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Recommendations

 Peer Review scenarios  
for pluridisciplinary proposals
It appears that for the purpose of peer review and to 
cover the full spectrum of pluridisciplinary research, 
it is su0cient to consider at most three scenarios: A, 
B and C as outlined below.

1e 2rst two (A and B) are actually very similar 
and could e3ectively be regarded as one approach 
with slight di3erences in conducting the individual 
assessments and review panel ranking. All dedi-
cated peer review processes for MICT proposals 
must include the opportunity for the applicants to 
exercise the right to reply to the remote assessments 
before the review panel meeting. 1erefore all three 
assessments suggested below should include a step 
to collect feedback from the applicants.

Scenario A
For most multidisciplinary proposals (as de2ned 
in this Guide), a central or a host discipline may 
be clearly identi!able as being the main driver of 
the research objectives. In these cases the engage-

ment of the other disciplines is seen as supporting or 
complementary. Within this scenario the resulting 
scienti2c discoveries, innovations, new knowledge 
or breakthroughs are expected to occur predomi-
nantly within the host discipline, facilitated by 

-
ple, development of new applications within the 
host discipline for concepts, methods, devices and 
systems that are primarily conceived within the 
complementing disciplines.
A suggested approach for Peer Review 
Implementation in Scenario A
For this scenario a two-stage process of individual 
assessments followed by panel reviews is recom-
mended. 1e following features are suggested: 

 For this stage, one 
of the following two options may be considered:
a) Matching of reviewers’ pro2les with research 

topics: if available, a su0cient number of experts 
(minimum of three) with appropriate depth and 
breadth of expertise to assess all the crossdisci-
plinary merits stemming from the interactions 
between the host and all the complementing 
disciplines. In this option, topical keyword 
matching may be used to identify the required 
pro2les instead of matching of disciplines and 
pro2les.

b) Matching of reviewers’ pro2les with disciplines: 
include at least three individual referees from 
the host discipline plus one expert reviewer from 
each of the complementary disciplines. For this 
option, slightly di3erent assessment criteria may 
be considered for the two groups of individual 
reviewers (from the host versus complementary 
disciplines) in order to sharpen the respective 
evaluations seen from the various disciplinary 
vantage points.

One review panel should 
synergise all the information and decide on rank-
ing, prioritisation and the final decision. The 
membership of the panel will be from the host 

Figure 10.  

Categorising PR process 
selection

Screening/
Flagging PR 

implementation
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discipline and should include members with the 
relevant crossdisciplinary pro2les.

Recommendation

Scenario B
It may happen that for many of the MICT-type pro-
posals as de2ned in this Guide, one host discipline 
may be identi!able as being the main driver for the 
formulation of the research objectives. However, 
the linkages or triggers from other disciplines in 
motivating the scope of the proposal are strong 
enough such that cross-fertilisations, innovations 
and new applications are probable and expected 
not only in the host discipline, but also to varying 
degrees within the other disciplines. 1e expected 
cross-fertilisation in this scenario goes beyond 
2nding new applications in the host discipline for 
concepts, methods, devices and systems that are 
primarily conceived within one of the other dis-
ciplines.
A suggested approach for Peer Review 
Implementation in Scenario B
1e same general peer review approach described 
for Scenario A may be used for cases falling within 
Scenario B with the following features needing par-
ticular attention:

 To account for 
stronger synergy and interactions that may be 
present between the host and any of the com-
plementing disciplines, and in case it is not 
possible to use A.1.a (i.e., matching of required 
research pro2les to topics), it will be important to 
incorporate more than one assessment from the 
complementing discipline having strong interac-
tions (i.e., in applying A.1.b).

 Similar to the 2rst sce-
nario, one review panel should synergise all 
the information and decide on ranking, priori-
tisation or the 2nal decision. However, in this 
scenario, although the panel membership should 
be predominantly from the host discipline, it is 
recommended to include experts from the com-
plementing disciplines with strong relevance and 
expectations.

Scenario C
In contrast to the two groups above, when deal-
ing with some of the MICT-type and the majority 
of transdisciplinary proposals, it may not be pos-
sible to identify only one host discipline. In these 
cases, it is necessary to engage all the driving dis-
ciplinary perspectives to the same level and in the 
same manner within the peer review process. In this 
scenario the need for strong integration is present 
and cross-fertilisation across disciplines is expected. 
Successful transdisciplinary research can lead to the 
creation of new paradigms or disciplines.
A suggested approach for Peer Review 
Implementation in Scenario C
For this scenario a three-stage process of individual 
assessments followed by two levels of review panel 
discussions may be considered. 1e following fea-
tures are worth mentioning:
a) Enough experts (ideally three) from each of the 

host disciplines are needed. E3orts are to be 
made in identifying reviewers who are familiar 
with pluridisciplinary research, ideally on the 
same topics but if not possible on closely related 

b) One individual/remote reviewer from each of 

c) Reviewers from all host disciplines use the same 
assessment criteria while those from the comple-
menting disciplines use a slightly di3erent set of 

d) Applicants are given the opportunity to reply 
to the remote assessments as part of the infor-
mation to be considered by the review panel 

e) One review panel for each host discipline is 
assembled to synergise individual assessments 
coming from that discipline plus the ones from 

f) As the 2nal stage of peer review, a consolidat-
ing panel will decide on the proposal based on 
the recommendations of the single disciplinary 
panels. 1e members of the consolidating panel 
could be either completely independent or rep-
resentatives of the disciplinary panels.

The three suggested peer review scenarios and 
related specificities are summarised in Table 6 
below.
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Scenario A Scenario B Scenario C

Main features
the relevance of ONE driver 
or host discipline with other 
complementing disciplines

motivated in host discipline

host discipline

host discipline for concepts, 
methods, devices and 
systems that are primarily 
conceived within the 
complementing disciplines

relevance of ONE host 
discipline and other 
complementing disciplines

motivated in host discipline 
but triggered by or 
strongly linked to other 
complementing disciplines

in host and some of the 
strongly complementing 
disciplines

new applications in the host 
discipline

and connection to all 
implicated (host) disciplines

motivated collectively by  
all host disciplines

of disciplinary perspectives 
and approaches

across host disciplines

or new disciplines

Peer review 
stages assessments plus one review 

panel with rebuttal
assessments plus one review 
panel with rebuttal

assessments in each host 
discipline plus two review 
panels with rebuttal

Individual 
assessment 
reviewers

discipline + one from each 
of the complementing 
disciplines, or

covering all the topical 
expertise (keyword 
matching)

experts (at least three) 
with the required levels of 
topical expertise (keyword 
matching), or

discipline + two from the 
strongly complementing 
discipline + one from other 
disciplines

disciplines

complementing disciplines

Review panel

from host discipline will 
make 2nal peer review 
decision

from host discipline 
and from strongly 
complementing disciplines 
will make 2nal peer review 
decision

discipline with members 
from that discipline making 
a preliminary disciplinary 
judgment

panel will synergise all the 
information and make a 2nal 
decision

consolidating panel may 
be representatives from the 
disciplinary review panels

Multidisciplinary Interdisciplinary Crossdisciplinary Transdisciplinary

Table 6.
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 Programmes explicitly designed 
for breakthrough research

A comprehensive review of the topic of ‘break-
through’ or ‘high-risk/high-gain’ research has 
been conducted at the Academy of Finland provid-
ing both international and national contexts44. 1e 
key di3erence between interdisciplinary and break-
through research is that “whereas interdisciplinary 
research should set out its strategic challenges and 
commitments in advance, breakthrough research 
should remain open in this respect”.

Breakthrough research may result from all 2elds 
of science with potential for profound scienti2c or 
societal consequences and transformations, for 
example: fully understanding and developing treat-
ments for life-threatening diseases such as cancer, 

answers to some of the fundamental questions in 

and evolutionary psychology in social sciences and 
humanities.

As noted in §2.2.4, the survey’s results show that 
there are not many programmes explicitly designed 
for breakthrough research in Europe. Some organi-
sations regard their standard instruments as being 
targeted to breakthrough research by default. 1e 
comments received in response to this question point 
to a clear need to establish common approaches or 
raise awareness on the complex relationship between 
breakthrough research and appropriate peer review. 
Several organisations that currently do not have a 
dedicated instrument have commented that they 
would be considering these in the future.

1e main intent of this section is therefore to 
help raise awareness on the issues and the avail-
able approaches. Hence, it seems necessary 2rst to 
provide some of the main features that separate 
breakthrough research as a dedicated instrument 
from normal means of dealing with innovative and 
original research ideas that are proposed through 
standard instruments. One main problem with the 
promotion of breakthrough research using con-
ventional instruments is that the latter are o?en 
conservative when dealing with exploratory or 
adventurous ideas.

Breakthrough research is original, novel, ambi-
tious, innovative, unique, at the forefront, and aims 
to radically change the understanding of an existing 
scienti2c concept, or lead to the creation or chang-

(2010)

ing of paradigms or 2elds of science. It is bold in 
adventuring into the borders of current understand-
ing and states-of-the-art. 1is is in contrast with 
original and innovative research proposals that 
normally lead to incremental results and are sub-
mitted through standard ‘mainstream’ instruments. 
Because of their adventurous character, there is an 
inherent level of risk associated with breakthrough 
ideas that is generally higher than would normally 
be expected in mainstream instruments. 1erefore, 
breakthrough research is also referred to as high-
risk/high-return.

It should be underlined that breakthrough 
research is desirable not because it is risky but 
because of its scienti2c potential for major advance-
ments and transformations. However, due to the 
uncertainties and risks in taking on ‘adventurous’ 
ideas, it is necessary to balance through appropriate 
peer review systems the potential for gains versus 
the risks for failure and therefore loss of investments. 
In fact, this balancing act is a central challenge 
when designing a peer review process dedicated to 
breakthrough research and thus forms the basis of 
the elaborations in this section.

 Peer review process for breakthrough 
research
In the context of peer review and selection of 
breakthrough research ideas, it seems appropriate 
to pay more attention 2rst to the means of e3ec-
tively measuring the potential for breakthroughs, 
impacts and long-term advancements rather than 
to e3ectively determining the levels of associated 
risks as a 2lter. Once ‘good’ ideas are identi2ed with 
an acceptable degree of con2dence, associated risks 
can then be considered and traded o3 against the 
potential gains.

It is therefore clear that instruments dedi-
cated to promoting breakthrough research in the 
sense mentioned above stand out separately from 
the instruments that are in place to promote or 
maintain a national research base for the overall 
advancement of science, education and technol-
ogy. 1us, to be able to truly promote and identify 
breakthrough ideas, it appears more appropriate to 
design dedicated instruments with specialised peer 
review procedures. If the right amount of attention 
and structure are not provided, it is quite possible 
to miss the target by creating yet another de facto 
‘standard’ instrument.

Using the aforementioned interplay between the 
potential gains versus the risk, and the loss of invest-
ment, the following two di3erent scenarios can be 
considered:
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1. Breakthrough research funded by one-stage 
grants
Some of the main features of the peer review process 
suited for this suggested scheme are:

-
ful proposals in order to develop their suggested 

-
fore be signi2cant considering the risky nature of 

in achieving the stated objectives of the proposals, 
it is necessary to pay equal or more attention to 
e3ectively determining the levels of risks while 
measuring the potential for impact and transfor-

may thus entail a two-stage proposal submission 
(e.g., outline followed by full proposals) and a 
two-stage assessment through individual review-
ers (minimum of three) plus a dedicated and 
authoritative committee or review panel capable 
of identifying ideas with reasonable potential for 

scheme, care should be taken in maintaining the 
required levels of ambitiousness and risk-taking 
for both individual assessments and especially for 
the review panel consensus making.

2. Breakthrough research funded by two-stage 
grants
In contrast to the one-stage grants, and because 
of the elevated levels of risk, the two-stage grant 
schemes would 2rst aim at providing smaller-size 
funding of selected breakthrough ideas (e.g., as seed 
projects) followed by full-size development grants 
given to thriving and promising seed projects.

