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Biology and its Relationship to Our Interest in Social Settings: 
Guidelines for Applicants and Reviewers

(Revised March 10, 2011)
Current Research Interests

The William T. Grant Foundation is focused on advancing understanding of how youth social settings work, how they affect youth development, and how they can be improved. We are also interested in when, how, and under what conditions research evidence is used in policy and practice that affect youth and how its use can be improved. Youth social settings include environments with clear boundaries such as classrooms, schools, and youth-serving organizations and environments with less prescribed boundaries such as neighborhoods or other settings in which youth interact with peers, family members, and other adults. Our interests are limited to youth ages 8 to 25 in the United States. 

Biology Interests

The Foundation welcomes applications that theorize and measure the interplay between social and biological phenomena, if they advance our primary interest in social settings. Successful research proposals will advance our understanding of how social settings influence youth development and how they can be improved. The proposal should include strong theory about setting constructs and measures of those constructs. Below are five examples of conditions under which studying biological phenomena would fit our interests.  

1. When studying the biological phenomenon will explain how setting influences vary for different groups of individuals. For example, certain individual-level genetic patterns may predict how the composition of peer groups shapes behavior.  

2. When the biological phenomenon helps explain selection into certain social settings. For example, different timing of pubertal development may help researchers understand varying rates of participation in an intervention program.     

3. When measuring a biological phenomenon as a mediator will increase the warrant for claims about how a social setting causally affects youth development. For example, the effects of certain classroom experiences may show up in measures of brain functioning before they appear in measures of engagement.

4. When the biological phenomenon helps illuminate the effects of social influences because such influences are not observable and research participants are unlikely to be able to identify or report on them. For example, biological measures of stress may be more accurate than self-report measures when it is not socially desirable to report that a social situation is stressful.    

As with all the constructs and measures included in any proposal, the theoretical case for biological phenomena as important mediating or moderating forces needs to be developed. In addition, measures of the biological phenomena need to be reliable, valid, and cost-effective.  

Limits to Our Interest in Biological Phenomena  

We are not interested in proposals that do not tie an interest in biology to a primary interest in social settings. For example, if individual-level biological phenomena are explored as moderators or mediators of individual differences in human development, without a focus on settings, the proposal does not fit with our interests.

In sum, we are interested in understanding settings and, in the case of our William T. Grant Scholars Program, increasing the capacity of scholars to conduct research that advances such understanding. An interest in biological phenomena can be an important component of a setting-focused application.
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