 

  

The Calls for Proposals for the ISF will be issued by HEC.  Proposals must be submitted 

to the Higher Education Commission online portal according to the Guidance provided in the Call for 

Proposals. 

Within the ISF competitions, the Higher Education Commission aims to support a 

portfolio of project teams that, as a whole, will lead to successful start-ups emerging from the higher 

education sector in Pakistan.  To take full advantage of the national research and innovation capacity 

in Pakistan, the portfolio of awards will reflect the diversity of potential entrepreneurs in Pakistan, 

including current students, recent graduates and faculty members. 

Sub-Component 1.3: Locally Relevant Grants 
 

Sub-component 1.3 is focused on strengthening research capacity at higher education 

institutions across Pakistan through research projects focused on local challenges. 

The Local Challenge Fund (LCF) 
 

The Local Challenge Fund (LCF) will support cross-disciplinary research projects that 

address any of the 17 SDGs at district levels.  The LCF is a competitive research grants competition.  A 

key criteria for proposal evaluation is the relevance and potential impact of the research to the local 

community – society, governmental, or industry. LCF awards are expected to strengthen the local 

university research capacity, and to contribute to the research mission of the host institution.  

LCF proposals will be written by university faculty members from higher education 

institutions (as specified by HEC in the Call for Proposals).  As appropriate, researchers may form 

consortia with other universities, and may include private sector participants although grant funding 

must be used for university-based team members.  Proposals must clearly describe the skills and 

research strengths that each investigator brings to the research, and the benefit to the host institution. 

The budgets for LCF projects are anticipated to range between Rs. 7.5 million – 100 

million (USD 50,000–USD 700,000), with a maximum project duration of 3 years.  Co- and 
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complementary financing are welcomed, in particular from local authorities and private sector 

stakeholders.  The LCF grant awards will be made to the host higher education institution of the lead 

Principal Investigator.  The project budget can finance the following activities: 

a. Salaries for PI and co-PIs based on the amount of time spent on the project      
b. Stipends for bachelors, masters, doctoral students and post-doctoral scholars to 

conduct the research proposed 
c. Travel to national and international meetings to present research results obtained 
d. Travel to consortia members’ institutions in support of the research proposed 
e. The purchase and maintenance of appropriate, approved equipment to conduct 

the research proposed 
f. The purchase of research supplies necessary to conduct the research proposed 
g. Processing fee for open access journals for disseminating research results obtained 

  

The Calls for Proposals for the LCF will be issued by HEC.  Proposals must be submitted 

by the host higher education institution (public or private) of the lead Principal Investigator.  

Submission must be made to the Higher Education Commission online portal according to the 

Guidance provided in the Call for Proposals. 

Within the LCF competitions, HEC aims to support a portfolio of projects that are 

distributed around universities throughout the country.  To take full advantage of the national 

research capacity in Pakistan, the grant holders will include junior and senior academic staff, and a 

significant number of Principal Investigators (team leaders) will be female. 

 