In this format, risk-taking or adventurous peer 
review can be promoted while maintaining poten-
tial loss of investments under better anticipation 
and control.

Some of the main features of the peer review 
process suited for this suggested scheme are:

and select breakthrough ideas based on short out-

and experienced scienti2c sta3 with the required 
levels of disciplinary knowledge (who are also 
active in their respective 2elds) within the organi-
sation, or dedicated review panels should conduct 

be regarded as feasibility studies in order to dem-
onstrate the real potential of the proposed ideas, 
and to characterise and propose ways of achiev-
ing the main results while analysing the associated 

at their target completions, applications are to 
be submitted for larger full-size grants suitable 
to conduct the entire envisaged research. Full 
proposal submissions can be applied to all seed 
projects or through invitations based on the rec-

competing breakthrough proposals the ones with 
the highest merits, i.e., higher scienti2c value and 

failure as demonstrated in the seed projects, etc. 
1ese are to be measured based on the initial 
small grant proposal and the reports illustrating 
the achievements and progress made therein. 1is 
would normally include:
– At least three individual assessments covering 

all disciplinary perspectives, followed by
– Dedicated and authoritative review panels to 

provide consensus, ranking or prioritisations.





Part II
Guidelines for Specific Funding 
Instruments
1.
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Introduction to Part II

Despite some particularities and nuances that dif-
ferentiate the processes of peer review adopted 
across di3erent programmes and their variants, the 
general logic, architecture and main building blocks 
remain the same for similar instruments. Part II of 
the Guide is meant to complement Part I by elabo-
rating on these particularities.

Key characteristics and variations are elaborated 
in more detail in the following chapters, dedicated 
to speci2c instruments. 1ese instantiations and 
elaborations of the generic models described in 
Part I are made based on the results of the survey on 
peer review practices, other available and relevant 
literature, as well as consultations with practitioners, 
principally the ESF Member Organisation Forum 
on Peer Review.

The survey on peer review practices, which 
was intended to map out the current landscape 
of peer review practices in Europe45, highlighted 
some particularities inherent in peer review proce-
dures and provided data mainly for three selected 
instruments: Individual Research Programmes, 
Career Development Programmes and International 
Collaborative Research Programmes. 1ese instru-
ments were regarded as most representative for the 
purpose of the study by the Member Organisation 
Forum on Peer Review. For the other programmes 
where valuable information has been provided but 
by fewer respondents (i.e., National Collaborative 
Research Programmes, Scientific Networks, and 
Centres of Excellence Programmes) the results are 
included when appropriate. Hence, although the 
ESF Survey Analysis Report on Peer Review Practices 
contains data only for the three selected instru-
ments mentioned above, it should be noted that in 
Chapter 7 of this Guide devoted to the Creation and 
Enhancement of Scienti!c Networks, some of the key 
observations emerging from the survey results are 
quoted.

As a result of these di3erences, and despite hav-
ing made conscious e3orts to maintain uniformity 
of the structure of Part II, the format of the chapters 
can vary to some extent. For example, some chap-
ters make more substantial use of the survey results 
to support the suggested good practice while some 
others – having access to fewer data from the survey 

– have in turn relied more on the expertise of the MO 

45. 30 research funding and performing organisations from 23 
European countries, one from the USA, and some supranational 
European organisations participated in the survey. 1e ESF Survey 
Analysis Report on Peer Review Practices is available at:  
http://www.esf.org/activities/mo-fora/peer-review.html

Forum on Peer Review and on consultation with 
members of the other ESF Member Organisation 
Fora.

In particular, Chapter 5, Individual Research 
Programmes and Career Development Programmes, 
and Chapter 9, New Research Infrastructures 
Programmes, have been presented for comments 
and contribution to the forum’s observing mem-
bers from the European Commission, the European 
Research Council and to key members from the ESF 
MO Fora on Career Development and on Research 
Infrastructures.
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5.
Individual Research  
Programmes and Career 
Development Programmes
●	 ●	 ●

 Purpose and scope

Although very di3erent in scope and objectives, 
Individual Research Programmes and Career 
Development Programmes share commonalities in 
their implementation and their required peer review 
steps. Hence, the detailed process description for 
adopted good practices on peer review is described 
for both instruments in this chapter.

Individual Research Programmes are intended 
to 2nance research projects enabling individual 
researchers to pursue their ideas and projects. 
Collaboration and networking are o?en not explic-
itly promoted and covered by Individual Research 
Programmes. Under these programmes, each grant 
is awarded to one research team with one budget 
line and one set of work-plan and research objec-
tives.

Career Development Programmes are intended to 
support career progression of researchers and schol-
ars and to recognise their achievements.

The main purpose of Individual Research 
Programmes, whether thematic or non-thematic, 
is to support scienti2c research. 1erefore, the 
main focus of these programmes is on the research 
being proposed. 1is is in contrast with the Career 
Development Programmes in which the main focus 
is on the proposers of the research and on supporting 
or recognising their career progression and achieve-

46. Scholarship is a form of 2nancial aid awarded to students to 
further their education and training. Fellowship is a stipend, or 
a 2nancial endowment, to support graduate students and, most 
o?en, postdoctoral candidates in completing or enhancing their 
academic careers (teaching or research).

ments through awards, fellowships, appointments, 
professorships, Chairs, etc.46,47.

Breakthrough research applications may be 
supported in particular for Individual Research 
Programmes where the speculative, experimental or 
exploratory nature of the work means that results 
or outcomes are uncertain or cannot be guaranteed, 
i.e., a signi2cant degree of risk is present in achiev-
ing the anticipated breakthroughs (see Section 4.10 
of this Guide for the peer review features that need 
to considered). Furthermore, some types of more 
advanced Career Development grants could also 
contain higher levels of risks. As an example, acad-
emy professorships in Estonia are granted according 
to the past achievements of the applicants while 
providing them with great Mexibility on how to use 
their grants in conducting their research.

1ere is a signi2cant degree of variation in the 
aims, target groups, length of funding, etc. across the 
various Career Development Programmes, including, 
for example, awards that are given in recognition of 
outstanding contributions to a particular research 
2eld either with or without a bursary (e.g., EMBO 
Gold Medal, valued at 10,000 €48
also provide substantial funding for research (e.g., 
NWO Spinoza Prize, providing up to 2.5 M€49
postdoctoral research fellowships and professor-
ships for two or more years. Furthermore, there are 

47. 1e de2nitions of the career steps are very heterogeneous. A 
2rst attempt to develop taxonomy (and a common terminology) 
for research career can be found in: European Science Foundation 
(2009) Research Careers in Europe. Landscape and Horizons.
48. http://www.embo.org/aboutembo/embo-gold-medal.html
49. http://www.nwo.nl/nwohome.nsf/pages/NWOP_5VNCW6_Eng
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other programmes which combine elements from 
both Individual Research and Career Development 
Programmes DFG’s Emmy 
Noether Programme, the SFI’s Starting Investigator 
Research Grant (SIRG) and the SNF’s Ambizione 
Programme, to name but a few from across Europe’s 
national funding agencies.

Such programmes may aim to support research-
ers who are at the stage of starting or consolidating 
their own independent career with additional aims 
such as promoting the incoming or outgoing mobil-
ity of researchers. As a distinct example in the 
European Commission’s ‘Marie Curie Actions’, 
mobility is a fundamental aspect of the programme. 
1is chapter does not attempt to provide a compre-
hensive overview of all these types of programmes, 
but rather to provide general guidelines on the peer 
review process involved, while touching on some 
aspects speci2c to career development.

1e progression of research careers di3ers sig-
ni2cantly between national systems and even across 
disciplines and, as pointed out in footnote 47, the 
terms normally used to de2ne the di3erent career 
steps are extremely heterogeneous. 1erefore, the 
nature and scope of the funding programmes can 
vary according to the location of funding organisa-
tion or to their speci2c programmes. For example, 
the European Research Council (ERC) uses the 

2rst grant addresses researchers with 2 to 12 years 
of experience a?er their PhD, and the second is 
meant for research leaders with at least 10 years of 
experience and signi2cant research achievements.50 
1ere are other similar distinctions used by other 
organisations when referring to the two foregoing 
broad categories of career development regimes, e.g., 
young (or early career) researchers and advanced 
(well-established) researchers.

1e ESF Member Organisation Forum on Research 
Careers has proposed a four-stage scheme for group-
ing European research careers, based on a mapping 
survey of research career structure in Europe. 

countries Stages II and III are combined51.
For the purpose of this chapter, the following 

four categories with the related speci2c features 
that may have an impact on peer review are con-
sidered:

50. See http://erc.europa.eu/index.cfm?fuseaction=page.
display&topicID=498
51. European Science Foundation (2009), Research Careers in 
Europe. Landscape and Horizons, p. 9 and pp. 16-28.

1. Doctoral Training Grants (DTG)
Doctoral training is the third cycle of the Bologna 
Process52, but the speci2c titles and durations vary 
throughout Europe and could also depend on the 
disciplines.

DTG are commonly intended for qualifying doc-
toral students and to facilitate advanced academic 
training and conducting research. 1ese grants 
are normally funded by government (national and 
regional), universities or foundations, and they can 
be embedded in large funding schemes or ad hoc 
university grants53. A single grant is awarded to a 
doctoral student, o3ered for three or four years 
depending upon the nature of the project and/or 
research training needs. 1e grant usually covers 
academic fees, annual living allowances and addi-
tional funds for 2eldwork and travel.

1e peer review is usually carried out by internal 
committees evaluating full applications (in particu-
lar in the case of university grants) or by panels and 
individual/remote reviewers or boards of trustees, 
including international reviewers and representa-
tives of the funding organisation (usually directors 
and faculty members).

2. Postdoctoral Fellowships and Grants
Postdoctoral (Training) Fellowships provide to 
researchers who have completed their doctorate 
degree a vehicle for further training in basic or 
applied research either in their own country or 
elsewhere. 1e postdoctoral fellows are normally 
given the opportunity to work on research projects 
with certain degree of autonomy but under overall 
supervision of a designated adviser. 1ese awards 
may not be o3ered beyond 2ve to eight years a?er 
the completion of the relevant doctorate degree. 
1e grants are o3ered to candidates of outstand-
ing ability who wish to make research a signi2cant 
component of their career.

1e peer review is usually carried out by ad hoc 
internal committees evaluating full applications 
and/or by panels or individual/remote reviewers. In 
many organisations eligible applications are selected 
for an interview. For example, for the EMBO Long-
Term Fellowships, which are awarded for a period of 
up to two years and support postdoctoral research 
visits to laboratories throughout Europe and the 
world, the peer review is organised according to 
the following steps54: 

52. See the related documents available at: http://www.ond.
vlaanderen.be/hogeronderwijs/bologna/
53. See, e.g., the EU Marie Curie Network or the DTGs scheme in UK.
54. See http://www.embo.org/programmes/fellowships/long-term.
html
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a) Eligibility check: 1e applications are examined 
at the EMBO Fellowship o0ce for completeness 

b) Pre-screening: A Fellowships Committee con-

c) Interview with experts: An individual expert 
in the area of the application may be assigned 
to conduct an interview with the selected appli-

d) Overall assessment of the application: All dos-
siers are considered by an International Selection 
Committee of EMBO Members. Each application 
is scored independently and the scores forwarded 

e) Consensus meeting: 1e Selection Committee 
convenes to examine and discuss all the appli-
cations and their scores in order to make a 2nal 
selection.

3. Grants for the creation of Independent 
Research Groups
1ese very competitive and prestigious grants are 
meant for emerging research leaders with great 
potential who aim to create or consolidate an inde-
pendent research team. Grants are usually o3ered to 
2nance outstanding young scientists, in the initial 
period of their independent careers, in a position 
to formulate and carry out innovative and fertile 
research projects55,56.

1e peer review is usually carried out in the fol-
lowing main stages57: 
a) Remote assessments: 1ese are conducted by 

individual reviewers who could also be members 

b)  Panel review: Members of the review panel con-
vene to discuss applications and make a selection 

c)  Interviews: Depending on the programme, 
there may an interview required in which some 
or all members of the panel will meet and inter-

d)  Final decision: 1is is usually taken by an ad 
hoc programme committee.

55. See http://www.hfsp.org/how/PDFs/LI_Guidelines_2011.pdf
56. See ERC Starting Independent Researcher Grants (ERC Starting 
Grants): http://erc.europa.eu/index.cfm?fuseaction=page.
display&topicID=65
57. See, for example, the European Young Investigator Awards 
(EURYI) scheme designed by the European Heads of Research 
Councils (EUROHORCs) and the European Science Foundation to 
attract outstanding young scientists to create their own research 
teams at European research centres: http://www.esf.org/activities/
euryi.html

For some organisations58 the submission stage 
includes 2rst a letter of intent based on which a 
pre-selection is made and a number of applicants 
are invited to submit full applications (i.e., Young 
Investigator Grants for the Human Frontier Science 
Programme). For other funding programmes, such 
as, for example, the EMBO Young Investigators 
programme59 supporting young researchers in the 
start-up of their 2rst independent research labora-
tories, the eligible applications are sent to a Selection 
Committee for pre-screening and then candidates 
are invited for interview by an EMBO Member expert 
in their area of research. 1e subsequent steps of the 
selection follow a similar approach as those described 
above under EMBO’s Long-Term Fellowships.

Interdisciplinary consideration: Under the 
schemes described above, interdisciplinary applica-
tions are usually considered by two or more panels 
as appropriate.

4. Advanced career grants
1ese are prestigious grants meant to support out-
standing independent leaders to conduct risk-taking, 
interdisciplinary and frontier research. Candidates 
must have a distinguished scienti2c or research 
track-record and pro2le. 1e European Research 
Council, for example, has a dedicated funding 
scheme, the ERC Advanced Investigator Grant60 sup-
porting scientists for up to 2ve years.

1e peer review procedure of this funding scheme 
is based on a single-stage submission and a two-step 
evaluation and selection assessing both the Principal 
Investigator and the research being proposed. 1e 
process outlined below is used for peer review and 
selection of the ERC Advanced Investigator Grants 
Scheme which does not include interviewing the 
applicants as a step in peer review and selection. 
However variations may exist in the application and 
selection process used for national grant schemes 
with comparable purpose and scope61:
a) Eligibility: 1is is conducted by the Executive 

Agency of the ERC (ERCEA
b) Remote assessments: In addition to the mem-

bers of the review panel, this stage is conducted 

58. See http://www.hfsp.org/how/appl_forms_RG.php
59. See http://www.embo.org/programmes/yip/programme.html
60. See ERC Grant Schemes Guide for Applicants for the Advanced 
Grant 2011 Call, 11/11/2010, pp 3-5: http://erc.europa.eu/index.
cfm?fuseaction=page.display&topicID=66
61. For example, interviewing all or possibly a short-listed group 
of applicants is part of the selection process for the vici-stage (the 
highest stage grant) in the NWO Career Development Scheme. A 
two stage submission is used for this grant, i.e., pre-proposals 
followed by detailed applications submitted by a selected group. 
See: http://www.nwo.nl/nwohome.nsf/pages/nwop_5ttcva_eng 
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c) Review Panel deliberations and selection: 
1e panels comprising 10-15 members in each 
disciplinary domain will convene to discuss the 

d) Consolidation meeting: Final meeting of the 
panel chairs to consolidate the results of the dif-
ferent panels.

Interdisciplinary consideration: The broad 
de2nition of the panels allows many interdiscipli-
nary proposals to be treated within a single panel. 
Interdisciplinary proposals will be Magged as such, 
and the panel may request additional reviews by 
appropriate members of other panel(s) or addi-
tional remote referees. 1is funding scheme makes 
provision for a so-called ‘fourth domain’ where 
interdisciplinary proposals not funded within the 
individual panel budgets can be brought forward 
for further discussion by the panel chairs.

5. Mobility Grants
For more than 15 years the European Commission 
has o3ered research grants on the condition that the 
individual researchers involved must move from one 
country to another in order to carry out the research 

– the ‘Marie Curie Actions’. 1ese grants, typically 
but not invariably for two years, are o3ered to 
researchers of all levels, from postgraduate upwards, 
through a variety of funding schemes, some aimed 
directly at individual researchers and some funding 
networks.

1e actions are peer-reviewed according to the 
good practices outlined elsewhere in this docu-
ment, with the additional consideration that the 
value of the mobility to the researcher’s career, and 
to the European Research Area, must be assessed. 
For this reason the international character of the 
expert panel mentioned above is not only desirable, 
but absolutely necessary for a rigorous process.

 Recommended peer review 
approaches specific to Individual 
Research and Career Development 
proposals

In this section some of the speci2c features will 
be highlighted. Although there seems to be some 
degree of variability in the processes and the way 
these are applied across di3erent programmes and 
di3erent scienti2c domains, the procedures sug-
gested below are meant to be applied across various 
domain and programmes.

 Proposal submission
For both instruments, Individual Research Pro-
grammes and Career Development Programmes, 
applicants are generally required to submit a full 
proposal, rather than a letter of intent or outline 
proposal followed by selection and invitation to 
submit a full proposal.

 Peer review stages
1e most common peer review process adopted in 
European organisations for both of these instru-
ments is based on a two-stage process. 1is includes 
assessments by three individual/remote reviewers 
(see §4.4.2) followed by a prioritisation or ranking 
done by a dedicated review panel or a committee. 
1e peer review process is ended by a 2nal funding 
decision o?en carried out at the organisation level.

For both instruments, applicants are generally 
required to submit a full proposal, rather than a 
letter of intent or outline proposal followed by 
selection and invitation to submit a full proposal. 
1e latter practice tends to be more common for 
Collaborative Research Programmes.

For larger and more competitive grants, it may 
be a common step to include interviews or a pres-
entation by the applicants as part of the peer review 
process, while for smaller programmes this step may 
not be necessary.

1e following elements can complement the peer 
review process: 

 As explained above, for a two-stage evaluation 
there are two groups of experts: individual/
remote reviewers and review panel members. 
One common practice is to have a clear distinc-
tion between the two groups.

ESF Survey Analysis Report on 

Peer Review Practices
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 Conflict of interest
According to survey results, in response to the 
question “How is a possible bias/con.ict of inter-
est identi!ed on the side of the reviewers in this 
Instrument?” the following table illustrates the 
responses provided for Individual Research 
Programmes and Career Development Programmes 
respectively (see table).

 Timelines
1e timeline (from launch of the call until the 2nal 
decision, including the 2nal communication to 
the applicants) for both Individual Research and 
Career Development Programmes should be limited 
to a maximum of one year. Other timelines can be 
adapted depending on the nature and number of 

exceptional64 one.

 Processing of applications

Depending on the number of proposals submit-
ted, an organisation can opt to make a preliminary 
selection of proposals, which is commonly based 
on either an outline or full proposal. For larger 
Individual Research Programmes, applicants may 
submit the outline proposal 2rst, followed by selec-
tion and invitation to submit a full proposal. It must 
be noted that such a process lengthens the timeline 
of the call. Another possibility is to ask the appli-
cant to submit both an outline and full proposal 
at the same time. 1e preliminary selection, gener-
ally made by either individual/remote reviewers or 
review panel members, will then be based only on 
the outline proposal.

Submission of outline proposals is appropriate 
for the 2rst stage of a call when there are a great 
many project proposals submitted, while full pro-
posals are suitable in a second stage when a reduced 
number of applicants apply. In this way the quality 
of the evaluation process improves.

1e practice of preliminary selection may appear 
to be less commonly used for Career Development 
Programmes because of the greater variabil-
ity among those programmes, which can tend 

64. As an example, 500 submissions for a four-year research grant 

postdoctoral fellowship of two years could be managed faster. 
Moreover, duration of the decision making process is important 
in postdoctoral grant programmes in that as a usual practice 
candidates just a?er receiving or while 2nishing a PhD, may 
submit proposals to several host organisation and, if the timeline is 
too long, optimal opportunities and matching may be lost.

 (see §4.5) is not routine across 
the two programmes but can be used for speci2c 
cases such as short-term fellowships or small-
scale grants.

ESF Survey Analysis Report on Peer 

Review Practices

 Applicants are provided the right to comment 
on individual/remote reviewers’ reports, before 
the review panel or committee makes a selec-
tion, prioritisation or ranking of proposals (see 
§4.7.4). 

 For calls that are continuously open or have 
2xed collection dates during the year, instead 
of a right to reply, the applicant can submit the 
proposal again, taking the individual/remote 
reviewers’ and panel reports into consideration.

ESF Survey Analysis Report on 

Peer Review Practices

prioritisation meetings between the 
individual reading and the review panel  
(See §4.8.2).

62. See European Science Foundation (2010b), ESF Survey Analysis 
Report on Peer Review Practices, §4.2.2, in particular Question 102, 
Table 4.5.
63. See European Science Foundation (2010b), ESF Survey 
Analysis Report on Peer Review Practices, in particular Section 3.8, 
Questions 55 and 58, Tables 3.35 and 3.37.
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to be smaller in scale than Individual Research 
Programmes.

ESF Survey Analysis Report on 

Peer Review Practices

Applicants should be provided with clear and 
concise guidelines for submitting their proposal.

Depending on the aim and scope of the pro-
gramme, either English or the organisation’s 
national language can be used for the application 
and review process. However, if international indi-
vidual/remote reviewers or review panel members 

65. See European Science Foundation (2010b), ESF Survey Analysis 
Report on Peer Review Practices, in particular Section 4.7, §4.7.2, 
Question 94, Table 4.19.

are to be selected, the language used should be 
English.

 Eligibility criteria
1e main criteria for the eligibility screening are 
those detailed in §4.3.1, in Part I of this Guide. In 
the case of Individual Research Programmes that 
are targeted at researchers starting or consolidating 
their independent research career, some additional 
eligibility criteria can be included (see below).

For some calls the Scienti2c Councils (or stand-
ing committees) can decide to consider scienti2c 
and other research results as eligibility criteria. So, 
for (potential) applicants, pre-2ltering focused on 
scienti2c criteria is already done in a stage of eligi-
bility screening. Hence funding schemes do provide 
a minimum threshold requirement on the scienti2c 
production of the applicants, normally in the form 
of number of publications over a 2ve-year period 
prior to the time of the application.

1e summary of the results of the survey on 
peer review practices on most used eligibility cri-
teria applied to Individual Research Programmes is 
provided in the table below:

Individual Research Programmes Individual/ 
Remote Reviewers

Panel Reviewers

Checked by the members of sta3 in the organisation.  
If there are conMicts, the potential reviewer is excluded

64.0%
16/25

79.2%
19/26

Reviewers are asked to check for potential conMicts 
themselves and possibly withdraw from the assessment

92.0%
23/25

95.8%
23/26

Reviewers have to sign a statement con2rming that  
there are no conMicts of interest

60.0%
15/25

75.0%
18/26

Other 4.0%
1/25

–

1ere is no conMict of interest 4.0%
1/25

–

Career Development Programmes Individual/ 
Remote Reviewers

Panel Reviewers

Checked by the members of sta3 in the organisation.  
If there are conMicts, the potential reviewer is excluded

77.3%
17/22

71.4%
15/21

Reviewers are asked to check for potential conMicts 
themselves and possibly withdraw from the assessment

90.9%
20/22

95.2%
20/21

Reviewers have to sign a statement con2rming that  
there are no conMicts of interest

59.1%
13/22

71.5%
15/21

Other – –

1ere is no conMict of interest – –
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1. Doctoral Training Grants

– Full-time graduate students pursuing a doctoral 
study (diploma equivalent to the minimum 
quali2cation needed to study for a doctorate in 
a given country),

– Completed graduate coursework (usually for 
grants awarded by universities a certi2ed list of 
the exams/courses taken at university, grades/
marks awarded and (if applicable) the 2nal 

names of two or three academic referees.

2. Postdoctoral Fellowships and Grants

– Candidates are eligible a?er the successful com-
pletion of their PhD degree,

– 1ere is a wide-ranging upper limit for the 
eligibility condition in terms of the time a?er 
completion of the PhD degree of the appli-
cants. 1is range generally varies from four to 

encouraged) to conduct their postdoctoral train-
ing in universities and institutes other than those 

3. Grants for the creation of Independent 
Research Groups

– Eligible during the two to 12 year period follow-
ing the completion of their PhD (exceptions may 

be made in some organisations for periods not 
spent in research – notably compulsory military 
service, parental leave).

4. Advanced career grants

– At least 10 years of signi2cant research achieve-
ments (for example for the ERC Advanced Grant 
Scheme: three major research monographs of 
which at least one is translated into another 
language – especially for humanities and social 
science – 10 publications as senior author in 
major international peer-reviewed multidisci-
plinary scienti2c journals, and/or in the leading 
international peer-reviewed journals of their 
respective 2eld66).

 Evaluation criteria
1e general evaluation criteria that can be used in 
these programmes are described in §4.7.2 in Part I 
of this Guide.

Besides these, for Individual Research Projects 
particular attention should be devoted to:

the case of interdisciplinary proposals.

In the case of Career Development Programmes some 
di3erent criteria can be applied according to the 
target category of the funding programme:
1. Doctoral Training Grants

66. See http://erc.europa.eu/pdf/Guide_for_Applicants_%20
Avanced_Grants_2011.pdf pp. 11-12.

Eligibility 
Criteria:

Completeness  
of the application

General fit of the 
proposal with 
the Instrument’s 
purpose

Timeliness  
of the submission

Institutional, 
regional, national 
affiliation of 
applicants

Other

92.6%  
25/27

70.4%  
19/27

74.1%  
20/27

66.7%  
18/27

51.9%  
14/27

Eligibility 
Criteria:

Completeness  
of the application

General fit of the 
proposal with 
the Instrument’s 
purpose

Timeliness  
of the submission

Institutional, 
regional, national 
affiliation of 
applicants

Other

88.0%  
22/25

84.0%  
21/25

84.0%  
21/25

56.0%  
14/25

40.0%  
10/25

Career Development Programmes

Career Development Programmes
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2. Postdoctoral Fellowships and Grants

-

-

3. Grants for the creation of Independent 
Research Groups

publication record).

4. Advanced career grants

-
tions.

 Final selection and funding 
decisions

1e 2nal decision is normally taken by a committee 
or board within or on behalf of the organisation in 
charge of the programme. Usually the 2nal decision 
is taken on the basis of a priority list proposed by 
a review panel and made on the basis of the exter-
nal peer review recommendations (remote reviews), 
comments and arguments of applicants, and discus-
sion during a panel session.

67. See European Science Foundation (2010b), ESF Survey 
Analysis Report on Peer Review Practices, in particular Question 91, 
Figure 4.1.
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Collaborative Research Programmes (CRPs) o3er 
opportunities for groups of scientists, researchers 
and, if appropriate, other specialists from the public 
and private sectors to join forces in tackling prob-
lems that would require joint actions. 1ey promote 
collaborative research targeting broader or more 
complex topics of research within or across scienti2c 
domains. In general, collaborative research projects 
are in fact larger in size and scope than typical indi-
vidual research projects. 1ey must involve several 
principal investigators and may sometimes com-
prise more than one individual project. 1erefore, 
CRPs may include projects with more than one set of 
research goals, work plans or work packages as they 
may also include di3erent budget lines integrated 
into a collaborative framework. Moreover, the CRPs 
are a particularly appropriate vehicle for supporting 
pluridisciplinary research.

1ere are variations that may inMuence speci2c 
aspects of the peer review process as elaborated 
below:

(i) Thematic or non-thematic calls
In the former, the themes or topics that are to be 
addressed by the project are de2ned in advance. 
1e proposed research must therefore fall within 
the thematic or topical scope of the call, and the 
relevance of the proposal to the call can be an 
important measure in the peer review evaluation. 
In non-thematic calls, normally, a broad scienti2c 
2eld or domain of research activity is determined 
within which collaboration is to be promoted. 1e 
scope of the proposals can then vary substantially 
within that 2eld.

(ii) National versus multinational
Whether a programme is national or international 
can signi2cantly a3ect the nature of the required 
peer review process. 1e implications can span the 
whole life-cycle of the process from beginning to 
end. National programmes can be used to:

Within a larger context, the above-mentioned tar-
gets can be de2ned for a group of countries. 1ese 
can take the form of bilateral agreements or larger 
scale multilateral programmes.

International Collaborative Research Programmes

National 

Collaborative Research Programmes

(iii) Responsive (continuous calls) versus non-
responsive (through solicited and time-bound 
calls)
Because of their nature, it is usually preferable to 
consider non-responsive mode for managing collabo-
rative programmes, particularly for multinational 
collaborative programmes, since they require spe-
ci2c preparatory steps that need careful attention 
(e.g., programmatic agreements, guidelines, dissemi-
nation needs, themes or domains of research, etc.).

68. See European Science Foundation (2010b), ESF Survey Analysis 
Report on Peer Review Practices, in particular §4.1.2, Table 4.1.

6.
Collaborative Research
Programmes
●	 ●	 ●
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International 

Collaborative Research Programmes 

 Recommended peer review 
approaches specific to 
Collaborative Research proposals

In this section some of the speci2c features will 
be highlighted. Although there seems to be some 
degree of variability in the processes and the way 
these are applied across di3erent scienti2c domains, 
the procedures suggested below are meant to apply 
across various domains.

International Collaborative 

Research Programmes

 Proposal submission
Calls may be organised on the basis of one- or two-
stage submissions. A two-stage process may be most 
appropriate when a high volume of proposals is 
expected (and a relatively low success rate). 1is 
approach saves time and e3ort for applicants who 
are ultimately unsuccessful. Other factors to be con-
sidered are the increased total time to a 2nal grant, 
and the greater administrative e3ort required of the 
funding body.

It is generally found that a two-stage approach is 
more appropriate for collaborative research.

International Collaborative Research Programmes

69. See European Science Foundation (2010b), ESF Survey 
Analysis Report on Peer Review Practices, in particular Chapter 2, 
Question 6, Table 2.3.
70. See European Science Foundation (2010b), ESF Survey Analysis 
Report on Peer Review Practices, in particular Section 4.1, §4.1.2, 
Question 6, Table 4.2.

In addition to the conventional and most used chan-
nels for the di3usion of the call and information 
on the programme, National Collaborative Research 
Programmes are mainly advertised in the national 
press and generally at a national level while inter-
national collaborative opportunities should be 
disseminated widely and using diverse means of 
communication to the appropriate targeted com-
munities.

With regard to the language regime, it is com-
mon for proposals to be written in English. 1is is 
an important factor when proposals are submit-
ted by multinational teams, and/or when the peer 
review will be carried out by international panels 
of experts. However, other national languages may 
be acceptable in the case of National Collaborative 
Research Programmes, or multilateral collaborations 
involving a shared common language.

International Collaborative Research Programmes

As described in Chapter 4 it is recommended good 
practice to provide detailed guidelines for appli-
cants, describing the submission process, the rules 
of the game, and explaining the subsequent steps in 
the selection process.

International Collaborative Research Programmes

 Peer Review stages
A two-stage evaluation process, which includes indi-
vidual/remote reviewers (at least three) and a panel 
assessment, is usually most appropriate for collabora-
tive research projects.

71. See European Science Foundation (2010b), ESF Survey 
Analysis Report on Peer Review Practices, in particular Section 4.7, 
Table 4.17.
72.See European Science Foundation (2010b), ESF Survey 
Analysis Report on Peer Review Practices, in particular Section 4.2, 
Question 78: “Which language is commonly used in the application 
and review process for this instrument?”, Table 4.11.
73. See European Science Foundation (2010b), ESF Survey Analysis 
Report on Peer Review Practices, in particular §4.2.2, Question 84: 

“Does your organisation provide the applicants with detailed 
guidelines (i.e. dedicated document) for writing the proposals for 
this instrument?” (Table 4.6).
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Some variants can occur in the number and 
the typology of the reviewers as individual/remote 
(external) versus members of the review panel 
according to the type of proposals.

International 

Collaborative Research Programmes

– Conventional proposals: the number can 

– Interdisciplinary proposals: can require a higher 

– Breakthrough proposals: reviewers should be 
able to Mag the transformative character of the 

International 

Collaborative Research Programmes

74. See European Science Foundation (2010b), ESF Survey Analysis 
Report on Peer Review Practices, in particular §4.10.2, Question 99: 

“Please specify the composition of the review panel.” (Figure 4.7).
75. See European Science Foundation (2010b), ESF Survey 
Analysis Report on Peer Review Practices, in particular §4.12.2, 
Question 112.4: “How many proposals is every reviewer responsible 
for on average per call in this instrument?” (Figure 4.11).
76. See European Science Foundation (2010b), ESF Survey Analysis 
Report on Peer Review Practices, in particular Section 4.13.

Review panel
– Interdisciplinary proposals: 1e composition 

of the panel should comprise a core group of 
experts representing a wide range of disciplines 
to ensure the necessary disciplinary expertise in 
any given competition, including where possible 
individuals who themselves have an interdisci-

– Proposals per reviewers.

Collaborative Research 

Programmes

Collaborative Research Programmes

 1e inclusion of right to reply when applied as 
part of the peer review process will add to the 
robustness and quality of the selection process 
and should be considered whenever feasible.

International 

Collaborative Research Programmes

 Conflicts of Interest
Collaborative proposals o?en bring together large 
sections of the available scienti2c community in 
a particular 2eld, and so can present particular 
di0culties when it comes to avoiding conMicts of 
interest. If the proposal language and thematic 
content so permit, it is strongly encouraged to use 
international reviewers and panels of experts includ-
ing experts from emerging countries.

77. European Science Foundation (2010b), ESF Survey Analysis 
Report on Peer Review Practices, in particular Section 4.12, 
Table 4.30.
78. See European Science Foundation (2010b), ESF Survey Analysis 
Report on Peer Review Practices, in particular Section 4.2, §4.2.2, 
Question 102, Table 4.5.
79. See European Science Foundation (2010b), ESF Survey Analysis 
Report on Peer Review Practices, in particular Section 4.2, §4.2.2, 
Question 98, Table 4.4.



Eu
ro

pe
an

 P
ee

r 
Re

vi
ew

 G
u

id
e

60

According to the survey’s results, in response 
to the question “How is a possible bias/conMict of 
interest identi2ed on the side of the reviewers in 
this Instrument?” the following responses were 
provided for International Collaborative Research 
Programmes (see table above).

 Timeline
Collaborative projects can present particular 
administrative challenges, and funding agencies 
are encouraged to streamline their procedures as 
far as possible to minimise the time to grant. For 
national programmes a shorter timeline is usually 
possible, and 6 months represents a useful bench-
mark, whereas a period of the order of 12 months 
may be the norm for multinational programmes.

 International Collaborative 

Research Programmes

80. See European Science Foundation (2010b), ESF Survey 
Analysis Report on Peer Review Practices, in particular Section 4.3, 
Table 4.10.

6.3 Processing of applications

6.3.1 Eligibility criteria
Beside the recommended standard criteria (see 
§4.3.1 in Part I of this Guide), some additional cri-
teria should be considered, depending on the nature 
of the programme: 

In National Collaborative Research Programmes, 
applicants would usually be expected to be a0li-
ated to a research institution or region in the 

International Collaborative Research 
Programmes, there are normally a minimum 
number of countries that must be represented by 
applicants.

Generally it is recommended that in the case of 
calls requiring interdisciplinary and breakthrough 
research, the eligibility screening is carried out by 
experienced and dedicated administrative sta3 or 
science o0cers. Some of the issues surrounding the 
peer review of these variants are discussed in Part 
I of the Guide.

1e summary of the results of the survey on 
most used eligibility criteria applied to Collaborative 
Research Programmes is provided in the table 
below.

 Evaluation criteria
With reference to the criteria described in §4.7.2 in 
Part I of this Guide, the following should be taken 
into consideration in evaluating collaborative pro-
posals:

Relevance to the scope of the call (if the scienti2c 
scope is described in the call, for example, in the 

not only of the competence of the project leader, 

task solely for the panel review, and not necessarily 

International Collaborative Research Programmes Individual/ 
Remote reviewers

Panel reviewers

Checked by the members of sta3 in the organisation.  
If there are conMicts, the potential reviewer is excluded

82.4%
14/17

86.7%
13/15

Reviewers are asked to check for potential conMicts 
themselves and possibly withdraw from the assessment

82.4%
14/17

73.3%
11/15

Reviewers have to sign a statement con2rming that there 
are no conMicts of interest

58.8%
10/17

66.7%
10/15
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-
ment of:
– added value: why is a collaborative approach 

necessary?
– integration: how well do the teams devoted to 

various components and work packages link 
together?

– synergy: is the proposed work likely to yield 
bene2ts greater than the sum of the parts?

National Collaborative 
Research Programmes the strategic and national 
importance of the proposed research should also 
be evaluated. However, this may be a task for the 
funding body rather than expert evaluators.

6.3.3 Referee assessments
As noted in Part I of this Guide (Chapter 4) it is 
recommended as good practice to use standard 
assessment forms and online procedures.

International Collaborative Research

81. See European Science Foundation (2010b), ESF Survey 
Analysis Report on Peer Review Practices, in particular Section 4.9, 
Table 4.22.

 Final selection and funding 
decisions

Final decisions are usually taken by a committee 
or board within or on behalf of the organisation in 
charge of the programme.

It is very important to set clear ground rules 
on the procedure for making 2nal decisions, par-
ticularly in the case of transnational programmes. 
Even when the national organisations maintain the 
responsibility for 2nal funding decisions nation-
ally, there should be a strong expectation that the 
ranking established by the expert evaluators will 
be respected.

In the case of proposals having an equal rank, it 
may be legitimate for the funding body to di3eren-
tiate proposals, where necessary, using previously 
agreed methods. Here, diversity issues (e.g., gender) 
might be taken into account.

According to the survey results, for International 
Collaborative Research Programmes the following 
practices have been stated:

Eligibility  
criteria

Completeness  
of the application

General fit of the 
proposal with 
the Instrument’s 
purpose

Timeliness  
of the 
submission

Institutional, 
regional, national 
affiliation  
of applicants

Other

94.7% 
18/19

78.9%
15/19

78.9%
15/19

73.7%
14/19

36.8%
7/19

International 
Collaborative 
Research 
Programmes

Organisation’s own executive 
management decides on 
the basis of peer review 
recommendations

31.6% 
6/19

A standing scienti2c committee 
composed of researchers 
decides on the basis of the peer 
review recommendations

31.6% 
6/19

A board or committee 
composed of researchers, 
administrators and/or 
politicians decides on the 
basis of the peer review 
recommendations

26.3% 
5/19

1e review panel decides 10.5% 
2/19
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7.
Programmes for the Creation 
or Enhancement of Scientific 
Networks
●	 ●	 ●

7.1 Purpose and scope

Programmes for the Creation or Enhancement of 
Scienti!c Networks are meant to promote network-
ing, by facilitating discussion and exchange of 
ideas on a speci2ed thematic area, issue or prob-
lem. Unlike the Collaborative Research Programmes, 
these programmes do not contain funding of the 
research itself. 1e main aim of Scienti!c Network 
Programmes is to facilitate interactions among 
researchers with established research programmes 
and between researchers and stakeholders, to create 
interdisciplinary fora, to encourage sharing knowl-
edge and expertise, to develop new techniques and 
to train new scientists. To this end, the organisation 
of science meetings (workshops, seminars, confer-
ences or schools), networking activities, exchange 
visits or other events are supported.

Furthermore, some programmes support activ-
ities related to scientific diffusion, such as the 
publication of information brochures and leaMets, 
CDs, books and meeting proceedings as well as the 
creation and management of dedicated scienti2c 
websites or scienti2c databases. 1ese networks may 
also serve to stimulate new debate across boundaries, 
for example, disciplinary, conceptual, theoretical, 
methodological, at national and (especially) at inter-
national level. 1is may lead in particular to later 
pluridisciplinary proposals.

1ere are variations that may inMuence speci2c 
aspects of the peer review process as elaborated 
below:

(i) Thematic or non-thematic calls
In the former, the theme or topics to be addressed 
by the project are de2ned in advance. 1e proposed 
network must therefore fall within the thematic or 
topical scope of the call, and the relevance of the 
proposal to the call can be an important measure in 
the peer review evaluation. In non-thematic calls, a 
broad scienti2c 2eld or domain is normally deter-
mined within which collaboration is to be promoted. 
1e scope of the proposals can then vary substan-
tially within that 2eld.

(ii) National versus multinational
Whether a programme is national or international 
can signi2cantly a3ect the nature of the required 
peer review process. 1e implications can span the 
whole life-cycle of the process from beginning to 
end. National programmes can be used to:

within targeted areas with the goal of enhancing 

-

-

-
works.

Within a larger context, the above-mentioned tar-
gets can be de2ned for a group of countries. 1ese 
can take the form of bilateral agreements or larger 
scale multilateral programmes.
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Creation or Enhancement of 

Scientific Networks 

(iii) Responsive (continuous calls) versus  
non-responsive (time-bound calls)
Because of their nature, it is usually preferable to 
consider the non-responsive mode for managing 
networking programmes, particularly for multi-
national programmes, since they require speci2c 
preparatory steps that need careful attention (e.g., 
programmatic agreements, guidelines, dissemina-
tion needs, themes or domains of research, etc.).

Creation or Enhancement of Scientific Networks

 Recommended peer review 
approaches specific to Scientific 
Network proposals

In this section some of the speci2c features will 
be highlighted. Although there seems to be some 
degree of variability in the processes and the way 
these are applied across di3erent scienti2c domains, 
the procedures suggested below are meant to apply 
across various domains.

Creation or 

Enhancement of Scientific Networks

 Proposal submission
Calls may be organised on the basis of one- or two-
stage submissions. A two-stage process may be most 
appropriate when a high volume of proposals is 
expected (and a relatively low success rate).

Other factors to be considered are the increased 
total time to a 2nal grant, and the greater admin-
istrative e3ort required of the funding body. It is 
generally found that a single submission stage may 
be su0cient.

Creation or Enhancement 

of Scientific Networks

82. See European Science Foundation (2010b), ESF Survey Analysis 
Report on Peer Review Practices, in particular Section 4.1, Table 4.1.

With regard to the language regime, it is common 
for proposals to be written in English. 1is is an 
important factor when proposals are submitted by 
multinational teams, and/or when the peer review 
will be carried out by international panels of experts. 
However, other national languages may be accept-
able in the case of national network programmes, 
or multilateral collaborations involving a shared 
common language.

Creation or Enhancement of Scientific Networks

As described in Part I of this Guide (Chapter 4) it 
is recommended good practice to provide detailed 
guidelines for applicants, describing the submission 
process, the rules of the game and explaining the 
subsequent steps in the selection process.

 Peer Review stages
A two-stage evaluation process, which includes 
individual/remote reviewers (at least three) and a 
panel assessment, is usually is the most appropriate. 
However, for Scienti!c Network Programmes a single 
stage may be su/cient.

Some variants can occur in the number and 
the typology of the reviewers as individual/remote 
(external) versus members of the review panel 
according to the type of proposals.

Creation or Enhancement 

of Scientific Networks

– Conventional proposals: the number can typi-

– Interdisciplinary proposals: can require a higher 

– Breakthrough proposals: reviewers should be 
able to Mag the transformative character of the 

– Con2dentiality: similar to the Collaborative 
Research programmes discussed in the previ-
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ous chapter, and using the results of the survey, 
it is recommended to keep the identity of the 
reviewers con2dential as much as possible. In 
some European countries, due to constitutional 
requirements on openness of the peer review 
process, this may not be possible.

– Interdisciplinary proposals: the composition 
of the panel should comprise a core group of 
experts representing a wide range of disciplines 
to ensure the necessary disciplinary expertise in 
any given competition, including where possible 
individuals who themselves have an interdisci-

– Proposals per reviewer.

Creation or Enhancement of Scientific Networks

 1e inclusion of right to reply when applied as part 
of the peer review process will add to the robust-
ness and quality of the selection process and may 
be considered whenever feasible. Although, for 
programmes for the Creation and Enhancement 
of Scienti!c Networks, none of the six respondents 
have indicated its use.

 Conflicts of Interest
Networking proposals o?en bring together large 
sections of the available scienti2c community in 
a particular 2eld, and so can present particular 
di0culties when it comes to avoiding conMicts of 
interest. If the proposal language and thematic 
content so permit, it is strongly encouraged to use 
international reviewers and panels of experts includ-
ing experts from emerging countries.

According to survey results, in response to the 

question “How is a possible bias/conMict of inter-
est identi2ed on the side of the reviewers in this 
Instrument?” the following responses are provided 
for programmes for the Creation or Enhancement of 
Scienti!c Networks (see table below)

 Timeline
Since Networking programmes normally do not 
contain funding for research, funding agencies are 
encouraged to streamline their procedures as far as 
possible to minimise the time to grant.

Creation or Enhancement 

of Scientific Networks

7.3 Processing of applications

7.3.1 Eligibility criteria
Beside the recommended standard criteria (see 
§4.3.1 in Part I of this Guide), some additional crite-
ria should be considered for networking proposals: 

be an optimum range for the number of partners, 
while still allowing proposals falling outside of 

fact that these grants normally do not include 
funding of research, it may be considered to 
include criteria that would ascertain the existence 
of current and relevant research funding at the 
disposal of the participants.

Generally it is recommended that in the case of 
calls requiring interdisciplinary and breakthrough 
research, the eligibility screening is carried out by 
experienced and dedicated administrative sta3 or 

Programmes for the Creation or Enhancement
of Scientific Networks

Individual/
Remote reviewers

Panel reviewers

Checked by the members of sta3 in the organisation. If 
there are conMicts, the potential reviewer is excluded

100.0%
3/3

100.0%
3/3

Reviewers are asked to check for potential conMicts 
themselves and possibly withdraw from the assessment

66.7% 
2/3

100.0% 
3/3

Reviewers have to sign a statement con2rming that there 
are no conMicts of interest

66.7% 
2/3

100.0% 
3/3
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science o0cers. Some of the issues surrounding the 
peer review of these variants are discussed in Part I 
of the Guide.

1e results of the survey on most used eligibility 
criteria applied to programmes for the Creation or 
Enhancement of Scienti!c Networks are summarised 
in the table above.

 Evaluation criteria
With reference to the criteria described in §4.7.2 in 
Part I of this Guide, the following should be taken 
into consideration in evaluating networking pro-
posals:

Scienti2c Quality: As mentioned before, proposals 
submitted for the creation of scienti2c networks 
do not contain request for research funding, and 
therefore scientific quality is less relevant for 
evaluating these proposals. Instead, the scienti2c 
context and rationale for creating the network 
should be considered, e.g., why would such a net-
work be needed or add value?

the core team submitting the proposal but also the 
wider network which they plan to form, and the 
criteria (possibly including diversity issues) to be 

-
sise the main intention of this type of grants and 
that it is not meant to fund research activities.

As noted in Part I of this Guide (Chapter 4) it is 
recommended as good practice to use standard 
assessment forms and online procedures.

Creation or Enhancement 

of Scientific Networks

 Final selection and funding 
decisions
Final decisions are usually taken by a committee 
or board within or on behalf of the organisation in 
charge of the programme.

It is very important to set clear ground rules 
on the procedure for making 2nal decisions, par-
ticularly in the case of transnational programmes. 
Even when national organisations maintain fund-
ing decisions nationally, there should be a strong 
expectation that the ranking established by the 
expert evaluators will be respected.

In the case of proposals having an equal rank, it 
may be legitimate for the funding body to di3eren-
tiate proposals, where necessary, using previously 
agreed methods. Here, diversity issues (e.g., gender) 
might be taken into account.

According to the survey results, for programmes 
for the Creation or Enhancement of Scientific 
Networks the following practices have been stated:

Eligibility 
criteria:

Completeness  
of the application

General fit of the 
proposal with 
the Instrument’s 
purpose

Timeliness  
of the 
submission

Institutional, 
regional, national 
affiliation
of applicants

Other

83.3%
5/6

66.7% 
4/6

66.7% 
4/6

16.7% 
1/6

83.3% 
5/6

Programmes  
for the Creation or 
Enhancement of 
Scientific Networks

Organisation’s own executive 
management decides on 
the basis of peer review 
recommendations

33.3% 
2/6

A standing scienti2c committee 
composed of researchers 
decides on the basis of the peer 
review recommendations

16.7% 
1/6

A board or committee 
composed of researchers, 
administrators and/or 
politicians decides on the 
basis of the peer review 
recommendations

16.7% 
1/6

1e review panel decides 0.0% 
0/6
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1is funding line is dedicated to proposals, o?en 
submitted by a large group(s) of researchers, which 
target the establishment of an institutional or 
regional centre for given areas of research. Such 
centres should encourage the pursuit of excellence 
in research at national and international levels, pro-
moting knowledge, technology transfer, training and 
international competitiveness. 1e centre might also 
interlink research institutions, establish research 
topic priorities and promote high-quality research 
in the long term. When applicable, the centre should 
integrate research and enterprises, and also represent 
a solid base for national and international innovation. 
Centres should harness existing research talent and 
be attractive to new world-class researchers, as well 
as making e0cient use of the existing resources83.

Proposals in this type of programme are usually 
funded for a long period of up to 10 years, although 
their longer-term sustainability (beyond 10 years) 
and evolution are vital considerations that should 
be incorporated into the longer view when planning 
new calls, making funding decisions and progress-
ing reviews.

It is also important to recognise and encour-
age di3erent models of centres. For instance, both 
physical centres and virtual centres involving net-
works of smaller groups and clusters are increasingly 
relevant and should be included in the key considera-
tions made in this chapter. Also, if a centre presents 
a national resource, the means by which access to 
that resource is organised and funded needs to be 
given careful evaluation. An example might be a 
national access programme, where projects with spe-

83. See Academy of Finland (2001).

ci2c investigators at a national level are undertaken 
within the centre.

The review of centres of excellence presents 
unique and speci2c challenges, making it impor-
tant to fully appreciate that no single mechanism 
of review will accommodate the various possible 
models and structures that proposals for centres may 
include. While it is only possible to present key prin-
ciples in this chapter, it is important to recognise that 
di3erent approaches of peer review should taken in 
the design of a particular call.

 Recommended peer review 
approaches specific to Centre  
of Excellence proposals

In this section some of the speci2c features of the 
overall process will be highlighted. Although there 
seems to be some degree of variability in the process, 
the procedures suggested below are meant to apply 
across various domains.

A high-level illustration of the main components 
of the selection process applicable to the creation of 
centres of excellence is provided in Figure 11.

 Proposal submission
In the case of a multi-stage process, the call can 
include a pre-proposal or letter of intent. 1is stage 
of a pre-proposal or letter of intent evaluation o?en 
requires a panel or remote-based evaluation (followed 
by internal agency considerations) resulting in the 
selection of a small number of proposals that will 
progress to the next stage. Full proposals will be spe-
ci2cally invited (following the 2rst stage of review) or 
will be received during the call opening period in the 
case when no pre-proposal is required (see below).

8.
Centres of Excellence 
Programmes
●	 ●	 ●
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 Peer review stages
Peer review as part of the evaluation of a Centres 
of Excellence programme will usually be a two- or 
three-stage process, utilising high-level and experi-
enced reviewers culminating in a panel-based site 
review, usually conducted by the same members 
(or extended version) of the panel involved in ear-
lier stages of review. In addition, it is likely that a 
form of strategic review will be incorporated in the 
process, so that national priorities and the needs of 
industry can be appropriately assessed. 1e process 
in fact may begin with a strategic decision for area(s) 
of national priority, resulting in open calls or dedi-
cated calls for thematic areas or grand challenges.

Although several stages are likely to be involved 
in the review of centre proposals, other models, 
such as speci2cally invited applications or one-stage 
review, may also be appropriate.

In the case of a multi-stage process, the follow-
ing are likely to be incorporated:

1e call can optionally include 

 1is stage of a pre-proposal or let-
ter of intent evaluation o?en requires a panel or 
remote-based evaluation (followed by internal 
agency considerations) resulting in the selection 
of a small number of proposals that will progress 

: Full propos-
als will be speci2cally invited (following the 2rst 
stage of review) or will be received during the call 
opening period in the case when no pre-proposal 

1e full application will 
usually be sent for evaluation by individual/remote 
experts who submit detailed written reviews. 1e 
reviews will usually contain sections focusing on 
the detailed scienti2c proposal, track record of 
the applicants, as well as other criteria that are 
outlined in later sections and also considered by 

For cen-
tres of excellence, particularly those of large scale, 
a detailed site visit is critical. 1ese will ideally 
use an international panel of experts with a broad 
range of expertise and experience. 1e panel will 
o?en include experts who provide some of the 
written evaluations from earlier stages.
– Centres are o?en, but not necessarily, de2ned 

by their pluri-interdisciplinary nature and the 
panel constitution should be tailored to reMect 
such di3erences.

– As with the written reviews, the panel will 
evaluate scienti2c quality of the proposal and 
competence of the applicants. 1e review may 
very likely also examine areas such the govern-
ance and management of the centre, training 
and education and possibly any industrial col-
laborations that the centre may have.

: A strategic evaluation of a cen-
tre proposal may o?en be required and should be 
made in the context of the scienti2c review, but 
performed separately. It may consider the follow-
ing criteria:

– May involve a variety of national agencies and 

Figure 11. 

Call for Proposals

Final Decision

Priorities

Pre-Proposals

Initial Scientific Review

 Full Proposals

Full Scientific Review and Selection

Site Visits

Remote 
Reviews

Panel 
Reviews

Policy and Strategy Plans
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other relevant stakeholders, scientists and 
industry experts. Importantly, the potential for 
such stakeholders to overtly inMuence the 2nal 
funding decision needs to be carefully taken in 

– As outlined in Figure 11 a formal strategic 
review may be speci2cally undertaken as part 
of the full review, although more generally the 
national policy and strategy plans, or those of 
the funding agency, may inMuence any stage of 
the process, from the launch of the call to the 
2nal decision.

 Once funded the centre will 
likely be subject to progress evaluations over its 
lifetime. 1is is especially important given that the 
review may o?en be made prior to the start of the 
centre and any physical structure. Progress reviews 
should be regular and begin as soon as the project 
is underway and may take the form of agency vis-
its and scienti2c panel-based site visits.

 Timeline
1e timeline for evaluating centres is by necessity 
o?en extensive, largely because of the scale of the 
projects and the requirement for two or three prin-
cipal review stages and site visits.

-
enced by the scale and scope of the project, as well 
as by the extent of interdisciplinary research or 
if large networks are involved. Nevertheless, it 
would generally be expected that an 18-month 
time frame would be usual between the call launch 
and the funding decision.

review process to ensure that scienti2c evaluation 
is executed within de2ned time periods, to avoid 
unnecessary delays in the process. 1e process is 
well coordinated with the strategic review that 
will take place in a ‘parallel mode’.

ahead of the call and delineated on procedural 
maps.

 Processing of applications

Commonly, applications will be submitted directly 
by the institutions, or have a clear documentation 
of support by the principal institution(s). A number 
of additional points should be made in processing 
these applications:

be assigned to the application and be responsible 
for looking a?er it, from the application through 

to the funding decision. It is also ideal if the same 
programme o0cer takes custody of the award a?er 
it has been made, so that major issues can be dealt 
with e0ciently as they arise and so that working 
knowledge of the award can be brought to bear 

the agency in managing the review process and 
resources appropriate with the scale of the invest-
ment should be provided and decided well ahead 

for succinct and well written pre-proposals should 
be given to aid e3ective panel evaluation.

Preliminary selection
1e outline of the proposal accompanied by an 
expression of interest and/or letter of intent will be 
evaluated internally by the funding agency in con-
junction with individual/remote reviewers in the 
2rst stage of the peer review process.

Preliminary selection can involve remote or 
physical panel input. 1is will be followed by inter-
nal agency considerations of the reviews.

For applications that are not progressed beyond 
this initial stage, a good level of feedback should 
be provided, given the potential scale and scope of 
the projects in such applications. 1is may be done 
via face to face meetings between the agency and 
applicants.

 Eligibility criteria
Eligibility criteria for applications will be largely 
similar to those of other proposals in other funding 
instruments (for the standard criteria see Section 
4.5 in Part I of this Guide). However, some spe-
ci2c eligibility considerations related to Centres of 
Excellence programmes that may apply are as fol-
lows, in particular in the case of proposals involving 
a host institution:
 1e host institution should be an eligible research 
body in the eyes of the funding agency, (also for 
other partners if the centre represents a network 

through its research o0ce, signed by an appro-
priately senior individual (Dean or Provost of the 

-
sented by the host institution.

 Evaluation criteria
1e evaluation of the proposal will not only con-
cern the scienti2c quality of the proposal and of the 
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applicant(s) (for the standard criteria see §4.7.2 in 
Part I of this Guide) but, according to the speci2city 
of the programme, the following criteria can be also 
taken into consideration:

-

which is described the centre’s progress in achiev-
ing its own goals and objectives since the last 
review was undergone84.

Additional criteria will also be evaluated:

-

-

Ongoing evaluation of the award once it has been 
made

monitoring of the award and with investments of 
this scale will usually also require independent 
peer review.

-
puts and performance of the centre will be vital. 
1is is ideally done at pre-de2ned intervals (e.g., 
half-yearly or quarterly) using standard reporting 
documentation. 1is may also involve a speci2c 

84. See the Program Guide for the Centres of Excellence for 
Commercialization and Research (CECR) – of the Networks of 
Centres of Excellence of Canada at: http://www.nce-rce.gc.ca/
ReportsPublications-RapportsPublications/CECR/Program-Guide-
Programme_eng.asp#eligib (May 2010).

reporting structure such as: Governing Board, 
host institution’s research o0ce, funding agency.

-
nal reviewers will also help in e3ective monitoring 
of the award and early detection of problems and 
issues.

size of awards.

familiarity of an experienced o0cer within the 
agency which would be important in helping to 
facilitate this.

 Budget
Financing for centres is a long-term commitment 
and 2nancing should aim to achieve a balance 
between investment and operational resources and 
resources to enable researchers to conduct their 
work. Governance and management plans will be 
essential to include in the budgets presented for 
evaluation.

It is important to understand how researchers 
will be funded under their own grants and how 
much central funding under the centre award will 
contribute to their support and those of their teams. 
In addition, it is also important to understand how 
common shared resources, such as equipment and 
large infrastructural facilities will be funded and 
managed (e.g., indirect funds such as overheads 
and how the host institution will use these in sup-
porting the centre need careful evaluation, e.g., 
operational costs such as energy, rent and salaries). 
Supplementary awards for usage, such as equipment 
charges and other access, need particular clarity to 
avoid double costing on awards.

 Final selection and funding 
decisions

1e 2nal decision to fund will be made by the fund-
ing agency taking into account all the above input. 
Internal agency procedures for assessing the case 
for 2nal funding decisions should be decided upon 
before the launch of the call to ensure fairness and 
consistency.
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1is funding line is dedicated to supporting the 
creation of new Research Infrastructures (RIs). 
According to the de2nition of the European Strategy 
Forum on Research Infrastructures (ESFRI), RIs are 
de2ned as follows85: 

The term ‘research infrastructures’ refers to 
facilities, resources and related services used by the 
scienti2c community to conduct top-level research 
in their respective 2elds, ranging from social sci-
ences to astronomy, genomics to nanotechnologies. 
Examples include singular large-scale research 
installations, collections, special habitats, librar-
ies, databases, biological archives, clean rooms, 
integrated arrays of small research installations, 
high-capacity/high-speed communication networks, 
highly distributed capacity and capability comput-
ing facilities, data infrastructure, research vessels, 
satellite and aircra? observation facilities, coastal 
observatories, telescopes, synchrotrons and accel-
erators, networks of computing facilities, as well as 
infrastructural centres of competence which provide 
a service for the wider research community based 
on an assembly of techniques and know-how.

RIs may be ‘single-sited’ (a single resource at a 
single location), ‘distributed’ (a network of distrib-
uted resources), or ‘virtual’ (the service is provided 
electronically).

As a consequence of the EUROHORCs and ESF 
Vision on a Globally Competitive ERA and their Road 
Map for Actions86, an ESF Member Organisation 

85. See the website of the European Commission on research and 
infrastructures: http://ec.europa.eu/research/infrastructures/
index_en.cfm?pg=what
86. 1e Road Map can be downloaded at: http://www.esf.org/
publications/science-policy-brie2ngs.html

Forum on Research Infrastructures was launched in 
particular for discussing and sharing best practice 
in funding and operating research infrastructures. 
Delegates from more than 30 member organisa-
tions and convened observers from the European 
Commission, ERC, ERF, ESFRI and ALLEA work 
within this framework on a joint understanding 
of modern research infrastructures, with evalua-
tion being a major focus. Readers of this chapter 
are strongly recommended to consult the dedicated 
MO Forum on Research Infrastructures for more 
speci2c information 87,88.

Research infrastructures vary widely, not only 
in the scienti2c 2elds and communities they serve, 
but also in their organisational form, their size and 

– last but not least – their costs. 1ere are probably 
almost as many ways of establishing a new research 
infrastructure as there are research infrastructures 
themselves.

1e ESFRI process, for instance, has foreseen an 
individual preparatory phase for each ESFRI project 
of typically two to four years to de2ne the govern-
ance and legal model, the funding streams and the 
operational model. But the ESFRI roadmap contains 
only mature projects that have already been devel-
oped to a certain expected degree of maturity by the 
scienti2c community. Altogether it usually takes 
several, if not many, years from the original idea 
to the beginning of the construction phase. In the 

87. See http://www.esf.org/activities/mo-fora/research-
infrastructures.html
Infrastructure, 2007, 2nd edition, Stockholm.
88. 1e support and development of European RIs is also the 
subject of the European Council Regulation, dated 25 June 
2009, entitled Community legal 3amework for European Research 
In3astructure Consortium (ERIC) available at: http://eur-lex.
europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:L:2009:206:0001:0
008:EN:PDF

9.
New Research Infrastructures 
Programmes
●	 ●	 ●
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course of developing a new research infrastructure 
there will typically be one or several steps where 
peer review will be used to assess a proposal asking 
for funding or for political support.

1is chapter will not deal with the whole proc-
ess towards the decision to build a new RI. Instead 
it concentrates on the peer review steps included 
in the process, which are also applicable to small 
scale Research Infrastructures. In addition to the 
general aspects of peer review discussed in Part I, in 
this section some of the speci2c features relevant to 
selection of RI proposals will be indicated.

 Recommended peer review 
approaches specific to New 
Research Infrastructure proposals

Research infrastructures are o?en of unique char-
acter and can be quite expensive, concerning both 
the costs of implementation and the running costs. 
Medium- to long-term commitments are in many 
cases required in order to recruit the sta3, to main-
tain and renew equipment, to update databases and 
so forth. 1us, the establishment of RIs will typi-
cally not follow uniform procedures but is rather 
the result of complex, sometimes dedicated discus-
sions on the needs and requirements of the research 
community.

Moreover, infrastructures will o?en represent 
both nationally and internationally relevant invest-
ments. Sometimes, it will be critical to ensure that 
the review and evaluation should carefully consider 
how the projects align to European research agen-
das or national/European road maps, e.g., ESFRI, 
Joint Programming, etc. On the other hand, dis-
tributed RIs require special consideration of the 
collaboration and networking of the sites form-
ing a research infrastructure while the costs of a 
part of the distributed RI might not be so critical. 
Information-based RIs might focus on adoption of 
accepted standards or working in close connection 
with similar RIs elsewhere.

1ere are many other features that might play 
a signi2cant role. 1erefore it is di0cult to estab-
lish merely a set of procedures covering all research 
infrastructures. However, some common elements 
can be identi2ed that are strongly recommended 
to be part of any modern funding scheme, be it an 
open programme, a speci2c call, or even a tailor-
made process.

infrastructures should contain a peer review step. 
Already within the initial steps towards the idea of 

a new research infrastructure one has to consider 
if the infrastructure will meet the needs of the sci-
enti2c community and carry out an assessment of 
the scienti2c scope and (inter)disciplinary nature 
of the project. Regardless of how this stage of the 
discussion is conducted89, there should be a call for 
a detailed proposal. 1is is the moment at which 
peer reviewing is required to ensure the assess-
ment and selection of the applications. Peer review 
will usually be the method of choice to measure 
the success of an established research infrastruc-
ture.

-
ship from scienti2c experts, active scientists and 
also experts in evaluating and/or managing infra-
structures and large capital projects90. It might be 
reasonable to nominate members who would serve 
for designated periods if the future evaluation of 
the RI can already be foreseen. 1is would allow 
continuity, experience and competency to review 
infrastructural projects to be retained.

proposal indicating the scienti2c and strategic 
concept of the RI. 1e process may additionally 
o3er the opportunity to discuss open questions 
with the applicants. 1e review panel would pri-
marily assess the scienti2c merit of the application 
according to a well-de2ned set of critical crite-
ria, as well as other review criteria as described 
below.

most important basis for the 2nal selection of the 
proposal.

-
sion board with membership di3erent from the 
review panel. 1is decision board might consider 
additional aspects such as strategic goals, 2nancial 
budgets and others. 1e discussion in the decision 
board would bene2t from the evaluation report 
provided by the review panel.

 Timeline
Like the Centres of Excellence, infrastructural 
projects, particularly those larger projects, require 
longer timelines for the whole decision process. 

89. It might be a competitive process selecting a proportion of 
projects for further evaluation which would already mean a peer 
review process on initial concepts. In other cases, individual or 
political decisions might determine the procedure.
90. 1ough not in the focus of this chapter but for the sake 
of completeness, peer review will also be used in any cases 
of major updates or upgrades of existing RIs, for instance of 
instrumentation, databases, etc. Finally, peer review plays a role 
in assessing proposals submitted to RIs to get access to the RIs’ 
resources.
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Exceptions may be smaller awards, such as data-
bases described above.

Although timelines may inevitably be protract-
ed, mechanisms should be incorporated to mini-
mise delays.

 Processing of applications

In evaluating research infrastructure projects it is 
essential to consider the full life-cycle of the project 

– from concept and construction to operation and 
phase-out. 1ough it is essential that the funding 
should facilitate long-term planning and promote 
long-term projects in operating and using infrastruc-
tures, a proposal has to focus on the funding period 
which could for instance be a 2ve-year term.

Two particular aspects of the peer review when 
applied to RI are eligibility and evaluation criteria. 
1e 2rst set of criteria will determine which propos-
als are accepted to go through the peer review and 
which ones will not be accepted. Evaluation criteria 
are used for the peer review and selection process 
to determine comparative merits of competing pro-
posals.

 Eligibility criteria
Applicants will generally be eligible research bodies 
or institutions, although in other cases applications 
may be made directly by scientists, with commit-
ment of support from the host institution. National 
eligibility criteria will apply.

 Evaluation criteria
1e evaluation concerns not only the scienti2c qual-
ity of the proposal and competence of the applicants, 
but also the detailed evaluation of the infrastruc-
ture itself. National or European priorities might 
play a signi2cant role as well. Usually, the criteria for 
assessing proposals on research infrastructure will 
comprise the scienti2c excellence of the research to 
be performed, the management of the infrastruc-
ture, and the service the infrastructure can provide. 
A set of criteria could, for instance, verify that the 
infrastructure should: 

by several research groups/users with highly 

-

have a plan for improving accessibility (concerns 
both use of the infrastructure, access to collected 
data and presentation of results).

Other criteria that may be addressed are: 
-

grammes (e.g., seminars, workshops) associated 

e.g., sample prepa-

of relevant standards.

Apart from judging the ful2lment of the criteria 
above, there is also an assessment of the infra-
structure’s relevance to the research that it intends 
to support. In addition, an assessment of the infra-
structure’s potential users is also included in the 
evaluation.

 Budget
Financing for research infrastructures is usually 
long-term funding. Financing should aim to achieve 
a balance between investment and operational 
resources and resources to enable researchers to use 
the infrastructures. A planning grant, which could 
run for one or two years, is adequate when an infra-
structure is in a preparatory phase. 1e planning 
grant will essentially cover costs for salaries, meet-
ings, maintenance of the equipment, training, etc.

An investment grant is suitable for an infra-
structure in the construction phase and would fund 
essentially equipment and salaries/material for the 
construction.

Finally, for an infrastructure in operation, an 
operation grant, which would essentially fund 
operational costs like energy, rent and salaries, is 
adequate.

Governance and management plans will be 
essential to include in the budgets presented for 
evaluation. It may be suitable to have: 

-

as opposed to those engaged directly in research 
need to be included.
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 Final selection and funding 
decisions

1e 2nal decisions on selection and funding should 
include broad strategic relevance and importance of 
the infrastructure for research, or its role in building 
up expertise.

The funding decisions are usually taken by 
boards described above. 1e government(s) involved 
or the funding bodies will establish these decision 
boards. 1e 2nal selection of which infrastructures 
to fund is based upon the recommendation made in 
the peer review process described above.
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 Glossary

Ad hoc (scientific) committee
Committee set up for a limited duration (typically less than 
one or two years) and for a particular purpose.

Administrative staff
Sta3 members who are mainly responsible for supporting the 
scienti2c sta3 and dealing with routine tasks.

Eligibility criteria
1e minimum conditions which a proposal must ful2l if it is 
to be retained for further evaluation.

Evaluation criteria 
1e criteria against which eligible proposals are assessed by 
independent experts.

Expert
An individual who is quali2ed to evaluate a research 
proposal, by virtue of his or her scienti2c background, and/
or by knowledge of broader aspects relevant to the evaluation 
process.

Funding instrument
An activity with the aim of distributing funding based on 
explicit requirements. 1ese requirements are typically 
related to scienti2c focus, eligibility, competitive 
selection, etc. A funding organisation will normally make use 
of a number of instruments to meet its needs.

Grants
Funding awarded through competitive merit-based selection:  
competitive selection of proposals on the basis of the quality 
of the applicant(s) and/or the quality of the proposed research 
activity and/or the quality of the research environment.

Incentives
Distribution of monetary or other forms of rewards meant to 
motivate and encourage participation in peer review.

Individual/remote review 
1e evaluation of a proposal by one or more experts who 
do not discuss their views with other experts. In some 
organisations these are also referred to as ‘external reviewers’.

Letter of intent
Short document containing a brief scienti2c summary and 
a list of participating scientists and/or institutions, stating 
the interest to apply for funding. 1is is the 2rst step in 
expressing interest and is normally followed by a more 
detailed proposal.

Panel review
1e collective evaluation of a number of proposals by a group 
of experts, involving a discussion or other interaction before 
arriving at a conclusion.

Peer review
1e process of evaluating research applications (proposals) by 
experts in the 2eld of the proposed research.

Preliminary or outline proposal
Research proposal containing an overview of the scienti2c 
scope of the project, the requested budget, project plan and 
the scientist(s) involved.

Redress
Formal opportunity o3ered to the applicants of proposals 
under peer review to clarify correction of procedural mistakes 
and/or legal issues, a?er the 2nal decision.

Scientific staff
Sta3 members who are mainly responsible for tasks needing 
scienti2c experience, background or judgment, for example, 
on selection of reviewers, writing of review minutes, reports, 
analysis, etc.

Standing (scientific) committee
Committee set up with a mandate for a relatively longer 
duration (typically several years) and for one or multiple 
purposes.
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 ESF Survey Analysis Report on Peer Review Practices

1e results of the ESF survey on peer review 
practices are available in the ESF Survey Analysis 
Report on Peer Review Practices through the ESF 
website at: 
http://www.esf.org/activities/mo-fora/ 
peer-review.html



Eu
ro

pe
an

 P
ee

r 
Re

vi
ew

 G
u

id
e

81

 European Code of Conduct for Research Integrity

European Code of Conduct for Research Integrity

 

This code – developed through 
a series of workshops involving 
the ESF (European Science 
Foundation) and ALLEA (All 
European Academies) – addresses 
the proper conduct and principled 
practice of systematic research in 
the natural and social sciences and 
the humanities. It is a canon for 
self-regulation, not a body of law.  
It is not intended to replace 
existing national or academic 
guidelines, but to represent 
Europe-wide agreement on a set 
of principles and priorities for the 
research community.

The Code

Researchers, public and private research organisations, 
universities and funding organisations must observe 
and promote the principles of integrity in scienti!c and 
scholarly research. 
These principles include: 

and 

the future. 

Universities, institutes and all others who employ 
researchers, as well as agencies and organisations 
funding their scienti!c work, have a duty to ensure a 
prevailing culture of research integrity. This involves 
clear policies and procedures, training and mentoring 
of researchers, and robust management methods that 
ensure awareness and application of high standards 
as well as early identi!cation and, wherever possible, 
prevention of any transgression.

Fabrication, falsi!cation and the deliberate omis-
sion of unwelcome data are all serious violations of 
the ethos of research. Plagiarism is a violation of the 
rules of responsible conduct vis-à-vis other researchers 
and, indirectly, harmful for science as well. Institutions 
that fail to deal properly with such wrongdoing are 
also guilty. Credible allegations should always be 
investigated. Minor misdemeanours should always be 
reprimanded and corrected. 

Investigation of allegations should be consistent with 

speedy, and lead to proper outcomes and sanctions. 
Con!dentiality should be observed where possible, 
and proportionate action taken where necessary. 
Investigations should be carried through to a conclu-
sion, even when the alleged defaulter has left the 
institution. 

Partners (both individual and institutional) in inter-
national collaborations should agree beforehand to 
cooperate to investigate suspected deviation from 
research integrity, while respecting the laws and 
sovereignty of the states of participants. In a world of 
increasing transnational, cross-sectional and interdis-
ciplinary science, the work of OECD’s Global Science 
Forum on Best Practices for Ensuring Scientific Integrity 
and Preventing Misconduct can provide useful guid-
ance in this respect.

The principles of research integrity

These require honesty in presenting goals and inten-
tions, in reporting methods and procedures and in 
conveying interpretations. Research must be reliable 
and its communication fair and full. Objectivity requires 
facts capable of proof, and transparency in the handling 
of data. Researchers should be independent and impar-
tial and communication with other researchers and with 
the public should be open and honest. All researchers 
have a duty of care for the humans, animals, the envi-

fairness in providing references and giving credit for the 
work of others and must show responsibility for future 
generations in their supervision of young scientists 
and scholars. 

Misconduct

Research misconduct is harmful for knowledge. It could 
mislead other researchers, it may threaten individuals or 
society – for instance if it becomes the basis for unsafe 
drugs or unwise legislation – and, by subverting the 
public’s trust, it could lead to a disregard for or undesir-
able restrictions being imposed on research. 
Research misconduct can appear in many guises: 

involves making up results and recording 

 involves manipulating research proc-

 is the appropriation of other people’s 

failure to meet 
clear ethical and legal requirements such as misrep-
resentation of interests, breach of con!dentiality, lack 

or materials. Misconduct also includes improper 
dealing with infringements, such as attempts to cover 

may not lead to formal investi-

frequency, and should be corrected by teachers and 
mentors.

The response must be proportionate to the seri-
ousness of the misconduct: as a rule it must be 
demonstrated that the misconduct was committed 
intentionally, knowingly or recklessly. Proof must be 
based on the preponderance of evidence. Research 
misconduct should not include honest errors or differ-
ences of opinion. Misbehaviour such as intimidation of 
students, misuse of funds and other behaviour that is 

unacceptable as well, but is not ‘research misconduct’ 
since it does not affect the integrity of the research 
record itself. 

Good research practices

There are other failures to adhere to good practices 
– incorrect procedures, faulty data management, etc. 
– that may affect the public’s trust in science. These 
should be taken seriously by the research community 
as well. Accordingly, data practices should preserve 
original data and make it accessible to colleagues. 
Deviations from research procedures include insuf-

-
able to claim or grant undeserved authorship or deny 
deserved authorship. Other publication-related lapses 
could include repeated publication, salami-slicing or 
insuf!cient acknowledgement of contributors or spon-
sors.  Reviewers and editors too should maintain their 
independence, declare any con"icts of interest, and be 

authorship and ghost authorship are forms of falsi!ca-
tion. An editor or reviewer who purloins ideas commits 
plagiarism. It is ethically unacceptable to cause pain or 
stress to those who take part in research, or to expose 
them to hazards without informed consent. 

While principles of integrity, and the violation thereof, 
have a universal character, some rules for good practice 

part of a set of national or institutional guidelines. These 
cannot easily be incorporated into a universal code of 
conduct. National guidelines for good research practice 
should, however, consider the following:

1. Data: All primary and secondary data should be 
stored in secure and accessible form, documented 
and archived for a substantial period. It should be 
placed at the disposal of colleagues. The freedom 
of researchers to work with and talk to others should 
be guaranteed.

2. Procedures: All research should be designed and 
conducted in ways that avoid negligence, haste, 
carelessness and inattention. Researchers should 
try to ful!l the promises made when they applied 
for funding. They should minimise impact on the 
environment and use resources ef!ciently. Clients 
or sponsors should be made aware of the legal 
and ethical obligations of the researcher, and of 
the importance of publication. Where legitimately 
required, researchers should respect the con!den-
tiality of data. Researchers should properly account 
for grants or funding received. 

3. Responsibility:
animal or non-living – should be handled with respect 
and care. The health, safety or welfare of a commu-
nity or collaborators should not be compromised. 
Researchers should be sensitive to their research 

used in research only after alternative approaches 
have proved inadequate. The expected bene!ts of 
such research must outweigh the harm or distress 
in"icted on an animal.

4. Publication: Results should be published in an open, 
transparent and accurate manner, at the earliest 
possible time, unless intellectual property consid-

speci!ed, should be fully responsible for the content 
of publication. Guest authorship and ghost author-
ship are not acceptable. The criteria for establishing 
the sequence of authors should be agreed by all, 

collaborators and assistants should be acknowl-
edged, with their permission. All authors should 
declare any con"ict of interest. Intellectual contri-
butions of others should be acknowledged and 
correctly cited. Honesty and accuracy should be 
maintained in communication with the public and 
the popular media. Financial and other support for 
research should be acknowledged.

5. Editorial responsibility: An editor or reviewer with 
a potential con"ict of interest should withdraw from 
involvement with a given publication or disclose the 
con"ict to the readership. Reviewers should provide 

assessments, and maintain con!dentiality. Reviewers 
should not, without permission, make use of material 
in submitted manuscripts. Reviewers who consider 
applications for funding, or applications by individuals 
for appointment or promotion or other recognition, 
should observe the same guidelines.

The primary responsibility for handling research 
misconduct is in the hands of those who employ the 
researchers. Such institutions should have a standing or 
ad hoc committee(s) to deal with allegations of miscon-
duct. Academies of Sciences and other such bodies 
should adopt a code of conduct, with rules for handling 
alleged cases of misconduct, and expect members 
to abide by it. Researchers involved in international 
collaboration should agree to standards of research 
integrity as developed in this document and, where 
appropriate, adopt a formal collaboration protocol 
either ab initio or by using one drafted by the OECD 
Global Science Forum.

July 2010
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 ESF Member Organisation Forum on Peer Review

List of Forum Members 2007-2010
* Current Forum Participation

Member Organisations

Country Organisation Contact Person 

Austria Austrian Science Fund (FWF) Christian Fischer*
Falk J. Reckling*
Rudolf Novak

Austrian Academy of Sciences (ÖAW) Walter Pohl*
Arnold Schmidt*

Belgium Fund for Scienti2c Research (FNRS) Pascal Perrin

Research Foundation – Flanders (FWO) Hans Willems*

Croatia 1e National Foundation of Science, Higher  
Education and Technological Development of the  
Republic of Croatia (NZZ)

Alenka Gagro*
Janja Trkulja*

Czech Republic Czech Science Foundation (GAČR) Bohuslav Gaš*
Radka Smrzova

Denmark Danish Agency for Science, Technology and Innovation Jette Kirstein*

1e Danish Council for Independent Research –  
Technology and Production (FTP)

Marcel A.J. Somers

Estonia Estonian Science Foundation (ETF) Meelis Sirendi*

Finland 1e Academy of Finland Risto Vilkko*
Riitta Mustonen
Saara Leppinen

France French National Research Agency (ANR) Nakita Vodjdani*

National Centre for Scienti2c Research (CNRS) Pierre Gilliot*

French National Institute of Health and Medical Research 
(Inserm)

Isabelle Henry*

Germany German Research Foundation (DFG) Catherine Kistner*
Frank Wissing

Max-Planck-Society (MPG) Helene Schru3*

Hungary Hungarian Scienti2c Research Fund (OTKA) Előd Nemerkényi*

Iceland Icelandic Centre for Research Magnus Lyngdal Magnusson*

Ireland Health Research Board (HRB) Oonagh Ward*
Aoife Crowley
Anne Cody*

Science Foundation Ireland (SFI) Stephen Simpson*

Italy National Research Council  (CNR) Marta Caradonna*

National Institute for Nuclear Physics (INFN) Valerio Vercesi*

Luxembourg National Research Fund (FNR) Frank Bingen* 

Netherlands Netherlands Organisation for Scienti2c Research (NWO) Anko Wiegel*
Patricia Vogel

Royal Netherlands Academy of Arts and Science (KNAW) Jacco van den Heuvel

Norway Research Council of Norway Janicke Anne Giæver*

Portugal Foundation for Science and Technology (FCT) Maria do Rosário Costa*
Maria Anjos Lopez Macedo*

Slovak Republic Slovak Research and Development Agency (APVV) Martin Filko*
Sonia Ftácnikova

Slovenia Slovenian Research Agency (ARRS) Stojan Pečlin*

Spain Council for Scienti2c Research (CSIC) José González de la Campa*
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Sweden Swedish Research Council (VR) Jonas Björck*
So2e Björling

Switzerland Swiss National Science Foundation (SNF) 1omas Zimmermann*
Juliette Pont

Turkey 1e Scienti2c and Technological Research Council  
of Turkey (TüBITAK)

Arif Adli*
M. Necati Demir*

United Kingdom Engineering and Physical Sciences Research Council (EPSRC) Susan Morrell*
Andrew Bourne
Jo Garrad

Medical Research Council (MRC) David Cox
Declan Mulkeen

Observers

Country Organisation Contact Person

European Commission (EC) Alan Cross* 
Jimmy Bruun-Felthaus*

European Research Council (ERC) Fiona Kernan*
Frank Kuhn*

Italy Italian National Agency for New Technologies, Energy  
and Sustainable Economic Development (ENEA)

Gian Piero Celata*
Carlo Cremisini*

Poland Foundation for Polish Science Marta Lazarowicz-Kowalik*

Research Executive Agency (REA) Renat Bilyalov*

United States National Science Foundation (NSF)  David Stonner

Coordination of the Forum

Marc Heppener, Chair, ESF

Laura Marin, Coordinator, ESF

Contributions from ESF Staff 

Staff member Role

Cristina Marras (on Secondment from CNR, Italy) Co-author

Farzam Ranjbaran Co-author

Katharina Fuchs-Bodde Editorial advice and coordinator  
of the Survey

Hilary Crichton Editorial advice
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